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Introduction

The operation against the Turkish Ottoman Empire which began in 1915
was originally intended to be nothing more than a demonstration to help
relieve pressure on Britain and France’s ally, Russia. Tsar Nicholas II’s forces
were fighting on two fronts and barely able to hold back the Germans and
Austrians, leaving them severely weakened in the Caucasus. Britain’s military
and political leaders, Churchill, Kitchener, Fisher, Carden and Lloyd
George, turned that limited objective into a major offensive which absorbed
half-a-million men and vast amounts of military and naval resources. Almost
half of those men became casualties.

At first the campaign against Turkey was purely naval. It was led by Vice-
Admiral Sir Sackville Hamilton Carden who at the time was in command of
the Royal Navy’s Mediterranean Squadron. As early as November 1914, as
soon as hostilities between Russia and Turkey had started, Carden with a
combined Anglo-French squadron had tried to force the Dardanelles Strait, a
30-mile long strait in north-western Turkey which, linking the Sea of
Marmara to the Aegean, is only between 0.75 to 3.7 miles wide.

In his first despatch, Carden reported back that the Turkish batteries
opened fire as soon as the Allied ships made their run. The Allied warships’
counter-fire was highly effective and it was believed that some 600 casualties
had been inflicted on the Turkish gunners. When, on 19 February 1915,
Carden conducted a second run past the Turkish batteries and deliberately
bombarded the Turkish positions from the outset, the Turkish gunners
remained under cover and did not venture out to man their guns until the
afternoon.

Operations continued in February and March in which landing parties
captured some of the Turkish forts. Yet it was not the land defences that
ultimately proved decisive but the mine fields which had been sown across the
Strait.

On 18 March, in another attempt on the Dardanelles, three battleships
were sunk by mines and another damaged, and Rear Admiral John de Robeck,
who had taken over from Carden just three days before, called off the attack.
These were the worst losses suffered by the Royal Navy in battle since
Trafalgar.
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At this point, Britain and France could have scaled down their operations in
this theatre. They had made the demonstration that Russia had pleaded for
and if they kept a number of warships in the area, the Turks would have been
compelled to maintain substantial forces on the Gallipoli Peninsula to ensure
its safety. However, General Sir Ian Hamilton, who had been given command
of the Allied Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, was present with the Royal
Navy on 18 March and in his first despatch he wrote: ‘I witnessed these
stupendous events, and thereupon cabled your Lordship my reluctant deduc-
tion that the co-operation of the whole of the force under my command
would be required to enable the Fleet effectively to force the Dardanelles.’

What Hamilton made clear was that ‘nothing but a thorough and system-
atic scheme for flinging the whole of the troops under my command very
rapidly ashore could be expected to meet with success; whereas, on the other
hand, a tentative or piecemeal programme was bound to lead to disaster.’
That, though, is exactly what happened.

The initial Allied landings took place on 25 April 1915, and in the inter-
vening weeks the Turks had worked hard on their defences and reinforced
their troops. Generalleutnant Otto Liman von Sanders, an adviser and military
commander for the Ottoman Empire during the First World War, later
noted: ‘The British allowed us four good weeks of respite for all this work
before their great disembarkation . . . This respite just sufficed for the most
indispensable measures to be taken.’ Roads were constructed, small boats
assembled to carry troops and equipment across the narrows, beaches were
wired, makeshift mines constructed from torpedo-heads and trenches and
gun emplacements were dug along the beaches.

Despite the obvious fact that a very large force indeed would be required to
seize Gallipoli and achieve the new final objective of capturing Constanti-
nople, only around 80,000 men were available to Hamilton. A month after
the initial landings, little progress had been made by the Allied troops. The
expeditionary force was still trapped with its back to the sea, with the Turks
holding the high ground that prevented the British and Commonwealth
troops from breaking inland.

The difficulties that the operation had encountered were spelt out by
Hamilton in his despatch of 20 May 1915: ‘The landing of an army upon
the theatre of operations I have described – a theatre strongly garrisoned
throughout, and prepared for any such attempt – involved difficulties for
which no precedent was forthcoming in military history except possibly in the
sinister legends of Xerxes. The beaches were either so well defended by works
and guns, or else so restricted by nature that it did not seem possible, even by
two or three simultaneous landings, to pass the troops ashore quickly enough
to enable them to maintain themselves against the rapid concentration and
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counter-attack which the enemy was bound in such case to attempt. It became
necessary, therefore, not only to land simultaneously at as many points as
possible, but to threaten to land at other points as well.’

