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Revisiting the French Campaign in the 
Dardanelles, 1915

Michael Tyquin

In 1935 former officer Jean Lucien Marie de Chazelles of the 57ėme Régiment 
d’Infanterie Coloniale, a veteran of the Dardanelles and the Western Front, 
wrote: ‘je puis ajouter mon témoignage à celui de quelques rares survivants de 
l’effroyable drame, et affirmer que, de toutes les horreurs de la guerre, nulle, 
que l’on cite la Somme, l’Aisne ou Verdun, n’approcha, même de loin, les 
horreurs du cycle infernal des Dardanelles’.1 Does the French involvement 
in the Dardanelles call for a better appreciation of what happened there, not 
least in Australia? Overall, some 80,000 French troops served at Gallipoli 
in the course of the campaign. Of these, more than 14,000 were killed or 
reported missing in action and 40,000 wounded—a casualty rate of 68%.2 
In contrast to France (and Britain) where it was regarded as a ‘sideshow’, 
Gallipoli, at least until very recently, has been central to most Australians’ 
understanding of the Great War.

1  ‘I can add my testimony to that of the few rare survivors of that terrifying drama, 
and confirm that, of all the horrors of the war, none, neither the Somme, the Aisne 
nor Verdun, came anywhere near the horrors of the infernal cycle of the Dardanelles’. 
Association des Dardanelles, 2005, Dardanelles orient Levant 1915–1921 : Ce que 
les combattants ont écrit, Éditions L’Harmattan, Paris, p. 5.
2  In ‘The French Dardanelles Campaign 1915–16’, in Rhys Crawley & Michael 
Locicero, 2018, Gallipoli: New Perspectives in the Mediterranean Expeditionary 
Force, 1915–16, Helion, Warwick, Simon House puts the number at 27,004. For 
comparative casualty figures see Michael Tyquin, 2016, Gallipoli: An Australian 
Medical Perspective, Army History Unit, Canberra, pp. 139–40. 
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British historian Peter Hart was correct when he wrote: ‘It is sadly evident 
that the average Australian thinks that the British and French troops did 
little real fighting at Helles...’3 There is now a solid corpus of contemporary 
and modern military historiography of the French Army in the Dardanelles 
Campaign of 1915. In France, much archival material may be found at the 
Service Historique de la Défense4 and the Centre des Archives diplomatiques 
de La Courneuve.5 There is also much by way of secondary literature.  

3  Wartime, Issue 38, Autumn 2007, Australian War Memorial, https://www.awm.
gov.au/wartime/38 accessed 10 May 2019.
4  See for example the 26 files under GR 20N (Armée de Terre).
5  These documents explain why France reluctantly became involved.

1915 Landing of French troops in Moudros (Lemnos island) during the Gallipoli Campaign,
Ernest Brooks (1876–1957), official Admiralty photographer. Public domain.
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Until recently George Cassar’s work, published over 40 years ago, was 
among the best comprehensive studies6 and it has been joined more recently 
by Pierre Rigoux’s Les Dardanelles 1915 : Une stratégie en échec (2013), 
Sylvain Ferreira’s L’Expédition française aux Dardanelles (2015) and Max 
Schiavon’s Le front d’Orient : du désastre des Dardanelles à la victoire, 
1914–1918 (2014).7 

A better understanding of allied participation in the campaign by the 
Australian public has not been helped by the dearth of English language 
publications which might have helped set the record straight. Researchers in 
Australia, perhaps not surprisingly, will find little by way of primary sources. 
 

6  George H. Cassar, 1971, The French and the Dardanelles: a study of failure in the 
conduct of war, Allen & Unwin, London. In addition other works include: Charles 
Stiénon, 1916, L’Expédition des Dardanelles : Sur le Chemin de Constantinople, 
Librairie Chapelot, Paris; Fr. Charles-Roux, 1920, L’Expédition des Dardanelles 
: au jour le jour, Armand Colin, Paris; David Robert, 1927, Le Drame ignoré de 
l’armée d’Orient : Dardanelles-Serbie-Salonique, Athènes, Plon, Paris; Auguste 
Thomazi, 1927, La Marine française dans la grande guerre (1914–1918) : la 
Guerre navale aux Dardanelles, Payot, Paris; Paul Chack, 1929, Pavillon haut, 
Éditions de France; 1931, Historique des troupes coloniales pendant la guerre 
1914–1918, Charles Lavauzelle, Paris; J. Charbonier, 1965, ‘Avec les Combattants 
de 1915 dans la presqu’île de Gallipoli’, Revue Historique de L’Armeé, vol. 21, no  2; 
Jerome Carcopino, 1970, Souvenirs de la Guerre en Orient, 1915–1917, Hachette, 
Paris; J. and M. Blanchard, 1981, ‘Les Dardanelles à la pointe d’Europe’, Revue 
Historique de L’Armeé, no 2; Jean-Charles Jauffret, 1996, ‘Gallipoli: A French 
Perspective (Parts One and Two)’, Army Quarterly and Defence Journal, vol. 126, 
no 4; Francine Roussanne Saint-Ramond, 1998, ‘L’Armeé d’Orient dans la Grande 
Guerre: une mémoire occultée?’, Guerres mondiales et conflits contemporains, no 
192, pp. 25–43; Pierre Miquel, 2006, La Poudrière d’Orient : Tome 1 : l’enfer 
des Dardanelles, Fayard, Paris; Pierre Rigoux, 2013, Les Dardanelles 1915 : Une 
stratégie en échec , Éditions Economica, Paris; Sylvain Ferreira, 2015, L’Expédition 
française des Dardanelles: avril 1915–janvier 1916, Lemme, Chamalières; Max 
Schiavon, 2014, Le Front d’Orient : Du désastre des Dardanelles à la victoire 
finale, 1915–1918, Taillandier, Paris.
7  Matthew Graves, 2015, ‘Remembering Gallipoli in a Global Context: France and 
Senegal’, History Australia, Monash University ePress, Journal of the Australian 
Historical Association, 12 (1), accessed 18 February 2019. This article contains 
an extensive discussion of the historiography from the French perspective and a 
comprehensive bibliography dating from the immediate post-war period.
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In fact there appear to be only four relevant files, all of which are held at 
the Australian War Memorial in Canberra.8 There are very few letters and 
diaries left to us by French and Australian soldiers on Gallipoli which record 
interaction between the two allies. The relative lack of recent scholarship in 
Australia may explain why French involvement in the Dardanelles rarely 
appears in our collective memory and commemoration of World War One.

