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A NOTE ON NAMING CONVENTIONS

Turkish/Ottoman: The military forces at Gallipoli historically and colloquially referred to as ‘Turkish’ are more accurately described as ‘Ottoman’. In 1915, the Ottoman Empire stretched from the Red Sea to the Black Sea and, although the bulk of its soldiers came from what is now Türkiye, its military forces also included troops from today’s Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Israel, Palestine and elsewhere. Although modern historians have embraced the term ‘Ottoman’ to refer to this ethnically and culturally diverse group, historical sources almost universally use the term ‘Turkish’. This presents a problem in a book that is written using a combination of modern narrative and historic quotes so, for simplicity, I’ve made the decision to use the term ‘Turkish’ throughout the book, so that the narrative and quotes use the same terminology. It’s a nod to readability over technical accuracy and not intended to diminish the substantial contribution of troops from other parts of the Ottoman Empire, which was essential to victory in the Gallipoli campaign.

ANZAC/Anzac: The spelling and use of the word ‘Anzac’ has caused confusion and arguments since it was first used in 1914. The term was originally coined to describe the combined Australian and New Zealand military force that would eventually fight at Gallipoli – the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps. The original abbreviation was ‘A & NZ Army Corps’, which was then shortened to ‘A&NZAC’ and inevitably to ‘ANZAC’. But as early as the opening months of the Gallipoli campaign, the term was evolving from an acronym to a proper noun (with an upper-case ‘A’ and the rest of the word lower-case). The sector in which the Australians and New Zealanders were fighting was called ‘Anzac’ to distinguish it from the British sector of Helles, the beach where the troops had come ashore was officially designated ‘Anzac Cove’ and the men who were fighting at Gallipoli referred to themselves as ‘Anzacs’.

After the war, other Anzac-related terms entered the Australian dialect including ‘Anzac Day’, ‘Anzac Memorial’ and ‘Anzac biscuits’ as proper nouns. The established convention in English is that words that begin as acronyms often evolve to proper nouns (or simply nouns) with common usage (such as Qantas, scuba, radar, etc.). Therefore, the only time ‘ANZAC’ should be spelt with all-capitals is when referring to the original military force that served at Gallipoli – the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps. All other uses of the word should be spelt ‘Anzac’. In this book, if it’s not immediately obvious that the acronym is the correct choice, I’ve gone with the proper noun. ‘Anzac’ is much less jarring in a sentence than ‘ANZAC’.

Similarly, I’ve used the (technically redundant) term ‘the ANZAC Corps’ as opposed to the correct but potentially confusing ‘the ANZAC’.

Topographical features: During the campaign, the rugged terrain at Gallipoli was known by both English and Turkish names. For the sake of clarity, I’ve used the more commonly known English place names in this book, even to refer to sites before they were so named. The best example is Anzac Cove, a name I’ve used while describing Turkish operations there before and during the landing. If a feature had a Turkish name, I’ve included it at the first reference but then use the common English name thereafter.

Personal accounts: A key feature of this book is telling the story through the words of the men who lived through it. Many of these accounts were written as diary entries in battered notebooks or on scraps of paper, and the writing was necessarily abbreviated. In the interests of clarity, I have edited some accounts for readability without altering the intended meaning.




PROLOGUE

Lance Corporal Harry Kelly lay prone in the dirt. He tried to flatten himself into the hard earth, as if through an act of will he could sink through the crusty surface and find some blessed protection from the bullets flying around him. Behind him was a trench, which he had clambered out of only seconds before. In front of him was a bare plain, which seemed to extend all the way to the horizon, rising slowly in the distance to a stubby and ugly hill. The plain wasn’t entirely featureless; it just felt that way. Harry had noted crude clumps of scrub scattered across the landscape before he went to ground. But what scant vegetation there was provided little concealment and no cover – the worst of both worlds – and the scrubby brush was thorny and unfriendly.

