HISTORY: OF

THE SECOND WORLD WAR
UNITED KINGDOM MILITARY SERIES

Edited by Sir JamMEs BUTLER




The authors of the Military Histories have been

given full access to official documents. They and

the editor are alone responsible for the statements
made and the views expressed.




THE MEDITERRANEAN
AND

MIDDEE -EAS T

VOLUME III

(September 1941 to September 1942)
British Fortunes reach their
Lowest Ebb

BY

MAJOR-GENERAL I. S. O. PLAYFAIR

C.B., D.S.O., M.C.

WITH
CAPTAIN F. C. FLYNN, R.N.
BRIGADIER C. J. C. MOLONY
GROUP CAPTAIN T. P. GLEAVE, c.E

This edition of The Mediterranean and Middle East: Volume III
first published in 2004
by The Naval & Military Press Ltd




Published by
The Naval & Military Press Ltd
Unit 10 Ridgewood Industrial Park,
Uckfield, East Sussex,
TN22 5QE England
Tel: +44 (0) 1825 749494
Fax: +44 (0) 1825 765701
www.naval-military-press.com

The Mediterranean and Middle East: Volume III first published in 1960.
© Crown copyright. Reprinted with the permission of
the Controller of HMSO and Queen’s Printer for Scotland.

In reprinting in _facsimile from the original, any imperfections are inevitably reproduced
and the quality may fall short of modern type and cartographic standards.




CONTENTS

Page
INTRODUCTION % 3 ; . » . o iy XV
Cuapter I. THE GROWTH OF THE ‘CRUSADER’
PLAN
Reorganization of the Army ! g v . ; I
The plan in outline . A J . . ; b 5
The administrative implications . ; g y " 9
The Royal Air Force’s preparanons 2 ] 3 vild, 12
The enemy picture . ! 4 : A1 19
The situation at Tobruk . } y 3 : 41 e
The armoured forces compared . i y : w26
CuarTiEr II. THE WINTER BATTLE, 1941,
(‘CRUSADER’)—I
The conditions . . .33
The first encounters (18th and lgth November) . . 38
The D.A.K. moves east (20th November) . 41
Sidi Rezegh and the sortie from Tobruk (21st—2 3rd
November) . 44
Rommel’s dash for the frontier (24th Novembcr) : . 5%
The D.A.K. on the frontier (25th—27th November) . . 56
The fighting south-east of Tobruk (25th—26th November)
and return of the D.4.K. : 61
Sidi Rezegh, El Duda, Belhamcd (28th November—lst
December) . y : vl Ol
The stage reached by lst December . J * . 66
CuapTeER III. THE WINTER BATTLE—II
The ﬁghting at Bir el Gubi and the relief of Tobruk. J 98
The enemy’s stand at Gazala (1st-16th December 1941) . 81
The pursuit to Benghazi (16th—24th December) / Aargs
The ﬁghtmg round Agedabia g J . 88
The air situation at the end of the year . ! 92
The reduction of the frontier defences (16th December-
17th January) . 5 : . 04

Some aspects of ‘Crusader in retrospect ‘ : A~

v




vi CONTENTS

Page
Cuarter IV. THE STRUGGLE FOR SEA
COMMUNICATIONS (NovEMBER-DECEMBER 1941)
Force K’s successes against Axis shipping : . . 103
Loss of the Ark Royal and the Barham . : . . 108
The night encounter off Cape Bon . 109
_ The First Battle of Sirte and the disaster to Forcc K . 110
| The Queen Elizabeth and the Valiant damaged by human
torpedoes ’ 115
The Mediterranean F lcet at the closc of 1041 . 117
Cuapter V. THE SITUATION AFTER THE ENTRY
OF JAPAN INTO THE WAR
The exploitation of ‘Crusader’ { Y 6 ('
Diversions and withdrawals from the Mlddle East : . 122
The command in Persia and Iraq . : - : . 128
| The political crisis in Egypt . 130
The German view 131

CuarTErR VI. RETREAT TO GAZALA
The position in Western Cyrenaica . 3 ; . 135
The enemy’s intentions 139
The advance begins ‘ . A . 140
1st Armoured Division avoids the nct . . . . 143
The move on Benghazi

. 149
Withdrawal from the Jebel . " ; . " . 151
Some disquieting thoughts . ’ ¢ . : . 152

CuarTer VII. MALTA CONVOYS AND THE
SECOND BATTLE OF SIRTE
Malta convoys in January 1942 . G F ; . 155
The enemy’s ‘Battleship convoys’ . . . . . 158
The Fcbruary convoy fails . . . 159
Conditions in Malta in January and Fcbruary . . 161
The March convoy and the Second Battle of Sirte . . 163
Air and submarine operations : : ES 4L
Axis designs on Malta . A ; . s : . 174
CuapTer VIII. MALTA’S GREATEST TRIAL
(APRIL-MAY 1942)
Admiral Cunningham departs . : : g AN G
April: climax of the German attack : . 178

May: the raids slacken, but Malta has been ncutrahzcd . 184
Axis plans and preparations . v § ‘ ! . 198




CONTENTS vii

Page
Cuapter I1X. THE LULL IN THE DESERT
(FEBRUARY-MAY 1942)
The question of a new offensive . : . . . 197
The R.A.F. and its problems 3 ’ . : . 205
The Army’s dispositions and plans. : : . . 213
The enemy’s intentions : ; ; : 1 . 219
Cuarrer X. THE BATTLE OF GAZALA
(26TH MAY-15TH JUNE)
The enemy’s advance is stopped (26th-2g9th May) . 223
The enemy tears open a gap at Sidi Muftah (3oth May—
1st June) 228
The Cauldron dlsaster (5th—6th June) . : : . 231
The loss of Bir Hacheim (10oth June) . . 235
The defeat of the British armour (11th-13th June) . 239
The problem of Tobruk (15th-16th June) 3 245

The withdrawal from the Gazala position (14th-1 5th Junc) 249

Cuapter XI. THE BATTLE OF GAZALA (Contp.):
THE LOSS OF TOBRUK

The problems of the 8th Army and the Desert Air Force . 253

The Tobruk defences . ; : i . 260
General Rommel’s plan . ' : 3 - . 265
The defensive battle . ‘ : : { ; . 267
Events leading to the surrender . l . ; . 271
Conclusion. ; . p : L : 4 . 273
Cuaprrer XII. THE RETREAT TO EL ALAMEIN
The change in Axis strategy . : ] . o2y
The decision not to stand on the frontmr ; . . 279
The delaying action of the Desert Air Force . . . 281
General Auchinleck takes command . : ; . 284
The fighting of 26th and 27th June : A . . 287
The 1oth Corps left in the lurch . , \ A . 203
Back to El Alamein . 205
Cuarprer XIII. MALTA AND THE WAR AT SEA
(JuUNE-SEPTEMBER 1942)
The Malta convoys in June—‘Harpoon’. : : . 299
‘Vigorous’. -~ . : . 307
The Navy leaves Alexandria. . : ; . 315
The August convoy to Malta—-‘Pedestal’ " . . 316

The battle of supplies . . . . . . . 323




viii CONTENTS

} Page
CuapTEr XIV. THE FIGHTING IN THE
EL ALAMEIN LINE
The El Alamein line . 3 331
Outline of the July fighting . 334

The part played by the Desert Air Forcc . : 335
The enemy’s situation .

8

Rommel’s advance is held (lst—4th July) i gio

The British attack at Tell el Eisa (1oth-14th July) 345

‘First Ruweisat’ (14th-17th July) . i § . 347

‘Second Ruweisat’ (El Mreir) (21st-22nd _]uly) ’ . 353

The last British attack—at Miteirya (26th July) . . 357
CuapTer XV. THE MOMENTOUS DECISIONS

OF JULY AND AUGUST 1942

The shape of future strategy . : ‘ g ’ . 861

Changes in Command . : ’ N : : . 367

Growing strength i » ; . 8371

American organization in thc Mlddlc East . . . 373

The Persia and Iraq Command . A » . . 375

Changes in the Axis Command . 3 3 . . 377
CuapTer XVI. AUGUST 1942 AND THE BATTLE

OF ALAM EL HALFA

Air operations . 3 . . 5 ; 5 . 379

The enemy’s intentions § y . i a . 381

The defence plan ; : . . . ; . 384

The battle . . . ; . : . . . 385
CONCLUSION . i / ; : : , : . 392
CHRONOLOGY OF MAIN EVENTs FROM SEPTEMBER

1941 TO SEPTEMBER 1042 d . . : . 394

INDEX . i 3 p i R , ] A . 461




APPENDICES

AprpENDIX 1. Principal Commanders and Staff Officers in by

the Mediterranean and Middle East . : k . 401
AprpPENDIX 2. Principal Italian and German Commanders and

Staff Officers . . ; } L ; . . 407
AprpPENDIX 3. Strength of the opposing Fleets . : . 409
APPENDIX 4. Distribution of the Army . : : . 412
ArPENDIX 5. Distribution of the Royal Air Force ‘ . 414
APPENDIX 6. A note on the Persia and Iraq Command . 424
APPENDIX 7. A note on artillery weapons . . g . 427

APPENDIX 8. A note on tanks, armour, and anti-tank guns. 434
APPENDIX 9. Some particulars of British and enemy aircraft 445
APPENDIX 10. Arrivals of reinforcement aircraft . ; . 458

APPENDIX 11. Operational code names . ; 2 . 460




I MAPS AND DIAGRAMS

Facing page
1. The Mediterranean and Middle East Theatre of War . xvil

2. The Western Desert, November 1941 . I

‘Crusader’—the opening moves, 18th-21st November

3.  18th Nov. Dispositions after the British advance . o athd
4.  19th Nov. Capture of Sidi Rezegh airfield . ; .-
5. 20th Nov. Moves of the D.4.K.. . ; : ; LS gl
6.  21st Nov. Break out from Tobruk ; : . . ‘37
‘Crusader’—Sidi Rezegh and the frontier
7. 215t Nov. The German armour hurries north | R
8. 22nd Nov. Loss of Sidi Rezegh airfield : : . 45
9. 23rd Nov. Destruction of 5th South African Brigade . 45
10. 24-26th Nov. Rommel’s dash to the frontier : . 45
‘Crusader’—Renewed fighting round Sidi Rezegh
11.  27th—28th Nov. Return of the Panzer Divisions . . 63
12.  29th Nov. Attack on El Duda and loss of Pt 175 . w8
13.  goth Nov.—1st Dec. Sidi Rezegh and Belhamed . . 63
14.  4th—5th Dec. Bir el Gubi and Tobruk y . . 63
15. Attempt to turn the Gazala position . ; ; . 81
16. The pursuit by 13th Corps . : : . . . 83
17. Operations at Halfaya and Bardia . . ; . 03
18. Action off Cape Bon, night of 12 /13th Dcccmber . . 109
19. Fleet movements, 16th-18th December . v ; . III
20. Attack by Human Torpedoes at Alexandria . . page 116
21. The enemy’s advance to Benghazi, January 1942 . facing 135
22. Fleet movements, 21st—23rd March 1942 ‘ . . 163
23. Action in the Gulf of Sirte, 22nd March . " . . 165
24. Malta, showing airfields in April 1942 . : . « 177
25. Gazala: dispositions at dawn 27th May 1942 . . . 215
26. Rommel concentrates in the Cauldron . . . . 225
27. British plan of attack on the Cauldron . . . . 225

28. The decisive armoured actions of 12th-13th June . . 225

X




29.
30.
31.
32.
33
34-
35-

37
38.
39
40.

Alam el Halfa: Rommel’s plan of attack on 3oth August
Persia and Iraq . : ; Y

MAPS AND DIAGRAMS xi

Facing page

Tobruk, 20th June 1942 261
The Delta and Western Desert of Egypt summer 1942 281
Matruh, 26th-27th June . 283
Convoy to Malta: operation ‘Harpoon I4.th—l 5th June. 301
Operation ‘Harpoon’: action on 15th June 301
Operation ‘Vigorous’, 14th-16th June 309
Convoy to Malta: operation ‘Pedestal’, nth—xgth August 317
. The end of Rommel’s advance: El Alamein, 2nd July 331
‘First Ruweisat’, 14th-15th July 347
‘Second Ruweisat’ (El Mreir), 21st July . 347
379

425




ol Bl i e

II.
12.
13.
14.
15.

16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

PHOTOGRAPHS

Most of the photographs are Crown Copyright and are
reproduced by courtesy of the Imperial War Museum and

the Ministries concerned.

Meeting of ‘All the Talents’ at Cairo, August 1942 Frontispiece

The loss of H.M.S. Ark Royal, November 1941
British cruisers at the Second Battle of Sirte
H.M.S. Breconshire, hit and disabled .

The Pampas bombed in harbour, Malta
Albacores over Malta . .

The bombing of Floriana, Malta, Apnl 1942
R.A.F. attack on a German airfield .

Benghazi harbour, January 1942

The Infantry tank Matilda
The Valentine, used first as an ‘I’ tank and later
as a cruiser .

American light tank Gcncral Stuart

American medium tank General Grant

British cruiser tank, Crusader .

A British tank transporter

German Pzkw III Spccml with long 5-cm gun and
spaced armour . . :

Pzkw III with short 5-cm gun

Pzkw IV with short 7-5-cm gun

Pzkw IV Special with long 7-5-cm gun
German half-tracked infantry carrier
Italian M 13 /40 medium tank

British 2-pdr anti-tank gun portéc

25-pdr field guns .

6-pdr anti-tank gun i

40-mm Bofors, the British hght A. A gun
German 5-cm Pak 38 anti-tank gun .

The 8-8-cm Flak 36 on its trailer

British 4-5-inch gun .

British 3-7-inch heavy A.A. gun

The Bishop self-propelled gun .
Humber armoured car .
Italian 75 [18 sclf-propclled gun
Bren carriers

xii

o)

A L JSollowing

4

%

page 100

. | following
o I page 244




33.
34.
35.
. Flight of Hurricartes over the desert
37. Operation ‘Pedestal’: H.M.S. Victorious, Indomzt—
21
38.

39-

40.

PHOTOGRAPHS

German A.A. gunners in action against the R.A.F.
The end of a Ju. 87 (Stuka) .
Bostons taking off from a desert a1rﬁeld

able and Eagle -
H.M.S. Indomatable hit, 12th August 194.2 i
Opcratxon ‘Pedestal’: the damaged Okhio being
nursed into harbour

The Okio in the Grand I:Iarbour, Malta August
1042 . : : -

R

xiii

following
bage 324




INTRODUCTION

stages of the war in the Mediterranean and Middle East,

where by early in 1941 the British had scored great successes
over the Italians at sea, in East Africa, and in the Western Desert.
Germany then came to the help of her ally, and our second volume
told how the British were bundled out of Greece and Crete and lost
nearly all their gains in the Western Desert. But they still held their
vital bases—Gibraltar, Malta and Egypt—and in the autumn of 1941
they were able, with strength growing, morale high, and resolution
unweakened by past shocks and setbacks, to try once more to drive
the Axis forces from the Western Desert. With this offensive the present
volume opens.

In our first volume we pointed out the need to take constant account
of the weapons and equipment which were developing so rapidly
under the stimulus of war. The period covered by the present volume
saw many innovations, some of the most important being those which
bore upon the perpetual struggle bctween tanks and the various
means of countering them-—armour, guns and mines. Stages in this
struggle are summed up in the text from time to time, and rclevant
details are given in Appendices 7 and 8. In 1941 and early 1942 the
British had a great decal of leeway to make up in arms and equipment.
Their shortcomings of 1939 had been made worse by the appalling
losses in France in 1940, and the resulting plight forced them to kecep
on manufacturing many obsolescent weapons—bccause it was these
weapons or nothing until the plant to make new types could be sct
up. The Germans, on the other hand, in settling the basic design of
much of their armament by pre-war research and practical trials, had
allowed for developments; after the campaign in France, for example,
they were able to make improvements to their tanks with little delay
and without interfering with production.

It should therefore cause no surprise to read in the present volume
that the British armoured forces in the Middle East were still handi-
capped in several ways. Before the (American) Grant tank and the
6-pdr anti-tank gun came upon the scene tank crews were conscious
of being continually at a disadvantage, and felt that the British equip-
ment was partly to blame. For instance, their tanks ecasily caught
fire—the Crusader was the worst offender—a horrible fact upon
which the enemy rcmarked. The British crews deserve admiration

THE first of this series of six volumes covered the opening

Xv




xvi INTRODUCTION

for their steadfastness in this bad period, coming up again and again
to endure punishment and to strive to return it.

At this point it is right to recall once more that, important as the
material factors were, the usefulness of weapons and all the other aids
to success in battle lay in the hands of the men who served and tended
them. This thought might well stand as a headline to every page of
this book, as a reminder of the men whose conduct was of such
outstanding importance in this tale of thronging events, but has in
the main to be taken for granted. It may be recalled, too, that the
purpose of the ‘campaign volumes’ of this History is to provide a
broad survey of events from an inter-Service point of view. A volume
which covers a whole crowded year of struggle by sea, land, and air
must leave out a great deal, and to the usual difficulty of deciding
what to discard is added the problem of keeping a fair balance. Our
aim has been to tell a story which will show the essential unity of the
war in this theatre and the dependence of the Services on one another.
Above all, in following the fighting in the Western Desert it must be
remembered that the British were able to fight there at all, or
indeed anywhere in the Mediterranean and Middle East, only
because the sea communications with their sources of supply were
kept open.

By 1942 the pressure on space becomes intense and the accounts of
the Army’s operations tend to deal more and more with the principal
actors and the larger formations, and to exclude—to our great regret
-——many exciting adventures of units and detachments. A great deal
of hard, devoted, and often gallant work by the supporting arms and
ancillary services must also be taken for granted.

The same is true of the air forces, with the added difficulty that the
results of their operations over the land cannot be expressed in terms
of ground won or lost. Their activitics were diverse: protecting bases
and lines of communication, attacking those of the enemy several
hundred miles away, attacking the opposing air forces, intervening
directly in the land fighting, and so on. The results can best be judged
over a period, for the air’s influence on the land battle was cumulative.
In this theatre it is rarely possible to be sure of the result of any par-
ticular attack, but when cvidence has come to light we give it. Our
mnethod in general is to describe the effort expended on a particular
mission in terms of the number of sortics flown over a period. We
often set out the figures as so many aircraft every 24 hours, a scale
which is reasonably easy to picture. We hope in this way to give the
reader a yardstick with which to measure the steady growth of the
British air cffort and to compare the intensity of attacks on the more
important targets. We posscss fairly complete records of the Luflwaffe’s
day by day losscs in aircraft from all causes, and less complete, though
useful, details of those of the Ttalians.
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INTRODUCTION Xvii

A word is needed about Orders of Battle. That of the Mediterrancan
Fleet (App. 3) presents no difficulty. The forces controlled by the Royal
Air Force, Middle East Command, varied but slightly over quite long
periods, and we have given in App. 5 the Order of Battle of all the
Middle East air forces in November 1941, and of the Western Desert
Air Force in May 1942 (at the beginning of the fighting at Gazala)
and in September 1942 (during the battle of Alam cl Halfa). In the
case of the Army, however, there were a great many units that one
would like to mention, but they were frequently being changed about
or temporarily re-grouped. For this reason alone a comprehensive
Order of Battle would be unmanageable and a selective one mis-
leading. We therefore show in App. 4 the outline distribution of the
Army in October 1941 and again in May 1942, and either in the
text or in a footnote we give the actual composition of formations
whenever it seems necessary.

Most of the photographs reproduced in the two previous volumes
were chosen to illustrate conditions on different fronts. But after the
summer of 1941 the fighting on land is confined to the Western
Desert, so we have now been able to make room for illustrations of
some of the most important weapons and equipment used by both
sides in 1941 and 1942.

We have been helped in our work by many persons with first-hand
knowledge who have been good enough to read our drafts. We have
had the benefit of comments by the Official Historian of Australia,
Mr. Gavin Long; of New Zealand, the late Sir Howard Kippenberger
and Brigadier M. C. Fairbrother; of the Union of South Africa, Mr.
J. A. 1. Agar-Hamilton; also by Dr. Kent R. Greenfield and Brig.-
General Paul M. Robinett of the Office of the Chicf of Military
History, Washington, D.C. We have had much help from the Heads
of the Historical Branches, Commander P. K. Kemp, Brigadier H. B.
Latham and Mr. J. C. Nerney, and from the Archivists, Librarians,
and Keepers of the various records and photographs in the Cabinet
Office, the Ministries, and the Imperial War Museum, and their
staffs. We have had the usc of narratives compiled by Brigadier G. F.
Ellenberger, Lieut.-Colonel G. R. Johnson, Licut.-Coloncl M. E. S.
Laws, and Squadron Leader G. T. Johns. Others who have helped
us particularly with this volume arc Commanders G. A. Titterton
and L. J. Pitcairn-Jones, Brigadiecr W. P. Pesscll and Squadron
Leader W. M. Mills. On German and Italian documents we have
been helped by Mr. B. M. Melland and Commander M. G. Saunders,
and in particular by Mrs. J. M. Hamilton and Squadron Leader L. A.
Jackets; also by Dr. G. W. S. Friedrichsen, who has handled for us
thc German material in the United States. All but a few of the maps
have been drawn by Mr. M. J. Godliman and Mr. D. K. Purle, of
the Cabinet Office Mapping Section, under the direction of Colonel

2




xviii INTRODUCTION

T. M. M. Penney. General research has been done by Mrs. G. F.
Oakley, Miss Jean Burt, and Miss D. F. Butler, and secretarial work
and the typing of drafts by Miss D. G. Plant. To all these, and to the
Editor for his unfailing support and advice, we wish to express our
gratitude.

1-5:0. B

F. C.
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“ An army is of little value in the field
unless there are wise counsels at home.’

cicero: De Officiis

¢ Excellent as our tactical achievements
were in all theatres of war, there was
not that solid strategic foundation
which would have directed our tactical
skill into the right channels.’

ROMMEL: Krieg ohne Hass







CHAPTER I

THE GROWTH OF THE
‘CRUSADER’ PLAN

See Map 2

main campaign in Italian East Africa had, by the summer of

1941, narrowed the possible theatres of major land operations
down to two—one to the north of Egypt and one to the west. The
Army had become largely concentrated in Egypt and Palestine and,
after the defeat of the Vichy French, in Syria also. The growth of his
forces made it clear to General Auchinleck that future operations were
likely to be carried out by more than one Corps, so he decided to
form an Army Headquarters, backed by a ‘Base and Line of Com-
munication Area’, on each front.

Accordingly, General Sir Maitland Wilson was given command of
a new gth Army in the north, and Palestine and Transjordan became
a ‘Base and L. of C. Area.’ In the west the 8th Army was formed
under General Sir Alan Cunningham, who had left East Africa at the
end of August. ‘H.Q. British Troops in Egypt’ became a ‘Base and
L. of C. Area’ and remained responsible for the anti-aircraft defence
and internal security of Egypt. The choice of the most suitable officers
as Army Commanders was obviously an important question, on which
opinions were exchanged with London. The Prime Minister thought
that General Wilson ought to take command in the Western Desert,
but General Auchinleck, who was deeply impressed by the importance
of the northern front, was satisfied that he had made the right choices
and was allowed to have his way.

The creation of Headquarters 8th Army was the signal for many
changes. Western Desert Force became 13th Corps once more, and
on 18th September Lieut.-General A. R. Godwin-Austen (from the
12th African Division) succeeded Lieut.-General Sir Noel Beresford-
Peirse who left to take command in the Sudan. A new Corps, later
numbered the 3oth, which was intended to control the armoured
forces, was forming under Lieut.-General V. V. Pope, who had until
recently been Director of Armoured Fighting Vehicles at the War
Office. The Headquarters of this Corps began to mobilize in Egypt at
the beginning of October, with officers found largely from the remains
of the ill-fated 2nd Armoured Division. On 5th October General Pope

THE loss of Greece and Crete and the successful end of the




2 THE GROWTH OF THE ‘CRUSADER’ PLAN

and his senior staff officers, Brigadiers Russell and Unwin, were killed
in an air accident. Major-General C. W. M. Norrie, commander of
the 1st Armoured Division, who was already in the Middle East, was
then chosen to command the goth Corps. By 21st October the Corps
Headquarters had moved into the desert and begun to function. A
third Corps Headquarters, the 1oth, under Lieut.-General W. G.
Holmes, arrived from England early in August and was made respon-
sible for preparing a defensive position at El Alamein. Before long
most of his officers and men were taken for the new 8th Army, and
General Holmes with a much reduced staff was sent to Syria to join
the gth Army. Responsibility for the El Alamein position then passed
to the Egypt Base Area.

The 6th (British) Division was in Syria, very incomplete but gradu-
ally being built up. The 50th (British) Division, which had been a
bone of contention between General Wavell and the Prime Minister,!
had arrived from the United Kingdom and was sent by General
Auchinleck to work on the defences of Cyprus. This island had gained
in importance now that there was a threat of attack through Turkey,
but the Prime Minister strongly disagreed with this use of the newly
arrived British division, partly because the threat to Cyprus could
not be regarded as imminent, and partly because the United Kingdom,
while providing a very reasonable share of the total forces in the
Middle East, was not noticeably well represented by numbers of
complete formations in the field. The 5oth Division stayed in Cyprus
until October, when it was relieved by the 5th Indian Division which
had been in Iraq. The relief was carried out during the first eight days
of November by ten destroyers and the fast minelayer Abdiel. The
50th Division then came under command of the gth Army.

The Australian and New Zealand troops were already thoroughly
familiar with life in the Western Desert, Palestine and Syria, and
both contingents had accumulated a number of ‘overheads’ peculiar
to themselves. Two South African Divisions now arrived, also backed
by a large number of non-divisional units. There were many differ-
ences between the British and South African systems of administra-
tion, and many matters of importance to the South Africans lay
outside the province of G.H.Q. Middle East. Field-Marshal Smuts
therefore decided to form a separate administrative headquarters for
South African troops, and towards the end of September Major-
General F. H. Theron was appointed ‘General Officer, Administra-
tion, Union Defence Force, Middle East’.

The pressure on General Auchinleck to hasten the start of the
offensive in Cyrenaica—to be known as ‘Crusader’—has already been
referred to.? Briefly the argument was that German preoccupation

1 Volume II, p. 225.
2 Volume II, Chapter XIII.




REORGANIZATION OF THE ARMY 3

with Russia afforded a lull, and if we did not use it to improve our
position in the Western Desert the opportunity might never recur.
Nevertheless the Defence Committee agreed that the first aim should
be to recapture the whole of Cyrenaica, and in General Auchinleck’s
opinion, with which Air Marshal Tedder agreed, it was no use starting
to do this with inadequate means. It would only postpone still further
the date on which an offensive could be launched with a fair prospect
of success. General Auchinleck admitted that risks must be run, and
he was ready to run them if they were ‘reasonably justified’.

Mr. Churchill, on the other hand, has expressed the view that the
enemy should have been engaged continuously by the growing British
forces, and compelled to use up the resources which were so difficult
to replace. By waiting until everything was ready General Auchinleck
was likely to find the enemy stronger, and if the war in Russia should
prosper there might even be more German troops to deal with. He
has recorded his conviction that ‘General Auchinleck’s four and a
half months’ delay in engaging the enemy was alike a mistake and a
misfortune’.!

What would have happened if the offensive had started much
sooner can only be guessed, but in the light of the facts regarding the
state of the British organization, equipment, and training, it is difficult
to avoid the conclusion that the growing British assets would have
been used up piecemeal, and that a state of stalemate might have
been reached. It will be of interest to keep the two opposing concep-
tions in mind while studying the elaborate preparations that were
made for ‘Crusader’ and the protracted fighting that ultimately took
place.

It is easy to understand that the many scattered campaigns which
General Wavell had been obliged to fight with incomplete forces had
greatly disorganized the Army. The repeated milking of units and
formations to fit out one expedition after another had naturally had
widespread effects. Brigades and divisional units had become sepa-
rated from their divisions, and battalions from their brigades. The
armoured formations had almost ceased to exist. To restore coherence
and make proper training possible General Auchinleck was faced
with the need for much reorganization, which had of course to be
carried out without relaxing vigilance on the western frontier or too
far depleting the forces ready to defend Egypt. The relief of the
Australian troops in Tobruk, referred to later in this chapter, was an
added complication.

Fortunately the means of re-equipping were no longer desperately
short. From July 1941 onwards the results of the opening of the Red
Sea to American shipping and the flow of munitions from the United
States, the United Kingdom, and the Dominions, as their production

! Winston S. Churchill: The Second World War Volume III (1950) pp. 357-8 and 364.

ﬁ
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got into its stride, began to be seen. By the end of October there had
arrived some 300 British cruiser tanks, 300 American Stuart light
tanks, 170 ‘I’ tanks, 34,000 lorries, 600 field guns, 8o heavy and 160
light anti-aircraft guns, 200 anti-tank guns, and oo mortars, to name
only a few items. Yet these consignments, large as they were, were
not large enough to replace all the losses and wastage that had occurred
and allow any considerable reserves to be built up.

Of all the pressing tasks none was of greater importance than that
of reorganizing the armoured forces. This problem was referred to in
the previous volume in connexion with the decision of the Defence
Committee to send out one of the armoured brigades—the 22nd—of
the 1st Armoured Division from the United Kingdom as quickly as
possible. It was to be followed by the rest of the Division early in
1942. Even after the arrival of the 22nd Armoured Brigade General
Auchinleck would still not have the two armoured divisions which he
regarded as the very least required for the recapture of the whole of
Cyrenaica, but he was ready to try with what he would have. His
policy was to rebuild the 7th Armoured Division by equipping the
7th Armoured Brigade with various types of British cruiser tanks, and
the 4th Armoured Brigade with American Stuarts, known to the
Americans as M3 light tanks but used by the British as cruisers. The
22nd Armoured Brigade would bring from England its cruisers of the
latest type. The available infantry tanks were to be used to equip two
brigades, designated Army Tank Brigades.

General Auchinleck had insisted, in spite of protests from home,
that the number of tanks in reserve must be high; fifty per cent, he
thought, would not be too liberal. His armoured force was below the
strength he thought necessary, and if the armoured units were to
keep up their fighting value they must have their losses replaced
quickly. The only way of doing this was to hold an ample reserve,
seeing that a new tank took many weeks to come from England and
longer still from the United States, and ocean-going convoys were
few and far between. As regards damaged tanks, there was still a lack
of towing vehicles and transporters, the distances from front to base
were vast, and the rail communications primitive by European stan-
dards. There was no engineering industry to speak of in the Middle
East, and there was no repair equipment other than what the army
had brought with it. Moreover, the Ordnance Workshops were short
of experienced tank mechanics. For these and many other reasons it
took about three months for a damaged tank to rejoin its unit. The
scale of reserves was therefore almost as important as the initial equip-
ment.

The flow of tanks to Egypt, however, enabled the process of re-
equipping to keep very nearly to the programme. The 1st Army Tank
Brigade was equipped early in September, and the 4th Armoured
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Brigade by the end of the month, but at the end of October the 7th
Armoured Brigade was still short of some of its tanks. In mid-Sep-
tember the gend Army Tank Brigade was formed in Tobruk as a
mixed force of cruisers and ‘I’ tanks. Finally, the 22nd Armoured
Brigade did not begin to disembark until 4th October, when it was
discovered that all its tanks required a special modification which
trebled the time normally spent by new arrivals in the base workshops;
the task was not completed until 25th October. It is not surprising
that this incident led to a searching enquiry in Whitehall, for the
Middle East had given warning of this particular weakness in the
Crusader tank.

By 25th October, then, there were three armoured brigades
equipped, but not fully or even uniformly trained. Training is a
matter which it is very easy to take for granted—especially from a
distance—but the fact is that armoured warfare makes big demands
on the skill of the tank crews in driving, navigation, gunnery, inter-
communication, rapid recognition of many types of vehicle, and
running repairs. That they should have confidence in their tanks is
very necessary. Apart from all this the handling of units and forma-
tions together and in co-operation with the other arms requires
practice. Commanders could not be expected to get good results in
battle if they had not mastered the technique of command and control
in training conditions. It was realized that the British standard of
training in ‘Battleaxe’ had been much too low, and General Auchin-
leck was determined that in the urge to start at the earliest moment
he would not be pushed into another ‘Battleaxe’. By the end of
October the last armoured brigade to be ready, the 22nd, had still
had no training as a brigade in the totally unfamiliar desert con-
ditions. The 4th Armoured Brigade, with its new Stuarts, had had a
setback owing to the wear on the tracks during the journey forward
from railhead. Training had to stop while British and American experts
anxiously experimented. It was found that the tracks (the sole pads
of which were of rubber) wore quickly to an extent which seemed to
threaten collapse, but that the process then halted and the tracks
remained perfectly serviceable. Before long the reliability of the
Stuart made it very popular with the crews.

General Auchinleck had decided that, in keeping with the agreed
aim of capturing the whole of Cyrenaica, the immediate object would
be to destroy the enemy’s armoured forces. On this basis he instructed
General Cunningham early in September to study two broad plans:
one for an advance from Jarabub through Jalo to cut the enemy’s
supply line, perhaps near Benghazi, the other for a main thrust
towards Tobruk, with feint attacks in the south. General Auchinleck
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estimated that the British forces could be ready by early November,
and he was anxious that the offensive should begin no later.

The information about the enemy was briefly as follows. Apart from
a few Italian formations in Tripolitania all the Axis forces were in
Cyrenaica. In the Egyptian frontier area between Sollum and Sidi
Omar there were an Italian division and some German troops.
Between Bardia and Tobruk there were two German armoured
divisions, while around Tobruk were three Italian divisions and some
German infantry. An Italian mobile corps of three divisions (one
armoured, two motorized) was thought to be forming in the Jebel
Akhdar area. These dispositions were unlikely to change unless the
enemy tried again to capture Tobruk or to advance eastwards from the
Egyptian frontier. As regards the Axis supply situation it was estimated
that by 1st November there would be enough supplies at hand for
three months’ land and one month’s air operations. The relative
British and enemy strengths in November would probably be: in
tanks, as 6 to 4; in aircraft, as 2 to 3—an estimate which was soon to
be changed, as will be seen presently.!

General Cunningham was not attracted by the idea of advancing
on Benghazi from the south, unless the enemy had first shown signs of
withdrawing. The advance might well induce no move on the enemy’s
part, because his stocks in the forward area would make him inde-
pendent of Benghazi for some time. In this event it would be necessary
to attack him, and both time and surprise would have been lost. A
force advancing against Benghazi would need armour and air support,
as would any forces operating in the frontier area. Instead of keeping
these all-important arms concentrated they would therefore have to
be divided. Moreover the Benghazi force would meet increasingly
heavy air attacks and its line of communication would be long and
vulnerable. On the other hand a move by British armour towards
Tobruk would be likely to draw the enemy’s armoured divisions into
battle, because they could not stand by and allow Tobruk to be
relieved. This view was accepted by the three Commanders-in-Chief
on 3rd October.

General Cunningham’s idea was to cross the undefended frontier
between Sidi Omar and Fort Maddalena. The main body of the
British armoured forces would move north-west with the object of
engaging the hostile armour near Tobruk, after which the siege wou.ld
be raised in conjunction with a sortie by the garrison. Meanwhile
another Force would contain and envelop the enemy’s frontier de-
fences and would then clear up the area between Bardia and Tobru}c.
Later still it would reduce any pockets of enemy which remained in
the frontier area. Between the two Forces there would at first be a
Centre Force, of an armoured brigade group, whose task would be

1 Mere numbers of tanks gave only a very incomplete comparison—see p. 26fF.
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to prevent interference by the enemy’s armour with the flank and
rear of the main advance. General Auchinleck weighed every con-
ceivable course open to Rommel and concluded that he would prob-
ably concentrate his armour somewhere south of Fort Capuzzo and
strike at the flank of Cunningham’s force advancing towards Tobruk.

In the final plan the idea of an independent Centre Force was
discarded. Instead, the goth Corps, in which would be all three
armoured brigades, was given the tasks of destroying the enemy’s
armoured forces and preventing them from attacking the left flank of
the 13th Corps, the formation that was to operate in the frontier area.

It is of interest to consider how the main task of destroying the
enemy’s armoured forces was to be carried out. The chief opponents,
the two German Panzer divisions, seemed to be lying separated, but
within supporting distance of each other, near Gambut and to the
west. As a first step the British armour was to move a day’s march to a
central position near Gabr Saleh, some thirty miles west of Sidi Omar.
From here it could move towards Tobruk or towards Bardia according
to how the enemy reacted. General Cunningham hoped that General
Rommel would show his hand by the end of the first day; if he did
not, he kept for himself the critical decision as to which way the
British armour should move next. To waste no time the Army Com-
mander intended to move with General Norrie’s goth Corps Head-
quarters.

It should be noted that the break-out from Tobruk was not to
begin until the goth Corps had defeated the enemy’s armoured forces
or otherwise prevented them from interfering. The intention was then
to capture the two ridges at Sidi Rezegh and El Duda between which
ran the enemy’s main line of communication. The goth Corps would
capture the former and the garrison of Tobruk the latter. General
Norrie was to decide when the sortie should begin, and from that
moment the garrison of Tobruk would come under his command.

In the r3th Corps two brigades of 4th Indian Division were to
contain the enemy in the frontier position and cover the 8th Army’s
forward bases and railhead. On the first day of the offensive the third
brigade was to move out to Sidi Omar and secure the flank of the
gap through which the main advance was to pass. When General
Cunningham gave the word—which was expected to be when the
enemy’s armour had been firmly engaged—the New Zealand Division
was to move northwards round Sidi Omar and get in rear of the
enemy’s positions on the frontier. If instead of standing firm on the
frontier the enemy attempted to withdraw, 13th Corps was to cut him
off, or, if that failed, pursue vigorously.

General Norrie felt about his part in the plan that the move to
Gabr Saleh might not cause the enemy to do anything on the first
day. He thought that if this were so he should advance on the second
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day to the area El Adem-Sidi Rezegh for which the enemy would be
bound to fight in order to maintain intact the line of communication
of all his forces east of Tobruk. However the arrival towards the end
of October of the Ariete Division in the neighbourhood of Bir Hacheim
confirmed General Cunningham in his view that the British armoured
force should be prepared either to give battle from its central position,
or to move in any direction (to Sidi Rezegh for example) that he
might choose as a result of the latest information.

General Norrie disliked also the task of protecting the left flank of
13th Corps as he wished to be able to use all his armoured brigades in
the main task of destroying the enemy’s armour. General Cunningham
and General Godwin-Austen however thought that though 13th
Corps unaided could withstand one of the German armoured divisions
it would need help if it were attacked by both. Godwin-Austen there-
fore wanted to have control of the 4th Armoured Brigade Group to
protect the left flank of his Corps. General Cunningham ruled that
the 4th Armoured Brigade Group was to remain under the command
of Norrie, who would be responsible for protecting the flank of the
13th Corps.

There were plans, too, for subsidiary operations. The Oasis Force
was to move on Jalo, and give protection to a landing ground (called
L.G. 125) to be made a hundred miles north-west of Jarabub from
which the Air Force was to make attacks on the coastal area south of
Benghazi. The Oasis Force was itself to harass the enemy as oppor-
tunity offered, and it was to help to give the impression that a major
move was being made from the south. To add to this deception a
bogus concentration was staged at Jarabub, of camps, dumps, and
dummy tanks, and an appropriate volume of spurious wireless traffic
was maintained. These and other devices helped to divert attention
from the real preparations, which, of course, depended for their
secrecy largely upon the success of the Air Force in preventing
reconnaissance by hostile aircraft.

Since the capture of Kufra in April 1941 the Long Range Desert
Group had grown to two squadrons, each of three patrols, having re-
ceived reinforcements of Royal Northumberland Fusiliers, Argyll and
Sutherland Highlanders and Southern Rhodesians, and from the 1st
Cavalry Division. Among other welcome additions were a 4-5-inch
howitzer and a light tank; best of all, the Group managed (by private
enterprise) to acquire two Waco aircraft. Colonel Bagnold was re-
called to Cairo in August to advise on long-range matters, and com-
mand of the Group passed to Lieut.-Colonel Prendergast, who himself
piloted one of the aircraft.

In July the Group began to reconnoitre the distant desert in order
to learn about tracks, water, and sites for landing grounds, a task which
took the Patrols well into Tripolitania. In September the Group came
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under the orders of the 8th Army and set an unobtrusive watch on
the coast road to the west of El Agheila, where it observed the traffic
in the enemy’s extreme back area and collected some useful informa-
tion. In October it was given its tasks for ‘Crusader’; these were to
report on the ‘going’ and on enemy movements in certain areas, to
send in tactical reports, and to harass small bodies of the enemy.

Meanwhile on the frontier the British screen was gradually being
strengthened. During August the protective detachments had been
found by 7th Support Group and 22nd Guards Brigade. Early in
September Major-General Messervy, commanding 4th Indian Divi-
sion, took command of all troops in the forward area, and his own
Indian Brigades—j5th, 7th and 1i1th—gradually joined the division.
So important was it that the administrative preparations, shortly to
be described, should not be apparent to the enemy that it is of interest
to know that late in August General Rommel’s suspicions were
aroused by the supposed discovery of certain supply dumps, one of
which was only fifteen miles from the frontier, at Bir el Khireigat. An
elaborate raid was devised by the 21st Panzer Division, and fighter
and dive-bomber aircraft were specially brought up to Gambut to
support it. The moon would not be suitable until 14th September,
but by then it had been found that the dump was a disused one. The
object was then changed to the destruction of the British forces located
just east of Bir el Khireigat. At this time the British screen of the 7th
Support Group (Brigadier J. C. Campbell) had orders not to become
involved; they fought a skilful and successful action, and the raid
achieved nothing. The German columns were caught refuelling by
Nos. 12 and 24 Squadrons S.A.A.F. escorted by fighters, and Gambut
airfield was also attacked by bombers and fighters. The Germans lost
56 men, and g aircraft were destroyed or damaged. Five of their tanks
were abandoned, and the German records show that the number of
fit tanks in 21st Panzer Division dropped from 110 on 11th September
to 43 on the 20th. The number crept up again, but not until 12th
November was it as high as it had been before this raid took place.
The British losses were fifteen men, one armoured car, and seven
aircraft. The importance of the incident lay in the fact that the im-
pression of imminent action by the British was dispelled, and no
further attempt was made to probe the British screen which from now
onwards had more and more to conceal.

It has been seen that the broad plan for ‘Crusader’ required Jarge
forces to cross the Egyptian frontier, which was no less than 130 miles
from the existing railhead, and then to advance to a battle area
another 50 to 8o miles ahead. The main thrust was to be made by the
highly mobile goth Corps and was expected to entail much manoeuv-
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ring for, and fighting, an armoured battle in a part of the desert
which was away from any roads and almost waterless. Large quanti-
ties of fuel, ammunition, water, and supplies would have to be carried
forward over vast distances. As the plan did not include the early
eapture of Halfaya, Sollum, and Bardia, there was no prospect of
establishing supply lines by sea or by the coastal road until the siege
of Tobruk was raised. It was obvious that the administrative prepara-
tions would have to be very thorough, and it was soon apparent that
the railhead would have to be pushed as far west as possible, and that
large stocks of supplies of all kinds would have to be built up.

In May 1941 General Wavell had ordered the extension of the rail-
way, on which work had been suspended, to begin again, but lack of
material, plant and transport hampered its progress. By September,
the 1oth New Zealand Railway Construction Company, with various
Pioneer and Labour units, had laid the track up the escarpment to
Mohalfa, twenty miles from Matruh. At the end of the month the
13th New Zealand Railway Construction Company joined in the
task and the rate of track-laying rose to two miles a day. By 15th
November a railhead was opened at Misheifa, which had been
selected as the point which must be reached before the offensive
began. A dummy railhead was built also. This race with time could
scarcely have been closer.

The 8th Army’s administrative plan was broadly as follows. Three
Forward Bases were chosen; one near Sidi Barrani for the troops in
the coastal sector; one near Thalata (just west of Misheifa railhead)
for goth Corps and most of 13th Corps; and one on the frontier near
Jarabub for the Oasis Force. The minimum quantity of stores and
supplies required to support full-scale operations for the first week was
nearly 32,000 tons, of which 25,000 were wanted at Thalata. It was
hoped that at the end of the week Tobruk would be relieved and
would soon become usable as a sea-head. It will be seen that this hope
was not fulfilled. West of the Forward Bases, and fed from them, were
to be a number of Field Maintenance Centres (F.M.C.), organizations
derived from the novel though less elaborate Field Supply Depots
which had been worked by the supply and transport services in the
first desert campaign. The F.M.C. consisted, in addition to a Field
Supply Depot, of a Field Ammunition Depot, a Water Issue Section,
and dumps of engineer, medical, and ordnance stores. Prisoners’
cages, field post offices, salvage dumps, and units to deal with stragglers
and men in transit were added as required. For the whole F.M.C.
there was a commander and a small staff to supervise the lay-out,
dispersion, and camouflage, and control the movements of convoys
and the labour and transport. Four F.M.Cs were provided for goth
Corps and two for 13th Corps. They were a great success and became
a permanent feature of 8th Army’s administrative system.
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The supply of water was, as usual, an immense problem. A detailed
survey made in August of all drinkable sources west of the Matruh-
Siwa road showed that not only was there nothing like enough water,
but also that there was not enough transport to carry the balance
forward from Matruh, which was the point to which the pipeline
from Alexandria was being extended from El Daba. This meant that
the piped supply had to be greatly increased and the pipeline extended
as far west as possible, which entailed the laying of some 160 miles of
piping and the building of seven pumping stations and nine reservoirs.
Many difficulties arose from competing demands for transport and
machinery, and on 11th October a serious mishap occurred during an
air attack on Fuka. The new pumps were damaged, and nearly all
the water which had been accumulated to fill the pipes and reservoirs
west of Fuka was lost. Every available water-carrying train was used,
and the water-carrier Petrella plied continuously between Alexandria
and Matruh; even so the filling process took four weeks and the piped
water reached the Misheifa area on 13th November. The whole
project took eight weeks and another race with time was won. Water
could now be pumped 270 miles from Alexandria, but strictness in
its use could not be relaxed. Indeed, besides being rationed in quan-
tity (§ gallon a man daily), water was now treated literally as a
‘ration’, being issued for the number shown on a unit’s ration indent
and having to be accounted for.

The immensity of the dumping programme is well illustrated by
the fact that at one time the transport engaged upon it was consuming
180,000 gallons of petrol a day. It is small wonder that the admini-
strative staff looked forward anxiously to the punctual opening of
Tobruk. The main supply line could then be transferred to the sea,
and for this purpose the Inshore Squadron would sail convoys from
Alexandria, the first being sailed to arrive three days after the relief
of the fortress, by which time it was hoped to have fighter protection
over the harbour. The aim was to deliver 400 tons of cased petrol,
100 tons of bulk petrol, and 600 tons of stores daily. As the advance
continued, Naval parties were to be ready to enter Derna and Beng-
hazi on the heels of the Army, clear the harbours of obstructions and
mines, and prepare for the arrival at these ports of 200 and 600 tons
a day respectively. Arrangements were also to be made for removing
casualties and prisoners by sea from all three places. To meet one of
the most serious deficiencies two motor launches and eighteen lighters
were to be carried in the Infantry Landing Ship H.M.S. Glenroy. In
the meantime the normal supplies for the garrison of Tobruk would
continue to be run in, and up to 600 tons of water would be delivered
daily at Matruh until the Army reached the wells of the Jebel district,
which it was hoped would not take more than a fortnight.

So anxious was General Auchinleck to start the offensive early in
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November, and so great was the pressure from home, that a word is
necessary about the reasons for some very unwelcome postponements.
Early in October it was clear that the transport would not have
finished the dumping programme and be ready for active operations
before 11th November. This fact, coupled with the late arrival of
22nd Armoured Brigade, caused the date to be fixed as 11th Novem-
ber, which, although disappointing, would at least give goth Corps
Headquarters a little more time to shake down. Then came the dis-
covery that the 22nd Armoured Brigade’s tanks required attention
in workshops, and the date had to be changed to 15th November.
Early in November another delay occurred. The role of 1st South
African Division required it to be very mobile, but difficulties over
providing its full scale of transport interfered with its training and
General Brink asked for six extra days—or a minimum of three. The
request was sound, but the urge to start was great. The Middle East
Defence Committee! examined all possible courses and decided to
grant three extra days. This brought the date to 18th November.

The growth of the air forces in the Middle East in the autumn of
1941 was described in Volume II of this history. To co-operate with
the Army in the Desert, No. 204 Group had grown into the Western
Desert Air Force, which, under the command of Air Vice-Marshal
A. Coningham, a New Zealander, came to be welded into a large
and flexible force with a strong family feeling and esprit de corps. It
was composed at first of’:

Short-range fighters 8 squadrons
Long-range fighters 1 squadron
Medium bombers 6 squadrons
Tactical reconnaissance

(formerly Army Co-operation) 1 squadron*

* With the creation of the Western Desert Air Force for the specific purpose of co-
_?eraung with the Army the term ‘Army Co-operation Squadron’ will be replaced by

actical Reconnaissance Squadron’.
and was to be helped from time to time by the Wellingtons of No.
205 Group, a squadron of Fleet Air Arm bombers, some general
reconnaissance aircraft, and one or more transport squadrons.

Everything possible was done to build up the strength of the force
with pilots, aircraft and aircrews taken from other stations in the
Middle East. The number of aircraft in the ‘initial equipment’ of each
squadron was raised from sixteen to eighteen, and seven more were
held in immediate reserve. In order to keep up this strength by a flow
of aircraft, an Aircraft Replacement Pool, to hold seven days’ replace-
ments, was formed at Wadi Natrun into which aircraft were fed from

“1i.c. The Minister of State and the three Commanders-in-Chicf.




R.AF. PREPARATIONS 13

the Maintenance Units. Farther forward were other Pools holding
two days’ replacements. This system was the outcome of Air Marshal
Tedder’s drive to improve maintenance and repair, and of his policy
of not forming more squadrons than he could keep fully manned and
equipped. During the four weeks from the middle of October no
fewer than 232 replacement aircraft were fed into the front-line
squadrons. The flow of aircraft from Takoradi, through Malta, and
by sea round the Cape was by now large enough to allow substantial
reserves to be built up—a position which was not matched by corre-
sponding reserves of pilots and trained crews.

In order to be able to pursue the enemy the Desert Air Force would
have to be mobile, and its control organization able to leap-frog
forward—part functioning and part moving; the two existing wing
headquarters were used alternately in this way. (Later a fighter group
with duplicate control centres was formed.) It was also necessary for
the squadrons themselves to be able to throw off advanced parties.?
All this was largely a matter of having the necessary transport, and,
although the bare necessities were in fact met, the lack of suitable
types of vehicles was felt throughout ‘Crusader’. The second need was
for landing-grounds so sited that squadrons could keep a moving land
battle within range. The fighters would advance by short bounds to
rapidly made landing grounds, and the bombers, capable of longer
strides, would follow and take over suitable sites vacated by the
fighters. The need for dispersion meant that more landing grounds
than usual would be needed; their construction and protection were
the responsibility of the Army.

Early in November the hitherto large fighter wings were split into
several flying wings of two squadrons each, the intention being that
each flying wing should occupy a separate landing-ground. Three of
these landing-grounds, each linked by land-line to its main parent
wing headquarters, formed a ‘fighter airfield area’, the whole being
covered by the same air and ground defence and warning systems.

As with the Army, certain aspects of training required urgent
attention. In particular the dilution of the fighter squadrons and their
long employment on defensive tasks had made it necessary to raise
the standard of their training. Under the supervision of the recently
joined Senior Air Staff Officer to the Desert Air Force, Air Commo-
dore B. E. Embry, the latest tactics, which had been tried and proved
at home, were strenuously practised.

The study that had been made of army /air co-operation, after the
unsuccessful operation ‘Battleaxe’ in June, had resulted in the crea-

1 Each squadron’s maintenance staff was in fact divided into three parties. The A
(Advanced) party was simply a refuelling team for moving to advanced or new landing-
grounds. The B (Rear) party carried out day-to-day maintenance at the operational

landing-ground. A third party (C) remained at the base airfield, where the squadron’s
workshops were situated.
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tion of a joint ‘Air Support Control’ at the headquarters of each corps
and armoured division for passing information rapidly, and for direct-
ing aircraft on to targets reported by the troops or by other aircraft.!
This decentralization was intended to give quick results, but it was
recognized that the provision of direct support ought not to be allowed
to jeopardize possession of air superiority, and that all the available
bombers might be needed on occasions to act against a single target.
For these reasons the A.O.C. Desert Air Force decided, with the full
agreement of the Commander of the 8th Army, to retain ultimate
control of all air support himself and to place his advanced head-
quarters in close contact with the Army Commander. This meant
limiting the functions of the Air Support Controls to passing messages
received from reconnaissance aircraft and the troops and to making
requests for action to the A.O.C. These requests were passed simul-
taneously to the wings concerned, so that there should be no delay in
acting upon the A.O.C’s decision.

These, briefly, were the steps taken to ensure that the Desert Air
Force would retain its flexibility and support the land operations in
the most effective way. There was naturally a good deal of speculation
as to the relative strengths of the air forces on both sides. Indeed the
New Zealand Government, with memories of Greece and Crete, asked
to be assured that their troops would have adequate air support in
the coming fight. The estimates of the probable Axis strength made
in the Middle East differed considerably from the Air Ministry’s
calculations, one reason being that the Axis air forces were greatly
scattered, and the extent to which they could reinforce Cyrenaica
from other areas—including Russia—was doubtful. (It will be
remembered that this was one of the unknown quantities of the
Italian position in 1940; it was now complicated by the presence of
the Luftwaffe.)

The Vice-Chief of the Air Staff flew to Cairo to try to resolve the
differences, and on 20th October general agreement was reached that
the Germans and Italians would together have about 385 serviceable
aircraft in Cyrenaica. The British would have 528. Farther afield, in
Crete and the Aegean, the enemy would have about 72 serviceable
aircraft of all types (excluding short-range fighters) while the British
would have 48 heavy and medium bombers fit to operate from Malta.
The figures for the enemy were based on the assumption that he could
not afford to hold any aircraft back in reserve; the British figures, on
the other hand, were for aircraft actually in the squadrons, and did
not take into account the reserves, which amounted to half as many
again. The low estimate of the military value of the Italians was an
important factor, offset to some extent by certain advantages possess:ed
by the German Me. 109F over any British fighters. After an exhaustive

1 The system is explained in Volume IL




TASKS OF THE R.A.F. 15

study the Prime Minister was able to assure the New Zealand Govern-
ment of his conviction that our army would enjoy the benefits of air
superiority.

These estimates were not far wide of the mark. The British took the
field with upwards of 650 aircraft (including the heavy bombers in
Egypt) with over 550 serviceable, in addition to 74 at Malta of which
66 were serviceable. In Cyrenaica the Axis had a total of 536 aircraft,
of which only 342 were serviceable. Thus in the Desert we certainly
had numerical superiority, but the enemy had a potential reserve of
a further 750 serviceable aircraft of suitable types (excluding a large
number of transport aircraft) in Tripolitania, Sicily, Sardinia, Greece
and Crete, apart from those in the Italian Metropolitan Air Force and
the Navy. The participation of any of these in ‘Crusader’ depended,
however, largely upon the results of British activities by sea and air
against the fuel supplies to North Africa. Shortage of fuel on the spot
did in fact make any considerable reinforcement of Cyrenaica imprac-
ticable until the second month of the offensive. The Prime Minister’s
assurance to the New Zealand Government was therefore justified.

From the middle of October onwards the activities of the air forces
in Egypt and Malta were closely related to the ‘Crusader’ plan;
indeed, their part in the operation may be said to have begun on
that date—nearly five weeks before the Army’s D day. Broadly, their
tasks were to try to meet all the many demands of the army and air
force for reconnaissance; to interfere with the enemy’s supply system
by land and sea, so as to handicap him in the coming land battle;
and to attack his air force in Cyrenaica with the aim of gaining air
superiority. All this without disclosing too much of the British
intentions.

The first of these tasks taxed the available resources to the utmost,
because both Services were eager for information of all kinds about
the enemy. The newly formed Strategical Reconnaissance Unit
covered places as far apart as Siwa and Benghazi, the Photographic
Reconnaissance Unit took photographs of selected points, and the
Survey Flight, also newly formed, worked with the 8th Army to
provide special photographs for mapping purposes.

As regards the enemy’s supply system, the principle was to attack
it at vital points from the ports of loading all the way to depots in the
forward area. The method was first to interfere mainly with the rear-
ward points of the system and then deal with the stocks that had been
accumulated nearer to the front. For this purpose the Wellingtons of
No. 38 Squadron’s detachment at Malta attacked Tripoli and the
main ports of loading. Naples was attacked on twelve nights by a
total of g6 Wellingtons, and on one occasion an oil depot was hit and
an enormous fire started which included the railway station and the
surrounding buildings. At Brindisi one attack by 21 Wellingtons was
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particularly successful, and many transportation targets were hit.
Tripoli was visited on eight nights by a total of 58 Wellingtons, and,
as at Naples, some of the new 4,000 lb. bombs were used against the
port and railway installations. The story of the attacks on Axis
shipping, culminating in a very successful month in September, when
six ships were sunk by aircraft and four by submarines, was told in the
previous volume. During October seven ships were sunk on the
Italy /North Africa run, two by submarines, five by aircraft; about
20 per cent of the total cargo carried during the month, including fuel,
was lost in this way.

The Wellington squadrons of No. 205 Group, based in Egypt,
had as their principal target the port of Benghazi, for the simple
reason that, apart from a few small ports used by coastal shipping,
all the enemy’s supplies had to be landed at either Tripoli or Benghazi
and the use of Benghazi saved a very long haul by road from Tripoli.
Accordingly the Wellingtons kept up a steadily increasing effort, and
during the first week of November dropped nearly 200 tons of high-
explosive and incendiaries in and around the harbour area. The
night attacks were supplemented during the day-time by Marylands
of the South African Air Force, and the dislocation caused by these
day and night attacks is reflected in the frequent references in enemy
documents to the need for more anti-aircraft defence at Benghazi.

Gradually the main weight of the air attack was shifted to points
farther east: petrol, store and ammunition dumps, workshops and
concentrations of transport. To give some idea of the intensity, from
4th to 13th November the depots and shops at Derna were attacked
by a total of 50 Wellingtons and 26 Blenheims by night and by 11
Marylands by day, or an average of about g aircraft every 24 hours.
The skilled navigation of the Fleet Air Arm Albacores was of particular
value in dropping flares accurately over targets for the Blenheims
to attack.!

During this phase of the air operations only a modest effort was
made against the enemy’s forward landing-grounds. In the last fort-
night of October 68 sorties were flown against them, and another 72
during the following week. It was hoped that daylight attacks on
landing-grounds would induce the enemy to give battle, but only on
three occasions did this happen, and German records show only one
Me. 109 damaged for the loss of three Hurricanes. In fact this was a
disappointing phase as regards coat-trailing, for which the cloudy
weather was no doubt partly responsible, but it left the British fighters
freer to use their guns against road transport and other ground targets.

1 In their slow-flying aircraft with its good all-round vision of the ground the Albacore

crews became adept in navigation over the Desert at night. They became the ‘pathfinders’
who located and illuminated targets for air attack, for which purpose their own bombloads
were adjusted to make room for as many flares as possible. Because of their skilled naviga-
tion at night the Albacores came also to be used for night reconnaissance.
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Meanwhile aircraft based at Malta were attending to airfields in
Sicily and Tripolitania. Castel Benito, the main airfield of Tripoli,
was heavily attacked on two successive nights by a total of 39 Welling-
tons, and photographs showed 16 aircraft destroyed or damaged.

On 13th November a new phase began, designed to exert the
greatest possible pressure on the enemy’s air force and to cover the
concentration of the 8th Army and the Desert Air Force. During this
phase the low cloud grew steadily worse, and hampered reconnaissance
severely. Nevertheless the enemy’s bomber and air transport landing
grounds at Benina, Derna, Barce and Berka, and dive-bomber base
at Tmimi were attacked by day, as also were Martuba and the main
German fighter base at Gazala, as well as landing-grounds at Gambut
and Baheira from which these fighters operated. By night the Welling-
tons added their main weight (while continuing to attack the enemy’s
supply system from Benghazi forward) as did the Albacores of the
Fleet Air Arm. Meanwhile there were frequent fighter sweeps over
the enemy’s forward area, but they caused no particular reaction by
the Axis fighters.

The bogus activities at Jarabub, described on page 8, did however
succeed in arousing the enemy’s interest. This led to a brisk fight on
15th November in which one Blenheim was lost, five others and two
Hurricanes were damaged, and some petrol and transport were
destroyed. The German records show their losses to have been three
Me. 1108, one Ju. 88 and one Me. 109 destroyed, and one Ju. 88
damaged—a satisfactory balance-sheet and good evidence of the
success of this diversion. Elsewhere during the past few weeks the
Luftwaffe had persisted in its daily attacks on Tobruk, as a preliminary
to its capture. Suez was visited on five nights, otherwise only Fuka—a
medium bomber base—received particular attention. Generally speak-
ing, except for Tobruk, the enemy’s air attacks were scattered and on
a small scale.

A bold attempt to destroy Axis aircraft on their own airfields ended
in a sad failure. The Special Air Service Brigade (later to be called
the 1st S.A.S. Regiment) had been formed in the Middle East to raid
and destroy equipment behind the enemy’s lines, for which purpose
they had been trained to reach their targets by land, sea, or air. On
the night of 16th November one detachment of their parachute troops
took off in three Bombays for Gazala, and another in two Bombays
for Tmimi, to do as much damage as they could at these airfields.
Driving rain and low cloud made navigation terribly difficult and
only one aircraft dropped its troops in the right place. Conditions
on the ground were likewise appalling, for the deluges of rain had
turned dust into bog, and, to make matters worse, several men were
injured on landing. The operation had to be called off: some of the
party escaped and others were killed or taken prisoner.
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But the rain which proved fatal to this particular enterprise had its
good results also, for the British landing grounds were much less
affected than the enemy’s, and on the eve of ‘Crusader’ the Axis
air force was mostly bogged down—just when it might have noticed
that a large move was afoot. As it was, there had been nothing to
indicate that the enemy was aware, or even suspicious, of what was
going on behind the British lines.

The total British effort during the five weeks of preliminary air
operations from 14th October to 17th November amounted to nearly
3,000 sorties, including Malta’s bombers, but excluding anti-shipping
operations. This may be pictured as about 8o aircraft of all kinds
every 24 hours. At least 22 German aircraft are known to have been
destroyed and a further 13 damaged, and the Italian losses are thought
to have been heavier. Considering all that the British had been doing,
and the distances, the bad weather, and the fact that they had been
continually on the offensive, their own losses (including Malta’s) of
59 bombers and 26 fighters from all causes were remarkably low.

By 17th November Air Vice-Marshal Coningham’s force had been
built up to:

Short-range fighters 14 squadrons (including one naval
squadron)
. Long-range fighters 2 squadrons
Medium bombers 8 squadrons (for a short time g)
Tactical reconnaissance 3 squadrons
Survey reconnaissance 1 flight
Strategical reconnaissance 1 flight

Of these, six squadrons and two flights were South African, two
squadrons were Australian, one squadron was Rhodesian and one
Free French. Help was also given by heavy bombers and photographic
reconnaissance aircraft, and indirectly by other fighter squadrons in
the Middle East. Detachments placed under Coningham’s operational
control from time to time included general reconnaissance, transport
and additional Fleet Air Arm aircraft. The flying units which he
controlled, or which were available to him, at the beginning of
‘Crusader’, together with their roles and the types of aircraft employed,
are given in Appendix 5. Particulars of the performance of types of
aircraft generally are given in Appendix g.