Contrary to the antipodean experience ‘the principal theatre’ of French 
operations pre-dated the Dardanelles expedition and was located largely 
on home soil. As a front-line nation under partial occupation, France has 
remembered the geography of the Great War as much as its history. From 
this underlying explanation flow the other reasons identified by Jauffret 
and Dutton for the loss of memory of the Dardanelles in the immediate 
postwar years in France.9 This accords with the wider view that ‘in France, 
popular interest in the First World War is focused on the great battles of 
the Western Front’.10

The intent of this article is not to bring new archival material under 
scrutiny. Rather it seeks to offer an explanation for the under-representation 
of Gallipoli in mainstream French commemorations and to highlight 
the apparent exclusion of France in Australia’s commemoration of the 
Dardanelles Campaign. 

Commemoration by France

While there is a French military cemetery at Seddul-Bahr on the 
Gallipoli peninsula, there are no major memorials to the Dardanelles in 
France—in stark contrast to the Australian landscape. There is the 1927  
 
8  AWM45 2/11 Records of General Headquarters, Dardanelles, April 1915–June 1916; 
AWM36 BUNDLE 36/1 Official History, 1914–18 War: Naval records of Arthur W. 
Jose; AWM252 A77 Operations – Dardanelles campaign: Gallipoli, April–May 1915; 
and AWM25 367/88 Gallipoli – Phase 1. French Expeditionary Corps, May 1915.
9  Matthew Graves, 2015, On p. 3 the author refers to Jean Claude Jauffret, 1997, 
‘L’expédition des Dardanelles vue du côté français’, in Les Armes et la Toge, ed. 
Jean-Claude Jauffret, Centre d’Histoire Militaire et d’ Études de Défense Nationale 
de Montpellier and David Dutton, ‘“Docile Supernumerary”: A French Perspective 
on Gallipoli’, in Jenny MacLeod (ed.), 2004, Gallipoli, Frank Cass, London.
10  Matthew Hughes, 2005, ‘The French at Gallipoli’, RUSI Journal, vol. 150 (3), 
pp. 64–67.
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‘Monument to the Heroes of the Army of the East and Foreign Fields’ 
(Monument aux Morts de l’Armée d’Orient et ses alentours) in Marseille, 
the Square des Dardanelles in Cagnes-sur-Mer and a Paris street, rue des 
Dardanelles. Members of the Association nationale pour le souvenir des 
Dardanelles et fronts d’Orient,11 formed in 1920, still participate in the 
relighting of the eternal flame at the Arc de Triomphe every 25 April. But 
these few reminders suggest that the commemoration and memory of the 
Dardanelles Campaign has never competed with the better known tragedies 
of the Somme and Verdun. There also appears to be no appropriate memorial 
to the Marine Nationale which lost 648 sailors when the battleship Bouvet 
struck a mine in the Dardanelles Strait.

Closer to our own time, President François Hollande made no 
mention of Gallipoli or the Dardanelles in his speech on 7 November 
2013 to launch the centenary commemorations for the Great War, unlike 
his British counterpart David Cameron, who announced that the Anzac 
centenary would be co-opted into the British programme in 2015.12 In 
contrast to annual commemorations in Australia, France still pays little 
attention to this ‘side show’ campaign in 1915. One hundred years later a 
journalist correctly observed: ‘Alors que dans les pays de l’ancien Empire 
britannique, cette expédition reste gravée dans les mémoires, du côté 
tricolore, elle est tombée aux oubliettes’.13 

One of several studies has noted: ‘the French contribution to the 
Gallipoli campaign has been largely ignored by Anglophone historians’.14 
But how true are these assertions?