Two or three bullets smacked into the ground to Harry’s left and he pressed his face even further into the baked ground. Dirt went up his nose and into his eyes and he inhaled coarse dust as he drew in a ragged breath. But he didn’t care. He’d put up with anything just to be spared this brutal fire.

The noise of rifle and shellfire was all-consuming but, through the din, Harry could hear, off to his left, the dreaded tap-tap-tap-tap of a Turkish machine gun. Harry had spent enough time in the front lines to recognise a good gunner when he heard one. This Turk wasn’t spraying bullets – he was being murderously methodical, picking targets and then sending three or four bullets toward them in short bursts. This was a bad sign. The care with which the Turkish gunner was handling his weapon suggested he wasn’t feeling any pressure, which meant the New Zealand soldiers who were supposed to be attacking him weren’t advancing. The left of the Allied line must have been as stonewalled as Harry’s battalion was in the centre.

A bullet smacked into a rock a few feet in front of Harry’s head and ricocheted away with a shrill whine, like a snapped violin string. It smacked into someone behind him with a sickening wet thump, the unique sound of lead meeting flesh that Harry had become all too familiar with in the past two weeks. He didn’t know who had been hit and didn’t care, but the fact that the man wasn’t screaming didn’t bode well for his longevity. When a hit was fatal, men went down with a low groan, not a scream.

Harry’s rifle was in his right hand but, in his exposed position, the weapon was purely ornamental. There was nothing to shoot at and, even if there was, only a madman would raise himself into a shooting position in this fire.

Above the noise, Harry could hear shouting. ‘Corporal! Corporal!’ The voice was plaintive, so Harry could tell it wasn’t an officer trying to give him an order. It was a private desperate for help. ‘What do we do now?’

‘Keep your bloody head down!’ Harry yelled in reply. It was a pointless statement – not a man was moving but Harry couldn’t think of anything else to say. And even if he could, he was in no position to offer direction or comfort to the man – just three days earlier, Harry had been a private himself. The promotion had come not because Harry offered exceptional leadership skills on the battlefield – but because all the other lance corporals in his platoon had been killed or wounded. The couple of years Harry had spent in a militia unit before the war made him the most experienced man left but Harry struggled to work out how his skills at marching and peeling spuds would equip him to lead men in battle. Christ, he hadn’t even had time to sew his lance-corporal’s chevron onto his tunic sleeve.

Maybe it was the desperate tone in the man’s voice that spurred Harry into action but he decided he should at least try to get a better idea of just how much trouble they were in. He didn’t dare lift his head; instead, he cautiously eased his face out of the dirt and turned a few degrees so he could look to his right. His platoon had been advancing across a narrow spur that fell away to a rough valley on his right. He couldn’t see much, but on the opposite slope he could make out men advancing in a rush. A flash of red on their trousers told him who they were – French Zouaves from the colonies of Africa. Their colourful uniforms might have looked resplendent on a parade ground, but on a battlefield they stood out like blue-andred beacons. Harry saw several men go down as shrapnel shell burst in an ugly brown-black cloud above their heads. Hopefully enough Zouaves would survive to capture the Turkish line and the blokes currently shooting in Harry’s direction would have something else to occupy them.

Harry turned his head to the left. His view was impeded by a clump of gorse but he could see a few men lying still in the dirt not far from him. The first bloke was obviously dead – half his head was blown away – but he couldn’t tell what state the others were in. A bit further on, two men huddled together, pressed close. They were obviously mates and seeking comfort from each other but Harry knew what a tempting target they would make if the Turks spotted them. He thought of yelling at them to spread out, but what was the point? Even if they heard him, they would ignore him, and he was buggered if he was going to go over and sort them out. One of the men was holding something in front of his face – for a minute, Harry had the crazy thought that it was an umbrella. But then he realised what it was – a shovel. It was a silly thing to do – the thin metal was never going to stop a bullet – but Harry could relate to the sentiment. Any cover was better than none on this killing field.

