
A COMPETITION FOR 
YEAR 9 AND 10 STUDENTS

Simpson
PRIZE

THE

Bryn Pickering

2016 Runner Up
Northern Territory

Katherine High School



Katherine High School
Bryn Pickering

2016  Runner Up  Northern Territory  Bryn Pickering, Katherine High School 1

The landing at Gallipoli is commemorated with reverence and solemnity, the over-riding emphasis being a 

remembrance of sacrifices made, “Lest We Forget”. Far from being the glorious victory envisaged by Lord 

Kitchener, snug in his war office in Britain, the Gallipoli campaign was a catastrophe that contributed 

nothing to the outcome of World War I.  Analysis of individual events within the campaign however, serves to 

demonstrate the critical effects of assiduous planning and judicious leadership on the preservation of life. The 

evacuation is the event that deserves more attention, because it was the most successful event of the campaign.

Anzacs at Gallipoli experienced a theatre of war that was muddled, chaotic and poorly planned, with an insufficient 

supply of weapons, ammunition and infantry owing to leadership and planning incompetence.  Insufficient 

planning by Lord Kitchener, his decision to send Sir Ian Hamilton to lead the campaign without clear objectives, 

misunderstandings of the difficulties posed by the terrain and weather conditions, and crucially, underestimation 

of the fighting will of the Ottoman Empire (modern Turkey), all contributed to preventing the Gallipoli campaign 

from achieving its purpose. As was noted in the Final Report of the Dardanelles Commission after the war:“...the 

difficulties of the operations were much underestimated. At the outset all decisions were taken and all provisions 

based on the assumption that, if a landing were effected, the resistance would be slight and the advance rapid.”  Up 

to this point in the campaign, Anzacs at Gallipoli were experiencing the effects of terrible planning.

Examination of the number of Australian deaths at Gallipoli supports the argument of the evacuation being an 

outstanding military success. The total number of Australian deaths in December 1915 was 220, a mere 2% of the 

total who died there.  Is it reasonable then, for us to compare and contrast this successful manoeuvre with the 

catastrophic battlefield slaughters experienced earlier in the campaign? Whilst the evacuation did not involve an 

attack on Turkish lines, it can certainly be argued that the number of dead resulting from various manoeuvres was 

directly proportional to the planning capabilities and leadership skills demonstrated at Gallipoli. The Battle of 

The Nek starkly contrasts the evacuation success; an horrific example of havoc wreaked in the wake of appalling 

planning and indecisive leadership. Compared with the landing, there is no mitigating argument: the terrain and 

the enemy were known by then. Fatalities resulted directly from plans with no “exit strategy”, and incompetent 

leaders who, variously, bickered with one another, lacked the courage or capacity to defy their superiors in order to 

protect their men from certain death, or were unable to agree with one another when a change of plans was clearly 



needed.  In a major planning oversight, the watches of the commanding officers at The Nek were not synchronised, 

meaning that the artillery barrage on the Turkish trenches ended early, leaving the soldiers on the ground with no 

element of surprise.  Sergeant Cliff Pinnock, a survivor of the first wave to advance, later wrote “...we did not get 

ten yards.  Everyone fell like lumps of meat...All your pals that had been with you for months and months blown 

and shot out of all recognition...It was simply murder.”   A graphic painting of this battle goes some way to invoking 

the hideous nature of the slaughter – later known as “Godley’s abattoir”  and Sir Charles Bean wrote of the carnage 

thus “At first here and there a man raised his arm to the sky...But as the sun of that burning day climbed higher, such 

movement ceased.  Over the whole summit the figures lay still in the quivering heat.”  This horror scene – the dead 

and tortuously dying men under the hot sun, is an event we should not forget for a grim reason; this was a pointless 

and avoidable sacrifice.  The battle at The Nek achieved nothing – no ground gained, not even lessons learned, as 

reports of the offensive were largely suppressed by the leaders involved in the tragedy.  As a lesson in how poor 

leadership can ruin your day, this is about as good as it gets.

After months of disaster at Gallipoli, the replacement of Hamilton with Sir Charles Monro, a leader  prepared to 

make difficult decisions, was a move that led directly to the campaign’s most extraordinary and successful event. 