11  According to its website: ‘nous travaillons à ce que les combattants d’Orient 
1915–1923 ne soient pas les oubliés de l’histoire nationale et Européenne’.
12  Matthew Graves, 2015.
13  ‘While in the countries of the former British Empire this expedition remains 
engraved in memories, on the tricolor side, it has fallen into oblivion.’ Stéphanie 
Trouillard, ‘Les “Dardas”, ces poilus tombés dans le “cul-de-sac de la mort”’, 
France 24, 23 December 2015. https://www.france24.com/fr/20151223-grande-
guerre-dardanelles-expedition-seddul-bahr-poilus-britanniques-turquie-gallipoli 
accessed 18 February 2019.
14  Simon House, ‘The French Dardanelles Campaign 1915–16’, in Rhys Crawley 
& Michael Locicero, 2018, Gallipoli: New Perspectives on the Mediterranean 
Expeditionary Force, 1915–16, Helion, Warwick, p. 241.
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The relative neglect of France’s role in the Dardanelles has been a 
constant almost since the last of her troops were withdrawn from Gallipoli 
and it has been largely neglected in French historiography for two reasons. 
‘First, in French writing the campaign is regarded as an unmitigated failure; 
and secondly, French authors have in many cases been at pains to emphasise 
that Gallipoli was in conception and execution... a British operation’,15 even 
though its execution was very much a joint affair. There remains a popular 
view that ‘the Dardanelles campaign has none of the resonance in French 
national history, public commemoration or popular culture of Gallipoli for 
Australia, New Zealand or even Great Britain’.16

What is remembered may be somewhat vague. Even Australians have 
to be constantly reminded that there was a substantial French presence on 
Gallipoli. Common to both countries is a lack of understanding how their 
troops ended up on this bleak peninsula in the first place. The genesis for 
the Dardanelles campaign (as it would be for the later Salonika campaign)17 
was political, rather than military. 

Politics prevails

On 30 December 1914 Russia’s senior commander Grand Duke Nicholas 
first launched the Straits question with allies France and Britain. ‘He told 
the British representative at his headquarters that the Russian armies in 
the Caucasus were threatened by a Turkish attack, and he appealed for 
assistance from the allies. This was a political move. The danger in the 
Caucasus was imaginary.’18 The British Government and its senior military 
commander, Lord Kitchener, wanted to help but France was more cautious  
 
 
15  David Dutton, ‘Docile Supernumerary: A French Perspective on Gallipoli’, 
in Jenny MacLeod (ed.), 2004, Gallipoli: Making History, Frank Cass, London,  
pp. 88–89. 
16  Matthew Graves, 2015, M. Mehdi Ilhan, 2016, ‘Remembering Gallipoli in a 
Global Context: Turkey’, History Australia, Monash University ePress, Journal 
of the Australian Historical Association, 12 (1), pp. 25–35.
17  For more on this campaign see Pierre Miquel, 1998, Les Poilus d’Orient, 
Fayard, Paris.
18   A. J. P. Taylor, 1954, The Struggle for Mastery in Europe, 1848–1918, Clarendon 
Press, Oxford, p. 540.
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in its response. The announcement that ‘the British intended to send military 
forces to the Dardanelles was not greeted with much enthusiasm in Paris’.19 

But French politicians ‘impressed with the idea of huge territorial 
rewards in the East as they were with the promise of victory’,20 soon found 
themselves inexorably drawn into a campaign opposed by many of France’s 
senior military and naval officers. For them France should not become 
involved ‘overwhelmed as she was with concerns about the unfolding of 
military operations on her own territory’.21 Her engagement in this theatre 
was political, with the Quai d’Orsay focused on territorial gains in Syria 
and western Turkey. It was also fearful that once a large British force was 
deployed so close to Asia Minor, France’s own interests in the Levant, 
particularly the port of Alexandretta (modern day Iskenderun) and Syria were 
threatened.  At the time, French politicians and the Quai d’Orsay regarded 
the Mediterranean as their own ‘back-yard’ (pré carré). They viewed any 
British activity, in what they perceived to be an important French sphere of 
interest in the Levant, with great suspicion.

France therefore found herself in a poorly conceived and even worse 
planned venture whose principle feature seemed to be optimism. British 
and French military planning was not only vague but did not share key 
strategic imperatives. For example, once deployed to the Dardanelles the 
British Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF) would only conduct 
operations on the peninsula itself. The French on the other hand preferred 
a landing ‘on the wider spaces of the Asiatic shore’.22 It did not augur well 
for the campaign.

19  George H. Cassar, 1971, The French and the Dardanelles, Allen & Unwin, 
London, p. 73. Cassar also noted (p. 57) that French naval intelligence ‘had 
concluded that a purely maritime operation to force the Dardanelles was unlikely to 
attain any useful purpose’.
20  Heyningen, Eleanor van, 2000, ‘Helles: The French in Gallipoli’, The Joint 
Imperial War Museum/Australian War Memorial Battlefield Study Tour to 
Gallipoli, September 2000, www.iwm.org.uk/upload/package/2/gallipoli/pdf_ les/
French, p.1.
21  J. Mordal, 1956, ‘L’Expédition des Dardanelles, 3 novembre 1914–9 janvier 
1916’, Revue Historique des Armées, 2, p. 34. Research into the higher political 
decision-making and direction leading to France joining this campaign has not been 
helped by the destruction of Foreign Ministry archives in WWII.
22  Matthew Hughes, 2005, p. 66.
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A reluctant partner

Russia declared war on Turkey on 2 November 1914 and a day later, even 
before Britain officially declared war on Turkey, Winston Churchill, First 
Lord of the Admiralty, ordered a naval attack on the Dardanelles Strait. This 
was carried out by HMS Indefatigable and HMS Indomitable, accompanied 
by the Suffren and Vérité from the Marine Nationale’s 2nd Mediterranean 
Squadron. They began to bombard the forts defending the Strait without 
achieving any strategic advantage. But the attempt did warn the Ottomans 
of the likely site for a possible enemy invasion.