‘Australians!’ Someone was shouting again – this time, the voice was authoritative and could not be ignored. ‘Which of you men are Australians? Come on, Australians!’ Harry didn’t know who the officer doing the shouting was but he knew what it meant. Unthinkably, Harry and the men around him were being ordered to stand up, to walk forward into the maelstrom and to face the full force of the Turkish onslaught head on.

For a moment, Harry considered playing dead before waking up to himself. He gripped his rifle, said a prayer into the dusty earth, and rose gingerly to a half-crouch, bracing for machine-gun bullets to tear into his chest at any moment. He felt a bizarre surge of elation when he wasn’t instantly killed. All around him, carnage unfolded. How the hell had it come to this?




1.

THE NEW ZEALANDER

The day of 3 August 1914 was a bank holiday in New Zealand and 24-year-old Cecil Malthus, a teacher from Nelson at the top of the South Island, was spending it larking around with friends. It was a cold day but the sun was shining, so Cecil and his mates headed off for a hike up Dun Mountain. The views were breathtaking and the banter flowed between the chums as freely as the icy water in the mountain’s creeks. After several hours of tramping, the group stopped for a break beside a waterfall at a clearing in the bush. A roaring fire soon warmed cold hands; the young men shuffled their frozen feet and waited for the billy to boil. Naturally, the conversation turned to sport. The group of mates all played on the same rugby team and they lightly ribbed each other about their skills on the field. That drew laughter, which hung in the air briefly before fading into the mountain mist. Despite the lightheartedness, the group had more serious issues on its mind.

Eventually, Cecil broke the silence. ‘Who among you is going to enlist?’ he asked. War hadn’t come to New Zealand yet but it felt inevitable, and his question prompted an animated conversation about the coming storm – it was all anyone had been talking about for the past month. ‘It was agreed that it was the urgent duty of every able-bodied man to consider the question of enlisting,’ Cecil later wrote, ‘and that self-interest would be no excuse for staying at home.’1 The consensus among his mates was that the Germans would be easily overthrown. ‘Such optimism … seems hard to explain,’ he wrote. ‘But we were a self-confident nation in those days.’

Two days later, Cecil heard the news he had been expecting – Britain and Germany were at war and New Zealand was climbing into the ring right beside them. Cecil and his mates had made up their minds – they were going to enlist. ‘Without a pang, without doubt or hesitation,’ he wrote, ‘we dropped the life that had absorbed us. No resolve or decision was involved. It just had to be that way. And so the great adventure began.’

Cecil wasn’t alone in his determination to join the war effort. A long queue snaked into the Nelson enlistment office. On signing up, he was assigned to the Canterbury Infantry Battalion, one of four newly formed units of the fledgling New Zealand Expeditionary Force (the others were the Auckland, Otago and Wellington battalions, with accompanying units from the Mounted Rifles, artillery and various support units). Volunteers from the Nelson district were gathered together and on 15 August sent to the main training centre at Christchurch by sea. The recruits were given little notice of the move and were miffed to be ushered onto the waiting ship in the dead of night, giving them no opportunity to farewell loved ones. ‘Friends and relatives woke to find us vanished,’ Cecil later lamented. ‘For many of them it was goodbye forever.’

On arrival in Christchurch, the early thrill of adventure soon gave way to the drudgery of daily army life. Long marches and feints with the bayonet became the order of the day. No-one was really sure what sort of warfare they would encounter so they trained for everything. Instruction on new technologies such as machine guns and hand grenades took place alongside the old standards of army life – hygiene, physical fitness and platoon drill. For the green recruits, eager to get stuck into the Germans, the training seemed to drag on for an eternity. The griping reached fever pitch when the force was shipped to Wellington. There was no room for the new arrivals in the region’s camps, so the troops, all 1300 of them, plus 350 horses, were forced to live on the ship, coming ashore each day for training and manoeuvres. Life on board was hot, cramped and monotonous. The men slept in three tiers of bunks that had been jammed into the ship’s hold as tightly as possible, and the improvised mess hall could only be reached by a perilous climb down a roughly fashioned wooden stairway. Eventually, the overcrowding became unbearable and space was found ashore for the mounted troops – for the sake of the horses, not the men.