By this time these factors were only too well known. Whilst Hamilton had
managed to land his forces, repeated attempts to break out of the beachheads
had failed, as had Turkish counter-attacks aimed at driving the Allies from
their slender toe-hold. Casualties on both sides were shocking, and conditions
for the troops, continuously exposed in the heat of summer, scarcely bearable.

This is vividly described by Hamilton in his despatch of 26 August: ‘The
country is broken, mountainous, arid and void of supplies; the water found in
the areas occupied by our forces is quite inadequate for their needs; the only
practicable beaches are small, cramped breaks in impracticable lines of cliffs;
with the wind in certain quarters no sort of landing is possible; the wastage, by
bombardment and wreckage, of lighters and small craft has led to crisis after
crisis in our carrying capacity, whilst over every single beach plays fitfully
throughout each day a devastating shell fire at medium ranges.’ Hamilton
made ‘urgent’ calls for reinforcements.

August had seen a major push by Hamilton to capture the Sari Bair heights
and when this had failed, further assaults were delivered, following landings at
Suvla, against the notorious Hill 60. These also failed.

Whilst the despatches that follow present a clear account of the fighting
at Gallipoli, they do not always illustrate the desperate conditions that the
soldiers often fought under. The Battle of Hill 60 presents an opportunity to
introduce a first-hand account, in this case that of a New Zealander who
wrote under the name ‘Digger Craven’.

After an initial bombardment, the attack at Hill 60 was delivered in the
middle of the afternoon of 21 August 1915 under a blazing sun. Before being
able to mount the hill, Craven and his comrades had to cross an open valley.
The men ran as fast as they could with their heavy packs on their backs, bent
double, dodging the bombs and the shells – and then machine-guns.

‘The automatic guns opened on us before we had gone a few yards,’ wrote
Craven. ‘We dropped, fired in a few rounds, then up again, pushing another
yard or two. It is damned hard fighting in the open and in broad daylight,
especially when your enemy is securely entrenched. They swept our advance
line as with the swathe of some gigantic scythe. Clouds of dense smoke hung
heavy on the haze of that hot afternoon. In a measure it saved a great number
of us. Just the same, men were dropping like rotten sheep all over the place.

‘A score of times we dashed for cover in that monstrous charge, using
boulders, clumps of scrub, dead men – anything, anywhere for a breather. For
as much as a minute at a time we’d stop, crouching low while officers yelled
themselves hoarse.’
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Some of the men responded to the futility of the situation by just jumping
up and charging into the hail of bullets: ‘When a fellow stood up to his full
height and ran into it, we knew he was fed up with it all and wanted to go
home. Hundreds did during that sunny afternoon. Hill 60 was [an] anti-
climax, and every man knew it was. Of all the death-traps, this was the biggest.
Men muttered and cursed in the desolation of this hopelessness.’

‘In half an hour there wasn’t any more left of that first wave of men who had
charged Jonny’s trenches. It was as if they’d never been. Every man Jack of
’em was gone from our view – killed or captured or lying wounded in front of
those accursed ditches which bristled with rifles and machine-guns. There
were only the smashed and the dying.’

The horror of that awful afternoon was just about to become even more
terrible. The shells set fire to the low scrub and undergrowth which covered
the valley and the hillside. The scorched ground was bone dry and soon the
flames, ‘crackling over the earth like a prairie fire’, began to sweep towards
where the remnants of the third wave of attackers had been forced to take
cover.

‘The fire licked its way over vast areas of the ground. The men in front were
caught in the flames. It was spreading fan-wise over the lower slopes of the
hill. It crawled over the earth like some evil thing, a holocaust come to
convince us – if we needed any convincing – that we might batter ourselves
for ever against these fiery mounds of Gallipoli and we should batter in vain.

‘We stared in horror at that expanding carpet of fire. We saw wounded men
crawling and scrambling from the flames, and as they got clear of the fire they
were shot dead by jeering Turks. Those who were too badly wounded to
make the attempt were burned alive. The stench of it all hung on the thick
haze.