It is important for the following discussion to note that the Dardanelles 
campaign began as a purely naval affair. Military forces were only to be 
used to follow up on the neutralisation of Ottoman defences along the Strait 
leading to the real prize: Constantinople. But neither France, then fighting 
for her life, nor Britain could afford the troops to do this. Such was the 
desperation to find some way of resolving the deadlock on the Western 
Front, politicians naturally began to look for alternatives.

Churchill then came up with a plan to force Turkey out of the war. A 
naval force23 with support troops would be assembled. Churchill’s opposite 
number, Jean-Victor Augagneur, travelled to London on 26 January for 
consultations. Later, Churchill was careful to keep Augagneur posted on 
the daily conduct of operations but would not allow him a voice in the 
formulation of naval strategy. Also in London was the French Minister 
of War, Alexandre Millerand, who was unaware of this meeting. Another 
important player who knew nothing of these plans was Vice-Admiral Boué 
de Lapeyère, commanding the French Mediterranean Fleet. Augagneur was 
easily won over to the idea and approved it seven days later, promising Britain 
the assistance of a French squadron commanded by Rear-Admiral Guépratte. 
He ‘found no resistance in the rest of the French Government, including the 
Minister of War’.24 But in London planning was rushed, lacked detail and 
carried out with little specialist consultation. Above all it completely under-
estimated the strength of Ottoman defences in the Dardanelles. 

23  This would consist of HMS Queen Elizabeth, Prince George, Irresistible, 
Cornwallis, Ocean, Lord Nelson, Swiftsure and Triumph, and the French ships 
Bouvet, Charlemagne, Gaulois and Suffren. 
24  https://winstonchurchill.org/publications/finest-hour/finest-hour-169/the-french-
and-the-dardanelles-expedition/ accessed 15 February 2019.
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In February the British Cabinet realised that a military force would 
have to be deployed to follow-up any successful naval operation in the 
Dardanelles Strait. On 12 March 1915 General Sir Ian Hamilton (who had 
been advised only days before) was appointed Commander-in-Chief of 
the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF). This formation contained 
British, Indian and Australian and New Zealand troops, numbering about 
80,000. From his written orders of 13 March it is clear that there was still 
no intention of forcing the Dardanelles by a combined operation. The troops 
were only to be used to occupy the Peninsula following an essentially 
uncontested landing. 

Hamilton was not helped by confusion in the British Cabinet and the War 
Office, with several members of both still holding strong reservations over 
the proposed venture. In Paris a strategic debate raged between ‘Westerners’ 
and ‘Easterners’ over the merits of a campaign in either Salonika25 or the 
Dardanelles. There was good reason for caution. For example, like the Royal 
Navy’s own secret report of 1907, recent French naval intelligence ‘had 
concluded that a purely maritime operation to force the Dardanelles was 
unlikely to attain any useful purpose’.26 Still, the British Admiralty’s plan to 
force the Dardanelles Straits was submitted to the French Government on 
2 February. On 18 February the French government also decided to deploy 
an infantry division to that theatre.

It was with reluctance that Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for War, 
(against the wishes of his commander in France, Sir John French) agreed 
to release one division, later augmented by Australian and New Zealand 
forces, for the campaign. In Paris, M. Millerand’s request was at first less 
successful. As noted, for political, rather than military reasons France, 
to the fury of the French Commander-in-Chief General Joseph Joffre  
 

25 According to one source ‘in late January 1915 (at this time Paris had not 
made any firm offer of troops for Salonika) Kitchener raised the possibility of a 
demonstration in the Balkans to aid Serbia, his preferred alternative to a Western 
offensive’. William J. Philpott, 1993, ‘Kitchener and the 29th Division: A Study in 
Anglo-French Strategic Relations, 1914–1915’, Journal of Strategic Studies, vol. 
16, no 3, p. 385.
26  George H. Cassar, 1971, p. 57. Vice Admiral Aubert, Chief of the French Naval 
Staff believed the Dardanelles ‘an impracticable undertaking. To be effective, he 
had insisted, the way must first be cleared by land operations’, p. 66.  
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(who quite rightly wanted to retain the focus on the offensives along the 
Western Front), offered an infantry division (16,762 troops) for the Eastern 
Mediterranean. According to Joffre: ‘Du peu que j’en ai su, l’affaire 
Dardanelles m’a paru, de par son principe même, se construire sur une base 
très incertaine’.27 Joffre’s opposition was ‘maintained consistently throughout 
the Dardanelles campaign’.28 On 26 February 1915 Millerand instructed the 
General Staff to find the troops from depots in France and North Africa rather 
than strip Joffre’s armies deployed along the Western Front. 

The MEF would be supported by French forces under a second-rate 
General, Albert D’Amade, a man with a poor record on the Western Front 
and in whom Millerand had little faith. His command was established 
on 1 March with remarkable speed. It was organised into a metropolitan 
brigade, including an African regiment of Zouaves and Legionnaires and a 
colonial brigade made up of a cavalry regiment from North Africa with two 
mixed regiments of Senegalese29 and European battalions. Together these 
troops would make up the first division of the new Corps Expéditionnaire 
d’Orient (CEO) totalling at first about 17,000 men. Its establishment is 
noteworthy because it preceded the second naval attempt to open the Strait. 

