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The Gallipoli campaign is often considered a key part of Australia’s history; however, a lot of contemporary 

focus is on the landings, which were only a small part of the campaign. There were many other events at 

Gallipoli that deserve more recognition for the actions of the troops and accompanying personnel such 

as medical staff, the Indian mule corps and workers on supply ships. An event that displays this well is the retreat 

from the Gallipoli Peninsula. This was quite possibly the best planned and most successful part of the campaign, as 

it resulted in very little loss of life and happened very quickly. This is in stark contrast to the rest of the campaign, 

which was riddled with failure and bad planning. This contrast also shows what might have happened had it not 

been so badly planned and executed. It deserves to be celebrated as the major success of the Gallipoli campaign and 

an operation of which all Australians can be proud. 

To understand the importance of the retreat, we must take in to account the background to the operation. The 

consistent failure of Allied High Command to plan the campaign effectively resulted in very little being achieved 

for a large amount of casualties. The futility of the operation is particularly evident in battles such as the assault 

at The Nek, where Anzac troops were cut down almost as soon as they left their trenches.  This bad organisation 

and execution and resulting failure to achieve almost any of the intended objectives of the operation meant that 

the High Command had to look for a way to get Allied troops out of Gallipoli as soon as possible. This was also 

recognised by the troops themselves, as is shown in Cpl Reginald S. Gardiner’s letters. As Cpl Gardiner writes in his 

Christmas letter: “Everybody recognizes that it is the best thing under the circumstances and that further hanging 

on would mean additional loss of men and money.”  Although it was decided that there would be a retreat, the real 

challenge would be coordinating such a large movement of troops. Some estimates predicted that up to half of 

the force could be lost in a worst case scenario , putting a lot of pressure on Allied High Command to conduct the 

operation successfully.

With the decision made to retreat from Gallipoli, the onus was now on the commanders to devise a plan to get the 

allied troops out as efficiently and safely as possible. This was no small task, as the allied forces on the peninsula 

were around 41,000 strong.  Field Marshall Lord Kitchener, Commander in Chief of the British Army, was sent to the 

trenches to survey the situation and try and plan the retreat. During his time at Gallipoli, Kitchener confirmed the 

decision to retreat from the peninsula.  He observed  that Allied forces were now outnumbered and out positioned, 



and with more German and Turkish reinforcements on the way, there was very little that could be achieved on the 

peninsula. The allied forces were also needed to fight in other campaigns, such as the Western Front, the Balkans or 

North Africa. This made the immediate withdrawal of troops from the Dardanelles the only viable option moving 

forward in the war.

The campaign in the Dardanelles had not been a successful one. The landings were hastily planned and most 

offensives only resulted in mass allied casualties. The attack at The Nek turned out to be all but pointless, with 

wave after wave of Anzac soldiers running in to no-man’s land, only to be slaughtered. Not a single man reached the 

enemy trenches.  Despite this consistent failure, the commanders were determined to at least execute the retreat 

well, because “If they had to leave, they would do it well.”  Many of the Anzacs were disappointed with the decision, 

as they felt their sacrifice and the sacrifice of their friends would be for nothing, but the decision was final and not 

much more could be achieved at Gallipoli in any case. 

One of the key parts of the retreat was the so-called ‘Ghost Guns’ or drip rifles. These were rifles that were rigged 

up to fire automatically, to create the impression that the Allied troops were still in their trenches. They worked by 

having two metal tins, one hanging above the other, with the bottom one attached to the trigger of the rifle. The top 

can would have a small hole punched in the bottom and be filled with water. The water would slowly drip into the 

bottom can, and when it was full enough, the weight would set off the rifles trigger and fire the rifle.  This device 

was thought to be crucial in the retreat, as the allies believed that it fooled the Turkish forces into thinking that 

the Allies had not yet evacuated their trenches. This was later proved to be somewhat of a myth, as it may not have 

actually fooled the Turks , and some experts believe the guns were actually of no use whatsoever. 

Even with this technology, evacuating 41,000 troops along with many pieces of equipment and other apparel was 

no easy task. There were many tactics employed by the Allied forces to further trick the Turks into thinking that 

they were still in their trenches. These tactics included ‘silent stunts’, where no artillery fire or sniping would be 

permitted. This was used to convince the enemy that the Allies were scaling back to prepare for the upcoming 

winter, making them more accustomed to less artillery fire in preparation for the retreat.  The Anzacs took great 

care to keep up a normal rate of fire so as to not arouse suspicion from the Turks. These tactics were crucial in 

making the retreat a success.

The retreat itself took place over an extended period of time in mid-December. First, smaller amounts of equipment 

and troops were taken off to give the impression of scaling back to a defensive winter campaign.  These withdrawals 

reduced the size of the Anzac force to around 20,000.  The final withdrawal was conducted over two nights from the 

18th to 20th of December. After these final retreats, all troops were removed from Anzac Cove and the Dardanelles. 

This was an unprecedented success, with only around half a dozen casualties during the retreat .

Overall, the retreat from Gallipoli was an extremely successful exercise. This success is even more exemplary when 

it is compared to the consistent failure of the rest of the campaign in the Dardanelles. The operation was no easy 

task, but both the command and the troops went above and beyond to make it a huge success. The technology and 

tactics used, such as the ‘drip rifle’ and the ‘silent stunts’, were ingenious. This operation is one that all Australians 

and New Zealanders, as well as people of all countries involves, can be proud of, and definitely one that needs more 

recognition.
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