‘Volumes of smoke rose until it seemed that all the world was afire . . . it
blazed with intense ferocity, travelling over the ground like liquid fire, so
swiftly did it spread, destroying everything in its trail, leaving a vast parched
blackness over which could be seen those who had failed to escape, blackened,
smouldering heaps of debris, broken rifles with charred butts, tangles of
rag ash that had once been uniforms with buttons and insignia of regiment
industriously polished. For what? To become these little heaps of black dust.’

As Craven later conceded, coming on top of the other reverses, watching
their comrades engulfed in the flames, removed utterly the last remnants of
faith and confidence in their leaders, ‘and brought the final touch of despair to
war-sickened and weary men . . . I had seen many die, but never like that.’

Now, though, Craven and those around him were faced with a terrible
dilemma, one that on-one should ever have to face. ‘How could we lie there, a
little party adrift under a ridge, and watch those fellows burned alive? To see
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them squirming and struggling to get clear of the licking flames, to hear their
screams – it was more than we could stand. We took aim . . . even as the
flames licked about them, setting fire to their clothing.’ ‘God forgive us!’
muttered one New Zealander as they fired their rifles and killed their
comrades.

The Battle of Hill 60 was the last major assault of the Gallipoli Campaign.
As Craven points out, as the fighting had dragged on the Allied troops became
increasingly demoralised. They could see no prospect of ever overcoming the
Turkish defences. Indeed, the August offensive had never really offered any
prospect of success. Hamilton, though, had to do something. Diseased and
demoralised, his troops needed a quick victory. It led to a decisive defeat.

Hamilton’s final despatch was compiled after he had been replaced and sent
back to the United Kingdom. It forms a list of additions and corrections to
his previous despatch which had been published in The London Gazette. His
successor, General Charles Munro, took over from Hamilton in October
1915.

Munro had been instructed to report on the military situation on the
Gallipoli Peninsula and to give his opinion on whether or not, on purely
military grounds, the Expeditionary Force should be evacuated or that if
further operations were continued how many troops would be required to
take Constantinople.

In his despatch Munro explained what he found: ‘The positions occupied
by our troops presented a military situation unique in history. The mere
fringe of the coast line had been secured. The beaches and piers upon which
they depended for all requirements in personnel and materiel were exposed to
registered and observed Artillery fire. Our entrenchments were dominated
almost throughout by the Turks. The possible Artillery positions were insuf-
ficient and defective.

‘The Force, in short, held a line possessing every possible military defect.
The position was without depth, the communications were insecure and
dependent on the weather. No means existed for the concealment and deploy-
ment of fresh troops destined for the offensive – whilst the Turks enjoyed full
powers of observation, abundant Artillery positions, and they had been given
the time to supplement the natural advantages which the position presented
by all the devices at the disposal of the Field Engineer.’

Munro then listed all the difficulties experienced by the troops and the
impracticality of continuing with the expedition. ‘Since we could not hope to
achieve any purpose by remaining on the Peninsula, the appalling cost to the
nation involved in consequence of embarking on an Overseas Expedition with
no base available for the rapid transit of stores, supplies and personnel, made
it urgent that we should divert the troops locked up on the Peninsula to a
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more useful theatre . . . in my opinion the evacuation of the Peninsula should
be taken in hand.’

The evacuation having been agreed upon, the tricky task of withdrawing
the troops became the overriding concern of Munro and Admiral de Robeck.
Withdrawing from contact with the enemy is one of the most hazardous
operations in warfare and Hamilton had declared that an evacuation under
the guns of the Turks would result in 50 per cent casualties. He would be
proved wrong, for remarkably it was achieved without the loss of a single
man. De Robeck’s evacuation despatch is the last of the series from Gallipoli.

Those despatches are reproduced here in the same form as when they were
originally published in the UK. They have not been modified or interpreted
in any way and are therefore the unedited and unique words of the com-
manding officers as they saw things at the time when the hopes of many
nations, especially those of Australia and New Zealand, were raised only to be
dashed in bitter defeat.
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1

NAVAL ATTACK ON THE DARDANELLES,
17 MARCH 1915

FRIDAY, 2 MAY, 1919.

Admiralty, 2nd May, 1919.
LETTER FROM VICE-ADMIRAL S.H. CARDEN,

MARCH 17, 1915.