D’Amade almost immediately proposed a plan of action different from 
that of the British. Rather than gaining a foothold on the peninsula, he 
‘advocates a landing in the Gulf of Adramit, near the island of Tenedos 
towards Bali-Kessir and Panderma to bypass the defences of the Strait’.30 
While his thinking aligned with French territorial designs in Asia Minor, 
Paris disapproved the plan and when D’Amade approached Hamilton he too 
disregarded them. Kitchener had earlier warned Hamilton ‘not to become 
 
27  ‘From the little I knew of it, the Dardanelles affair appeared to me, from its very 
principle, to be constructed on a very uncertain basis.’ Joseph Joffre, 1932, The 
Memoirs of Marshal Joffre, trans. Bentley Mott, vol. 2, Geoffrey Bles, London, p. 370.
28  Sir Fredrick Maurice, 1942, Lessons of Allied Co-operation: Naval, Military and 
Air 1914–1918, Oxford University Press, London, p. 46.
29  To return briefly to a theme mentioned above, one French scholar wrote that 
‘the role of these [black] troops in the Dardanelles operation has been largely 
obliterated’. Marc Michel, 2014, Les Africains et la Grande Guerre : l’appel à 
l’Afrique (1914–1918), Karthala, Paris, p. 21.
30  Julie d’Andurain, 2010,‘General Gouraud, leader of the Expeditionary Corps 
of the Dardanelles in 1915’, Historical Review of the Armies http://journals.
openedition.org/rha/6921 accessed 17 February 2019.
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involved in any extensive campaign in Asia which he felt would place an 
unjustifiable strain on the resources of the country’.31 Kitchener spelled out 
to Hamilton on 12 March ‘his fears of the implications of a campaign on the 
Asian side of the Straits. Such a campaign would cease to be one of “limited 
liability” ’; and, said Kitchener, ‘once we began to march about Asia Minor 
the liability would become unlimited, and I would very likely have to make 
demands on him for reinforcements of all descriptions, which in the present 
state of affairs would be very difficult to give’.32 

On 12 March, d’Amade (still unaware of Hamilton’s appointment) and 
several French battalions set sail for the island of Lemnos, 96 kilometres 
from the Gallipoli peninsula. Confusion on both sides was not helped by 
poor liaison generally at this stage of World War One. The difficulties ‘in 
formulating a concerted alliance strategy were exacerbated by inadequate 
allied co-ordinating machinery, which militated against the speedy and 
amicable settlement of differences (...). Communications were poor and 
neither ally was inclined willingly to furnish the other with information—
for example the British August offensive on Gallipoli was kept secret from 
French commanders—beyond the minimum necessary for joint action’.33 

Critically, neither country had the equivalent of the type of supreme 
command structure such as the Imperial German General Staff, established 
in 1871, which could have adapted to cabinet government to co-ordinate or 
reconcile opposing views on strategy.34 In 1914 the direction of strategy was 
the prerogative of Cabinet—in both France and Britain.

The joint naval force consisted of seventeen (mainly out-dated) British 
and four French battleships under Admirals Carden and Guépratte. Its 
task was to sail the mined 61km Strait while being subjected to artillery 
bombardment from both shores, then stand off Constantinople and force an 
Ottoman surrender. The plan was hopelessly unrealistic. The fleet moved 
off on 16 February 1915 but by early March had made little headway.  
 

31  George H. Cassar, 1971, The French and the Dardanelles, p. 86.
32  Trumbull Higgins, 1963, Winston Churchill and the Dardanelles, Heinemann, 
London, 1963, p. 120. 
33  William J. Philpott, 1993, p. 378.
34  The Conseil Supérieur de la Defénse Nationale, created in 1906 to examine inter-
departmental cooperation, had ceased meeting in August 1914.



14

Michael Tyquin

Carden had a nervous breakdown and Hamilton made his first reconnaissance 
of the peninsula from the sea on 15 March. The navy was still optimistic 
of achieving its aim, only to lose three battleships, including the aged 
Bouvet while two other French vessels were damaged for no gain. Naval 
commanders were now convinced they could only succeed if a land force 
first secured the peninsula and its forts. 

Initially, during February and March, both British and French 
expeditionary forces were deployed to Egypt where their troops began 
training, before moving to islands just off the Gallipoli peninsula. It was 
on one of these, at Tenedos, that Hamilton and d’Amade met for the first 
time on 17 March. But it was not until 18 April, that all the allied forces 
had collected. The CEO was still being assembled so d’Amade’s command 
consisted of two brigades of regular troops, Zouaves, Senegalese and 
Legionnaires. In the meantime Ottoman troops had been given ample time 
to prepare their defences.