Air Marshal Tedder was able to report on the evening of 17th
November to the Chief of the Air Staff in London ‘Squadrons are at
full strength, aircraft and crews, with reserve aircraft, and whole force
is on its toes.” It would have been no exaggeration to add that it had
already trodden pretty hard upon the enemy’s. His supply system had
been battered, his air forces had been repeatedly shot up at their
bases, his troop dispositions had been thoroughly reconnoitred, and
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British aircraft had roamed at will over his territory. When the land
battle began it was intended to persist with the three main duties of
maintaining air superiority, interfering with the enemy’s supply
system, and carrying out as much reconnaissance as possible. There
was this important addition, that so far as was compatible with pre-
venting the enemy’s air forces from intervening in the battle, every
available aircraft was to be directed to meeting the demands of the
land fighting.

Thus there had not only been no appreciable interference with the
preparations for ‘Crusader’, but there was good reason to hope that
the Army’s advance would come as a surprise and would be given
such a scale of air support as it had never enjoyed before.

As with the R.AF., the Navy’s part in ‘Crusader’ had long since
begun and the toll of Axis merchant ships supplying North Africa
had been mounting. These losses had already affected General
Rommel’s plans, and it will be seen in Chapter IV that they were to
reach their peak in November. During the opening stage of the land
battle the Navy’s tasks were to take the usual form: support by gunfire,
raids along the coast, and supply of many of the essential needs of the
Army and R.A.F. In addition there were to be movements of the main
Fleet designed to-divert enemy aircraft from the land battle. Between
16th and 19th November the Mediterranean Fleet—without the
customary co-operation of the whole of No. 201 Group, part of which
would be supporting the land battle—and Forces H and K with some
merchant ships were to simulate the passage of a convoy from
Gibraltar through the Mediterranean, and on the 22nd a dummy
convoy was to sail from Malta as if for a landing near Tripoli. In
addition patrols were to be maintained along the coast to interfere with
traffic between Greece and Derna and with small craft carrying
supplies to the enemy’s forward area.

The German ‘Armoured Group Africa’, with General Rommel in
command and General Gause as Chief of Staff, was formed at the end
of July 1941. The chain of command of the Axis forces, down to
divisions, then became as shown on page 20.

The 215t Corps comprised the troops investing Tobruk; the Savona
Division was holding the Egyptian frontier, supported by German
troops of the newly arrived Afrika Division; the Italian Mobile Corps
was situated well to the west of Tobruk, and was not under General
Rommel’s command.

By the beginning of September the Italian and German High
Commands had agreed that possession of the port of Tobruk was an
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essential preliminary to an advance into Egypt. It was hoped to
attack Tobruk early in November, but the losses at sea rose alarmingly
during September and General Rommel said that if the supply
situation did not improve he would be unable to attack at all. Flieger-
korps X was at once ordered to protect shipping to Benghazi and
Derna in preference to making attacks on ships and bases in Egypt,
but an appeal by the German Admiralty for more aircraft to enable
escorts to be given to the Tripoli convoys was refused because of the
over-riding importance of the Russian front.

The German OKW had noticed the steady increase in the British
forces in the Middle East, and early in October concluded that they
would probably be used first to relieve Tobruk and would then be
transferred to the Caucasus region. Their estimate of British strength
was fairly accurate, but the completeness of the British equipment was
greatly exaggerated. The Italians, who were less interested in the
Caucasus, thought that a more likely British object would be to secure
the whole of Libya, which would partly offset the Axis successes in
Russia. They estimated the British air strength as double that of the
Axis.
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On 20th October the Italian Comando Supremo warned General
Bastico of a possible British offensive, but both he and General Rommel
thought-that this could not be imminent. In any case Rommel was
intending to attack Tobruk in about the third week of November and
was satisfied that the Axis mobile reserves could deal with any British
action taken before then or even while Tobruk was being attacked.

For a long time Hitler had been trying to persuade Mussolini to
allow German naval and air officers and specialists to take a more

- active part in the Mediterranean war, and not be confined to liaison
duties. At the end of October he decided to make a strong bid for
German domination. The Headquarters of Lufiflotte 2, together with
Fliegerkorps II (General Loerzer), were to be withdrawn from the
Russian front and put under the command of Field-Marshal Albert
Kesselring, who was to become Commander-in-Chief South (Ober-
befehlshaber Siid) with the task of establishing naval and air superiority
in the zone between Italy and North Africa. For this purpose he was to
paralyse Malta and disrupt east-west traffic through the Mediter-
ranean. He was also to co-operate with the Axis forces in North Africa.
He would be subordinate to the Duce and was to have a mixed Ger-
man and Italian staff. He was to command Fliegerkorps II and X and
could issue directives to the German and Italian navalforcesallotted to
him; General Rommel was not to come under his orders, but would
remain responsible to General Bastico. The Italians did not welcome
the appointment of Kesselring but were given no choice, and had to
accept the situation.

During the opening stages of ‘Crusader’ the senior German Air
Force commander in the Mediterranean area was General Geisler,
commanding Fliegerkorps X, with his headquarters in Greece. The
commander in North Africa, Fliegerfihrer Afrika, was still General
Frohlich, who was responsible to General Geisler. The Italian air
force in Libya consisted of the 5th Squadra, command of which was
taken over from General Aimone-Cat by General Marchesi on 6th
November. A liaison staff, known as Jtaluft, had been set up in Rome
in 1940 and became responsible for co-ordinating the action of
Fliegerkorps X, and through it that of Fliegerfiihrer Afrika, and the 5th
Squadra.

General Rommel flew to Rome on 14th November for a conference
on transport and supply. After discussing the proposed attack on
Tobruk, Cavallero wrote to Bastico telling him to launch it as soon as
he could with the strongest possible forces. On the night of the 17th/
18th Rommel was in Athens on his way back from Rome when a
daring attempt was made to paralyse his Command by a blow at the
brain centre. A party of No. 11 (Scottish) Commando was put ashore
from the submarines Torbay and Talisman near Apollonia with the idea
of attacking the house in which it was (wrongly) thought that General
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Rommel was living. Overcoming many difficulties the party reached
their objective and a hand to hand fight ensued. Lieut.-Colonel
G. C. T. Keyes, son of Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes, was
killed; for his gallant conduct in the raid he was posthumously awarded
the Victoria Cross.?

The insistence of the Germans and Italian High Commands upon
the need to capture Tobruk is a measure of the importance of this key
port, and great credit is due to Major-General L. J. Morshead, the
gth Australian Division and the attached troops for their spirited
defence. Since the failure of the enemy’s attack in May 1941 life in
Tobruk had settled down to a round of minor enterprises. Strong
patrols from each forward battalion were out almost nightly, observing,
listening, and reconnoitring, and when a likely quarry was detected
it was attacked. The garrison soon became, and remained, virtual
masters of no-man’s-land. Large sorties could not be made without
an increase of the garrison, which General Auchinleck could not agree
to. Nevertheless the 20th Australian Infantry Brigade made a series
of night attacks to improve the position in the Ras el Medauar salient,
and the 24th Australian Infantry Brigade later tried unsuccessfully to
retake the shoulders of the salient. Thereafter the smaller operations
of an aggressive defence were the rule.

The enemy’s main activity on land was to encircle the place with a
minefield covered by field works. His artillery was active and his air
attacks frequent, being made chiefly against the harbour and the
administrative areas. It was estimated that the anti-aircraft artillery
engaged nearly 500 aircraft every month:from July to October, and
although the attacks did surprisingly little damage, they added to the
general strain on the troops, who had the feeling of being very few
for the large area to be held. Life was monotonous, training was
strenuous; almost the only amenity was bathing. But the food was on
the whole good, the medical arrangements were certainly good, the
sick rate was low, and morale stayed high, although weariness became
evident as time went on. _

The enemy, as has been seen, had decided that it was useless to
attack again until his artillery, in particular, was considerably stronger.
This governed the earliest date by which an assault could be mounted,
and before this happened the garrison was able to play its part in
‘Crusader’, and, without waiting to be attacked, itself break out

1 The enemy, too, had had the idea of landing raiding parties from submarines. Two

nights earlier fifteen men of the Lehrregiment Br burg z.b.V.800 (a unit trained specially
for demolition raids, with detachments on every front) were put ashore by U.331 near
El Daba in order to cut the coastal railway. They were all captured without doing any
damage.
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through the investing lines. But this honour did not fall to the gth
Australian Division, for reasons to be described.

On 18th July General Blamey proposed to General Auchinleck that
the Australian troops in Tobruk should be relieved, and the Australian
Government made a simultaneous approach to the War Cabinet.
The Syrian campaign was over and there was a strong desire for all
Australians in the Middle East to be united in one command. More-
over the long period in the front line had had its effect on the physical
condition of the troops, whose fighting value, it was thought, must
have declined.

General Auchinleck was instructed by the War Office to give full
and sympathetic consideration to the views of the Australian Govern-
ment. When the first Australian contingent was being raised it had
been accepted by both governments that Australian troops should
serve as one force, and General Auchinleck replied agreeing in prin-
ciple to the new proposal. Plans were worked out to make use of the
moonless periods in August and in the two following months, the
danger from air attack being too great for a movement of this size to
be made at any other times, or in other than fast warships. The first
stage was put into effect by the relief in August of the 18th Australian
Infantry Brigade and the 18th Cavalry (Indian Army) by the 1st
Polish Carpathian Brigade.

At the end of August Mr. Fadden succeeded Mr. Menzies as Prime
Minister of Australia, and prompted by General Blamey brought up
the matter again. He had received no assurance when the reliefs would
be complete and all the Australian forces united. He said that it was a
vital national question, and that there would be grave repercussions
if a catastrophe should occur to the Tobruk garrison through their
decline in health and their consequent inability to withstand a deter-
mined attack. Mr. Churchill naturally did not wish the supply of
Tobruk or any pending operations to be hampered by the relief, and
he asked General Auchinleck, if this would be the result, to give him
the facts to put to the Australian Government.

General Auchinleck replied on 1oth September, at which time he
was hoping to begin ‘Crusader’ in the first week of November. The
first stage of the relief in August had shown that the naval risks were
considerable, for nearly every ship had been attacked by aircraft. To
go on with the relief would add to the burden on the destroyers at the
expense of other naval operations. Five squadrons of fighters had been
locked up in escort duties, and even these were not really enough.
The risks of carrying men during any but the moonless periods were
too great, and the last of the possible periods, 16th to 26th October,
coincided with the time when the maximum effort ought to be con-
centrated on gaining air superiority for ‘Crusader’. It would also
leave very little time for completing the arrangements for the sortie
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by the Tobruk garrison. He stated that the power of endurance of the
troops at Tobruk was noticeably reduced, but that their health and
morale were very good. He made some alternative suggestions for
strengthening the garrison, and reported that the Naval and Air
Commanders-in-Chief and the Minister of State agreed with him that
to attempt any further relief of the Tobruk garrison, however desirable
it might be on political grounds, was not a justifiable military opera-
tion and would definitely prejudice the success of ‘Crusader’.

The matter was earnestly discussed by Mr. Churchill and Mr.
Fadden by telegram, but the Australian Government could not give
way, and on 15th September the Chiefs of Staff ordered the relief to
be carried out. General Auchinleck was distressed by the whole affair
and felt that he did not possess the confidence of the Australian
Government. Mr. Churchill, however, assured him that he and the
Chiefs of Staff had full confidence in his military judgment. As time
went on it appeared to General Auchinleck that although the last
stage of the relief would not interfere with the postponed start of
‘Crusader’ there would be advantages in deferring it. On 13th October
Mr. Churchill put this to Mr. Curtin, who had in turn succeeded
Mr. Fadden, but the new Australian Government could not grant the
request and the three Services had to make the best of it.

Needless to say it was the work of the Inshore Squadron and the
auxiliary craft and naval shore parties that had made the defence of
Tobruk possible at all. The Inshore Squadron had assumed its name,
and most of the little ships of which it was formed were first assembled,
at the time of the British offensive in December 1940. Its main activi-
ties then took two forms—supporting the Army by gunfire, and land-
ing some of its essential requirements, especially fresh water and
petrol. When the siege of Tobruk began in April 1941 the main task
of the Inshore Squadron became to work the only line of supply
possible—Dby sea.

The running in of supplies became a fine art. Ships had to find
their way through the boom on a dark night and berth in a harbour
strewn with wrecks. The base parties had to secure the ships and
lighters, discharge the stores and get the ships away again—all without
lights and in less than an hour. Ships of many types were used in this
service. The regulars were destroyers, sloops, gunboats, minesweepers
and, later, fast minelayers; there were also small merchant vessels,
landing craft, tugs, and even captured sailing ships, mostly com-
missioned by the Royal Navy. Australian and South African warships
played a prominent part.?

! Some of these ships did not belong to the Inshore Squadron, but were drawn from the

Fleet as required. As part of the ‘Crusader’ plan the small :higs were reorganized into
two groups—one still known as the Inshore Squadron and the
Desert Escort Force.

other as the Western
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It was a hazardous and wearing task. Losses came principally from
air attack but also from mines. As the efficient anti-aircraft defence
caused the air attacks on Tobruk to decrease, so those against ships
on passage became more severe. When fighter protection was available
the ships were routed close inshore, but it was not unusual for a whole
squadron of escorting fighters to be outnumbered by the enemy.
For the passage of a slow tanker four or more fighter squadrons were
not too much. The most dangerous times were dawn, dusk, and in
moonlight.

It is easy to see what an added burden the relief of Tobruk threw
on the Inshore Squadron. For the first stage—the relief of 18th
Australian Infantry Brigade by the 1st Polish Carpathian Brigade
between 1gth and 2gth August—the nightly convoys consisted usually
of two destroyers and one fast minelayer (Abdiel or Latona) carrying
troops, and a third destroyer laden with stores. Cruiser escorts were
provided to give extra anti-aircraft protection. 6,116 troops and 1,297
tons of stores were landed and 5,040 troops were taken off. The Army
had no casualties but the cruiser Phoebe and the destroyer Nizam were
both damaged by air attack.

Between 19th and 27th September the 16th Infantry Brigade Group
of 7oth Division, as 6th (British) Division was now called, Head-
quarters 32nd Army Tank Brigade, and the 4th Royal Tank Regiment
—6,308 men in all—were brought in, and the 24th Australian
Infantry Brigade Group of 5,089 men taken out. Over 2,000 tons
of stores were landed, and no ships were lost. For the third stage of
the relief, between 12th and 25th October, the remainder of 7oth
Division was brought in and nearly all the Australians taken off.
During this period the ships plying to and from Tobruk were less
lucky. The destroyer Hero was damaged by a bomb, the gunboat Grat
had her bows blown off, and the petrol carrier Pass of Balmaha and
the storeship Samos were sunk by a submarine. Worst of all, the
valuable fast minelayer Latona was sunk by air attack. On this occasion
she was carrying stores and ammunition; 23 officers and men of the
Royal Navy and 14 soldiers were killed or wounded. Her loss, and
the increasing weight of the attacks, convinced Admiral Cunningham
that it was too risky to continue. Consequently 2 /13th Australian
Battalion, two companies of the 2 /15th, and some men of divisional
headquarters were left behind. So ended an undertaking to which the
Commanders-in-Chief, and Admiral Cunningham in particular, had
been strongly opposed, but which, in the event, caused no delay to the
start of ‘Crusader’. Command of the fortress passed to Major-General
R. M. Scobie, commander of the 7oth Division.

The achievement of the Navy and Merchant Service during the
whole period of the siege—r11th April to 1oth December 1941—is
baldly given by the following figures:
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Men taken out of Tobruk

(including wounded and prisoners) i e 471280
Men carried in .

o m 34,113
Stores carried in » y b tons 33,946
Warships and merchant ships lost . " ; 34

» » » » da'mang i E e 33

During the six and a half months from April to October the
casualties in the garrison were

Killed | Wounded | Missing | Total

Australian 744 1,974 476 3,194
British 88 406 15 509
Indian 1 25 — 26
Polish 22 82 3 107
Total 855 2,487 494 3,836

‘Crusader’, or—as it is sometimes called—the Winter Battle, was
fought over a vast area by the largest concentration of armoured
vehicles that had yet been used in the Western Desert. Each side had,
in addition, a number of unarmoured formations, but it was thought
that the armoured forces were dominant and that the battle would be
won or lost according to what happened to them. The vital question
of training has already been referred to, and it is necessary also to take
account of some of the material factors which affected the relative
strength of the armoured forces from time to time.

Generalization about the tanks themselves is apt to be misleading.
The introduction of a new or modified model did not mean the
immediate disappearance of the older tanks; consequently there were
often several different models in use together. Particulars of the
tanks which were present during the period of this volume are given
in Appendix 8, together with a short explanation of some of the
technical aspects of the ding-dong struggle between guns and armour.?
A few of the most important features at the time of ‘Crusader’ deserve
mention here.

The German tanks were of pre-war design, and the earlier models
had been thoroughly tested in training and in battle in Poland and in
France. In Libya there were three main types, Pzkw II, III, and IV,

1 A similar appendix, covering the spring and summer of 1941, will be found in
Volume II.
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all mechanically reliable. The Pzkw II was lightly armed and
armoured and of little fighting value, but was useful for reconnaissance.
The Pzkw IV was a support tank, armed with a low-velocity 7:5-cm
gun effective with high explosive shell against unarmoured troops
and capable of damaging tanks at long range. The Pzkw III was the
war-horse of the tank ». tank battle in the Desert. It mounted a short
5-cm. gun firing a 44-lb. armour-piercing shell. Against homogeneous
(i.e. not face-hardened) armour, such as the British used, its penetra-
tion was much the same as that of the solid shot of its opposite number
—the British 2-pdr—though a shell, even if it did not penetrate, was
capable of doing quite serious damage. In addition, like the German
anti-tank guns of the time, the Pzkw III carried a small proportion
of light armour-piercing shot, known to the British as ‘arrowhead’.
This had very good penetration at short range, and might almost be
called ‘anti-Matilda’ ammunition—so impressed had the Germans
been by the thick frontal armour of the Matilda tanks captured in
France.

In November 1941 the basic armour on the Pzkw III and IV was
not very different in thickness from that on the British cruisers, but in
the more vulnerable places it was face-hardened, while the British
armour was not. Moreover, many Pzkw IIIs—the exact number is
uncertain—were strengthened in front with additional face-hardened
plates. Trials were later to show that if small projectiles, such as the
2-pdr shot, were not to shatter ineffectively against the extra plates
they must be protected by a cap. No capped ammunition was available
for the British 2-pdr.

The Italians had a light tank of no account and a rather slow
medium tank—the Mig/40—armed with a 47-mm. gun. The
mechanical design and construction of this tank were sound, but it was
too lightly armoured and the plates tended to crack when hit.

There was no German or Italian counterpart to the British ‘T’
tanks, whose role was to co-operate closely with the infantry. The
Matilda was a genuine ‘I’ tank, but the Valentine, which gradually
replaced it, had been designed as a cruiser, and was faster and less
heavily armoured than the Matilda.! In November 1941 the ‘I’ tanks
in the Middle East were not employed with the armoured divisions,
so that, valuable though they were, they cannot at this stage be
included without reservation in the balance-sheet of the armoured
forces.

The early British-made cruisers were by now suffering from what
General Norrie described as ‘general debility’. The latest arrival, the
Crusader, was reasonably fast and handy, but had certain weaknesses

1 In the Middle East the Valentine came to be used both as an ‘I’ tank and as a cruiser:
e.g. the 8th Armoured Division, which arrived in the Middle East in July 1942, consisted
almost entirely of Valentines.
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which in the desert led to far too many mechanical breakdowns,
resulting often in total loss.! All British tanks were armed with the
2-pdr gun.? The American Stuarts filled a serious gap in Allied cruiser
tank production and though they were really light tanks they were very
welcome in the Middle East. They had a good turn of speed and
were mechanically reliable, and their 37-mm. gun (using capped
ammunition) was slightly better than the 2-pdr, but the fighting
compartment was inconvenient and the radius of action without
refuelling was so small as to be a tactical handicap. The table on
page 30 shows how the various tanks were allotted to brigades.

It is important to remember that the opposing tank was not the
tank’s sole enemy. The anti-tank mine was already having an effect
upon tactics, and before long its influence was to become very great
indeed. Both sides were to lay minefields in profusion. Before
‘Crusader’ began they were already in being at Tobruk, and along the
frontier defences which stretched from Sidi Omar to Halfaya and
Sollum.

A feature of the German tactics in ‘Battleaxe’ in June 1941 had been
the effective use of anti-tank guns; in particular, the 8+8-cm. dual-
purpose (anti-tank and anti-aircraft) gun had done great execution
among British tanks.* During ‘Crusader’ it is highly probable that
most of the damage to British tanks was done by the 5-cm. anti-tank
gun (Pak 38) which worked in close co-operation with the German
armour. This gun was longer, and had better penetration, than the
5-cm. tank gun mounted in the Pzkw III or the British 2-pdr. There
were also various Italian anti-tank guns, of which the most numerous
was the 47-mm. At this time all the larger anti-tank guns in the
frontier defences were Italian, except for twenty-three German
8+8-cms—which were doubtless positioned where it was expected that
Matildas might be used. Nearly all the anti-tank guns in the force
investing Tobruk were Italian. The Germans kept their ninety-six
5-cm. Pak 38s and the remaining twelve 8-8-cms with the D.A.K.,
together with a number of the older 3-7-cm. anti-tank guns. The
British 2-pdr anti-tank gun was the same as the gun mounted in their

—

1 To avoid confusion, the British Crusader tank (also known as A 15 or Cruiser Mark
V1) is printed without quotation-marks, whereas the battle is referred to as ‘Crusader’.

2 Except for a few close-support tanks; see table on page 440.

3 The German 8:8-cm. gun, though manned by the Luftwaffe, had been brought to
North Africa primarily as an anti-tank weapon. For this role it had the advantages over
the British 3 7-inch A.A. gun of a shield, an excellent telescopic sight, and later of a type
of trailer that enabled it to come rapidly into action and so take (Fart.in comparatively
open fighting. The primary role of the British 3-7-inch guns was definitely anti-aircraft,

and most of them were deployed in accordance with a plan agreed between the three
Services at points vulnerable to air attack all over the Middle East—such as depots, ports,
the Canal, airfields and advanced landing-grounds. But these guns, too, if fitted with a
suitable sight, could engage ground targets, including tanks. In April 1942 about sixty
were so fitted, and a few were in action in an anti-tank role during part of the battle
of Gazala.
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tanks, and, like it, suffered from having no capped ammunition.
Until the 2-pdr was replaced by the 6-pdr in 1942 great reliance had
to be placed on the 25-pdr field gun, which became the best weapon
against enemy tanks, often to the detriment of its normal tactical role.

At this time a British armoured division was designed to contain
two armoured brigades each of three armoured regiments each of
about fifty tanks. The artillery and motor-borne infantry were grouped
in a Support Group. If, therefore, infantry were needed to work
with an armoured brigade, they were provided either by the Support
Group or by another (unarmoured) division. Apart from the two
armoured brigades in the sole British armoured division there was one
armoured brigade which had some supporting arms of its own and
was known as the 4th Armoured Brigade Group. It was sometimes
under command of 3oth Corps and sometimes of 7th Armoured
Division.

The Germans had two armoured divisions, 15th and 21st. Each
contained one tank regiment of two battalions; one reconnaissance
unit, which included an armoured car company; one machine-gun
battalion; one Panzerjiger or ‘tank-hunting’ (i.e. anti-tank) unit; one
engineer battalion; and one artillery regiment of three batteries. At
this time, however, one battery of 21st Panzer Division had been lent
to the Afrika Division for the attack on Tobruk. Each armoured
division had also a lorried infantry regiment of two battalions, but
the 21st had been further milked of one of its two, which was now at
Halfaya holding part of the frontier defences. The Afrika Division
(soon to be renamed goth Light) consisted almost entirely of infantry,
of which it had seven battalions.! The Italian Ariete Armoured Divi-
sion contained three battalions of tanks, a motorized Bersaglieri
regiment, artillery, engineers, etc.

Thus the Germans and Italians together had, in their armoured
divisions, seven battalions with about ggo tanksin all, including the
the German Pzkw IIs but excluding the Italian light tanks. The
British 8th Army had nine battalions (or regiments), with nearly
500 tanks of cruiser class. In addition, there were three battalions of
‘T’ tanks in the 8th Army and a mixed force of ‘I’ tanks, light tanks,
and cruisers in the Tobruk garrison.

The distribution of tanks by types was as follows:?

! The infantry regiments of German armoured and light divisions were at this time
styled Schiit zen Regimenter, of which the British equivalent was lorried or motorized infantry.

e necessary vehicles were borne on the establishment of the regiments, which, unlike
other infantry, came within the province of the Director of Mobile Troops. In July 1942
the lorried infantry regiments were renamed Panzer Grenadier regiments.

* The figures are not all the same in the unit, brigade, division, corps, and army
diaries; nor is it always clear whether tanks in the Light Repair Sections and Advanced

Workshops are included. The figures given are compiled mainly from Units’ own
records.

4
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BRITISH
goth Corps
l HQ
HQ 4 Armd Armd Armd
T 7 22
ype 30 Corps | 7 l‘;’:‘d Bde Bde Bde Foml
Early
cruisen 6 26 32
various
Cruisers A13 v 2 ¥ 62 o 62!
Cruisers A15 s 2 i 53 1 210
(Crusaders) i
Stuarts LM 3 8 5% 165 s s 173
Total 8 8 165 141 155 477
13th Corps

1st Army Tank Brigade 3 cruisers and 132 ‘I’ tanks (about
half Matilda, half Valentine)

In Tobruk
32nd Army Tank Brigade 32 assorted cruisers
25 light tanks
69 ‘I’ tanks (Matilda)

GERMAN AND ITALIAN

]

Tee | B’ | "bw | Diw | Tow
Pzkw II 38 32 E 70
Pzkw III 75 64 o 139
Pzkw IV 20 15 .. 35
M 13/40 - 5id 146 146

Total 133 1 146 390

52 Italian light tanks were with the Ariete Division, and 110 were
distributed among the other Italian (non-armoured) divisions.
There was a striking difference in the tank reserves. The Germans
appear to have had almost none, and their first substantial reinforce-
ments arrived late in December. The British had a few Stuarts in

1 Mere numbers do not always give a true picture. For instance, sixteen of the A 13s
joined 2nd R.T.R. from workshops at the last minute; they were reported unfit for
operations, but had to be taken into action.
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reserve in the forward area, and a large number of assorted tanks
undergoing repair or essential modification in workshops—g2 cruisers
(mostly new Crusaders), go new Stuarts, and 77 ‘I’ tanks. Convoy
WS 12 was already at sea bringing 124 Crusaders, 60 Stuarts, and 52
‘I’ tanks, all except the last named being part of the 1st Armoured
Division. No more convoys were expected before the end of January.

By the middle of November, then, the situation was that the British,
with more tanks and aircraft than had ever been assembled in the
Western Desert before, were about to launch a major offensive, and
General Rommel was about to make his long-delayed attack on
Tobruk. It was touch-and-go which side would be ready first; in the
event it was the British, who, moreover, had been successful in
concealing their intentions. Rommel was expecting them to do some-
thing to divert his attention from Tobruk, but had no wish to play
their game by allowing it to be diverted. He was therefore in no mind
to respond quickly to the first British moves, whatever they might be.
But, as has been seen, the development of the British plan was to
depend largely on the enemy’s reactions. Because of these curious
circumstances a special interest lies in seeing how far the commanders
on both sides were hindered or helped by their expectations of what
was going to happen.




CHAPTER II

THE WINTER BATTLE, 1941
(‘CRUSADER’)-1I

See Map 2

‘ RUSADER’ was a British victory, in that Tobruk was
Crclicvcd, the enemy was driven from Cyrenaica with heavy

losses, and all the Axis troops holding positions on the
Egyptian frontier were destroyed or captured. This all took longer
than expected, however, and in doing it the British exhausted them-
selves.

The region Sollum-Fort Maddalena-Bir el Gubi-Tobruk, where the
first fortnight’s fighting took place, is a corner of the Western Desert
larger than Norfolk and Suffolk.! Except near the coast the surface is
generally hard, flat, and open, so that desert-worthy vehicles can roam
almost anywhere except after heavy rain. Along an imaginary line
from Bardia to El Adem the ground breaks up into undulations, with
the ridges running east and west; the northern faces are usually the
steeper, forming escarpments passable by vehicles at only occasional
places. A few miles farther north runs the coast road—the Italian Via
Balbia—and the ground then tumbles in a tangle of wadis to the sea.

The ridges or escarpments lie roughly in two rows, one wholly to
the north of the Trigh Capuzzo and one partly north and partly south
of it. Towards El Adem the Trigh runs between the two, as also does
the Tobruk by-pass road. This road was built by the enemy to take
the place of that portion of the Via Balbia denied to them by our occu-

“pation of Tobruk. Twelve miles east of El Adem, that is just opposite
Sidi Rezegh, the by-pass road turns north and passes between minor
hill-features at El Duda on the west and Belhamed on the east.? The
area Sidi Rezegh-El Duda-Belhamed, which was obviously a sensitive
spot on the enemy’s communications, was the scene of some of the
heaviest fighting of all.

‘Crusader’ was a complicated battle, and in order that its essential
features shall stand out clearly the dispositions and movements on
Maps 3 to 16 have been drawn as simply as possible. But to form a

! For a general description of the Western Desert see Volume I, pp. 115-7.

? An alternative spelling is Ed Duda. The usual practice is to keep the ‘I’ of the definite
article (‘al’ or ‘el’) even though it is assimilated in pronunciation to one of the letters t,
th, d, dh, r, z, s, sh, 1, or n. Thus El Regima is pronounced Er Regima: El Nbeidat,
En Nbeidat; El Duda, Ed Duda; and so on.
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true picture of the scene it is necessary to bear in mind a few facts.

First, the enormous number of vehicles. By now the 8th Army was
almost entirely motorized, that is to say nearly all the men and equip-
ment were carried in some sort of mechanical transport—armoured
car, tank, towing vehicle, tracked Bren carrier, special vehicle, or
truck. Some men fought in their vehicles, some on foot. In a ‘motor-
ized’ battalion the transport was permanently allotted, but in others
only the ‘specialists’ (signallers, mortar platoons, etc.) had permanent
transport, and extra lorries from the transport pool were needed to
lift all the other men if the battalion had to move any distance quickly.
Broadly speaking, all the units of goth Corps were motorized, while
some of 13th Corps were not. As for the enemy, in their three armoured
divisions (15th, 21st and Ariete) and their one motorized division
(Trieste) everyone was carried. In the incomplete German Afrika
Division none of the infantry was as yet lorry-borne.! The other Italian
divisions had not enough transport to make them mobile. Altogether
there may have been anything up to thirty thousand vehicles moving
about in the region between Tobruk and the Egyptian frontier.

To avoid attention from the air it was usual for vehicles to move
widely dispersed, whether they were lifting troops or delivering
ammunition, petrol, water or food, or were returning to refill either
empty or carrying casualties, prisoners or salvage. The Germans
dispersed their vehicles less widely than the British, but neither side
moved in the compact columns and blobs shown in the history books,
except at night or when it was necessary to concentrate for some
tactical purpose. The usual pattern by day was one of diffuse swarms or
long strings of widely separated vehicles trying to avoid bunching or
looking in any way conspicuous. When they halted for the night for
rest, maintenance, or replenishment they would normally close up
into a more compact formation—called a leaguer—for better control
and defence.

So much movement in extended formation made great demands
upon the skill and self-reliance of drivers and crews, especially during
the time when each side was burrowing far behind the other’s ‘front’.
Then, even in the back areas, every move, and sometimes every halt,
became an adventure. Friend and foe would suddenly meet, stray
vehicles would be pounced upon, headquarters would be overrun, and
leaguers would be shot up. A breakdown could be serious, for apart
from the danger of being lost there was always the chance that the
next vehicle to appear would be hostile. Rommel himself was very
nearly captured, and many other important persons had narrow

! The title “155th Lorried Infantry Regiment’ in the Afrika Division is misleading.
The headquarters was that of a Lorried Infantry Regiment, but the battalions (all belong-
ing to different regiments) of which the 155th Regiment was made up were not provided
with lorries.
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escapes. But the freedom of movement in the desert also gave experi-
enced and mobile troops a good deal of security because they could
easily dodge trouble.

It is easy to imagine what complex patterns these mechanical
armies got themselves into. Not even from the air could they be
completely sorted out. The battlefield was large and much of it almost
featureless, so that the exact position of anything seen was often
difficult to describe. After the first two wet days the weather gradually
improved, but even so an aircraft flying low—as it often had to—had
only a small field of view, while the prevalent low cloud and whipped-
up sand made visibility from a greater height very uncertain. More-
over, the numbers of aircraft on each side specifically devoted to
tactical reconnaissance were quite small; the British, for instance,
started the battle with three squadrons in which the pilots were
specially trained in such duties. Their reports were supplemented, of
course, by what the fighter and bomber pilots saw, but the broad
result was that although a great deal was observed and accurately
reported of the enemy’s moves and dispositions the plots on the map
did not always represent the whole story and sometimes made little
sense.

Another of the difficulties of the Air Force in helping the Army was
that the ‘bomb-line’, or line beyond which anything seen might be
attacked, was not easy to define in practice, for instead of there being
a clearly defined front the forces of the two sides were often biting
each other’s flanks or tail. Aircraft were rarely able to join in a swaying
fight between the armoured forces, and even on the fringe of such a
fight they could not always tell friend from foe. The Army was loath
to paint large distinguishing marks on its vehicles, though it was later
forced to follow the enemy’s lead in this respect. Difficult as it was to
distinguish troops from the air it was not always easy to do so from
the ground either. One vehicle at a distance or at an angle is much
like another, especially when the silhouettes are broken by festoons of
sandbags, kit, and spares, and to make matters worse each side made
great use of vehicles captured from the other.! The British armoured
car regiments, however, were good at recognition and their reports
were generally accurate.

There was another important aspect of the struggle to gain informa-
tion. During battle a commander wants to have timely and accurate
information not only of the position of the enemy’s troops, but also of
their condition. The first news about the enemy’s losses usually came
from the unit that had caused them, and for some time this would

! The importance of early recognition is well brought out in one of 21st Panzer Division’s

reports on its battle experiences: “Tank recognition is the basis of all tank defence mea-
sures. In fighting heavily armoured vehicles the correct moment to open fire, the point
of aim, and the choice of ammunition differ with each type of vehicle’.
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be all the higher commanders had to go upon. The Germans often
seemed to have recovered in a remarkable way, and it is now clear
that the first estimates of the numbers of their tanks destroyed were
usually far too high. Indeed, the total would have accounted for the
two Panzer regiments several times over, and this would only have
been possible if the Germans had received constant and considerable
reinforcements of tanks, whereas in fact they received hardly any. It
is only fair to say that the enemy also suffered from exaggerated
reports.

Yet another factor tended to thicken the fog of battle at this time.
Even at night, when there would often be a pause, it was not always
possible for the higher headquarters to get accurate and up-to-the-
minute information of the state or even the position of their own troops.
This was because the great extent of the battlefield and the speed of
movement compelled at all levels a wide use of wireless communica-
tion (in addition to other methods) and this was much less reliable
than it later became.! Not only had pre-war economy hindered the
development of the Army’s signal equipment (partly no doubt because
the Army could carry out its peace time duties with less dependence
upon wireless than could the other Services) but the size of the
requirement in desert warfare had been underestimated. More
channels were required for operational and administrative control in
highly mobile desert warfare than elsewhere, and there were not
enough wireless sets. Nor, with the exception of the short-range sets
for tank-to-tank and intra-unit communications, did the wireless
equipment possess the necessary range, and there was much trouble
from fading, particularly in the hours of darkness. The pre-war
medium-range sets had proved quite unsuitable for the desert, and
pending the production of a satisfactory type, a medley of equipment,
procured from various sources, had to be employed as a makeshift.
Again, there was difficulty in finding the means and the time to charge -
the batteries of short-range sets under battle conditions. This was a
particularly thorny problem for tanks, which used the tank-engine for
charging, because it was found that the time spent on the move (i.e.
with the engine running) was less than had been expected;
the batteries had therefore to be charged frequently by some
external means. At this time there was a serious shortage of charging
plant, and the expenditure of spare batteries was consequently
€normous.

The net result was that in 1941 there were liable to be interruptions
to wireless communications at critical times, especially on the longer
links; indeed, Army Headquarters was on occasions out of telegraphic

1 The system known as ‘J’, whereby the wireless transmissions of forward headquarters
were int;rycscptcd at Army and Corps headquarters and passed to the operations staffs,
had not vet been developed.
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and telephonic touch with one or both Corps.! Thus there were fre-
quently serious delays between the issue of an order and its receipt by
all the units which were required to act on it. A further difficulty
arose from ciphering delays, aggravated by a shortage of cipher staffs.
Attempts were made to evade the need for ciphering by such dodges as
‘veiled’ conversations, but the enemy’s records show that he gathered
much information from these rather ingenuous attempts. The German
diaries disclose that they also had their troubles, for there are many
references to the failure of wireless communications at crucial moments.

The foregoing remarks will perhaps explain some of the differences
in this particular battle between what is now understood to have
happened and what the commanders on both sides believed to be

happening.

The main forces under General Cunningham’s command and their
initial tasks in the plan already outlined were as follows:

goth Corps (Lieut.-General C. W. M. Norrie)
To advance north-west, find and destroy the enemy’s armour, and protect
the left flank of the 13th Corps :
7th Armoured Division (Major-General W. H. E. Gott)—
7th and 22nd Armoured Brigades.
4th Armoured Brigade Group (Brigadier A. H. Gatehouse).

To protect the communications of the 7th Armoured Division on the west and
south-west; later to capture the Sidi Rezegh ridge :

1st South African Division (Major-General G. L. Brink)—
1st and 5th South African Infantry Brigades.

To protect the communications, supply dumps and landing-grounds in
goth Corps’ area:

22nd Guards Brigade (Brigadier J. C. O. Marriott).

13th Corps (Lieut.-General A. R. Godwin-Austen)

To pin down and cut off the enemy’s troops on the Egyptian frontier; later to
advance west :

New Zealand Division (Major-General B. C. Freyberg)—
4th, 5th and 6th New Zealand Infantry Brigades.

4th Indian Division (Major-General F. W. Messervy)—
5th, 7th and 11th Indian Infantry Brigades.

1st Army Tank Brigade (Brigadier H. R. B. Watkins).

! In the text ‘telephone conversation’ sometimes, for brevity’s sake, covers ‘conversa-
tion on the key’, a method by which an operator tapped out in Morse a dictated message
and wrote down the answer. The method could be slow and exasperating.
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Tobruk Garrison (Major-General R. M. Scobie)?
To make a sortie when ordered :

70th Division—14th, 16th and 23rd Infantry Brigades.

Polish Carpathian Infantry Brigade Group (Major-General S.
Kopanski).

32nd Army Tank Brigade (Brigadier A. C. Willison).

Oasis Force (Brigadier D. W. Reid)?
To secure jarabub, advance to protect landing-ground 125, and seize Falo :

2gth Indian Infantry Brigade Group.
6th South African Armoured Car Regiment.

Army Reserve
2nd South African Division (Major-General I. P. de Villiers)—3rd,
4th and 6th South African Infantry Brigades.

On 16th November the Mediterranean Fleet from Alexandria,
Force H from Gibraltar, and Force K from Malta, together with
some merchant ships, began the series of movements to simulate the
passage of a convoy from Gibraltar through the Mediterranean, with
the object of attracting the attention of the enemy, and of his air
forces in particular.

At midnight on 17th November the concentration of the 8th Army
and Desert Air Force was complete. The night, as usual at this time of
year, was bitterly cold. Good driving, wide dispersion, the use of
simple camouflage, strict wireless discipline, the low cloud, and the
success of the Royal Air Force in hampering the enemy’s reconnais-
sance had all helped to conceal the British intentions and had led
General Rommel to conclude—in spite of Italian misgivings—that the
only action to be expected would be some sort of counter to his own
attack on Tobruk. What is more, he calculated that anything the
British might do would be too late. He was therefore content to rely
upon the armoured cars of Reconnaissance Units 3 and 33 to give
warning of any British movements. Accordingly on 18th November
only these units lay in the path of the British 3oth Corps.

See Map 3

At dawn the goth Corps began to cross the frontier, and by evening
had approximately reached its objectives for the day.® The 13th Corps

1 Also commanded 7oth Division.
* Also commanded 29th Indian Infantry Brigade.

3 Mechanical breakdowns had reduced the number of runner tanks to 119 in the 7th
Armoured Brigade and 136 in the 22nd. The figure for 4th Armoured Brigade is not
recorded, but it is known that there were very few breakdowns among the Stuart tanks.
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had closed up to the enemy’s frontier positions.* Though the weather,
by continuing to ground the Axis air forces, had favoured the British,
visibility from the air was poor. On the ground nothing had been
seen of the enemy except their reconnaissance troops, so there was
nothing to guide General Cunningham in deciding what to do next.
He had taken the first step by moving his own armour one day’s
march to a central and threatening position, and had intended the
next step to be the sequel to some move of the enemy’s, but as yet the
enemy had not moved.

At the enemy’s headquarters opinion was in fact divided. General
Criiwell, commanding the D.4.K., was inclined to see in the British
moves the start of an offensive. Rommel, however, who had just
arrived back from Rome, believed them to indicate no more than a
reconnaissance in force, and made no changes in his dispositions.
The 15th Panzer Division remained assembled between Tobruk and
Gambut, ready to take part in the coming attack on Tobruk. The 21st
Panzer Division lay some twenty miles to the west of Sidi Azeiz in a
convenient position for supporting the frontier garrisons. The Ariete
Division was at Bir el Gubi, covering the desert flank. Headquarters
D.A.K. was due to leave Bardia for Gambut next day—a further
preliminary to the attack on Tobruk.

Thus we now know that Rommel did not intend to react, even on
the next day, in the way that the British commanders hoped. They
were eager for him to do something which would help them to judge
where and when the great armoured battle might be fought. They
were therefore in the odd position of possessing the initiative, and,
because the enemy did not act, of being uncertain how to use it.
General Gott’s orders for the 7th Armoured Division early on 1gth
November reflect this state of mind. The task was to secure Bir el
Gubi and later Sidi Rezegh. The 4th Armoured Brigade was to remain
where it was to protect the right flank of the Division and the left
flank of 13th Corps. The 7th Armoured Brigade was to reconnoitre
towards Sidi Rezegh and to secure an area on the escarpment if an
opportunity occurred. The 22nd Armoured Brigade was to recon-
noitre towards Bir el Gubi and to secure ground in that area as
opportunity offered. The Support Group was to be ready to act with
either the 7th or 22nd Armoured Brigades.

See Map 4

The 22nd Armoured Brigade (Brigadier J. Scott-Cockburn), of three
newly arrived Yeomanry regiments armed with the latest Crusader
tanks, was nearing Bir el Gubi when General Gott arrived and—

1 Between the sea and the New Zealand Division were 11th Indian Infantry Brigade,
Central India Horse, and 7th Indian Infantry Brigade.
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according to its own diary—ordered it to attack.! He may have felt
that it would be unwise to leave the Ariete Division unmolested on
his left flank, and may have thought that there was a chance of doing
some damage to it at little cost. He may have wished to give the 22nd
Armoured Brigade some battle experience before they met the Ger-
mans, but without becoming heavily committed. Anyhow, the Brigade
attacked, perhaps rather impetuously, with the support of only one
25-pdr battery, and after driving in the covering troops came under
strong fire from the Italian prepared positions. At length it broke off
the action having lost 25 of its 136 tanks. 34 Italian tanks were de-
stroyed and 15 were damaged, and 12 Italian guns were lost.?

Meanwhile the 7th Armoured Brigade (Brigadier G. M. O. Davy),
advancing north, had seen no enemy, and towards one o’clock was
ordered to seize a position east of Sidi Rezegh.® It moved fast and
surprised Sidi Rezegh airfield, capturing 19 Italian aircraft. There it
remained, to the alarm of those troops of the goth Light (Afrika)
Division deployed along the escarpment which lay north of the airfield,
who had at the moment very few anti-tank guns.

The morning’s reports strengthened General Criiwell’s view that a
British offensive was developing. Rommel, however, would have none
of it, though he yielded to the extent of allowing 15th Panzer Division
to be moved south-west of Gambut, whence it could reconnoitre, and
agreed that 21st Panzer Division should send a battle group to support
its armoured cars which were being chased towards Sidi Azeiz by
the King’s Dragoon Guards. The Stephan group was accordingly
formed of 5th Panzer Regiment, probably with 8o to go tanks and
some field and anti-aircraft guns. This set off towards Gabr Saleh
and ran headlong into the 4th Armoured Brigade Group (Brigadier
A. H. Gatehouse) just before 4 p.m.* The fight was evenly matched in
numbers of tanks for one British armoured regiment (3rd Royal Tank
Regiment) had been sent off to support the armoured cars in the
direction of Sidi Azeiz. It was recalled, but did not rejoin its brigade
before dark, by which time Colonel Stephan had disengaged. The
British had 23 Stuart tanks put out of action, and the Germans recorded
2 of theirs destroyed and 6 damaged.

1 22nd Armoured Brigade:2nd Royal Gloucestershire Hussars, 3rd and 4th County of
London Yeomanry, ‘C’ Battery R.H.A., one troop 102nd (Northumberland Hussars)
Anti-Tank Regiment R.H.A.

2 It has been suggested by some who were present that the Ariete Division was met in
unexpected strength at Bir el Gubi. Its composition was accurately known, however, and
a document issued by 7th Armoured Division on 15th November shows that the Ariete
Division was thought to have moved forward to the Bir el Gubi area.

3 7th Armoured Brigade: 7th Queen’s Own Hussars, 2nd and 6th Royal Tank Regi-
ment, 4th R 'men?%\.H.A. (less one battery), one troop 1o2nd (Northumberland
Husar$ Anti-Tank Regiment R.H.A.

4 4th Armoured Brigade Group: 8th King’s Royal Irish Hussars, 3rd and ggl.Royal
Tank Regiment, 2nd Regiment R.H.A., 102nd (Northumberland Hussars) Anti
Regiment R.H.A. (less one battery), 2nd Scots Guards.

-Tank
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While the goth Corps was fighting these widely separated and in-
decisive engagements, the 13th Corps was having an uneventful day.
The 7th Indian Infantry Brigade lapped round the Omars, and the
New Zealand Division moved a few miles forward. During the
previous night the cruisers Naiad and Euryalus had bombarded the
Halfaya defences.

The enemy’s air force was still largely grounded, though the weather
had improved enough for Beaufighters to attack the Stuka base at
Tmimi, and Wellingtons were able to continue their night attacks on
grounded aircraft at Derna, Gazala, Martuba and Tmimi. During the
day tactical reconnaissance aircraft of No. 451 Squadron R.A.AF.
saw many enemy tanks and vehicles between Gambut and Fort
Capuzzo, which were then attacked by almost the full strength of
the two medium bomber wings. The inference from enemy move-
ments observed during the day was that the general trend was west-
ward.

Apart from this the day had again given General Cunningham
little to go upon, but there had been some success in the north and
he decided to exploit it. He therefore ordered the 7th Support Group
to join the 7th Armoured Brigade at Sidi Rezegh; the 1st South
African Division to move up close to Bir el Gubi and hold one brigade
ready to move to Sidi Rezegh in the afternoon; the 22nd Armoured
Brigadeto operate northof Bir el Gubi; and the 4th Armoured Brigade
to remain at Gabr Saleh.

The evening of 1gth November found General Rommel still pre-
occupied with Tobruk. It now seemed that the British were trying to
prevent his attack or even to raise the siege. He therefore ordered
General Criiwell to destroy them before they could interfere. Criiwell
decided to use both his armoured divisions against the British columns
in turn, and chose as the first victim a force which had been reported
to have advanced north-east almost to Sidi Azeiz.! In this belief he
ordered the 15th Panzer Division to move east, while the 21st made
for Sidi Omar to prevent the enemy escaping southwards. The frontier
garrison would bar the way to the east. A typical German plan for
encirclement.

See Map &

Early on 20th November General Cunningham left General
Norrie’s headquarters and returned to his own. Here reports of the
move of Headquarters D.4.K. from Bardia towards Tobruk, and other
westerly trends of movement, had given the impression that the
enemy might be trying to slip away. General Gott was now at Sidi

1 The move of 3rd Royal Tank Regiment in support of the King’s Dragoon Guards’
armoured cars earlier in the day almost certainly gave rise to this report.
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Rezegh. It seemed to him that the enemy here were weak, and at
about 10 a.m. he suggested to General Norrie that the Support Group
should be able to gain touch with the 7oth Division if General Scobie
were ordered to make his sortie on the morning of 21st November.
Norrie was attracted by this suggestion, although it meant a radical
change from the previous intention of defeating the enemy’s armour
first. It will be referred to again presently.

Meanwhile General Criiwell’s two Panzer Divisions were slowly
moving east, and some hours went by before he realized that there
was nothing in front of him except some armoured cars. Mid-way
between Sidi Omar and Sidi Azeiz the 21st Panzer Division halted,
out of fuel and short of ammunition. Criiwell asked Rommel’s per-
mission to advance with the 15th Panzer Division on Gabr Saleh, but
was told to do this early next day, using both divisions. In spite of this
Criiwell sent 15th Panzer Division ahead with orders to gain contact,
and told the 21st to join it by a night march. The German armour was
reacting as General Auchinleck had foretold.

Some of the German messages which arranged all this were inter-
cepted. As a result the 8th Army warned General Norrie at 11 a.m.
on 20th November that the two Panzer Divisions had joined forces
and would attack the 4th Armoured Brigade at noon. Norrie at once
gave orders for the 22nd Armoured Brigade to be recalled from Bir
el Gubi, twenty-five miles away, their task of masking the Ariete
Division to be taken over by the 1st South African Division. There is
little doubt that the British Commanders now considered that the
armoured battle, which had been such a feature of their plans, was
imminent. What is more, it may be inferred that they were confident
of the outcome, although at best the four German tank battalions
would be faced by six British, because the 7th Armoured Brigade was
‘off the board’. If this confidence did not exist, it is difficult to explain
the decision now taken about the sortie from Tobruk. For at about
4 p.m. General Cunningham approved Gott’s suggestion, put to him
by Norrie, who then ordered the 7oth Division to make its sortie at
dawn on 215t November. One of the South African brigades was to
reach Sidi Rezegh by 7 a.m., to co-operate with the Support Group,
and the other was ‘to mask the Italians at Bir el Gubi’. This was a
change from the original plan in which the whole 1st South African
Division was to co-operate with the sortie from Tobruk after the
enemy’s armour had been decisively engaged.

Just as this decision was being taken the 15th Panzer Division, with
135 tanks,! gained contact with the 4th Armoured Brigade—Ilater than
had been expected. Even so, the 22nd Armoured Brigade did not
arrive from Bir el Gubi in time to play an effective part, and the

138 Pzkw II, 76 Pzkw III, 21 Pzkw IV, The full strength of a Panzer Regiment was 135.
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battle was indecisive. Twenty-six British tanks were lost or damaged ;
the German records do not establish their losses for that day, though
the British thought they had damaged about thirty.?

Just before 5 p.m. the 5th South African Infantry Brigade (Brigadier
B. F. Armstrong) began to move towards Sidi Rezegh. At dusk it
halted, with General Gott’s approval, because General Brink did not
consider the troops sufficiently desert-wise to make the move in the
dark. At 8 p.m. Gott gave his orders for the operations next day,
which aimed at securing the airfield and making ground towards El
Duda. He was not in signal touch with Tobruk, where General Scobie
was preparing to carry out his well-rehearsed plan for capturing two
main and several subsidiary localities between the south-east corner of
the perimeter and El Duda, thus creating a defended ‘corridor’ leading
into Tobruk. The principal attacks were to be made by tanks and
infantry in close co-operation, of the gend Army Tank Brigade
(Brigadier A. C. Willison), the 14th Infantry Brigade (Brigadier B. H.
Chappel) and the 16th Infantry Brigade (Brigadier C. E. N. Lomax).?

By 20th November the enemy’s airfields had dried sufficiently for
his aircraft to take off and try to hinder the British movements and
gain some much needed information. This led to some minor en-
counters in the air. The Beaufighters again attacked Tmimi, and the
Germans record a loss of eight aircraft in the day. On the ground a
westerly trend of movement was still apparent, and the medium
bombers were sent to interfere with it by attacking transport on the
Tobruk by-pass road. An attempt by other medium bombers to help
the 4th Armoured Brigade in its fight near Gabr Saleh did not suc-
ceed owing to the difficulty of telling friend from foe, and the pilots
had the mortification of returning to base with their bombs. It was on
the 20th that the fighter-bomber made its first appearance in the
Desert, the Hurricanes of No. 80 Squadron R.A.F. having been
adapted to carry eight 40-1b. bombs each. This was an important step
in the development of what proved to be a formidable weapon for
supporting the Army. After dark on the 20th aircraft dropped flares
and spotted for the cruisers Ajax, Neptune and Hobart, which bom-
barded groups of vehicles in an area some three miles south-west of
Bardia.

1 It is almost impossible to deduce from the German records how many tanks were
destroyed or damﬁd in any particular action. The numbers of fit tanks present with
cach of the Panzer Regiments are known from day to day, but in the absence of
for tanks which returned to their units after being repaired, the losses cannot be deduced
by subtraction. Occasionally, however, the German diaries record specific losses. Much
the same is true of the British.

? The g2nd Army Tank Brigade consisted of C Squadron King’s Dragoon Guards,
1st and 4th Royal Tank Resimmt, D Squadron 7th Royal Tank Regiment. From the
14th Infantry Brigade were the 2nd York and Lancaster Regiment and the 2nd Black

Watch, and from the 16th Infantry Brigade the 2nd King’s Own. The artillery consisted
of the 1st, 103:}!:; 107th iments R.H.A. and the lrt.h Field Regiment R.A.; the
ta Companies R.E.

engineer de! ents were from the 2nd and 54th Fiel
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The Panzer Army Group’s Battle Report for 20th November shows
that the events of the day had at last made it clear that the British
were not merely fighting a spoiling battle but had launched a major
offensive. In reaching this conclusion the Germans had been helped,
so they said, by a British broadcast from Cairo which announced
that the object of the large and well-equipped 8th Army was to
destroy the Axis forces in North Africa and make contact with the
Free French. General Rommel now knew what his problem was, and
viewed with some concern the prospect of a long struggle for which
his resources were none too plentiful. He decided, however, to hold
his frontier positions, maintain the siege of Tobruk for as long as
possible, and try to defeat the British forces in detail. Believing the
4th Armoured Brigade to have been disposed of already, he ordered
General Criiwell to move the whole D.4.K. from Gabr Saleh towards
Sidi Rezegh and destroy the British force there next day.

See Map 6

The fighting about Tobruk and Sidi Rezegh which began on 21st
November, and lasted with few pauses for three days, was the fiercest
yet seen in the desert. Round Sidi Rezegh airfield in particular the
action was unbelievably confused, and the rapid changes in the situa-
tion, the smoke and the dust, the sudden appearances of tanks first
from one direction and then from another, made great demands on
the junior leaders. They certainly did not fail, as the many stories of
individual gallantry prove. No fewer than four Victoria Crosses were
won: by 2nd Lieutenant G. Ward Gunn, Royal Horse Artillery; by
Rifleman J. Beeley, The King’s Royal Rifle Corps; by Captain P. J.
Gardner, The Royal Tank Regiment; and by Brigadier J. C. Camp-
bell, Commander of the 7th Support Group. The magnificent example
of ‘Jock’ Campbell, R.H.A., became a Desert legend. He was already
known as an outstanding leader of enterprise and daring; at Sidi
Rezegh his conduct was an inspiration.

During the night 20th /215t November the 7oth Division carried out
the intricate preliminaries of its sortie with speed and secrecy. Gaps
through the wire and minefields were made and marked, and four
bridges (with a spare for each) were laid over the anti-tank ditch.
Tanks, guns, and infantry moved into position for the break-out, as
did some armoured cars, the crews of which, each helped by a sapper,
were to lift mines. The break-out (with diversions by the Polish and
2grd Infantry Brigades elsewhere) began at dawn on 21st November.

For co-operation from the south General Gott and Brigadier Davy
had made the following plan. At a suitable time on the 21st the 7th
Armoured Brigade and the Support Group, both under Brigadier
Davy’s command, were to attack northwards from Sidi Rezegh air-
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field to secure part of the ridge overlooking the Trigh Capuzzo.! The
right of the attack was given to the 1st K.R.R.C., and the left to the
6th R.T.R. followed by one company of the 2nd Rifle Brigade. The
remaining troops had covering and reserve roles, and artillery support
was to be given by the grd and 4th Regiments, R.H.A., and the
6oth Field Regiment, R.A. When the objective had been gained the
6th R.T.R. was to move down past Sidi Rezegh with a view to joining
hands with the forces from Tobruk at El Duda.

At about 8 a.m., half an hour before the attack was to begin, enemy
tanks were reported approaching from the south-east. (These were
the 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions, which had been making their best
speed from Gabr Saleh.) It was past the time for the sortie from
Tobruk to have begun, so Brigadier Davy could not alter his plan for
co-operation. Placing Brigadier Campbell in command of the northern
attack he turned with the 7th Hussars and the 2nd R.T.R. to engage
the German armour. The heavy fighting thus begun lasted until late
in the afternoon.

The northward attack partially succeeded; the 1st K.R.R.C. and
the Rifle Brigade’s company gained and held their objectives, but the
6th R.T.R. in crossing the Trigh Capuzzo lost three-quarters of its
tanks, mainly to guns on the opposite ridge. In the south the 7th
Hussars and 2nd R.T.R. fought many close engagements, into which
as the day went on guns of the Horse and Field Artillery, the survivors
of the 6th R.T.R., and the remainder of the 2nd Rifle Brigade were
drawn. Casualties were heavy and included four commanding officers.
At the end only 28 tanks were fit to fight. But the enemy had been
held off and the ground deemed vital was still in British hands.

See also Map 7

During the morning the 4th and 22nd Armoured Brigades had been
ordered to follow and engage the 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions but
they had been delayed for one reason or another—refuelling, boggy
ground and the enemy’s skilful rearguards—so that the jaws of the
British armour did not close on the Panzer Divisions, as everyone had
been hoping they would.

The sortie from Tobruk was opposed partly by Germans, and not
entirely by Italians as had been expected. The enemy were well dug
in behind wire and mines. They resisted stubbornly and brought
down intense artillery and machine-gun fire. The fighting probably
reached its height at the defended locality known as ‘Tiger’, which
fell to the 1st and 4th Royal Tank Regiment and 2nd Black Watch.

! 7th Support Group: 1st Battalion The King’s Royal Rifle Corps, 2nd Battalion The
Rifle Brigade, 3rd chmcnt R.H.A. (anti-tank), 6oth Field Regiment R.A., one battery
51st Field Regiment R.A.

5
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By the afternoon 70th Division had won a salient nearly 4,000 yards
deep and about as broad. 550 German and 527 Italian prisoners had
been taken. General Scobie had intended to continue his thrust in the
afternoon towards El Duda, but decided not to do so when he heard
that he would get no help from the 7th Armoured Division and be-
cause of strong counter attacks. The 5th South African Brigade had
halted on General Gott’s orders clear of the mélée.

The situation was now so extraordinary that a brief summary will
not be out of place. Over the twenty or so miles of country from the
front of the Tobruk sortie to the open desert south-east of Sidi Rezegh
airfield the forces of both sides were sandwiched like the layers of a
Neapolitan ice. In turn, starting from the north, there were (a) the
troops of the 7oth Division who had broken out, opposed by (b) German
and Italian troops facing north and west; (c) a layer of Axis troops
facing south, opposing (d) part of the 7th Support Group north of
Sidi Rezegh airfield; the rest of 7th Support Group and 7th Armoured
Brigade facing south to oppose (e) the bulk of D.4.K. heading north,
pursued by (f) the 4th and 22nd Armoured Brigades. To complete the
picture there were troops of the 361st Afrika Regiment on Pt 175 to
the east of Sidi Rezegh airfield, and the whole of the 155th Regiment
to the west. A complicated situation indeed, which, if suggested as
the setting of a training exercise, must have been rejected for the
reason that in real life these things simply could not happen.

At the Headquarters of 3oth Corps and 8th Army the impressions
formed during the day were favourable. General Norrie interpreted
the move of the German armoured divisions towards Sidi Rezegh as
a withdrawal, and hoped that the 4th and 22nd Armoured Brigades
would catch them in flank and rear. He therefore suggested that the
Army Commander might consider unleashing the 13th Corps. General
Cunningham agreed and ordered Godwin-Austen to advance ‘as he
pleased’ but without taking undue risks. By evening the New Zealand
Brigade Groups had reached the positions shown on Map 7: one
brigade, which had been directed on Tobruk, had begun to advance
along the Trigh Capuzzo; the other two were carrying out their tasks
of getting behind the enemy in the Bardia-Sollum area, after ships of
the 7th Cruiser Squadron had bombarded groups of vehicles (thought
to be tanks) reported from the air. The 4th Indian Division was
preparing to attack Sidi Omar Nuovo.

The impression of a hard but prospering battle at Sidi Rezegh
grew during the day. One report estimated that 170 German tanks
had been damaged ; another suggested that 60 were surrounded south-
east of Sidi Rezegh. 209 British tanks remained fit to fight, and General
Gott intended to clear up the situation at Sidi Rezegh next day with
a view to attacking again toward El Duda.

The day’s fighting left General Criiwell in a cautious mood. The
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successful sortie from Tobruk, the failure to defeat Brigadier Davy’s
force near Sidi Rezegh, and a general over-estimate of the British
strength made him feel that his armour was in danger of being sur-
rounded. He decided to move the D.4.K. eastwards to the Gambut
area during the night and thus regain some liberty of manoeuvre.
Rommel on the other hand knew little of the situation at Sidi Rezegh
and was worried by the sortie from Tobruk. At 9.30 p.m. he ordered
Critwell to hold on in the Belhamed-Sidi Rezegh area; 155th Infantry
Regiment and the Afrika Regiment were placed under his command
and the armour was to stand by to counter-attack. Criiwell then tried
to compromise. He sent the 15th Panzer Division east towards Gam-
but and the 21st Panzer Division to Belhamed. These moves were
carried out during the night although some tanks, for want of fuel,
were still south of Pt 175 at dawn on the 22nd.

See Map 8

Next morning, 22nd November, desultory fighting took place around
Sidi Rezegh airfield. The 5th South African Infantry Brigade began
to move northwards at 10.30 a.m. and General Gott ordered them to
capture part of the southern escarpment about Pt 178. The attack
was made at g p.m. and failed, the leading battalion—grd Transvaal
Scottish—being pinned down by fire and suffering 117 casualties. The
Brigade withdrew at dark and took up a defensive position about two
miles to the south-east of Pt 178. Meanwhile General Criiwell, anxious
to regain the initiative, and seeing his opportunity, had decided to
attack the British forces in the airfield area in the afternoon. The 21st
Panzer Division was given the task; the 5th Panzer Regiment (with
57 tanks) was to advance from the west over the ground held by the
155th Regiment, while the 1o4th Lorried Infantry Regiment attacked
from the north.

The German attack was met by the 7th and 22nd Armoured
Brigades (with 107 tanks in all) and the greatly weakened Support
Group. The 4th Armoured Brigade (with about 100) had been follow-
ing some stragglers from 15th Panzer Division and had reached a
position five miles to the east. General Gott recalled it, but it arrived
to find the battlefield drenched in smoke and dust and the situation
so obscure that it was unable to intervene effectively. Meanwhile the
15th Panzer Division, from about eighteen miles to the east, had been
ordered to make a wide encircling move and join the battle from the
south-west. The struggle around the airfield raged on, and a large part
of the Support Group was overrun and driven off. Many tanks had
been knocked out, and Gott decided to fall back at dark on to the
5th South African Infantry Brigade. The 4th Armoured Brigade would
be on the east flank and the 22nd on the west.
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This disengagement succeeded, but a stroke of misfortune followed.
A call for support from the 21st Panzer Division had caused the 15th
Panzer Division to abandon its encircling move and march to the
sound of the guns. Its new course led straight through the area where
part of the 4th Armoured Brigade was leaguering, and shortly after
dusk the Germans literally crashed over Brigade Headquarters and
the 8th Hussars. The enemy claimed to have captured 267 prisoners
and about 50 tanks: certainly the Brigade was dispersed, and com-
munication and control were not restored until the morning of 24th
November. Apart from this disaster, the day’s fighting had reduced
the 7th Armoured Brigade from 28 fit tanks to 10, and the 22nd
Armoured Brigade from 79 to 34. The Germans had retaken the vital
ground and still had 173 tanks fit to fight.