Monro compared the risks and benefits of evacuating troops (which he estimated may have resulted in 40 per cent 

fatalities). Travelling to Imbros (Gallipoli HQ), Monro consulted with the general staff, analysed statistics and 

reports and visited battlefields to gain an understanding of the situation. Added to the fact that no real progress 

was being made in the campaign, Monro argued that Allied men would drown or die from exposure in the torrid 

winter weather; indeed, shortly before the evacuation, a savage storm hit Gallipoli .  Torrential rain flooded the 

trenches with debris and dead bodies, and eventually, heavy snow fell.  Moreover, the Allies could not compete with 

the improved Howitzer guns and ammunition provided to the Turks by Germany. It was Monro’s decisiveness that 

delivered the campaigns most extraordinary and successful event: the withdrawl of troops from Gallipoli. 

Planning and implementing the withdrawal was a military magic trick on a grand scale, akin to emptying the MCG 

on Grand Final day without anyone noticing.  Eighty thousand men would have to be withdrawn from battlefields 

in Suvla and Anzac under the cover of night, without providing evidence that they were departing. Prior to this, two 

thousand vehicles, piles of stores and more than five thousand horses and mules had to be removed invisibly. It was 

vital to evacuate without the Turks knowing, because if they realised, they could fire down on the troops from their 

higher vantage point on the cliffs. To this end, several ingenious strategies were devised.

The evacuation was to occur in stages; this is where creative and illusory strategies came into play.  Initially, troops 

and supplies began loading onto waiting ships at night, while then unloading smaller numbers during the day. 

This action created the impression of an actual increase in troop movements onto the peninsula.  To create the 

impression that troops remained in trenches, quiet periods consisting of several days of no-firing called “silent 

stunts” were ordered in late November.  This bought the Allies time in the event of the actual evacuation; the Turks, 

being accustomed to quiet periods, did not immediately realize that the trenches were empty.  After the departure 

of the troops, self-firing weapons (known as “drip” or “pop-off ” rifles) were left in place in the trenches; these 

involved a kerosene tin filled with water, placed over an empty tin tied to a rifle trigger. When holes were punched 

into the upper tin, it would take about 20 minutes for the lower tin to fill with water; once full enough, the heavy tin 

would pull the trigger and fire the rifle, thus creating the illusion of an active enemy where none existed.  Bags and 

blankets were used to deaden the noise of troops walking out to the ships; in the darkness, they were also guided 

by trails of salt and flour, carefully leading the troops around landmines which would be detonated after their 

departure. 

The evacuation, which was carried out without a single loss of life, is the event we can rightly celebrate. Unlike 
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previous events in the campaign, the evacuation was elaborately planned and was executed after much prior 

deliberation. The evacuation should be honoured, because in contrast with the catastrophes of the landing and 

subsequent battles, it achieved its purpose safely and efficiently, which in itself is a victory worth celebrating. 

An extract from a letter written on Christmas day 1915 reflects the satisfaction and relief that many must have 

experienced after the evacuation: “The final evacuations were on Sunday 19th and right to the last the Turks were 

apparently in ignorance of the move for the last man walked off without the slightest hindrance... It was a wonderful 

thing to get so many thousands of men, with artillery and stores, away in such a manner.”   This quote expresses 

just how successful the evacuation was, which is why it deserves to be celebrated and given more attention than it 

currently receives.  

 We pause to reflect on the Gallipoli campaign on the anniversary of the landing, in order that we do not forget 

the courage, the sacrifice and the horror experienced by the young men who fought there for no outcome. But 

delving into the layers of this story, deeper truths emerge: both the successes and the slaughters at Gallipoli can 

be attributed to two essential elements of military operations: planning and leadership. Only reasoned planning, 

and careful implementation by leaders with exceptional capacities in judgement and an ability to prudently assess 

the situation at hand, could result in outstanding success on a broad scale.  Ultimately, the evacuation should be 

celebrated and given more recognition than it currently receives because, like the first rain to fall in a drought, it 

represented hope for the ANZACs.
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