H.M.S. ‘‘Queen Elizabeth,’’
March 17, 1915.SIR,-

I have the honour to submit, for the consideration of their Lordships, the
narrative of events during the operations of the Allied British and French
Squadrons against the defences of the Dardanelles, from the 19th February to
16th March, 1915.

There was a marked difference in the tactics of the enemy manning the
forts at the entrance when attacked on this occasion to that which they
followed on the 3rd November, 1914; on that day when a short bombardment
was carried out by ‘‘Indefatigable,’’ ‘‘Indomitable,’’ ‘‘Suffren,’’ and ‘‘Verite,’’
by a run past in close order, range 13,000 yards, they replied to our fire almost
at once, and maintained from forts Nos. 1, 3, 4 and 6, till our squadron com-
pleted their run. The only projectiles, however, which fell close were those
from the 9.4 inch guns in forts Nos. 1 and 4. Good practice was made by the
Allied Squadron on forts Nos. 3 and 6, in the former of which there was a
large magazine explosion. Information was received later that the casualties to
personnel were high amongst the enemy, some accounts putting it at 600.

That it was considerable is, I think, shown by the fact that on the
19th February, when the present operations began, and a deliberate bombard-
ment by our ships took place, no Turkish fort attempted to reply until late in
the afternoon, when the old battleships were sent close in. They apparently
kept their men in shelters until the desired moment.

Bad weather prevented a renewal until the 26th February, and then there
was this difference. Fort No. 1 opened fire on ‘‘Agamemnon’’ at 10,000 yards
as soon as that ship was in position, and hit her several times. This fort main-
tained its fire with great perseverance against ‘‘Queen Elizabeth,’’ ‘‘Agamem-
non,’’ and ‘‘Gaulois,’’ until the former ship by hitting with two consecutive
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15-inch projectiles dismounted one gun and put the other out of action, and
effectually silenced the fort; the surviving personnel quickly made their way
down to the neighbouring village.

On the same day the accurate fire of ‘‘Irresistible’’ on fort No. 4 prevented
its two 9.4-inch guns taking any part in the proceedings. When the ships
closed in forts No. 3 and 6 fired a few ineffective rounds.

Although a heavy and prolonged fire at short range was poured into these
forts, 70 per cent. of the heavy guns were found to be in a serviceable con-
dition when the demolition parties landed.

The destruction of the guns in fort No. 3 by ‘‘Irresistible,’’ and in Nos. 4
and 6 by ‘‘Vengeance,’’ was most smartly and effectively carried out on the
26th February and the 1st March by demolition parties from those ships,
which were ably supported by their detachments of Royal Marines.

In this service the following officers are specially and strongly recom-
mended:-

Major G.M. Heriot, D.S.O., R.M.L.I., ‘‘Vengeance.’’
Lieutenant-Commander (T.) E.G. Robinson, ‘‘Vengeance.’’
Lieutenant (T.) F.H. Sandford, ‘‘Irresistible.’’

The two latter officers are further very strongly recommended for their con-
duct in the sweeping operations.

I was present in ‘‘Inflexible’’ close off Kum Kale on the 4th March, and wit-
nessed the landing operations which were under the immediate direction of
Rear-Admiral de Robeck and Brigadier-General Trotman, both of whom
were on board ‘‘Irresistible’’’ in the entrance of the Straits. I consider the
operations were correctly conducted, and that everything possible under the
circumstances was done.

The skilful manner in which ‘‘Wolverine’’ (Commander O.J. Prentis) and
‘‘Scorpion’’ (Lieutenant-Commander A.B. Cunningham), ran close inshore
after dark, and sent whalers ashore to bring off the remaining officers and
men is highly commended.

I desire specially to endorse recommendations made by the Rear-Admiral
and Brigadier-General on the conduct of Lieutenant-Colonel G.E. Matthews,
R.M.L.I., and also of Major A.E. Bewes, R.M.L.I.

Four Maxim guns, which had been left on Kum Kale Pier, were recovered
by volunteers from ‘‘Agamemnon’’ – a smart and plucky piece of work.

The sweeping operations by night between the 12th and 15th March were
conducted with great gallantry under heavy fire, and though not completely
successful I consider the officers and men are deserving of great praise for
their efforts.
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