Among the other New Zealand battalions bogged down by the tedium of training was the Wellington Battalion, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel William Malone, one of those larger-than-life characters that the Gallipoli story throws forth in abundance. Originally from the UK, Malone had lived in New Zealand since he was twenty-one and had worked as a constable and farmer in the Taranaki region of the North Island. He was an upstanding member of his community and studied law by night while working as a farmer during the day. As well as becoming a prominent local solicitor, he was a member of the council and several boards before enlisting in the military at the time of the Boer War. By 1910, he was a lieutenant colonel and commanding officer of the 4th Battalion, Wellington (Taranaki) Rifle Volunteers. At the outbreak of the First World War, he was appointed to command the Wellington Battalion and, despite being fifty-five years of age and the oldest man in the battalion, he was also one of its fittest. He was a demanding and powerful character, with a fastidious mind and an infamously short fuse. Although frustrated with the inefficiencies of military bureaucracy, the army was where he was meant to be. He looked forward to leading his battalion into battle.


I feel very well. This life suits me, mind and body. It is a man’s life. I wonder if I shall come back or leave my bones in Europe but I am content. I am in God’s hands and no death can be better.2



By this stage, Cecil and his comrades in the New Zealand forces had been in uniform for two months. There was a genuine concern that the whole show would be over before they had even left New Zealand. The newspapers carried little else but news about the war, and daily tales of derring-do from exotic-sounding places like Mons, the Marne and Le Cateau raised the enthusiasm and impatience of the recruits to be a part of it. When the time came, they would be ready. Most newly enlisted men had done time in militia or cadet units before the war, and their officers, sergeants and corporals had largely been drawn from New Zealand’s existing territorial army, giving the whole force a level of experience that greatly aided the training process.

By the time they left Wellington, the motley group of civilians had been shaped into an efficient fighting force and had attained a level of efficiency that New Zealand would struggle to maintain in new recruits for the rest of the war. Early recruiting officers had only wanted the best men and rejection rates had been high. Those men who did make it through were generally fitter and better educated than those who followed later on – these men were New Zealand’s brightest and best, and they knew it. ‘I have never known finer comrades than in those early days, rough bushmen and men of all work as they largely were,’ Cecil later wrote. ‘There was hardly a man in our platoon with whom one could not be on terms of friendly good fellowship.’

In a reflection of the ‘Pals Battalions’ being formed in Britain, men who had enlisted in the first wave in New Zealand were grouped into units with other men from their district, and Cecil was assigned to the 12th (Nelson) Company of the Canterbury Battalion. Several of his mates had enlisted with him and, in an odd coincidence, he found himself serving alongside a group of old boys from Nelson College, where he had briefly taught before enlisting. Although only a couple of years older than his former pupils, Cecil naturally tried to act as a father figure to them – but they were having none of it. ‘They were young, irrepressible madcaps,’ he later recalled with a touch of nostalgia, ‘determined to snatch what compensations they could from all our tribulations.’ The unlikely group became firm friends. Cecil drew special attention to several of his chums in his diary, in a list that reads like a casting call from a pantomime: Bert Warnock, Porky Littlejohn, Buck Whiting, Harold Ching, Smiler Pike, Hartley Palmer, a talkative Italian named Loo Vannini and three resplendently named brothers, Roy, Dudley and Patrick D’Arcy-Irvine. The eclectic mob was commanded by a well-respected group of officers. One in particular, Second Lieutenant Alexander Forsythe, a 28-year-old jeweller with a broad Scottish accent and a quick wit, was a favourite among the men. Another man who earned special mention in Cecil’s letters home was his platoon sergeant Billy Williams, a Cockney who seemed to delight in causing misery to his charges. According to Cecil, Williams was ‘small, shrewd, monkey-faced, with a long upper lip, but he has not a trace of humour and is only unintentionally funny. He keeps up a self-important dignity by roaring out orders and treating us like dirt.’ But like all good sergeants, Williams was intent on shaping his platoon into an efficient fighting force – and the results could mean the difference between life and death on the battlefield. In spite of their griping, the men knew it. ‘Billy has been the most important person in our young lives during the last ten weeks,’ Cecil wrote. ‘Without such training we would never be fit for the life in the trenches. Without it perhaps we would never have developed the comradeship which is the finest thing war has to offer.’