The campaign

Infantry landings on Gallipoli commenced on 25 April. British forces 
landed at Cape Helles on the southern tip of the peninsula and Australians 
and New Zealanders on the west coast. Both groups attempted to push 
inland against heavily fortified Ottoman positions. The French forces, in 
a diversionary attack landed at Kum Kale, opposite the peninsula on the 
Asiatic side. This was one of the few actions of the entire campaign that 
was a success. French units then returned to the right of the British line at 
Cape Helles, where they were exposed to enemy artillery from a mere five 
kilometres away on the Asiatic shore. On 28 April the first Anglo-French 
offensive on the peninsula stalled—a situation replicated on 1–2 May, when 
a French division commanded by General Maurice Bailloud suffered heavy 
losses, and again on 5 May. A stressed d’Amade, whom Hamilton described 
as overwrought, took ill on 6 May. His division was further engaged in 
two battles (Krithia), and by 11 May suffered 12,878 casualties among the 
22,431 men landed—well over half the original contingent.35 

35  Elizabeth Greenhalgh, 2014, The French army and the First World War, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 105.
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The advance of the Allied forces in the first two weeks of May. 
Source: http://www.historim.fr/2014/11/journal-de-pierre-brengou-dardanelles_12.html

In his memoirs, Raymond Poincaré  included a note for 26 May: ‘De retour 
des Dardanelles, le général d’Amade a déclaré avec enthousiasme qu’il 
était possible que nous soyons les maîtres de la péninsule d’ici un mois et 
qu’il espère même que les Turcs poursuivront plus rapidement en justice 
pour obtenir la paix’.36 Such optimism, like that of Sir Ian Hamilton, was 
completely misplaced. 

36  ‘General d’Amade back from the Dardanelles cheerfully says that we may within 
a month be masters of the Peninsula and he even hopes that the Turks will sue for 
peace sooner’, Raymond Poincaré, George Arthur (trans.), 1930, The Memoirs of 
Raymond Poincaré, 1915, William Heinemann Ltd., London, p. 118.
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A more sober assessment by a better general followed in the following 
month: ‘General Gouraud has telegraphed that after most careful preparations 
our Expedition Force attacked the Turkish positions without obtaining any 
result proportionate to the losses we have suffered and the great effort that 
we have put forward; he agrees with Sir Ian Hamilton that the situation is 
not unlike that on the Western Front, and that progress on the Peninsula will 
be slow and costly if Turkey retains her forces there’.37

The invasion bogged down in the face of fierce opposition and rugged 
terrain. Interestingly it was Rear-Admiral Émile Guépratte, not Hamilton, 
who alerted the British Government of the army’s position and serious need 
for reinforcements. The strategic impasse and the larger French formation 
needed for planned offensive operations, required a senior general. On 
Joffre’s recommendation, Henri Gourard, at 49 the youngest general in the 
French Army, was appointed to command. He arrived at Gallipoli on 14 
May with the Corps’ second division and replaced d’Amade the next day. 

Gourard immediately re-organised his expeditionary force on the basis of 
a two-division army corps, including Senegalese (troupes noires) soldiers. 
His impact was immediate. ‘On his first day in command having spent 24 
hours observing he issued a memorandum to his officers detailing what they 
were doing wrong and what he wanted corrected.’38 He asked for more heavy 
artillery (particularly howitzers), trench mortars (crapouillots, or ‘toads’) 
and two squadrons of aeroplanes—assets which were in short supply for 
the British. But he was less successful with his British counterpart when 
arguing for a change in strategic and tactical focus. 

Gourard ‘persistently urged Hamilton to attempt something else, a 
manoeuvre on the coast of Asia starting from Besika, or the big operation 
from the region of Gaba Tepe which he had advised at the outset’.39

Over the remainder of the campaign French forces were subjected to 
almost constant artillery bombardment from the Ottoman forts on the other 
side of the Strait. This took a toll physically and mentally on the troops there.  
 
 
37  Entry for 7 June, Raymond Poincaré, George Arthur (trans.), 1930, The Memoirs 
of Raymond Poincaré 1915, pp. 127–8.
38  Matthew Graves, 2015. 
39  Edmond Delage trans. W. Ray, 1932, The Tragedy of the Dardanelles, John Lane, 
The Bodley Head, London, p. 184. 
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The only real success for allied forces in the Dardanelles was the seizure 
of a spur known as Kérévès Déré by French forces who sustained heavy 
casualties on 21 June. But then Gouraud was seriously wounded while 
visiting a field hospital. This was a blow for any further offensives in the 
French sector. On 22 July the French Cabinet authorised the deployment of 
additional reinforcements.

Like d’Amade before him Gouraud urged ‘the necessity of an operation 
to free the Allied forces from a situation in which they seemed to be the 
besieged rather than the attackers, and to silence the artillery on the Asiatic 
coast which was endangering “the very existence of the Expeditionary 
Corps”’.40 But Hamilton, who appears to have had no understanding of the 
devastating effect of enemy bombardment on the French lines, and knowing 
Kitchener would never allow the diversion, refused point-bank. Nor were the 
additional troops required available in France.41 As a piece of counterfactual 
history, might the outcome have been different had the energetic Gourard 
(who was active for only six weeks at Gallipoli), rather than Hamilton, been 
appointed Commander-in-Chief of the allied force? 

Sir Henry Wilson, the British Army’s Principal Liaison Officer, noted in 
his diary for 2 July that when meeting British Prime Minister Asquith he did 
not spare him ‘French remarks about our unpreparedness before the war, 
their doubts as to our participation... [and]...their hatred [emphasis added] 
of the Dardanelles’.42 But according to Joffre, after meeting with Millerand 
on 29 July he did not advise abandoning the campaign, believing that ‘our 
set-backs in the East were due to defects in the general plan of operations, 
and to insufficiency of means’.43 His assessment was correct. 