Elsewhere, however, during 22nd November British operations had
gone well. The 7oth Division improved its position in the Tobruk
salient, but because of the obscure situation at Sidi Rezegh General
Norrie ordered General Secobie not to press his sortie. The New
Zealanders took Fort Capuzzo and Musaid, cut the Bardia water pipe
and all the enemy’s telegraph and telephone lines, and blocked the
Bardia-Tobruk road. Two battalions of the 7th Indian Infantry
Brigade (Brigadier H. R. Briggs), supported by 42nd Royal Tank
Regiment and one squadron 44th Royal Tank Regiment, captured
Sidi Omar Nuovo and the greater part of Libyan Omar.! This sharp
action was very costly in tanks, of which 37, mostly Matildas, were put
out of action by anti-tank guns and mines.

During the day General Cunningham had become convinced that
the fighting would become more and more an affair of infantry. He
waited until midnight for reports from the battlefield of Sidi Rezegh.
Then, as they did not come, he gave orders for the New Zealand
Division to move on Tobruk, and the Commander of 13th Corps
directed that it was also to continue to contain the Bardia-Capuzzo
area with minimum strength. The 3oth Corps was to maintain its
object of defeating the enemy’s armour and was to be ready to help
the New Zealand Division should it be attacked by tanks. The true
state of all the British armour was not yet known at Corps or Army
Headquarters, nor evenat 7th Armoured Division. The much
depleted 7th Armoured Brigade was to hold on south of Sidi Rezegh
airfield.

That same evening General Rommel was considering what he could

1 9th Indian Infantry Brigade Group: ist Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment, 4/11th
Sikh Regiment, 4/16th Punjab Regiment, 25th Field Regiment R.A., 65th (Norfolk
Yeomanry) Anti-%ank Regiment R.A. In support were also 7th Medium Regiment R.A.,

15t Field Regiment R.A., 42nd Royal Tank Regiment.
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do to help the hard pressed Sidi Omar-Sollum front.! Air reconnais-
sance had shown that there were still strong British forces about, and
as these represented a threat to the encirclement of Tobruk they must
first be destroyed. He therefore ordered General Criiwell to attack
with his whole Corps towards Bir el Gubi, whence the Ariete Division
was to advance to meet it. The British were to be crushed between
the two. Criiwell altered this plan by ordering 15th Panzer Division
and 5th Panzer Regiment (from the 21st Panzer Division) to join
forces with the Ariete Division. The whole armoured force was then
to attack north, acting as a giant hammer, the anvil being formed by
the rest of 21st Panzer Division (that is, the division less its armour).
It is noticeable that the Germans were constantly trying to get a grip
of vital ground with their infantry and supporting arms, and use the
positions thus secured as a pivot of manoeuvre for their armour. To
this end they made full use of the mobility of their lorry-borne infantry.

Very early on 23rd November General Cunningham visited General
Godwin-Austen and modified his orders. The 13th Corps was now to
take control of ‘the infantry operation against Tobruk’ from a time
on the 24th to be decided between the two Corps Commanders. The
13th Corps would take the 7oth Division under command and prob-
ably both South African Brigades also. The task of the goth Corps
remained much as before. It was not until now that the true state of
the British armour began to be suspected at advanced Army Head-
quarters: the 4th Armoured Brigade was said to have four tanks, and
the 22nd fifty. Of the 7th nothing was known. Moreover, it was soon
evident that the enemy was attacking again.

See Map o

In fact General Criiwell had not waited for the 5th Panzer Regi-
ment, which was late, and hurried the 15th Panzer Division off to
meet the Ariete Division. On the way it cut through the 7th Support
Group and scattered its vehicles. Then, swinging west, it smashed into
the halted transport of the 5th South African Brigade, where it did a
good deal of damage but received some sharp buffets in return.
Shortly after noon it met the Ariete to the north-east of Bir el Gubi.
Here they were joined by the 5th Panzer Regiment, but there were
various delays and Criiwell’s hammer-blow began an hour late at
3 p.m. His plan was to launch the 150 tanks at the South African
position and follow them closely with his lorried infantry. The South

1 Early on 23rd November Rommel telegraphed to Rome pointing out the urgent need

to unite all the Axis forces in the theatre of operations under a single commander. This
was an obviously sensible request, especially as the Ariete Division had been fighting on the
1g9th. Mussolini replied at once placing Gambara’s 20th Corps under Rommel’s orders.
Rommel himself was to remain subject to Bastico’s general direction.
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Africans, having had time to prepare for this onslaught, gave it a hot
reception; in particular the German accounts make much of the
intense artillery fire. The 22nd Armoured Brigade did its best to
relieve the pressure but the odds were too great. By nightfall the
defence had been overcome. The 5th South African Brigade had 3,394
casualties—mostly prisoners—and ceased to exist as a fighting forma-
tion. The 22nd Armoured Brigade lost one third of its thirty-four tanks.
The Germans did not escape lightly: at least sixty (and possibly
seventy) tanks were destroyed or damaged and although their human
casualties were imprecisely recorded the loss in officers and non-
commissioned officers was very high. It was not long, however, before
Rommel was hounding D.4.K. on to further exertions, and it speaks
very highly for their efficiency that they were able to respond so
quickly. Before recounting their fresh adventures it will be convenient
to summarize the positions on the various fronts and then consider
the situation from General Cunningham’s point of view.

At 3oth Corps General Norrie decided that he must withdraw the
7th Armoured Division to reorganize, and bring in the 1st South
African Brigade (Brigadier D. H. Pienaar) to guard the western flank.
His present supposed total of 75 tanks would increase by repairs and
from reserves, and he still hoped to be able to attack again. The policy
of the 13th Corps was to contain and harass the enemy in the frontier
area in the hope that his supplies would run out. The 7th Indian
Infantry Brigade therefore continued to clear Libyan Omar, while
the 5th New Zealand Brigade (Brigadier J. Hargest) captured Sollum
barracks. The rest of the New Zealand Division was advancing to-
wards Tobruk; the 4th Brigade (Brigadier L. M. Inglis) occupied
Gambut and the 6th (Brigadier H. E. Barrowclough), by a happy
mistake in navigation, ran upon and dispersed the main headquarters
of the D.A.K. near Gasr el Arid. This brigade was hastened on by
General Norrie, under whose command it had been placed: it climbed
the escarpment and making good speed westwards captured part of
Pt 175 from the 361st Infantry Regiment, with the help of one squad-
ron of Valentine tanks of the 8th Royal Tank Regiment. The casualties
were heavy—over 400 in all.

Away to the south the Oasis Force (Brigadier D. W. Reid) had all
this time been advancing through the desert westwards towards
Aujila. Landing-ground 125 was established nearly midway between
Jarabub and Agedabia and from it two fighter squadrons supported
the further advance.! The force suffered much from German and
Italian bombing, but pressed on with determination and took Aujila
on 22nd November and Jalo, with over 600 Italians, on the 24th.
The consumption of petrol had been higher than expected, owing to

1 No. 33 (long-range Hurricanes) and No. 113 (Blenheim fighters).
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the heavy going, and very little was found at Jalo. Brigadier Reid
was consequently restricted to sending out light reconnaissances over
the ground towards Agedabia with a view to operating against the
coastal road later. The force remained at Jalo with little petrol and
on half rations until 20th December.

During the three days’ fighting at Sidi Rezegh the tactical recon-
naissance squadrons, helped by the Bostons of the South African Air
Force, had been making strenuous efforts to keep the Corps Com-
manders informed of events on the ground. The enemy’s air forces
had shown increased activity, and had had the advantage of working
from bases nearer to Sidi Rezegh than were the British advanced
landing grounds at Fort Maddalena. The Germans suddenly resorted,
rather unexpectedly, to fighter sweeps, which led to some encounters.
One of these, on the 22nd, ended in the loss by No. 3 Squadron
R.A.A'F. and No. 112 Squadron R.A.F. of seven Tomahawks for a
recorded loss of only three Me. 1ogs, but the enemy then gave up
fighter sweeps and contented himself with trying to pick off stragglers
and unescorted bombers, which suggests that he did not want any
more fighting of this sort. Whatever the reason, this enabled Air Vice-
Marshal Coningham to divert more and more fighters to the low-level
attack of ground targets, especially vehicles, which was to become such
a feature of desert warfare. During these three days the fighters flew
as many as 715 sorties.

Meanwhile the British medium bombers attacked vehicles on the
fringe of the battle; on the 21st at Bir Hacheim, on the next two days
at Bir el Gubi and on the road between Acroma and El Adem. On
one of these tasks a force of six Blenheims of No. 45 Squadron was
caught by German fighters, and four were lost; after this the day-
bombers were given close fighter escorts.

The attempts by the day-bombers to provide direct support proved
disappointing. Many of them were kept ‘at call’ awaiting the oppor-
tunity to deal quickly with some worth-while target chosen by the
army, but the call seldom came. As the supply of petrol was causing
some anxiety (three days’ estimated requirement having been used in
one day) the day-bombers’ activities might have been curtailed in any
case, but the experience showed that there was much room for im-
provement in the system of integrating the work of the medium
bombers with that of the army in a complicated battle of this

Beyond the battle area the Wellingtons from Malta and Egypt by
night, and the Beaufighters by day, kept up the pressure against the
enemy’s airfields in Western Cyrenaica from which bomber and Stuka
forces were operating. At sea the Navy had carried out its planned
diversions, but their effect on the distribution of enemy aircraft or
on the movements of shipping is not known.
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We must now turn to Army Headquarters. By the evening of 22nd
November General Cunningham had become worried by the rate at
which British tanks were being lost, and on the 23rd his anxiety in-
creased. Reports that morning caused him to think that he had about
44 tanks fit to fight, and that the enemy had about 120. It seemed
clear that he no longer had the superiority in armour on which the
whole plan was based, and this was such a serious matter that he
asked the Commander-in-Chief to fly from Cairo to hear a first-hand
report. General Auchinleck arrived late in the afternoon, and General
Cunningham told him that because of the losses of cruiser and Stuart
tanks the enemy was probably superior in fast types. They would
therefore be able to attack the British infantry without interference from
the British armour. They might even be able to cut off the British
formations in the Sidi Rezegh area, and if this happened there would
be practically nothing in reserve with which to stop a hostile advance
into Egypt. He wished the Commander-in-Chief to decide whether
he was to break off the battle and adopt a defensive attitude or con-
tinue the offensive. He pointed out that the second course might
result in there being no fast tanks left at all.

There can be no doubt that General Cunningham was right to put
matters squarely before the Commander-in-Chief. He had every reason
to be alarmed at the British losses and his fear that the enemy would
try to invade Egypt was, as will be seen, not far wide of the mark.
But General Auchinleck never wavered. He shouldered the respon-
sibility and told Cunningham to continue the offensive, confirming
this decision in a Directive of which a part reads: ‘You will therefore
continue to attack the enemy relentlessly using all your resources even
to the last tank. Your main object will be as always to destroy the
enemy tank forces. Your ultimate object remains the conquest of
Cyrenaica and then to advance on Tripoli . . .’

General Cunningham thereupon issued fresh orders. General
Godwin-Austen’s 13th Corps was to be responsible from midnight
23rd [24th for all operations against the enemy investing Tobruk.
Under his command would come the 7oth Division and all infantry
north of a line east and west through Sidi Azeiz. His task was to cap-
ture Sidi Rezegh and El Duda ‘at all costs’ and to exploit westward.
The 11th Indian Infantry Brigade was to be relieved on the lines of
communication by a brigade of the 2nd South African Division and
would come under 13th Corps. The 5th Indian Infantry Brigade was
also to be released from guard duties on the line of communication
and would rejoin its division. The goth Corps was to reorganize, but
was to be ready to protect 1st South African Brigade and the New
Zealand Division from attack by tanks.
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See Map 10

The next four days, 24th to 27th November, saw this remarkable
battle take a new turn. After a short lull, fighting broke out again to
the south-east of Tobruk, but of a quite different character from that
of the preceding few days. Its outcome had an important effect on
the other operations about to be described, but these operations will,
for the sake of clarity, be dealt with as a continuous story before the
scene shifts back again to the neighbourhood of Sidi Rezegh.

The hard pounding of 23rd November left not only the British but
also the D.4.K. in some confusion. General Criiwell had been out of
touch with Rommel all day and not until 6 a.m. on the 24th did the
two meet. By that time Criiwell felt able to report that he had de-
stroyed most of the 7th Armoured Division and the 1st South African
Division, though parts of both had escaped to the south. He suggested
that he should pursue them and finish them off, but Rommel would
have none of this and told Criiwell that he intended to move with the
whole of D.A.K. straight to Sidi Omar and take the pressure off his
frontier troops. The Ariete and Trieste Divisions would also move east.
A small force under General Béttcher would be left to prevent the
New Zealanders from gaining touch with the Tobruk garrison.!

Whether this was a good decision is an interesting point. There can
be no doubt that the moment had come to exploit the success gained
around Sidi Rezegh; the question was how to do it. Criiwell, on the
one hand, saw a chance of wiping out the British armoured force
altogether, and the effect of this on any subsequent operations would
be very great. He was strongly against leaving the present battlefield
without reaping what he regarded as the full fruits of his victory. It
has already been seen that Rommel, on the other hand, had been
eager for an opportunity to go to the help of his frontier troops. He
had not tried to do so before because he was determined not to let
the British raise the siege of Tobruk. But when Criiwell made his
report on the morning of 24th November it must have seemed to
Rommel that although the British armour could not be written off it
could be disregarded for the time being. The enemy must be off his
balance, which meant that the moment for bold action had come.
General Rommel may have thought of previous occasions on which
the British had shown themselves very sensitive to roaming armoured
forces—at Mechili in April and in ‘Battleaxe’ in June. The sudden
appearance of tanks so far to the east of the recent armoured battles
ought certainly to embarrass them; it might even lead to a general
withdrawal. The great thing was to strike at once. Waving aside
General Criiwell and his remonstrances, Rommel set off to lead in
person an adventure after his own heart.

1 The Béticher Group consisted of: one battalion of 361st Infantry Regiment; two

battalions of 155th Lorried [sic] Infantry Regiment; gooth Engineer Battalion; and
elements of the Army artillery. See also page 34n.
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Meanwhile at Headquarters 8th Army there was renewed confidence
in spite of the disaster to the 5th South African Brigade. The latest
calculations of the enemy’s strength suggested that most of his effort
had been spent and that he could have few tanks left. Early air
reconnaissance saw no signs of a fresh advance. During the morning
General Cunningham visited Norrie at Gott’s headquarters to the
south-west of Gabr Saleh. Little seems to have been known of the
situation, except that a front of sorts was being formed from about
seven miles south of Pt 175 to midway between Bir el Gubi and Gabr
Saleh. The 4th and 22nd Armoured Brigades were at the northern end
of this front.

At 10 a.m. the 21st Panzer Division, with Rommel and the 5th
Panzer Regiment in the lead, set off southwards from near Sidi
Rezegh to gain the Trigh el Abd and follow it to the frontier.! At noon
the 15th Panzer Division started in the same direction.? Although
this advance happened to pass out of snapping distance of most of the
7th Armoured Division’s remaining teeth, it swept before it many
units and stragglers belonging to the British tail. The advanced and
rear headquarters of the 3oth Corps were caught up in the flurry and
some of the staff were captured together with a quantity of water,
petrol, and other stores. As might be expected, rumour spread rapidly
among the vehicles, many of which were unarmed and most of which
were already streaming east on their legitimate business. Acted on by
rumour a stream of this sort tends to swell and gain speed. This one
was no exception. Some lorries had never travelled so fast before. To
use the current slang, there was a good deal of ‘flap’.

Meanwhile the 22nd Armoured Brigade was joined by the 4th to
help in the task of covering the left flank of the New Zealand Division,
and for some time these brigades remained more or less where they
were. The 7th Support Group and the very weak 7th Armoured
Brigade, however, were able to make bites at the northern flank of
the moving German columns, and the artillery with the 1st South
African Brigade engaged such targets as they could identify. These
clashes and scuffles delayed the 5th Panzer Regiment, but Rommel
and portions of the 21st Panzer Division reached the frontier near
Gasr el Abid at about 4 p.m. having covered some sixty miles in six
hours.

It is interesting to see what was known of all this. General Cunning-
ham left the 7th Armoured Division just before noon because General
Norrie feared that the German advance might overrun the landing-
strip on which his aircraft was waiting. (In fact the aircraft was shelled
while taking off.) At 1.45 p.m. he flew to Sidi Azeiz, to see General

1 5th Panzer Regiment had 45 fit tanks (11 Pzkw II, 28 Pzkw III, 6 Pzkw IV).

® 8th Panzer Regiment (15th Division) had 61 fit tanks (18 Pzkw II, 36 Pzkw III, 7
Pzkw IV).
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Godwin-Austen. At 2.15 p.m. a report from goth Corps reached
Advanced Army Headquarters that enemy tanks and transport were
moving south-east near Gabr Saleh but were a nuisance only. Just
before 4 p.m. hostile tanks were reported approaching the frontier
and half an hour later General Cunningham, returning in his aircraft,
saw columns advancing along the Trigh el Abd. Defensive measures
were ordered, but everyone was in the dark as to what was happening.

It was a difficult day for the Royal Air Force. The tactical recon-
naissance squadrons had been working from landing-grounds at Gabr
Saleh and Sidi Azeiz, and eight of the fighter squadrons from those
near Fort Maddalena—not far from the frontier. Because the Army
could not guarantee to protect them, and because the situation was
so obscure, Air Vice-Marshal Coningham reluctantly decided to with-
draw temporarily to landing-grounds farther east. This was a compli-
cated move, which had to be made at short notice, and led to some
dangerous congestion. That night there were as many as 175 aircraft
standing wing-tip to wing-tip on one landing-ground, but the enemy
was evidently unaware of this unusual target. The day’s uncertainty
had tended to lessen the opposition by air to the movements of the
D.A.K., but the British fighters made several attacks, in which they
were severely handicapped by the difficulty of telling friend from foe,
made worse by the enemy’s use of quantities of captured British
vehicles. The day-bombers attacked transport in the vicinity of Bir el
Gubi, El Adem, and Acroma, though most of them remained ‘on call’
by the Army and were not given many targets.

At 5 p.m. Rommel met Criiwell at Gasr el Abid and announced his
plan for the next day, which was to surround and destroy all the
British forces on the Egyptian frontier. Briefly, the 21st Panzer Division
was to cross the frontier, turn, and attack west. The 15th was to strike
north astride the frontier. The Ariete and Trieste Divisions would
advance eastwards towards Fort Capuzzo.! The 33rd Reconnaissance
Unit was to make for Habata and raid the British supply line. Rommel
had already sent on towards the Halfaya Pass Major-General von
Ravenstein and any units of his 21st Panzer Division that had arrived,
but the 5th Panzer Regiment was too late to follow and spent the
night at Gasr el Abid. The 15th Panzer Division was still fifteen miles
west of the frontier. The Ariete Division was only a few miles east of
Bir el Gubi.

General Criiwell disliked this plan, and his dislike grew with its
unfolding. For one thing, the administrative difficulties of this sudden
swoop by the whole D.A.K. were very great; for another, the piece-
meal arrival of the units in the race to the frontier led in many cases
to their receiving two sets of orders—one from General Rommel and

1 No such orders seem to have been given to the Trieste Division, which actually
moved on 24th November from Bir Hacheim to the El Adem area.
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one from General Criiwell. It will be seen that for much of the time
the D.A.K. was in considerable confusion. (Incidentally, both Rommel
and Crtiwell lost their way during the first night and narrowly
escaped capture.) It was unfortunate that during this confusion the
British tactical reconnaissance squadrons were to be very much
handicapped by having to withdraw a long way from the scene. Their
chances of getting much-needed information were consequently re-
duced, and their close links with both Corps Headquarters temporarily
broken.

General Auchinleck, still at Headquarters 8th Army, was able to
discuss the situation with General Cunningham. It seemed that a few
enemy tanks, supported by infantry and artillery, were making for
railhead at Misheifa. It was decided that the operations of the 13th
Corps at Tobruk were to continue; the 4th Indian Division was to
stand fast; the 5th Indian Infantry Brigade was to move and cover the
railhead; a force of tanks was to be organized from reserves; the 2nd
South African Division was to be warned; and any disorganized units
were to be collected as they reached the frontier.

Meanwhile General Norrie had taken steps to protect the valuable
No. 62 Field Maintenance Centre, which seemed to be a likely objec-
tive for enemy raiding parties. The 22nd Guards Brigade moved
there during the day; the 4th Armoured Brigade, which had chased
and scattered an enemy supply column, leaguered about sixteen miles
to the north, and the Support Group and 7th Armoured Brigade
arrived during the night.

The plot of movements on the frontier on 25th and 26th November
resembled the scurrying of ants. Neither side had much idea of what
was happening—the Germans because they had little help from their
air forces, the British because their ground and air observers could
get no continuous picture of the scene but only scattered, if numerous,
sightings of hostile columns, which seemed to be here, there, and
everywhere. It will be best to summarize events from the enemy’s
point of view for the reason that he held the initiative.

Early on 25th November Rommel told Criiwell that the Ariete
Division had not arrived and that the plan was changed. The 15th
Panzer Division was therefore to attack eastwards between Sidi Omar
and Sidi Azeiz, and the 21st westwards from the direction of Halfaya

1 An example of the twists of fortune which took place at this time is provided by the
experience of No. 50 Field Maintenance Centre, situated a few miles from the frontier to
the south of Sidi Omar. This served the 13th Corps, whose rear headquarters were not
far away. Early on 25th November a hostile column drove right into the Centre and
captured or scattered most of the staff. Yet by the afternoon the area was clear of enemy
and the day’s maintenance convoys were unloading as usual. Little damage had been
done to the stocks and the enemy found hardly any of the well-dispersed petrol; even the
prisoners’ cage with its goo occupants was intact.
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Pass (as before). A small mixed column was to be held at Rommel’s
disposal for capturing Jarabub, 120 miles to the south.

Criiwell accordingly sent off the 5th Panzer Regiment to rejoin
von Ravenstein, but Rommel—impatient perhaps of delays—inter-
cepted it and ordered it to advance northwards instead. It was checked
and turned back after a hot duel in the open to the north-east of Sidi
Omar with the 1st Field Regiment R.A. who, with the utmost steadi-
ness, let the tanks approach within 800 yards before opening fire.
Five guns were knocked out and the Regiment had 66 casualties in
the course of this exemplary action. In the afternoon the 5th Panzer
Regiment again tried to advance, this time farther to the west (in full
view, incidentally, of General Messervy’s headquarters). Again it ran
into severe artillery fire and again withdrew.! The regiment’s records
show a loss of 18 tanks that day. By night it was still south of Sidi
Omar with 25 fit tanks.

Meanwhile the 15th Panzer Division had got itself (with its 53
tanks) strung out between Sidi Omar and Sidi Azeiz and was in
supply difficulties, while, in the absence of his Panzer Regiment, von
Ravenstein and the rest of his division had remained near the Halfaya
Pass. To conclude this record of a bad day the intended thrust to
Habata was a fiasco, for the 33rd Reconnaissance Unit, short of many
of its scout cars, was delayed for want of ammunition and was re-
peatedly attacked by the Royal Air Force, lost about twenty vehicles,
and never started on its raid at all. On this day the full power of the
British day-bomber force was used against the enemy columns which
were astride the frontier or had crossed it. The attacks on the ggrd
Reconnaissance Unit cannot be separated from the general onslaught,
but they were probably the work of Blenheims of Nos. 11, 14, 45 and
84 Squadrons R.A.F., the Lorraine Squadron, and Marylands of Nos.
12 and 21 Squadrons S.A.A.F.

An entry in the D.4.K’s diary for 25th November reads: ‘Continuous
heavy raids in the Sidi Omar area. Heavy losses among our troops.
Where are the German fighters?’ Part of the answer is that since the
4th New Zealand Brigade had reached Gambut the German fighters
were deprived of the use of the landing-grounds there. They were thus
faced with the same difficulty in reaching the frontier as the British
fighters had experienced when the land battle was at Sidi Rezegh
and the fighter airfields were in the neighbourhood of Fort Maddalena.

General Rommel’s troubles were not confined to the frontier area.
The Ariete Division had bumped into the 1st South African Brigade
west of Gabr Saleh, and had wasted the whole day before disengaging

! The second advance was met by the artillery in the area of the 7th Indian Infantry
Brigade, namely: ag;h Field Regiment R.A., the 6-inch howitzers of the 68th Medium
Regiment R.A., a Battery of the 2nd South African Anti-Tank Regiment, and a troop
of the 57th Light Anti-Aircraft Battery R.A.
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and moving off to the north-east. Worse still, a message was received
at 4.30 p.m. from Lieut.-Colonel Westphal, the Operations Officer at
Panzer Gruppe headquarters at El Adem, timed 9.45 a.m., reporting
that the Béttcher Group was being attacked near Belhamed and was in
difficulties. Another message towards midnight, however, was more
reassuring : all was quiet.

Next morning, 26th November, Rommel visited Criiwell, who
firmly believed that the D.4.K. ought to return to Tobruk at once.
Rommel, however, wished first to defeat the enemy on the Sollum
front and do it quickly. But the 15th Panzer Division, under orders to
attack towards Fort Capuzzo, was still short of ammunition, fuel, and
water, and had to go to Bardia to refill. On the way it encountered
some New Zealanders at Sidi Azeiz, and Criiwell came to the con-
clusion that this indicated that a British force was advancing towards
Tobruk, a view which was strengthened by the receipt of a new mess-
age from Westphal reporting that the Bottcher Group was again
being attacked. Criiwell, with his mind always on Tobruk, decided
that the New Zealanders at Sidi Azeiz must be attacked, and that he
would use the bulk of 15th Panzer Division when it was ready. He
sent the 115th Lorried Infantry Regiment to clean up the area
Capuzzo-Sollum and himself went south to organize an attack on
Sidi Omar with the 5th Panzer Regiment and the 3rd Reconnaissance
Unit. This could not be made for want of fuel. The attack by the
115th Lorried Infantry Regiment was not made either, for Rommel
himself called it off just as it was beginning. The force for raiding
Jarabub never started, and indeed was never fully assembled.

There seems to have been no contact with von Ravenstein since
the previous day, and he may well have been growing restive. Anyway,
for some reason which is not clear, he launched the rest of his division
towards Fort Capuzzo from the east, broke through the 28th (Maori)
Battalion and reached Bardia at midnight. By this time the Ariete,
making slow progress, was about fifteen miles west of Fort Capuzzo.

As the evening wore on General Rommel realized that the situation
at Tobruk required the speedy intervention of the D.4.K., and late
that night gave orders for the 21st Panzer Division (less its detach-
ment at Sidi Omar) to move towards El Adem next morning. Still
hoping to snatch something from the wreck of his plans he ordered the
15th Panzer Division to clear up the situation at Sollum, after which it
too was to make for El Adem. Later in the night he tried to save time
by launching this Division in the dark, but before it was ready—it
does not seem to have hurried—he cancelled the order and told it to
start at once for Tobruk. There was some confusion with von Raven-
stein’s Group of the 21st Panzer Division, but eventually, leaving the
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115th Lorried Infantry Regiment to demonstrate, the Division got
under way. At Sidi Azeiz it attacked and eventually overran the
headquarters of the 5th New Zealand Brigade and captured some
welcome supplies. It then continued to head for Tobruk, followed in
the afternoon by the 115th Lorried Infantry Regiment. Meanwhile
von Ravenstein’s force had started west from Bardia only to be held up
by a battalion group of the 5th New Zealand Brigade at Menastir
and was forced to move down to the Trigh Capuzzo.?

In the Sidi Omar sector the 5th Panzer Regiment and grd Recon-
naissance Unit filled up with captured British petrol and attacked in
the afternoon with the object of retaking the ground captured by the
4th Indian Division. They received two sets of orders, got into diffi-
culties with the minefield, and made ‘a very half-hearted attack’—in
the words of the 4th Indian Division’s diary. In the afternoon D.4.K.
called the action off. After a difficult night march the force caught up
the 15th Panzer Division and found enough fuel in captured British
vehicles to continue its move westwards.

So ended General Rommel’s spectacular stroke. Without compell-
ing the British to alter their plans it had caused some temporary
embarrassment and local confusion. It failed completely in its pur-
pose of relieving the frontier troops. The Germans lost at least thirty
of their hundred tanks, while the British armour was given a chance
to refit—a chance of which good use was made. As for dislocating the
British supply lines, there is no evidence that this was anything but
a subsidiary object, and neither of the two intended raids even started.
In the Tobruk area the British, taking no notice of the fracas on the
frontier, proceeded to do just what Rommel had previously been at
such pains to prevent. In short, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that
if Rommel had behaved on this occasion more like le bon général
ordinaire, and less like the impulsive leader who was accustomed to
see his exploits succeed provided they were bold enough, matters
might have turned out much worse for the British. The enemy’s
frontier garrisons deserve sympathy, for not only had they not been
rescued but much of their accumulated stocks had been used up by
their would-be rescuers.

What must command admiration, however, is the discipline, skill
and general efficiency of the D.4.K.—and not least the mechanical
reliability of its tanks—which enabled it to take on this ambitious
adventure so soon after three days of strenuous manoeuvring and
fighting. At the end it was weakened—indeed, the 21st Panzer

1 See Map 11. With H.Q. 5th N.Z. Brigade were small detachments of field, anti-tank,
and anti-aircraft artillery, one infantry company, a few machine-guns, and various
transport.

* The force blocking the main road from Bardia consisted of 22nd N.Z. Battalion with
one machine-gun company, small detachments of field, anti-tank, and anti-aircraft

artillery, and transport.
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Division was limping badly and was of little use for a long time—
but the 15th Panzer Division was by no means at the limit of its
endurance.

The difficulties and uncertainties of the past few eventful days had
made great demands on the Desert Air Force, which responded by
making a tremendous effort. It has been seen that the D.4.K. was
withdrawn from the frontier on account of the fighting near Tobruk,
which is shortly to be described in some detail. But although there
had thus been two land fronts, fifty miles apart, the air was all one
to the Desert Air Force, whose squadrons had ranged from the frontier
to Tobruk, striking at the enemy’s columns whenever and wherever
they could be identified, and providing air cover for the British troops
over a large area. For example, on 25th November, while the day-
bombers were attacking the enemy around Sidi Omar, a fighter wing
of twenty-three Tomahawks was sweeping over El Duda and Bel-
hamed. Here it met a force estimated at from sixty to eighty German
and Italian aircraft which was evidently carrying out some planned
operation with dive-bombers, bombers, escorts, top cover, and all.
In the ensuing fight, which took place in full view of the troops, eight
enemy aircraft were shot down for the loss of two Tomahawks. Thus
the enemy’s air forces were far from negligible, and the fact that they
had not much effect on the ground operations is a striking tribute to
the Desert Air Force and its vigorous handling.

With the object of weakening the enemy still further and of inter-
fering with his flow of supplies, Wellingtons from Egypt attacked
Benina and Berka airfields and the port of Benghazi, while others from
Malta attacked Naples and targets at Sirte and other places along
the coastal road. Particular attention was paid to the arrival at Derna
airfield of transport aircraft thought to be bringing fuel and other
cargoes from Greece.

On 26th November the weight of the British day-bombers was
shifted from Sidi Omar to the Tobruk area, and all the fighters were
again working from the Fort Maddalena landing-grounds. The air
force was thus ready for the next phase.

On 25th November General Auchinleck flew back to Cairo and
that evening took a decision on a matter which had been occupying
his mind. He had been satisfied with General Cunningham’s conduct
of the battle and with the steps taken to carry out the instructions that
he had himself given after he had come forward at General Cunning-
ham’s request. He had nevertheless formed the opinion that Cunning-
ham was thinking in terms of defence rather than of offence and he
(Auchinleck) had therefore lost confidence in the Army Commander’s
ability to press to the bitter end the offensive he had been ordered to
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continue. The decision to remove General Cunningham from his
command was an extremely painful one to take, but General Auchin-
leck was convinced that it was right.. It was of course vitally necessary
to install the new Army Commander at once. There was no time for
a newcomer to get into the Commander-in-Chief’s mind or to learn
the conditions and study the plan. He must be steeped in all this
already, and must have character, energy and enthusiasm. General
Auchinleck therefore decided to appoint his own Deputy Chief of the
General Staff, Major-General N. M. Ritchie, who took over command
of the 8th Army next day. General Cunningham, though he could
not bring himself to agree with the Commander-in-Chief’s reasons,
took the heavy and unexpected blow with complete loyalty and
selflessness.

See Map 10

It is now time to describe the events which forced General Rommel
to withdraw from the frontier.

While the D.A.K. was moving south-east on 24th November the
New Zealand Division (less the 5th New Zealand Infantry Brigade
left behind in the area Bardia-Sollum-Sidi Azeiz) and the 1st Army
Tank Brigade (less one regiment) with 86 ‘I’ tanks were on their way
towards Tobruk.! The 6th New Zealand Infantry Brigade had reached
Pt 175 on the previous day and the 4th was advancing west of Gambut.

Early on 25th November the 4th New Zealand Infantry Brigade
reached Zaafran unopposed, while the 6th made ground to the west
along the escarpment, up to and including Sidi Rezegh airfield.
General Godwin-Austen’s orders were that the New Zealand Division
was to capture Belhamed, Sidi Rezegh and El Duda, after which the
7oth Division would break out and join them. General Freyberg
accordingly ordered a night attack in which his 4th Brigade was to
take Belhamed and the 6th Sidi Rezegh and El Duda. At g p.m. the
attack began. Most of the Belhamed feature was taken against stout
opposition, but dawn found the 6th Brigade somewhat disorganised
and holding on precariously about Sidi Rezegh having been unable to
press on towards El Duda.

On 26th November there was much confused fighting in the New
Zealand sectors. At noon General Scobie, hearing that the attacks had
been held up, decided to take El Duda himself. By about 3 o’clock
this had been done by the g2nd Army Tank Brigade with the 1st
Essex Regiment and a machine-gun company of the Royal North-
umberland Fusiliers under Brigadier Willison’s command. For great
gallantry in a duel between the tanks and some enemy guns Captain

1 8th Royal Tank Regiment with 49 Valentines, and the 44th Royal Tank Regiment
with 37 Matildas.

6
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J. J. B. Jackman of the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers was awarded
the Victoria Cross.

That night the 6th New Zealand Infantry Brigade made another
attack on Sidi Rezegh and this time succeeded, but with considerable
loss. At the same time a detachment from Belhamed consisting of the
19th New Zealand Battalion and a squadron of the 44th Royal Tank
Regiment moved across to El Duda and came under command of
Brigadier Willison. With Belhamed, El Duda, and Sidi Rezegh all
lost it is no wonder that General Critwell was anxious about his
communications.

As often happens in war, however, the trials were not all on one
side. In the disorganization which attended the D.4.K”s rush for the
frontier it had not been possible for regular convoys to reach the New
Zealand Division and its supplies were running low. General Godwin-
Austen realized that this Division, short of its third brigade, could do
no more than hold its ground, and that the 7oth Division could do
no more than hold Tobruk and the ‘corridor’. In response to his
request for another infantry brigade General Ritchie allotted him the
1st South African Infantry Brigade which was to move to a rendezvous,
chosen by him, under control of the 3oth Corps. Intercepted signals
now showed that the D.4.K. and the Ariete Division were about to
return. Only the Royal Air Force and the 7th Armoured Division
could do anything to prevent the New Zealanders being attacked from
behind. As luck would have it the weather on 27th November was
bad, and air operations were much restricted.

See also Map 11

After three gruelling days the morning of 24th November had
found the 7th Armoured Division licking its wounds, but it was soon
required to guard 6th New Zealand Brigade’s southern flank, attack
the speeding German columns, and move to the protection of No. 62
Field Maintenance Centre. The heavy casualties of the last three days
had necessitated a good deal of reorganization, and the 7th Armoured
Brigade was withdrawn to Egypt after sending considerable rein-
forcements of tanks and crews to the other two brigades. There was
much recovery, salvage, and maintenance to be done and many new
crews to be absorbed. The Support Group, also much weakened,
broke up into small raiding columns to prey on the rear of the enemy
in the area of the frontier and to find and harass the Ariete Division.

On the morning of 27th November these columns were out as usual
and the armoured cars of the King’s Dragoon Guards were watching
the Trigh Capuzzo. Shortly after noon they reported a column
approaching Gasr el Arid. General Gott ordered the 22nd Armoured
Brigade to head it off and the 4th Armoured Brigade to attack its
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flank.! This was done, though their messages show that the movements
of the two armoured brigades were not well co-ordinated. The enemy
column was the 15th Panzer Division, which reacted vigorously,
shaking out quickly into battle formation with its field artillery and
anti-tank guns supporting its tanks—a good example of efficient battle-
drill. Medium bombers of the R.A.F. made several attacks, the results
of which were difficult to observe in the bad weather, but the King’s
Dragoon Guards reported having seen some effective bombing.
Fighting went on until dark, by which time both sides had suffered
appreciable losses, though the enemy was evidently less disorganized
than would appear from the British reports. He had, however, been
roughly handled, and the German accounts speak highly—as they so
often do—of the British artillery fire.? At all events, the British armour
withdrew a few miles south to leaguer, and early next morning the
armoured cars reported an enemy force in position above the escarp-
ment near Bir Sciafsciuf. An extract from the diary of the 15th Panzer
Division shows what had happened. ‘The divisional commander
[General Neumann-Silkow] decided to push on during the night in
order to gain a favourable point on the escarpment by daybreak from
which to continue his advance. After about 12 km the division reached
the area south of Sciafsciuf and secured the pass up the escarpment.
The division then took up an all round defensive position.” At 6.45
p.m. the previous evening General Ritchie had signalled to the goth
Corps that it was of the utmost importance to prevent the enemy
escaping westwards south of the Sidi Rezegh escarpment, and General
Gott gave orders to this effect as soon as he heard of the armoured
cars’ report. The Support Group was to continue to harass the Ariete
Division and prevent it from joining the armoured battle.

During the morning of 28th November there was only scrappy
fighting. More columns were reported coming up the Trigh Capuzzo,
but the Air Force could do little to hinder them as it was a day of
‘ten-tenths’ cloud. Not until the afternoon did the 15th Panzer Divi-
sion again move west, by which time the British Armoured Brigades
had been given the additional task of protecting the 1st South African
Infantry Brigade which was to be moved up to the help of the New
Zealanders. 15th Panzer Division (with 43 tanks) then moved along
the escarpment towards Sidi Rezegh airfield. On the way it overran
a group of New Zealand Dressing Stations which was in a wadi to
the east of Pt 175, capturing a thousand patients and all the staff. (In

! The 4th Armoured Brigade started the day with 77 tanks; 22nd Armoured Brigade
with 45; 15th Panzer Division with 50. The 21st Panzer Division had only 24, and the
Ariete Division probably about 100.

* With 4th Armoured Brigade were two batteries 2nd Regiment R.H.A. and 102nd
(N.H.) Anti-Tank Regiment R.H.A. (less one battery). With 22nd Armoured Brigade

were C Battery 4th Regiment R.H.A. and D Battery 102nd (N.H.) Anti-Tank Regiment
R.H.A.
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this battle without fronts or flanks many other medical units had
similar experiences. Nearly all continued to work, taking in wounded
from both sides and treating them under terribly difficult conditions.)
In the absence of the 21st Panzer Division, whose troubles on the
frontier and at Bardia had greatly delayed it, the commander of the
15th Panzer Division was most anxious that the Ariete Division should
move up on his southern flank. This is what the Support Group was
trying to prevent.!

The attempt to bring the 1st South African Infantry Brigade
rapidly to the help of the New Zealanders did not succeed. At about
2.30 p.m. on 28th November General Norrie told Brigadier Pienaar
to move north from Taieb el Esem and secure the area Pt 175—Sidi
Rezegh which was in 13th Corps’ area. After the Brigade had covered
about eleven miles there was a muddle—which cannot be explained—
between the two Corps about a message, and it halted for the night
about the same distance from the objective. Later that night the
headquarters of the 1g3th Corps and rear H.Q. of the New Zealand
Division moved into Tobruk, though General Freyberg himself
remained outside with a small staff.

See Map 12

General Rommel, with his forces once more within striking distance
of the vital triangle Belhamed-Sidi Rezegh-El Duda, was determined
that Tobruk should not be relieved. His idea was for General Criiwell
to form up north of Belhamed and strike west and south-west. Criiwell
submitted that his present dispositions and the lie of the ground
(particularly the escarpments) favoured a converging attack, and spent
the day reconnoitring and making preparations. At 8 p.m. on 28th
November he issued his orders. The 21st Panzer Division was to take
Belhamed from the east, supported by a bombardment by goth Light
Division. The 15th Panzer Division was to attack El Duda from the
south-west and the Ariete Division was to hold the ring on the south.
At about g p.m. a message came from Rommel laying down a different
object, namely, to prevent the enemy escaping into Tobruk. Criiwell
decided that it was too late to alter his orders, and let them stand.
Early next morning he met his divisional commanders, but General
von Ravenstein was missing from the meeting as he had driven into
21st New Zealand Battalion’s position at Pt 175 and been made
prisoner. General Bottcher succeeded him in command of 21st Panzer
Division, and Colonel Mickl took over the Béttcher Group.

1 The Support Group had now only one motor battalion, the second having gone back
to refit. The 25-pdrs were reduced in numbers as follows: 4th Regiment R.H.A. (less C
Batte?') from 16 guns to 12; 6oth Field Regiment R.A. from 24 to 14; 203rd Field Battery
R.A. from 12 to 7.
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Early on 2g9th November the 15th Panzer Division began to move
westwards, passed south of Sidi Rezegh, descended the escarpment
where it was easy, and turned at about noon to attack El Duda from
the west. The 21st Panzer Division, on the other hand, was slow in
moving on Belhamed and by dusk had not even reached its start line
at Zaafran. The Ariete was gradually approaching from the south-east.

The British armour was occupied in protecting the 1st South
African Infantry Brigade, which had been told by General Norrie to
move north as soon as its reconnaissance elements had gained touch
with the New Zealanders.! While carrying out this task both Armoured
Brigades became engaged with the Ariete Division, other parts of
which were being harassed by the columns of the Support Group
farther to the east. Early in the afternoon the Armoured Brigades were
told to do everything they could to interfere with the expected attacks
on the New Zealand Division, and their artillery, together with that
of the South African Brigade, came into action with this object.

Late in the afternoon, however, some Italian tanks of the Ariete
Division managed to reach the neighbourhood of Pt 175, and owing
apparently to an error in identification they were allowed to penetrate
into the position which they thereupon captured—a sad sequel to
the 6th New Zealand Infantry Brigade’s previous successes in this
locality. It was also an unhappy ending to a day which had started
well for the New Zealand Division, for shortly after dawn a large
convoy of over 250 lorries had arrived with food, ammunition and
water. It will have been obvious that the fluid character of the opera-
tions must have made the work of the supply echelons very difficult,
and great credit is due to them for the way they carried out their
unending task. This particular convoy was a little out of the ordinary.
It assembled near Fort Maddalena and took on most of its loads at
No. 62 Field Maintenance Centre. From there it was led for forty
miles by a New Zealander, Brigadier G. H. Clifton, the Chief Engin-
eer of the goth Corps. Escorted by South African armoured cars and
by a detachment of Stuart tanks on their way to join the 4th Armoured
Brigade the convoy made its hazardous way through the night to the
cast of Pt 175, bumped down the escarpment, and reached its destina-
tion westward along the Trigh Capuzzo—a fine achievement by the
R.A.S.C. drivers.

At El Duda there had been heavy fighting all through the afternoon
of the 2gth. The 15th Panzer Division’s attack from the west came in
at about 2 p.m. and by 6.30 p.m. it had taken the western end of the
position. The 1st Essex Regiment, which had lost the best part of two
companies, clung to the ground it still held, while the 2 /13th Austra-
lian Battalion and the 1st R.H.A. beat off attempts by the enemy
infantry to infiltrate elsewhere. The 104th and 107th Regiments

! The 4th Armoured Brigade started the day with 60 tanks and the 22nd with 24.
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R.H.A. supported the defence. Soon after 1.30 a.m. two companies of
Australians and eleven ‘I’ tanks of the 4th Royal Tank Regiment
counter-attacked in the moonlight and regained all the lost ground.
It is interesting to learn from the diary of the D.A.K. that the 8th
Panzer Regiment (of 15th Panzer Division) was intended to win El
Duda back again, but a wrongly decoded signal caused the Regiment
to be withdrawn towards El Adem.

General Ritchie was convinced of the need to send the 1st South
African Infantry Brigade to the help of the New Zealanders; again
General Norrie tried to do so and again he failed. Early in the after-
noon of 2gth November one South African armoured car (of a patrol
of three) succeeded in reaching General Freyberg and formed a wire-
less link by which an order was sent to Brigadier Pienaar to move up
to Pt 175. Shortly after 5 p.m. Pt 175 was lost by the New Zealanders
and this information was passed on to Pienaar. At 6.25 p.m. goth
Corps placed Brigadier Pienaar under command of the New Zealand
Division and told him that General Ritchie was most anxious that he
should link up with it that night. A little later General Freyberg again
told Brigadier Pienaar to push on to Pt 175. Wireless communication
then broke down and Pienaar did not feel the situation clear enough
to justify him in going on with his move. Some of the messages sent
by Army, Corps, and Divisional headquarters are evidence of a strong
desire to help the New Zealanders while ensuring that the 1st South
African Brigade should not suffer the same sort of fate as the 5th had
suffered six days before, but they added to the general uncertainty
instead of clearing it up. At the time the situation must have seemed
very confused; it was perhaps not realized that 15th Panzer Division
had all passed to the west of Sidi Rezegh, nor that 21st Panzer Division
was in very poor shape indeed. It had in fact only twenty tanks, and
was submitting what the D.4.K. diary calls ‘alarmist reports’ as it
struggled to make for Zaafran, with its flank and rear on the Trigh
Capuzzo being harassed by light British columns and attacked by the
medium bombers. If all this had been known the 7th Armoured
Division might have, concentrated on the task of holding off the Ariete
Division until the South Africans could reach Pt 175.

See Map 13

Early on goth November the enemy deduced from his air reports
that fresh British forces were collecting to the south. General Rommel
decided that his immediate purpose must be to defeat the New Zealand
Division before these forces could smash the ring which was being
drawn round it. The plan was for the Ariete Division to make ground
westward from Pt 175 while the Mickl Group captured Sidi Rezegh;
the 15th Panzer Division, whose armoured regiment’s false move to
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El Adem had been stopped, was to support the Mickl Group and then
advance on Belhamed while the goth Light Division came south to
meet it. The 21st Panzer Division had still the task of advancing west-
ward through Zaafran, but was making very heavy weather and could
not be counted on to add much pressure.

It was afternoon before all this could be arranged and the morning
passed to the accompaniment of greatly increased artillery fire. The
attack on Sidi Rezegh began at about 3 p.m. Of the four battalions of
the 6th New Zealand Infantry Brigade two were below and two were
slightly over 200 strong, and for more than three hours the 24th and
26th New Zealand Battalions, on whom the main weight fell, resisted
before being overrun at dusk. The Germans claimed 600 prisoners and
several guns.

As the 7th Armoured Division was apparently unable to counter the
moves of the German armour, General Freyberg, feeling hard pressed,
asked General Godwin-Austen if he might send what remained of the
6th New Zealand Infantry Brigade into Tobruk. This request was
refused on the ground that the South Africans were to recapture Pt
175 during the night, and then go on to Sidi Rezegh, and that
armoured help had been asked for early next morning. Unfortunately,
these hopes were not to be fulfilled.

During goth November the 1st South African Infantry Brigade led
by General Norrie in person had moved slowly north-east to Bir
Sciafsciuf, covered by the 4th Armoured Brigade which had now
absorbed all the remaining tanks of the 22nd Armoured Brigade. The
intention was to capture Pt 175 from the east. The advance towards
this point began in the evening, but there were many delays and by
dawn on the 1st December the South African Brigade was still more
than a mile from its objective and unable to make further progress.
In the course of several brushes the Ariete Division had 19 light and
medium tanks destroyed or damaged.

Before he knew of this General Godwin-Austen had sent, early on
1st December, a signal to the Army Commander about future policy.
If the attempt to retake Pt 175 failed, and if the British armour could
not prevent the constant attacks by the enemy’s armour, it might be
necessary to decide whether to withdraw the 13th Corps into Tobruk,
as much more fighting might weaken the Corps to the point of en-
dangering its ability to hold the place.! General Ritchie, who was
intent upon resuming the offensive at the earliest possible moment,
flew to headquarters 13th Corps to explain his ideas for the future.
Meanwhile the New Zealand Division had taken another severe blow.

On the morning of 1st December, as soon as 15th Panzer Division
was ready, the next stage of the enemy’s attempt to drive the New

1 The 13th Corgir ad become responsible for operations at Tobruk from midnight
. See page 52.

23rd/24th Novem
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Zealand Division away from the vicinity of the Tobruk perimeter
began with a heavy attack on the escarpment at Belhamed. This was
gallantly opposed by the 4th New Zealand Brigade, but it succeeded
and the 20th Battalion was overrun. General Freyberg’s Division was
thus cut in two.

Shortly after 8 a.m. the enemy appeared to be preparing to turn
against Brigadier Barrowclough’s 6th New Zealand Brigade from the
west and north-west, and at this moment some British tanks were seen
approaching from the south. The accounts of what followed, as
recorded by commanders on the spot, are in many respects contra-
dictory, but certain facts can be established. The British tanks belonged
to the 4th Armoured Brigade, which was moving to the help of the
New Zealanders with orders to ‘counter attack the enemy’s tanks at all
costs’. Its two leading regiments, 5th R.T.R. and 8th Hussars, reached
the exposed positions north of Sidi Rezegh occupied by the remains
of the 6th New Zealand Brigade, and at about g a.m. Lieut.-Colonel
H. D. Drew, commanding 5th R.T.R., reported to Brigadier Barrow-
clough in order to learn the situation and make a plan. Only prelim-
inary action had been taken when a message was received over the
radio-telephone from Headquarters 4th Armoured Brigade trans-
mitting an order from General Gott for the New Zealanders to retire.
The commanders of the tank regiments thereupon made preparations
to cover this retirement, which they understood would be made south-
ward—that is in the direction from which they themselves had come.
The whole airfield area and the escarpment above it were now under
heavy artillery fire from the Germans on the west and the Ariete
Division on Pt 175. Instead of withdrawing south (as Colonel Drew
and Brigadier Gatehouse had expected) the New Zealanders made off
towards their own divisional axis. In this way what was left of the
New Zealand Division became concentrated about Zaafran. By 2 p.m.
General Freyberg came to the conclusion that his sole practicable
course was to withdraw altogether and refit. The only superior com-
mander with whom he was in signal touch was General Norrie, who
took upon himself to agree—a decision which General Ritchie later
approved.

During the whole of this phase of the fighting near Tobruk the
weather was none too good for flying. Nevertheless the reconnaissance
aircraft, working at high pressure, produced much valuable informa-
tion. The land fighting was now concentrated into a comparatively
small area, and the main day-bomber effort was applied to helping
the New Zealand and 7oth Divisions by attacking vehicles of all kinds
in the El Adem area. On the 3oth the weather improved and many
targets were seen between El Adem and Sidi Rezegh, the result, no
doubt, of the move of the Trieste Division and the deployment of its
artillery in support of the Mickl Group. Day-bombers had now to be
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escorted by fighters, and in fact about half the total fighter sorties—
which in these four days totalled 1,029—were used in this way, the
remainder being devoted to offensive sweeps and ground attacks in
the main battle area. The Beaufighters continued to make low-flying
attacks on airfields.

During the night of 1st December the New Zealand Division success-
fully disengaged from the scene of its successes and failures, and made
its way east from Zaafran, then south across the Trigh Capuzzo and
from there right back to the Egyptian frontier. General Norrie, who
witnessed the early stage of the withdrawal, wrote ‘I was much im-
pressed by the discipline of the N.Z. troops in spite of the very rough
time they had had . . .” The ten remaining fit tanks of the 1st Army
Tank Brigade, which had supported the New Zealanders so stoutly in
the week’s fighting, withdrew also. Certain New Zealand units, in-
cluding the 19th and part of the 20th Battalion, joined the Tobruk
garrison. The 1st South African Brigade went back to Taieb el Esem.

General Godwin-Austen on the afternoon of 1st December had still
been in some doubt whether to hold on to El Duda, as this might
stretch the 7oth Division somewhat riskily. A message from Lieut.-
Colonel J. S. Nichols, of the 1st Essex Regiment, commanding at El
Duda, settled the matter: the defences, he said, were growing stronger
every hour, and he felt confident of resisting attack from any direction.
General Scobie replied ‘Well done, I admire your spirit,” and the
decision to hold on was taken.

Back on the frontier the 7th Indian Infantry Brigade had finally
cleared Libyan Omar, and a re-assembled 5th New Zealand Infantry
Brigade was bottling up Bardia. To free these troops for General
Ritchie’s next phase the 2nd South African Division was moving
forward to take over the frontier area from 4th Indian Division.

On 3oth November General Bastico, whom Rommel was not in the
habit of consulting, came forward to El Adem to discuss the situation.
Rommel explained that the battle had become one of attrition, and
the outlook, he said, was grave. Both sides had lost heavily and this
was particularly serious for the Axis because their losses could not
speedily be made good. The British on the other hand were bringing
up fresh troops. Both Commanders sent urgent requests to Rome for
men and material of all kinds, particularly tanks, armoured cars,
medium artillery, signal equipment, and desert-worthy vehicles. They
must have realized, however, that the present battle would have to
be fought with what they already had, except for the few men and
stores that could be hurried over by transport aircraft. It seems that
what they really wanted was to force an approach to the French for
permission to use the Tunisian ports, especially Bizerta, so as to expose
the convoys to a much smaller risk of attack, and thus enable forces to
be collected for the effective defence of Tripolitania. Mussolini took
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up this question once again with Hitler, pointing out that in Novem-
ber only 40,000 of the required 120,000 tons of stores and supplies
had been shipped to North Africa and that the rate of dispatch was
falling.! General von Rintelen added that in his view a regular schedule
of troop shipments could not be resumed unless Lufiflotte 2 succeeded
in keeping Malta in check.

Meanwhile occasional small freighters, mostly carrying fuel or
ammunition, were reaching Benghazi, where the Royal Air Force
were trying to make it as difficult as possible to unload and clear their
cargoes. An especially determined effort was made on the four nights
from 28th November to 1st December, for which purpose the Welling-
tons of No. 205 Group in Egypt were reinforced by others from Malta
and eighty sorties were flown, carrying a high proportion of 4,000-lb.
bombs.? It is difficult to assess the damage caused by this and other
attacks, for though the results were thought to be satisfactory with hits
on the quays and on ships at anchor, the port of Benghazi seems to
have continued to cope with the small number of ships arriving. As
will be seen, a few very important cargoes arrived later in December
and were successfully cleared.

‘Crusader’ was a long way from being over, but an important stage
had been reached: the British were able to introduce fresh troops and
the enemy was not. This shows how wise General Auchinleck had
been in insisting that the pressure must be kept up, and how right
General Ritchie now was in seeking to renew the offensive. These
decisions required some courage to make. The British had rightly
judged that the enemy could not afford to lose the ground around Sidi
Rezegh, and now, after a gruelling fortnight and sadly heavy losses, all
the vital ground except El Duda was still in enemy hands. Tobruk
had been open to the outside world for a short time, and was now
sealed off again with an enlarged perimeter. The great armoured
clash on which the British had pinned their hopes had never come off:
instead there had been a number of separate actions in which the
British armour usually found itself at a disadvantage. Either it was
without much of its artillery—and the value of the 25-pdr against
tanks had been amply proved—or one or both of its motor battalions,
or else one at least of its armoured brigades was out of the hunt for one
reason or another, usually in order to protect some other formation.
When to these handicaps are added the inherent weaknesses, such as
the short effective range of the British tank and anti-tank guns, the

! M. A. Bragadin: Che ha fatto la Marina? (Milan 1950, 2nd ed.) p. 259, where the
figure 29,843 tons is given for arrivals in North Africa.

% This happened to coincide with the successful operations against ships at sea by Force
K and R.A.F. Blenheims described on pages 105-6.
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proneness of the cruisers to mechanical breakdown, and the short
radius of action of the Stuarts, it is easy to see how much the tenacity,
skill and courage of the troops had to make up for. The Germans, on
the other hand, were adept at committing their forces to battle in a
sound tactical manner, thereby giving them the best possible chance
of success, and the action of the various arms was closely related. A
glaring exception was the piecemeal use of the 21st Panzer Division on
the frontier from 25th to 27th November, but it is unlikely that this
would have happened if General Criiwell had been given a clear task
and left to carry it out.

British superiority in the air made the failure to make full use of
the day-bombers all the more disappointing. Since the start of ¢ Cru-
sader’ these aircraft had spent much of their time at the call of the
Army, waiting for the ideal target and no doubt allowing many good
ones to escape. Their chances of intervening in a swaying fight must
have been very small, even if friend could have been distinguished
from foe, and it is hardly surprising that there were many complaints
of their bombs falling among their own troops. Similar complaints
appear in the diaries of German units and there is also a record of a
meeting at which Rommel asked the Commander of Fliegerkorps X to
give him a liaison officer competent to order up fighters and bombers
if speedy intervention were needed; the request was refused on the
ground that it would be against the best use of the air force as a whole.
The interesting point is that, contrary to an impression widely held at
the time, the enemy in North Africa did not have a highly organized
and efficient system of army /air co-operation; the British had at least
laid the foundations of a system and were bent on making it work
although they had not yet overcome all the difficulties.

The broad impressionsleft by the first fortnight of ‘Crusader’ are that
the British airmen and the better trained of the troops had shown
themselves in morale and skill to be at least a match for the Germans.
The Army had still much to learn about the use of large armoured
forces and especially about the art of combining the various resources
on the battlefield. There was room for improvement, too, as regards the
help that the Army and Air Force could give one another.
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was as follows. He believed, quite correctly, that the enemy

were hard pressed, and he wished to give them no breathing-
space. He decided that as a first step the goth Corps should seize El
Adem, a vital centre of communications to the enemy—as vital as the
Belhamed-El Duda area in which the German armour now seemed to
be settling down behind a strong screen of anti-tank weapons. Mobile
columns were to raid the enemy’s supply lines between Tmimi and
Acroma. The 3oth Corps was to have command of the 7th Armoured
Division, the 22nd Guards Brigade, the 1st South African Brigade, and
the whole of the 4th Indian Division as soon as it could be relieved by
the 2nd South African Division; until then only the r1r1th Indian
Infantry Brigade would be available. General Ritchie wished the 13th
Corps to hold the ground it had won in the new Tobruk salient, but
left Godwin-Austen free to withdraw to the old perimeter if he thought
it necessary. Back on the frontier the 2nd South African Division was
to prevent the enemy from sending supplies westward from Bardia and
would mop up the Axis positions as opportunity offered. The 5th New
Zealand Infantry Brigade would remain under command of the 2nd
South African Division, and the rest of the New Zealand Division was
to refit at Maaten Baggush.

On 1st December, the day these orders were issued, General
Auchinleck arrived at 8th Army Headquarters to be at hand if
needed. He stayed for ten days, but left the conduct of operations
entirely to General Ritchie. His own main care was to set in train the
move of reinforcements for the Desert front. The 1st Armoured
Division, which had sailed from England at the end of September,
had begun to disembark at Suez during the second half of November?.
The 12th Lancers (armoured cars) and the divisional artillery were
ordered to join the 8th Army as soon as possible, and the 2nd Armoured
Brigade (60 Stuart and 106 Crusader tanks) was to undergo intensive
desert training. The Royal Dragoons (armoured cars) were to be sent
forward from Syria and the newly formed 38th Indian Infantry Bri-
gade from Egypt. From Cyprus was to come the 150th Infantry

GEN ERAL RITCHIE’S plan for renewing the offensive

! The 22nd Armoured Brigade, which had come out in an earlier convoy, belonged to
this Division.
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Brigade and from Palestine the 50th Divisional Reconnaissance Bat-
talion;! these were both ordered to Maaten Baggush to be in general
reserve. :

When General Godwin-Austen reported that the 13th Corps could
not only hold the Tobruk salient but could also attack, General Ritchie
became more than ever anxious to begin his new phase quickly. But
he did not want any half measures, and decided to leave the timing to
General Norrie, who had most to arrange. Norrie at first proposed to
attack on 3rd December, but soon felt the need of a few more days.

No one was more anxious than Air Vice-Marshal Coningham for
the new phase to begin, for the unexpectedly slow progress of ‘Cru-
sader’ had caused many difficulties for the Air Force. The plan had
been for the fighters to ‘hop’ in turn to Fort Maddalena, Gambut,
and Gazala, reaching Barce and Maraua by the beginning of the
second week. The day-bombers, taking longer strides, would move
from Bir Khamsa to Gambut and on to Barce and Maraua in the
path of the advancing fighters. As it turned out, the fighters had to
operate from Fort Maddalena and the day-bombers from bases well
to the east of the frontier for much longer than had been expected.
In particular the course of the fighting seriously delayed the initial
‘hop’ to the Gambut area, so that the fighters could not move forward
and the day-bombers could not be refuelled nearer to their targets.
Only out of sheer necessity had the tactical reconnaissance squadrons
moved forward to be near their Corps Headquarters.

General Rommel had deduced from signals intercepted on 1st
December that he was unlikely to be attacked before the 3rd, and
his anxiety about his frontier garrisons led him once more to make a
move in their direction. The tanks of both Panzer Divisions were
immobilized for badly needed repairs and maintenance, and the
reason for making what could only be a rather tentative move without
them is not entirely clear. Overruling Criiwell’s protests against what
looked like a feeble repetition of a previous mistake, Rommel ordered
columns to go along the coast road and the Trigh Capuzzo to recon-
noitre and disperse any enemy forces met. Each column was to con-
sist of roughly an infantry battalion, an anti-tank company and some
guns. The 20th Corps would move along the Trigh Capuzzo and
guard the southern flank. The weather had deteriorated again on
2nd December, and the conditions were bad enough to ground most
of the aircraft on both sides. On the 3rd they were still bad, but a
little better, and both German columns were seen from the air. The
northern one was ambushed ten miles from Bardia by the 5th New

! 4th Battalion Royal Northumberland Fusiliers had become soth Battalion of the
newly formed Reconnaissance Corps.
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Zealand Infantry Brigade and almost annihilated. The southern
column collided with a small force from 4th Indian Division, was
heavily shelled, attacked by Blenheims and Hurricane fighter-bombers,
and withdrew. In spite of these setbacks the Germans intended to try
again next day, and also to retake El Duda, which in British hands
was no doubt being a nuisance by blocking the Tobruk by-pass road.

It is always possible that Rommel’s real reason for despatching
these two columns was to mislead his enemy. This view is unsupported
by contemporary evidence—which is not surprising—but the move
had some such effect, for Ritchie gave orders that the 4th Armoured
Brigade was to be placed where it could intervene, and this prevented
it from being quickly available for the coming action near Bir el Gubi.

See Map 14

General Norrie meanwhile had not been idle. Reconnaissance had
discovered an enemy position about six miles north-west of Bir el
Gubi and he decided that it must be captured before the advance on
El Adem could begin. General Gott gave the task on 3rd December
to the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade (Brigadier A. Anderson) supported
by sixteen ‘I’ tanks of the 8th Royal Tank Regiment, the 7th Medium
Regiment R.A., part of the 51st Field Regiment R.A. and a battery
of the 73rd Anti-Tank Regiment R.A. The operation was carried out
with exemplary speed. From his position on 3rd December thirty
miles east of Bir el Gubi Brigadier Anderson could only form an out-
line plan, which was certainly a bold one—to make an unrecon-
noitred night march of over twenty miles and attack from the west
such of the enemy as daylight should disclose to be in front of him.
To the credit of the Brigade and its supporting arms the night march
was successfully accomplished, the attack made, and part of the
objective taken. Renewed attacks on 5th December did not succeed
and meanwhile the enemy had reacted to the threat.

