
Why was the Gallipoli Campaign 
a failure? 

L/O – To identify the reasons why the campaign 
failed and to explain why casualties were so great 



The Search for a Breakthrough 

• In 1915 casualties were 
mounting on the Western Front 
and government ministers in 
London could see no prospect of 
breaking the stalemate. 

 

• They began to look for another 
way to gain a breakthrough in 
the war. One possibility was an 
attack on Germany’s allies. 

 

 



 



‘Knocking out the props’ 

• Lloyd George described this 
as ‘knocking out the props 
from under Germany’. 

 

• However this was not a very 
accurate description of 
Germany’s allies. Germany 
was propping up its allies 
rather than the other way 
round. 



Churchill and Kitchener Start Planning… 

• Nevertheless, the war planners were 
attracted to the idea of a knock-out 
blow against Turkey, whom they 
considered to be one of Germany’s 
more vulnerable allies. 

 

• Winston Churchill, who was head of 
the navy, and Lord Kitchener, who was 
in effect overall commander of the 
war effort, persuaded the government 
to attempt an attack on the 
Dardanelles straight, a narrow stretch 
of water linking the Aegean Sea and 
the Sea of Marmara. 



The Plan 
• British warships were going to 

sweep through the Dardanelles 
strait, attack Constantinople and 
drive Turkey out of the war. This 
would have three other results: 
 
– It would open up a sea route to the 

Russian Front so that the Allies could 
get supplies to the Russians. 

– It would establish a new front. Allied 
troops could march through the 
Balkans and attack Austria-Hungary. 

– It would relieve pressure on the 
Russian forces by drawing troops 
away form the Russian Front. 



The Plan 
• Lord Kitchener even suggested to 

those who doubted the wisdom of this 
attack on Constantinople that it was 
the ‘plan that would win the war’. 

 

• Britain had the most powerful navy in 
the world and the plan seemed 
attractive. There was going to be some 
infantry support to attack any land-
based guns but no land invasion, so 
there was no danger of troops getting 
bogged down in trench warfare. Or so 
they thought… 



What actually happened 

• On 18th March 1915, the warships 
began their assault. They bombarded 
the strong forts that lined the strait, 
then made their advance. 
 

• As the British and French ships 
entered the strait, a combination of 
mines and shell fire from the forts on 
the shore sank three battle cruisers 
and damaged others. 
 

• The heart of the British navy was thus 
threatened. 





Re-thinking the Plan 

• The Allied commanders panicked 
and decided the attack would not 
succeed – the risk of carrying on 
were too great. 

 

• They hastily decided they would 
launch a land invasion to capture 
the peninsula. Once the Turks 
were driven off Gallipoli, the naval 
operation would restart. 



Preparing the Invasion 

• In April 1915, a hastily assembled 
force of British, French, ANZAC 
and Indian troops attacked Helles 
beach. However the commanders 
had underestimated the power of 
the defending army. 

 

• The commanders had been 
refused aid from the Royal Flying 
Corps, which could have helped 
them assess the strength of the 
Turks. 



We have been expecting you… 

• The failed Naval attack in March had 
alerted the Turks who were pouring 
into the Peninsula under the 
command of German Otto Liman von 
Sanders. 
 

• He had doubled the defensive forces 
and dug them into strong positions 
on the hills overlooking the beaches 
on which the Allies were likely to 
land.  
 

• He had even trained troops in 
defending trench positions. 



The Invasion begins 

• At 4.00 am in the morning of the 
25th April, in pitch dark, the first 
troops went ashore and charged up 
the steep hillsides under a hail of 
machine-gun fire which continued 
for most of the day. 
 

• By mid-afternoon the beach was 
strewn with the dead and dying. 
Despite the massive odds against 
them, the troops fought very 
bravely and captured a number of 
Turkish trenches. 



 



Dig or Die 

• By the following day, it was 
already clear that the objective of 
clearing the Turks off the 
peninsula could not be achieved. 

 

• Should they dig in or withdraw? 
The order came through to dig in. 
‘You have got through the difficult 
business,’ said the commander, 
‘now you only have to dig, dig, 
dig, until you are safe.’ 



Conditions in the Trenches 

• Conditions for the troops were 
awful. In the summer heat, and 
with decaying corpses all 
around, disease was rampant. 
 

• On 20th May both sides agreed 
a one-day truce to clear the 
dead. Some Turks and Allied 
troops met and exchanged 
greetings. 
 

• At sunset they returned and 
started killing each other the 
next day. 



Deadlock on land, One success at sea 

• Neither side could break the deadlock 
and both poured troops into the area.  

 

• In August another landing was made at 
Suvla Bay, but again they could not 
break through defenses. 

 

• There was one success as submarines 
managed to get through the minefields 
and attack Constantinople harbour. 
Turkish ships were sunk in such 
numbers that the Turkish war effort 
was seriously harmed. 

 

 



A successful retreat, a humiliated leader 

• In November the troops were facing 
frostbite in the winter conditions. The 
troops were extremely ill-equipped. In 
one snowstorm there were 16,000 
cases of frostbite and 300 deaths. 
 

• In December, 8 months after the 
landing, there was no prospect of 
success. Tens of thousands lay dead.  
 

• The decision to pull out was taken and 
was the only success is there was not a 
single death – however the campaign 
had failed and Churchill was 
humiliated. 



Tasks 

1. Would you agree that the Gallipoli campaign was a 
total failure? Explain your answer. 

 
2. Why do you think the campaign was called off? 

 
3. Work in pairs. You are historical researchers who have 

been given two questions to investigate: 
– Why was the Gallipoli campaign a failure? 

– Why were the casualties so great? 

Take one question each. Look at each source, decide if it 
is relevant. If it is, list the reasons it gives you. Now write 
a balanced answer to your question, using the sources to 

support your answer. 
 