Increasingly the alternative military idea, a campaign to land forces in 
Salonika (Thessaloniki, a port in neutral Greece) to support Serbia, began 
to take shape. This time it was France, rather than Britain,44 which was  
 
40  Joffre, Joseph, trans. Bentley Mott, 1932, The Memoirs of Marshal Joffre, vol. 2, 
Geoffrey Bles, London. p. 371.
41  Joffre, 1932, p. 371. 
42  Charles Calwell, 1927, Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, vol.1, Cassell & Co., 
London, p. 236.
43  Joffre, 1932, p. 371. 
44  Lloyd George, who had always preferred a solution in the Balkans, also supported 
this plan.
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the chief proponent. But, like the Dardanelles it too would be described as 
an ‘imbroglio’. On the Western Front Joffre relieved his nemesis General 
Maurice Sarrail of his command of the French Third Army and offered him 
command of the CEO. A piqued Sarrail believed the post beneath him as the 
force contained too few troops and he dithered in Paris.

On the peninsula Gouraud had proved himself a more energetic 
commander than some of his allies. His replacement, not popular with 
Hamilton, was the diminutive General Maurice Bailloud. As soon as he 
arrived he too promptly (and unsuccessfully) ‘resurrected the plan first 
mooted by Gourard back in May for a landing on the Asiatic shore to 
eliminate the Turkish heavy batteries stationed there’.45 In late September 
Wilson met with Gouraud then convalescing in Paris. ‘He was very severe 
in his comments on those responsible for the whole enterprise, which he 
considered disastrous, on whoever ordered the landing at Cape Helles, and 
lastly, very critical of General Sarrail who, although given a command out 
there, is not going to see things for himself.’46 As we shall see, Sarrail never 
got to the Dardanelles.

On 23 July 1915 Millerand asked Sarrail for his views of the 
Dardanelles campaign: ‘On principle, I am not greatly in favour of keeping 
the Expeditionary Corps at the Dardanelles’.47 According to Sarrail’s 
secretary, with the benefit of hindsight, Millerand’s reports ‘demonstrated 
the insanity of continuing the attempt on the Dardanelles, and outlined 
a plan for vigorous action in the neighbourhood of Salonika [then in 
neutral Greek territory]’.48 While this suited Sarrail’s own ambitions, ‘the 
sudden enthusiasm in Paris for mounting an expedition [there] was in part 
a reflection of a complete loss of confidence in the effectiveness of the 
Dardanelles adventure’.49

Hamilton planned a second major offensive in August which failed. 
Belatedly he realised he could do little with the number of troops at his 
disposal and notified Kitchener later that month. 

45  House, 2018, p. 238.
46  Charles Calwell, 1927, p. 251.
47  Paul Coblentz, 1920, The Silence of Sarrail, Hutchinson & Co., London, p. 102.
48  Paul Coblentz, 1920, p. 103.
49  David Dutton, 2004, p. 94.
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The French were aware of his telegram ‘which stated that unless he 
received substantial reinforcements he would be forced to withdraw’.50 A 
conference was then held at Calais on 11 September to discuss the situation. 
Those present included Millerand, Joffre, Sarrail, Lord Kitchener (a fluent 
French speaker), Field Marshal Sir John French and General Wilson. The 
meeting was inconclusive. Joffre, who was uncooperative, later wrote that 
the problem ‘of command was settled by the dangerously elastic formula of 
having a British Commander on the one side of the narrow arm of the sea, 
and a Frenchman on the other’.51

But then came a major distraction. On 22 September Bulgaria, in 
conjunction with German and Austro-Hungarian forces, began a planned 
invasion of Serbia. To meet this threat the French Government promised a 
field force to Salonika. ‘The sudden shift of attitude was striking evidence 
of how completely the French had withdrawn their confidence in the need 
or efficacy of the Dardanelles adventure.’52

The following day, General Sarrail handed a report to Defence Minister 
Millerand ‘as to what he thinks should be done to enable the Allied fleets 
to enter the Dardanelles’.53 Sarrail’s plan required a larger army of four 
divisions. Having initially refused the Dardanelles command, he was later 
ordered there with the larger force, something that appealed to his ego. No 
sooner had the decision been reached to support the French August offensive 
on the Western Front than the British Government was again reduced to 
indecision by a most unexpected French offer (made on 1 September), 
of a force of four divisions for the Dardanelles. It turned out, ‘in Joffre’s 
bitter description, that this offer was no more than an expensive method 
of removing that “factitious Dreyfusard, General Maurice Sarrail, from a 
politically dangerous retirement in France”’.54 

In early October, a decision was made to despatch one British division 
(and a further three French divisions) from the Dardanelles to Serbia.  
 
 
50  George H. Cassar, 1971, p.176 
51  Joffre, 1932, p. 378.
52  Joffre, 1932, p.199.
53  Raymond Poincaré, George Arthur (trans.), 1930, The Memoirs of Raymond 
Poincaré, 1915, p. 232.
54  Trumbull Higgins, 1963, p. 162.
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On 5 October, Major General Jean-Marie Brulard was appointed 
Commandant en Chef du Corps of the CEO. The next day the French 156th 
Division under General Bailloud was redeployed to Salonika. Sarrail was 
sent to Salonika with the large force originally destined for Gallipoli. The 
decision was made then to dispatch a British division from Gallipoli and 
Wilson pens: ‘Much as I hate the idea of Salonika, I prefer it infinitely 
to Gallipoli’.55 The writing was on the wall and French troops earmarked 
for the Salonika Campaign started to be withdrawn from Gallipoli on 9 
October. Not for nothing did Salonika come to be known as ‘The Birdcage’ 
(Kitchener called it a chimera) where some 600,000 troops would sit in a 
stalemate until 1918.56 ‘Salonika closed the curtain on the Dardanelles.’57