On the morning of 4th December the Germans attacked El Duda
and were repulsed. By noon General Rommel felt he could not dis-
regard the happenings at Bir el Gubi, because an outflanking move
from this quarter would be dangerous. He broke off the action at El
Duda, recalled the columns heading for Bardia and Sidi Azeiz, and
decided to send both Panzer Divisions and the Ariete and Trieste
Divisions to the southern flank. This meant weakening himself so
much in front of Tobruk that he would have to withdraw from the
eastern face, and during the night the process of thinning out began.
On 5th December he intended to use all his mobile troops to deal with
the British at Bir el Gubi and then sweep on into the rearward area
of the 3oth Corps, but this plan did not come off. The Ariete Division,
harried by columns of the 7th Support Group, never arrived and the
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Trieste Division does not seem to have left its assembly area on the
southern escarpment. The 8th Panzer Regiment and some lorried
infantry overran part of the rith Indian Infantry Brigade, but did
not pass on any farther.

The danger from the south caused the enemy’s air force to make
great efforts to interfere with the movements of the British troops about
Bir el Gubi. Large formations of escorted dive-bombers made frequent
attacks, causing casualties and damaging vehicles. Many of these
attacks were intercepted and broken up by the British fighters, and
as the days passed the numbers of dive-bombers fell until only fighters
were usually encountered. The rising rate of losses in these engage-
ments caused some anxiety, however, and pointed to the need for a
fighter (such as the Spitfire V) to combat the Me. 10gF whose rate of
climb and speed made it superior to any British single-engined
fighter in the Middle East. Apart from this a general increase in the
numbers of German and Italian fighters was becoming evident.

Conversely, the southerly move of the Axis mobile forces and the
large volume of traffic passing El Adem presented many targets to the
British medium bombers and Hurricane fighter-bombers, and by
night the Wellingtons and Fleet Air Arm Albacores kept up the pres-
sure by attacking transport along the road from El Adem through
Acroma to Gazala. The need now arose for more day-bombers, since
the flow of Marylands had ceased and the Baltimores were behind
schedule. Accordingly the Bostons of No. 24 Squadron S.A.A.F.,
hitherto employed on tactical reconnaissance, joined the day-bomber
force. To harass still further the retreating enemy the junction of the
Tobruk by-pass road with the Tobruk-Gazala road was bombarded
on several nights by the gunboat Aphis with the help of flares dropped
by the Fleet Air Arm.

The evening of 5th December had found the higher commanders
on both sides in some perplexity. Generals Rommel and Bastico, it
will be remembered, had appealed urgently to Rome for reinforce-
ments of all kinds. The answer was brought on 4th December by
Colonel Montezemolo, head of the Operations Branch of Comando
Supremo, his unwelcome news being that British naval and air activity
in the Mediterranean was preventing anything being sent save small
quantities of fuel, food, and medical stores.! Nothing better was to be
expected until the end of December, when the operations of the
Luftwaffe from Sicily might enable regular convoys to be run. General
Rommel thereupon painted a depressing picture of what might
happen. He expected the British to outflank him from the south and
he might have to withdraw to Tripolitania. He would hope to extri-
cate most of the immobile (chiefly Italian) infantry, but much material
would be lost. The frontier garrisons were almost out of supplies and

"1 The relevant naval and air operations are described in the following chapter.
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would have to retire into Bardia, whence they might have to be with-
drawn by sea and air.

It had been General Norrie’s intention to advance towards El Adem
on 6th December, and in order to make the whole of the 4th Indian
Division available he decided that the 22nd Guards Brigade should
relieve the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade west of Bir el Gubi early on
6th December, and that it should clear up the situation there while the
main advance went on. By dawn on the 6th, however, Norrie had
become less hopeful, and felt that it was necessary to use the 4th
Indian Division in the Bir €l Gubi area and at the same time recon-
noitre widely to discover the enemy’s new dispositions. The 8th Army’s
intelligence staff were inclined to think that the enemy was about to
withdraw, and while not himself convinced of this General Ritchie
urged Norrie to avoid Bir el Gubi and apply pressure in a north-
westerly direction. That afternoon the D.A4.K. tried to advance on Bir
el Gubi but the plan miscarried because of unwonted muddles be-
tween the two Panzer Divisions, and the more familiar failure of the
Italians to arrive at the right place at the right time. In the end,
towards evening of 6th December, the 15th Panzer Division clashed
with the Guards Brigade, was heavily bombed and shelled, lost several
tanks and accomplished nothing. Its commander, Major-General
Neumann-Silkow, was mortally wounded.

Early next morning General Rommel went forward to see things
for himself. He found Crtiwell anxious about the British concentration
in the south. The British were superior on the ground and in the air,
and the condition of the Axis troops was growing worse. Petrol and
ammunition were becoming dangerously scarce. Then and there
Rommel decided to call off any further attacks and to make a fighting
withdrawal to the Gazala position. This was the defensive position
chosen in May 1941 after the Axis attacks on Tobruk had failed and
when their policy was to hold Western Cyrenaica regardless of who
held Sollum, Bardia, or even Tobruk. To this end a position was
constructed on the eastern edge of the Jebel Akhdar with its left at
Gazala and its right thrown well back into the desert. Work was be-
gun at once and good progress had been made by June. Now, six
months later, the defences were not in good order, but they were
better than nothing. Four Italian divisions were to occupy them; the
Italian mobile corps was to be on the southern flank, and wider still,
echeloned back, the D.4.K.

Very early on 7th December General Norrie was told to begin his
advance during the day as soon as the situation seemed favourable.
He was to communicate his intentions to General Godwin-Austen,
who was eagerly waiting to make a move towards El Adem from El
Duda. The 13th Corps and 2nd South African Division were ordered
to clear the enemy from the country between Tobruk and Bardia

7
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north of the Trigh Capuzzo, especially from airfields and landing-
grounds—which were badly needed for the move forward of the air
forces.

The enemy’s delaying tactics on the 3oth Corps’ front were so
successful, however, that no progress was made that day, and General
Gott even began to think that the enemy was being reinforced.
General Norrie decided that the moment to advance had not come,
and informed General Ritchie who correctly judged the true position
to be that Rommel was hitting out to cover an imminent withdrawal.
Ritchie would therefore have liked goth Corps to strike, but as it was
at least occupying the attention of the hostile armour he did not
insist, and merely told Norrie to keep up the pressure and to by-pass
the enemy where possible. Godwin-Austen, on the other hand, was to
begin his operations.

Accordingly that night two battalions of the 23rd Infantry Brigade
(Brigadier C. H. V. Cox) and a few tanks broke out of the western
face of the El Duda salient and advanced almost as far as the Tobruk-
El Adem road. Early next morning, 8th December, it became clear
that the enemy was retiring from the neighbourhood of Bir el Gubi
and General Norrie directed the 7th Armoured Division to advance
to the track junction (later to become famous as Knightsbridge) about
twelve miles south of Acroma. The 4th Indian Division was to move
northwards to the escarpment which runs west from El Adem towards
Knightsbridge, and then extend its right to join hands with the 13th
Corps. From the rate of progress it seems that the enemy’s delaying
tactics must have been effective, for nowhere was the withdrawal
much interfered with.

By 1oth December the Brescia and Trento Divisions had withdrawn
from their positions opposite the western half of the Tobruk perimeter.
Thus the siege of Tobruk—which had begun on 11th April—came to
an end after eight months. It had been hoped that its relief would
occur within a week of the start of ‘Crusader’, and the fact that it
took three weeks threw a great strain on the cross-country transport
and caused immense quantities of petrol to be consumed in carrying
supplies anything up to 120 miles from railhead. It was realized that
the arrival of the first bulk-loaded ships at a newly opened port does
not solve all the problems of supply, for not until some retail stocks are
built up can day-to-day demands be met. Some stocks had been built
up at Tobruk, but the course of the fighting in and around the corridor
had led to much of them being used up. It was obvious that the land
link forward from railhead would still be wanted for some time and
this pointed to the need for clearing the coast road past Halfaya,
Sollum and Bardia, so as to open a shorter and better route.

An important result of the relief of Tobruk was to make the group
of landing-grounds Tobruk, El Adem, Sidi Rezegh and Bu Amud
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available for the British fighters, and on 11th December Headquarters
No. 262 Fighter Wing arrived to take control of the fighters of Nos.
262 and 258 Wings on these landing-grounds. This meant that fighter
escorts would be able to reach well beyond Bir el Gubi and El Adem,
which they could not do when the fighters were forced to remain back
at Fort Maddalena instead of moving to Gambut as intended. There
had in fact been considerable losses in operations by day-bombers
unescorted by fighters, and even the Hurricane fighter-bombers had
suffered in this way; cloud cover could sometimes be used, but in
those conditions the targets were often obscured. Another important
result of the move to the new landing-grounds was that fighter cover
could be provided over Tobruk and ships could unload in daylight.

All this time the Wellingtons and other aircraft from Malta were
steadily attacking Tripoli, the Italian ports of departure, and various
targets in Sicily and on the Italian mainland.

It is not surprising that in view of their troubles over sea convoys
at this time the Germans and Italians should have made great use of
their numerous transport aircraft for carrying essential stores to North
Africa. The Italians flew from Italy and Sicily, and ferried loads (in
particular, of ammunition) forward from Tripoli, and now a steady
German traffic began between Maleme, in Crete, and Derna. In an
attempt to counter this move, in which Whitehall showed great
interest, the Wellingtons from Egypt attacked Maleme while Mary-
lands, Blenheims and Beaufighters were pressed into service as in-
truders against the transport aircraft in flight. Painted green and
black, and flying very low over the sea, the Ju. 52s were not easy to
attack, and only the Beaufighters were really suitable for the task. But

there were too few of these to interfere senously with the traffic, which
continued virtually unhindered.

In the enemy’s High Command the suggestion that the whole of
Cyrenaica might have to be given up had caused a great stir. After
receiving Colonel Montezemolo’s report Comando Supremo sent instruc-
tions to General Bastico on 7th December agreeing that it was neces-
sary to give up the siege of Tobruk. But although freedom of action was
left to Bastico, they thought that an attempt should be made to defend
Cyrenaica in order to retain Benghazi, and that a retreat into Tripo-
litania was a last resort. In either case it was imperative to hold
Agedabia strongly and to recapture Jalo, in order to prevent a wide
British outflanking manoeuvre and keep secure the lines of communi-
cation with Tripoli. Next day Bastico met Rommel, who began an
ill-tempered conference by enlarging upon the shortcomings of Italian
troops and of General Gambara. General Bastico took offence at
these remarks, but agreement was reached eventually to occupy the
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On gth December General Ritchie gave orders for an adjustment
of the chain of command, of which he had given warning two days
earlier. This was that the 13th Corps would control the operations to
drive the enemy out of Cyrenaica while the goth Corps took charge
of the reduction of the enemy’s positions on the Egyptian frontier.
Among his reasons were that a single commander would be able to
control all the troops that could be maintained west of Tobruk, and
as Tobruk would be the supply base, and the 13th Corps was already
there, General Godwin-Austen was well placed to take command with
the least delay. What mattered most was to give the enemy no respite,
and Ritchie set aside General Norrie’s prompt suggestion that Head-
quarters goth Corps was the better fitted to conduct mobile operations
—having indeed been formed for that very purpose. (As against this,
there was only one armoured division, which now had only one
armoured brigade.) An additional reason was that General Auchin-
leck was contemplating withdrawing the 3oth Corps into G.H.Q.
reserve as an insurance against a possible threat to the northern front.
On 11th December the 13th Corps took over the 7th Armoured
Division and the 4th Indian Division, and next day the goth Corps
left for the frontier area. General Ritchie announced also his intention
of taking the 22nd Guards Brigade under his direct command and
sending it as soon as possible by the desert route to capture Benghazi
and prevent the enemy escaping to Tripolitania.

See Map 15

The extent of the enemy’s position at Gazala was fairly accurately
known. It ran in a bold curve from the coast to the Alem Hamza ridge
about twelve miles inland, south of which there were no recognizable
defences. By 13th December the British had closed up, and the enemy’s
attitude suggested that he was going to make a stand. General Godwin-
Austen therefore hoped to force a decisive battle. His plan was briefly
for the 5th New Zealand Brigade (which had been brought up from
the frontier) to pin the enemy east of Gazala, while the Polish Brigade
(from Tobruk) on its left swung north to cut the coast road west of
Gazala. The 4th Indian Division was to attack westward from Alem
Hamza while the 7th Support Group dealt with any enemy south of
Sidi Breghisc. The 4th Armoured Brigade was to make a wide flanking
movement, passing south of Rotonda Segnali to Bir Halegh el Eleba
from where it would operate against the rear of the enemy in the area
Bir Temrad-Sidi Breghisc. The Brigade was to reach Bir Halegh el
Eleba not later than 11 a.m. on 15th December. The enemy was
thought to have about fifty tanks, and Godwin-Austen impressed upon
General Gott how important it was to destroy these. In his belief the
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4th Armoured Brigade with its go Stuart tanks had a rare opportunity
in its grasp.!

On 15th December the 13th Corps began its attack. Near the coast
the New Zealanders made some progress and took several hundred
Italian prisoners, as did the Polish Brigade (Major-General S. Kopan-
ski), which was nevertheless unable to work round to the west of
Gazala. Both brigades of the 4th Indian Division had a hard day.
The 1st Battalion The Buffs, of the 5th Indian Infantry Brigade
(Brigadier D. Russell), had already made ground to Pt 204, three
miles west of Alem Hamza, and the plan was for the rest of the Brigade
to take Alem Hamza from the south while on the left the 7th Indian
Infantry Brigade captured Sidi Breghisc. Both attacks failed. In the
afternoon, after a heavy shelling, the 8th Panzer Regiment and 2nd
Machine-Gun Battalion counter-attacked Pt 204 and after a fierce
action lasting an hour and a half overran the Buffs and their attached
troops, who lost altogether over a thousand men, many of whom
were taken prisoner.2 On the other hand the 8th Panzer Regiment—
the hard core of the enemy’s armour—appears to have lost g (or
possibly 12) of the 23 tanks with which it started the day. All these
actions, disappointing though they were, did at least mean that the
enemy was thoroughly occupied, and General Godwin-Austen had
great hopes of the effect which the arrival of the 4th Armoured
Brigade in the enemy’s back area would have. As it happened it had
hardly any. :

The Brigade had to cover nearly seventy miles to reach Bir Halegh
el Eleba, where it was due at 11 a.m. Over bad going—and on this
day some of the going was very bad indeed, entailing much running
in low gear—this was beyond the limit of the Stuart tanks. By loading
them with spare petrol and by ‘topping up’ on the way the Brigade
managed to reach its destination at 3 p.m. That evening General Gott
realized that the petrol vehicles of ‘B’ Echelon, which had themselves
been late in replenishing, would not reach the Brigade that day.
Rather than risk the tanks being caught with very little petrol so far
behind the front, he authorized Brigadier Gatehouse to move south
next morning to meet the petrol vehicles. He signalled to 13th Corps
that the Brigade would not be able to operate until the early afternoon
of 16th December. To this Godwin-Austen replied that it was to
attack as soon as possible the enemy opposing the 4th Indian Division,
which was to hold fast until this attack was made. The 7th Armoured

Division was also to send a column to cut the coast road at
Tmimi.

1 German records credit 15th Panzer Division with 23 fit tanks, and 21st Panzer
Division with 19. The number with the Ariete Division at this time is not known.

2 The mixed force included: one squadron 4th Royal Tank Regiment, 31st Field
Regiment R.A., one troop 73rd Anti-Tank Regiment R.A.
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But on 16th December, in spite of General Godwin-Austen’s hopes,
there was no decisive action. The small column sent to Tmimi shot
up a few vehicles and captured a handful of prisoners before it with-
drew for want of petrol—an enterprise which does not seem to have
worried the enemy although his main line of retreat ran through
Tmimi. At 7 a.m. the 4th Armoured Brigade set off south to meet its
petrol and supplies. After replenishing it seems to have moved shortly
after noon to a point south of Sidi Breghisc where it exchanged fire
with some hostile guns. A small detachment sent to Bir Temrad had
some indecisive skirmishing. General Godwin-Austen, secing what he
thought was a great opportunity slipping away, continued to urge
Gott to cut the enemy’s line of retreat. By evening the enemy showed
clear signs of preparing to withdraw. The 4th Armoured Brigade was
unable to interfere, and during the night the enemy broke away.

If the British armour could not interfere with this orderly disen-
gagement and withdrawal, what of the air force? It has been men-
tioned that the British day-bombers had been unable to apply their
full weight against targets west of a line Bir el Gubi-El Adem because
they could not be given fighter escorts from the Fort Maddalena land-
ing-grounds. This meant that while the enemy was moving back to
take up his new dispositions at Gazala he could not be heavily attacked
by day from the air. This handicap was not likely to recur because of
strenuous efforts to prepare fighter landing-grounds well forward, only
a few miles east of Gazala, in readiness for the next stage.

As soon as the fighters began to operate from around Tobruk the
whole of the enemy’s new deployment area could have been attacked
by escorted day-bombers. Unfortunately, during the four days from
13th to 16th December, when the enemy was halted in the Gazala
position, the Army seems to have been unable for one reason or
another to give the Air Force any worth-while targets. The weather
was not particularly good; indeed the 15th was a day of gales,
rain, and sandstorms. Another reason seems to have been that
General Godwin-Austen’s plan for biting off the northern part of the
enemy’s front and for encircling the remainder—he also had it in
mind to send columns to raid the coast road—made it difficult to
choose a ‘bomb-line’, or line beyond which anything seen could be
attacked from the air, without danger to the British troops. There was
still the old problem of identification and there seems to have been a
feeling that if the enemy did begin to withdraw the fact would become
apparent and some marvellous targets for air attack would appear.
The result was, as Air Vice-Marshal Coningham reported sadly, that
for nearly three days the enemy’s troops in the comparatively small
area south-west of Gazala had not one bomb dropped on them.
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See Map 16

In the enemy’s High Command the disagreements had continued.
On 13th December General Rommel reported to OKH that he would
probably be compelled to withdraw during the night 14th /[15th to
Derna and Mechili. General Bastico received this news by liaison
officer and at once asked Comando Supremo whether the final decision
was to be his or Rommel’s. His own opinion was that the Gazala line
could be held. He seems to have become suspicious of Rommel and
to have formed the idea that if a crisis occurred the Germans would
retire and leave the less mobile Italians to fend for themselves. Next
day a compromise was arranged—to hold on for the moment but to
prepare to withdraw to Derna and Mechili.

On 15th December Rommel got news of the move of the 4th
Armoured Brigade, heading as he thought for Mechili. This convinced
him that he would have to withdraw from the Gazala position during
the night 16th/17th. General Cavallero, accompanied by Field-
Marshal Kesselring, flew from Rome to try to resolve the differences
with Bastico, and on the morning of the 16th he put to him the argu-
ment that events outside the Mediterranean (he was no doubt thinking
of the Far East) might influence the campaign and that one object
should therefore be to gain time. Tripolitania was to be defended at
all costs but large reinforcements could not be counted upon. When
Cavallero visited Rommel that afternoon he learned that he had
already taken his own decision to withdraw from Gazala and that the
movement had begun; the 21st Corps was directed through Tmimi
on Derna, and the 20th Corps and D.4.K. on Mechili. Rommel’s
intention was to concentrate finally about El Agheila and Marada.
Cavallero was content to point out that the defence of Tripolitania was
the main object, but that Cyrenaica must only be given up gradually
in order to save equipment and stores.

Next morning, 17th December, there was yet another meeting and
this time Rommel said that he meant to hold on at Derna and Mechili
as long as he could, but that if the British advanced to Mechili, or
south of it, it would be necessary to retreat from Cyrenaica leaving
only rearguards behind. Cavallero agreed in general terms. That
afternoon a German air report reached Rommel that British columns
(in fact the 7th Support Group) were advancing towards Tengeder,
and he informed Cavallero that this made a further withdrawal
essential. Cavallero, who doubted the correctness of the air report,
later sent the liaison officer with an urgent request for delay on the
ground that the Italian troops were exhausted and short of transport.
Rommel replied that there was not a moment to lose, and that he
intended to leave nothing save a mobile rearguard east of a line Beda
Littoria-Maraua. He suggested that the Italian Command would per-
form a most valuable service if they retired to Tripoli and organized
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the reinforcements. He then ordered General Criiwell to move south
of Benghazi and be ready to operate towards Agedabia. The Italian
Corps were to make for Benghazi. When Cavallero heard of these
orders he set off with Bastico and Gambara to protest to Rommel.
The meeting was stormy, but there was nothing for it but to confirm
Rommel’s decision.

While General Rommel was determined to get back with all speed
to Agedabia and El Agheila, and hand to the British the drag of a
rapidly lengthening line of communication, General Ritchie had
thought it likely that the enemy would fight delaying actions as far
back as Derna and Mechili. Accordingly the 4th Indian Division was
directed on Lamluda and the 7th Armoured Division on Mechili,
while a strong column was to slip round the southern flank and harry
the enemy as far to the west as possible. The 22nd Guards Brigade
Group (or ‘Bencol’), commanded by Brigadier J. C. O. Marriott,
under the direct control of 8th Army, was to cross the desert farther
south still and make all speed for Benghazi, which it was to seize and
hold. But the units of ‘Bencol’ had first to be assembled from other
tasks, and many of their worn out vehicles replaced. Not until 20th
December could the force be ready. On the 18th Ritchie realized that
the enemy did not mean to stand at Derna and Mechili, and he there-
upon changed the role of ‘Bencol’ from capturing Benghazi to pre-
venting the enemy escaping southward from it. The strong harassing -
column which 7th Armoured Division had been ordered to send west-
ward was cancelled, and General Gott was directed by General
Godwin-Austen to press on to Benina and Benghazi. Next day ‘Bencol’
was ordered to pass south of Tengeder, and send one detachment to
secure the landing-ground at Msus and another through Sceleidima
towards Ghemines; the main body was to advance to the south-west
of Antelat—a large number of tasks for such a small force if it should
meet with any strong opposition.!

By this time—19th December—the 7th Indian Infantry Brigade had
reached Derna, where it parted with most of its transport to sustain
the advance across the desert. Reconnaissance troops and the 5th
Indian Infantry Brigade pushed on as best they could, delayed by
bad weather and by demolished roads and tracks. The Support Group
of the 7th Armoured Division reached Charruba on the 20th and made
touch with rearguards of the Trieste and Ariete Divisions. The weather
and going were very bad and there was trouble over petrol. Next day
the enemy had disappeared, the going became worse, and there were
again doubts whether petrol would arrive. General Gott decided to
send a small column (named ‘Pepys’) at once to the important Benina

! The main units of ‘Bencol’ were: 11th Hussars (armoured cars) ; one squadron of the
2nd Royal Gloucestershire Hussars (fourteen Stuart tanks); 51st Field Regiment R.A.;
grd Coldstream Guards; 2nd Scots Guards.
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airfield, and to send the rest of the Support Group across the better
going towards Msus and Antelat on the 22nd December. By the even-
ing of 21st December ‘Bencol’, which had made good speed, had one
squadron of the 11th Hussars near Sceleidima and one near Antelat,
the Coldstream Guards fifteen miles east of Antelat, and the Scots
Guards near Msus.

At this time the enemy’s divisions, which had also been having their
troubles from weather, bad going, and shortage of petrol, apart from
being much harassed from the air, were situated as follows. The 15th
Panzer was at Beda Fomm and the 21st Panzer at Ghemines; the
Ariete, Trieste and Pavia were near El Abiar; the Trento and Brescia
near Barce and Tocra; and the goth Light and the Bologna were at
Agedabia. General Rommel’s plan was for the mobile troops to hold
off the British advance from the east long enough to enable the Italian
infantry to escape to the south.

When the idea of sending a column across the desert to Benghazi
was first thought of, it was proposed to attach an air component of
five or six squadrons. But by the time ‘Bencol’ was ready to start the
landing-ground at Mechili had become available for the fighters,
which made the provision of a special air component unnecessary.
During the advance through Cyrenaica Nos. 208 and 237 (Rhodesian)
Tactical Reconnaissance Squadrons, operating at first from Tmimi,
were responsible for most of the information about the enemy’s move-
ments. In view of the large area to be covered, however, some of the
long-range Hurricanes of No. 33 Squadron were used to extend the
range of reconnaissance, and other fighters engaged on offensive sweeps
were also given reconnaissance tasks. As early as 18th December a con-
siderable force of fighters had been established at Gazala and, in spite
of the Army’s great difficulty in finding transport for lifting petrol for-
ward, the fighters were operating from Mechili on the 20th and from
Msus on the 23rd. Shortly afterwards No. 262 Wing established an
advanced headquarters at Msus to control the fighter operations.

When the enemy had begun to retreat from Gazala the British day-
bombers were moving forward to landing-grounds at Gambut, Sidi
Rezegh and Bu Amud. The 8th Army chose a bomb-line a long way
ahead, and attacks were at once made on the retreating columns,
especially where the main road winds up and down the coastal
escarpment near Derna, where traffic was likely to pile up. Later these
attacks were lifted on to the two roads running west from Lamluda.
Meanwhile the route from Mechili to Charruba was harassed, until
the main road north and south of Benghazi became in turn the prin-
cipal object of attack. The Wellingtons and Albacores carried the
attacks on into the night, but it is doubtful whether the targets they
could find were worth the effort. The scale of all these operations was
not as heavy as had been hoped, and ideas of turning the retreat into
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a rout were not realized. The enemy’s diaries make frequent mention
of the harassing effect of the British air attacks, but there is no doubt
that the retreat as a whole was delayed very little—indeed the speed
with which it was conducted is evidence of this. Nevertheless it was
plain for all to see that the losses of vehicles and equipment from air
attacks had been heavy.

The fact is that the day-bombers were passing through a difficult
time. The weather was bad, which made it harder than ever to
distinguish friend from foe. (Not that the enemy was free from this
trouble, for on several occasions Stukas are known to have dive-
bombed their own troops.) There was a shortage of transport for
moving fuel and supplies from Tobruk and from railhead, and also
for bringing forward bombs and other heavy stores from previously
occupied airfields. The day-bombers had certainly not been given
many good targets in direct support of the Army, but that did not
mean that they had been idle, and the prolonged operations in desert
conditions had greatly reduced the number of aircraft fit to fly.
Bostons were having much engine trouble and the flow of Marylands
(which the Bostons were replacing) had ceased, so that Nos. 12 and
21 Squadrons S.A.A.F. had to be put together to form onc squadron.
Blenheims were beginning to leave for the Far East. In short, the
enemy’s retreat came at a time when the British were at full stretch in
the air as well as on the ground.

This made it all the harder to maintain a just proportion between
attacks on the enemy’s troops and on his air force. The latter, though
shaken and struggling, could not be disregarded, and the more it was
smothered the more would the Royal Air Force be easing the task of
the British troops. The German and Italian Air Forces were now being
forced back and their airfields were becoming congested. This was the
moment to attack them. On 17th December Air Vice-Marshal Con-
ingham began to deal systematically with the principal airfields, by
night as well as by day, particularly Benina, Maraua, Berka and
Barce. Large numbers of aircraft were eventually found abandoned on
these airfields—at Benina, for instance, there were sixty-four of which
all but two were German.

Further heavy air attacks were made on Benghazi harbour on 17th
December and succeeding nights, stimulated by reports that a convoy
was expected there. German records show that in fact the 4,700-ton
merchant ship Ankara of No. 52 Convoy arrived at Benghazi on the
19th, the rest of the convoy having made for Tripoli. The Ankara’s
cargo included twenty-two tanks, which were safely received by the
8th Panzer Regiment a few days later.! In the circumstances the un-

1 The Monginevro of the same convoy reached Tripoli on 19th December. Part of her
cargo consisted of 23 tanks, which were also sent to the 8th Panzer Regiment. About half
the arrivals at each port were Pzkw IIls. The Carlo del Greco carrying 23 tanks, and the
Fabio Filzi with a further 22, had both been sunk on 13th December.
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loading and clearing of this ship’s cargo must have been a creditable
performance, though it is hard to say how bad the state of the harbour
was before the enemy carried out the deliberate demolitions which
‘Pepys’ Column saw and heard from Benina on the 23rd. Certainly
when the King’s Dragoon Guards and ‘Pepys’ Column entered the
town on the 24th—not long after the Brescia Division’s rearguard had
moved out—they found the town and port in chaos and the harbour
encumbered with wrecks.

On 215t December General Ritchie, much impressed by reports of
an accumulation of fighter aircraft on El Magrun airfield, ordered
‘Bencol’ to turn and threaten it—if possible, that night. He then took
the obvious step of placing ‘Bencol’ under 13th Corps, whereupon
General Godwin-Austen ordered it to complete its operation at El
Magrun and to secure in turn Agedabia and El Agheila and to patrol
towards Marada. The 7th Armoured Division—in effect the Support
Group—was to harass the enemy retreating by the coast road. These
tasks are evidence of the strong desire for bold action, but in view of
what is now known of the enemy’s dispositions they had very little
chance of succeeding. However, ‘Bencol’ was to be reinforced by the
12th Lancers (armoured cars) and by the grd Royal Tank Regiment
(Stuart tanks). The relief of the 7th Armoured Division by the newly
arrived 1st Armoured Division was now in progress, and the recon-
stituted 22nd Armoured Brigade, with 8o cruisers and 30 Stuarts, had
already relieved the 4th Armoured Brigade (less the 3rd Royal Tank
Regiment) at Mechili.!

Little progress was made on 22nd December. The 22nd Armoured
Brigade prepared to set off from Mechili towards Saunnu. The 7th
Support Group reached a point about fifteen miles south of Sceleidima.
‘Bencol’ did its best to do everything at once. The detachment heading
for E1 Magrun was held up at Sceleidima and the 12th Lancers were
held up farther north. A company of the Coldstream Guards with a
few field and anti-tank guns was sent towards Beda Fomm and another
company towards Agedabia. Early next morning part of the 15th
Panzer Division near Beda Fomm saw its opportunity and attacked the
small column of the Coldstream Guards and drove it, with the grd
Royal Tank Regiment which had come up in support, east of Antelat.
Later, on the appearance of the Support Group, which had been
recalled from its previous task, the German force withdrew. Mean-
while the Italian infantry divisions, except the Brescia, slipped away
down the coast road. For some time Ritchie and Godwin-Austen did
not realize what had happened, but believed that the bulk of the

1 grd and 4th County of London Yeomanry had Crusader tanks, and the 2nd Royal
Gloucestershire Hussars had Stuarts.
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Italians were still near Benghazi and that ‘Bencol’ was successfully
engaging the remains of the enemy’s armour. Orders for the 24th were
that the 7th Support Group was to clear up between Benghazi and
Antelat; ‘Bencol’ (with grd Royal Tank Regiment) was to seize
Agedabia; and the 22nd Armoured Brigade was to advance on the
southern flank and encircle the enemy. Brigadier Reid’s Oasis Force,
which had reached Giof el Matar from Jalo on 22nd December, was
to cut the coast road as far south of Agedabia as it could.

Little came of these orders. On 24th December the Support Group
failed to intercept the enemy withdrawing along the road from
Benghazi; ‘Bencol’ moved a few miles towards Agedabia; the 22nd
Armoured Brigade reached Saunnu and ran out of petrol for twenty-
four hours. By the evening the Brescia Division, the last to leave
Benghazi, had joined the 20th Corps and the D.A.K. in the neigh-
bourhood of Agedabia. Rommel’s intention of making a clean break
away from Gazala and concentrating as soon as possible at Agedabia
had succeeded.

The Oasis Force had sent out a number of small columns to harass
enemy transport on the coast road north and south of Agedabia.
Further enterprises behind the enemy’s lines were carried out by a
detachment of the Special Air Service Brigade, and by three Patrols
of the Long Range Desert Group which had joined Brigadier Reid at
Jalo. Between them they raided Tamet landing-ground twice and
Agedabia airfield once in the second half of December, claiming on
each occasion to have destroyed from twenty to thirty Italian aircraft.

Christmas Day was spent in gaining contact with the enemy’s new
positions. By the next evening it seemed likely that the enemy would
hold on until turned out, and as his units were now very weak, and
the Italians in particular very tired, it might be that the opportunity
still existed to deal a telling blow. General Godwin-Austen accordingly
arranged for the 22nd Guards Brigade to attack during the night
26th /27th and for the 22nd Armoured Brigade to operate on the
southern flank next morning. The 22nd Guards Brigade was spread
out over a wide area, and what actually happened was that one
battalion made a hastily prepared and difficult night advance in the
rain, and followed it with an unsuccessful attack. On the flank the
armour had some indecisive skirmishing. This disappointing result did
not deter Godwin-Austen from trying to press on with all speed, and
a renewal of the attack was ordered for 28th December.

! In F. Manzetti: Seconda Offensiva Britannica in Africa Settentrionale (Italian Official
History) (Rome 1949) pp. 128, 136, two of these raids are mentioned; eleven aircraft are
stated to have been destroyed at Tamet and ‘about fifteen’ at Agedabia. Tamet lies thirty
miles west of Sirte.
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It had always been the intention to use Tobruk as an advanced
base as soon as possible, and it has already been seen that certain
reserve stocks had been built up there. The replacement of the
Australians had used shipping space which would otherwise have been
available, and subsequently the course of the fighting had resulted in
the stocks being much depleted. When it became necessary to supply
forces west of Tobruk the first difficulty was the lack of certain items
and the next was a shortage of transport needed to carry forward
supplies over ever-growing distances. The Royal Navy had relieved
the worst of the initial shortages, of ammunition in particular, by
special shipments towards the end of November, and naval parties had
begun on 26th November to restore the port to full working order.
The plan to carry lighters to Tobruk in the Infantry Landing Ship
Glenrgy broke down, for on the 23rd November the Glenroy was tor-
pedoed by an Italian Savoia 79 and reached Alexandria with difficulty.
Fortunately there were a few lighters already at Tobruk, and three
tank landing craft and some Jaffa lighters arrived with the first
regular convoy on 2nd December so that unloading could proceed.
After 13th December, when the Royal Air Force was able to provide
fighter cover over Tobruk, Admiral Cunningham allowed ships to
arrive in daylight.

The essential work of the little ships in running a supply line to
Tobruk and beyond was hampered by exceptionally bad weather and
by attacks from the air and from a growing number of German U-
boats. In November and December H.M.A.S. Parramatta, H.M.S.
Salvia, Chantala and Chakdina and the merchant ships Shuntien, Warszawa
and Volo were sunk, and H.M.S. Flamingo and Glenrgy and the water
carrier Myriel were damaged. During the same period H.M.S. Farndale
sank the submarine Caracciolo, H.M.S. Hotspur and Hasty sank the
U.79, and H.M.S. Kipling sank the U.75. In mid-December the com-
position of the Western Desert Escort Force was changed when the
1oth Corvette Group (H.M.S. Peony, Salvia and Hyacinth) replaced the
25th (South African) Anti-submarine Group (H.M.S.A.S. Falk, Flo,
Cocker, and Thorgrim).

There were too few warships to meet all the demands, and the
strain on them was severe. Besides protecting the convoys for supply-
ing the Army’s advance, escorts had to be provided for the vital oil
traffic between Haifa and Alexandria and for convoys to and fro
between Alexandria, Port Said, Cyprus and the Levant ports. In all
some 55 anti-submarine vessels were required and Admiral Cunning-
ham had 45 serviceable on the average, including the Fleet destroyers.
In appealing for more he told the Admiralty he could ‘by no means
guarantee the security of the Army’s supply to Tripoli should we reach
there’.

From the opening of ‘Crusader’ on 18th November until 25th
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December some 18,000 tons, of which more than half was petrol and
aviation spirit, had arrived at Tobruk. By the end of December the
port was handling 600 tons a day and the rate was rising, but even so
this did not cover the current needs and at the same time allow for
reserves to be built up fast enough. Consequently it was still necessary
to run large convoys of lorries across the desert from railhead at
Misheifa; this tied up vehicles which were badly wanted farther west
and used a lot of petrol. It was soon clear that there could be no
question of pursuing the enemy with a strong force; all the available
transport would have to be used to maintain a comparatively small
one. Field Maintenance Centres were opened in succession at Sidi
Muftah (south of Gazala) on 15th December, near Tmimi on the
18th, and at Msus on the 24th. The last of these, stocked by convoys
from Tobruk, supplied all the troops south of Benghazi. The worst
shortage was of petrol, for only enough for the barest needs of 13th
Corps was reaching Tobruk, and a great deal was being wasted by the
appalling leakage from the flimsy 4-gallon tins: it was estimated that
a convoy sometimes lost as much as 40 per cent. The decision by 8th
Army that the roads through the hilly Jebel country were not to be
used for maintenance convoys, because of the demolitions and the
danger from air attack, added to the difficulties, for the bad going in
the desert was made worse by frequent sand-storms and an unusual
amount of rain. On 26th December there was no petrol at all in the
F.M.C. at Msus, and on the 28th only 32,000 gallons arrived in re-
sponse to a demand for 60,000. There were difficulties over other stores
also, for Headquarters 8th Army was now controlling the contents of
convoys to Msus, and the state of the wireless communications was
such that the 8th Army did not always know what was most urgently
required.

General Criiwell, whose armoured force was situated to the south
of Agedabia, had noticed on 27th December that there was a wide
gap between the British 22nd Armoured Brigade at Chor es Sufan
and the 22nd Guards Brigade north of Agedabia. General Rommel
agreed with his suggestion to defeat the British armour in detail and
the result was a clash on 28th December between the two Panzer
Divisions, with about sixty tanks of which forty-four were Pzkw IIIs
and IVs, and the 22nd Armoured Brigade with ninety tanks, of which
thirty-five were Stuarts and the remainder Crusaders.! The result was
a notable success for the Germans, who drove the 22nd Armoured
Brigade south across the Wadi Faregh with the loss of 37 tanks—many,

1On 28th and again on 30oth December the 22nd Armoured Brigade had under com-
mand the 2nd Regiment R.H.A. (two batteries each of eight 25-pdrs) ; the 102nd (N.H.)
Anti-Tank Regiment R.H.A. (three batteries each of twelve 2-pdrs); the 122nd Anti-
Aircraft Battery R.A.; gth Battalion, The Rifle Brigade.
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it is said, through mechanical breakdown. Seven German tanks were
destroyed.

This success did not alter General Rommel’s intention to withdraw
to El Agheila—to which Mussolini had now agreed—but he decided
to give battle at Agedabia for a little longer in order to gain time for
his infantry to rest and reorganize, and in the hope of damaging the
British sufficiently to prevent them following up. On goth December
the D.4.K. again attacked the 22nd Armoured Brigade, which by this
time had been drawn in to Belandah. Once again the Germans won
the day, and twenty-three out of sixty-two British tanks were destroyed
or damaged; again the Germans recorded the total loss of seven of
their own. The 22nd Armoured Brigade, whose remaining tanks were
nearly all Stuarts, was then withdrawn to refit.

General Ritchie could now do no more than try to gather a sufficient
force to turn the enemy out of his positions at Agedabia, but for reasons
which are discussed in Chapter VI he could not do this at once.
General Rommel, for his part, believed that the D.4.K’s recent suc-
cesses had for the time being removed the danger to his right flank,
and expected a few days’ breathing space. Finding it difficult to re-
organize and supply his troops in their present positions he decided
to retire to El Agheila and there use the respite he had won to recruit
his strength. The movement began on 1st January, and although some
thinning-out was noticed by patrols and much traffic was seen, the
British were not convinced until the 5th that a withdrawal was taking
place, nor could they have interfered seriously with it even if they had
known. The weather then grew worse and the enemy’s rearguards left
Agedabia on 6th January under cover of a day-long sandstorm. Small
British columns followed, and within a week they had discovered that
the enemy was holding a series of defended localities from Mersa
Brega on the coast towards Bir es Suera, with their desert flank drawn
back to Sidi Tabet and Alem el Mgaad. Part of this front was pro-
tected by impassable salt marshes and the rest was mainly soft sand
dotted with ‘camel humps’, over which the going was said to be as bad
as anywhere in the desert.

In the air both sides were feeling the strain of prolonged operations,
bad weather, and all the maintenance troubles which, severe at any
time in the desert, were made much worse by the constant change of
airfields. The intensity of bombing had fallen off greatly; the Germans
made occasional raids with escorted Stukas, and the British day-
bombers, whose difficulties have already been referred to, also made
attacks from time to time in connexion with the fighting round
Agedabia. The German records mention in particular a very success-
ful attack by ten British aircraft on 2g9th December, which caused
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over forty casualties. Of the eight day-bomber squadrons two were
refitting and two were under orders for the Far East.» Two were being
used on the reduction of the Halfaya defences—to be described
presently—leaving only two, No. 11 Squadron and No. 21 Squadron
S.A.A.F., to support the operations around Mersa Brega.

The conditions on land meant that much depended upon the
tactical reconnaissance squadrons for information of the enemy, and,
as usual, these were worked very hard. Fighters on both sides were
active in patrolling and in attacking vehicles on the roads and desert
tracks, and the long-range Hurricanes of No. 33 Squadron and the
Beaufighters of No. 272 Squadron again carried their attacks and
extended the range of reconnaissance into the enemy’s back area. In
general the British had a large measure of air superiority although the
enemy managed on occasions to operate in considerable strength;
on 28th December, for example, they sent up—according to their own
records—over a hundred aircraft.

The Me. 10gF was still a cause of anxiety, but on New Year’s Day
the new Kittyhawks of No. 3 Squadron R.A.A.F. had their first com-
bat near Antelat with a large mixed force. The Germans recorded no
losses on that day, but this new fighter, better armed and with greater
speed and rate of climb than the Tomahawk, was very welcome, even
though it had not the all-round performance of the Me. 10gF. Another
newcomer was a Liberator, which on 11th January dropped a large
load of 500-lb. bombs on Tripoli, more as an experiment than as a
normal operational flight. With the introduction into the Royal Air
Force of a new category of heavy bombers (Liberator, Lancaster,
Halifax, Stirling), the Wellingtons were reclassified as ‘medium’ and
the Blenheims, Marylands, Bostons and Baltimores as ‘light’ bombers,
and will be so referred to hereafter. Yet another first appearance was
that of the Italian C.R.42 biplane fighter in the role of fighter-bomber:
an up-to-date use of a fighter as a direct support aircraft, but a very
out-of-date aircraft (comparable with the Gladiator) to adapt for the
purpose.

The scale of the Axis air effort in North Africa at the turn of the
year was limited principally by maintenance, and the chief interest of
both the Italians and Germans lay in neutralizing Malta in order to
ease the passage of their badly needed supplies. Conversely, the
British did all they could to interfere by surface, submarine, and air
attacks on enemy shipping at sea and by air attacks on the ports.
From Malta the Wellingtons continued to attack Tripoli, and the
Blenheims joined in and also attacked some of the minor landing
places on the shores of the Gulf of Sirte which reconnaissance had

1 The twc;:juadrons (Nos. 45 and 84) under orders for the Far East were able to take
part in the reduction of Bardia before they left the desert—see page g6.
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shown to be used by coastal shipping. Wellingtons from Egypt con-
tinued the attacks on these targets by night, refuelling at El Adem.
The German air transport traffic, bringing petrol from Crete to Derna,
and the measures taken to interrupt it, have already been referred to.
After Cyrenaica was lost the transport aircraft began to concentrate
at airfields in Sicily, and on 4th January large numbers were seen at
Castel Vetrano where they were attacked by a force of Blenheims from
Malta; seventy-five aircraft were found parked wing-tip to wing-tip
and the airfield was left a smoking ruin. That night the Wellingtons
rekindled the flames. The Italians recorded that many aircraft were
lost in these attacks.

As the heavy German air offensive against Malta took effect, the
supply situation of the Axis forces in North Africa began to improve.
Italian air activity, for example, which had sunk very low, showed
signs of reviving directly after nearly 2,300 tons of aviation fuel arrived
in Tripoli on 5th January!. The further consequences of the renewed
flow of supplies to Tripolitania are considered in Chapter VI.

See Map 17

Early in December the difficulty of maintaining land and air forces
in Western Cyrenaica had pointed to the need for clearing the enemy
from the Egyptian frontier, thus opening the way for an extension of
the railway to Fort Capuzzo—seventy miles in advance of the present
railhead at Misheifa. This would not only halve the mileage run by
lorry convoys to Tobruk but would enable them to use the Trigh
Capuzzo and Via Balbia, both of which had comparatively good
surfaces, although the former was only a track. Indeed, the capture of
the enemy’s frontier positions which blocked the way was essential if
the momentum of the advance in Western Cyrenaica was to be
restored and the pursuit carried on into Tripolitania. It was from this
point of view that Air Vice-Marshal Coningham agreed to use the
four squadrons of No. 270 Bomber Wing at Gambut to co-operate
with General Norrie’s goth Corps, a decision which drew a telegram
of surprise from the Air Ministry, but which, in the light of all the
facts, was undoubtedly sound.

When General Norrie was given control of these operations he had
under his command the 2nd South African Division (Major-General
I. P. de Villiers), the 1st Army Tank Brigade, and the 1st South
African Division whose 2nd Brigade was in reserve at Buq Buq while
the 5th was refitting at Matruh. A few days previously the enemy had
given up some minor localities but continued to hold two separate
sectors: the Bardia Sector, within the original perimeter, and the

1 The arrival of this convoy is described on page 158.
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Halfaya Sector, comprising the localities of Halfaya Pass, ‘Falten-
bacher’, ‘Cirener’ and Lower Sollum. At Bardia were about 2,200
Germans mostly of the administrative services, and 6,600 Italian
troops and a few guns, all under the German Major-General Artur
Schmitt. In the Halfaya Sector (Major-General Fedele De Giorgis)
were some 4,200 Italians of the Savona Division and 2,100 Germans
under Major Bach of the 104th Lorried Infantry Regiment. Supplies
were scarce, because the D.A4.K. had helped itself during its expedition
to the frontier towards the end of November, and only small quantities
could be brought in by aircraft, submarine, and motor ferry barge.
Nevertheless the garrisons were ordered to hold out because the Axis
High Command believed (rightly) that they were doing valuable
service by blocking the coast road, and they were after all locking up
more than a division of British troops. On 1g9th December General
Rommel reported to Rome that the garrisons could not be supplied
indefinitely and were too badly equipped to resist a heavy attack. He
repeated his previous suggestion that they should be withdrawn to
Crete in Italian warships, but Comando Supremo again insisted that they
must hold out, and OK'W agreed. .

The 2nd South African Division was not yet fully equipped and its
state of training was still elementary. Since 5th December it had acted
as cat to the frontier mouse and had also successfully cleared up enemy
detachments and installations between Tobruk and Bardia. In addi-
tion, General Ritchie had asked General de Villiers to try to mop up
the frontier garrisons, but with the least possible loss. General de
Villiers decided to attack the north-western front of Bardia with the
3rd South African Brigade (Brigadier C. E. Borain) on 16th December,
but the enemy’s strength and morale were found to be higher than was
expected and the task proved to be beyond the power of a single
brigade. General de Villiers wisely broke off the operations after two
days’ fighting and then, under General Norrie, began to prepare a
much heavier attack.

On this occasion General de Villiers decided to use his whole
division, and was allotted the 8th and 44th Royal Tank Regiments of
the 1st Army Tank Brigade (Brigadier H. R. B. Watkins) with Valen-
tine and Matilda tanks; the New Zealand Divisional Cavalry Regi-
ment with light tanks and Bren carriers; the 67th and 68th Medium
Regiments R.A. and the 211th Medium Battery R.A.; the 7th Field
Regiment S.A.A. and the 1st Carpathian (Polish) Field Regiment.

! Four motor ferry barges (Marinefdhrprahm or MFP) had come from Germany in
sections and were assembled at Palermo. They sailed for Africa on 23rd November and
one was lost in a storm between Tripoli and Benghazi. The others were loaded with
military stores and reached Bardia on 17th, 18th and 21st December. One was retained
at Bardia for supplying Sollum and for possible evacuation tasks, but was shelled by a
battery of the 5th Field Regiment S.A.A. on 24th December, beached and destroyed.

On 27th December, the German Admiral in Italy issued an order that MFPs were no
longer to be used for the supply of harbours in Cyrenaica.
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No. 270 Wing R.A.F. (Nos. 14, 45, 84, and Lorraine Squadrons)
carried out preliminary bombing and No. 451 Squadron R.A.A.F. did
the tactical and artillery reconnaissance. They were helped by the
weakness of the enemy’s anti-aircraft fire and by the fact that none of
his fighters in North Africa could reach the area, while the weather
was too bad for any intervention from Crete.

Supported by the fire of the cruiser 4jax and the gunboat Apkhis,
and by intense bombing from the air, the attack began on the southern
front on 31st December, and was driven home by the grd and 4th
South African Brigades (the 4th—Brigadier A. A. Hayton) in spite of
the worsening weather. On 2nd January General Schmitt surrendered,
with Rommel’s approval. The British casualties were 139 killed and
295 wounded, and 1,171 British prisoners of war were released from
captivity.

It was soon the turn of the Halfaya Sector. For some days a policy
of close investment, bombardment, and propaganda was followed in
an attempt to avoid the casualties of an attack. Only two squadrons—
No. 14 R.A'F. and the Lorraine (both with Blenheims)—were avail-
able, as Nos. 45 and 84 had been withdrawn for despatch to the Far
East. This had no result, so on 11th January the 6th South African
Brigade (Brigadier F. Cooper) attacked Lower Sollum, which sur-
rendered next day, and the enemy’s last access to the sea was cut off.
A careful plan was made for reducing the remaining localities but it
was not needed. Hungry, thirsty, bombed, shelled and short of
ammunition the enemy could endure no more. On the 17th General
De Giorgis and Major Bach surrendered.

Thus the British had succeeded in their object of clearing Cyren-
aica of the enemy, though not by means of a rapid stroke, as had been
planned, but only after a long and costly struggle which consumed so
many of their resources that by the time they reached the western end
of Cyrenaica their blow was spent. It had been realized that the
difficulties of supply would increase enormously in Western Cyrenaica,
and it was for this reason, wrote General Auchinleck in his Despatch,
that he had been anxious to destroy the enemy as far east as possible.

In a sense the Winter Battle was not yet over, for before January
was out history had repeated itself and Rommel was driving the
British out of Western Cyrenaica very much as he had done in the
previous April. Before describing this reverse it will be necessary to
deal with some immensely important events which had been taking
place in November and December 1941—notably the struggle for
the vital sea communications in the Mediterranean and the entry of
Japan and the U.S.A. into the war. The high-water mark of the
British offensive is nevertheless a suitable point at which to consider
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briefly some of the hard facts and outstanding features of this first big
clash in the desert between two well equipped modern forces.

The casualties were approximately as follows. They have been
rounded off because the dates for which the figures are available do
not quite correspond. However they cover all the serious fighting of
November, December and the first half of January.

Percentage

Total of

Total Forces Killed | Wounded | Missing Casual- Total

ties Force

German 65,000 1,100 3,400 10,100 14,600 22}
Italian 54,000 1,200 2,700 19,800 23,700 43
Total Axis 119,000 2,300 6,100 29,900% 38,300 32
British 118,000 2,900 7,300 7,500 17,700 15

* Of these, 13,800 were taken prisoner at Bardia and Halfaya.

It is interesting to compare the parts played by the high com-
manders on the two sides. General Auchinleck had, with the Naval and
Air Commanders-in-Chief, laid down the policy for the British offen-
sive and he had approved the plan, into which he had gone very
thoroughly before entrusting it to the Army Commander to execute.
When a crisis arose over the heavy losses of the British armour Auchin-
leck came forward and gave the courageous decision to continue the
offensive. Thereafter he spent days at a time close to Army Head-
quarters, not interfering with General Ritchie but ensuring that his
own advice and support were available if they were wanted. All
important operational matters were discussed between the two. It
may be wondered whether, in these circumstances, there could have
been much distinction between ‘advice’ and ‘orders’. Besides all this
the Commander-in-Chief continued to deal with the many problems
which concerned the Middle East as a whole.

General Bastico, the Commander-in-Chief of the Axis Armed
Forces in North Africa, was in a somewhat uneasy position. He had
in General Rommel a commander of great experience and proved
ability who was in his element in the desert, where his ideas on the
handling of armoured forces had full play. Rommel was ready to
accept any amount of responsibility; in fact his self-reliance made him
impatient of interference from behind and he did not hesitate to
short-circuit General Bastico by communicating with Rome or Berlin
if it suited him. In practice Bastico’s control over Rommel was what
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Rommel chose to accept. While things went well he was left to himself,
but after the relief of Tobruk he was constantly being called to con-
ferences and meetings at which Bastico tried to establish his authority,
and there were times when Rommel was openly critical of the back-
seat drivers. His severest trial came when his many counsellors—
among whom was Kesselring—pressed him to stand and seek a deci-
sion at Gazala, or at the worst to retire slowly step by step. They
loaded him with reasons against drawing right back to the frontier of
Tripolitania, but Rommel, in close touch with the tactical situation,
was adamant. The British were slow, but they would press doggedly
on and he would not be able to stop them. A retreat was therefore
inevitable, and could only succeed if it took place before the British
could interfere seriously. If General Rommel had weakened on this
decision there is little doubt that the Axis forces would have been
destroyed and the whole course of the war in the Desert changed. He
deserves great credit for seeing the issue clearly and for refusing to be
shaken from his decision.

In the air the systems of command on the two sides differed in
several respects. The German air force in Cyrenaica was a detach-
ment of Fliegerkorps X, whose commander, General Geisler, had his
headquarters in Greece and had been mainly concerned with the
maritime air war. With the arrival of the headquarters of Lufiflotte 2
in November 1941 his immediate superior became Field-Marshal
Kesselring, who gave him the additional task of helping to neutralize
Malta. The Fliegerfiihrer Afrika, Major-General Frohlich, had been
responsible to Geisler, but now came directly under Kesselring, though
he was still in the unenviable position of having to satisfy the demands
of General Rommel without being under his command, and without
being his equal in rank. To complete the picture, Rommel was not in
any way subordinate to Kesselring. The Italian air forces were sepa-
rate, and co-operated by a system of liaison.

The British Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Air Marshal Tedder,
had allotted every possible squadron to the Desert Air Force, whose
commander, Air Vice-Marshal Coningham, controlled all the air
operations directly connected with ‘Crusader’. Coningham lived and
moved with the commander of the 8th Army, and together they were
responsible for carrying out the plan approved by the Commanders-
in-Chief in Cairo. This was the basis of all the subsequent successful
co-operation between the two Services.

The action taken by the Royal Air Force in the weeks before
‘Crusader’ undoubtedly won a large measure of air superiority, which
contributed greatly to the surprise achieved by the offensive when it
came. It resulted also in the air attacks on the troops being compara-
tively light, and those units which were well dispersed had few losses.
(Indeed it was often said that our dispersion was overdone; certainly
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the Germans habitually used closer formations.) It had been realized
that a state of air superiority, once reached, might not last for long,
and the main object of placing all the British air forces under an Air
Officer in close touch with Army Headquarters was to ensure that he
could concentrate all his resources to meet the principal need of the
moment—which might well be to resume the fight for air superiority.
But no battles go quite as expected, and as ‘Crusader’ swayed between
Sidi Rezegh and the Egyptian frontier it was evident that even if the
air situation in general is favourable it may be locally and temporarily
unfavourable. And as the front moved westward and our blows grew
weaker, the enemy was able to hit back from his more stable bases.
For this among other reasons a time was soon to come when air
superiority in Western Cyrenaica hung in the balance; indeed, for a
short period it was to pass to the enemy.

None of this alters the fact that during ‘Crusader’ the Army enjoyed
the best air support it had ever had, and the diaries show how apprecia-
tive it was. From 18th November to 20th January the Germans in
Libya lost, according to their own records, at least 232 aircraft from
all causes and the Italians at least 100. The totals must in fact have
been higher, for on the airfields and landing-grounds from Gambut to
Benina no fewer than 228 German and as many Italian aircraft were
found abandoned in various states of disrepair, apart from many
others scattered about in the desert or discarded in scrap heaps. It
was the first time the Luftwaffe had been bundled off its airfields, and
at Benina in particular, which had been a centre of organization and
supply, there was much of interest to be learned from the records and
equipment. The British losses in aircraft in the Desert during the same
period were about 300, the total number of sorties (including those of
Malta’s bombers on tasks other than shipping strikes) having been
nearly 12,000, which means an average of more than 190 sorties a day
over the nine weeks.

A great deal of equipment was lost by the land forces of both sides,
especially by the Italians, who had not the transport to move it. The
recorded data for tanks do not allow of exact statements under the
headings of those destroyed, damaged, or broken down. They do,
however, point to the broad conclusion that the British lost in combat,
destroyed and damaged, far more than the Germans and had many
more mechanical breakdowns. The course of the fighting made it often
possible for the Germans to recover their damaged tanks immediately
after a combat, but the eventual advance by the British meant that a
large proportion of their tank casualties were recovered also. In this
connexion the figures for tanks of the 7th Armoured Division handled
by the recovery and repair units show what an 1mportant part these
organizations played:
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Battle
Date casualties Initial Number Number

and recoveries* repaired* under

breakdowns* repair
23 Nov ! about 200 — — —
29 Nov about 300 187 72 46
6 Dec 450 338 138 64
12 Dec 526 456 231 50
1 Jan about 600 — — S

*denotes cumulative totals.

In addition to the above numbers there were just over 200 casualties
to British ‘I’ tanks.

The probable figure for German losses is 220 and for Italian about
120. These figures do not include tanks returned to their units after
being damaged and repaired, of which there must have been a great
many in the case of the Germans.

Although ‘Crusader’ achieved a large measure of success, and
caused the enemy heavy losses, there were many disquieting features.
The British tank crews felt handicapped by being armed with nothing
more powerful than the 2-pdr gun. The latest cruisers were far too
prone to mechanical breakdown. The Stuarts were faster and much
more reliable, which had quickly made them popular with the crews,
but their vulnerability and short radius of action, added to the weak-
ness of their gun, had seriously limited their value. The lack of a
more powerful anti-tank gun than the 2-pdr was widely felt, and had
it not been for the 25-pdr field artillery weapon the anti-tank position
would have been serious indeed. And in the air the Me. 109F was
superior in performance to any British fighter in the Middle East.

It must not be supposed, however, that shortcomings in equipment
were solely to blame for the failure of ‘Crusader’ to gain a more deci-
sive success. The British showed that they had much to learn about
the handling of large land forces. This was not altogether surprising,
because in peace nothing existed (except on paper) larger than a

division—and that usually in skeleton, so that higher training was
" largely a matter of make-believe. Since 1940 the pace of events in the
Middle East had hurried formations into action almost as soon as they
were created. A great deal had therefore to be learned the hard and
costly way—in battle.

The fundamental failing of the British at this time was the habit of
fighting at a disadvantage owing to not having concentrated their
strength at the decisive place. The German report on the battle
emphasizes the point and attributes the British failure to achieve final
success to ‘this fundamental tactical mistake’. As has been seen,




1. The loss of H.M.S. Ark Royal, 14th November 1941: the destroyer
Legion going alongside.

2. The Second Battle of Sirte. Laying smoke to cover the convo
H.M.S. Cleopatra (flag) seen from H.M.S. Euryalus.




3. The Breconshire on her last run, lying hit and disabled: the cruiser
Penelope passes a line to try to tow her into harbour.

4. The Pampas reached Malta but was heavily bombed in harbour:
the smoke is from her burning oil fuel.
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5. Albacores of the Fleet Air Arm over Malta; showing the many
stone walls which cover the island.
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7. German photograph taken during a R.A.F. attack, probably on
El Adem airfield.

8. Benghazi harbour, January 1942, after repeated bombing by

the R.ALF.
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General Criiwell was quick to take advantage of it on several occasions.
Unfortunately the lesson had not been fully learned, and the story of
the fighting in the early summer of 1942 will be found to contain some
further examples—with disastrous consequences. During’ ‘Crusader’
the neglect of such a well-established principle seems to have been
largely due to a feeling that tanks were required to counter tanks,
with the result that part of the British armour was often given the role
of protecting some unarmoured formation.

The British must nevertheless be given credit for having made a
bold, imaginative plan. It was felt that any kind of repetition of the
‘Battleaxe’ plan (which began with an attack on the frontier defences)
was to be avoided as smacking too much of the obvious, although this
is not in itself a sufficient reason for discarding such a course. A wide
sweep and a deep penetration by a highly mobile force was decided
upon, and a piece of ground at Sidi Rezegh was chosen as the pro-
visional objective. This was judged to be of such importance to the
enemy that he would be obliged to try to regain it. So far so good, but
the corollary was surely twofold; first, to occupy the Sidi Rezegh area
‘fustest with the most men’* and prepare to defend it strongly; and
second, to dispose the goth Corps so that it could deal decisively with
the expected incursion by the enemy’s armour, and not merely fend it
off. Instead of making sure of these aims, or even one of them, the
British were ready for neither. They did not take a firm hold of the
vital ground, nor did they succeed in concentrating a superior force
against the enemy’s armour, which reacted in the way that General
Auchinleck had foreseen.?

It may be wondered how the enemy, who were so short of transport,
were able to keep themselves supplied during this prolonged struggle.
The answer is that their problem was unlike the one that faced the
British, whose plan necessitated a very long line of communication
across the open desert, where the wear and tear and the consumption
of petrol were enormous. Most of the hard fighting took place within
reach of the enemy’s depots—such as Gambut, Acroma, and Gazala—
which had been stocked during the preceding months and were close
to the well surfaced roads. On the few occasions when the Axis troops
operated at a distance from these depots they were soon in trouble.
They would have been in still greater trouble had they not captured
a large amount of British transport.

As time went by, many of these depots were captured, and at others
the stocks were depleted by the severity of the fighting. Consequently
the enemy grew increasingly anxious about the arrival of fresh supplies

! This epitome of the art of war is attributed to the Confederate cavalry leader General
Nathan Forrest. It is sometimes quoted as ‘to git thar fustest with the mostest’.

* See page 7.
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by sea—especially of fuel and ammunition. The air attacks on the
ports of loading and on Tripoli, Benghazi, Derna and the smaller off-
loading places in the Gulf of Sirte have already been referred to. It
remains to describe the efforts of the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force
to damage the remaining link in the chain by sinking as many ships
on passage to North Africa as possible. The whole struggle was
essentially one, and the successes and setbacks at sea belong as much
to the ‘Crusader’ story as does the fighting in Cyrenaica itself.




CHAPTER IV

THE STRUGGLE FOR SEA
COMMUNICATIONS
(November — December 1941)

HE increasing success during the summer and early autumn
of 1941 of the efforts of British submarines and aircraft to

interrupt Axis communications with North Africa has been
related in the previous volume.! Viewed through the enemy’s eyes the
losses, damage, and delays which had taken place were serious indeed.
The British, however, had not been satisfied with the results so far as
they could estimate them. The time taken to prepare ‘Crusader’ made
it possible that, unless General Rommel’s preparations were consider-
ably interfered with, he would take the initiative and attack Tobruk.
Even if he did not, the success of ‘Crusader’ might depend to a great
extent upon the maintenance of a virtual blockade of the enemy-held
coastline of North Africa. For these reasons a surface striking force
(Force K) had been formed towards the end of October, with some
sacrifice by the Home Fleet and Force H, and sent to Malta to rein-
force the submarines and aircraft. The sailings of Italian convoys had
already been reduced because of the heavy losses in previous months.
The presence of Force K caused still further delays, and, as will be seen,
thanks to its activities in November the sailings of the enemy’s more
important convoys became operations in which a large part of the
Italian Fleet took part. This made further inroads into the limited
supplies of oil fuel allotted to Italy by the Germans.