When word finally came that the force would be sailing for Europe, it came fast. Once again, the men were marched onto ships at short notice with no time for farewells. At dusk on 16 October, the first contingent of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force (known as the Main Body) steamed out of Wellington Harbour. The small fleet made a fine sight as the ten transports fell into two lines astern and four warships (two New Zealand, one Australian and one Japanese) took station on the four sides of the convoy. The fleet turned into Cook Strait and steamed northwest past the top of the South Island as the sun hung low in the sky. It was a stunning evening and the decks were crowded with soldiers. Few spoke. It was near on dark when the ships passed the aptly named Farewell Spit on the very northern tip of the island – right on cue, the lighthouse on the promontory lit up as they sailed by. It was the last glimpse they would catch of their homeland. Cecil turned and walked slowly down the creaking stairway into the gloom of the ship’s hold.

[image: ]
The long voyage didn’t warrant much space in Cecil’s diary, which is decidedly odd considering how much drama unfolded in the ten weeks he was at sea. The ten New Zealand transports steamed to Hobart and then onward to Albany in Western Australia, where they were joined by the twenty-eight transports and two fast cruisers carrying the Australian contingent. On 1 November, the convoy set sail for Europe. No-one knew it yet, but the group of men that would soon and forever be known as the Anzacs had just come together for the first time.

On 9 November, the convoy was cruising off Direction Island, in today’s Cocos (Keeling) Islands group, when a distress call came in from the island’s wireless station. A party of Germans had landed from the cruiser Emden and was attempting to disable the station. ‘Instantly we saw the powerful cruiser Sydney dashing off at full speed,’ Cecil later wrote. ‘The little Japanese cruiser followed, and slowly, regretfully returned when ordered to do so.’ (In spite of Cecil’s slightly condescending recollections, the ‘little Japanese cruiser’ was in fact the battlecruiser Ibuki, which was larger and more heavily armed than Sydney.) Cecil and his comrades didn’t see the naval battle that took place but they soon heard about it over the ship’s wireless: Emden was a smashed wreck and had been run aground on the island; Sydney had suffered only minor damage. It was the first action of the new Royal Australian Navy.

Over the rest of the voyage, the tedium of life on board the overcrowded ship and the uninspiring diet encouraged the soldiers to seek distraction. The ingenious employment of a fishhook on a string gave Cecil and his mates both a break from the boredom and a supplement to their rations. They used it to pinch supplies from the canteen by snagging them and hoisting the booty through an open skylight. The lark came to an abrupt end when they were nabbed by the military police but the bars of chocolate they had managed to snatch more than made up for the couple of hours of deck scrubbing they received as punishment.

Late in the voyage, the ship was due for a brief stop in Colombo. Every man and horse on board was desperate to get off the cramped and sweaty vessel, and to stretch the legs on dry land. The news that no-one would be allowed to leave the ship was greeted with a near riot. Cecil recalled the men assembling in the mess hall after the ship had put to sea again, and that it was:


dimly lit, hazy, frightfully hot, smelly and sweaty, so that even the time it took to swallow dinner was a sore trial to the patience. So it happened that when the orderly officer appeared that day with the traditional ‘Any complaints?’ he was greeted with an almost unanimous roar of anger, and the next moment was hit fair in the face with an old hunk of cheese.



The men were threatened with ‘calamitous penalties if the offender did not own up, but the secret was well kept and the affair blew over’.

And so Cecil and his hardy band of mates journeyed on, their bellies unsated but their spirits high, their destination and their fate uncertain.