Hamilton was sacked a week later and replaced on 17 October with a 
realist, General Sir Charles Monro. On the 31st, Monro recommended a 
complete withdrawal. A severe winter had set in with storms lashing the 
peninsula, cutting off supplies and extreme temperatures causing huge 
allied casualties from exposure. African troops in the CEO were the worst 
affected. In his diary of 29 November, Corporal Pierre Brengou of the 69ème 

Bataillon de Tirailleurs Sénégalais wrote: ‘Quelle mauvaise nuit. Froid très 
vif avec vent du nord. L’eau est gelée dans les bidons. Les Sénégalais sont 
évacués par cinquantaines pour membres gelés’.58

In order to assess the military situation for himself, British Secretary 
of State for War, Lord Kitchener landed on Gallipoli in November where 
he met with the French General Staff at Helles. He found that they ‘are all 
convinced that a landing ought to be made on the Asiatic shore, which they 
think would end the business. The naval men out here nearly all express 
the same view’.59 But having seen the terrain for himself and the conditions  
 

55  Letter to his wife, 7 October, Charles Calwell, 1927, p. 253.
56 Roger Ransom, 2018, Gambling on War: Confidence, Fear, and the Tragedy of 
the First World War, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p. 192. 
57  George H. Cassar, 1971, p. iv.
58  ‘What a bad night. Very cold with north wind. The water is frozen in the cans. 
Senegalese are being evacuated by the fifties with frost-bitten limbs...’ http://
www.historim.fr/search?q=journal+de+pierre+Brengou+Dardanelles accessed 16 
February 2019.
59  Maurice Hankey, The Supreme Command, 1914–1915, vol. 1, George Allen & 
Unwin, London, 1961, p. 381.
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in the trenches Kitchener knew that it was over and his assessment sealed 
the fate of the campaign. Kitchener cabled London with his advice to 
implement a complete allied evacuation. In the meantime in Paris, General 
Joseph Gallieni, who at one time supported this venture, was appointed the 
new Minister of War on 29 October and ordered General Brulard to prepare 
plans for evacuation. These were approved by the French Government on 
24 November and Joffre made the evacuation a priority. 

Conclusion

The last of the French sites along the peninsula was evacuated on 9 January 
1916. ‘The failure of the Gallipoli gamble meant that British and French 
interests in the Middle East remained at risk of attack from the Ottoman 
Turks.’60 For France the imperatives of the Dardanelles theatre were always 
political rather than strategic or military. Certainly the appointment of 
General Sarrail was a purely political and opportunistic move by Joffre61 
who, throughout the campaign, fought to ensure that the fighting on the 
Western Front was the main game. Haigh was less successful while trying to 
do the same for the British Army. Interestingly for France, it is the Salonika 
campaign which has received the sort of attention Gallipoli has had lavished 
on it in the English-speaking world.62

Apart from the failure to decide on the ultimate political ends of the 
Dardanelles campaign, the allied effort was ‘further weakened by the absence 
of harmony in the Anglo-French camp. Throughout the operation disputes 
were frequent and occasionally bitter, perhaps something not unusual in an 
alliance commanded by a third partner. 

The conflicts were concerned either with rival political claims, with the 
question of common operational plans or with the problem of command’.63  
 
 
60  Roger Ransom, 2018, p. 90.
61  Joffre was Commander-in-Chief of the French Armies of the North-East until he 
was appointed Commander-in-Chief of all French forces on 2 December 1915 (i.e. 
at the end of the Dardanelles campaign).
62  As it happened: ‘The Anglo-French force which disembarked at Salonika was too 
small, too disorganized and arrived too late to assist the Serbs’, George H. Cassar, 
1971, p. 244.
63  George H. Cassar, 1971, p. 240.
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Still, French troops bled and died alongside British imperial troops at the 
Dardanelles—‘34 per cent of those engaged for a territorial gain of no more 
than two thousand meters’.64 Perhaps not without justification it has been 
said that: ‘If it would be misleading today to speak of any aspect of the 
Dardanelles as forgotten or neglected history, France has yet to make the 
commemoration its own’.

In his diary, Sous-lieutenant Raymond Weil, 39ėme Régiment d’Artillerie 
de Campagne, wrote: ‘18 juillet Journée calme (...) Les jours se suivent, 
monotones, et les malades sont toujours plus nombreux. La chaleur est terrible 
et vous épuise’.65 Such sentiments echo those left to us by Australian, New 
Zealand and British troops who also languished here. But while it may be 
argued that France has at least acknowledged the legacy of its involvement 
in the Dardanelles, its memories and stories remain largely unknown in an 
Australia where the nationalistic Anzac myth is still pervasive. 

Swansea, Tasmania

64  Matthew Graves, 2015.
65  ‘July 18 - Quiet day...The days follow each other, monotonously, and the sick 
are more and more numerous. The heat is terrible and exhausts you’, Association 
des Dardanelles (authors), Dardanelles orient Levant 1915–1921 : Ce que les 
combattants ont écrit, Éditions L’Harmattan, Paris, p. 28.
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