Force K, consisting of the cruisers Aurora (Captain W. G. Agnew)
and Penelope and the destroyers Lance and Lively, had its first success
early in November. During the afternoon of the 8th, a Maryland of
No. 69 Squadron R.AF. returned to Malta and reported having
sighted a convoy of six merchant vessels and four destroyers on an
casterly course forty miles east of Cape Spartivento in Calabria. At
5.30 p.m. Force K left Malta to intercept this convoy, and at 12.40
a.m. next morning was fortunate enough to sight it close to the position
forecast. The weather was ideal and Captain Agnew was able to make
his approach unobserved, with the enemy silhouetted against a rising
moon. As Force K closed the range a second group of ships was sighted

! Volume II, Chapter XIV.

103




104 STRUGGLE FOR SEA COMMUNICATIONS

about six miles away to the north-west. This group appeared to con-
sist of two large vessels—thought to be merchant ships—and two
destroyers. Force K held its course towards the rear of the convoy first
sighted and the Aurora and Penelope opened fire simultaneously on two
escorting destroyers at a range of about three miles. Three salvoes were
fired at Aurora’s target, the Fulmine, and she was left sinking. Until
then the enemy seems to have been unaware of the presence of Force
K. Led by the Aurora up the starboard side of the convoy the four
British warships shifted fire from one merchant ship to another as each
blew up or burst into flames. As the Italian destroyers appeared from
time to time through the smoke made by the burning vessels they were
immediately, though fleetingly, engaged. Some torpedo tracks were
sighted, but no British ships were hit. The enemy convoy made no
attempt to scatter; indeed to Captain Agnew it seemed almost as if
the merchant ships were awaiting their turn to be destroyed. By 1.30
a.m. all the ships of the convoy not already sunk or blown up were
burning furiously. What appeared to be the remaining two destroyers
of the escort escaped under a smoke screen. After a careful search for
any ships which were not sinking, Force K set course at twenty-five
knots for Malta, as it was most desirable to be within range of fighter
cover by dawn. Shortly after the Hurricane escort had arrived Italian
torpedo-bombers escorted by fighters made four attacks, but came
under heavy fire from the ships and did not press their attacks home.
At 1 p.m. Force K entered harbour.

The enemy convoy, known as the ‘Duisburg’ convoy, had sailed for
Tripoli through the Straits of Messina. It had consisted of seven mer-
chant ships, totalling 40,000 tons, which were all sunk. Of the six
escorting destroyers, one, the Fulmine, had been sunk by Force K, and
a second, the Libeccio, damaged in the same encounter, had been sunk
later in the day by the submarine Upholder, which had been an
interested spectator of the moonlit engagement. The group sighted to
the north-west immediately before fire was opened had consisted of a
covering force of the two 8-inch cruisers, Trieste and Trento, and four
destroyers. This force had been patrolling some 1,500 yards to star-
board of the convoy, because it was thought that this was the most
probable direction from which an attack might come. It maintained
a higher speed, and periodically reversed its course; when Force K
opened fire it happened to be at the northernmost point of its beat.
Its subsequent movements to come to the help of its convoy appear to
have been neither speedy nor well judged. Be that as it may, a British
force of two 6-inch cruisers and two destroyers completely destroyed a
convoy escorted and supported by two 8-inch cruisers and ten de-
stroyers in little over half an hour, without suffering either casualties
or damage. The possession of radar by the British cruisers helped in
getting early hits on the frequently changing targets, and without it
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the engagement would have taken longer but there seems no reason
to doubt that the result would have been much the same.

The destruction of this large convoy was a severe blow to the Axis
forces in Cyrenaica. Small quantities of supplies continued to arrive
in ships sailing singly, or in pairs, sometimes unescorted. Transport by
submarine was increased, and some petrol was carried in by surface
warships. Meanwhile the Italians were preparing a large operation, to
include the passage of four convoys with powerful naval and air pro-
tection. These convoys sailed from their various assembly ports on the
evening of 20th November, two days after ‘Crusader’ had begun.
Those from Taranto and Navarino—three ships in all—and a cruiser
from Brindisi, carrying petrol, arrived safely at Benghazi. The more
important convoys from Naples, of four large ships and their protecting
warships, were quickly reported by aircraft and submarines and
repeatedly attacked during daylight and after dark on the 21st. The
8-inch cruiser Trieste was torpedoed by the submarine Utmost and the
6-inch cruiser Duca Degli Abruzzi by a Swordfish of No. 830 Squadron,
Fleet Air Arm. Both ships reached Messina with difficulty. Having
been robbed of such an important part of their escort, it was decided
that the convoys could no longer be exposed to the risk of attack by
Force K, and they were ordered to turn back.

While, as the Italians believed, British attention was still focused on
this large operation, the Italian Admiralty again sailed several small
convoys on various routes, but when British warships were reported
in the Central Mediterranean some of these convoys were diverted
and some were ordered to return. One of them, bound from Piraeus
to Benghazi, consisting of the German merchant ships Maritza and
Procida escorted by two torpedo boats, failed to receive any such
orders. On 24th November this convoy was intercepted by Force K,
and both merchant ships, with cargoes which included petrol, motor
transport and bombs, were sunk by H.M.S. Penelope. The two Italian
torpedo boats put up a gallant defence, until it was obvious that both
merchant vessels would certainly be sunk; they then escaped in a
heavy squall of rain. Of the various supply ships which the enemy had
sailed for African ports on this occasion, one reached Benghazi and one
Tripoli.

As a result of these losses it was expected—correctly, as it turned
out—that the Italians might reduce the frequency of their convoys,
and that they would certainly increase the protection of any which
sailed. Towards the end of November Force B, comprising the cruisers
4jax (flag of Rear-Admiral H. B. Rawlings) and Neptune and two
destroyers, was sent to Malta to strengthen Force K and provide a
force which could operate separately if occasion arose. On 2gth
November a further attempt was made by the enemy to run through a
number of small convoys on separate routes, and two forces comprising
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in all one battleship, four cruisers and nine destroyers put to sea in
support. But this operation was an even greater failure than the
previous one. On 2gth and 3oth November Blenheims of No. 18
Squadron from Malta sank the Italian merchant ship Capo Faro and
damaged two others, the Volturno and Iseo. Early on the morning of
1st December, while Force B was sweeping to the northward in search
of Italian warships which had been reported in the vicinity, Force K
sank the Italian auxiliary cruiser Adriatico, carrying ammunition,
artillery and supplies. Force K, acting on further reports from aircraft,
then steamed westward at high speed for nearly 400 miles and at 6
o’clock that evening completed the destruction of the Italian tanker
Iridio Mantovani carrying 9,000 tons of petrol, benzine, and gasoline,
and blew up her escort—the destroyer Da Mosto. The Mantovani had
been badly damaged the same afternoon by four Blenheims of No. 107
Squadron R.A.F. and was down by the stern when the Aurora opened
fire. Of the Axis supply ships sailed on this occasion only one survived
to reach Benghazi on 2nd December.

Up to the end of June 1941 the German and Italian reinforcements
and supplies to North Africa had not been seriously curtailed as the
result of sinkings or damage to ships. If military operations had been
hampered by shortages it was mainly because of delays between the
ports of disembarkation and the front, or because the total quantities
shipped were not enough. Since July, however, the losses at sea had
mounted steadily, and in November, according to the Italian official
naval historian, 62 per cent of the stores embarked in Italy were lost.?
The loss of aviation and motor spirit was particularly severe, and
during November only 2,500 tons had arrived. It was in order to find
a way out of this desperate situation that the Italians made another
attempt to persuade the Germans to obtain the use of Bizerta and the
communications through Tunisia, either by agreement or force.
Hitler, however, had no wish to make concessions to France in return
for these advantages, and the attempt came to nothing.

The two following tables show the results of British attacks on the
Axis line of supply to North Africa during November and December
1941. The figures for December are included here for convenience;
the story of the principal convoy operations in that month will be
related presently.

In these two months the enemy’s shipping losses from all causes in
the whole Mediterranean amounted to 30 ships of over 500 tons and
some 20 smaller vessels, totalling in all about 115,000 tons.

1 M. A. Bragadin: Che ha fatto la Marina? p. 259.
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Number and tonnage of Italian and German merchant ships of over 500
tons engaged in carrying supplies to North Africa sunk at sea or at the

ports of loading or unloading
By By By From
Month surface submarine aircraft other Total
warships causes
November | 9— 44,539 | 1— 5,996 | 3— 5,691 | 1 — 2,826 | 14— 59,052
December 2 — 12,516% 5 — 25,006 | 1 — 1,235 8 — 38,757
Total 1 — 57,055 | 6 — 31,002 | 4 — 6,026 | 1 — 2,826 | 22 — 97,809

* Includes the tanker Iridio Mantovani of 10,540 tons.

Cargoes disembarked in North Africa and percentage lost on passage!

! Cargo
disembarked Percentage
Month Type in lost
North Africa on the way
(tons)
November General military cargo and
fuel 30,000 62
December General military cargo and
fuel 39,000 18

* Op. cit: pp. 259, 278.

The corresponding tables for the previous five months appear on
page 281 of Volume II. They show that from 1st July to g1st October
1941 twenty per cent of all cargo was lost on the way, and that on the
average 72,000 tons reached North Africa every month. This tonnage
was not enough to satisfy requirements, yet during November and
December the figure was roughly halved and the percentage lost was
more than doubled. In November the quantity loaded in Italy had
been well up to the previous monthly average, but the losses at sea—
mainly caused by Force K—were very heavy. In December the losses
at sea were much lighter, but for fear of Force K much less had been
sent. Most of the 39,000 tons which arrived in December was carried
in a special ‘battleship convoy’.

Sinkings by British submarines in the whole Mediterranean during
these two months had stayed at about the average of the previous few
months. Aircraft made 200 anti-shipping sorties during November and
December, but did not keep up their previous average of sinkings
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because of extremely bad weather, the increasing severity of the
attacks on Malta’s airfields, and the claims of the ‘Crusader’ battle.

By early December the Axis prospects had begun to improve. Some
German submarines had already arrived, and others were on their
way; ten were under orders to operate in the Eastern Mediterranean
and no fewer than fifteen to the east and west of the Straits of
Gibraltar. Field-Marshal Kesselring had arrived in Rome on 28th
November and Fliegerkorps I was now arriving in Sicily. The Mediter-
ranean Fleet was passing through a period of severe losses, which,
coupled with the particularly bad weather in the Central Mediter-
ranean, caused the pendulum to swing back in favour of the Axis in a
surprisingly short time.

The arrival of the German submarines was as disastrous for the
British as that of Force K had been for the Italians. On 10th November
Force H had left Gibraltar on an aircraft ferrying trip. On the 12th,
thirty-seven Hurricanes were flown off the Ark Royal and thirty-four
of them, accompanied by seven Blenheims from Gibraltar, arrived
safely at Malta. On the afternoon of the 13th, as Force H was returning
to Gibraltar, the Ark Royal was attacked by the German submarine
U.81 and struck by a torpedo under the bridge on the starboard side.
She took a list of twelve degrees within a few minutes and all the
electrical power failed. The starboard engines were out of action and
a number of bulkheads were strained and leaking. In half an hour the
list had increased to eighteen degrees and was partially corrected by
counter-flooding, but it was thought advisable to take off all officers
and men not required to salve the ship. By 9 p.m. two tugs from
Gibraltar had taken her in tow, and an hour later steam had been
raised again. The chances seemed good, when, unhappily, at 2.15 on
the morning of the 14th, fire broke out in the port boiler room. Steam
pressure was lost again and with it all power for pumping. Although a
destroyer came alongside for the second time to supply electrical
power, the pumps could no longer keep down the rising water. By
4.30 the list had increased to thirty-five degrees and it was decided to
abandon ship. She sank shortly after 6 a.m., only twenty-five miles
from Gibraltar. The fire in the port boiler room had been caused by
the list bringing about flooding in the funnel uptake, so that the flaming
gases from the relit boilers were unable to escape. But for this mis-
fortune this fine ship, which had so often been sunk by Dr. Goebbels,
would probably have been saved.

It had been hoped that during this operation the Italians’ attention
would be focused on Force H. The opportunity had been taken to
try to run two unescorted merchant vessels with supplies to Malta,
using the same stratagems as the Empire Guillemot had used in August.
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Their disguise was evidently penetrated, and the two ships, the Empire
Pelican and Empire Defender, were sunk between Galita Island and the
Tunisian coast on successive days—i4th and 15th November—by
Italian torpedo-bombers. The sailing of other ships similarly disguised
was then cancelled.

Happily the sinking of the Ark Royal had been attended with the
loss of only one life, but Force K’s success on 24th November had a
disastrous sequel in which many lives were lost. With a view to sup-
porting Force K and the other light forces which had been dispatched
from Alexandria to join in the search for enemy convoys, Admiral
Cunningham had taken the battlefleet to sea. At about 4.30 p.m. on
the 25th the Barham was hit by three torpedoes fired by the German
submarine U. 331 which, with great skill and daring, had passed un-
detected through the screen of protecting destroyers. After firing,
U. 331 momentarily lost trim. She was sighted on the surface about 150
yards on the port bow of the Valiant which was next astern of the
Barham, but the Valiant was under helm and could not reverse her
swing in time to ram the submarine, nor could she depress her guns
sufficiently to hit her. U. 331 regained control and succeeded in diving.
Within three minutes the Barkam had listed heavily to port and con-
tinued to heel over until she was on her beam ends. About a minute
after reaching this position she blew up with a tremendous explosion.
When the smoke and steam had cleared away she had vanished. 56
officers—including Captain G. C. Cooke—and 806 ratings were lost;
450 survivors including Vice-Admiral Pridham-Wippell were picked
up. The subsequent hunt for the submarine was unsuccessful.

See Map 18

It has already been mentioned that to overcome the crisis in their
supplies to North Africa the Italians were using warships to transport
fuel and munitions. On the night of 12th December the cruisers
Barbiano and Giussano sailed from Palermo for Tripoli with a cargo of
cased petrol. At about 2 o’clock next morning, just after passing Cape
Bon, the commander of this force, Vice-Admiral Toscano, decided to
reverse course temporarily as he believed his ships had been reported
from the air. With so dangerous a cargo he particularly wished to
evade the air striking force which he had no doubt would be dis-
patched from Malta. He knew that British destroyers had been
sighted sixty miles east of Algiers at g p.m., but he estimated that they
would not yet be near. In fact these destroyers, the Sikk (Commander
G. H. Stokes), Maori, and Legion, and the Dutch destroyer Isaac Sweers,
all reinforcements for the Mediterranean Fleet, were approaching
Cape Bon from the westward at thirty knots. Commander Stokes had
received a report of the Italian cruisers and had increased speed in the

9
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hope of intercepting them. At two minutes past 2 o’clock the British
force sighted flashing lights ahead and the outlines of two ships
steaming south, disappearing behind Cape Bon. On rounding the
cape the Sikk had a clear view of the enemy, who were now somewhat
unexpectedly steaming north. Commander Stokes led his ships close
in under the high land, where he hoped to remain unobserved, fired
torpedoes at the first cruiser and engaged the second with gunfire at
a range of 1,000 yards. The enemy was completely surprised. Two
torpedoes from the Sikh hit the leader and caused her to burst into
flames forward and aft. The second enemy ship fired one salvo which
fell on the land. Almost immediately she was struck by a torpedo from
the Legion. Gunfire and further torpedoes from the four destroyers
soon smothered both the Italian cruisers and left them ablaze and
sinking. A torpedo boat, the Cigno, which had accompanied the
Italian cruisers, was engaged in passing by each of the Allied destroyers
but escaped destruction. To the Italians the whole affair was yet
another unpleasant reminder of the Royal Navy’s training and equip-
ment for night action.

See Map 19

While this successful encounter was taking place off Cape Bon,
reports were reaching Admiral Cunningham of enemy movements in
the Ionian Sea. He deduced (correctly) that convoys were departing
for North Africa, and sent the 15th Cruiser Squadron (Naiad, Euryalus
and Galatea), now commanded by Rear-Admiral P. L. Vian, to inter-
cept them. Admiral Vian, with his flag in the Naiad, was to have
joined the cruisers and destroyers from Malta, but on 14th December
it became clear that the Italians were returning to harbour and the
British ships were recalled. The Italians had in fact been misled by
clever use of wireless traffic and believed that British battleships were
at sea. Short though this excursion had been, the submarines on both
sides had seized their opportunities. South of the Straits of Messina
H.M.S. Urge had torpedoed the battleship Vittorio Veneto, putting her
out of action for several months. A few hours later, at midnight on the
14th, as the returning 15th Cruiser Squadron was about to enter the
swept channel outside Alexandria, the Galatea was hit by two tor-
pedoes from U.557 and sank with heavy loss of life.

At 10 p.m. on the 15th Admiral Vian left Alexandria again. With
his remaining two cruisers, the anti-aircraft cruiser Carlisle, and eight
destroyers, he was escorting the supply ship H.M.S. Breconshire carrying
oil fuel to Malta, where the high-speed operations of Forces B and K
had run the stocks very low. It was intended that most of Admiral
Vian’s ships should turn back to Alexandria after nightfall on the
16th, and that four destroyers should continue with the Breconshire
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until relieved by an escort from Malta early on the 17th. The operation
was already in progress when news was received that the Italian
Fleet was also at sea again, covering a convoy for Tripoli. Admiral
Cunningham decided that the British operation should continue, and
hoped that the Breconshire would pass clear across the enemy’s line of
advance by nightfall on the 17th December. She could then continue
to Malta with a small escort and Admiral Vian’s main force would be
released for attacking the enemy convoy by night. For the time being
Vian was ordered to remain with the Breconshire, sending back only
the Carlisle, which was, in the new circumstances, too slow. The Vice-
Admiral, Malta, was requested to send all available ships to join
Admiral Vian and to arrange for the maximum air reconnaissance.

It had been possible to provide fighter cover for the Breconshire only
during the first day out from Alexandria. This had prevented the
enemy from shadowing continuously, but the force was sighted and
reported. The British aircraft available for reconnaissance were very
few. For the Breconshire to evade the enemy and for Admiral Vian to
reach a position from which to launch a night attack on the heavily
escorted Italian convoy, the information about the enemy’s move-
ments would need to be very good. As will be seen, it was not good
enough.

Force K (Aurora, Penelope, Lance and Lively) and Commander Stokes’s
four destroyers joined Admiral Vian at 8 o’clock on the morning of
the 17th. The cruiser Neptune and two more destroyers were to leave
Malta that evening to reinforce him still further. At Alexandria, 500
miles away, Admiral Cunningham had been unable to take his remain-
ing two battleships to sea in support because—not for the first time—
he had no destroyers left to screen them. His feelings may be imagined.

Meanwhile on the afternoon of the 16th an Italian convoy of three
ships for Tripoli and a second of one ship for Benghazi had left
Taranto. They were closely escorted by the battleship Duilio, three
6-inch cruisers and eleven destroyers, and were covered to the east-
ward (as this was thought to be the most likely direction from which
surface attack might come) by the battleships Littorio, Doria, and
Giulio Cesare, two 8-inch cruisers, and ten destroyers. The whole for-
midable force was under the command of the Italian Commander-in-
Chief, Admiral Angelo Iachino, flying his flag in the Littorio.*

Admiral Iachino had news of the departure of Admiral Vian’s force
from Alexandria, and on the morning of the 17th he received his first
air sighting report. This was shortly before 10.30, and placed the
British ships some 160 miles south and slightly east of his own position.
He decided to stand on and keep within supporting distance of his
convoy. At 11 a.m. the Littorio Group increased speed to 22 knots and

* This was the operation of which Count Ciano wrote in his Diary: ‘All the ships and
all the Admirals at sea. May God help us!’
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altered course to south-west. At 11.48 speed was further increased to
24 knots, which was the Doria’s maximum. The Breconshire was mistaken
for a battleship by German and Italian reconnaissance aircraft and
continued to be reported as such throughout the day. This mistake
caused the Italians to assume that the British were at sea for the special
purpose of attacking the Italian convoy.

By 2 p.m. on the 17th Admiral Vian had received two reconnais-
sance reports, from which he was aware of an enemy force, containing
at least three battleships, some 120 miles to the northward of him
steering south at slow speed. Judging this information to be incomplete,
as it ‘left powerful enemy units unaccounted for’, he made an altera-
tion of course to the southward and held on under frequent air attacks,
waiting for more information. Three further reports received during
the afternoon appeared to show that none of the Italian force was
likely to be within sixty miles of the British by nightfall. At about 5.30,
however, two floatplanes, of types usually carried by warships, made
their appearance and were accompanied by five torpedo-bombers
which hung about without attacking. This, coupled with the dropping
of signal flares by the shadowing aircraft, gave Admiral Vian the
impression of a set-piece, and suggested that the enemy’s surface
forces must be somewhere near. Ten minutes later, just before sunset,
masts were sighted to the north-west of the Naiad. The enemy appeared
to be in five columns with heavy ships in the centre, consisting of
two Cavour class battleships and some 8-inch cruisers. At a range of
some seventeen miles the enemy opened fire in what was to become
known as the First Battle of Sirte.

Admiral Vian immediately detached the Breconshire with two
destroyers to the southward, while, with his four cruisers and the ten
destroyers now remaining, he turned towards the enemy. It was not
his intention to offer battle under conditions so vastly favourable to
the Italians, but he hoped under cover of smoke to divert attention from
the Breconshire until darkness fell. Only if diversionary movements and
gunfire failed did he intend to launch a torpedo attack. Shortly before
dark he detached Force K to reinforce the Breconshire’s escort.

By dark Admiral Vian had lost touch, not only with the enemy, who
he believed had turned north, but temporarily with most of his own
ships. This he described as ‘a disadvantage of diversionary tactics.’
Admiral Cunningham had ordered him not to seek out the enemy
battleships by night, but to go for the Benghazi part of the convoy.
Between 11 p.m. and 2.30 a.m. he therefore patrolled with his now
reunited force across the enemy’s line of approach to Benghazi. At
2.30, in obedience to a signal from Admiral Cunningham, course was
set for the return voyage to Alexandria. Meanwhile the Breconshire
was making towards Malta, now escorted by Force K as well as by the
two destroyers originally detached. Early on the 18th these were
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joined by the Neptune and a further two destroyers, and the whole
force arrived at Malta at 3 p.m.

Admiral Iachino’s information from the air had also not bezn en-
tirely satisfactory. Having learnt of Admiral Vian’s alteration to the
southward, he too had thought it unlikely that action could be joined
before nightfall, and out of respect for the night-fighting efficiency of
the British he was considering whether to reverse course for part of
the night when the bursts of the British anti-aircraft shells repelling
the air attacks at 5.30 p.m. were seen in the sky due east. Admiral
Tachino promptly turned towards these shell bursts and at 5.40 sighted
the British ships to the south-east. Fire was opened by the Italian
heavy ships but they had difficulty in distinguishing their targets
against the rapidly darkening eastern sky. The Italian destroyers were
ordered out to counter what appeared to be an attack by the British
flotillas and shortly after 6 o’clock Admiral Iachino withdrew his
battleships to the westward from the menace of torpedoes in the un-
certain light. By 6.30 all the Italian forces were steering north and
contact with the British had been lost. Shortly after 10 p.m. Iachino
decided to steer almost directly for Tripoli, and turned the convoyj, its
escort, and his own covering force to this course. Expecting night
attacks from the British light forces he disposed his warships to protect
the convoy and maintained a patrol with his covering force some thirty
miles to the south-east. About sixty miles further to the south-east
Admiral Vian was maintaining his own patrol, and neither Admiral
was aware of the other’s movements.

Next day, 18th December, the Italian Fleet cruised some 200 miles
to the south-east of Malta, covering the convoy as it approached
Tripoli. The ship (the Ankara) for Benghazi was detached during the
afternoon and the other three merchantmen steamed separately west-
ward along the African coast, escorted each by two destroyers. By
evening all other Italian warships were on their way back to their
bases.

Having fuelled at Malta, where they had arrived with the Brecon-
shire, the cruisers Neptune, Aurora, Penelope and four destroyers sailed
again at nightfall on the 18th in the hope of intercepting the Italian
convoy which, it was believed, might still not have entered Tripoli.
Air reconnaissance and air attack were much handicapped by stormy
weather and poor visibility. At Malta it was raining hard, clouds were
very low, and the runways had been heavily bombed. A Wellington
had reported the enemy as split up and covering a large area to the
east of Tripoli. A striking force of Swordfish failed to find these targets
but four Albacores attacked and damaged one of the convoy—the
Napoli—with torpedoes. In the hope of delaying the convoy until the
British warships arrived Wellingtons bombed Tripoli and laid mines off
the entrance, with the result that the Italian merchantmen anchored
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for the night ten miles east of the port, in the shelter of their
minefields.

The British ships, commanded by Captain R. C. O’Conor in the
Neptune, made for a position near Tripoli at maximum speed into a
heavy sea, but did not receive the air reports concerning the enemy
convoy. It is probable that Captain O’Conor intended to turn and
sweep eastward from this position. Half an hour after midnight on the
1gth, his ships, having reduced speed after crossing the 10o-fathom
line, were about seventeen miles to the north-eastward of Tripoli,
when a mine detonated in the Neptune’s starboard paravane. It did
little damage, but as she was going astern the Neptune ran into another
mine which wrecked her propellers and steering gear. The ships astern
sheered off to starboard and port to clear the minefield, but the
Aurora and Penelope also ran into mines. The Aurora, though badly
damaged, was able to steer for Malta at sixteen knots escorted by two
destroyers. The Penelope, only slightly damaged, stood by the helpless
Neptune ready to take her in tow when she drifted clear of the mine-
field. At 1 a.m. the Neptune, drifting to port, exploded a third mine.
The destroyer Kandahar entered the minefield in an attempt to take
the Neptune in tow, but also struck a mine which blew her stern off.
As nothing could be done to reach either the Neptune or Kandahar,
Captain A. D. Nicholl of the Penelope was obliged to leave the scene
with the remaining destroyer and return to Malta. At 4 a.m. another
mine exploded under the Neptune and she turned over and sank. Early
next morning the destroyer Jaguar, ably helped by an A.S.V. Welling-
ton, found the Kandahar and rescued all but ninety-one of her company.!
The sea was too rough for the Jaguar to go alongside and the Kandahar’s
crew had to swim across. The Kandahar was then sunk with a torpedo.
From the Neptune there was only one survivor, a leading seaman, who
was picked up five days later, on Christmas Eve, by an Italian torpedo
boat. The minefield which had caused this disaster had been laid in
the previous June, but had not come to the knowledge of the
British.

Once again, and not for the last time, British and Italian convoy
operations had coincided. H.M.S. Breconshire had been safely passed
through to Malta, but the Italians had also achieved what they had
set out to do. What was more serious, they had probably gained con-
siderable confidence as a result. For a whole day a large part of the
Italian Fleet had been operating within 200 miles of Malta without
being seriously attacked, and the enemy was now aware that the
British surface force at Malta was eliminated, at any rate for the time
being.

1°A.S.V.” means that the aircraft was fitted with a radar device for detecting the
presence of surface vessels from the air.
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See Map 20

While this disaster to the Malta force was taking place off Tripoli,
another was in the making inside Alexandria harbour. As a result of
information received from the Admiralty the Commander-in-Chief
had issued a warning on the 18th that an attack by human torpedoes
might be expected and, among other special precautions, torpedo
baffles had been laid on each side of the two battleships. At 3.25 on
the morning of 19th December, two Italians dressed in rubber over-
alls were picked up from the buoy to which the Valiant was moored.
Interrogated, the two prisoners disclosed nothing. It was presumed
they had already placed explosives under the ship. It was made clear
to them that they would be involved in anything which happened to
the Valiant, and they were placed in custody low down near the bottom
of the ship. At 5.47 there was an explosion under the stern of the
tanker Sagona, which damaged her seriously and also the destroyer
Jervis berthed alongside. At 5.50 one of the Valiant’s prisoners asked to
speak to the Captain and warned him that his ship would soon blow
up. A quarter of an hour later there was an explosion under the
Valiant’s foremost turrets and after another four minutes a third
explosion under one of the Queen Elizabeth’s boiler rooms. As a result
of precautions there were only eight casualties, but both battleships
were heavily flooded and put out of action for many months.

This, the outstanding success of the Italian Tenth Light Flotilla
during the war, was achieved with human torpedoes, three of which
had been transported by the submarine Sciré to a position about 1%
miles north of the eastern harbour of Alexandria. Here they were
launched, giving them a distance of about five miles to cover to reach
the entrance to the Fleet anchorage. All three had the good fortune to
arrive off this entrance while the boom gate was open to admit some
destroyers, and they slipped through. Although severely shaken by
depth charges dropped by patrol craft, they then selected their
targets and found no great difficulty in passing over the protecting
nets round the battleships. In the case of the Valiant it was not easy to
secure the charge to her bilge keels, and after great exertions the whole
apparatus was eventually dumped on the sea-bed some fifteen feet
below the ship’s bottom. In the attack on the Queen Elizabeth the
explosive head was slung from her bilge keels in the manner intended.
Of the six Italians responsible for these extraordinarily brave and
arduous attacks, two were picked up by the Valiant as already related.
The other four were captured ashore during the next two days, having
failed to reach the submarine Zaffiro which had been sent to pick them
up off Rosetta.
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Admiral Cunningham had now even fewer serviceable ships than
he had had in June, after the heavy losses which accompanied the
fall of Crete. A demand at the end of October for the release of two
destroyers to join the Eastern Fleet brought the total he had had to
part with for this reason up to six. He had pointed out that this would
leave him with only ten destroyers in a reliable condition, and this at a
time when the impending offensive in Cyrenaica would, if successful,
result in a need for more of these ships to maintain the army by the
longer coastal route.

The Admiralty had been able to help, partly at the expense of the
North Atlantic and partly by replacing some of Admiral Somerville’s
destroyers with a smaller type. The destroyers under Commander
Stokes, which so distinguished themselves off Cape Bon, were the first
of these reinforcements to arrive. Four more reached Alexandria at
the end of December in company with the cruiser Dido, whose damage
sustained off Crete had now becen repaired. Other destroyers of the
smaller ‘Hunt’ class were on the way.!

There were, however, no battleships or carriers with which to replace
the Ark Royal, Barham, Queen Elizabeth, and Valiant. The cruiser Hobart
returned to Australia and several sloops were withdrawn for service
in the Indian Ocean or Australian waters. At Gibraltar Force H now
comprised one battleship, the Malaya, one small carrier, the Argus,
one cruiser, the Hermione, and a few destroyers. It was a seriously
reduced Fleet that had to keep Malta supplied, support the Army’s
advance—perhaps as far as Tripoli—and continue to intercept the
enemy’s convoys. At Alexandria the only fighting ships with heavier
armaments than a destroyer were Admiral Vian’s three light cruisers—
Naiad, Dido and Euryalus. The hard core of the Fleet had been lost at
the moment when the possession of the airfields in Cyrenaica would
have made it possible to cover operations in the Central Mediterranean
with shore-based fighters. The Italians, on the other hand, had now
four battleships fit for service, and had had some reason for gaining
confidence. And although they might not know for certain that
Admiral Cunningham no longer had any battleships, this information
could not be kept from them for long.

It was fortunate indeed that the Italian submarines, in spite of their
numbers, were achieving so little. Their only direct success in 1941
had been the sinking of the cruiser Bonaventure, although the Sciré’s
part in the attacks by human torpedoes at Alexandria and Gibraltar
must not be forgotten. During the year the Italians had lost ten sub-
marines within the Mediterranean. The German submarines, on the
other hand, in their first two months in the Mediterranean had sunk

! ‘Hunt’ class—small escort destroyers of 1,000 tons displacement, built during the
war and named after packs of hounds.
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one aircraft carrier, one battleship, and one cruiser. Six German sub-
marines had been sunk, but the numbers were growing and by the
end of December there were twenty-one inside the Mediterranean.
While a reduction of the number operating in the Atlantic was very
welcome, it meant that the submarines in the Mediterranean could
now be a greater nuisance to the Inshore Squadron and to the supply
ships plying along the North African coast as well as to the Fleet as a
whole. Worse still, the Lufiwaffe’s renewed attacks on Malta were
becoming heavier and more frequent, and the number of German
aircraft in Sicily was known to be increasing.

The outlook at sea, therefore, at the end of 1941 could hardly be
called encouraging.




CHAPTER V

THE SITUATION
AFTER THE ENTRY OF JAPAN
INTO THE WAR

r I AHE Commanders-in-Chief in the Middle East had always
intended to follow up ‘Crusader’ by driving the enemy out
of the whole of Libya. When, in the previous winter, the

Italians had been defeated and Cyrenaica overrun, the British Govern-
ment had felt obliged to send a force to oppose the Germans in Greece
and discard the possibility of advancing to Tripoli. But by the early
autumn of 1941 General Auchinleck was beginning to consider plans
for a pursuit through Tripolitania—operation ‘Acrobat’ —which was
to follow a successful ‘Crusader’.

The advantages of occupying Tripoli would be considerable. There
would be an immense gain in prestige; convoys to Malta from the
east would be far less vulnerable; bases for launching expeditions
against Sicily or Italy would be gained; and the French in North
Africa might perhaps be encouraged to join the British. The last point
was important because it would be extremely difficult for the Axis
forces, once they had lost Tripoli, to stage a return to Africa provided
they were not allowed to set foot in Tunisia. It would be one thing for
the British to maintain a small garrison at Tripoli to prevent the Axis
regaining a footing in Libya, but quite another for them to be opposed
by a force properly established in Tunisia.

General Auchinleck informed the Minister of State on gth Septem-
ber that he attached great importance to capturing Tripoli. So long
as enemy forces remained in Libya the back door to Egypt would be
only partially closed. This would handicap any future offensive plans,
and be a real danger if a German attack from the north should throw
the British on the defensive. The Chiefs of Staff were asked to say what
further action was contemplated in the event of Tripoli being cap-
tured. They, too, were determined to gain every possible advantage
from a successful ‘Crusader’ and ‘Acrobat’, and suggested, among
other plans, one to capture Sicily by an expedition which would sail
from the United Kingdom. The Defence Committee approved this
suggestion and passed it to the Commanders-in-Chief in the Middle
East, who received it with no enthusiasm.! They felt that the best

* The organization in London for the conduct of the war is referred to in Volume I of
this History, p. 191n. For a fuller treatment see J. R. M. Butler: Grand Strategy, Volume
II (1957) chapter XI.
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action for new forces from the United Kingdom would be to occupy
Bizerta, and suggested that there might be ways of eliciting an invita-
tion from the French. They felt that this was more important than
capturing Sicily, which would create a very difficult maintenance
problem. Their view was accepted in London and it was decided,
instead, to make ready to respond to any request for help that might
come from General Weygand in North Africa. To this end an expedi-
tion—‘Gymnast’—was to be prepared which would land at various
ports, the most easterly being Algiers.

After the Armistice in June 1940 General Weygand had become
Minister of National Defence in Marshal Pétain’s Government. Early
in October of that year he was appointed to the new post of Delegate
General of the Government in North Africa. In this capacity he was
charged with co-ordinating political and economic action, but he was
also to be Commander-in-Chief of the land and air forces in North
Africa and of the naval forces allotted to the defence of its coasts. For a
year General Weygand strove to achieve French unity, to build up
confidence, to prepare the armed forces for any emergency, and to
balk the Axis Armistice Commissions in every possible way. As the
Delegate of the French Government and a loyal supporter of Marshal
Pétain he could hardly be expected to have any sympathy with the
Free French Movement, but as an implacable enemy of the Germans
he naturally came into conflict with those who saw collaboration with
Germany as the best prospect for France. While there was no positive
reason for expecting him to call upon the British for help, it was
hoped that he might do so if ‘Acrobat’ were successful or if the Ger-
mans made demands upon him for military facilities in North Africa—
at Bizerta, for example. Even then it was not at all certain that he
would be satisfied with the help that the British could offer. The pro-
ject went ahead, nevertheless; the Prime Minister had been impressed
by information from the British Ambassador in Washington that
President Roosevelt was interested in the idea of sending a large
American force to Casablanca, if General Weygand should make a
request to the United States for assistance.

The Commanders-in-Chief in the Middle East had expressed their
liking for some such project, but pointed out that they would be un-
able to make any contribution to it except possibly by naval action.
The Prime Minister then explained operation ‘Gymnast’ and said that,
regardless of whether the Germans made demands upon the French,
the moment success in ‘Crusader’ became apparent he would appeal
to President Roosevelt to put pressure on General Weygand and he
himself would offer the aid prepared. This was on 18th November.
The next day came word of General Weygand’s dismissal from his
post and of his recall to France.

The only effect of this mishap upon the Prime Minister’s resolve
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was to make him decide to address his offer, when the time came, to
the Vichy Government instead of to General Weygand. On 23rd
November he reminded General Auchinleck that he was waiting for
the moment to appeal to President Roosevelt and to tell the Vichy
Government that it was now or never. He ended: ‘I hope the moment
may come within the next week’. As has been seen, however,
‘Crusader’ was having a hard passage and was not going as quickly as
had been hoped.

Having had time to examine the ‘Gymnast’ plan the Commanders-
in-Chief commented upon it on 28th November. The objective, they
thought, should be Tunisia, in order to keep open the Sicilian Channel.
The occupation of Morocco or Algeria would be of little value. The
port of disembarkation should not be too far to the west; it should be
Philippeville, Bone, Bizerta, or Tunis. They admitted that this would
expose ‘Gymnast’ to air attack, but they suggested that the support of
our air forces from Malta and the enemy’s other preoccupations
would lessen it. The Chiefs of Staff did not answer this proposal; their
next step was to appoint General Sir Harold Alexander to the com-
mand of ‘Gymnast’. If the French invited us the initial force would
consist of three fighter squadrons flown in from Malta and Gibraltar,
for which the ground crews and two anti-aircraft regiments would go
by sea. (These troops did in fact sail on 8th December, but their
destination was changed a few days later and they went round the
Cape with convoy W.S.14, of which more will be heard presently.)
The main force of ‘Gymnast’ was to be roughly two divisions and one
armoured division, which could leave the United Kingdom from
twenty-three to thirty-two days after the decision to collect the shipping
had been taken.

On the night of 7th /8th December 1941 the Japanese landed on
the coast of Malaya. A little more than an hour later they attacked
the American base at Pearl Harbour. On 8th December the United
Kingdom and the United States of America declared war on Japan,
and on 11th December Germany and Italy followed suit with declara-
tions of war upon the United States.

Thus the Japanese action had the tremendous result of forcing the
United States into war with Germany and Italy. But this did not alter
the fact that the attack on Pearl Harbour and the landing in Malaya
caused the British and Americans to become directly committed to
fighting in a vast maritime theatre of war thousands of miles from the
Mediterranean. Many vital problems arose from this inescapable fact.
In the middle of December Mr. Churchill went to Washington with a
strong staff of advisers to discuss them.! It did not take the British

! Field-Marshal Sir John Dill, who had recently been succeeded as C.I.G.S. by General
i’du: Alan Brooke, remained in Washington to become Head of the British Joint Staff
ission.
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and American Chiefs of Staff long to agree upon a broad policy for
the conduct of the war in which their countries were now Allies: this
was, to defeat Germany first.

As far as Mediterranean planning was concerned the Americans at
once began to study the problem of landing an expedition in North
Africa under the code-name of ‘Super Gymnast’. The basic assump-
‘tion was that there would be enough French co-operation to ensure
that no more than slight unco-ordinated opposition would be met,
and that the ports and railways would be worked by the French for
the benefit of the Allies. The primary object would be to secure French
Morocco as a base from which control might be extended over all
North Africa and later into Europe. The operation would be under
American command and the planning would be done at Washington.
The provisional date would be 25th May 1942.

By the end of January the British Chiefs of Staff were feeling doubt-
ful about their own share of the plan. All the available shipping was
fully occupied in movements to the Middle East and Far East. The
British forces were stretched to the limit. ‘Gymnast’ had been con-
ceived in the hope that we should be invited into North Africa, which
now seemed most unlikely. Yet without French help the operation
would be quite impracticable. On 1st February the Prime Minister
agreed that preparations should cease, and on 12th March the Chiefs
of Staff informed Washington that in their view no operations of the
‘Gymnast’ type could take place before the autumn. A few days later
the United States Chiefs of Staff agreed, and the matter was dropped.
But not for good, for the Allied landings on the coasts of Morocco and
Algeria, which took place in the following November, were, in effect,
‘Super Gymnast’ brought up to date.

Before Mr. Churchill and his advisers had gone to Washington in
December a decision had been reached on the immediate British
policy. Everything possible was to be sent to the Far East, but no units
or equipment already in the Middle East or Iraq were to be with-
drawn. A number of units on the way, however, were to be diverted,
either to Bombay or to Singapore. Thus, in convoy W.S. 12z, due at
Durban on Christmas Eve, the following units intended for Iraq were
diverted: one complete anti-tank regiment and the men of a second;
one heavy and one light anti-aircraft regiment; Headquarters No. 267
Wing and four fighter squadrons, with fifty-one Hurricane IIs and
twenty-four pilots. Eighty pilots en route for Takoradi and five Hurri-
canes for Basra were also to be diverted, and eight more Hurricanes
were to be sent out from the United Kingdom to bring the Wing up
to strength. From convoy W.S. 14, due at Durban on gth January,
the following were to be diverted: the heavy and light anti-aircraft
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regiments that had been originally intended for the first flight of
‘Gymnast’, and ground staffs and limited equipment of Headquarters
No. 266 Wing with three fighter squadrons, but no aircraft. Forty
Hurricanes were to be lifted from Takoradi and taken by sea to Bom-
bay to provide the first instalment of aircraft for this Wing. As an
exception to the general policy of no removals from the Middle East,
General Auchinleck was ordered to despatch fifty light tanks to India
—no great loss.

Much more unwelcome was the decision to divert the 18th Division,
then rounding the Cape. The Prime Minister explained this to General
Auchinleck by pointing to the improved prospects of the ‘Crusader’
battle and the pronounced Russian successes which had relieved the
immediate anxieties about the Caucasus and the south Caspian area.
The Chiefs of Staff supplemented this by saying that General Auchin-
leck could use the 50th Division, now in Iraq, in any way he wished.
On the other hand, the 17th Indian Division, in India, could no
longer be regarded as earmarked for Iraq, and the Commander-in-
Chief, India, was free to use it as he wished. As a further exception to
the ‘no withdrawals’ policy came an order to despatch immediately
the four anti-aircraft batteries of the Mobile Naval Base Defence
Organization.

Orders for the withdrawal of Royal Air Force units soon followed.
As soon as ‘Crusader’ was finished the Middle East was to prepare six
bomber squadrons, one Air Stores Park and one Repair and Salvage
Unit for despatch to Bombay. Meanwhile, in response to a request
from the Chief of the Air Staff on gth December, six Blenheim IVs
had left for Singapore on the 12th and six more on the 14th. On 18th
December the Chiefs of Staff told the Commanders-in-Chief of their
anxiety about Burma and asked that one of the Blenheim squadrons
should be sent immediately provided that neither ‘Crusader’ nor
‘Acrobat’ would be affected. The first six aircraft of No. 113 Squadron
left on goth December; three other squadrons, Nos. 45, 84, and 211,
left during January and February.

On 10th December, only a few hours before the loss of the Prince of
Wales and Repulse off the coast of Malaya, the First Sea Lord, weighing
the redispositions necessary as the result of Japan’s entry into the war,
had asked Admiral Cunningham and Admiral Somerville what would
be the result of withdrawing all capital ships and carriers from either
or both of their commands. The main points of their replies were as
follows. The removal of the battleship from Force H would tend to
encourage the Italian Fleet to concentrate eastwards. There would be
little effect at the Western end of the Mediterranean, except that pre-
parations for special operations, such as escorting convoys, would be
difficult to conceal, and the enemy would have time to take counter
measures. In the Eastern Mediterranean the removal of all the capital
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ships would be equivalent to depriving ourselves of the ultimate means
of cutting off the enemy’s supplies to Africa and of running convoys to
Malta from the east. But if the army gained a firm hold on Cyrenaica
and its airfields, and if ample air forces could be based there and at
Malta—under Admiral Cunningham’s control—it should be possible
to supply the army and maintain Malta. The ability to keep up the
pressure on the enemy’s supply lines would, however, be seriously
affected. Apart from this, the Italians would gain in morale and might
venture into the Eastern Mediterranean, especially by sorties from the
Aegean. The political effect on Turkey and Egypt must be expected
to be very bad. Nevertheless, if the air forces were very considerably
increased, the withdrawal of all the capital ships could be accepted as
a gamble.

The gamble was, however, forced upon Admiral Cunningham and
the Admiralty in a very unwelcome form. Disaster befell Force K and
was quickly followed by the Italian attack at Alexandria in which the
two remaining British battleships were badly damaged. On 24th
December the Admiralty informed Admiral Cunningham that he
could expect no replacements; all available carriers and battleships
would almost certainly be wanted in the Far East. There were hopes
of providing some of the air reinforcements for which he had pressed,
but, in many instances, not for a long time.

Withdrawals of smaller ships from the Middle East were briefly
referred to in the previous chapter. Besides the cruiser Hobart the sloop
Yarra was to return to Australia; the sloops Sutlej and Jumna and the
minesweepers Lismoreand Bathurst, from the Red Sea to the East Indies;
the sloops Indus, Hindustan and Falmouth, from the Persian Gulf to the
East Indies. Two submarines were to leave the Mediterranean about
the New Year.

The Commanders-in-Chief and the Minister of State—in other
words, the Middle East Defence Committee—naturally gave much
thought to the probable effects of all these changes, and cabled their
views on 18th December to the Prime Minister. Their main pre-
occupation was with the northern flank. They regarded the defence of
Persia, Iraq, Syria and Egypt as one problem, and for the northern
flank they had counted upon having seven divisions by the next spring.
It looked as if they would have only three. The diversion of so many
anti-aircraft batteries further aggravated a situation about which they
were already anxious. The contemplated diversion of expected air
reinforcements was also serious, and might make it impossible to meet
the commitment to send twenty-four squadrons to Turkey ;! moreover,
it might seriously affect the security of our sea communications in the

' It had been agreed at the Anglo-Turkish talks in September 1941 that if Turkey were
attacked the British would send certain forces to her help; the number of squadrons was
raised from 20 to 24 in October.
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Mediterranean and the task of interrupting the enemy’s. The Com-
mander-in-Chief, Mediterranean, emphasized this aspect when he
suggested that the criterion in deciding on the moves of air forces
should be to leave enough of them to control the Central Mediter-
ranean despite the absence of British battleships. He thought that if
success were not gained against the enemy’s heavy ships within the
next three months the enemy would obtain control of the Mediter-
ranean and would be able to attack Malta and to reinforce Tripoli at
will.

On 24th December the Chiefs of Staff asked each Commander-in-
Chief to send home a representative, well versed in ‘Acrobat’, to
explain the implications of the diversions and withdrawals. Two days
later the Prime Minister addressed ‘a hard request’ to General
Auchinleck; he was to part at once with a force of at least a hundred
American tanks. In addition, a consignment of Hurricanes for No.
266 Wing was to be picked up and ferried away to the Far East by
H.M.S. Indomitable. It was still the intention not to remove anything
that would prevent ‘Acrobat’, and it was hoped to reinforce the Middle
East with some Fulmars. General Auchinleck replied that he could
spare 110 American Stuart tanks manned by 7th Armoured Brigade;
it would be complete with headquarters, signals, workshop and re-
covery unit and would contain two armoured regiments, one 25-pdr
battery, and one anti-tank battery—all just back from the Libyan
frontier. He also offered to send an Australian infantry brigade group,
provided that it could be replaced before April, and a quantity of
small arms and anti-tank rifles. '

To reach London ahead of their representatives, the Commanders-
in-Chief cabled their hopes and fears about the war. They assumed
that the ultimate object was to defeat Germany by a land offensive
against her territory, and that the attitude towards Japan would be
defensive. Bases in the Middle East, including Malta, must be securely
held. They reminded the Chiefs of Staff that the Mediterranean theatre
offered good opportunities for offensive action, but it would be essen-
tial to occupy Tunisia first. It was already possible to deploy American
air forces in the Middle East, and they could be used there to great
advantage.

The Chiefs of Staff sent a telegram on the Government’s reinforce-
ment policy on 1st January 1942, by which date it had been agreed
by the British and American Governments that their primary object
was the defeat of Germany. The British policy was to divert to the
Far East no more resources than would be necessary for holding the
Japanese. Subjectto this, ‘Crusader’ was to be exploited to the greatest
extent possible. The army reinforcements were given in detail. Six
divisions, one light tank squadron and one armoured brigade were
considered necessary for the Far East. These would come from the

10
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Middle East or from reinforcements intended for the Middle East. In
addition to the two divisions already mentioned—the 18th (British)
and the 17th Indian—the following were to go: the Australian Corps
of two divisions (6th and 7th) and two divisions from Iraq or India.

This drew from the Commanders-in-Chief the comment that none
of these moves would affect ‘Crusader’, and the Middle East repre-
sentatives confirmed in London that they would not affect ‘Acrobat’
cither. But the situation on the Turkish or northern front would be
greatly altered. Hitherto the Middle East had been aiming at being
ready to meet an attack from the north by April 1942, a date which
was perhaps unnecessarily early in view of the German reverses in
Russia. The Commanders-in-Chief now requested a decision on the
date by which they ought to be ready, and further asked that the
resources diverted to the Far East should be replaced at least one
month before this date. One of the most serious shortages was of anti-
aircraft artillery; Iraq and Persia had virtually no anti-aircraft pro-
tection at all and the rest of the Middle East was a long way short of
its requirements. In spite of this, the Australian Corps was to take
with it one heavy and two light anti-aircraft regiments; forty guns
held as a pool for use in Turkey were to go; and one heavy and one
light anti-aircraft regiment in convoy W.S. 15, due at Durban in the
middle of February, were to be diverted.

On 17th January General Auchinleck began to suspect that he
might lose his one remaining Australian division, the gth, and ex-
pressed to the C.I.G.S. his hope that its withdrawal would be strongly
resisted, because the situation would be precarious if the enemy were
to attack from the north before all the divisions withdrawn had been
replaced by divisions complete with their equipment and transport.
The British estimate of German capabilities by this time had become
more definite. It was calculated that Germany’s most probable course
in 1942 would be to resume a full-scale offensive against Russia, which
might bring her into contact with British forces in Persia not earlier
than mid-August. This action would not preclude the reinforcement
of General Rommel on a sufficient scale and in time to oppose ‘Acro-
bat’ effectively. (It will be seen in the next chapter that important
reinforcements were in fact arriving.) If the Germans decided not to
resume their offensive in Russia, but to attack Turkey instead, they
might be in a position to reach the northern frontier of Syria by the
end of May at the earliest. It was this possibility that caused General
Auchinleck anxiety, because there was no prospect of his forces in
Syria and Iraq being made up to the strength he considered necessary.
Indeed, a month later he was told that the 7oth Division was to go to
Ceylon and Burma—it went in March—and that he was also to part
with the gth Australian Division, and possibly another division from
Iraq.
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This news, together with the parallel reduction in air forces, and
following a reverse in Cyrenaica—to be described in the next chapter
—seemed to General Auchinleck to be extremely serious. The Com-
manders-in-Chief and the Minister of State sent their considered views
three days later. They recalled their requirements, which had been
accepted by the Chiefs of Staff, and pointed out that the forces remain-
ing after these withdrawals had taken place would be insufficient to
maintain the Middle East position in face of an attack from the north.
‘We are, in fact, relying on this attack not taking place.” The effect on
Turkey of these withdrawals could not fail to be grave. None of the
countries in the Middle East could be regarded as stable, and any
signs of weakening by further withdrawals would encourage dis-
affection. The forces remaining might therefore be required to pre-
serve order, and, at the same time, defend the western approaches to
Egypt. The whole situation might change for the worse unless we
could interfere effectively with enemy reinforcement to Libya. The
Commanders-in-Chief concluded that it was vital to reinforce the
Middle East, for although they hoped to be able to hold the present
positions in Libya for some months, and possibly even to gain ground,
they could do no more than cause some delay to an enemy advancing
through Iraq and Syria towards the Persian Gulf and Suez Canal.

In the event, General Auchinleck’s worst anxieties were relieved by
the action of President Roosevelt. One United States division was
sailing for Australia early in March. Just as it was leaving the Prime
Minister asked President Roosevelt if he would offer to send two more
United States divisions, one to New Zealand and one to Australia.
This would make it possible to leave the New Zealand Division and
the gth Australian Division in the Middle East and economize shipping.
The President readily consented, and New Zealand gladly accepted
the offer. The Australian Government took longer to reach a decision,
and not until a month later did they express themselves prepared to
agree, in view of the shipping difficulties, to postpone the return of
their gth Division to Australia. The President further agreed to a
request by Mr. Churchill for American shipping to carry two British
divisions from the United Kingdom to the Middle East or India as
the situation might require. Three British divisions, interspersed with
drafts and details, were already scheduled to sail from the United
Kingdom in British ships in the next five convoys. This meant that five
British divisions in all would leave the United Kingdom in the period
March to July. This was most welcome news to General Auchinleck,
who telegraphed to say that it should help to ease his situation con-
siderably.

H.M.S. Indomitable returned to Port Sudan on 23rd February after
ferrying the forty-eight Hurricanes to the Far East. The Prime Minister
had decided that she should make another trip with Hurricanes and
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on the 27th she left Port Sudan with sixty. Fifty of these were to make
up the equipment of the squadrons in convoy W.S. 14 already on their
way to Singapore. The remaining ten, together with twenty-six other
Hurricanes which left the Middle East to fly to India, were for Nos.
30 and 261 Fighter Squadrons, and it was in this way that these two
units also came to be withdrawn from the Middle East. In all, the
Middle. East parted with four complete Blenheim squadrons, two
complete Hurricane squadrons and, in addition, twelve Blenheim IV
aircraft. Besides these, seven complete fighter squadrons, which were
originally intended for the Middle East, were diverted en route.

During the rebellion in Iraq in May 1941 the command of the land
forces in Iraq had passed to the Commander-in-Chief, Middle East,
mainly because effective support for northern Iraq could be sent only
from Palestine and because air operations in Iraq were controlled by
the Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Middle East. The command of
the land forces had reverted to India at the end of June, though the
Chiefs of Staff intended that the whole area should come under the
Middle East again if the Germans looked like moving through southern
Caucasia into Persia and northern Iraq. The Chiefs of Staff recog-
nized the advantages of leaving India responsible for the troops in
Iraq, the bulk of whom were Indian, but they naturally wished to
avoid making a change of command at the last minute. As the threat
did not seem to be imminent, they had decided to await the outcome
of ‘Crusader’ before saddling General Auchinleck with this additional
burden.

On 12th December they came to the conclusion that the change
ought to be made. The threat from the north was still not imminent;
in fact the Russian winter had begun, the German attack had every-
where exhausted itself, and the Russians had been able to gain local
successes north and south of Moscow and in the Ukraine. ‘Crusader’
was well on the way to driving the enemy out of Cyrenaica. But the
Japanese attack on Thailand and Malaya, and the consequent threat
to Burma (which had been placed under General Wavell’s command),
was a new factor in the problem; in a message to General Wavell the
Prime Minister expressed the opinion that he ‘must now look East’.
Even so, Wavell opposed the transfer of command in Iraq and Persia
to Auchinleck, reiterating the arguments which had caused its previous
deferment. General Auchinleck, on the other hand, was strongly in
favour of it, because it would make, he thought, for speedier planning
and would enable the operational and administrative aspects to be
more closely related. The Minister of State supported the suggestion,
adding that the problem of concerting supplies, and later perhaps even
operations, with the Americans, would be greatly lightened if they
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had only one Command to deal with. On hearing these views the
Defence Committee agreed with the Chiefs of Staff that the transfer of
command should take place as soon as possible. On 12th January 1942
General Auchinleck took over. The title of Lieut.-General E. P.
Quinan’s force, hitherto known as ‘British Troops in Iraq’, was changed
to the Tenth Army.

A Treaty of Alliance was signed at Teheran on 29th January be-
tween the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and Persia, by which
the Allies undertook to defend Persia from aggression by Germany or
any other power. Persia, in return, undertook to co-operate in every
way possible, especially by facilitating the use of the railways, roads,
rivers, airfields, ports, pipelines and signal installations. The assistance
of Persian armed forces was to be limited to the maintenance of
internal security in Persia.

In the latter half of February 1942 there were some changes in His
Majesty’s Government. Mr. Oliver Lyttelton, the Minister of State in
the Middle East, left to become Minister of Production. There had
been no mention of a successor, and the Commanders-in-Chief thought
it right to put forward their views on the importance of the post,
based on their experience of the seven months during which it had
existed.

They regarded the Minister of State as a link with His Majesty’s
Government which was indispensable to the successful prosecution of
the war in the Middle East. His guidance and advice on military
policy from the political and governmental point of view had been
invaluable. He had been able to relieve the Commanders-in-Chief of
innumerable political and economic problems connected with Persia,
Iraq, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, the Sudan, North and East Africa,
and the Arab world generally—apart from helping them in their
dealings with the Americans and with numerous Allies. They could
not cope with all this work and at the same time exercise their primary
functions as Commanders-in-Chief. Moreover, the office of the
Minister of State had become a focus for the co-ordination of the
views of the Services and of the other authorities in the Middle
East; this made it easy to concert action and was to the general
advantage.

In short, they were convinced of the need to have in the Middle
East a member of the War Cabinet who possessed the confidence of
the Government at home. He should be served by an adequate staff,
qualified to deal with the many and varied political, financial, econo-
mic, and propaganda problems which were constantly arising.

Mr. Lyttelton left the Middle East at the end of February 1g942.
Three weeks later Mr. R. G. Casey, Australian Minister in Washing-
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ton, was appointed to succeed him and was made a member of the
British War Cabinet. He did not arrive until 5th May, and in the
meanwhile Sir Walter Monckton acted as Minister of State.

The internal situation in Egypt had been calm for so long that it is
easy to forget how important it was for the British that conditions in
the main base area should be stable. Towards the end of 1941 there
was a political crisis. The war had undoubtedly brought many diffi-
culties for the Egyptian Government. There had been some bombing,
but not much; the cost of living was rising; and there were many
Egyptians who disliked the military occupation of their country. As
against this, the occupation could hardly be called oppressive; for one
thing, vast sums were passing into the pockets of the people in wages
and by the spending of the pay of the British troops. The big problem
of what to do with the cotton crop, on the sale of which Egypt largely
relied for her prosperity, was solved by the British Government, who
undertook to buy it all—as they had done in 1940. The stipulation
that less land was to be planted with cotton and more with food
crops had been only partially observed, and the shortage of food was
one of the Egyptian Government’s major anxieties.

Towards the end of 1941 the prestige and authority of Hussein
Sirry’s Cabinet had greatly declined. The Wafd party, who were not
represented in the Government, were busy proclaiming that the
British had infringed the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty and were destroying
the independence and economy of the country. Late in December the
Minister of Finance was forced to resign on charges of corruption and
nepotism: this produced a bitter squabble between the Liberals and
Saadists as to which party should provide his successor. The Wafd
now began to make the Egyptian Prime Minister the target of their
attacks rather than the British, and, as he was also being subjected to
a Palace offensive directed by Aly Maher Pasha, his position went
from bad to worse. On 1st February, after a dispute with the King on
a technicality, he was forced to resign. It was quite clear to the British
Ambassador that the only acceptable solution would be the return of
the Wafdists to power. Strong pressure was put upon the King to
agree. Finally he did so, and Nahas Pasha became Prime Minister.
He at once adopted an attitude of co-operation with Great Britain,
and maintained it loyally and courageously through the dark days that
followed. His openly declared sympathy with the British cause put a
stop to most of the overt anti-British agitation. A general election took
place in March and was boycotted by the opposition, leaving the
Wafd in undisputed power.
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The Tripartite Pact of 27th September 1940 between Germany,
Italy and Japan was ostensibly a defensive treaty by which the parties
agreed to give support if any of them should be attacked by a Power
not at present engaged in the war in Europe or in China. It was direc-
ted primarily against America, but also against possible British activi-
ties in the Far East. It did not oblige Japan or Italy to declare war on
Russia when Germany attacked her.

When the German plans for ‘Barbaressa® were almost complete
Hitler decided to encourage the Japanese to act in the Far East in
such a way as to focus American interest on the Pacific and tie down
strong British forces. It was expected that favourable conditions would
be created by ‘Barbarossa’, but the Japanese were not to be told about
it.

For their part the Japanese were not anxious to be involved in war
with the United States—certainly not until they had reached some
form of agreement with Russia. The Japanese Foreign Minister,
Matsuoka, visited Moscow and Berlin in the spring of 1941 and
Ribbentrop did all he could, short of disclosing the German intentions,
to prevent the Japanese reaching a private agreement with Moscow.
In this he failed, for on 13th April Matsuoka concluded a Pact of
Neutrality, thus securing the Japanese rear without German assistance.

No sooner had the Germans attacked Russia than Hitler began to
press Japan to declare war on Russia also. The Japanese Government
however decided to adhere to its programme of gradual expansion and
military preparation, as it had not given up all hope of reaching a
peaceful settlement with America. The stages in thedeterioration of the
situation in the Pacific area are described in another volume of these
histories.? It is enough here to mention that the Japanese showed no
intention of attacking Russia; on the contrary, their attention was
being focused increasingly on the Pacific and South China Sea.

The terms of the Tripartite Pact did not oblige Germany or Italy
to support Japan if she were the aggressor. Accordingly, while negotia-
tions were still going on in Washington, the Japanese tried to find out
what help they might expect if, after all, America entered the war.
The Far East and Middle East were too widely separated to allow of
direct co-operation, and the Japanese suggested that the best form of
mutual support would be to undertake not to make a separate
armistice or peace. To this Ribbentrop replied that this would be
taken for granted in Berlin.

On 3rd December the Japanese Ambassadors in Berlin and Rome
informed the two Governments that the negotiations in Washington
had broken down, and requested that Germany and Italy should
undertake to declare war on the United States. To this they received
cautious replies.

1 S. Woodburn Kirby: The War against Japan, Volume I.
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The early Japanese successes came at a time when the fortunes of
the Axis powers had taken a turn for the worse. Rommel had been
driven out of Cyrenaica, and the Russians had recaptured Rostov.
Farther north, fighting was halted by the unexpectedly early onslaught
of cold weather; the advance on Moscow came to a standstill, and the
final offensive, planned for early December, never took place. The
Russians, who were better able to cope with the winter conditions,
now exerted their full strength and the Germans were soon retreating
at several points. Moscow was saved and the self-confidence of the
German Army badly shaken. Differences of opinion in the High
Command, which had been simmering for some time, came to a head
on 19th December with the dismissal of Field-Marshal von Brauchitsch,
and Hitler assumed the additional responsibility of commanding the
Army.

Against this darkening background it is not surprising that the
attack on Pearl Harbour was hailed with admiration and delight. On
14th December OKW issued a memorandum reviewing the whole
situation in the light of the entry of Japan and the United States into
the war. Emphasis was laid on the disruptive effect that Japan’s action
would have on Allied planning. Japanese naval strength and the
attacks by land on British and American bases would probably force
a change of policy. Would the Allies concentrate first upon defeating
Germany and Italy, and abandon for the time being the objectives
under Japanese attack? Or would they deplete their forces in the
Atlantic and Mediterranean and concentrate upon defeating Japan?
Or would they try to hold everywhere and wait for American arma-
ments production to get into its stride?

To these questions the memorandum could find no answer; it there-
fore examined at length the most unfavourable course for the Axis,
namely the first, and came to the conclusion that neither side could
contemplate a decisive attack for at least a year. The first considera-
tion for the Germans must be to bring the Russian campaign to a
successful conclusion. The Allied aim would probably be to set up
assembly-bases in West Africa and Morocco, in the Middle East, and
in the United Kingdom, with the idea of subsequently operating in
areas within reach of these bases. These areas could not be divined
yet, and might be anywhere from the Caucasus to Norway. However,
the assembly of forces would take so long and would require so much
shipping that wherever the Allies intended to use them their prepara-
tions would become known to the Germans in time for effective
counter-measures to be taken. This comforting conclusion earned the
marginal comment on one copy ‘It is to be hoped so’.
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To sum up: the entry of Japan into the war found the British in the
Middle East in firm possession of their vital bases, in no immediate
danger of being attacked from the north, and well on the way to
regaining the whole of Cyrenaica; indeed, they had high hopes of
pressing on as far as Tripoli. During the next few weeks many Army
and Air Force units were removed from the Middle East to go to
India or the Far East, and others, on the way out, were diverted there;
and a number of ships of the Royal Australian and Royal Indian
Navies were sent back to their home waters. Yet the Commanders-in-
Chief were satisfied that none of these transfers would affect ‘Crusader’,
nor were they likely to affect ‘Acrobat’. Far more serious were the
naval losses that had been sustained in December which left the
Mediterranean Fleet without a battleship or carrier, and reduced
Force H to one battleship and one small carrier.