[image: ]
The long and uncomfortable journey finally came to an end for the ragged new antipodean force on 3 December. But the joyous news that they would soon be stretching their legs on dry land was somewhat tempered by the discovery that the land would not be the bucolic fields of France but the sands of Egypt. Cecil didn’t recall hearing the announcement that the Ottoman Empire had joined the war on the side of the Germans but he saw the results first-hand: the Suez Canal was a vital British asset that had to be protected from the Turks. After steaming through the canal in darkness, the force was disembarked at Alexandria and then herded onto rough and rickety rail carriages for a long, sweaty journey to Cairo. Most of the troops had never been much further than Christchurch or Adelaide, and the new arrivals found the chaos of the city overwhelming. They pitched their tents within earshot of the city’s din in a dustbowl called Zeitoun. Today, it’s been absorbed by the endlessly expanding Cairo but in 1914 it stood removed and offered little but sand, flies and misery.

Life in this new desert army was about as far from the heroic tales portrayed in the newspapers as the troops could imagine. Thirty-five kilometre marches under full pack and scorching sun were commonplace and meals consisted of dry biscuits and oily bully beef, probably the worst combination of food for parched men in a desert environment. An occasional orange purchased from local vendors provided the only relief from this nauseating menu. At night, the men slept in bell tents on dirt floors as hard as concrete. This was not the war they had signed up for.

[image: ]
Cecil pressed himself hard against the earth bank and tried vainly to get some respite from the incessant desert wind. It was 2 February 1915 and he and his mates had been doing hard graft for several days. A week earlier, his company had been ordered to leave camp and catch a train northeast to the shores of Lake Timsah, to help guard the Suez Canal against Turkish incursions. After leaving the train, the Kiwis were faced with yet another dreaded desert march and, this time, they were carrying their full battle kit. ‘We had to struggle over several miles of deep sand, against a hot and heavy gale, and in full marching order, which was now a terrific weight,’ Cecil recalled. ‘The ammunition and blanket made a great difference, and we even carried bundles of firewood.’ As they topped a rise, they saw the Indian brigade they were supporting advance in extended order against Turkish lines on the far side of the canal. It was the first combat any of them had seen and the young Kiwis were transfixed. There were no practice manoeuvres or feints with the bayonet here – these men were being shot at and being hit. Turkish shrapnel shells burst in ugly grey-brown clouds above the distant figures. Cecil saw several of them crumple to the ground and not get up again.

By nightfall, the New Zealanders had reached the bank of the canal, although this offered little shelter from the wind. The sand was everywhere, getting into everything; Cecil tried to eat some rations and got a mouthful of the hated stuff for his troubles.

He pulled his blanket up to his ears and did his best to snatch some sleep. He was just nodding off when his whole world exploded. The platoon to his left had opened fire, and it seemed every man in the line was firing his rifle. The chatter of machine guns joined the chorus and, through it all, Cecil could make out the low drumbeat of exploding artillery shells.

He risked a glance over the bank and saw, away to his left, a small armada of pontoon boats attempting to cross the canal. He could just make out the shadowy figures of their Turkish crews paddling furiously as the rifle fire swelled. Whether the Turks were being brave or foolhardy Cecil couldn’t tell, but the result was the same either way. The New Zealanders began to find the range and bullets smacked into boats and bodies. The Turks cried out in terror and reversed course, racing toward the far bank as men fell all around them. The survivors hit the shore and made a mad dash from the boats to the safety of the bank. Few made it.

Turkish marksmen began to reply to the rifle fire and bullets thudded into the near bank. Cecil saw a small group of men from the platoon on his left exchanging shots with the Turks and recognised one of them as Private Bill Ham. He was a young bloke who had lived near Cecil on the South Island and they had enlisted around the same time. Ham was shouting something and then went down hard, shot through the throat. He was still alive – frothy blood gurgled from the ugly wound – but he was obviously in a bad way. The stretcher-bearers dragged him away from the bank and to the field hospital, but he died the next day. ‘There may have been some proud consolation for his people,’ Cecil later wrote, ‘in the fact of his being the first New Zealand casualty of the war.’

