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The Gallipoli campaign was one of the Allies’ most disastrous failures during World War 1. Not only 

were the intended purposes of gaining control of the Dardanelles Strait and capturing Constantinople 

thwarted, an appalling loss of life was also suffered. Despite the shortcomings of the campaign, the first 

major military action - the initial landing on April 25 1915 - now marks a national day of commemoration and, 

ergo, is regarded as salient to all other components of the operation. The aspects of the Gallipoli campaign that 

preserved life are often ignored, whilst the battles are lionised. Although those lives lost to the initial landing and 

various other conflicts at Gallipoli must be commemorated, the enormous efforts of those who endeavoured to 

stem the carnage should not be shrouded. In this blighted campaign, purchased with the blood of thousands of 

Anzacs, the armistice and evacuation warrant equal eminence to the landing. Nevertheless, society continues to 

insist upon the glorification of futile conflict and, in doing so, fails to adequately acknowledge the qualities of those 

who worked behind the front-line that hold intrinsic to the famed ‘Anzac Spirit’. 

The immense exertions of doctors and health care workers who served in Gallipoli necessitate precedency in 

accounts of the campaign. At dawn on the 25th of April 1915, the ill-fated Dardanelles campaign commenced. The 

annual commemoration of this is event would see the crucial role of Anzac nurses, medics, ambulance men and 

Red Cross orderlies throughout all Gallipoli efforts overshadowed. Sudden orders, issued on 19 April 1915, for the 

Australia and New Zealand Army corps to cease training in Egypt and sail to the front found Gallipoli forces, from a 

medical perspective, only partly prepared. In the words of Australian Medical Historian A G Butler, despite “tactical 

preparations for the evacuation of casualties being based on the expectation of gaining an effective footing or of 

a total repulse”  they remained ‘practically inoperative’. Hence, with the landing, there began a casualty debacle 

that inundated all field hospitals by the end of the first night, and deemed “anything like surgical treatment… 

past all hope” . However, what the campaign lacked in terms of medical facilities was, to an extent, compensated 

for in the assiduity exhibited by all members of the medical force. C.E.W Bean wrote in his Official History “By 

working day and night with such rude organisation as each could improvise, the medical officers managed to 

cope… they were probably as fine a medical staff as ever went into the field.”  Furthermore, medics occupation 

behind the front line provided little defence from the perils of warfare and, in particular the role of the ambulance 

men and stretcher bearers such as depicted in Source A, demanded a great degree of courage. A correspondent, 



writing for the Colonist magazine in 1915, claimed, “too high an eulogium cannot be pronounced on the ambulance 

department”. Their continual work in fire-swept zones resulted in an inability to take cover and, consequently, 

casualties among dressing staff had become “abnormally high”. This sacrifice made by medics and ambulance men 

alike is immortalised in the legend of John Simpson Kirkpatrick, the ‘Man with the Donkey’ . However, the legion of 

other medics, bearers and nurses, whose efforts throughout the campaign saved countless lives, remain shrouded 

by feted conflict and bloodshed that, although at great cost, came to no great avail.

While the exertions of medical forces throughout the Gallipoli campaign are largely overlooked, those instances 

of humanity amongst the warfare, such as the armistice, are buried deep in the layers of history. As can be seen 

through the trends in mortalities at Gallipoli evident in ‘Australian deaths at Gallipoli’ , the month of May 

witnessed a drastic increase in Anzac mortalities. The ferocious counter-attack issued by approximately 40 000 

Ottoman troops on 19 May 1915 incurred significant losses on both sides, predominantly upon Turkish soldiers, of 

which an estimated 10 000 were either killed or injured. Yet out of this horrific slaughter emerged one of the more 

remarkable episodes of the four years of fighting; a burial armistice that engendered an understanding between 

Anzac and Turk that challenged the putative mindset of men at war. On May 21, 1915 a small assembly of Turks 

approached the Australian right flank. Despite there being some fire initially, as pictured in Source B, a Turkish 

officer who continued forward was seen to be blindfolded and led along the beach to negotiate an armistice. The 