This was the situation when history repeated itself and General
Rommel regained the initiative on land.
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CHAPTER VI
RETREAT TO GAZALA

See Maps 2 and 21

HE middle of January 1942 found the British and Axis forces
in loose contact in the difficult country near the bend of the

Gulf of Sirte. General Auchinleck had always intended to
chase the retreating enemy into Tripolitania, and had caused plans to
be made for doing so. By the end of December, however, it was evident
that the British could not keep up the momentum of their advance
even against slight opposition ; moreover, the unsuccessful tank actions
of 28th and goth December showed that the German armour, although
weak in numbers, was still full of fight. Clearly, if the British were to
advance any farther they would first have to build up an adequate
force and, equally important, accumulate the supplies to support it.
General Godwin-Austen was given these tasks, and used as a basis a
plan for attacking the enemy frontally with one infantry brigade while
the greater part of an armoured division passed round the desert flank;
simultaneously another infantry brigade was to land from the sea in
the enemy’s rear.

As usual, administrative problems were dominant. It has already
been seen how the failure to defeat the enemy quickly in November
led to great difficulties in nourishing the battle, and these difficulties
grew more serious as the front moved westward. By the first week in
January the position was briefly as follows. To supply the 13th Corps
and its attached troops, and to provide the Royal Air Force with those
commodities and services for which the Army was responsible, re-
quired some 1,400 tons a day. The average daily amounts received at
Tobruk by sea and by lorry convoys from the railhead at Misheifa
together came to 1,150 tons. Far from there being any surplus for
building up reserve stocks, without which there could be no advance,
there was thus a shortfall of some 250 tons on daily needs alone. An
obvious remedy was to increase the port capacity at Tobruk, stock
Derna wholly by sea, and restore Benghazi to working order. The
transport at present locked up in convoys from Misheifa could then
be used to deliver from these ports.

When Benghazi was first captured in February 1941 little use could
be made of the port, mainly on account of its inadequate air defences.
The experiences of 1942 were to be depressingly similar, though for
different reasons. This time the harbour, which was strewn with
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wrecks, had been devastated, and there were gaps in the wall through
which the sea could break. (See Photo 8). As early as 25th December
1941—the day after the last enemy troops left—Axis aircraft began to
lay magnetic mines. The Naval port party was quickly at work, and
four minesweepers arrived on the 2gth, followed a week later by Army
Dock and Port Operating Companies. The first convoy of three mer-
chant ships arrived on 7th January, followed by the administrative
units needed to staff the Advanced Base. The almost incessant westerly
gales, the lack of tugs, and the fact that a wreck still prevented deep-
draught ships passing the entrance, made the rate of discharge very
uncertain.

The fact is that the administrative resources of the 8th Army were
now stretched to the limit. The troops were still living ‘hard’, and it
was possible to improve only slightly the monotonous battle-ration
which they had been eating for seven weeks. The over-riding need for
certain commodities, especially petrol and lubricants, often shut out
such desirable things as bacon, oatmeal, cigarettes and rum. No
reserve stocks could be built up, the sea routes were precarious, and
the consumption and waste of petrol by transport on the long desert
journeys were appalling. Taking one thing with another, there can
have been little hope of beginning offensive operations before the end
of February. As it turned out, this was not soon enough.

The intention to relieve the 7th Armoured Division by the 1st
Armoured Division has already been mentioned, and it has been
related how the 22nd Armoured Brigade replaced the 4th before the
start of the move across the desert from Mechili. The 1st Armoured
Division had had an unlucky year. It had had a short experience of
fighting in France in 1940, was reorganized after Dunkirk, and by
February 1941 contained, with a few exceptions, the units which it
later took to the Middle East. By April 1941 it possessed a strange
assortment of tanks, from which almost all the latest cruisers were then
withdrawn in order to make up the ‘Tiger’ convoy for the Middle
East. By early July good progress was being made with re-equipping
the Division, when the Chiefs of Staff decided once more to remove
the latest cruisers for modification preparatory to sending them to the
Middle East. Shortly afterwards the further decision was taken to send
the 22nd Armoured Brigade, which accordingly sailed in August,
made up with most of the available Crusader tanks. The rest of the
Division sailed during the second half of September, before it could be
completely equipped with modern cruisers. The effect of all these
changes upon training was of course deplorable.

The exploits of the 22nd Armoured Brigade in ‘Crusader’ are already
familiar. The main body of the Division began to arrive in Egypt
during the second half of November. During December it moved
forward, but not as a whole. It came under the 13th Corps on 3rd
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January 1942, and Major-General Messervy took temporary command
in place of Major-General Lumsden, who had been wounded in an
air attack, and Major-General Tuker took over command of the 4th
Indian Division from General Messervy. Just previously to this the
22nd Armoured Brigade had suffered the reverses near Agedabia
which have already been described, and had to be withdrawn to
Tobruk to refit. Thus it befell that, as in April 1941, the British
armoured division on guard at the gateway to Cyrenaica had had very
little training as a division and lacked half its armour. Its one armoured
brigade—the 2nd—not only had no petrol with which to continue its
training but suffered from another handicap. It had been thought in
December that a first need would be for a strong armoured brigade
group well forward. The 2nd Armoured Brigade had therefore been
given 1st Battalion The Rifle Brigade, 11th (H.A.C.) Regiment R.H.A.
and 76th Anti-Tank Regiment R.A., from the 1st Support Group.
These units had trained with the Brigade on the long march up from
Matruh, but now, in consequence of the decision that the 1st Support
Group should relieve the 7th, they reverted to the 1st Support Group
and were replaced by units new to the 2nd Armoured Brigade and its
ways.

General Auchinleck and his senior Commanders were agreed, how-
ever, that it would be almost impossible for the enemy to take the
offensive for a long time; the evidence concerning the German and
Italian losses, their lack of reinforcements, and their supply difficulties,
all pointed to this conclusion. But if the unexpected should happen,
and if the enemy could not be immediately stopped, it was intended
that the 13th Corps should fight on the line Agedabia-El Haseiat.
General Messervy’s tasks were accordingly, first, to harass the enemy
with mobile columns while the British offensive was being prepared,
and second, to be ready for a defensive battle. To the latter end he
had delaying positions reconnoitred, but his suggestion that the 4th
Indian Division should move forward to Agedabia and the 2nd
Armoured Brigade to Giof el Matar was not agreed to, because the
supplying of so many troops so far forward would have seriously
delayed the preparations for the intended offensive. This was the
reason given at the time, but the fact is that the administrative
machine could not have maintained these additional troops so far
forward. Consequently the 4th Indian Division continued to have one
infantry brigade group at Benghazi and one at Barce. (The third was
refitting at Tobruk). The only troops within a hundred miles of the
enemy were those of the incomplete 1st Armoured Division, the 22nd
(now re-numbered 200th) Guards Brigade, and part of Oasis Force,
which was being broken up.

On the thirty miles of front from Mersa Brega to the Wadi Faregh
were the 200th Guards Brigade (Brigadier J. C. O. Marriott) on the
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right,* and the 1st Support Group (Brigadier C. M. Vallentin) on the
left.? Each of these formations was divided into small columns of
infantry and artillery for carrying out the division’s primary role of
harassing the enemy. As the Guards Brigade had only enough artillery
for four columns, which required in all the infantry of one battalion,
the second battalion was stationed back at Agedabia. There was no
third battalion in this brigade. On the left, the 1st Support Group was
of comparable strength but was new to its surroundings, having only
relieved the 7th Support Group on 1gth January. It had some appall-
ingly hummocky ground to work over, which had tried the skill of the
most experienced desert drivers; General Messervy described it as the
only large area he knew over which tracked vehicles were faster than
wheeled. To make matters worse for the 1st Support Group a number
of their vehicles turned out to be not fully desertworthy and there
was much trouble with burst tyres and lack of spare parts. Even the
three armoured car regiments that had been patrolling on that front
had had so many vehicles damaged that all except one squadron had
been withdrawn to refit.

Under command of the Support Group was a composite squadron
of twenty-four Stuart tanks, apart from which there were no tanks
forward of Antelat, where the 2nd Armoured Brigade Group (Briga-
dier R. Briggs) was assembled to carry out some desert training.® The
three regiments of this Brigade had each about twenty-six cruiser
tanks and eighteen Stuarts, having lost in all twenty cruisers from
mechanical breakdown during the move forward from Egypt.*

Air Vice-Marshal Coningham’s chief concern was to prepare to
support the advance into Tripolitania. His estimate of the squadrons
required for the purpose was ten single-engine and one twin-engine
fighter, four day-bomber and two tactical reconnaissance squadrons,
and, in addition, various other reconnaissance aircraft and air trans-
ports, together with the radar, maintenance, administrative and

' 200th Guards Brigade Group: 3rd Battalion Coldstream Guards; 2nd Battalion Scots
Guards; B Squadron 11th Hussars; 1st and 51st Field Regiments R.A. (each of two
batteries) ; 27/28th Medium Battery R.A.; C and D Batterics 73rd Anti-Tank Regiment
R.A.; 6th Battery 2nd Anti-Tank iment S.A.A.; 6th and 197th Light Anti-Aircraft
Batteries R.A.; 15t Field Squadron R.E.

% 15t Support Group: Composite Squadron grd and 4th County of London Yeomanry;
11th (H.‘A.pc.) Regiment R.lg.A.; 20th Battery 7th Field Regiment S.A.A.; 76th Anti-
Tank Regiment R.A.; 26oth Battery 65th Anti-Tank Regiment R.A.; 43rd and 44th
Light Anti-Aircraft Batteries R.A.; Detachment 7th Field Squadron R.E.; 2nd Battalion
The King’s Royal Rifle Corps; 1st Battalion The Rifle Brigade.

3 2nd Armoured Brigade Group: The Queen’s Bays; gth Queen’s Royal Lancers;
1oth Royal Hussars; 2nd Regiment R.H.A.; 8th Fiel Reﬁmmt R.A. (two batteries);

th Field Regiment S.A.A. (less 20th Battery); 102nd (N.H.) Anti-Tank Regiment

JH.A.; 2nd Anti-Tank Regiment S.A.A. (less 6th Battery); Detachment 7th Field
Squadron R.E.; gth Battalion The Rifle Brigade.

4 The tanks were brought by rail to Matruh, and thereafter moved forward on their
own tracks, a distance to Antelat of some 450 miles.




ROMMEL’S INTENTIONS 139

armoured car units for essential ground duties. To free his head-
quarters of the task of administering those squadrons and units that
would remain in Cyrenaica, No. 211 Group, hitherto a nucleus head-
quarters, was brought in and assumed the appropriate local responsi-
bilities. By 20th January the main units of the Desert Air Force were
disposed as follows. Nine single-engine fighter squadrons were at
Antelat, and four were divided between Benina, Derna, El Adem and
Tobruk protecting the ports and shipping. The Beaufighters were at
Gerawla. The day-bomber force consisted of only two squadrons at
Gambut and Bu Amud, instead of the requisite four, one having been
withdrawn for re-equipping and one transferred to Syria. The forward
radar units were at Benghazi, Derna and Tobruk, while Air Vice-
Marshal Coningham’s headquarters, with Air Commodore G. R.
Beamish now as Senior Air Staff Officer, were at Tmimi.

It was indeed true that the enemy had reached his selected defensive
position at Mersa Brega considerably exhausted, and the deduction
that he was in no fit state to start an offensive was a fair one. On 5th
January, however, a convoy reached Tripoli bringing, among other
badly needed items, 54 tanks, their crews, and a consignment of fuel.
By 1oth January General Rommel felt sure that the British were
awaiting reinforcements and that there was hope of a valuable breath-
ing space. But at a staff conference held on 12th January his senior
intelligence officer, Major F. W. von Mellenthin, predicted that for
the next fortnight the Axis forces would be slightly stronger than the
British immediately opposed to them. Thereafter the British would
grow stronger: even now, if they were to concentrate their forces, they
should be able to bite off a part of the Axis position. He therefore
thought it dangerous to continue on the defensive. Colonel Westphal,
the head of the Operations Section, then suggested that their disper-
sion and local weakness made the British susceptible to a spoiling
attack in the Agedabia area—not that any success could be exploited,
owing to the scarcity of German troops and supplies. General Rommel
did not jump at the idea, but finally agreed. It was to be a dead
secret and the preparations were to be explained, plausibly enough,
as measures to meet an imminent British attack.?

On 14th January the equipment recently unloaded at Tripoli began
to reach the front. The next day wireless messages were intercepted
which suggested that the British were in administrative difficulties
and not completely ready for action. On the 17th more equipment

1 On 22nd January General Rommel’s command was renamed ‘Panzerarmee Afrika’.
It consisted of the following divisions, all greatly below strength and short of much of
their equipment. D.4.K.: 15th Panzer, 21st Panzer. goth Light. 10th Corps: Bologna,
Brescia. 20th Corps: Ariete (armoured), Trieste (motorized). 21st Corps: Pavia, Trento,
Sabratha. Total strength, about 12,500 Germans and 25,000 Italians.
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arrived from Tripoli, and the German strength in tanks rose to 84
and the Italian to 8g. On the 18th General Rommel issued his orders
for an attack on the 21st. The D.4.K. would advance on the south,
with its right on the Wadi Faregh; the (Italian) 20th Corps in the
centre; and a special Group under Colonel Marcks on the left, along
and to the north of the coastal road.! The Marcks Group would later
be directed either towards Agedabia or to the south-east, according to
how things went. A simple and modest plan.

The comparative quiet of the past few weeks had enabled the enemy
to regain some of his strength in the air. By the third week of January
there were 515 German and Italian aircraft in Tripolitania, of which
300 were serviceable. On the British side the Desert Air Force was still
very much stretched and was suffering from many shortages; of its
445 aircraft about 280 were immediately available for operations. The
weather, which had distinctly favoured the British on the eve of
‘Crusader’, now helped the enemy, whose preliminary movements
were obscured by sand-storms. On the night 20th /21st there were also
heavy squalls of rain, which might be thought to have affected both
sides alike but for the fact that the worst conditions of all were at
Antelat, where the airfield was turned into what an eyewitness de-
scribed as ‘a chocolate blancmange’. To avoid the risk of all the air-
craft being caught on the ground, four squadrons of fighters were with
great difficulty flown off early on 21st January to Msus and one squad-
ron to Gazala. At these airfields the conditions were much better, but
a great deal of range was thereby sacrificed. This explains the German
claim that the British ‘scarcely put in an appearance’ in the air on
that day. Nevertheless, an aircraft of No. 208 Squadron did report
large concentrations of vehicles around Mersa Brega and some
distance inland.

The enemy’s advance began soon after 8 a.m. on 21st January. The
weak British columns fell back by their pre-arranged routes, inflicting
as much damage as they could. On the left the Support Group was
soon in trouble on account of the bad going, the frequent dive-bomb-
ing, and general inexperience of desert tactics. During the day sixteen
field guns were lost, some from enemy action and some because the
tractors became ditched in the soft sand ; many other vehicles were lost
in the same way. The enemy had his difficulties too, and even the
veteran 15th Panzer Division, advancing just north of the Wadi
Faregh, became partially stuck in the dunes. By nightfall the whole
enemy’s front had advanced roughly ten or twelve miles, and the

1 The Marcks Group consisted of two lorried infantry battalions drawn from 21st
Panzer and goth Light Divisions, with a mixture of German and Italian artillery.
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Germans recorded that the British Guards Brigade and Support
Group had, by withdrawing, escaped destruction.

To General Messervy it was evident that the enemy had probed
forward on a wide front, but the information at the end of the day
suggested that the chief danger would be where the Guards Brigade
and the Support Group joined. He therefore ordered the former to
remain south of Agedabia and the latter to prolong the left flank to
near El Haseiat; the 2nd Armoured Brigade (Brigadier R. Briggs) was
to advance to Giof el Matar and be ready to attack the enemy’s flank
if he broke through.

But General Rommel had no particular designs on the British centre,
and he ordered the advance to continue as far as Agedabia on 22nd
January. Starting very early the Marcks Group set off along the main
road, was delayed but not stopped by the guns of the Guards Brigade’s
columns, and reached Agedabia by 11 a.m. Rommel at once saw his
chance. He met General Critwell and announced his plan, which was
to spread a net from Agedabia to Antelat and on to Saunnu. The
2nd Machine-Gun Battalion would make for Antelat, the Marcks
Group for Saunnu, and the D.4.K. and 20th Corps, in that order,
would deploy between the Marcks Group and Agedabia. All would then
turn south-east against the trapped British and drive them away from
their lines of supply. The day was to be spent in getting into position.

Realizing that some of the enemy were slipping past his right flank,
General Messervy ordered the Guards Brigade to block the main road.
But Brigadier Marriott had sent the 2nd Scots Guards back towards
Antelat because they had no supporting arms, and his columns were
outpaced. The enemy had therefore no great difficulty in reaching his
positions on ‘the net’. The destination of the 2nd Armoured Brigade
was changed from Giof el Matar to a point about twelve miles north
of it, where it arrived by the evening.! By then the 200th Guards
Brigade (less the 2nd Scots Guards) and the 1st Support Group were
roughly on the line Agedabia-El Haseiat.

General Godwin-Austen, whose advanced headquarters had moved
from Antelat to Msus, was anxious lest the enemy should do just what
they were in fact doing. Realizing the danger to the supplies at Msus,
on which the Armoured Division depended, he ordered General
Messervy to block the tracks leading to Msus from Agedabia and
Saunnu. Suspecting also an approaching threat to the whole of Western
Cyrenaica he told the 4th Indian Division to hold up any enemy on
the coast road and, as a precaution, to be prepared to cover an evacua-
tion of Benghazi. The 7th Indian Infantry Brigade accordingly moved
out about twelve miles south of Benghazi.

! A detachment of 2nd Regiment R.H.A., 102nd (N.H.) Anti-Tank Regiment R.H.A.,
and gth Rifle Brigade was left with orders to block the Antelat-Agedabia track. Owing to
lack of petrol it could not even reach Antelat.
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As on the previous day the German and Italian Air Forces were
very active, and flew nearly 500 sorties in the two days. Antelat airfield
was still in a shocking state, and on the morning of the 22nd the
remaining fighters began to fly off to Msus. At about 1 p.m. the danger
to the airfield caused 13th Corps to tell the Officer Commanding No.
262 Wing to leave Antelat. It was as well that most of the fighters had
already gone, for each aircraft had to be manhandled to a short narrow
strip of barely serviceable ground. The airfield came under shell-fire
as the last aircraft took off, and the remaining maintenance parties
were rescued by Nos. 1 and 2 Armoured Car Companies, R.A.F.
Blenheims and long-range Hurricanes now began to take a hand in
attacking columns reported by aircraft on tactical reconnaissance, and
that night some of the Wellingtons from Sidi Barrani set out to try to
hinder enemy reinforcements which might be coming from Tripoli-
tania.

During the afternoon of the 22nd General Ritchie returned from a
visit to Cairo, where he had been working on the coming advance
into Tripolitania. In his view Rommel was probably trying to gain
elbow-room east of the El Agheila defile, meaning to make a counter-
offensive when he was strong enough. Before then the Axis could
maintain nothing more than strong reconnaissance forces east of Age-
dabia and El Haseiat. Ritchie was therefore undismayed. As a first
step he intended to give the 4th Indian Division enough transport to
enable it to act within supporting distance of the Armoured Division.
He believed that the enemy was holding back most of his tanks well
to the south-west of Agedabia, and was confident that there would be
a ‘God-sent opportunity to hit him really hard when he puts out his
neck as it seems possible that he may be already doing’.

This was a robust reading of the situation, but not an accurate one.
If any neck had been stuck out it was a British neck, which the enemy
was now menacing with strong forces. In spite of the object-lesson
provided by the reverse which had befallen General Wavell’s army
the year before, the British dispositions had again been such as to
invite attack without possessing the necessary strength to meet it.
Many people wondered why the British High Command had not
turned the earlier experiences to better account.

On the strategic level powerful interests were at work. Events in
Russia and the Far East, and the possibility of an Allied landing in
French Morocco, all made it very desirable to exploit ‘Crusader’ by
advancing into Tripolitania as soon as possible—operation ‘Acrobat’.
But a pause for building up the 8th Army’s resources was clearly
essential, and General Auchinleck had to decide which of two courses
would be the quicker: to maintain active contact with the enemy about
El Agheila and accept the risk of the British light forces in that area
being driven back, or, alternatively, to yield some 150 miles of desert
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and develop his strength in the neighbourhood of, say, Msus and
Benghazi—this course being simply a withdrawal ‘pour mieux sauter’.
General Auchinleck judged, very nearly rightly, that Rommel was
unlikely for some time to be able to mount an offensive in strength
after the hammering he had received during ‘Crusader’, and decided
that the policy must be to keep up such pressure as was possible
rather than break away altogether. The risk of a reconnaissance in
force by the enemy must be accepted. General Ritchie, knowing his
Commander-in-Chief’s wishes, was not the man to act otherwise than
with energy and enthusiasm in giving effect to them, but as Dr. Crutt-
well has so happily put it in commenting on the Mesopotamian Cam-
paign of 1915 ‘too often the capacity to advance is identified with the
desirability of advancing.’* As has been seen the capacity of the 8th
Army to advance was over-estimated; it could barely maintain itself
where it was. Had not the enemy judged the situation very shrewdly
in the middle of January, and after some hesitation taken the right
action, the British bluff—for that is what it was—might have suc-
ceeded. As it happened, the British High Command took a chance
which did not come off.

The basic idea of each side on 23rd January was simple enough:
the British wanted to draw back the 1st Armoured Division and the
enemy wanted to catch as much of it as possible in their net. The
result was a number of separate encounters during the day, spread
over a wide area.

At 4.45 a.m. General Godwin-Austen signalled to General Messervy
that it was vital for him to be able to prevent the enemy advancing on
Msus. The Germans were known to have reached not only Antelat
but also Saunnu, where they would be a menace to the Armoured
Division’s tail. Messervy ordered Brigadier Briggs to send a regiment
to clear up Saunnu—the Bays were sent—and with the rest of his
brigade to get astride the Msus track to the north-east of Antelat.
The Support Group and the Guards Brigade (less the 2nd Scots
Guards, who were out of touch) were to join up north-east of Antelat
by moving towards Saunnu or even farther east if necessary.

The two Panzer Divisions, according to their own reports, seem to
have been under the impression that their main task was to block the
retreating British, who, with their main line of supply cut, would
naturally be expected to try to fight their way out. The information
up to dark on the night before suggested that some of the British might
try to break away along the Trigh El Abd, and this is probably why
the Marcks Group was sent off early on the 23rd to Maaten el Grara.
It left Saunnu at 5 a.m., with the result that the Bays arrived to find

1 C. R. M. F. Cruttwell: 4 History of the Great War 1914-18 (Oxford, 1934) p. 341.
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the place clear. General Rommel intended the 21st Panzer Division
to take the place of the Marcks Group at Saunnu, but there was a
mistake in the transmission of the order and the Division did not move.

Ground haze hampered the air forces of both sides during the early
part of the morning. A steady stream of enemy traffic was seen, how-
ever, moving along the coast road and between Agedabia and Antelat,
and was attacked by the long-range Hurricanes of No. 33 Squadron.
No Blenheims were available, as they were wanted for use against an
Italian convoy at sea. Over the battle area the fighters from Msus
worked hard to regain their ascendancy, and on this day the air
attacks on the British troops began to wane. The need for information
about the enemy’s movements was so great that the practice now
began of using some of the fighter squadrons to get it.

Realizing that the enemy was present in strength between Agedabia
and Antelat, General Messervy ordered the 2nd Armoured Brigade to
protect the western flank of the Division as it withdrew to the north
of Antelat. At about 10 a.m. the leading regiment, the gth Lancers,
ran into the 21st Panzer Division and was ordered by Brigadier Briggs
to pin the enemy while the 1oth Hussars took the lead. This was done,
and at about noon the roth Hussars struck more enemy (also almost
certainly of the 21st Panzer Division) and went into action. The 21st
Panzer Division’s call for help was received by the much stronger 15th
Panzer Division, which lay just to the west. This Division had been
ordered to reconnoitre towards Giof el Matar, and possibly for this
reason felt unable to respond without the permission of D.4.K., which
it did not succeed in getting. (Perhaps the 21st Panzer Division had
not got over its old habit of sending alarmist reports.)

Brigadier Briggs had now nothing in hand, and turned to join the
Bays who had been recalled from Saunnu. He ordered the other two
regiments to break away and follow, but the 1oth Hussars were too
closely engaged, and the gth Lancers could not comply at once without
uncovering the move northwards of Divisional Headquarters and
various other units which all needed protection. This protection the
two regiments gave.

Meanwhile General Rommel had set the two Panzer Divisions in
motion, with the 21st directed on Saunnu. The 1st Support Group,
moving north, collided with the 15th Panzer Division and was chased
eastwards until nearly dusk. There was much confusion, but Brigadier
Vallentin at length got his force in hand again a few miles south of
Saunnu. The gth Lancers reached Saunnu at about 5 p.m., almost at
the same moment as the 21st Panzer Division. There was an immediate
clash, and the 21st Field Battery, South African Artillery, in action at
point blank range, was overrun, but not before it had knocked out
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several tanks. The roth Hussars, who had had great difficulty in
disengaging, were also caught up in the D.4.K.’s drive and their
supporting artillery suffered heavily in fighting their guns to the last.
In each of these actions the Artillery had upheld its best traditions.!
Both sides leaguered on the field.?

After joining with the Bays the Headquarters of the 2nd Armoured
Brigade had managed to reach the Msus track some seven miles from
Antelat, but the whole brigade, much reduced in strength, was not
reunited in this area until next morning. The Support Group also
joined up, as did the 200th Guards Brigade which had been lucky
enough to reach the north-east of Saunnu with no other incident than
a brush with part of 15th Panzer Division.

During the day the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade left Tobruk for
Barce. General Tuker intended this brigade to take over the close
defence of Benghazi from 7th Indian Infantry Brigade, which would
then move south to operate on the right flank of the Armoured Division.
General Ritchie, who had visited 13th Corps during the morning, was
still full of confidence and informed the Commander-in-Chief that the
situation was well in hand and that he intended to defeat the isolated
enemy columns which he felt were all that the enemy could maintain
so far forward. His purpose was still to turn to the offensive on a big
scale.

Meanwhile General Rommel was having troubles of a different
nature. General Bastico had become alarmed because the limited
spoiling attack, to which he had agreed, was turning into a full-blown
offensive of which he strongly disapproved. He signalled his fears to
Comando Supremo, and asked that General Rommel should be made to
take a more realistic view. This brought Cavallero to Rommel’s head-
quarters on 23rd January, accompanied by Field-Marshal Kesselring
and bringing a directive from Mussolini. In this it was stated that
there was no immediate prospect of sending supplies and reinforce-
ments to Africa in the face of the present British naval and air oppo-
sition. A defensive line should be held from Mersa Brega to Marada,
in advance of which the mobile troops might carry out strictly limited
offensives. Appealed to by Cavallero to call off the present operations,
Rommel replied that he meant to attack as long as he could, and that
only Hitler could stop him because most of the fighting would be done

! Supporting the 1oth Hussars was the 19th Field Battery, South African Artillery,
and the guns of one of the columans of the 1st Support Group—a detachment of 11th
A(St.i?l'c.) Regiment, Royal Horse Artillery, and the 237th Anti-Tank Battery, Royal

ery.

* At the end of 23rd January the gth Lancers had 28 tanks and the 10th Hussars 8 in
the Saunnu area. On this day the 21st Panzer Division recorded the loss of 10 of its 20
tanks and claims to have knocked out 23 British tanks and 10 guns. 15th Panzer Division’s
losses on this day are not ascertairaable, but between 21st and 23rd January, both dates
inclusive, their effective strength fell from 8o tanks to 61. They are known to have had a

gumbcr of tanks in reserve, so their losses may well have been more than 19 in the three
ays.
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by Germans. Rommel noted in his diary that after Kesselring had
made some attempt to back up Cavallero the latter ‘went off growling’.

The 24th January was something of an anti-climax. It seems that
Rommel was imperfectly informed of the encounters of the previous
day, and still had the idea of rounding up all the British in the area
Saunnu-Maaten el Grara-Agedabia. The general move south-east-
wards was therefore resumed, and much time and petrol was wasted
before the ‘pursuit’ was called off, and the D.4.K. was ordered to get
ready to move north next day.

The events of 23rd January had bred doubts in General Godwin-
Austen’s mind which he expressed in a signal to General Ritchie early
on the 24th. He felt that no great damage had been done to the enemy,
whose striking power we had underestimated; that an advance on the
coast road could not be seriously resisted; and that the Armoured
Division could not defend the Msus track and also protect the open
eastern flank. He therefore asked for discretion to order a general with-
drawal towards Mechili. To this Ritchie quickly replied that although
the news was disquieting the enemy must be near his limit, and there
might yet be a chance of attacking him. For this it was necessary to
collect forces at Msus and south of Benghazi, because the enemy would
not be strong enough to deal with a double threat. Therefore the 13th
Corps must stand at Msus and cover Benghazi, giving ground for
tactical reasons only. But he authorized Godwin-Austen to withdraw
if necessary, and as a precaution he was to begin to clear administra-
tive units from Benghazi and Msus and to prepare demolition plans.
Godwin-Austen replied that he thought there was a grave danger of
the 1st Armoured Division being too weak to hold the desert flank.
He had ordered General Messervy to impose as much delay as possible
without jeopardizing his force, but he was most anxious that a series
of local withdrawals should not entangle him in a running fight, and
he had given Messervy permission to withdraw to Mechili if in danger.
That evening General Ritchie reported to the Commander-in-Chief
the gist of the day’s exchange of views, and pointed out that the pre-
parations for withdrawal were an insurance policy. For the same rea-
son he had ordered General Norrie to reconnoitre delaying positions
in the area Gazala-Tobruk.

Air Vice-Marshal Coningham’s reaction to these conflicting views
was to prepare for the worst case, and to give orders for the withdrawal
of all maintenance and heavy ground units, including radar. The
main force of fighters would be kept fully mobile for rearguard action,
moving first to Mechili and then, if necessary, successively to Gazala
and Gambut. Two fighter squadrons would remain for the present at
Benghazi, and would fall back on Martuba to join two other squad-
rons; all four would ultimately move to El Adem. The day-bombers
would remain temporarily in the Tobruk area. All captured air force
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material would be destroyed, and arrangements would be made to
destroy any fuel and unserviceable transport that could not be towed
away.

T¥1c move of the fighters from Msus to Mechili meant that only
limited action was possible on the 24th, but the enemy’s activity was
also much less. Only one formation was encountered, of which three
Ju. 87s were destroyed without loss. Meanwhile Beaufighters of No.
272 Squadron struck at road transport in the neighbourhood of
Nofilia, now deep in enemy territory. That evening the Air Officer
Commanding-in-Chief, influenced no doubt by the feeling of frustra-
tion in Cairo, signalled that he was sending forward twelve cannon-
fighter Blenheims with aircrews and maintenance parties to ‘help stop
this nonsense’.

On 25th January the whole of the D.4.K. struck northwards and

drove the 1st Armoured Division towards Charruba where some
supplies had been collected. The diary of 15th Panzer Division re-
marks that its armoured regiment ‘broke into the enemy at a tearing
speed and threw him into complete confusion’. Rommel stopped the
chase at Msus because his fuel was running out, but he felt that he had
hit the British hard enough to prevent them from resuming the offen-
sive. The spoiling attack had in fact succeeded. A pause was essential,
and gave him time to consider what to do next.
. The events of the 25th had seemed to confirm General Godwin-
Austen’s views. That evening he used his discretionary powers and
ordered the 4th Indian Division to withdraw from Benghazi, which
was then cleared of all seaworthy ships, and the 1st Armoured Division
to move to Mechili. But during the afternoon the Commander-in-
Chief and Air Marshal Tedder had come forward to Ritchie’s head-
quarters and together they came to the conclusion that the German
thrust to Msus must have been the exploitation of an unexpected
success, and that there was still time to repel it. At 8.30 p.m. General
Ritchie gave orders which put a brake on 13th Corps’ withdrawal, and
just before midnight he cancelled it altogether, on the ground that the
enemy must be in serious difficulties over his maintenance. The 4th
Indian Division was to send columns against his lines of communica-
tion north-east of Agedabia; the 1st Armoured Division was to oppose
any advance towards Charruba and protect the left flank of the 4th
Indian Division between that place and El Abiar. ‘The most offensive
action is to be taken’, wrote General Ritchie, ‘together with greatest
risks.”

Speaking to the Army Commander by radio-telephone General
Godwin-Austen formally objected to the change of plan, mainly
because he believed that the 1st Armoured Division could have
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scarcely more than forty tanks, and was unequal to its tasks. General
Ritchie insisted, and took the 4th Indian Division under his own com-
mand. Godwin-Austen gave the necessary orders, but sent a personal
message protesting against the new plan and the want of confidence
in himself suggested by the refusal of his advice. General Ritchie soon
found that the two divisional commanders also had their doubts. At
noon on the 26th General Messervy reported that he had forty-one
tanks fit to fight, and forty field guns, and followed this up by saying
that he could do no more for the day than hold on at Charruba and
patrol the track to El Abiar with armoured cars. Meanwhile General
Tuker sent a message to 8th Army doubting if his new role was prac-
ticable, because his troops in hand amounted to one brigade and he
could not expect much help from the Armoured Division. General
Ritchie however was not to be diverted from his purpose, and plans
to carry it out were pushed ahead.

During 26th January General Rommel, unable to do more for the
present than ‘take on supplies and salvage the extensive booty’, made
up his mind what to do next. He had intercepted enough wireless
traffic to suggest that there were disagreements among the British
commanders and that Benghazi might be given up. He decided not to
continue his advance to the north-east for fear of exposing his supply
lines to a stroke from Benghazi, but rather to go for Benghazi itself
from an unlikely direction. He decided to send the Marcks Group and
the 3rd and 33rd Reconnaissance Units to approach Benghazi across
the notoriously difficult country from the south-east. They would then
capture Benina and block the main road at Coefia to the north while
the 20th Corps advanced by Sceleidima, Soluch and Ghemines, and
the goth Light Division moved up the main road from Beda Fomm.
An essential part of the plan was that the D.4.K. was to manoeuvre
so as to make the British expect the next thrust to be made towards
Mechili. The attack would begin on 28th January. It was thus destined
to forestall the 13th Corps’ operations, which, after further disagree-
ments and discussions on 27th January, were timed to begin on
the 29gth.

Meanwhile, on 25th January, the Desert Air Force was doing all it
could to hamper the enemy’s progress. Some of the fighters attacked
ground targets, and the Beaufighters struck at enemy columns well in
rear. The two day-bomber squadrons, which were attacking traffic
between Antelat and Agedabia, were reinforced at night by forty
Wellingtons, which carried on the attacks in depth as far as El Agheila.
From Malta Air Vice-Marshal Lloyd gave what help he could with
his limited resources in circumstances of great difficulty, as his airfields
were being heavily attacked and were much affected by the wet
weather. However, Tripoli was attacked by a small force of Welling-
tons by night, and ports in Sicily by Blenheims during the day. Road
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traffic and rearward installations in Tripolitania between Tripoli and
Sirte also received attention, though on a small scale.

On 26th January fierce sand-storms grounded the day-bombers and
greatly hampered the fighters. Visibility was again very bad on the
27th, and the preliminary moves of the enemy’s troops were concealed
from the air, but, as luck would have it, the D.4.K’s feint towards
Mechili was seen and reported by two Tomahawks of No. 250 Squad-
ron. That evening General Ritchie issued an order in which he
referred to the enemy’s thrusts towards Mechili and Benghazi, and
stated that the first was probably the main effort. The 1st Armoured
Division was to be directed against the rear of the force advancing
east on Mechili, while the 4th Indian Division struck at the force
advancing west on Benghazi. “‘The enemy has divided his forces’,
wrote General Ritchie, ‘and is weaker than we are in both areas. The
keyword is offensive action everywhere.’

By noon on 28th January General Tuker reported a new threat in
the form of two large columns which included 47 tanks approaching
Sceleidima and Soluch from the south. (This was the Italian 20th
Corps.) Tuker proposed to withdraw unless he could be given air
support and the co-operation of the 1st Armoured Division. General
Ritchie replied that the 1st Armoured Division could not help because
it was operating towards Mechili. General Tuker then said that
Benghazi should be evacuated at once, adding that he was not faced
by Italians only, for he had positive identifications of troops of both
the 21st Panzer and goth Light Divisions.! Ritchie accepted this view,
and Tuker then ordered the demolitions in Benghazi to be blown and
told the 7th Indian Infantry Brigade Group (Brigadier H. R. Briggs)
to withdraw that evening and to be north of Benghazi by first light
on the 29gth.

But the enemy was making the most of his initiative. That afternoon
the 20th Corps overran a detachment of the Welch Regiment at
Sceleidima and moved on to Soluch. The Marcks Group had managed
to make its way across appalling country in the dark and in the rain.
Just short of Er Regima they were joined by Rommel in person. The
3rd Reconnaissance Unit then began to feel its way towards Benghazi,
while the 33rd scrambled across country to Coefia, where it arrived at
6 p.m. The main road here ran on a raised causeway with a deep ditch
on each side, so that vehicles could not leave it. The enemy blocked
the road just in time to catch the transport of the 7th Indian Infantry
Brigade, and there was quickly a tangle of ditched and reversing lorries.
The leading detachments of fighting troops were unable to dislodge
the Germans. Brigadier Briggs already knew that there was little chance

! goth Light Division was advancing up the coast road, and the grd Reconnaissance
Unit, detached from 21st Panzer Division, was with Rommel. A lorried infantry battalion

from each of these divisions was with the Marcks Group, which was following the Recon-
naissance Units.
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of breaking out to the east, and decided to try to dodge the enemy who
were advancing from the south. Three columns, about 4,100 strong in
all, accordingly set off during the night in the general direction of
Soluch, Antelat and Saunnu—right across the enemy’s busy back area.
To reduce loads and save petrol a good deal of equipment had to be
destroyed, but nearly all the arms and ammunition were brought
away. It would have been too much to expect that the whole of this
impudent move would pass unnoticed, but there were only a few
encounters, during which some German and Italian prisoners were
taken. The adventure ended with all the columns homing successfully
either at Mechili or El Adem.

The Royal Air Force had been feeling the strain of operating in very
bad weather and at the same time carrying out a step-by-step with-
drawal. The enemy’s air forces, for their part, were finding it hard to
support such a sudden and unexpected advance, and by 28th January
they were almost inactive. (Not until 5th February did the Luflwaffe
establish itself on Benina airfield.) The principal air activities on the
British side after the fall of Benghazi consisted of reconnaissance in
depth over the desert, which established the fact that no wide move-
ments were taking place, and over the Jebel country to keep a watch
on the enemy following up. The fighters at this time were meeting
practically no opposition, and they and the day-bombers made fre-
quent attacks on columns on the roads, in the course of which many
vehicles were destroyed or damaged. The Wellingtons of No. 205
Group continued their tactical work of attacking road transport in
the Agedabia-El Agheila area, in which they were reinforced by the
few available Liberators. Early in February the bad weather put a stop
to night attacks of this sort.

The fact that Tripoli was now out of range of any aircraft based on
Egypt (except the Liberators, whose employment was still experi-
mental) gave added importance to the operations based on Malta.
The Wellingtons from Malta attacked Tripoli, and to a lesser extent
Naples, while the Blenheims were used against Tripoli and the
Sicilian ports. While engaged on these tasks No. 21 Squadron R.A.F.
lost seven aircraft and aircrews in three days. One Blenheim, while
turning to correct an error in navigation, flew into the sea; three
crashed into a hillside in cloud; and three were shot down into the
sea within sight of Malta. '

In the fortnight since the enemy’s attack at Mersa Brega began,
the Middle East air force (including Malta’s bombers) had flown
about 2,000 sorties on tasks other than shipping strikes. Nineteen Ger-
man and at least as many Italian aircraft were destroyed, for a loss of
45 British aircraft, mostly in the Desert.
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By 6th February the 8th Army had fallen back to the line Gazala-
Bir Hacheim, back in fact to the very place where, only seven weeks
before, General Rommel had broken away because he judged the
tactical balance to be against him. The fighters were back again at
El Adem and Gambut, and the day-bombers at Sidi Barrani and
Maaten Baggush. The details of the withdrawal through the Jebel
may be passed over. The enemy followed with only light forces, and,
although there were some anxious moments, the 13th Corps was never
in danger. Of greater interest are the changes in policy on both sides.
General Ritchie had at first decided that the enemy, having secured
Benghazi, would be unlikely to press the pursuit. As he intended to
return to the offensive himself he wished to give up as little ground as
he could. But on the morning of goth January General Messervy
reported that the 1st Armoured Division could not oppose more than
25 German medium tanks with any prospect of success. Ritchie there-
upon agreed with Godwin-Austen’s proposal to organize a defensive
position at Gazala. General Tuker, whose division was still directly
under Ritchie and was (less 7th Indian Infantry Brigade) retiring
through the Jebel, suggested that there could be little profit and many
dangers in trying to spin out the opposition. General Ritchie agreed
and accepted a plan for withdrawing to the Gazala position by 4th
February, but stipulated that mobile columns were to operate from
Derna, Mechili and Tengeder for as long as possible. The withdrawal
took place with little interference.

By 10 a.m. on 29th January General Rommel and his Group had
occupied Benghazi, where they were joined that evening by the Ariete
Division. There was not enough fuel left for a pursuit. Close on the
heels of the event came permission (which may have caused some
amusement) from Mussolini to occupy Benghazi with a small mobile
force if the British withdrew. Two groups under Colonels Marcks and
Geissler started to follow up as best they could, but were much delayed
by road blocks, mines, and air attacks. At this stage Rommel had some
difficulty in reconciling what he felt to be right with what Mussolini
directed to be done. The Duce still regarded the area Jalo-Agedabia-
Mersa Brega-Marada as the Axis defence zone, in front of which only
mobile forces were to operate. But by 2nd February Rommel was con-
sidering whether to attack the British again, for they seemed to be
exceptionally weak and demoralized. He decided, however, that he
had not enough petrol. He told General Bastico that in order to hold
[Western] Cyrenaica firmly it would be necessary to bring forward the
infantry and the 20th Corps to the area Gazala-Tengeder.! This would
have the advantage of providing a good jumping-off place for future

! The German reference is not to Western Cyrenaica, but to ‘the whole of Cyrenaica’.

'l)e context, however, suggests that Western aica is meant, and it may be men-
tioned that the Germans and Italians habitually referred to the north-eastern part of
Cyrenaica between Bardia and Tobruk as Marmarica.
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operations. Bastico replied on 4th February by sending a directive he
had received from Mussolini three days before. Briefly, this stressed
that it was very difficult to send supplies to Libya by sea because the
stocks of oil fuel were nearly exhausted, and laid down once more that
the chief task of the Axis forces was to defend Tripolitania and that
this would govern their dispositions.

General Rommel was confident that the British could not attempt
offensive operations for six or eight weeks. His own casualties in the
past fortnight had been very light, but the time had come to make good
the heavy losses incurred earlier during the ‘Crusader’ battle. He
interpreted Mussolini’s directive very broadly and decided to keep a
small German and Italian mobile force well forward, backed by the
rest of the D.4.K. and goth Light Division in the Jebel; most of the
20th Corps and one division were to be near Benghazi; two divisions
around Antelat; and two back at Mersa Brega and Marada.

On 2nd February, when the situation was clearly growing stable,
General Godwin-Austen asked to be relieved from the command of the
13th Corps. He gave as his reasons that General Ritchie had shown a
want of confidence in him, and that this had been remarked by his
staff and subordinates, which made it impossible for him to continue
in command. He referred to Ritchie’s apparent disregard of his advice,
to his having taken direct command of the 4th Indian Division, and
to his having ordered certain reports from lower formations to be
sent direct to the Army instead of through the Corps. General Auchin-
leck accepted Godwin-Austen’s resignation, and this, in the circum-
stances, was understandable. The impression remains, however, that
General Godwin-Austen’s reading of the situation, unwelcome though
it undoubtedly was, had at least been realistic.

On the enemy’s side, too, the chain of command creaked from time
to time, but the firm hand of General Rommel made up for its many
weaknesses. He was not the Commander-in-Chief, it is true, but he
was emphatically the man whose views mattered, for he did what he
felt to be militarily right in spite of the frequent protests of his superior,
General Bastico. And then, having made up his own mind on the
policy, he had a habit of becoming a tactical leader, and, by taking
command personally at the most important spot, ensuring that his
ideas were carried out. This habit may have infuriated some of his
subordinates and undoubtedly troubled his staff, but it must have been
an inspiration to many. It certainly ensured that when drive was
needed drive was forthcoming—and at once.

The British army casualties between 21st January and 6th February
were about 1,390 officers and men killed, wounded, and missing.
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Forty-two tanks were probably destroyed, and thirty others damaged
or abandoned after breaking down. Forty field guns were lost.

The surprise, speed, and success of General Rommel’s advance
caused disappointment and concern not only to the Commanders-in-
Chief but also in London. This unwelcome sequel to ‘Crusader’
seemed to have turned success into failure and to have spelt the ruin
of ‘Acrobat’. The defeat of the British armour was particularly
disturbing.

The fundamental reason for the whole reverse has already been
dealt with earlier in this chapter. At the time a number of post-mortem
telegrams passed to and from London, and in one of them General
Auchinleck made some sombre comments to the Prime Minister. He
stressed once again the weakness of the 2-pdr gun and the unreliability
of the British cruiser tank. He added that the tactical leadership of our
armoured units was not good enough to offset the Germans’ material
advantages. He saw signs ‘that personnel of the Royal Armoured
Corps are in some instances losing confidence in their equipment’.

In fairness to the 1st Armoured Division it must be remembered
that it had no experience of desert warfare. In General Messervy’s
opinion it was necessary to give newly arrived troops three months’
training before they could with confidence be thrown into battle in
the desert. That this was not an isolated view is shown by a signal
from General Alexander (then Commander-in-Chief, Middle East) to
the Prime Minister in October 1942, just before the Battle of El Ala-
mein. ‘. . . New formations from the United Kingdom require much
training under local conditions and much desert experience before
they can pull their full weight in battle.” These views naturally prompt
the thought: how did the enemy manage? The answer is probably
twofold. First, that the basic German tactical training was more
thorough, and secondly that their formations and units were not re-
placed by new ones, but received drafts of trained men. When, on
23rd January, during their first action, the gth Lancers and 1oth
Hussars were successfully covering the withdrawal of the rest of the
division, they were opposed by some of the most experienced leaders,
tank crews, and anti-tank gunners in the desert —diluted, it is true,
by recent arrivals, but nevertheless forming a hard core of knowledge
and skill.

It is relevant here to turn to the Panzerarmee Afrika’s report to Hitler
on the fighting from 18th November to 6th February. Documents of
this sort often contain tactful (and even artful) padding. They do not
usually belittle the deeds of the enemy, and are often at pains to point
out how stiff was the opposition and how heavy the odds in the
enemy’s favour. This report is no exception, but some of its references
to the British were clearly not prompted entirely by self-praise. Thus:
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“The assembly of all the forces for the autumn offensive was
cleverly concealed (wireless deception was also used) and was
favoured by the weather. The attack therefore came as a complete
surprise. But although the British command showed skill and
prudence in preparing the offensive they were less successful
when it came to carrying it out. Disregarding the fundamental
principle of employing all available forces at the most critical
point, elements only of the 8th Army attacked on 18th and 1gth
November. Consequently the isolated formations were so severely
knocked about that parts of them had to be withdrawn as un-
employable while operations were still in progress. Never any-
where at any time during the fighting in Libya did the British
High Command concentrate all its available forces at the
decisive point. This fundamental tactical mistake was one of
the reasons why the British offensive failed to achieve final
success.’

And again:

‘British troops fought well on the whole, though they never
attained the same impetus as the Germans when attacking.
Officers were courageous and self-sacrificing but rather timid if
they had to act on their own initiative. N.C.Os were good
throughout.’

And in conclusion:

‘The military result was that the British 8th Army was so
severely beaten that it was incapable of further large-scale
operations for months afterwards.’

It would be truer to say that the 8th Army had over-reached itself
and paid the penalty. But the estimate of the time needed to mount
another offensive was not far wrong: the attempts to do so are de-
scribed in Chapter IX, and it will be seen that the next British offen-
sive, had it been allowed to take place, would not have begun before
June.




CHAPTER VII

MALTA CONVOYS AND THE
SECOND BATTLE OF SIRTE

T has been seen again and again that the campaign on land was
Idominatcd by questions of supply. If the Axis powers could have

prevented forces based on Malta from attacking their shipping,
their losses would have been negligible. Conversely, to the British it
was essential that Malta should remain in the fight; hence the immense
importance of keeping the island supplied.

All the major operations of the Royal Navy in the Mediterranean
in 1942 prior to the Anglo-American landings in November were
concerned with taking convoys into Malta. The present chapter tells
of these convoys between January and March. After March none was
attempted until June, when convoys were sailed from Egypt and
Gibraltar simultaneously.! The former had to turn back; the latter
came through, but with heavy losses. In August a few ships of another
Gibraltar convoy reached Malta, but thereafter the Home Fleet, from
which most of the escorts came, was fully occupied with taking con-
voys to North Russia and preparing for the landing in Algeria. The
next convoy to reach Malta came from Egypt, arriving on 2oth
November—the day the British again took Benghazi. Others arrived
from Egypt in December. Altogether 61 supply ships sailed for Malta
under escort during 1942: 32 arrived, 19 were lost on the way, and
10 had to turn back.? One aircraft-carrier, two cruisers, an anti-
aircraft ship and nine destroyers were lost, and other warships seriously
damaged in these operations. In addition, twenty small cargoes were
carried in by submarines, and the fast minelayers Welshman and
Manxman made six passages sailing alone. Some 370 fighter aircraft

arrived also, flown off from carriers of the Royal Navy and from
U.S.S. Wasp.

The last supply convoy to reach Malta during 1941 had come from
Gibraltar in September. An attempt by two merchant vessels in
November to make the passage from the west unescorted had ended
in both being sunk. The Breconshire had arrived from Alexandria in
mid-December, carrying little besides oil fuel. The Governor had not

1 The June and August convoys are described in Chapter XIII,
? During 1941 thirty had arrived under escort out of a total of thirty-one sailed.
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been fully informed of the contents of the September convoy so that
the stocks which should all have been related to the most important
item-—flour—had become unbalanced. At the end of 1941 it was
estimated that flour would last until May, coal to the end of March,
benzine and kerosene until the end of April, and aviation spirit well
into the summer. It was still the policy to build up stocks during the
winter months, when the long nights reduced the risks to convoys from
air and surface attack. But, as General Dobbie had pointed out, the
building up of stocks competed for shipping space with the rising
needs of the Royal Air Force for benzine, aviation spirit, and bombs.
To meet all demands would require an unattainable number of supply
ships; therefore if air operations of all kinds were to be sustained some
risks would have to be taken with the stocks.

The September convoy to Malta had been sent from the Gibraltar
end because the risk from air attack seemed less in the western basin.
Force H had been strongly reinforced and the Italian Fleet had kept
at a distance. But by January circumstances had changed. Ships
could not be found either to reinforce Force H or to make good the
severe losses suffered by the Mediterranean Fleet during the last two
months of 1941. Nor had it been possible to offset these losses by greatly
increasing the air reconnaissance and air striking forces. The Italian
Fleet could thus challenge, in vastly superior strength, the passing of
a convoy from either east or west. The risks from the air at and around
Malta were common to both routes, but the capture of the airfields
in the bulge of Cyrenaica made it possible by January for the Royal
Air Force to give fighter cover to ships all the way from Alexandria to
within range of the Malta fighters. This was a strong point in favour
of the eastern route, and early in January it was decided to run one
30,000 ton convoy from Alexandria during the month. Thereafter the
aim would be to run one of 45,000 tons every month.

But it was not only supply that was causing anxiety at Malta.
Rumour, rather than definite intelligence, of Axis preparations to
capture the island by sea and airborne assault was growing, and al-
though the danger did not seem immediate it was thought necessary
to increase the garrison still further, for the reinforcements sent in
July had been absorbed in protecting the steadily growing airfields and
aircraft dispersal areas. General Auchinleck was ordered by the Chiefs
of Staff to send one light anti-aircraft regiment, one squadron of ‘I’
tanks, and two British battalions, in that order of priority.

Already in January, between the 5th and 8th of the month, one
small convoy operation had taken place. H.M.S. Glengyle, whose
speed and carrying capacity made her suitable to alternate with
H.M.S. Breconshire (also a Glen Line ship) in supplying Malta with
heavy and light oils, had been run in from Alexandria and the Brecon-
shire brought out empty. Ships of comparable speed could not be
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found for the operation about to take place, and one infantry battalion
had to be left behind for this reason. On 16th January four ships left
Alexandria with the Carlisle and eight destroyers as escort. Early on
the 17th one of the escort, the Gurkha, was torpedoed and sunk by
the German submarine U.133. The Dutch destroyer Isaac Sweers, most
ably handled, towed the Gurkka clear of burning oil and rescued all
but nine of her company. During the forenoon of the 18th a covering
force of three cruisers and three destroyers joined the convoy. One of
the merchantmen, the Thermopylae, had trouble in steering and in
maintaining her speed, and at noon Admiral Vian, who was in com-
mand of the operation, decided to send her into Benghazi escorted by
the Carlisle and two destroyers. An hour later Force K—the cruiser
Penelope and five destroyers—joined from Malta, and that evening, as
there were no reports of enemy forces at sea, Admiral Vian turned his
own warships back for Alexandria. There had been a number of
attacks during the day, mostly by single aircraft, but they had all been
driven off by gunfire from the ships and by Beaufighters of Nos. 252
and 272 Squadrons which had moved from base to base along the
coast to keep in touch with the convoy. Next day the Thermopylae,
which Admiral Cunningham had later ordered to steer for Alexandria,
was not so fortunate. To avoid submarines she and her escort were
keeping too far from the coast to be covered by single-engined fighters.
Hit by bombs and set on fire, she had to be sunk, but most of her crew
and army passengers were saved. On the afternoon of the 1gth the
remaining three merchantmen reached Malta escorted by Force K
and with the island’s fighters overhead. Particularly heavy German
air attacks greeted their arrival and persisted over the next two days.
But the supplies, amounting to 21,000 tons, were safely unloaded.
Eight tanks and twenty Bofors guns and their crews, and two-thirds of
one infantry battalion, had been brought in; ten tanks and sixteen
Bofors had been lost in the Thermopylae. Nearly 2,000 men and a great
deal of equipment awaited passage from Egypt.

This operation had shown the advantage of possessing the Benghazi
airfields and the value of No. 201 Naval Co-operation Group R.A.F.
(Air Vice-Marshal L. H. Slatter).! Although the forward airfields were
not fully organized at the time, fighter cover had been most effective.
In ascribing credit for this success, the work of Malta’s aircraft must
not be forgotten, and Admiral Cunningham recorded that for the first
time since the war began the air reconnaissance had been really
adequate and that a sense of security was felt throughout the whole
operation. The Italian Fleet did not leave harbour, for it appears
that reports of the British convoy were received too late.

This was to be the last convoy that Sir Wilbraham Ford would

! The circumstances in which this Group was set up are described in the previous
volume.
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welcome to Malta. On the day it arrived he handed over his duties
as Vice-Admiral, Malta, to Vice-Admiral Sir Ralph Leatham, until
recently Commander-in-Chief, East Indies Station. Admiral Ford had
held the appointment with great distinction for five strenuous years.
Four days earlier Rear-Admiral H. B. Rawlings also hauled down his
flag. He had commanded the 7th Cruiser Squadron since May, and,
including his previous appointment in the Battle Squadron, he had
flown his flag in the Mediterranean since November 1940. No flag
officer took his place, and the remaining cruisers were all included in
Rear-Admiral Vian’s command. In the absence of any aircraft carriers
Rear-Admiral D. W. Boyd’s appointment as Rear-Admiral, Air, also
lapsed, and on 21st January he transferred his flag to H.M.S. Indomit-
able in the Indian Ocean.

Between 24th and 28th January the oil shuttle service between
Alexandria and Malta was repeated. This time the Breconshire was
passed in and the Glengyle and another empty ship, the Rowallan Castle,
returned to Alexandria. It was fortunate that there was no damage
from air attack, for the British were even then being driven off the
west Cyrenaican airfields, and although cover was provided over the
eastbound ships on the 27th, none could be given to the Breconshire.

The enemy’s success with his heavily escorted convoy in December
was described in Chapter IV. He followed this up with further ‘battle-
ship convoys’, and in January some 66,000 tons of general supplies
and fuel arrived in Libya, very little being lost on the way. Although
this was below the monthly requirement it was a marked improvement
on November and December. The bulk had been carried to Tripoli
in two convoys, each of which happened to precede by a short interval
one of the British shuttle services in and out of Malta. The first convoy,
of six merchant ships, arrived on 5th January protected by no less
than four battleships, six cruisers, and twenty-four destroyers and
torpedo boats—in fact by the Italian Fleet. It was entirely unmolested.
The German air force provided air cover and made sustained attacks
on Malta’s airfields, in which a number of aircraft were destroyed or
damaged and the airfields rendered temporarily unusable. Between
goth December and 5th January well over 400.enemy aircraft were
estimated to have raided the island, the attacks on the 4th being
exceptionally heavy. The weather was bad, and although reconnais-
sance aircraft made several reports of the enemy’s ships, the striking
forces from Malta and Benghazi failed to find them. Force K could
muster only one cruiser and three destroyers, and in any case a night
attack was out of the question without information of the enemy’s
movements. British submarines were spread across the Gulf of Taranto
to intercept the returning Italian Fleet, but also had no luck. Fifty-
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four tanks, nineteen armoured cars, forty-two guns and much ammuni-
tion, fuel and general stores were unloaded at Tripoli from this convoy,
and arrived just in time to back up General Rommel’s advance
described in the previous chapter.

On 25th January, by which time Rommel was in full cry, the second
of the enemy’s January convoys arrived at Tripoli, again strongly
escorted. This time it had been detected and during daylight and after
dark on the 23rd frequent bombing and torpedo-bombing attacks were
made on it by R.A.F. and F.A.A. aircraft from Malta and Benghazi
and even from Fuka. The Italian official account states that shortly
after 5.30 p.m. on the 23rd the Italian liner Victoria of 13,000 tons was
torpedoed and disabled—presumably by a Beaufort of No. 39 Squadron
R.A.F. which attacked at that time. At 6.40 p.m. the Victoria was
torpedoed twice more, this time by Albacores of No. 826 Squadron
F.A.A. from Berka, and sank half an hour later. Nearly 1,100 troops,
of the 1,400 she was carrying, were picked up by Italian war-
ships. The remaining four ships of the convoy received no serious
damage.

By the end of January the Western Cyrenaican airfields were again
in Axis hands, and the task of protecting Malta convoys became as
difficult as it had been before ‘Crusader’ ; more difficult in fact, because
the Italian Fleet had gained confidence. But it was no less imperative
to keep Malta supplied, and on 6th February Admiral Cunningham
reported that he proposed to sail a convoy shortly. A few days later
he warned the First Sea Lord that the serviceable fighters at Malta
were so few that he doubted whether they could give effective cover to
an incoming convoy. Nevertheless one would be sent.

This convoy, consisting of the Clan Chattan, Clan Campbell and
Rowallan Castle, escorted by the Carlisle and eight destroyers, left
Alexandria on the evening of the 12th. By sailing it in two sections to
arrive off Tobruk by dusk it was hoped that the enemy might think
that Tobruk was the destination. After passing Tobruk the united
convoy was to follow a north-westerly route which would, by daylight,
take it out of range of the dive-bombers based in Cyrenaica. No fighter
cover could be given during the passage across the central basin; the
escorting cruisers and destroyers would have to beat off air attacks
unaided. From Malta would come the Breconshire and three other
empty ships, escorted by Force K.

All went well until the evening of the 13th when the Clan Campbell
was hit by a bomb which reduced her speed, and she was sent into
Tobruk. Next morning Admiral Vian with three cruisers and eight
destroyers joined the escort. During the afternoon aircraft attacked
intermittently, singly or in groups. The Clan Chattan, hit early in the
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afternoon by a bomb, began to burn furiously and had to be aban-
doned, after destroyers had taken off her crew and Service passengers.
The convoy, now reduced to the Rowallan Castle, continued on its
course. Just before 2 p.m. Force K—the Penelope and six destroyers—
was sighted with the empty merchantmen, and three-quarters of an
hour later, while Beaufighters from Malta gave cover overhead, the
warships exchanged their charges. At 3 p.m. the Rowallan Castle, now
escorted by Force K, was ‘near missed’ during a heavy bombing
attack and reported her engines disabled. Realizing that a long delay
would probably expose her and her escort to attack by greatly superior
forces next day, Admiral Cunningham signalled that unless there was
a good chance of her making ten knots under tow she was to be sunk.
At about 7.30 p.m. this was done and Force K reached Malta empty-
handed at daylight on the 15th.

Meanwhile Admiral Vian, eastbound with the empty merchant
ships, passed near and sank the burning Clan Chattan. When north of
Tobruk the convoy came within range of British shore-based fighters,
which drove off several attacks by Italian aircraft. Early on the 16th
Admiral Vian arrived at Alexandria with the Breconshire, having sent
the other three empty ships on to Port Said. That evening the damaged
Clan Campbell reached Alexandria from Tobruk.

As expected, the enemy had not been content to contest these move-
ments with aircraft alone. Four cruisers and ten destroyers from
Taranto and Messina had sailed with orders to intercept the Malta-
bound convoy. Early on 15th February submarine P.36 reported some
of these ships as they steamed south out of the Straits of Messina, and
soon after noon a Maryland sighted them about eighty miles south-
east of Malta. Unfortunately the Maryland was shot down and her
news delayed until the crew were rescued four hours later. But for this
delay the Italians might have paid heavily for their enterprise. As it
was, four Albacores of No. 828 Squadron F.A.A. found the enemy
ships early on the 16th a hundred miles east of Sicily homeward bound,
but they scored no hits. A few hours later P.36 fired torpedoes at a
part of this force and seriously damaged the destroyer Carabiniere.

Thus it was that during January, when the bulge of Cyrenaica was
in British hands, three out of four ships carrying general supplies, and
the Breconshire and Glengyle carrying oil, had arrived at Malta and their
cargoes had been safely discharged. In February, however, when the
coveted airfields were again in Axis hands, the empty ships had been
brought safely out but no supply ship of any kind had reached Malta.
On the 18th, after the February convoy had failed, General Dobbie
summed up the situation. Issues had been reduced to siege level and,
with a few important exceptions, supplies would last until the end of
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June. At least 15,000 tons would be needed each month to keep stocks
at their present figure. It appeared that the difficulties of getting
convoys through from the east would not lessen while the position in
Cyrenaica remained as it was. He therefore urged that all other means
of sending supplies, from the west as well as from the east, should be
examined.