Dawn revealed the horror of the battlefield. Battered pontoons were scattered on the far bank; mangled corpses lay in grotesque piles on the shore or bobbed in the water. The Turks were still active and, although they didn’t present good targets, Cecil got his first taste of combat as he and his platoon took pot shots at any man who showed himself. It wasn’t clear if they hit anyone. Mid-morning, enemy artillery fire began. Shrapnel shells burst overhead, spraying their deadly payload in clouds of dust around the New Zealanders, and Cecil pressed himself into the bank. ‘I don’t mind saying I was horribly frightened,’ he said, ‘and dug into the sand like a rabbit.’ The gunfire drew nearer and the pine trees behind the line were thrashed and stripped by the fire. Billy Williams, the platoon sergeant, patted Cecil on the shoulder as he moved along the line, encouraging the men to hold their nerve and keep their heads down. Williams cried out in pain and grabbed his shoulder as a shrapnel ball tore into him – he hit the ground in a cloud of dust and swear words. A stretcher-bearer dragged him away.

Then, just as quickly as it had arrived, the shellfire slackened. A Royal Navy warship came racing along the canal, guns blazing, and silenced the Turkish guns. As the ship passed Cecil’s position, a rifle shot rang out from the far bank and the sailor on lookout duty in the crow’s nest fell dead. A shot from the ship’s 12-inch guns sorted out the sniper in a bloody instant.

It had been an eventful few days. Cecil’s company had a new sense of purpose and self-belief as they were relieved from the line and sent back to camp. The rest of the battalion was desperate to hear about their brush with the enemy – the stories stretched on long into the night. The New Zealanders had met their enemy and not been found wanting – when the next opportunity came, they would be ready.

[image: ]
Life soon returned to normal for the Nelson Company. Once again, their days were filled with the monotony of training. By now, the New Zealanders had merged with the Australian forces, and this new formation – the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps – was preparing for something big. Rumours were swirling that the whole force would soon be sent to a new front and a sudden increase in rations (clearly an attempt to use up stores before a big move) did nothing to dampen the scuttlebutt. No-one was sure when the move would take place, but an astonishing lack of security meant that the destination was all but certain. Cecil wrote in a letter home on 4 March that he would soon be leaving for the Dardanelles and the information was apparently considered so widely known that it was passed unedited by the army censor. ‘This Dardanelles affair,’ Cecil wrote, ‘is a very daring undertaking, with tremendous possibilities. If successful it will undoubtably shorten the war, so I am all for it.’ It is telling that so much was being discussed about the Gallipoli campaign weeks before it was even launched. If a lowly New Zealand private in a camp in Egypt knew all about the upcoming offensive, then the Turks certainly did as well.

In preparation for the coming offensive, the ANZAC Corps took part in its largest-ever training exercises – division-sized manoeuvres involving more than 12,000 men, with all required to practise their intricate role in this complicated desert ballet. Cecil was enthusiastic but exhausted by the end of it, thoroughly ready to embark on the next phase of his adventure.

By early April, the battalion’s commanders were warning the men to be ready to leave any day and promising that heavy action was not far off. Sergeant Billy Williams had recovered from his wounds received at the canal and was back bossing the men around. Several men who were considered below standard were removed from the ranks – weeded out to ensure the battalion was at maximum proficiency. The heat, dust and flies were becoming unbearable and every man was itching to make a move.

Finally, on 9 April, news came that the entire force would be shipping out of Egypt. Cecil packed his meagre belongings, took one last look at the barren, dusty camp and started walking. In spite of the hardships it had forced on him, he was uneasy about leaving camp – God only knew what awaited them on the battlefield. ‘If we were not so excited,’ he wrote home, ‘we would almost feel some regret at our departure.’ Trains took the men to Alexandria, where ships waited to transport them to a place and a fate they could scarcely imagine. The Anzacs were on their way to Gallipoli.
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