24th of May 1915 marked a day devoid of bloodshed in Gallipoli. Rather than continuing to perceive the Turks as 

the ‘enemy’, Anzac soldiers forged friendship with these so-called ‘foes’. Greetings were exchanged along with 

cigarettes and souvenirs, and the concept of ‘mateship’ characteristic of the Anzac spirit, was fortified. A relished 

moment of humanity amongst the horror, it was with “reluctance and hesitation”  that both armies lowered their 

peace-signifying flags at 4:30 pm and the truce dissolved. However, from that time forward, the Anzacs acquired a 

newfound respect for their adversaries. Sergeant William Alfred Cross, a New Zealand-born chaplain, noted this 

changed attitude in both sides following the amnesty; ‘During that night the Turks crept up, covered over our dead 

with blankets, put blankets under the wounded, and dressed their wounds in many instances. Another aspect of 

the armistice was the great increase in the number of those we made prisoners… The lads [Anzacs] were grateful 

for these surrenders…’. They were soldiers like themselves, ‘bound to the business of war, but experiencing equally 

its brutalities and sufferings’ . This ceasefire was Gallipoli’s ‘One, brief, shining moment’  and should be treated as 

such, laudable over the events of 25th of April 1915.

The efficient and meticulous execution of the evacuation of Anzac troops from Gallipoli contrasts sharply with the 

shambolic landings of April and, as the ultimate end to the bloodshed, should command more attention. Following 

the failure of the August offensives at Lone Pine and the Nek, and the substantial fatalities they sustained, it became 

apparent that no ambitions of the Gallipoli campaign could be fulfilled. Commander-in-Chief, Sir Ian Hamilton’s 

request for a further 95, 000 reinforcements was denied and, with the refusal, the fate of the campaign was all but 

sealed. An evacuation was fraught with risk, however, with army officials anticipating that the casualty figure would 

be approximately 50%. It is questionable how much British commanders would have cared about prospective 

casualties considering the reported callous attitude of some British officers . Contrary to expectations, the 

evacuation proved to be the zenith of the Gallipoli campaign with the expected losses forestalled by the ingenuity 

and cunning of the Anzac soldiers. An Australian officer, General White, orchestrated the operation, using novel 

tactics to ensure that his primary objective - securing the welfare of his men - was achieved and the successful 

withdrawal of the remaining 36,000 troops was accomplished with negligible losses. In his journal entries, 

Corporal Reginald S. Gardiner recounts that “the evacuation commenced very quietly on the 12th December… 

transports crept in after dusk and took away men by the thousands” yet, “during the daytime, things went on as 

usual… Abdul (Turkish Sniper) apparently hadn’t the slightest suspicion. At first everyone thought it was merely a 
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reduction in numbers”. Turkish surveillance was convinced that the movement of Allied forces did not constitute 

a retreat. Elaborate subterfuges, such as intermittent firing of improvised unmanned rifles, and the use of ruses 

such as the legendary ‘Shell Green Cricket match’ (see Source C), were employed to great effect to mask the retreat 

from Turkish surveillance. Hailed as one of the greatest military ploys in history, the Gallipoli evacuation provides 

rich testimony of Australian ingenuity that is surely deserving of greater renown.

Anzac troops, when approaching the shores of Gallipoli, were told of the “impossible task” that awaited them, of 

“probable annihilation”7. They were not misinformed. Between the 25th of April 1915 and the 9th of January 1916, 

the youth of two nations would be cut down in a ‘maelstrom not of their making’ . It would be a folly of historians 

in their erudition to neglect the events that unfolded upon the landing. This first major military action saw those 

qualities of courage and endurance, essential to the ‘Anzac Spirit’, exemplified in what some Australians now 

describe as ‘the baptism of fire’, or ‘the birth of nationhood’. Yet, it would be equally wrong for the aspects of the 

campaign in which loss of life was averted to be neglected. The intrepid role of Australian Medics, the Gallipoli 

Armistice and the innovative evacuation of troops all warrant prominence in the Anzac narrative- lest we forget. 
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