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I hope our poor pals who lie all around us sleep soundly, and do not stir in discontent as we go 

filing away from them forever.  

              

                                  -    New Zealand soldier at the evacuation of Gallipoli

The 2014 film, The Water Diviner, has been internationally acclaimed as a cinematic masterpiece. The 

film was extremely successful, being nominated for ten awards and winning nine.  The opening scenes 

of the feature film on Gallipoli are of the evacuation of the Anzacs from the Turkish shores, rather than 

any of the many other extraordinary events that occurred during the course of the campaign. If the landing is 

often given prominence in accounts of the Gallipoli campaign, then why at the momentous time of the conflict’s 

centenary, did the creators of this extremely successful and influential film decide to open with scenes of the 

evacuation? The final evacuation of the Anzac troops from the Turkish Peninsular on the 19-20 December 1915  

has been widely recognised as the most efficacious and innovative operation of the entire crusade.  As a result, the 

Turks were unable to inflict more than very few casualties on the retreating forces.  Due to the effectiveness of the 

operation, I consider it reasonable to believe that the withdrawal of Australian troops from Gallipoli deserves to be 

commemorated more prominently. 

The events of the Gallipoli landings on 25 April 1915 have been considered by many as a failure.  Underpinning this 

contention are the arguments that the three lines of boats being towed did not keep their positions, land in the 

correct order or beach in the planned location.   Some aspects of the landing that have previously been associated 

with the failure of the operation, such as the idea of the Australians being met on the beach under heavy fire, are 

now being strongly challenged.  Regardless of this, the fact still remains that the landing most certainly did not go 

fully as intended. The Ottoman Turks were informed and prepared for the Australians’ arrival, which added more 

confusion for the troops when they landed on the Turkish shore. The chaos of the landing meant the Australians 

found an already highly challenging and daunting feat, even more so. 



 Many recognise that overall, the dismounting at Gallipoli was not a successful operation and it could have been 

strategised and executed more competently. This raises the question of why, throughout the whole course of the 

military movement, this event is often considered the most momentous.

The Gallipoli operation was a significant event that had a lasting impact on Australia, and all other countries 

involved, particularly the Ottoman Empire. The Allies suffered approximately 44072 deaths  during the campaign, 

8709 of them being Australian.  This is a staggering number of deaths, however, the Turkish side endured an even 

greater number of fatalities throughout the course of the manoeuvres. At least 85,000 Turkish soldiers died at 

Gallipoli.   The battle was a horrendous experience for most involved, so we can presume that both sides would 

have welcomed the end of the hostilities. This could also be a possible factor in the plausible speculation that the 

Ottomans were not completely unaware of the withdrawal of the Anzacs. Because the Turks had borne an even 

higher figure of casualties during the Gallipoli campaign than the Allies, it is conspicuously feasible that they ‘let 

the Australians go’. One of the reasons why I believe the departure of the Australians requires more attention in the 

accounts of the Gallipoli campaign is because it meant that further hardship and deaths would cease. A phenomenal 

number of soldiers on both sides died throughout the course of the Gallipoli conflict. The safe extraction of troops 

deserves to be commemorated as it prevented more casualties from occurring, at least in this theatre of World War 

1. 

As there had already been an enormous loss of lives and resources, the Allies eventually understood the futility of 

the campaign’s continuance. This was a perspective shared by soldiers and officials alike.  Men’s reactions to the 

news of the evacuation varied but the thought of leaving behind their dead comrades evoked a common sorrow.   

The feelings these men were expressing display how incredibly loyal soldiers were to their comrades, and how they 

continuously showed the Anzac spirit characteristics. The values and ideals of the Anzac spirit are arguably the 

main reason why Anzac Day is observed on 25 April – the day the first men landed at Gallipoli and displayed these 

makings. Because the troops showed immeasurable amounts of the Anzac spirit throughout the evacuation of the 

Anzacs from the Turkish Peninsular, it is astonishing this more successful feat is not afforded more credit. 

Perhaps the main reason why we choose to commemorate the day of the Gallipoli landing is because of the stories 

of quintessential qualities of the Anzacs who were first ashore. Known as the Anzac spirit, these characteristics 

quickly came to be identified with the Australian national character. Revealingly, these attributes of ingenuity, 

courage, endurance, good-humour and mateship were not just displayed by the Anzacs when they first landed on 

the Ottoman shores. These virtues were shown throughout the Gallipoli campaign, especially during the planning 

and implementation of the Anzacs’ stealthy departure from Gallipoli. An Australian, Lieutenant Colonel Charles 

Brudenell White, devised a detailed evacuation plan after it was discovered little progress could be made against 

the strengthening Turkish trenches without significant reinforcement. This plan involved elaborate, covert 

operations that aimed to dupe the Turks to accept the idea that preparations for the coming winter were underway. 

One of these strategies was the ‘silent stunts’ during late November, where no artillery fire or sniping was to occur 

from the Anzac lines. `Throughout the whole exodus, great care was taken to ensure the kind of irregular rifle 

and artillery fire from Anzacs that would be expected by the Turks.  The ingenious self-firing drip rifles provided 

sporadic shots which misled the Turks during the mass exit. In part, the random gunshots convinced the Turks that 

the Anzac front line was occupied long after thousands of men had crept down to the beaches and escaped. The 

Turks were so deceived that 80,000 Australians were evacuated with a probable half dozen casualties.  

The Anzacs had successfully left Gallipoli, with barely a casualty.  Dissimilar to the landings at Gallipoli, the 

evacuation was a huge coup, displaying Australia’s resourcefulness and skilful tactics. Unsurprisingly, this has led 
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to debate about whether the evacuation was actually a triumph due to Australia’s meticulous plan or, contrariwise, 

the Turks ‘let the Australians go’. 

Professor Harvey Broadbent has speculated on the positive withdrawal of the Anzacs, where not one soldier was 

lost in the strategic retreat. He said he was intrigued by the question of whether the Ottoman side really knew 

about the evacuation.   

It is a common speculation by many historians that the Turks ‘let the Australians go’ during the withdrawal due 

to the truce that previously occurred between the two sides. On 24 May, 1915, after the Turkish counter attack of 

19 May, the new dead lay in their thousands across the ground in the ANZAC sector.   Due to the intensifying acrid 

stench of the new dead and the rotting corpses from the previous month, both sides wanted something done and 

entered into tightly controlled negotiations.  After discussions of a temporary cease-fire for the burial of the dead, 

a protocol agreement was reached.   Because both sides were able to make civil negotiations with each other and 

likewise, were keen to prevent loss of more lives, I believe it is a very probable scenario that the Turks were not 

completely unaware of the withdrawal of Anzac troops. Despite Harvey Broadbent’s cautionary reminder that this 

is still a speculative issue, we should actively acknowledge the evacuation because it reflects the civility of both the 

Turkish and the Australians during the campaign. It also fostered the relationship between the two nations which 

remains very strong today.

Over the whole course of the Gallipoli campaign, thousands of individual stories and events have emerged 

deserving of remembrance. Out of all of these, the landing at Gallipoli is the event our nation deems to be worthy 

of most recognition. The arrival of the Anzacs was, and continues to be, a very important event in our nation’s 

history. Nonetheless, the skilful improvisations employed such as the drip rifle, the cessation of deaths and 

suffering warrants further consideration of the importance of the Anzacs’ evacuation from the shores of Gallipoli. 

Underlying the inventive planning and implementation of this operation are the values and beliefs often associated 

with the Anzac spirit. Such factors cannot be underestimated when reflecting on the campaign and nor should they 

be ignored when acknowledging the tight bonds in existence between Turkey and Australia today. 
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