On 27th February the Chiefs of Staff gave their own views. Malta
was so important as a staging post and as a base for attacking the
enemy’s communications that the most drastic steps were justifiable to
sustain it. They were unable to supply Malta from the west. The
chances of doing so from the east depended on making an advance in
Cyrenaica. It must be the aim to make this advance before the April
dark period, in order that a substantial convoy could then be passed
in. Meanwhile stocks must be kept up to the existing level. They
suggested a further attempt in March, which no consideration of risk
to the ships involved should deter, and during its progress the opera-
tion should be regarded as the primary military commitment. As if to
emphasize its importance a change was made in the position of the
General Officer Commanding the Troops at Malta, Major-General
D. M. W. Beak, V.C. Hitherto he had been responsible to the Gover-
nor, unlike his Naval and Air colleagues who were responsible to their
respective Commanders-in-Chief. The G.O.C. was now to come under
General Auchinleck. This change in no way affected the co-operation
which existed at Malta, but the Chiefs of Staff no doubt thought that
it would remove any possibility of a conflict of interests— more per-
haps in Cairo than in Malta.

The Commanders-in-Chief were prepared to run convoys in March
and April, but they expected that both would have to take place under
the ‘present conditions of risk’, because an offensive on land launched
before the April dark period would be likely to fail. They also pointed
out that the reoccupation of Western Cyrenaica would not be the
complete answer to the problem of supplying Malta, because incoming
convoys would need fighter protection and the scale of possible air
attack from Sicilian airfields was so heavy that this might not be
possible. But, in addition to fighters, air striking forces must be ready
in Cyrenaica, as well as in Malta, to offset the Italian preponderance
in surface warships.

In Malta the most steadfast could have been excused for losing
hope. Those best aware of what the ships and aircraft based at Malta
were doing to Axis supplies during the autumn of 1941 had felt that
the comparative calm in the sky was too good to last. And they were
right, although the progress of ‘Crusader’ had seemed to indicate that
Malta’s isolation would soon be at an end. But in December German
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aircraft had reappeared. Air attacks at the beginning of January had
been light, but they increased in weight during the month and the
estimate of 669 tons of bombs dropped in January was slightly higher
than the figure for the previous April—the peak month for 1941. Much
damage was done in the dockyard and on the airfields. In February,
the main weight of the ever-increasing attack was on the airfields,
although the destroyer Maori was sunk by a bomb in the Grand Har-
bour. The toll of buildings destroyed and damaged rose steadily. The
estimate of bombs dropped in February was 1,020 tons. The heaviest
attacks had been made either during the passage of an Axis convoy
to Africa or on the arrival of a British convoy at Malta. In the one
case the island’s striking force was hampered, and in the other the
fighters had to be split to give protection both to the airfields and to
the incoming convoy. Large numbers of soldiers joined the airmen
and the Maltese in filling craters on the airfields, building and repair-
ing protective pens, and extending the dispersal areas.

Communal feeding had been introduced at the end of 1941 and
had been a great boon to many, particularly the homeless; it had also
reduced the consumption of kerosene. The ‘Victory Kitchens’ grew in
popularity and by the end of 1942 were supplying nearly 200,000
people with hot meals. But living conditions in February were getting
worse, and after the failure of that month’s convoy General Dobbie
became increasingly anxious about the effect on the civil population.
Sugar, an especially important item in the Maltese diet, had been cut
again. The kerosene ration was being held at the reduced summer
scale. Fodder, of which there was already too little, had been further
reduced. Long distance and week-end bus services had been abolished.
The weather was unusually depressing but seemed to interfere little
with the enemy’s bombing. There was a general feeling of isolation.
The Maltese liked to see evidence in the skies that British fighters
could hold their own: there had not been much of this evidence lately;
such Hurricanes as were still serviceable—there were thirty-two on
6th March—were outnumbered and outclassed by the German Me.
109s. It was therefore heartening when, on 7th March, it was realized
that not only had the air ferrying trips been resumed, but that the
new arrivals were the famous Spitfires.

The last ferry trip from Gibraltar had been in November and had
ended with the loss of the Ark Royal. Since then aircraft carriers had
been in great demand for the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. The
Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Prinz Eugen at Brest had been showing signs
of stirring; the Tirpitz was at Trondheim. But on 12th February the
Brest ships made their spectacular return to Germany by way of the
Straits of Dover, and Force H, which had been helping to cover convoy
W.S.16 from the Clyde, was able to return to Gibraltar on the 23rd.
On 10th January Rear-Admiral E. N. Syfret had taken over command
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of Force H from Vice-Admiral Sir James Somerville, who went to
command a new fleet assembling in the Indian Ocean. On 6th March
Admiral Syfret left Gibraltar in the battleship Malaya, with the Eagle,
Argus, Hermione and nine destroyers in company. When H.M.S. Eagle
was south-east of Majorca she flew off fifteen Spitfires all of which
arrived safely at Malta. On 21st and again on 29th March similar
operations took place, and sixteen more Spitfires were flown in. In
the second trip the fly-off of five F.A.A. Albacores had to be cancelled
because the weather at Malta was too bad for their arrival and delay
in the western basin could not be accepted.

See Map 22

The enemy was still sending most of his supply ships in convoys
heavily protected by warships and aircraft as he had done in Decem-
ber and January. During February and March 67,000 tons of supplies
and 40,000 tons of fuel arrived in Libya, only g per cent having been
lost on passage—almost all from submarine attack. The route lay east
of Sicily and was, for much of the way, beyond the reach of the only
torpedo-bombers then at Malta, which were in any case handicapped
by the steadily increasing bombing of the airfields. One such convoy
arrived at Tripoli on the 23rd February in spite of the aircraft sent to
attack it and the submarines disposed on its track. A second convoy
arrived on 1oth March. On gth March Beauforts of No. 39 Squadron
claimed hits on an Italian cruiser, a destroyer and a large merchant
vessel in a north-bound convoy. Later reports suggested that no serious
damage had been done, but Admiral Cunningham decided that a
search must be made, and sailed the 15th Cruiser Squadron and all
the available destroyers from Alexandria early on 1oth March. This
would also afford an opportunity to fetch the cruiser Cleopatra, which
had arrived at Malta from the United Kingdom in the middle of
February. There were no signs of the damaged enemy ships, and none
in fact had been damaged. The explosion of torpedoes at the end of
their run had probably (and not for the first time) been mistaken for
hits. When the Clegpatra and a destroyer were met next morning the
whole force shaped course for Alexandria. Beaufighters gave good
cover at extreme range and the enemy’s air attacks did no damage.
At about 8 p.m., however, Admiral Vian’s flagship, the Naiad, was
torpedoed by U.565 and sank an hour later with the loss of eighty-two
lives. Admiral Vian transferred his flag to the Dido for the remainder
of the passage and then to the Clegpatra.

Very early on 15th March the Dido, Euryalus and six destroyers
bombarded targets on the island of Rhodes. The enemy was known to
be nervous about the Dodecanese islands and Crete, and it was hoped
to draw off some of the German air force from attacking Malta. Pre-
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parations for the March convoy were now almost complete. A route
midway between Crete and Cyrenaica would be used, but once past
the bulge the ships would keep well to the south so as to increase the
distance to be covered by any Italian surface forces which might
attempt to intercept. Whatever the timing, one day without fighter
cover could not be avoided. The best time to arrive at Malta was at
dawn. The Army in Cyrenaica was to stage a threat to certain enemy
airfields in order to draw off some of his aircraft. The Royal Air Force
was to bomb airfields in Crete and Cyrenaica. Air reconnaissance
would be flown from Egypt and Malta, and on the third day, when
attack by surface ships was most probable, an air striking force would
be at readiness. Three submarines were to patrol the approaches to
Taranto and two south of the Straits of Messina. In a further attempt
to distract the enemy’s attention, Force H would be flying off aircraft
for Malta.

On the morning of 20th March the convoy—the Breconshire, Clan
Campbell, Pampas and a Norwegian, the Talaboi—left Alexandria
escorted by the anti-aircraft cruiser Carlisle and six destroyers. Rear-
Admiral Vian followed that evening in the Cleopatra, with the Dido,
Euryalus and four destroyers. These ships and a further six destroyers
of the small Hunt class, which had been sent ahead on an anti-
submarine sweep, were all in company with the convoy by the morn-
ing of the 21st and had reached the eastern end of the passage between
Crete and Cyrenaica, where previous convoys had been heavily
attacked from the air. Fighter cover was overhead.

Force K—the cruiser Penelope and the destroyer Legion—was to join
from Malta next morning. The whole force would remain in company
till dark on the 22nd. If there was no threat of attack by surface ships
Admiral Vian was then to turn back for Alexandria with his four
cruisers and ten Fleet destroyers (Force B), while Force K and the
Hunts were to continue with the convoy and aim at reaching Malta at
dawn on the 23rd. It was during daylight on the 22nd that Admiral
Cunningham expected the Italian Fleet to intervene. If it did, Admiral
Vian was to evade the enemy if possible until dark, when the convoy
—dispersed if it seemed advisable—was to be sent on to Malta with
the Hunt class destroyers, and the remaining warships were to attack
the enemy. The convoy was to turn back only if it was evident that
surface forces would intercept it during daylight to the east of longitude
18°E.

Early on the 22nd Force K joined at about 250 miles from Malta,
in longitude 19° 30'E. The convoy was thus well on its way, having
passed through the danger area between Crete and Cyrenaica without
being attacked. Admiral Cunningham attributed this largely to the
operations of the 8th Army, consisting of raids by columns of the 50th
Division, the 1st South African Division, and the Free French Brigade.
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These raids were made on 21st March, caused the enemy some 120
casualties, and drew the attention of his air forces from the sea, a
result to which the Royal Air Force and Fleet Air Arm had also
contributed by attacking the principal airfields in Cyrenaica from
18th March onwards. By the morning of the 22nd, however, Admiral
Vian knew that he was unlikely to be left in peace much longer.
German transport aircraft crossing from Cyrenaica to Crete had
reported the convoy overnight, and soon after 5 a.m. a signal had been
received from submarine P.36 reporting heavy surface ships leaving
Taranto about four hours earlier. This meant that air attacks must be
expected at any moment and that the Italian Fleet might appear in
the afternoon.

At g a.m. the last fighter patrol had to leave the convoy. Half an
hour later the air attacks began, but during the forenoon they con-
sisted only of a few long-range torpedo shots from Italian S.79s and
were not dangerous—the gunfire of the entire force proving a big
deterrent. Admiral Vian was determined that the convoy should go
through, and at 12.30 assumed his dispositions for surface action. His
ships were organized in six divisions:

1st Division the destroyers Fervis, Kipling, Kelvin and Kingston.

2nd Division the cruisers Dido and Penelope and the destroyer
Legion.

grd Division the destroyers Julu and Hasty.

4th Division the cruisers Cleopatra (flag) and Euryalus.

5th Division the destroyers Sikh, Lively, Hero and Havock.

6th Division the anti-aircraft cruiser Carlisle and the Hunt class
destroyer Awvon Vale.

On the enemy’s approach the ships of the first five divisions were to
stand out from the convoy to act as a striking force, each division
conforming generally to Admiral Vian’s movements. The 6th Division
was to lay smoke across the wake of the convoy, and the remaining
five Hunts would form a close escort to protect the merchant ships,
especially against air attack. If Admiral Vian decided against an
immediate close engagement he had a special signal meaning ‘carry
out diversionary tactics, using smoke to cover the escape of the convoy’,
in which case the convoy was to turn away while the Divisions laid
smoke at right angles to the bearing of the enemy, reversing course in
time to attack with torpedoes as the enemy reached the smoke. The
cruisers and some of the destroyers had previously practised these

manaoceuvres.
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See Map 23

Heavy bombing and bad weather had made air reconnaissance
from Malta very difficult, and Admiral Vian’s only report of the
enemy’s surface ships was that received from P.36. The first sign of
their approach came at 1.30 p.m. when an aircraft dropped flares
ahead of the convoy. Shortly after 2 o’clock the Euryalus reported
smoke and at 2.27 she reported four ships to the north-east (Phase 1).
These were two 8-inch cruisers, one 6-inch, and four destroyers, but
at first there were thought to be three battleships.

The enemy had arrived a couple of hours sooner than expected. It
was clear to Admiral Vian that he must drive them off before dark,
for the ships of Force B could not be oiled at Malta and so could not
afford to be entangled in operations at night far to the westward; nor
could the convoy afford to continue for long off its proper course,
when every hour’s delay would increase the danger from the air next
day. As soon as Admiral Vian received Euryalus’s second report he
made his special signal, and the ships of the striking force drew off to
the northward while the convoy and its close escort turned away
south-west. At 2.33 the striking force turned east to lay smoke, which
the freshening south-east wind blew across the wake of the merchant
ships. (See Photo 2).

The Italian ships, which had been standing towards the convoy in
line abreast, now turned slowly through west to north-east and opened
fire, while still out of range. At 2.42 they altered course right round to
north-west, by which time Admiral Vian had recognized them as
cruisers and had ordered his Divisions to steer towards them, leading
the way with the Cleopatra and Euryalus (Phase 2). There were some
brief exchanges of gunfire, but few of the British ships could see the
enemy through the smoke. When the enemy drew off Admiral Vian
signalled to Admiral Cunningham ‘Enemy driven off’, and steered to
overtake the convoy. Meanwhile the convoy had been under heavy
air attack from German Ju. 88s but had received no damage, thanks to
skilful handling and to the steady shooting of the escort in the heavy
sea. So much ammunition had been used, however, that Admiral Vian
decided to send the 1st Division to reinforce the escort. Air attacks on
the convoy continued until dark, fortunately without result; attacks on
the striking force were comparatively light, the German aircraft
having been ordered to concentrate on the merchant ships.

No sooner had the striking force overhauled the convoy than Italian
ships came into sight again to the north-east. This time they were
made out to be one Littorio class battleship, two 8-inch cruisers, one
light cruiser, and four smaller ships. At 4.40 the striking force stood out
again and laid smoke to bar the way.

There now ensued two and a half hours of sporadic fighting, during
which four British light cruisers and eleven destroyers, with a total
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broadside of about 5,900 pounds, held off one of the most modern
battleships, two heavy cruisers, one light cruiser, and seven destroyers,
with a total broadside of about 24,000 pounds. The direction of the
wind—south-east—was of great importance, for it meant that the
British had the weather gauge, and their smoke screen, drifting north-
westwards at over twenty miles an hour, soon covered a large area
which the Italian ships were unwilling to approach for fear of tor-
pedoes. They persistently tried to work round to westward of it—
that is, to leeward—so that the smoke served to hold them off from
the convoy and at the same time protected the British warships from
their heavier opponents. Drenching spray and drifting smoke made
gunnery very difficult for both sides, though the Italians had some
help from aircraft which were free from any interference from British
fighters. Admiral Vian’s ships, manceuvring as they were at high
speed, for much of the time in dense smoke and not always aware of
the position and course of the other divisions, had some exciting
moments—as exciting, perhaps, as any caused by the enemy. Fleeting
glimpses made it difficult for Admiral Vian to account continuously
for all the Italian ships which were thought to be present. Wishing to
assure himself that none was slipping round to attack the convoy from
to windward—which he thought would be the enemy’s best course—
he twice drove east to get a clearer view. The first time he got too far
to the eastward, and the Italian ships to leeward were able to gain some
ground on the convoy. Throughout the battle the 2nd and grd Divi-
sions conformed closely to the movements of Admiral Vian’s own 4th
Division, while the 5th Division (Captain St. J. A. Micklethwait)
acted as guard on the western flank in an exposed and at times un-
supported position. Towards the end of the battle the 1st Division
(Captain A. L. Poland) took over the 5th Division’s role.

When Admiral Vian’s striking force stood out again to the north-
ward at 4.40 (Phase 3), the Cleopatra and Euryalus, and later the other
two cruisers and the 5th Division, engaged three Italian cruisers at
about ten miles and were themselves engaged by these cruisers and by
the battleship, which was beyond their range. The Cleopatra was hit
by a 6-inch shell and the Euryalus by 15-inch splinters. At 4.48 Admiral
Vian turned west into his own smoke and ceased fire. The 5th Division,
further to the west, soon got another fleeting view of the enemy and
Captain Micklethwait tried to gain a favourable position for attacking
with torpedoes. At 4.59 he opened gunfire on the three cruisers, now
only five miles distant. Six minutes later the battleship also came in
sight and he turned away to avoid punishment (Phase 4). For some
twenty minutes the 5th Division stood to the southward, making
smoke and watching the enemy ten miles off. At 5.20 a near miss from
a 15-inch shell reduced the Harvock’s speed and she was detached. A
few minutes later Captain Micklethwait, still bent on attacking with
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torpedoes, turned north with his three remaining destroyers, but
conditions were unfavourable and he altered away again to keep
between the enemy and the convoy.

Admiral Vian, manceuvring to hold his position with the 2nd, grd
and 4th Divisions between the convoy and the enemy, fired at the
flashes of the enemy’s guns, or at ships dimly seen through the smoke.
At 5.30 he made the first of his moves to get a clear view around the
eastern limits of the smoke, but by 5.40 he was steering west again.
He fired a few salvoes at the battleship, at extreme range, before
disappearing into smoke of the 5th Division’s making.

At 5.40 this Division also sighted the battleship again, this time to
the north-west, only eight miles off and steering to the south at high
speed (Phase 5). Captain Micklethwait opened fire on her from the
Sikh, and the Lively and Hero also fired whenever they caught a glimpse
of the target through their leader’s smoke. Seas were sweeping over
the three destroyers and they were moving heavily in the swell. The
range was too great to see where their small shells were falling. The
Italian battleship returned their fire, and at 5.48 the Sikk was straddled.
She promptly fired two of her four torpedoes ‘to avoid sinking with
all torpedoes on board and in the hope of making the enemy turn
away’.

So far Admiral Iachino had had to depend on reports from his air-
craft for information of the convoy, and he pressed on in the hope of
sighting it around the western limits of the smoke. (By 6 o’clock, had
he known it, he was only ten and a half miles from the convoy, well
within range and as close to it as he was ever to be.) Captain Mickle-
thwait could see what was happening and tried to extend the smoke
screen to the west while continuing his ‘somewhat unequal contest’
with the enemy.

Admiral Vian had been trying for fifteen minutes to cut his way
through the smoke to get a view of the enemy. He well knew that the
situation was critical, and at one minute before 6 o’clock he made a
general signal to prepare to fire torpedoes under cover of smoke.
Three minutes later his flagship got clear, sighted the battleship at
six and a half miles, and opened gunfire (Phase 6). At six minutes past
six the Cleopatra turned to port and fired three torpedoes. By the time
the other ships were out of the smoke the Italian battleship had turned
away into a smoke screen of her own, and the opportunity to fire
torpedoes had passed. However, some relief had been given to the
5th Division, and Admiral Vian, still not happy about his eastern
flank, turned in that direction again. By 6.17 he could see that all was
clear to the north-east and he returned to support the 5th Division,
which turned north to lay a fresh smoke screen.

‘Captain Poland, leading the 1st Division, now came on the scene.
He had not joined the convoy’s escort as he had been ordered to do,
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because reports that enemy ships were again in sight and a mutilated
signal from Admiral Vian beginning ‘Feint at . . .” made him decide
to follow the convoy at a distance and lay smoke between it and the
enemy. His first view of the enemy came at 5.45 when he saw gun
flashes to the north-west through the smoke laid by the 5th Division,
which he could see was under heavy fire from 15-inch guns. Shortly
after 6 o’clock he received a signal from Captain Micklethwait that
put the Italians only eight miles from the convoy and he altered course
to north-west to close the enemy. At 6.34 he sighted the Italian battle-
ship and promptly made a torpedo attack upon her, closing from six
to three miles range in order to do so. Fortunately the fire from the
enemy’s battleship and cruisers, although heavy, was erratic. (The
Cleopatra and Euryalus as well as the 1st Division were engaging them
at the time.) At 6.41, just as the 1st Division turned to fire, a heavy
shell hit the Kingston (Phase 7).! She managed, none the less, to fire
three torpedoes before limping off, and the other ships of the Division
fired twenty-two more. This was really the final exchange, for al-
though Captain Micklethwait attempted another torpedo attack with
his Division, the enemy, influenced perhaps by the 1st Division’s
attack, but more certainly by the approach of darkness, turned away
at 6.50 and broke off the action (Phase 8).

In such an engagement it is not surprising that there were very
few hits. The Cleopatra had been struck on the bridge by one 6-inch
shell, and heavier shells had damaged the Haveck and Kingston. The
Euryalus and Lively had been struck by large splinters. Only one Italian
ship was hit—at 6.51—and, as this was the battleship, the light British
shell did only superficial damage. There had been no torpedo hits.

The Italians had received reports of the British convoy and its
escorting warships early in the evening of 21st March from two sub-
marines and from the German transport aircraft sighted by Admiral
Vian. The battleship Littorio (flying the flag of the Italian Commander-
in-Chief, Admiral Iachino) and four destroyers left Taranto on the
22nd, half an hour after midnight, and were joined at sea by the 8-inch
cruisers Gorizia and Trento, the 6-inch cruiser Bande Nere and four
destroyers from Messina. Two other destroyers which were delayed in
leaving Taranto and one of the Littorio group which later developed
a defect took no part in the subsequent engagement. Reinforcements
of German and Italian aircraft, particularly torpedo-bombers, were
sent from Sardinia to Sicily and from bases in the Aegean to Crete.

The first news of the British force on the 22nd was received just
before 10 a.m. from a shore-based Italian aircraft, and Admiral
Tachino adjusted his course to ensure early contact. He considered

! The British report states 15-inch, but the Trento claims an 8-inch hit at this moment.
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circling round behind the British force from the east but decided in
favour of a westerly approach, which he expected would result in
making contact sooner and would bar the convoy’s way to Malta,
although it would mean surrendering the weather gauge. The task
given to the cruiser force was to maintain contact with the enemy
without fully engaging him, and to keep Iachino informed of his
movements. This task, in the Admiral’s opinion, was well carried out
as far as the difficulties created by the smoke cloud permitted. The
poor visibility and bad effect of the spray on the optical instruments
combined to make the Italian gunfire ineffective, and in the hope of
obtaining a lucky hit Admiral Iachino closed the range beyond the
limits of safety from torpedo attack. His decision to break off the action
on the approach of darkness was confirmed shortly after the turn to
the north by a signal from Rome ordering this to be done. (A year had
passed since the night action off Cape Matapan, but the Italian Fleet
was still not equipped for using its bigger guns by night.) On the
return passage to Taranto and Messina many of the Italian ships
suffered serious damage from the heavy gale, and on the 23rd the
destroyers Sirocco and Lanciere foundered.

As soon as the Italian ships had disappeared Admiral Vian, judging
that they would be unlikely to return, collected his own ships and
steered to close the convoy ten miles or so to the southward. At 7.40
p-m., in the growing darkness and before the convoy was in sight, he
decided to shape course for Alexandria with Force B and to send the
convoy to Malta in the manner previously arranged. Accordingly the
Penelope and Legion parted company to overtake the convoy which had
already been joined by the Havock. The Kingston, which like the Havock
was too badly damaged to go back to Alexandria in the face of a rising
gale, was also making to join the convoy. Captain C. A. G. Hutchison
of the Breconshire, the convoy Commodore, had already dispersed the
merchant ships for a given time on diverging courses, with a destroyer
or two apiece as escort. Each ship was to make her best speed so as to
reach Malta as early as possible next morning.

For the past four days the enemy had concentrated their air attacks
on Malta’s airfields, with the result that on 23rd March the defending
Spitfires and Hurricanes could make only 42 sorties in all. Enemy air-
craft appeared at first light, in spite of the thick weather, and the mer-
chant ships had to run the gauntlet of attacks all the way to the Grand
Harbour. Their escorts, desperately short of ammunition, fired only
when the danger became immediate. The first ship to arrive was
the Talabot at 9.15 a.m., over two hours late, closely followed by the
Pampas. It was not easy for their exhausted crews to berth them in
the high wind. As may be imagined they were given a tremendous
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welcome. They had had some narrow escapes, and two bombs
had actually hit the Pampas without exploding.

The Breconshire had not been so lucky, for after surviving a score of
attacks she was hit and disabled at 9.20 within eight miles of harbour.
Her deep draught and the heavy sea made towing impossible, and
she was anchored with three destroyers to protect her. At 10.30 the
fourth ship, the Clan Campbell, with twenty miles to go, was hit by a
bomb and quickly sank. The destroyer Legion was damaged by a near
miss and had to be beached at Marsa Scirocco. Next day, the 24th
March, the Hunt class destroyer Southwold struck a mine while standing
by the Breconshire, and sank.

Admiral Vian, returning to the east, had had to reduce speed on
account of the gale, and most of his destroyers had suffered damage
from the sea though not from the air. At midday on 24th March
Force B arrived at Alexandria ‘honoured to receive the great demon-
stration’ which took place.

Attempts to attack the homeward bound Italian ships failed.
Beauforts of No. 39 Squadron R.A.F. from Egypt and Albacores of
No. 828 Squadron F.A.A. from Malta had not found the enemy by
dark on the 22nd, and were recalled. Heavy rain and high seas
handicapped the submarines, although the Upholder had a fleeting
glimpse of a battleship at which she fired unsuccessfully. There was,
however, one success indirectly connected with the battle. On 1st
April the submarine Urge, patrolling south-east of Stromboli, sank the
cruiser Bande Nere which was going north to Spezia for repairs to dam-
age received in the gale.

The enemy continued his attacks during daylight on the three
surviving merchantmen and on the airfields at Malta. British fighters,
greatly outnumbered, made 175 sorties on the 24th and over 300 on
the 25th. At night the ground crews struggled to repair the damage
done during the day. On the 25th, in spite of bad weather, the
Breconshire was towed in to Marsa Scirocco where she sank on the
27th after further damage, having then suffered continual attacks for
four days. Her service to Malta had far surpassed that of any other
ship. Since April 1941 she had made six trips from Alexandria and
one from Gibraltar. She had never had to turn back, and at Malta
she had been twice damaged by air attacks. Even after she was sunk
she performed a further service, for some hundreds of tons of oil fuel
were pumped from her hull.

On the 26th the Talabot and Pampas were hit in their unloading
berths. The Talabot had to be scuttled lest her cargo of ammunition
should explode, and all but two of the Pampas’s holds were flooded.
On the same day the Legion, which had been towed into harbour from
Marsa Scirocco, was sunk.
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It was no use sailing any more convoys to Malta if the cargoes
which arrived were then to be lost, and it was obvious that many more
fighters were needed before another convoy could be received. Nor
had the berthing of the ships been satisfactory, and it was decided
that they should in future be berthed in shallow water or beached.
Unloading was another trouble, for the stevedores had refused to work
during ‘red flag’ periods of alert. On g1st March they were replaced
on the half-sunken Pampas by men from the Services, who worked day
and night regardless of air raids, though not so rapidly as the experi-
enced stevedores could have done. Of the 26,000 tons loaded in Egypt,
1,052 were unloaded from the Talabot and 3,970 from the Pampas.
Salvage contractors later produced a further 2,500 tons.

The Maltese had every reason to be disappointed by the outcome
of the March convoy, and their feelings were fully shared by the men
of the Royal Navy and Merchant Navy who had fought the convoy
through and by the airmen who had striven so hard to protect it. In
some respects the merchant ships and their anti-aircraft escort of
Hunts had had a more arduous battle than the ships of Admiral Vian’s
striking force, yet it is upon the surface engagement that interest
naturally centres. This Second Battle of Sirte was to become a classic
example of successful action by an inferior fleet. By skill, boldness and
bluff the British ships had prevented their much heavier opponents
from coming within range of the convoy. Had the Italian heavy ships
penetrated the smoke screen they would have surrendered some of
their advantage in gun power and exposed themselves to torpedoes
fired from the quicker manceuvring British ships. Admiral Vian was
ready for this, but Admiral Iachino did not take the risk. He wished to
bar the convoy’s way to Malta and, for that reason among others,
was not attracted by the idea of attacking from to windward. In the
event, the Italian tactics did delay the convoy, which was conse-
quently exposed to further attacks from the air next day before enter-
ing harbour. To this extent the Italian manceuvres succeeded.

It was now necessary to clear Malta of all surface ships except local
defence vessels. Of the warships which had arrived with the convoy
the Carlisle and four Hunts had sailed on the 25th for Alexandria, and
four days later the Aurora, which had been refitting, sailed with the
Avon Vale for Gibraltar, This left only the Penelope, which had been
seriously damaged on the day the Talabot and Pampas were sunk, and
four destroyers which had still to be made fit for sea. The submarines
in harbour had to be widely dispersed, and by day remain submerged,
which meant that the crews got little rest. One, the P.39, had been
damaged beyond repair during bombing attacks on the 26th and
others had been damaged, but less severely.
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The local defence craft had been reinforced on 17th March by two
motor launches from Gibraltar. During their passage through French
territorial waters they had flown Italian colours, and although
challenged several times by shore stations and by Italian aircraft they
had not been fired on. A few days later two more motor launches
on passage were attacked by aircraft, one being sunk and the other
interned at Béne. Four submarines carrying petrol and kerosene had
arrived at Malta during the month, two from Alexandria and two
from Gibraltar.

During the first three months of 1942 the war against enemy ship-
ping had not gone well. It has been related how the enemy had been
sending most of his supplies to North Africa in battleship convoys;
the sinkings on this all-important route had consequently fallen off
and the quantity of cargo disembarked in North Africa had been
steadily rising. The Royal Navy, after its heavy losses in capital ships
at the end of 1941, was almost powerless to intervene. Since December
a much reduced Force K had been able to take little offensive action,
and after the March convoy it had ceased to exist. The Far East had
continued to draw off ships: the fast minelayer Abdiel/, three new
Australian destroyers, and the Dutch destroyer Isaac Sweers had left
the Mediterranean in January, and five more destroyers followed in
February. By the end of March, weather damage and battle damage
left Admiral Cunningham with only four cruisers and fifteen destroyers
fit for service—indeed for a time his destroyers were reduced to six.

Admiral Cunningham had hoped that the great superiority in
weight and numbers of ships which the Italian Fleet now possessed
would have been offset by greatly increased British strength in the air.
By the end of February No. 201 Naval Co-operation Group R.A.F.
had indeed grown to sixteen R.A.F. and F.A.A. squadrons—three
bomber, four torpedo-bomber, six reconnaissance and three fighter—
and was giving cover to all naval operations within fighter range.
But the loss of the airfields in the bulge of Cyrenaica in January was a
serious blow which prevented the force repeating the highly successful
work it had done in protecting the Malta convoys in January. As far
as aircraft at Malta were concerned, they had had to contend with
some very bad weather, with heavy bombing of their airfields, and
with increasing enemy interference in the air. In spite of these handi-
caps, reconnaissance over enemy ports had become more regular and
the figures for enemy ships sunk, though rather disappointing, had
shown a considerable improvement on those for November and
December. Bombers and torpedo-bombers had flown over 1,000 anti-
shipping sorties during January, February and March. They had sunk
five merchant ships and shared in the sinkings of three others, totalling

13
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in all 44,000 tons. In addition a number of ships had been damaged.

Submarines, which had been less affected than aircraft by bad
weather and air attacks, had been doing better. During January,
February and March they sank sixteen merchant ships (two of them
shared) totalling 75,000 tons, and in addition to the cruiser Bande
Nere they sank one German and five Italian submarines—a remarkable
feat indeed for submarine versus submarine. Two other German sub-
marines had been sunk, one by a mine and one by No. 230 Squadron
R.A'F. In the same period four British submarines had been destroyed,
two by mines, one by an Italian torpedo boat, and one by air attack
in harbour at Malta.

In the course of these submarine patrols three Victoria Crosses had
been won. The first two were awarded to Lieutenant P. S. W. Roberts
and Petty Officer T. W. Gould, of H.M.S. Thrasher, for extricating, in
conditions of great difficulty and danger, two unexploded bombs
which had lodged in the hull casing. The third award was made to
Commander A. C. C. Miers for a succession of deeds of skill and daring
culminating in a search for four large troopships in Corfu Roads.
They were unfortunately not there, but H.M.S. Torbay spent seven-
teen hours inside the Straits and torpedoed a 5,200-ton merchant ship
before she withdrew.

The decision to send back the Luftwaffe to Sicily in order to renew
the heavy attacks on Malta had been taken in October 1941.1 By the
middle of March 1942 the number of German bombers and fighters in
Sicily was g335—almost the same as there had been a year before.
But conditions at sea had changed in favour of the Axis Powers, who
could reasonably expect that the shortages in Malta would make the
air attacks harder to resist and harder to bear than in 1941.

Opinion had been divided for some time on whether Malta could -
be so badly hurt from the air as to be unable to recover the strength
with which to make herself a serious nuisance again, or whether
permanent results could be achieved only by capture. The advantages
of seizing Malta would be very great, but to ensure that an assault
would succeed it would be necessary to put a large force into training,
and to assemble many aircraft, ships, and landing craft—largely at
the expense of operations in North Africa. It was not worth taking all
this trouble if Suez could be reached without it.

The first study of the capture of Malta had been made by the Ger-
mans in March 1941, but the invasion of Crete had intervened and
the difficulties of this type of operation had become all too plain.
However, in the summer of 1941 General Cavallero began to show

1 See page 21.
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interest, and further studies were produced by all and sundry, includ-
ing even the Japanese! The Italians actually began in January 1942
to train for a sea- and air-borne attack, and on 8th March the Prince
of Piedmont accepted the command of Army Group South, which
was to be used for the assault. Admiral Raeder seems to have im-
pressed Hitler with the importance of the Mediterranean sufficiently
for him to order heavierair attacks on Malta, and by March Kesselring
believed that he had almost withdrawn the island’s sting by bombing,
though he was apt to change his opinion according to the prospects of
the desert battle. Thus at the end of March it was still undecided
whether Malta would have to be captured or not, and the only prac-
tical step for the moment was to persist with the severe air attacks.
The results of this policy are described in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER VIII
MALTA’S GREATEST TRIAL
(April - May 1942)

See Map 24

HE passage of the convoy to Malta at the end of March,
which had brought about the second battle of Sirte, was the

last important event in Admiral Cunningham’s present tenure
of the post of Commander-in-Chief, Mediterranean.! A Combined
Chiefs of Staff’s Committee had been set up in Washington, and on
this he was wanted to represent the First Sea Lord. His achievements
in the Mediterranean were known to the world, and no one had had
so much experience of the latest conditions of fighting on and over the
sea. Moreover, having been one of a triumvirate of Commanders-in-
Chief in an intensely active theatre he was ideally fitted to advise on
the combined operations which were clearly going to loom so large in
the Allies’ future plans. There was no sailor to whom the Americans
would be likely to listen with greater respect at this early and vital
stage in Anglo-American co-operation.

It goes without saying that to leave his Mediterranean Command
caused Admiral Cunningham much distress, the more so because
times were particularly hard. The sea, the handling of ships, and the
training and command of men were what he loved; they appealed to
him much more than the niceties of the conference table. Like many
another great British sailor he had served much of his time with the
Mediterranean Fleet; he had held important commands in it and for
the past three years had been its Commander-in-Chief. After Italy
entered the war—now nearly two crowded years ago—the issue at sea,
as between ships, did not remain long in doubt. Nevertheless there
were trials in plenty for all to bear, and especially for the Commander-
in-Chief—the early loss of France as an ally, and all that this entailed,
and, as time went on, the loss of many a fine ship and many fine
officers and men. Fighters and gunfire had not always been able to
counter the enemy’s great preponderance in the air, and Admiral
Cunningham had more than once been obliged to sacrifice his ships.
Now, as he handed over command, the British still lacked air forces
sufficiently strong and experienced to make up for the ships that had

! He became Commander-in-Chief, Mediterranean, again in 1943, by which time
conditions were quite different.
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been lost or withdrawn. On 1st April 1942 the Italian Fleet comprised
4 serviceable battleships, g cruisers, and 55 destroyers and torpedo
boats, while the British Mediterranean Fleet had only 4 cruisers and
15 destroyers. At Gibraltar there remained fit for service only the
small aircraft carrier Argus and two or three destroyers. There were
50 Italian and 20 German submarines in the Mediterranean, but the
Allies had only 25. Based in Western Cyrenaica, Sicily, Greece, Crete,
and the Dodecanese were some 290 German and 250 Italian bombers;
in Eastern Cyrenaica, Egypt, and Malta were more than 400 British
bombers, but over a large part of the Central and Eastern Basins the
Mediterranean Fleet could be given no fighter cover. Thus the mastery
that Admiral Cunningham had won was now in jeopardy.

Until the arrival of the new Commander-in-Chief, Admiral Sir
Henry Harwood, the Mediterranean Command was taken over by
Admiral Pridham-Wippell. Admiral Cunningham left by air on 3rd
April, but he was ordered to keep his going secret from the enemy—so
great was his prestige. And so, instead of saying goodbye to his officers
and men in person, he could only leave behind messages of farewell
and gratitude—one to the Fleet, one to the Merchant Navy and one
to Malta. His message to Malta, so typical of him, stressed the island’s
offensive role against the enemy’s shipping. It was the great success of
this offensive, he wrote, which had led to the ceaseless battering of the
fortress. In enduring this battering, which absorbed so much of the
enemy’s air effort, Malta was rendering yet another service to the
Empire.

Instead of abating after the Breconshire, Pampas, and Talabot had
been sunk with most of their cargoes still unloaded, the battering to
which Admiral Cunningham had referred grew more violent. The 7th
and 8th April were two of the worst days, on each of which the enemy
made well over 250 sorties over the island. Between 24th March and
12th April over 2,000 sorties were made against the Grand Harbour,
and the estimated weight of bombs dropped was 1,870 tons. The
dockyard received the heaviest pounding of all, and work was virtually
stopped except in the underground shops. To reduce congestion in the
shelters, workers under eighteen were given leave with pay; some of
the casual labour was discharged, and skilled tradesmen were lent to
the other Services. Neither electric light nor power remained, except
close to the underground generating station. Telephones were out of
action most of the time, and for water the dockyard depended mainly
on tanks refilled from barrels carried in hand carts. All the dry docks
were damaged and soon only one was fit for use. In the dockyard and
in the towns around the Grand Harbour it was difficult to keep a
passage for even light traffic through the mounting rubble.
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The other targets on which the enemy made concentrated attacks
were the three airfields. Parties of soldiers and of Maltese civil labour,
with a sprinkling of Royal Navy and Maltese Police, strove to clear
away wreckage, fill craters, roll runways, and rebuild pens. This gave
some relief to the understaffed ground crews of the Royal Air Force,
and it kept the airfields open, so that fighters and the aircraft which
arrived nightly on their way to Egypt and India were able to land
and take off—though often at much hazard. Cables linking radar
stations with control rooms and airfields were repeatedly cut, and
fighters had often to be ordered into the air by light-signal fired from
the nearest telephone terminal that was still working. By mid-April
most of the 31 Spitfires which had arrived in March had been de-
stroyed, and the Hurricanes of Nos. 185 and 229 Squadrons then bore
the brunt of the air fighting. The bravery of the British pilots drew the
admiration of the enemy, but in spite of all the hard work and in-
genuity of the ground crews the number of serviceable fighters
dwindled until there were only six, and sometimes even fewer.

There were long periods when the enemy’s raids were met by gun-
fire alone, and during April the anti-aircraft gun positions, especially
those round the airfields, were heavily and repeatedly attacked. It was
indeed a strenuous time, for in this month there were 284 alerts—
or more than nine a day, each often lasting several hours—during
which the heavy guns fired 72,053 rounds and the light guns 88,176.
Of the 35 German and 2 Italian aircraft recorded by the enemy as
having been lost over Malta during April, 13 are shown as having
fallen to the guns and 11 to the fighters. The concentration of guns
was tremendous: over the most important parts of the island there was
a density of at least 8o heavy guns, while the 144 light guns were
deployed in an area nine miles by six.! As a precaution ammunition
was rationed, but this never prevented a raid from being vigorously
opposed and there was no real shortage. The anti-aircraft artillery
comprised the 7th Light Anti-Aircraft Brigade and the 1oth Heavy
Anti-Aircraft Brigade.? The C.R.A. was Brigadier C. T. Beckett (later
Major-General R.A. and Commandant, Anti-Aircraft Defences). The
services of the Royal Malta Artillery were specially recognized by His
Majesty the King who honoured the Regiment by becoming its
Colonel-in-Chief.

It was related in the previous chapter that all surface warships fit

! The total number of heavy A.A. guns was 112. It had been laid down generally in

1939 that a density of 16 heavy A.A. guns over a vulnerable point of the greatest import-
ance should be the aim. 4 o 42

7th Light Anti-Aircraft Brigade: 32nd, 65th, 74th Light A.A. Regiments R.A.; grd
Light A.A. Regiment R.M.A.; 4th gca ight Regiment R.A./R.M.A. o

10th Heavy Anti-Aircraft Brigade: 4th, 7th, 1oth Heavy A.A. Regiments R.A.; 2nd,
11th Heavy A.A. Regiments R.M.A.

o MURbrigadcd Units : 225th Light A.A. Battery R.A.; 14th Heavy A.A. (Relief) Battery
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to put to sea, other than local defence craft, had been sailed from
Malta as soon as possible after the arrival of the convoy at the end of
March. There remained the cruiser Penelope, badly damaged by near
misses on the 26th, the destroyers Havock and Kingston damaged in
Admiral Vian’s battle, and the destroyer Gallant mined in January
1941 and still unrepaired. Of these only the Penelope was to survive.
The Havock sailed for Gibraltar on 5th April but ran aground on the
Tunisian coast when keeping close inshore to avoid minefields, and
had to be destroyed by her company who were subsequently interned
by the French.

The escape of the Penelope is a stirring instance of the will to win
through. Damaged on 26th March, she was docked to be made
seaworthy and quickly became the bull’s-eye for many of the heaviest
raids. Shipwrights and artificers of the ship’s staff and five volunteer
welders from the Royal Engineers joined the dockyard craftsmen in
the race to complete her repairs before she should receive further and
perhaps irreparable damage. On 4th April the caisson which closed
the dock was damaged, the dock pump was put out of action, and
Penelope herself was hit again. Water leaking through the damaged
caisson stopped work on the ship’s bottom, but the pump was mended
and shipwrights standing in water up to their chests were able to
begin work again. On the 5th many near misses made craters round the
dock, and the decks were littered with blocks of masonry which inter-
fered with the feeding of ammunition to the guns. During the next few
days there were many more narrow escapes. Although her gun barrels
had been renewed towards the end of March, the Penelope fired so
much anti-aircraft ammunition that by 6th April her 4-inch guns
were nearly worn out again; indeed, her Gunnery Officer was killed
by a premature explosion at one of them. The ship’s company were
just about exhausted, and their ship was almost uninhabitable, but it
was decided to make a final spurt to enable her to sail at nightfall on
the 8th. The air attacks became fiercer than ever, and some hours
before she was due to sail the 4-inch ammunition began to run out.
Parties of soldiers and dockyard officials and men from other damaged
ships helped to embark some last-minute supplies. In two weeks the
Penelope had fired 6,500 rounds of 4-inch ammunition and 63,000
rounds of smaller calibre. In spite of the untiring efforts of the fighters
and the anti-aircraft artillery, the Penelope felt that her own guns had
saved her.

At g.15 p.m. she passed the breakwater. Captain A. D. Nicholl,
although wounded, was still in command. Bomb splinters had riddled
her sides that morning, and the hundreds of holes plugged with wood
made her look like a porcupine. At 27 knots her foremost mess decks
became flooded and all possible top weight had to be jettisoned.
Steering was very difficult, but Cape Bon was passed shortly before
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dawn next day. Along the coasts of Tunisia and Algeria there were
frequent attacks by torpedo-bombers and by high- and low-level
bombers. None, however, caused any more damage, although there
were some near misses and again the 4-inch ammunition nearly ran
out. On the afternoon of the 1oth H.M.S. Penelope reached Gibraltar.

On 12th and 13th April Sir Walter Monckton (acting Minister of
State) and Air Marshal Tedder visited Malta and reported to London
what they had learned from the Governor, General Dobbie, and the
members of the Malta Defence Committee. The salient points were as
follows. The enemy was estimated to be operating some ‘160 fighters
and 250 bombers from six airfields in Sicily, and could easily sustain
70 fighters in the air. He was making concentrated attacks probably
because he was uncertain of the true strength of the defending fighters;
this caused less dislocation than when the island was under warning
for the whole day. But the British fighters had been worn down, and
in order to conserve enough of them to cover the arrival of further
Spitfires it had been necessary to allow many raids to take place un-
opposed in the air. Although Air Vice-Marshal Lloyd had been
forced to send away the Blenheims and Wellingtons, he intended to
call back eight Wellingtons to attack the enemy’s airfields as soon as
he had enough fighters ‘to put up an umbrella’.?

The report went on to say that the enemy’s object appeared to be
to neutralize Malta, for there were no signs of impending invasion—
just as well, because the garrison, with all its extraneous tasks (there
were, for instance, 400 soldiers on each airfield), was in need of at
least two months’ training. The people of Malta were bearing up well,
though they were suffering real hardship and were anxious about food.
They knew what had happened to the last convoy, and the enemy’s
complete command of the air was plain for all to see. There was
34 days’ supply of flour, apart from some stocks of wheat and maize
which had to be milled, but the mills were all near the Grand Harbour
and had been damaged. They were being brought into action again,
but even if working at full capacity they could not keep pace with the
daily requirements of flour and they might well be damaged again.
It was vitally important to receive a convoy in May, but there must
first be many more fighters and more ammunition. There were many
other shortages. Only three out of ten tugs were serviceable, and the
available berths had been reduced by sunken ships. There were only
enough lighters to unload one ship at a time; more should be brought
by the first convoy coming from the west, and minesweepers must
come too. Finally, a tanker must come with black oil, and to reduce

! This he ultimately did, but the results only served to confirm past experience, namely,
that bombing attacks on airfields by night were effective only if they were very heavy.
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the risk from fire it should be discharged in Marsamuscetto rather
than in the Grand Harbour. White oils should come in drums in the
other merchant ships. Stocks of aviation spirit would last well into
August.

This, for the most part, confirmed what was already well known.
The Admiralty had informed Admiral Pridham-Wippell on 4th April
that it would not be possible to run another convoy to Malta either
from east or west until the island’s fighters had been strongly rein-
forced. Steps were being taken, with American help, to fly in Spitfires
about the third week in April. Of the British carriers now in the
Atlantic and Home Commands the Eagle was in dock and would not
be ready for a month, the Victorious could not take Spitfires in her lifts,
and the Argus was altogether too small and too slow. The Prime
Minister had therefore appealed to President Roosevelt: would he
lend U.S.S. Wasp, a carrier recently attached to the Home Fleet?
President Roosevelt at once agreed and on the 14th the Wasp (Captain
J. W. Reeves, Jr) sailed from Greenock with 47 Spitfires, escorted by
H.M.S. Renown (Commodore C. S. Daniel) and four British and two
American destroyers. This force—Force W—entered the Mediter-
ranean on the night 18th /1gth and was joined by the cruisers Charybdis
and Cairo. It should be explained that many of the ships of Force H
had left Gibraltar on 1st April to take part in the operation to occupy
Diego Suarez, the large land-locked anchorage in the north of Mada-
gascar, and were not expected back until June. Meanwhile Force W
was to take the place of Force H, under the direct command of the
Flag Officer Commanding North Atlantic at Gibraltar. At 5.30 in
the morning of 20th April the 47 Spitfires were flown off from forty-
five miles north-east of Algiers. On this occasion there were no larger
aircraft to act as leaders, but 46 landed safely at Malta. Force W was
shadowed from time to time by aircraft which made no attack, and
the Wasp passed westward through the Straits without declaring her
presence by calling at Gibraltar.

Fliegerkorps II in Sicily learned from its radar of the flight of the
Spitfires, and ninety minutes after the first one had landed the Ger-
mans began to make heavy attacks. Only a few of the new arrivals
had been serviced and fuelled in readiness to take the air. During the
next three days nearly 500 tons of bombs were dropped on Luqa and
Takali airfields and on 23rd April General Dobbie reported that
since the arrival of the new Spitfires 17 British fighters had been
destroyed on the ground and 29 had been damaged. Many others had
been lost in combat, and once again the serviceable fighters were
reduced to six. This was indeed tragic: it strengthened the Com-
manders-in-Chief in their view that fighters alone could not gain
enough air superiority at Malta for ships to be unloaded successfully.
But without supplies the island could not live. The remedy was to
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smash the airfields in Sicily, and on 15th April the Commanders-in-
Chief asked the Chiefs of Staff to send out a strong force of heavy
bombers which could do this, and attack Tripoli and the Italian ports
as well. At the end of the month the Governor made a similar request,
but was told in reply that the provision of a force large enough to be
effective was quite out of the question at the time. As Germany was
now being heavily attacked from the United Kingdom, this naturally
raises the whole issue of the strategic allocation of British bombers,
which is outside the scope of this book.?

Meanwhile ideas and decisions about the next convoy were passing
between London, Egypt, and Malta. It had been hoped to run one
from each end of the Mediterranean in May, but on 18th April the
Chiefs of Staff announced that no attempt would be made from the
Gibraltar end. In the existing world-wide naval situation we could not
afford to have capital ships or aircraft carriers damaged; these ships
must not therefore be exposed to attack from the powerful air forces
based in Sardinia and Sicily. Moreover, if the west-to-east convoy were
dropped, reinforcements of heavy ships could reach the Indian Ocean
at least three weeks sooner, and a May convoy to Northern Russia
could be run.

General Dobbie naturally demurred. Too much, he thought, would
now depend on the success of the convoy from Alexandria. The deci-
sion materially reduced Malta’s chances of survival, not from any
failure of morale or fighting efficiency but because it would be im-
possible to carry on without food and ammunition.

But worse was to follow. On 23rd April the Chiefs of Staff announced
that in view of the general world situation and our immediate naval
commitments outside the Mediterranean the Defence Committee had
decided that no convoy could be run to Malta in May, either from
west or east. They had already given their reasons for the former
decision. Now the attempt from Alexandria had also to be postponed,
because experience had shown that the Italian Fleet would challenge
it in strength and it was unlikely that ‘the providential escape of the
March convoy, which was mainly due to weather,” would be repeated.?
It would therefore be necessary to provide both capital ships and
carriers in the escort, and these were not available. However, another
big batch of Spitfires would be flown in, and anti-aircraft ammunition
would be brought in by fast minelayer and possibly by submarine also.
With this slight relief Malta must hold out until mid-June. Early in
June the progress of General Auchinleck’s offensive in the Desert

! See the forthcoming volume in this series by J. M. A. Gwyer: Grand Strategy, Volume
III (June 1941-October 1942).

? In view of Admiral Vian’s masterly use of the weather this could have been expressed
more graciously.
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would be known.! If he had captured Martuba or Benghazi the
chances of getting a convoy through to Malta from the east without
capital ship escort would be much greater. By then, too, it would be
known how much of the German Air:Force had been drawn away to
South Russia. The situation in the Indian Ocean could be judged in
the light of the capital ships now on their way: if it was favourable,
Admiral Somerville could come through the Suez Canal with the
three carriers and the Warspite to escort a convoy from Alexandria.
It was hoped that this would consist of at least twelve 15-knot supply
ships.

It is fitting here to recall the naval situation outside the Mediter-
ranean when this decision was made. Losses from U-boats in the
Atlantic were rising. (They reached their peak for the war in June.)
Arctic convoys to Russia and Atlantic convoys were alike threatened
by the presence in Norwegian waters of the Tirpitz and other powerful
German warships. Some recent Russian convoys had been in trouble,
and a backlog of cargoes was piling up on both sides of the Atlantic at
a time when encouragement to Russia was paramount. It is true that
the Home Fleet had just welcomed the arrival of a United States
contingent, but H.M. ships thus released were urgently needed in the
Indian Ocean where Admiral Somerville’s Fleet was withdrawing
from Ceylon to Kilindini to await reinforcements. The expedition to
occupy Diego Suarez was just rounding the Cape of Good Hope. In
the Far East the full extent of the Japanese intentions was still in doubt.
There is no need to explain further why no convoys to Malta could be
run in May 1942.

As April drew to a close the enemy had good reason for believing
that he had dealt effectively with ships and dockyard, aircraft and
airfields, and turned his attention more to Malta’s camps, barracks,
store depots and road centres. Hospitals, though clearly marked, were
hit several times. But after 28th April there was a sudden falling off of
German activity; instead, Italian bombers appeared more regularly,
though only in small numbers. This marked the end of Malta’s worst
period. During April more than g,500 sorties had been flown against
the island, whereas Malta’s had been reduced to 388, of which all
but 30 were flown by her fighters. 20 of the 50 British aircraft lost were
destroyed in the air, against a total for the enemy of 37. Over 6,700
tons of bombs were dropped, which is more than three times the
figure for March. 3,000 of these fell in the dockyard area, and 2,600
on the airfields. (The estimated weight of bombs on Coventry on 14th
November 1940 was 520 tons.) 11,450 buildings were destroyed or

1 The controversy over the timing of the British offensive is related in the following

chapter.
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damaged which was more than twice as many as in the whole of
1941. 300 civilians were killed and 330 seriously injured; fortunately
there were now good shelters for all, but some of the casualties were
from delay-action bombs. Three destroyers, three submarines, three
minesweepers, five tugs, a water carrier and the floating crane had
been sunk in harbour, and other ships had been damaged.

The truth is that by this time Malta was almost neutralized. As a
staging post for aircraft reinforcements it continued to work—indeed
more aircraft passed through in March, April and May than in the
previous three months. But as a base from which to strike at the
enemy’s shipping it could be discounted. As early as grd April the
Admiralty suggested that the 1oth Submarine Flotilla should move to
Alexandria. Two boats had just been sunk and two damaged in
harbour, and the remainder, when not on patrol, had to spend the
daylight hours submerged. The proposal was opposed mainly because
shipping to the west of Malta could not be attacked effectively from
Alexandria, and for the time being the roth Flotilla remained at
Malta, the crews being relieved in harbour by the crews of submarines
which had been sunk. On the 26th, however, it was agreed to with-
draw the flotilla, and during the next two weeks this was done. The
determining factor had been not bombs but mines, for the enemy had
been using fast surface craft almost nightly to mine the approaches.
Radar did not detect them and their engines could not be heard
above the prevailing din. The few minesweepers which remained could
not keep the channels adequately swept, and, as will be seen, this led
to disaster.

The air striking force at Malta had become almost impotent.
Reconnaissance aircraft were down to three. During April the Royal
Air Force bombers made only twenty-two sorties. The Fleet Air Arm
made eleven, and by the end of the month only two Albacores and
two Swordfish remained.

April 1942 will be remembered in Malta as the time of the island’s
greatest trial, but also as the month in which the fortitude of the
people was rewarded in a way that was almost unique.! On 15th
April the following message was received from His Majesty the King:
‘T'o honour her brave people I award the George Cross to the Island
fortress of Malta to bear witness to a heroism and devotion that will
long be famous in history.” This high honour was a sign that their
sufferings were understood and was an encouragement to them in
their resolve to bear whatever hardships might be yet to come. And
further hardships were to come very soon.

1 After the First World War Dunkirk was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross,
and Verdun and Ypres the Military Cross.
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Because there would be no convoy until June it was necessary to
place the people on the lowest possible scale of rations. The issues of
preserved meat, fats and sugar rations were already very small, and
on 5th May the bread ration was cut by one quarter to 10} ounces a
day. This would eke out the stocks until the end of July, provided that
all the wheat and maize could be milled, which depended on keeping
the mills in action. This reduction of the bread ration was the sternest
restrictive measure yet attempted by the Government of Malta.
Coinciding as it did with a stoppage of ‘pasta’ and a shortage of pota-
toes caused by the partial failure of the winter crop, General Dobbie
had fears of its effects on morale. As a slight compensation the price
of bread was reduced.

Two days later the people received another shock. To the surprise
of the Cabinet and Chiefs of Staff, Sir Walter Monckton had reported
after his visit in April that the Governor, that most gallant Christian
gentleman Sir William Dobbie, was worn out. Air Marshal Tedder
had agreed with this view, which was also confirmed by Mr. Casey,
who called at Malta early in May on his way out to Cairo to take up
his appointment as Minister of State. General the Viscount Gort, V.C.,
who had been Governor of Gibraltar for the past twelve months, was
chosen to succeed General Dobbie, and on 7th May he arrived. He
was by the King’s wish the bearer of the George Cross to the island.
General Dobbie left the following day, carrying with him the devotion
and admiration of the whole population, whom he had served and
inspired through nearly two years of siege.

On 15th May a change was made in the Governor’s status, and
Lord Gort was appointed ‘Supreme Commander of the Fighting
Services and of the Civil Administration’. He had represented that
this was necessary now that Malta was fighting for survival, and as
there were no longer any striking forces based there the main reason
for placing the Service Commanders under their respective Com-
manders-in-Chief in the Middle East no longer applied. It was an
obviously wise step if invasion should be imminent.

And indeed it seemed to the Malta Defence Committee that in-
vasion might be threatening. It was true that there had been a lull
in the air attacks since 28th April, but several new airstrips had been
observed in the Vale of Catania in Sicily, with railway sidings and
sheds apparently under construction nearby. These might well be
preparations for using gliders on a large scale. The lull might mean that
aircraft were being reconditioned for an airborne invasion of Malta.
With this local view the Chiefs of Staff did not agree. They said
that they had no evidence of preparations for an invasion either
by land, air or sea: on the contrary, they had reliable information
that one German bomber and one fighter group had been with-
drawn from Sicily and that more were to follow. This, in their
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opinion, was the cause of the lull. It will be referred to again later.

The promised big batch of Spitfires was now to arrive on gth May.
President Roosevelt had again agreed to the use of U.S.S. Wasp, and
H.M.S. Eagle had completed her refit and was available also. The fast
minelayer Welshman, carrying 340 tons of stores, mostly ammunition,
was to arrive on the day after the new Spitfires, and these, it was
hoped, would ensure her safe unloading. To avoid another disaster
like that of 20th April, when the newly arrived fighters had been
caught on the ground, everything possible was to be done before the
Spitfires left the carriers to ensure that they would be able to go into
action as soon as they had been refuelled. While awaiting their turn to
land they were to orbit Takali airfield at a very low height, under the
protection of the light A.A. guns. Men and materials for keeping the
runways in repair were to be much increased. On landing, each air-
craft would be met and directed by its own numbered runner to a
self-contained dispersal pen, where it would be refuelled and serviced
and have its long-range tank removed. So far as numbers permitted, a
Malta pilot would then take over. In this manner it was hoped to cut
down to about ten minutes the time before each Spitfire was ready to
take off again. All ammunition restrictions were to be lifted during the
arrival and servicing of the new aircraft and while the Welshman was
in harbour.

Other measures to protect the Welshman would be the most intense
anti-aircraft barrage yet fired, and, for the first time, a smoke screen
over the harbour. The Welshman hers:lf was bringing smoke containers
to add to the generators already in position, which were manned by
the 12th Field Regiment, R.A. To give the ship’s company of the
Welshman some rest while in harbour, working parties from each of
the Services were ready to relieve them of the task of unloading the
stores.

The Wasp, with her Spitfires, entered the Mediterranean during the
night 7th /8th May and was joined by the Eagle who had embarked
her aircraft at Gibraltar. Escorted once again by the Renown (Commo-
dore C. S. Daniel), the cruiser Charybdis and British and American
destroyers, the two carriers flew off 64 Spitfires between 6.30 and 7.30
in the morning of gth May from a position about sixty miles north of
Algiers. The enemy seems to have made no attempt to interfere, and
by 15th May the Wasp was back at Scapa Flow, pleased by Mr.
Churchill’s congratulatory signal: ‘Who said a Wasp couldn’t sting
twice?’

At Malta the arrival of the Spitfires was anxiously awaited. The
first batch landed at 10.30 a.m. and by the time the enemy came over
an hour later about half the new fighters were in the air again. There
were still some anxious moments; but the 60 new arrivals soon gave a
good account of themselves and the heavy bombing attacks expected
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at dusk did not come.! The reception arrangements had worked
splendidly: some of the Spitfires were ready within six minutes of
landing, and together they crowded in seventy-four sorties before the
end of the day.

Meanwhile the Welshman, whose speed and accessible stowage made
her very suitable for risking a dash with supplies to Malta, was draw-
ing nearer. She had left Gibraltar early on 8th May disguised as a large
French destroyer and had to pass within range of dive-bombers from
Sardinia for a few hours of daylight on the gth. She was examined
twice by Ju. 88s, once by a Catalina from Gibraltar, and once by a
French float-plane. As she approached Malta next morning she wit-
messed a brisk night action between minesweepers and enemy motor
boats, and her paravanes cut two mines just before she passed the
breakwater. By 6.45 a.m. unloading was in full swing and by 1.30 p.m.
it was completed. Bombing attacks had begun in earnest at 10 a.m.,
and tons of masonry from six near misses were scattered over the ship,
without doing any but superficial damage. The fighters and anti-
aircraft guns continued their good work of the previous day, and for
the loss of three Spitfires several enemy aircraft were destroyed and
damaged. At 8.40 p.m., having been allowed to take 300 tons from
Malta’s precious stock of oil fuel, the Welshman sailed, loudly cheered
from every vantage point round the Grand Harbour. Her return
passage to Gibraltar was uneventful.

Local air superiority was now with the British, and was further
assured by 17 more Spitfires flown in from the Eagle on 18th May,
which made a total of 123 fresh Spitfires received in just over four
weeks.? It is now known that the serviceable strength of Fliegerkorps 11
in Sicily fell during the last three weeks of May from 52 bombers to
42, from 88 fighters to 36, and from 14 reconnaissance aircraft to 13.
The Germans and Italians together lost some 40 aircraft over Malta
in May, against a British loss in combat of 25. Only six R.A.F. aircraft
were destroyed on the ground, as against thirty in April.

The enemy’s daylight attacks continued on a reduced scale, and his
night attacks were more numerous but not very effective; several night
raiders fell to the Beaufighters of No. 1435 Flight. The estimated
weight of bombs dropped in May was 520 tons, a big reduction from
the April figure, but as high as the peak month of 1g941. A further 570
buildings had been hit—one twentieth of the number for April. Mine-
laying had become as serious a matter as bombing: from the beginning
of February fast German motor-boats laid nearly 600 mines and more
than 400 anti-sweep devices in the approaches to Malta mostly in

10f the original consignment of 64 Spitfires one crashed on taking off, one landed in
Africa, one fell into the sea, and one crashed on landing at Malta.

? Six Albacores flown off from the Eagle had had to return to the carrier because of
defects. This was the second time in two months that the Fleet Air Arm in Malta had
been disappointed in their reinforcements.
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April and May. As will be seen, certainly one British submarine, and
possibly two, were lost on these minefields. During May a tug and a
drifter were also sunk by mines and a motor launch was lost in action
with enemy minelayers. The minefields were, of course, a serious
danger to any convoy.

Malta was still in grave peril. The Welshman had eased the ammu-
nition shortage, and three submarines had brought in small quantities
of aviation spirit, kerosene, and ammunition. Yet all these stores,
welcome though they were, did not alter the fact that if the June
convoy failed Malta would fall without any further effort on the
enemy’s part. If this were to happen the enemy would be relieved of
most of the danger to his own supply line; and not only would he be
able to build up and sustain his forces in Cyrenaica but his air forces
now in use against Malta would be free to attack British forces and
base installations in Egypt. Thus the fall of Malta would be likely to
have important and far-reaching effects.

Even the neutralization of Malta had gone a long way towards
winning for the enemy—at least temporarily—the battle for supplies.
The TItalian Official Naval Historian records that ships supplying
North Africa sailed in greater safety during April and the first half of
May than at any other time in the war. Convoys could be routed
within fifty miles of Malta, escorted by only one or two torpedo air-

craft. The figures for cargo disembarked in North Africa are as
follows:!

