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The closing months of this fateful campaign‘IT WAS LIKE HELL...’

Using his grandfather’s diary and other contemporary sources Keith Gregson 
tells the story of the last months of the Gallipoli campaign...
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Over the past months, the 
Gallipoli or Dardanelles 
campaign of April 1915 to 
January 1916 has received 

considerable coverage in the popular 
and historical press. All across the 
Commonwealth, the landings of 25 April 
1915 were remembered with ceremonies, 
and many family history researchers with 
Australian, New Zealand, Lancastrian 
and Scottish ancestry will have taken a 
great interest in the commemorations and 
various articles written about the military 
activity during the first few weeks of the 
campaign. However, the Gallipoli venture 
divides neatly into two parts with a ‘new 
Army’ of untried troops coming into 
the fray in early August as the powers-
that-be made one last effort to make the 
campaign a success. My grandfather, Fred 
‘Pop’ Stephens, a signaller in the 13th 
Division Royal Engineers, was one of these 
untried troops and his experiences, noted 
down at the time in diary form, form the 
hub of a tale that could have been told by 
thousands of others. 

   By July 1915, the British and Empire 
troops had become firmly tied down 
on beaches, low ground or in exposed 
foothills of the south and west of the 
peninsula. The master plan was to land 
fresh troops at Suvla Bay in the north and 
for these troops to sweep southwards, thus 
rolling up the Turks on the heights into 
the Allied troops already in position. An 
important role in this action was to be 
played by the British and Anzac troops, 
new and in situ, at Anzac Cove. They 
were charged with the task of engaging 
and holding the Turks above them so 
the enemy could not be called upon to 
stop the Suvla Bay landing. Pop landed at 
Anzac Cove on 5 August, the day before 
the planned attacks on the heights, and 
remained there until 30 August virtually 
without sleep.

After the Anzac onslaught, Pop moved 
up to Suvla where, thanks to a successful 
but costly success at Anzac, the landings 
had been relatively peaceful. However 
there was still the need for progress 
southwards and, after his first night’s 

Reader 
story

‘Like Hell’

Pop’s all round experiences while at 
Gallipoli mirror those of others who 
wrote down their thoughts. As a result 
of being tied down, Allied troops were 
easy meat for Turkish snipers and field 
gunners situated on higher ground. 
On one occasion, Pop wrote ‘very 
heavy shelling – saw two killed and 
15 wounded’; on another –‘saw one 
chap have half his buttock shot off 
while sitting outside his dugout just 
after breakfast’. His most dramatic 
observation came shortly after landing 
at Anzac Cove – ‘four of us went to the 
jetty for fresh water and had a good 
crack with an officer and just as we 
left him he got caught with a bullet and 
killed. It was like Hell’.
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full sleep in early September, he noted 
‘ordered again to the brigade’ where it 
was ‘hellish’. While here he came across 
his best friend from back home in Barrow-
in-Furness – a fellow signaller and Post 
Office man called Sandy Bayne. Pop was 
shocked; Sandy ‘was a physical wreck 
– almost bought tears to my eyes. I will 
never forget the sight [meant state?] he 
was in’. Sandy later died of disease in the 
Middle East and is buried at Basra.

While at Suvla, Pop was given his first 
clean shirt, survived a monsoon and 
looked on in amazement as a German 
plane bombed dummy British planes 
on the ground – ‘great fun’. By now 
troops were falling like flies, suffering 
from heat, disease and lack of suitable 
drinking water. They were also making 
little progress. As both Pop’s diary and 
the unit diary began to show the effects 
of these conditions, an uncontrollable 
abscess formed on his face and spread 
to his gums. On 19 November 1915, Fred 
was ‘woken up at 4.00’ and ‘ordered for 
blighty’. He was transported from the 

peninsula to Malta where he received 
emergency treatment before being 
shipped back to England to have 
all his teeth removed, thus ending 
his Gallipoli experience. Less than 
two months later (à la Dunkirk) the 
Allied troops still in Gallipoli were 
spirited away to safety. By March 1916, 
a now toothless Pop was on his way 
to Ypres en route for Messines Ridge, 
Passchendaele and Cambrai before 
appendicitis brought his war to an end 
exactly two years after he left Gallipoli. 
Some war! And one that perhaps 
reflects a little of the chaos and pain of 
the wider conflict. 

as seen 
by a Tommy

Tip: use other contemporary sources

If you are fortunate enough to have access to a personal diary or account it is a 
good idea to check it against other sources from the time.

For instance, in early August 1915 Pop wrote: ‘Saw thousands of troops (four 
abreast ) marching past in preparation for a big attack on Anzac’ and ‘a few hours 
after the attack… went a mile and a half through the gullies and it was strewed with 
dead and wounded’. The Anzac Book (1916) notes a gully/trench that was involved 
in this attack on Lone Pine: ‘In one corner eight Turks and six Australians were 
found lying as they had bayoneted one another. To make room for fighting men, the 
dead were ranged in rows on either side of the gangway’.

Many of the official war diaries are now in print or can be viewed online or at The 
National Archives (TNA). The 13th Division Signals Gallipoli Diary can be found in 
WO/95/4301 at TNA. Pop’s diary for 6 September notes that he had his first night’s 
sleep ‘since 12 August’. The battalion diary has them laying communication wires 
near Anzac for New Zealanders involved in attacking one of the heights. On 19 
August Pop’s unit was ‘sniped at at intervals all day’. On 29 August the sergeant 
was killed and they were heavily shelled on the following day, leaving the wires ‘in 
a great muddle’. The day before Pop finally got his night’s sleep ‘the lines were cut 
by a shell close to the office’. All records point to massive confusion during these 
attacks and it is now clear why he didn’t get much in the way of rest.
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Keith’s grandfather, Pop, 
on return from Gallipoli 
in hospital uniform with 
brother John, seated.

The cover of 
Pop’s personal 
war diary.

The lucky ones – Pop, 
John and brother 
Charlie in their 
backyard in Millom, 
Cumberland in 1919.

The 
remarkable 

1916 
publication 
written and 
illustrated 

by those 
who fought 
at Gallipoli.
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