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Liman von Sanders, Otto Viktor Karl

By Thomas Gerhards

Liman von Sanders (1855-1929)

Liman von Sanders served as adviser and military commander in the Ottoman Empire during
World War I.

Unknown photographer: Liman von Sanders, black-and-white photograph, Germany, 1916;
source: Bundesarchiv, Bild 183-R02991, via Wikimedia Commons,
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bundesarchiv_Bild_183-R02991, Otto Liman_von_San
ders.jpg.

This file is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Germany license:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/de/deed.en.

Liman von Sanders, Viktor Karl

German General, Ottoman Marshal

Born 17 February 1855 in Stolp, Prussia
Died 22 August 1929 in Munich, Germany

Summary

Liman von Sanders was the head of the German military mission in the Ottoman Empire from
December 1913. As the commander of the 5th Army he was in charge of the defence of
Gallipoli. In March 1918, he took over the command of the “Heeresgruppe F*“ in Palestine.
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Military Career to 1914

After graduating from high school in 1874, Otto Liman von Sanders (1855-1929), the son of a
merchant and owner of a manor, joined an infantry regiment in Hessen and started his
military career. He would spend almost ten years in the German General Staff. In June 1913,

on the occasion of the 25" anniversary of William Il, German Emperor’s (1859-1941)
accession to the throne, he was raised by the German Emperor to peerage and took the
name “Liman von Sanders”. Liman rose to international prominence in December 1913,
when, upon the request of the Ottoman Empire, William Il appointed him head of the German
military mission in Constantinople in order to reorganize the Ottoman army after the Balkan
Wars. Liman von Sanders was placed in command of the First Army Corps of the Ottoman
army, which resulted in considerable Russian protests (“Liman von Sanders crisis”), because
Russia saw a threat to its vital interests in the Black Sea and the Straits. William Il finally
gave in and Liman von Sanders was appointed general inspector of the Ottoman army
without being in charge of any army command. In spite of this concession, relations between
the Russian Empire and Germany would remain seriously strained, because the influence of
the German military was unaltered. However, substantial improvements could hardly be
expected in the short period of time between the end of the Balkan Wars and the outbreak of
World War One.

From Gallipoli to Palestine

After the Ottoman Empire had entered World War One, Liman was the commander of an
army corps in Constantinople. He rejected the request by Ottoman Minister of War Ismail
Enver Pasha (1881-1922) who wanted him to be in charge of the command of the Ottoman
winter offensive in the Caucasus in 1914/1915. This is just one example that shows the
permanent struggle of Ottoman and German officers over issues of competency. These
conflicts were often due to Liman’s harsh character and capricious personality. He repeatedly
urged the Kaiser to recall him from his post, but William Il would not comply with his request.
However, he also had similar and permanent controversies with German military and non-
military authorities in Constantinople.
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After their operation failed at the Dardanelles, the Entente powers tried disembarking near
Gallipoli in April 1915. For the defence of the Straits, the Fifth Army was built up in a hurry
and put under Liman’s command, who appointed almost exclusively Ottoman officers into his
general staff. After heavy fights with considerable losses for both war parties, the Entente
powers withdraw their troops in December 1915 and January 1916. Liman’s merits for the
defence of Gallipoli are in dispute, particularly in contrast to the importance of Ottoman
commanders such as Mustafa Kemal (-1938), for the outcome of the operations. The same
holds for the defence of the Straits, which the Ottoman army had already set up during the

Balkan Wars.'

In March 1916, the headquarters of Liman’s 5" Army, which had suffered heavy losses in
Gallipoli operations, were transferred to the Marmara Sea. It had to secure the coastline from
the Black Sea to the bay of Antalya because most of the islands were occupied by the
Entente. Unfortunately for Liman, his army would only be used to complete and fill up the
ranks of other armies. The repeated warnings he sent to the German High Command because
of the instable and insecure situation at the Dardanelles in particular were not taken into
consideration, but on the other hand, the military situation in general remained rather calm.
In early 1917, the German military mission became an administrative unit in the rear area for
all German soldiers in the Ottoman Empire.

In March 1918, Liman became commander of the Army Group F (Yildirim) in Palestine and in
Syria. However, in the Battle of Nablus (Battle of Megiddo) (September 19-21, 1918) it could
not stop the British advance, and the Ottoman front in Palestine crumbled. After the end of
the war, Liman organized the repatriation of German troops and was arrested by the British
in February 1919 when attempting to travel back to Germany. He was held in custody in
Malta for more than six months. The charges brought up against Liman asserting he had
been involved in war crimes against Armenians and Greeks could not be proved, however. In
November 1916, Liman had even been amongst the few high-ranking German officers who
had successfully intervened in order to protect the Armenian population in Smyrna.

Liman was one of the most important German officers at the Ottoman front during World War
One, and a controversial figure among his contemporaries and historians alike. In the
permanent struggle of German and Ottoman authorities over competence issues he often
lacked tact and diplomatic skills. On the other hand, it remains an interesting question as to
how he finally managed to remain the head of the German military mission in the Ottoman
Empire despite his repeated requests to be recalled from his post.

Thomas Gerhards, Heinrich-Heine-Universitat Dusseldorf

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 3/6 4th July 2017


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/gallipoli-campaign-and-battle-of/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/war-losses/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118650793/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/oberste-heeresleitung-ohl/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/armenian-genocide/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/izmirsmyrna/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

ﬁm 'E“ntceyrg%%‘égﬂ Liman von Sanders, Otto Viktor Karl (1.0)
d W

of the First World War

Notes

1. Recent research emphazises the greater importance of Mustafa Kemal. Cf. Erickson,
Edward J.: Ordered to Die. A History of the Ottoman Army in the First World War,
Westport/London 2001, and Uyar, Mesut: A Military History of the Ottomans. From
Osman to Atatlrk, Santa Barbara 2009. Liman’s merits are underscored in:
Pomiankowski, Joseph: Der Zusammenbruch des Ottomanischen Reiches, Zurich,
Leipzig, Wien 1928. Cf. also Yanikdag, YUcel: Ottoman Empire/Middle East, in:
1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of the First World War, Ute Daniel, Peter
Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather Jones, Jennifer Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson (eds.),
Freie Universitat Berlin, Berlin 2014-12-19. DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.10522. T
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