Month 1942
Cargo
April May
General military cargo, other than fuel, tons .. 4 102,000 67,500
Fuel, tons .. A IR 48,000 18,500
Totalpetcenugeloct bo b e 5 . under 1 7

During April and May only 13 Italian and German merchant ships,
totalling some 40,000 tons, and a few small coasting vessels were sunk
in the whole of the Mediterranean. All these sinkings were the work of
submarines, except for one ship of 6,800 tons which was shared with
No. 221 Squadron R.A.F. With Malta neutralized, and the airfields
of Western Cyrenaica in enemy hands, British aircraft could play only
an occasional part in finding and attacking ships at sea; even so, the
Royal Air Force flew about 750 anti-shipping sorties in April and May

3 M. A. Bragadin: Che ha fatto la Marina? p. 279.
14
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—an even higher average than that for the previous three months.
Wellingtons had recently been fitted to carry torpedoes, and pilots
were being trained in their use, but even Wellingtons could have little
endurance left for searching for and attacking ships as far west as the
longitude of Benghazi. On 14th April there was a particularly gallant
attack on a convoy eighty-five miles south-east of Malta, in which five
Beauforts and one Blenheim were lost, but no enemy ships were sunk.
From Egypt the Royal Air Force bombers had also been hammering
away at Benghazi, making 241 sorties in April and 230 in May, but in
spite of this considerable effort the enemy’s records show that the cargo
landed at Benghazi rose steadily and that by the middle of May the
unloading capacity reached 2,500 tons a day. Throughout May there
was a big increase in the quantities shipped forward to Sirte and ports
in Cyrenaica from Tripoli, which took some of the strain off General
Rommel’s land transport.

With this situation no doubt in mind, Admiral Harwood, who had
arrived on 20th May, lost no time in repeating the request for long-
range bombers made on 15th April by the three Commanders-in-
Chief. In this they had been concerned primarily with the bombing of
Sicilian airfields, which could no longer be done from Malta. Admiral
Harwood wished for aircraft with sufficient endurance to search for,
find, and shadow enemy convoys long enough to guide submarines
on to them. Between 1st April and 13th May twenty-six convoys were
known to have passed east of Malta: in every case submarines had
been available at sea to intercept, but on only five oceasions did recon-
naissance aircraft direct them on to a target. British submarines had
consequently been forced to operate off enemy ports, which were more
dangerous and less fruitful hunting grounds than those which they
would otherwise have chosen. To this the Admiralty replied on 27th
July that there was no immediate prospect of providing the twelve
Liberators that Admiral Harwood had in mind.

An attempt by destroyers from Alexandria to interfere with the
Axis supply line met with disaster. On 1oth May information was
received of three merchant vessels escorted by three destroyers sailing
from Taranto for North Africa. The destroyers Fervis (Captain A. L.
Poland), Fackal, Kipling and Lively left Alexandria on the evening of
the 1oth in order to intercept this convoy about dawn on the 12th off
Benghazi. The air striking force available consisted of five Beauforts,
which could not reach the convoy except close to Benghazi in full
daylight. The convoy would almost certainly be turned back if the
British destroyers were seen by aircraft or submarines, and Captain
Poland’s force was therefore routed midway between Cyrenaica and
Crete, although this was further for the protecting Beaufighters and
out of range of single-engine fighters. As evasion was the policy, and
as it was known that fighters on passage were detected and plotted
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by the enemy’s radar, a standing patrol was not to be maintained over
the destroyers during daylight on the 11th, Beaufighters were to be
ready, however, to take off if enemy aircraft were sighted, and it was
estimated that they could be over the destroyers before an attack could
begin. Captain Poland was told that he was to abandon the operation
if his force was sighted by the enemy during daylight on the 11th or if
he was unable to reach a position some ninety miles north-west of
Benghazi by 6 o’clock on the morning of the r2th.

Early in the afternoon of the 11th the destroyers were in fact sighted
by an enemy aircraft. They turned back for Alexandria in accordance
with their orders, and requested fighter cover. Shortly after 4.30 two
Beaufighters of No. 272 Squadron arrived and established communi-
cation with the Fervis and Lively. Almost immediately the Lively’s
radar picked up an aircraft, but too late for the fighters to intercept
eight Ju. 88s which, diving down to 3,000 feet, hit and ‘near missed’
the Lively with two salvoes. She sank in three minutes. Between 6
o’clock and 6.30 four Heinkels and nine Ju. 88s made further attacks,
which though accurate, did no damage. The first Beaufighter patrol
had to leave before the heaviest attack: four more arrived at about
6.45, and at first communication with two of them was reasonably
good, but it was lost and not regained after one of them left for home
at about 7.40. Just before 8 o’clock the Jervis detected a large group of
aircraft approaching. Before the remaining fighters could reach a
position to intercept, ten Ju. 88s, coming in with the setting sun almost
directly behind them, dived to make a determined attack at 1,500
feet. The Kipling and Fackal were both hit, and the Kipling sank ten
minutes later in a position some ninety miles north-west of Matruh.
After dark the Jervis took the Jackal in tow, but an oil fire in one
boiler room could not be controlled and shortly before 5 a.m. on the
12th the Jervis sank her with torpedoes. Escorted by other destroyers
and Beaufighters the Jervis returned to Alexandria with survivors from
the three sunken ships.

It had of course been realized that unusual risks were being run in
this operation, particularly as any fighter cover off Benghazi would be
at the extreme limit of its range. Fighter sweeps had been made over
the enemy’s forward areas in Cyrenaica, but these had not affected the
issue as the German bombers had come from Greece or Crete. The
preventive bombing of airfields had been discarded as impracticable,
since there were fifteen of these in Cyrenaica, Greece, Crete and
Rhodes, and only two squadrons of bombers in Egypt suitable for the
task. It is now known that the Ju.88s (which came from Heraklion)
had just completed an anti-shipping course in Italy; certainly their
bombing was exceptionally accurate and determined. The British
destroyers’ radar had been slow in detecting the enemy’s approach
and communication between the ships and the Beaufighters had not
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been satisfactory. These two failures undoubtedly tilted the scales in
the enemy’s favour.

No other operations of importance were carried out from Alexandria
in May. Convoys continued to run steadily to Tobruk, with only slight
losses in spite of considerable air and U-boat activity. The change of
Commanders-in-Chief had made it necessary to renew the agreement
with Admiral Godfroy concerning the French squadron, all the more
so because French opinion might easily have been inflamed by the
coming British occupation of part of Madagascar.!

On the night of 14th /15th May the Italians made an attempt to
repeat their spectacular attack of the previous December at Alexan-
dria. The submarine Ambra succeeded in launching three human
torpedoes, but these were dazzled by searchlights and worried by
depth charges and patrol boats and failed to find the harbour entrance.
An unexpected westerly set had not made their task easier. Four of
the six Italians were captured immediately; the two others were at
liberty in Alexandria for about a month before they were caught. The .
target for two of the human torpedoes had been the floating dock, in
which the damaged Queen Elizabeth was being made seaworthy for
passage to the United States. The Valiant, which had preceded her
in dock, had left for Durban on grd April. The third human torpedo
was to have attacked the submarine depot ship Medway.

Three British, three German, but no Italian submarines were lost
at sea during April and May. On 1st May Hudson aircraft of No. 233
Squadron attacked U.573 two hundred miles east of Gibraltar and
damaged her so badly that she took refuge in Cartagena and was
interned. The next day U.74 was sunk some fifty miles to the east of
that port by the combined efforts of a Catalina of No. 202 Squadron
and the destroyers Wishart and Wrestler. On 28th May a Sunderland
of the same squadron seriously damaged a submarine midway between
the Balearic Islands and the North African coast, and sixty miles
north-east of Tobruk the destroyers Eridge, Hero and Hurworth sank
U.568 after a tenacious hunt of over fifteen hours. This submarine
had first been sighted by a Blenheim of No. 203 Squadron.

The first of the three British submarines to be lost was the gallant
Upholder. The Upholder, Urge, and Thrasher had been ordered to estab-
lish a patrol line to the north-east of Tripoli on 15th April in order to
intercept an important convoy bound for that port.? On the 14th,
when on the way to take up their positions, both the Urge and the
Thrasher heard distant explosions of depth charges from early morn-
ing until dusk. The Thrasher subsequently failed to establish communi-
cation with the Upholder, and a few days later the Italians announced

1 For relations between Admiral Cunningham and Admiral Godfroy see Volume I of
this history p. 138 ff and pp. 215-16.
% This was the convoy referred to on page 190.
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that a torpedo-boat had sunk a British submarine in the Central
Mediterranean on the 14th April. During her service with the roth
Flotilla the Upholder was credited with sinking two submarines, two
destroyers, and 94,900 tons of merchant shipping, and her command-
ing officer, Lieut.-Commander M. D. Wanklyn, had been awarded
the Victoria Cross and the D.S.O. She was on her twenty-fifth patrol
in the Mediterranean and would afterwards have returned to the
United Kingdom to pay off.

Two weeks later the Urge was lost without trace. She had left Malta
for Alexandria on 27th April and nothing was heard of her again and
no claim was made by the enemy. It may well be that she struck a mine
shortly after sailing. It has already been mentioned that the few local
patrol craft and minesweepers remaining at Malta were quite unable
either to interfere seriously with the minelaying by German motor-
boats which was being done almost nightly, or to keep the channels
properly swept. There is no doubt that it was by striking a mine on the
8th May that the Olympus, bound for Gibraltar, was sunk only three
miles from the Grand Harbour. She was carrying passengers from
other submarines recently sunk or damaged in Malta harbour, and
had g9 officers and men on board. Dawn was breaking as all those who
had not been killed or trapped by the explosion began a forlorn swim.
The land was just visible in the morning haze, but there was an easterly
set, and air raids over Malta lessened the chances of the swimmers
being sighted. No officers and only nine ratings reached the shore.

The Chiefs of Staff had been correct in believing that German
aircraft were moving away from Sicily at the end of April, and that
this was why the air attacks on Malta were waning. One bomber and
one fighter group were moved to Russia, and 40 dive-bombers and
45 fighters were sent to reinforce Fliegerfithrer Afrika. These withdrawals
and the losses which followed the arrival of the Spitfire reinforcements
on gth May greatly reduced the German effort from Sicily. However,
the object had been achieved, at least for the time being, for Axis
supplies were reaching North Africa with no interference from Malta
and practically none from Egypt. Lufiflotte 2 had certainly done much
to help General Rommel with his preparations.

It seems that as late as March Rommel had favoured the idea of
capturing Malta early because he would not be in a position to attack
Tobruk himself until the summer. Kesselring also was in favour of
this, as he expected many German aircraft to be withdrawn from the
Mediterranean before long. The Italians, however, did not think they
could be ready before July. In April Rommel changed his mind,
because he judged that the British in the Desert would be much
stronger after May and decided that he could not defer his own attack
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until after the assault on Malta. Kesselring agreed with this view
because of the good results of his air attacks, and on 13th April he
reported that convoys or ships sailing independently could now pass
close east or west of the island with little danger of being attacked.
The British surface ships and submarines had been withdrawn, and
the destruction of docks and storehouses had resulted in the elimina-
tion of Malta as a naval base, though not entirely as an air base.
However, no British attacks had been made for some weeks on Tripoli,
Sicily, or southern Italy by aircraft from Malta. From now on the
plans for the attack on Tobruk took precedence over those for the
assault on Malta, and although there was talk from time to time about
a coup-de-main it came to nothing because preparations and training
were not sufficiently far advanced. Kesselring was confident that the
supplies for Rommel’s offensive could be assured, and a point in
favour of capturing Tobruk first was that the British air forces in
Cyrenaica would be pushed farther east before the assault on Malta was
to begin.

Although operation ‘Herkules’, as it was called, was now postponed,
planning and training went ahead. By mid-April the Germans had
begun to take a more practical interest, and a joint German-Italian
staff was set up. New plans jostled one another, but certain firm agree-
ments were gradually reached. Valletta was to be the main objective;
the attack was to be made against the southern part of the island; and
the main point of disembarkation was to be in Marsa Scirocco. The
south and east coasts were chosen in preference to the north because
although they were rocky and steep they were believed to be less well
defended, and Valletta could be reached without storming the
Victoria Lines. Paratroops were to land first to secure the beach-heads
for the main assault from the sea, which would be made by night. As
the Italian paratroops were not trained to land in the dark the jump
would be made in the afternoon. Because stone walls abounded over
all but the craggiest parts of the island it would be necessary to seize
landing strips before any troops could be flown in by aircraft or
gliders. (See Photo 5.)

Crete had been captured without the help of sea-borne troops, but
the defences of Malta were much stronger. The Italian Navy was to
lift a first wave of 8,300 men with tanks and artillery in self-propelled
lighters and other powered craft, to be followed by transports and
supply ships. The Fleet would be ready to oppose any attempts by
the British to intervene by sea, either from east or west. The German
Navy was to provide a flotilla of submarines, and a most essential
item was a special allowance to Italy of 40,000 tons of oil fuel and
12,000 tons of aviation spirit.

The proposed order of battle included an Airborne Corps of one
Italian and one German parachute division, and one Italian airborne
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division; one Corps of two Italian divisions and one of three. There
were in addition six Italian battalions, two tank battalions, some
armoured cars, self-propelled artillery, motor-cyclists and ancillary
units and a few German tanks; which indicates that there was no
intention that the assault should fail through lack of troops.

Both Germans and Italians were well aware that German help in
the air would be essential, and Field-Marshal Kesselring promised
that the bulk of Fliegerkorps X and additional units from Fliegerfithrer
Afrika would join Fliegerkorps II in Sicily. Eight to fourteen days after
the fighting at Tobruk was over he would resume systematic attacks
on Malta. The parachute and airborne divisions would be carried by
German Ju. 52s and Italian Savoia 82s. Altogether there would be
between 370 and 470 transport aircraft, of which 155 would be Italian.

On 1st May a meeting took place at Berchtesgaden at which both
Fithrer and Duce were present. The senior partner made it clear that
the attack in the Desert should take place at the end of May or early
in June, and the assault on Malta in the middle of July—a programme
which probably suited the Italian preparations quite well. Thus every-
thing depended upon General Rommel’s ability to forestall the
British in the Desert and to capture Tobruk. He did both.




CHAPTER IX

THE LULL IN THE DESERT
(February —May 1942)

See Map 2

HE two previous chapters will have left no doubts as to the
seriousness of the loss of the airfields in Western Cyrenaica

from the point of view of the replenishment of Malta. It was
only from Malta that the sea-traffic to North Africa could be attacked
to good purpose, so the longer Malta was without adequately supplied
striking forces the stronger would General Rommel become. It was
only to be expected that General Auchinleck would be pressed to
recapture the Western Cyrenaican airfields as soon as possible. Cause
and effect were thus chasing each other in a circle.

The retreat of the 8th Army in January and February had stopped
about thirty miles west of Tobruk. The line taken up ran inland from
Gazala, where the coastal road passed through a narrow gap which
was easily blocked. While the position had no important tactical
features it did cover the tracks running east towards Acroma, as well
as the Trigh Capuzzo and Trigh el Abd farther to the south. At the
beginning of February the line was only very weakly held, but General
Auchinleck ordered it to be made as strong as possible to preserve
Tobruk as the base for a new offensive. In the light of subsequent
events it is of interest to note that General Ritchie was told that if he
was compelled to withdraw again he was not to allow his forces to be
invested in Tobruk. He was to make every effort to prevent Tobruk
being lost to the enemy, ‘but it is not my intention,” wrote General
Auchinleck, ‘to continue to hold it once the enemy is in a position to
invest it effectively. Should this appear inevitable, the place will be
evacuated and the maximum amount of destruction carried out in it,
so as to make it useless to the enemy as a supply base. In this eventuality
the enemy’s advance will be stopped on the general line Sollum-Fort
Maddalena-Jarabub®—in other words, on the line of the Egyptian
frontier. This order was the outcome of a decision taken by the
Commanders-in-Chief on 4th February. They knew well the advant-
ages the enemy would draw from gaining possession of Tobruk, but
General Auchinleck was unwilling to lock up a garrison of at least one
division, having regard to his strength and his other possible commit-
ments. (The Persia-Iraq-Syria front was always in his thoughts.)

197
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Admiral Cunningham, remembering how much it had cost in ships
to maintain the garrison in 1941, strongly agreed. Air Marshal Drum-
mond, representing the Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, believed
that we might well be unable to hold Tobruk, particularly as it would
be impossible to provide it with fighter cover.

In addition to completing his defensive dispositions as soon as
possible, General Ritchie was to organize a striking force with which
to resume the offensive. He was also to study the possibility of re-
gaining the airfields in the area Derna-Mechili-Martuba, or alterna-
tively of preventing their use by the enemy—both these tasks without
prejudice to the main one of defeating the enemy and reoccupying
Cyrenaica. He might expect to have available three armoured divi-
sions, two armoured brigade groups, one army tank brigade, and three
infantry divisions. Most of these would be equipped and trained by
the middle of April.

The Commanders-in-Chief communicated their intentions to the
Chiefs of Staff on 7th February, but made no estimate of when the
offensive would begin. The date, they said, would depend on the
speed with which both sides would build up their armoured forces.
They stated as a principle that to have a reasonable chance of beating
the enemy on ground of his choosing we required a numerical superi- -
ority over the German tanks of 3 to 2 ‘owing to our inferiority in tank
performance’. This principle, which was put forward by General
Auchinleck, took account of many factors other than mere numbers.
Leadership and training have often been referred to, and will be
referred to again; there was also the time taken in overhauling and
modifying newly arrived tanks, and the long time taken by a casualty
to rejoin after being sent off to a base workshop—of which there were
too few. In this connexion it should be mentioned that a Ministerial
enquiry in England showed that reports from the Middle East had
not exaggerated the defects of the Crusader tank in desert conditions.
As for the Ordnance Workshops being too few, circumstances had
been obstinately adverse. Of several that were ready to embark in
October 1941 only two were on the sea by March 1942; the remainder
had been shut out of two convoys mainly by drafts needed to replace
battle casualties, and from a third because that convoy had suddenly
been wanted for the Far East.

The Commanders-in-Chief’s telegram of 7th February started a
debate between London and Cairo which went on until May. The
question was when could General Auchinleck start an offensive in
the Western Desert. The War Cabinet and Chiefs of Staff had weighty
reasons for wishing it to open very soon. General Auchinleck, supported
by the other Commanders-in-Chief and by the Minister of State, was
unwilling to start until he had the number of tanks that he believed
essential for a reasonable hope of success: the object, as before, being
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to occupy Cyrenaica and press on into Tripolitania. Thus a great deal
turned on the relative strength in tanks.

It is not necessary to follow in detail the rather tedious arguments
about the British tanks which were put forward during the following
three months. The whole episode recalls the dispute about aircraft
strengths before ‘Crusader’ and shows what misunderstandings can
arise and how misleading figures—especially telegraphed figures—can
be. Broadly, London was primarily interested in the numbers of tanks
despatched from the United Kingdom to the Middle East, while Cairo
was concerned with tanks in fighting trim—a very different thing.
Other disputes occurred about whether ‘I’ tanks were to be included
in the calculations or not, and whether only tanks with units should
count towards the three to two superiority or those in reserve as well.

The calculations of the enemy’s future tank strength led to further
argument. It was agreed that the Axis could spare no fresh armoured
formations for Africa, except perhaps the Italian Littorio Division. It
was also agreed that they would try to keep up the strength of the
formations already in Africa, and had the tanks to do so. There was
a difference of opinion as to what the ‘establishments’ of German and
Italian armoured regiments were, and it will perhaps cause no sur-
prise that Cairo’s estimate was higher in each case than London’s.
Finally, London thought that the Middle East, although so well aware
of the problems connected with tank replacements, tended to minimize
unduly the enemy’s difficulties.

The Middle East had other anxieties. On 17thiFebruary came the
order to send the 7oth Division to the Far East, and a warning that
the gth Australian Division would probably be removed from the
Middle East as well.! On the same day the C.I.G.S., General Sir Alan
Brooke, warned General Auchinleck that one division might have to
return to India from Iraq, and that not more than one division would
be sent to the Middle East from England during the next six months.
‘I realize,” he wrote, ‘that your plans for regaining Cyrenaica may have
to be abandoned in favour of the defence of the Egyptian frontier
and that you will be on little more than an internal security basis on
your northern front . . . It is a question of reinforcing where we are
immediately threatened . . .’

On 26th February the Prime Minister telegraphed to General
Auchinleck:

‘I have not troubled you much in these difficult days, but I
must now ask what are your intentions. According to our
figures you have substantial superiority in the air, in armour,
and in other forces over the enemy. There seems to be danger that
he may gain reinforcements as fast as or even faster than you.

! See page 126.




200 THE LULL IN THE DESERT

The supply of Malta is causing us increasing anxiety, and any-
one can see the magnitude of our disasters in the Far East.
Pray let me hear from you. All good wishes.’

General Auchinleck replied the next day with a long examination of
all the factors which ended with a very unpalatable conclusion. This
was that to launch a major offensive before the 1st June would be
to risk defeat in detail and possibly endanger the safety of Egypt.

The very same day the Chiefs of Staff signalled to the Commanders-
in-Chief that Malta was of such importance that the most drastic
steps were justifiable to sustain it.!

‘We are unable to supply Malta from the west. Your chances of
doing so from the east depend on an advance in Cyrenaica.
The situation in Malta will be dangerous by early May, if no
convoys have got through. . . . We appreciate that the timing
of another offensive will depend on building up adequate tank
superiority, and that its launching may necessitate taking
considerable risks in other parts of Mideast Command. Never-
theless we feel that we must aim to be so placed in Cyrenaica

by April dark period that we can pass substantial convoy to
Malta.’

It is appropriate to recall how black at this moment seemed the
immediate circumstances of the war, even if the entry of the United
States made victory certain in the long run. In three weeks most of the
British winter gains in Cyrenaica had been blown away. On 15th
February had occurred the disaster of the fall of Singapore, quickly
followed by the Allied collapse in the Netherlands East Indies. Then
had come the Japanese invasion of Burma, and the prospect of losing
that country was all too clear. Nearer home the escape through the
Straits of Dover of the Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Prinz Eugen had
aroused bewilderment and indignation. The political situation was
somewhat uneasy in spite of the overwhelming Vote of Confidence
which the Prime Minister had obtained at the end of January, and
public opinion was depressed and querulous.

The Defence Committee was deeply dissatisfied with General
Auchinleck’s conclusion, all the more so because the enemy in the
Middle East seemed able to rebound after his reverses and we could
not. Accordingly on 3rd March the Chiefs of Staff again pressed upon
the Commanders-in-Chief the vital need of sustaining Malta by a
convoy before May. In their opinion General Auchinleck’s review was
heavily biased in favour of the enemy and took no account of air
power, in which we had temporarily the advantage in the desert.

1 This was the signal referred to on page 161.
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They considered that an attempt to drive the enemy out of Cyrenaica
in the next few weeks was imperative for the safety of Malta and gave
the only hope of fighting a battle while the enemy was still compara-
tively weak. Looking ahead, they pointed to the danger to the Levant-
Caspian front if the enemy were allowed to build up in Africa a force
which could pin down the Middle East’s strength, already lessened
by the needs of the Far East, to the defence of Egypt’s western flank.
Moreover we could not stand idle while the Russians were straining
every nerve to give the enemy no rest. ‘If our view of the situation is
correct,” they wrote, ‘you must either grasp the opportunity which is
held out in the immediate future or else we must face the loss of Malta
and a precarious defensive.’

To this the Commanders-in-Chief replied on 5th March agreeing
that from the naval and air points of view there was nothing to gain
and much to lose by waiting. But the battle would be primarily a
land one, and the Army was not ready for it. A premature offensive
might result in the piecemeal destruction of the new armoured forces
now being built up, and would endanger the security of Egypt. The
issue was therefore whether in the effort to save Malta they were to
jeopardize our whole position in the Middle East.

This view angered the Prime Minister and troubled the Chiefs of
Staff, and on 8th March Mr. Churchill asked General Auchinleck to
come home for consultation. The General bluntly refused, saying that
he felt unable to hand over his problems to anyone else even for ten
days. He had given all the information there was about the tanks,
and his coming home would not make it any more possible to stage
an earlier offensive. Mr. Churchill saw in this refusal a manoeuvre to
escape pressure and had it in mind to remove General Auchinleck.
However he did not do so, and instead asked Sir Stafford Cripps, the
Lord Privy Seal, to break a journey he was making to India in order
to give General Auchinleck the War Cabinet’s views. Sir Stafford
would be joined by the Vice-C.I.G.S., Lieut.-General A. E. Nye, who
knew the opinions of the Chiefs of Staff.

On 21st March Sir Stafford Cripps reported the outcome of his
discussions. He was convinced that we were not strong enough in
armour or in the air to make it possible for an offensive to be begun
with reasonable hope of success before mid-May. Sir Stafford in-
cluded a good deal of detail in his report, which was separately
elaborated by General Nye, who had brought with him from the
Prime Minister a formidable list of questions enquiring into everything
from the build up of the armoured forces to the average ages of their
commanders. General Nye, a very able and experienced Staff Officer,
summarized the mass of facts which had led General Auchinleck to his
conclusions. He also called attention to a factor which had frequently
tended to slip out of sight—the need for proper training.
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These reports were exceedingly unpleasing to the Prime Minister,
who believed that his emissaries had failed to deal properly with the
Middle East’s arguments. Nevertheless the Defence Committee reluct-
antly accepted mid-May as the date for the offensive, only to be told
by the Commanders-in-Chief on 2nd April that they could not bind
themselves to begin even then, in spite of the very obvious and urgent
need to do so as soon as possible.

On gth April the Chiefs of Staff informed the Commanders-in-Chief
of the Japanese threat to Ceylon, and the consequent danger to the
Middle East’s communications with the United Kingdom and to the
oil supplies from Abadan. Ceylon must be given an air striking force,
and at once. The Commanders-in-Chief were asked to send go
Hurricane IIs, 20 Blenheim IVs and a squadron of Beaufort torpedo-
bombers. The deeper implications of this telegram disturbed the
Commanders-in-Chief even more than the loss of the aircraft, and
they asked for some more information. On 23rd April the Chiefs of
Staff replied with a stark review which led to the conclusion that if
the Japanese pressed boldly and quickly westwards there would be a
grave danger to India, and that the eventual security of the Middle
East and of its essential supply lines would be threatened. This seemed
to General Auchinleck to demand a complete reconsideration of
Middle Eastern strategy. He told his colleagues that, in a general
situation as desperate as the Chiefs of Staff had painted it, it would be
taking a tremendous risk to launch an offensive in Libya; all their
efforts should rather be applied to strengthening their defences and
sparing everything they could for India in order to check the Japanese
befere it was too late.

Accordingly on 3rd May a proposal amplifying this conclusion was
made to London, where, however, a very different view was held. In
fact the wish to see the Middle East take the offensive had grown if
anything stronger as things grew worse, in particular the situation at
Malta. It may be recalled that on 23rd April the Chiefs of Staff had
had to announce to Malta that she would get no convoy during May
either from east or west.! The Prime Minister now explained that the
Chiefs of Staff’s review in question had been prepared on the British
principle of facing the worst; when expounded to the House of
Commons in Secret Session it had had a most exhilarating and hearten-
ing effect. He went on to show how the situation had now improved,
and outlined the steps being taken to strengthen India, Ceylon, and
the Eastern Fleet. He was grateful for the offer to denude the Middle
East still further for the sake of the Indian danger, but the greatest
help that the Middle East could give to the whole war at this juncture
would be to engage and defeat the enemy in the Western Desert.

The reply to this appeal was discouraging in the extreme, for the

1 See page 183.
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Commanders-in-Chief signalled on 6th May that the latest comparison
of tank strengths made it unjustifiable to attack before mid-June. ‘To
start earlier would incur risk of only partial success and tank losses,
and might in the worst case lead to a serious reverse, the consequences
of which in present circumstances are likely, in our opinion, to be
extremely dangerous.” With this the Chiefs of Staff and the War
Cabinet could not agree, and on 8th May the Prime Minister tele-
graphed their considered views, which were that the loss of Malta
would be a disaster of the first magnitude to the British Empire and
would probably be fatal in the long run to the defence of -the Nile
valley. ‘We are agreed that in spite of the risks you mention you would
be right to attack the enemy and fight a major battle, if possible
during May, and the sooner the better. We are prepared to take full
responsibility for these general directions leaving you the necessary
latitude for their execution.” He went on to point out that the enemy
might himself be intending to attack early in June.

But the Middle East Defence Committee felt unable as yet to accept
these directions. They replied on gth May putting forward the view
that the fall of Malta would not necessarily be fatal to the security of
Egypt for a very long time, if at all, provided our supply lines through
the Indian Ocean remained uninterrupted. In its present almost
completely neutralized state Malta was having very little influence on
the enemy’s maintenance in North Africa. It was, however, containing
large air forces and if the enemy continued to use these for attacking
the island it was doubtful whether the recapture of Cyrenaica would
restore Malta’s offensive power. Moreover, they believed that it would

take at least two months to get a firm grip on Cyrenaica. And then
came their deepest misgiving:

‘We feel that to launch an offensive with inadequate armoured
forces may very well result in the almost complete destruction of
those troops, in view of our experience in the last Cyrenaican
campaign. We cannot hope to hold the defensive positions we
have prepared covering Egypt, however strong we may be in
infantry, against a serious enemy offensive unless we can dispose
of a reasonably strong armoured force in reserve, which we
should not then have. This also was proved last December, and
will always be so in terrain such as the Western Desert, where
the southern flank of any defensive position west of the El
Alamein-Qattara depression must be open to attack and en-
circlement. . . . We still feel that the risk to Egypt incurred by
the piecemeal destruction of our armoured forces which may
result from a premature offensive may be more serious and
more immediate than that involved in the possible loss of
Malta, serious though this would be.’
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They agreed that there were signs that the enemy might be going to
attack our strong positions at Gazala; this might result in his armoured
forces becoming so weakened that our own would have a chance of
destroying them.

For a moment the Chiefs of Staff were inclined to agree to postpone
the offensive until mid-June, but they came to the conclusion that in
the Middle East the danger to Egypt was being over-estimated. The
War Cabinet agreed, and on roth May the Prime Minister brought
matters to a head with a telegram in the name of the War Cabinet,
the Defence Committee, and the Chiefs of Staff:

‘We are determined that Malta shall not be allowed to fall
without a battle being fought by your whole army for its reten-
tion. The starving out of this fortress would involve the surrender
of over 30,000 men—Army and Air Force—together with
several hundred guns. Its possession would give the enemy a clear
and sure bridge to Africa with all the consequences flowing from
that. Its loss would sever the air route upon which both you and
India must depend for a substantial part of your aircraft re-
inforcements. Besides this, it would compromise any offensive
against Italy and future plans such as ‘Acrobat’ and ‘Gymnast’.?
Compared with the certainty of these disasters, we consider the
risks you have set out to the safety of Egypt are definitely less,
and we accept them.’

He repeated that General Auchinleck would be right to fight a major
battle, if possible during May, and added that the very latest date for
engaging the enemy which they could approve would be one which
provided a distraction in time to help the passage of the June dark-
period convoy to Malta.

This telegram in fact gave General Auchinleck the choice between
complying and resigning. On 19th May he reported to the Prime
Minister that he would carry out his instructions, but asked for con-
firmation that the primary object was to destroy the enemy’s forces in
Cyrenaica and ultimately to drive him from Libya, and not solely to
stage a distraction to help the Malta convoy. There were now strong
signs that the enemy was about to attack; if he did not, General
Ritchie would be told to launch his offensive to fit in with the object
of providing the greatest possible help to the Malta convoy. General
Auchinleck added that owing to the narrowness of our superiority,
both on land and in the air, the success of a major offensive was not
in any way certain and in any event was not likely to be rapid or
spectacular.

The Prime Minister replied that General Auchinleck’s interpreta-
tion of his instructions was quite correct. The time had come for a trial

1 See page 119 ff.
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of strength in Cyrenaica. He realized, of course, that success could not
be guaranteed: there were no safe battles. His confidence in the Army
would be even greater than it was if General Auchinleck would go
forward and take direct command. General Auchinleck replied that
he had considered this point most carefully, but had decided that he
must not become immersed in tactical problems in Libya. He might be
faced with having to decide whether to continue to reinforce the 8th
Army or to build up the northern front which he was now weakening
in order to give General Ritchie all the help possible. Only at the
hub could he keep a right sense of proportion, and his place was there.

The outcome of all this was that the enemy attacked first. It will be
seen that he offered the British a chance of winning a really great
victory, but they did not succeed in taking it. In conclusion it is of
interest to note that when, in the following August, General Auchin-
leck was replaced by General Alexander, a separate Command was
created for Persia and Iraq, because Mr. Churchill doubted whether
the disasters in the Western Desert would have occurred if General
Auchinleck ‘had not been distracted by the divergent considerations
of a too widely extended front’.

During the lull in the Desert from February to May the Royal Air
Force had a great deal to do in the way of reorganization and prepara-
tion for the next active phase on land, while continuing all the time
to harass the enemy as much as possible. In the course of the ‘Crusader’
campaign the Desert Air Force had been much weakened, the fighters
in particular having suffered wastage much greater than the flow of
replacements, in spite of the remarkable achievements of the salvage
and repair units. The Hurricane Is had been outclassed, the supply
of Tomahawks had dried up, few Hurricane IIs were arriving, and
there had been only a trickle of Kittyhawks. As for bombers, the
supply of Marylands was at an end, the Blenheims’ engines were suffer-
ing terribly from the dust, the new Bostons were also having engine
troubles, and the few Baltimores were having to be modified. Apart
from these local worries there had been calls from time to time to
help the Far East—and there might be more. Looking further ahead
there was always the possibility of having to send substantial air
forces to the Northern Front.

In July 1941 the Air Ministry had set a target for the Middle East
Air Force of 62} squadrons, to be reached in March 1942.! By the end
of January there were 57 complete squadrons (including 5 in Malta)
exclusive of various air transport, communication, photographic and
survey reconnaissance, and Fleet Air Arm units. Another thirteen
squadrons were forming or about to form. Thus, in spite of withdrawals

1 See Volume 11, page 289. :
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and diversions to the Far East, the intended figure was well within
reach. In the meantime, however, the Air Ministry had reviewed Air
Marshal Tedder’s requirements, and in December 1941 a new target
was set at 85% squadrons by August 1942. In early March further
additions were made to the figure aimed at, but by increasing the
number of aircraft in every light bomber and tactical reconnaissance
squadron it was possible to reduce the figure to 8o. Of these, 3 were to
be heavy bomber squadrons, and 35 short-range fighter squadrons—
15 of which were to have Spitfires.

The introduction of heavy bombers into the Middle East programme
deserves a word of explanation. The arrival of the first Liberator in
December 1941 and its experimental use for bombing Tripoli has
already been referred to.! In April 1942 the serious situation at Malta
led the Commanders-in-Chief to ask for heavy bombers to deal with
the Sicilian airfields. In May, by a stroke of good fortune, a detach-
ment of Liberators arrived on its way to the Far East, under orders to
attack the Ploesti oilfields before moving on.? The Commanders-in-
Chief seized their opportunity, and at their urgent request these
Liberators were retained and others bound for India were diverted to
the Middle East, on the understanding that they were not to be used
for local operations nor in a manner unsuited to their type. In addition
two squadrons of Halifaxes were to be sent from the United Kingdom.
The transfer of all these heavy bombers to the Middle East was in
fact an exercise in strategic mobility, the intention being to switch
them from one theatre to another as required.

The needs of the Middle East were not in dispute as far as aircraft
were concerned, but the question of providing aircrews was hotly
argued. The unsatisfactory state of operational training in the Middle
East in 1941 was referred to in Volume II; in the spring of 1942 it
had become worse. Reinforcements from the United Kingdom were
as necessary as ever, but the Home Commands were now equally hard
pressed. Bomber O.T.Us especially were strained to the limit; Bomber
Command had been obliged to adopt a ‘one pilot’ policy for its heavy
bombers, and the Middle East was eventually obliged to conform.
Air Marshal Tedder’s repeated requests for aircrew reinforcements
came under heavy fire from the Air Ministry, but during these months
it was mainly from the United Kingdom that the aircrews were sent.

While these plans were going forward for forming new squadrons
and for building up aircrews and aircraft, steps were being taken to
eradicate certain weaknesses in the Desert Air Force before it should
again be called upon to support a major land offensive. One of the
most important of these steps was the creation of a fighter group head-
quarters. Hitherto the mobile fighter force had consisted of two wings,

1 See page 93.
2 See page 245.
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both directly under Air Headquarters. The new group was formed
mainly by absorbing Nos. 258 and 262 Wing Headquarters, and became
No. 211 Group, which had previously been disbanded when its area
of responsibility in Cyrenaica had been overrun by the enemy. The
first Commanding Officer was Group Captain K. B. B. Cross, who had
been the senior Fighter Wing Commander during ‘Crusader’. The
new group was designed to control, for operational purposes only, three
mobile fighter wings of four to six squadrons each. A central group
operations centre was formed—in duplicate in order to be able to
‘leap-frog’. It absorbed the operations centres of Nos. 258 and 262
Wing Headquarters, which were themselves replaced by two new Wing
Headquarters (Nos. 239 and 243), and the already existing No. 233
was brought forward to complete the group. For administration and
maintenance the three wings were to be responsible to Air Head-
quarters; for all air operations and for the control of early warning
arrangements and airfield defence they would be commanded by the
new group.

Great efforts were made to raise the standard of air firing among the
fighter pilots, and shadow firing took the place of the current method of
firing at a towed drogue or sleeve.! Navigation and ground-attack were
strenuously practised. New tactics were developed for dealing with
the Me. 10gF. The radar coverage was now so much better—it could,
for example, deal with low-flying aircraft—and the wireless observer
screen so much more complete, that the employment of wing forma-
tions on offensive patrols could be dropped in favour of using flights
of four to six aircraft. It was hoped that by this means the Me.10gFs
would find less to pick at.

For the day-bombers the main item of training was bombing
practice, particularly with the new Boston aircraft. The usual height
was between eight and ten thousand feet, with occasional high-level
practices at fifteen thousand ; experiments were also made in bombing
from shallow dives. The day-bombers were now based at Bir el
Baheira, only a few miles from the main fighter base at Gambut, and
this was greatly to the advantage of both bomber and fighter pilots
since one of the most important tactical changes at this time was in the
system of giving fighter escorts to the day-bombers. The enemy’s
growing fighter defence and the greater speed of the Boston compared
with the Maryland were two of the reasons for the change. One fighter
wing now specialized in this duty; radio communication between
fighters and bombers was developed; and procedures were agreed
and adopted for the bombers as regards formation flying, climbing
and cruising speeds, and avoiding flying ‘down sun’.

In view of the shortage of day-bombers it was decided to aim at
equipping every single-engined fighter to carry one or more bombs.

! Shadow firing means firing at the aircraft’s own shadow on the ground.
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This did not affect its performance as a fighter once its bombs had been
released, and as a fighter-bomber it was capable of being bombed-up
and put into the air much more quickly than a bomber. It also used
much less fuel, which was an important point when supply became
difficult, particularly in a rapid advance. By the end of May one
Hurricane and three Kittyhawk squadrons had been so equipped, and
others, both Hurricane and Kittyhawk, were gradually fitted up during
the summer. During the time of the lull the weapon used was the
250-1b. bomb, though Kittyhawks which were delivered later came
equipped to carry one bomb of 500-lb.2

In the realm of army /air co-operation there were not many develop-
ments. The transfer of the Air Support Control from the level of Corps
headquarters to that of Army /Air headquarters enabled requests for
air support received through the tentacles to be presented quickly
and simultaneously to the Army and Air Force Commanders, or their
nominees. A system of land markings was introduced to help pilots to
fix their position in featureless surroundings; by day bold letters of
the alphabet were used, and by night large Vs of lighted petrol in
cans. In an attempt to solve the vexed problem of the bomb-line
arrangements were made to pass hourly forecasts of the position of the
most advanced British troops to Air Support Control, the forecasts
being made two hours ahead. The difficult question of recognition
from the air continued to be a subject for argument between the two
Services, and the suggestion that the R.A.F. roundel should be painted
on all vehicles had not been adopted before the next phase of active
land operations began.

The retreat from Western Cyrenaica made it necessary to construct
a number of new operational landing-grounds. The experience of the
squadrons of the Desert Air Force had made them distinctly anxious
about the protection that the army could give to their landing-grounds
during a battle. There had been no permanent allotment of troops to
this duty; such troops as were near were apt to become involved in
some other task and the landing-grounds were frequently unprotected.
Much the same applied to the anti-aircraft defence, for the army tended
to regard the guns as available for other tasks. It is of interest to note
that the air defence of the back areas had been the subject of a special
enquiry by an inter-Service mission from England under Air Vice-
Marshal D. C. S. Evill in December 1941. Shortage of equipment,
vehicles, aircraft, and trained men prevented many of its recommen-
dations being put into effect by the spring of 1942, but the principle
of unified air defence—including anti-aircraft defence—had been

" 1 The original fighter-bomber squadron, No. 80, was initially equipped to carry eight
40-1b. bombs. The 250-1b. bombs which replaced them were fitted with extension rods
to give detonation above ground. Materials did not allow of supplying more than one
squadron with bombs fitted with this device.
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accepted. In the forward area the same principle was adopted, but
not yet.

Tl);e measures which have been outlined for raising the operational
efficiency of the Desert Air Force were accompanied by a drive for
better administration. Ground organization in particular received
attention, especially as regards the speeding up of rearming and re-
fuelling—two very important aspects of intensive air operations.
Under the vigilant eye of Air Vice-Marshal Coningham the Desert
Air Force was thus preparing itself for the next intensive phase. But
a lull on land does not necessarily mean a lull in the air, as will be
seen from the summary of operations which follows.

When, early in February, the 8th Army’s retreat was halted at
Gazala, Air Marshal Tedder and Air Vice-Marshal Coningham found
themselves faced with much the same problems as had arisen after the
failure of ‘Battleaxe’. Then, as now, the Army had needed a long spell
of reorganization and preparation while to the Air Force fell the
duties of striking at the enemy’s supply lines, attacking his air forces
in Cyrenaica, and harassing his troops. Reconnaissance of all kinds—
strategical, tactical and photographic—was in great demand, and
there were in addition numerous defensive commitments in both the
forward and the rear areas, as well as the protection of coastal shipping,
especially on the sea route to Tobruk.

There was one important difference from the autumn of 1941; the
heavy air attacks on Malta were causing her offensive contribution to
wane until it was to become almost non-existent. In the fifteen weeks
of the lull in the Desert the Wellingtons from Malta could only fly
about sixty sorties against Tripoli, though they also attacked Palermo
and sank the Cuma of 6,652 tons, the Securitas of 5,366 tons, and sank
or damaged several other vessels.! The only aircraft from Egypt which
could now reach Tripoli were the Liberators, but it was not until May
that any number of these arrived. Consequently the attack on enemy
ports amounted really to the attack of Benghazi, an off-loading place
of great importance to the enemy because its use cut out the long road
haul from Tripoli.

On Benghazi, then, the weight of the Wellingtons was mainly con-
centrated. The first attack was made early in February, and in three
months the total day and night bomber sorties against the port and
its surroundings, including the laying of mines off the harbour en-
trance, amounted to 741, or an average of 8 sorties every 24 hours.
Some of the attacks were heavy; for example on 8th May twenty-eight
aircraft bombed the port and ships in the offing. In May, when the
enemy showed signs of preparing an offensive on land, the night

1 See page 173.
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attacks were supplemented by the Bostons and long-range Kittyhawks
by day. It appears that ships usually entered harbour at dawn and
unloaded during daylight; photographs gave an impression of much
damage, but, judging from the enemy’s statements of cargo unloaded,
the interruption was not so serious as was hoped. The capacity of the
port steadily rose, though without these attacks it would presumably
have risen even faster.

Against the enemy’s airfields only a much weakened force of day-
bombers was at first available, for reasons already given. But the effort
soon grew, and the developments in tactics and equipment brought
good results. As a rule the Wellingtons went for the important air-
fields at Martuba, and the day-bombers attacked Derna, Berka,
Benina, Barce and Tmimi. Kittyhawk fighter-bombers also took part.
An example of good fighter co-operation was on 14th March, when
during an attack on Martuba West the escorting fighters successfully
beat off determined attacks by German and Italian fighters without
damage to a single Boston. Unescorted raids, however, occasioned
some losses, as for instance when two out of three Bostons did not
return from attacking Barce on 21st March. A notable success was
scored on 15th March when four Italian fighters were destroyed and
six others damaged; a German communications aircraft was also
destroyed. At about this time the Germans gave an order to their
fighter units to counter such attacks very aggressively and to strike at
R.A'F. airfields ‘to regain air supremacy’.

Another commitment for the day-bombers during the lull was the
attack of troops, transport and supply lines in the forward area, though
the force available did not allow of more than about a hundred
sorties. A certain amount of experience, however, was gained by the
Beaufighters and by the Hurricane and Kittyhawk fighters and fighter-
bombers in the attack of ground targets. Not the least successful were
the night-flying Hurricanes of No. 73 Squadron, which had just been
put through a special course. Flying on free-lance patrols, either singly
or in pairs, they attacked camps and vehicles, reconnoitred airfields,
and intercepted returning night-flying aircraft.

During the first half of the lull No. 208 Squadron continued to
provide tactical reconnaissance of the enemy’s troop positions and of
movement around Derna, Martuba, Tmimi, Mechili and Tengeder.
At the end of ‘Crusader’ the tactical reconnaissance squadrons were
still equipped with Hurricane Is, and it had been decided to replace
one flight in each squadron with Tomahawks. (The greater speed of
this aircraft was to prove a big factor in keeping up the morale of the
pilots engaged on this exacting work.) In mid-March No. 40 Squadron
S.A.A.F., which had already received a few Tomahawks, took over
from No. 208, which was then withdrawn to rest and refit. Various
tactical methods were tried to counter the growing opposition by the
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enemy’s fighters and to ensure the important work of reconnaissance
being successfully accomplished. One way was for the Hurricane I to
be accompanied by a Tomahawk as ‘weaver’; another was to send it
as a part of a fighter formation; a third method depended upon the
greatly improved radar coverage, which made it possible for the
tactical reconnaissance aircraft to work independently, the pilot being
informed by the fighter controller of the approach or absence of any
hostile aircraft in the area of his reconnaissance.!

The fighter force was based first at Gambut and El Adem, with
Gazala as a forward refuelling field. The last two received much atten-
tion from German fighter-bombers, and Me. 109s equipped in this
way met with considerable success. (The Italians also claimed to have
attacked British airfields at Gambut by moonlight with C.R. 42s
carrying glider bombs.) The prevalence of dust at El Adem limited
the use of this airfield and the fighters became concentrated at Gam-
but and Gasr el Arid. The improved warning system allowed time for
interception over the forward area even from these bases, while com-
munications were greatly simplified and the anti-aircraft defence much
strengthened.

During most of the lull the fighters were mainly committed to defen-
sive tasks such as escorting the day-bombers and aircraft on tactical
reconnaissance, defending Tobruk, and protecting the shipping route
from Alexandria as well as road and rail communications and airfields.
During April and May there was a renewal of the enemy’s ‘jumping’
tactics by Me. 109s flying out of the sun; on 20th April, for instance,
six to eight of them pounced on four Hurricanes near Tobruk, shot
down two and damaged the other two so badly that they had to land.
On another occasion, however, the British scored a similar success
when six Macchi 200s were shot down over Tobruk.

The passage of the convoy from Alexandria to Malta in March was
the occasion for a special effort to keep the enemy’s air forces occupied.
This led to many encounters; for example, the fighters, supporting
raids by the army, destroyed three Me. 109s and damaged two others
for the loss of five Kittyhawks and one Hurricane.* The Wellingtons
joined in the same operation by attacking the naval base at Piraeus,
the submarine base at Salamis, three airfields near Athens, two on
Rhodes, and four on Crete.

Even after the attacks from Malta upon the sea route to North
Africa had dwindled almost to nothing, the Germans made great use
of their numerous transport aircraft to carry men and stores from
Crete to Cyrenaica. On 12th May eight long-range Kittyhawks and

! One mobile radar unit, with a range of sixty miles, was sited on the sea-shore at
Gazala point, as far forward as it could possibly be.

? Between 18th and 23rd March two other Me. 10gs were destroyed by bombing, one
Ju. 87 and one Me. 110 by A.A. fire, and two more Me. 109s were damaged by A.A. fire.
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four Beaufighters intercepted twenty south-bound Ju. 52s escorted by
three Me. 110s fifty miles off Derna; they shot down eight and damaged
another, and destroyed a Me. 110, all for the loss of one Beaufighter.
Thereafter the Germans used Me. 10gs fitted with extra fuel tanks to
escort their transport aircraft.

The principal targets for the enemy at this time were Tobruk, the
British desert railway, the airfields—especially Fuka and Gambut———
and troops in the forward area. During March the Germans had been
concentrating their air forces in Slcxly for neutralizing Malta, and for
this purpose they withdrew units from Greece and Crete, and left
Fliegerfiihrer Afrika to make do with what he had.! During April there
were a few attacks on Alexandria and towards the end of the month on
the Suez Canal also—the first since February. The night-fighters of
No. 89 Squadron took heavy toll of the enemy and it is probable that
they shot down most, if not all, of the 4 Heinkels and 7 Ju. 88s lost
during those few weeks. In May there were signs that General Rommel
was preparing for something. German fighter activity increased,
though the dive-bombers and fighter-bombers were unusually quiet,
as if gathering their strength. Actually their numbers, as we have seen,
were being increased, because Malta had been neutralized and some
of the air forces in Sicily were being sent back to Greece and Crete,
and others to North Africa. In the third week of May there was an
increase in reconnaissance flights and dive-bombing. The British lines
of communication, especially the railheads, were frequently attacked,
and attempts by R.A.F. reconnaissance aircraft to find out what was
going on met with increasing opposition. By now Nos. 40 S.A.A.F.
and 208 Squadrons were both at work, the former with the 13th Corps
and the latter with the goth, operating from El Adem and Bir el Gubi
respectively.

When it began to look as if an offensive might be expected during
the moonlight period at the end of May, daily reconnaissance of the
whole of the enemy’s area was intensified and fighters were drawn upon
to swell the reconnaissance resources. From 21st May the attack of
‘strategic’ targets (such as Benghazi) was lifted, and the Wellingtons
of No. 205 Group, together with the light bombers, fighter-bombers
and night-flying Hurricanes of the Desert Air Force set about the
task of disorganizing and weakening the Axis air forces in order to
offset, from the start, the superiority of the German fighters and the
greater numerical strength of the enemy in the air. First on the list
came the single-engined fighter bases at Martuba and Tmimi, and
the twin-engined fighter and dive-bomber base at Derna. By 26th May
over 160 tons of bombs were dropped on these airfields—mostly on
Martuba. Photographs taken by day and night indicated that there

1 General Frohlich relinquished his appointment as Fliegerfiihrer Afrika in March and
was succeeded the following month by (gencralleumant Otto Hoffmann von Waldau.
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had been considerable destruction, but German reports disclose less
positive results. A feature of the night attacks at this time was the
successful use of Fleet Air Arm Albacores, with their wide field of view
and their ample flare-carrying capacity, as ‘pathfinders’ for the
Wellingtons.

So passed the lull. For the Air Force it had been a difficult period,
the urgent demands of operations on the one hand conflicting with the
need of rest, refitting and training on the other. New problems had
cropped up, as they always do; the four 20-mm. cannons of the Hurri-
cane IICs were being affected by dust, the Allison engine in the
Kittyhawk was giving trouble, and this aircraft, a difficult one to
handle, was taking the Hurricane pilots longer than expected to master.
In spite of all this, during the fifteen weeks from 7th February to 25th
May the Middle East air force (including Malta’s bombers, but
excluding anti-shipping operations) flew nearly 14,000 sorties, which
is an average of 130 sorties a day. In the Desert during this time 89
German and over 6o Italian aircraft were destroyed by all causes.
The British losses, amounting to nearly 300, were relatively high, and
were the price paid for an aggressive air policy and a fighter force
composed for the most part of obsolescent aircraft.

The experience of the winter fighting had led General Auchinleck
to decide upon two important changes in the organization of the army.
It was not only the enemy who had noticed that the British armour,
artillery and infantry had often been unsuccessful in concerting their
action on the battlefield. General Auchinleck accordingly made up
his mind ‘to associate the three arms more closely at all times and in
all places’. He thought that the British type of armoured division
would be better balanced if it had less armour and more infantry—
like a German Panzer division. In future, therefore, an armoured
division would consist basically of one armoured brigade group
and one motor brigade group. The former would contain three
tank regiments, one motor battalion, and a regiment of field and anti-
tank guns, and the latter three motor battalions and a similar artillery
regiment. In addition, both types of brigade group would include
light anti-aircraft artillery, engineers, and administrative units. The
Army tank brigades, each of three regiments of ‘I’ tanks, would not
form part of a division, but would continue to be allotted as the
situation demanded.

The second decision concerned the infantry brigade. Here General
Auchinleck thought that a permanent grouping of the various arms
would make for better co-operation between them. In future, therefore,
an infantry division would consist of three infantry brigade groups,
each containing three battalions, a regiment of field and anti-tank
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guns and a proportion of light anti-aircraft artillery, engineers, and
administrative units.

These changes made it necessary to alter the composition of certain
units. A regiment of horse or field artillery, for compactness, was now
to contain three batteries each of eight 25-pdrs and one battery of
sixteen anti-tank guns. (The anti-tank batteries would be provided by
the existing anti-tank regiments which would then disappear.) A
motor battalion was to consist of three motor companies, and one anti-
tank company of sixteen guns. An infantry battalion was to consist of
a headquarter company, three rifle companies, and a support company
of a mortar platoon, a carrier platoon, and an anti-tank platoon of
eight guns.! The intention was to give the artillery the new 6-pdr
anti-tank gun, and the infantry and motor battalions the 2-pdr.?

The tanks on both sides had undergone some changes since the
fighting of the previous winter. The Crusader Mark II had slightly
thicker frontal armour than the Mark I, but was no more reliable
mechanically. The Germans had received so many reinforcements
since the New Year that it must be assumed that almost all their tanks
now carried thickened frontal armour, which was face-hardened—an
important consideration in view of the fact that on the British side
only the Stuart’s 37-mm. gun was provided with capped ammunition.
This among other factors in the struggle between guns and armour is
discussed in Appendix 8.

Apart from these changes there were two important newcomers.
The Germans had begun to receive a new model of Pzkw III, called
‘ITII Special’, armed with a long.5-cm. gun similar to the highly
successful Pak 38 anti-tank gun. The extra length of barrel gave
greater muzzle-velocity and penetration than the short 5-cm. with
which the bulk of the Pzkw IIIs were still armed. Only nineteen of
the new model took part in the early fighting at Gazala.

The British, for their part, had begun to receive their first American
medium tanks—the M3 or General Grant—whose main armament
was a 75-mm. gun firing either a high-explosive shell or a 14-1b. un-
capped armour-piercing shot.? Its arrival was welcomed by the Middle
East as ‘a resounding event . . . for it provided the means of killing
German tanks and anti-tank gun crews at ranges hitherto undreamed

! The carrier platoon was mounted on the small tracked Bren carriers.

2 The development of the larger gun was referred to in the previous volume. The need
had been foreseen as early as 1938, but in the stress of general rearmament two years
elapsed before the new 6-pdr was ready for trials. The loss of the British Army’s equip-
ment in France in 1940 and the urgent need for anti-tank guns in England resulted in as
many 2-pdrs being made as possible and it was some time before factories were ready to
make the 6-pdr. In April 1941, long before the 6-pdr had come into use, the design of a
17-pdr was begun. See alsogq'M M. Postan: History of the Second World War, British War
Production (1952), page 194. f " :

3 Strictly speaking, some of these were the ‘General Lee’, an earlier but almost identical
model. :
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of. And this could be done from behind the heavy armour of a reason-
ably fast and very reliable tank’. In the turret was a high-velocity
37-mm. gun, similar to that of the Stuart. The Grant would have been
better still if its 75-mm. gun had been mounted in the turret instead
of in a sponson at one side, and if the latest armour-piercing ammuni-
tion had been available for it.!

The introduction of the Grant led to changes in the equipment of
the British armoured regiments. There were obvious advantages in
giving a regiment only one type of tank, but the whole programme
depended upon what arrived from overseas and there were strong
psychological reasons for giving every regiment some of the new and
powerful Grants. The plan decided upon was for some regiments to
have two squadrons of Grants and one squadron of Stuarts; others
would have two squadrons of Crusaders and one squadron of Grants
Some armoured brigades would consist of regiments which had only
American tanks, and others of Crusader-Grant regiments. This plan
seemed to give the best compromise between speed of re-equipping
and tactical and administrative advantages.

In the event the battle began before all the foregoing changes had
been completed. Neither of the armoured divisions had changed over
to the one armoured and the one motor brigade organization. Some
progress had been made with the ‘brigade groups’ in the divisions of
the 8th Army, but only 112 of the new 6-pdr anti-tank guns had
arrived, so that many anti-tank batteries were still armed with the
2-pdr and many of the infantry and motor battalions had not got their
anti-tank guns. Many artillery regiments had not yet changed over to
the new organization. The three armoured brigades were up to
strength in tanks, though some regiments had barely received all their
Grants when the battle began.

It has been seen earlier in this chapter how reluctant General
Auchinleck was to attack until he had the strength to beat the enemy
decisively. Much work, however, had been put into the administrative
preparations for an eventual offensive. Three forward bases were to be
established: one at Tobruk containing 10,000 tons of stores, one at
Belhamed of 26,000 tons, and a small one at Jarabub of 1,000 tons.
The extension of the desert railway from Misheifa had begun as soon
as the enemy’s frontier garrisons had surrendered, and by the middle
of February the working railhead was at Capuzzo. In spite of much
interference from the air the line was pushed on to Belhamed, where a
temporary railhead was opened late in May. All this time stores had
been arriving by road, rail and sea, and by 25th May the forward
bases were roughly four-fifths complete except for petrol, which fell
short at Belhamed by about one-third. This shortage was mainly

! Both these failings were remedied in September with the coming of the ‘General
Sherman’ tank.
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caused by attacks on ships on the Tobruk run, nearly 400,000 gallons
having been lost when the Cerion and Crista were severely damaged by
enemy aircraft in March. In April and May two more petrol carriers,
the Kirkland and Eocene, were sunk by U-boats. Altogether from Febru-
ary to May five destroyers, six supply ships, and one hospital ship were
lost in coastal operations from U-boat and air attack, and other ships
were damaged. It had been far from easy to find the warship and
fighter escorts for the Tobruk convoys: larger and less frequent con-
voys could not have been run without exposing too many ships for
long periods in Tobruk harbour. The Army did its best to help by
using the land route to the fullest possible extent, and generally speak-
ing the administrative preparations may be said to have placed the
maintenance of the 8th Army on such a firm foundation that there
should be no cause to fear a breakdown. It will be seen, however, that
the valuable base at Belhamed—which held for example 14 million
gallons of motor fuel—became something of an embarrassment to
General Ritchie. In the battle which came about instead of the in-
tended offensive, this base was too close to the fighting.

By 1oth May, the day on which General Auchinleck was told that
he would be right to fight a major battle during May and the sooner
the better, there were already indications that Rommel was preparing
to attack on a big scale. The 8th Army, on the other hand, was by
no means ready, except administratively, to attack, and the prospect
of fighting on its prepared position was welcome. On 16th May
General Ritchie issued an instruction in which he gave his intention
as ‘to destroy the enemy’s armoured forces in the battle of the Gazala-
Tobruk-Bir Hacheim position as the initial step in securing Cyrenaica’.
The British dispositions in this area are shown on Map 25 and it will
be noticed that the distances separating the positions held by the front-
line brigade groups were considerable; for instance, from the Free
French locality at Bir Hacheim to that of the 150th Infantry Brigade
Group was about thirteen miles, and from there to the 6gth Infantry
Brigade Group was about six miles. Thus these localities were too far
apart to be mutually supporting, but they were well dug and wired
and held about a week’s supplies and ample ammunition. The whole
front from Gazala to Bir Hacheim was covered by fairly thickly sown
minefields which at the southern end formed the sides of an inverted
triangle with its apex at Bir Hacheim. These minefields were really a
compromise solution to the problem of how far to extend the desert
flank in the absence of any natural obstacle for it to rest on. If, for a
given number of troops, the whole front were kept short it would be
locally strong, but the enemy would be put to no great trouble in
driving round it. If it were long it would be weaker, but if the enemy
tried to drive round it he would have farther to go, and all his prob-
lems of supply would be increased. In the event the enemy did drive
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round: the minefields had an important bearing on the fighting, but
like any other obstacle that is not under the close fire of the defence
they could, in time, be breached.

Behind the main line were other widely separated positions intended
to block the more defined tracks and centres of communication or to
form pivots of manccuvre for the mobile forces. They are shown on
the map at Commonwealth Keep, Acroma, Knightsbridge, and El
Adem, but it must be noted that between the last two the escarpment
is passable to vehicles in about five places only. The position shown at
Retma was nearly ready a few days before the attack, but those at
Pt 171 and Bir el Gubi were not begun until 25th May. The main
forces under General Ritchie’s command were:

13th Corps (Lieut.-General W. H. E. Gott)

1st and 32nd Army Tank Brigades

soth Division (Major-General W. H. C. Ramsden)
69gth, 150th and 151st Infantry Brigade Groups

1st South African Division (Major-General D. H. Pienaar)
1st, 2nd and 3rd South African Infantry Brigade Groups!

2nd South African Division (Major-General H. B. Klopper)
4th and 6th South African Infantry Brigade Groups
gth Indian Infantry Brigade Group?

goth Corps (Lieut.-General C. W. M. Norrie)

1st Armoured Division (Major-General H. Lumsden)
2nd and 22nd Armoured Brigade Groups
201st Guards (Motor) Brigade?®

7th Armoured Division (Major-General F. W. Messervy)4
4th Armoured Brigade Group
7th Motor Brigade Group
grd Indian Motor Brigade Group
2gth Indian Infantry Brigade Group®
1st Free French Brigade Group

Directly under Army Command were:

5th Indian Division (Major-General H. R. Briggs)
1oth Indian Infantry Brigade Group
2nd Free French Brigade Group®

‘Dencol’, a small column of all arms, comprising

South African, Free French, Middle East Commando, and Libyan
Arab Force troops.

! The last named came from 2nd S.A. Division, replacing 5th S.A. Brigade, which
was at Matruh, not having fully re-formed after its destruction in November 1941.

? From 5th Indian Division (Army reserve), replacing grd S.A. Brigade.

3 Redesignation of 200th (Guards) Brigade.

¢ In place of Major-General J. C. Campbell, V.C., killed in a car accident.

8 From s5th Indian Division.

¢ Replacing gth and 29th Indian Infantry Brigades.
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Under orders to join the 8th Army were:

from Iraq:
1oth Indian Division (Major-General T. W. Rees)
20th, 21st, and 25th Indian Infantry Brigades
from Egypt:

11th Indian Infantry Brigade (of 4th Indian Division)
1st Armoured Brigade.

On 20th May General Auchinleck had given General Ritchie in
writing his views on the coming battle. He thought that the enemy
might try to envelop the southern flank and make for Tobruk; alterna-
tively he might break through the centre on a narrow front, widen
the gap, and then thrust at Tobruk. General Auchinleck regarded the
second course as the more likely and dangerous, and expected it to
be accompanied by a feint to draw the British armour southward.
He suggested that both armoured divisions should be disposed astride
the Trigh Capuzzo west of El Adem, where they would be well placed
to meet either threat. He saw the 8th Army as consisting of two parts:
one, whose task was to hold the fort—in this case the quadrilateral
Gazala-Tobruk-Bir el Gubi-Bir Hacheim; and the other whose task
was to hit and destroy the enemy wherever he might thrust out.
General Auchinleck had made it clear that he did not wish the armour
to become engaged piecemeal. ‘I consider it to be of the highest
importance,’ he wrote, ‘that you should not break up the organization
of either of the armoured divisions. They have been trained to fight
as divisions, I hope, and fight as divisions they should. Norrie must
handle them as a Corps Commander, and thus be able to take advan-
tage of the flexibility which the fact of having two formations gives
him.’

The senior commanders in the 8th Army, however, were by no
means sure that the enemy’s attack would be made against the centre.
General Norrie thought that it would fall on the 13th Corps and be
coupled with a thrust from the south, while General Ritchie expected
an approach round the desert flank. There could be no certainty, and
preparations would have to be made to meet a main attack against
each Corps front or round the south of Bir Hacheim. The last possi-
bility led to the 7th Armoured Division being placed farther to the
south than General Auchinleck had suggested. Both armoured divi-
sions were given various alternative roles for delaying the enemy and
later counter-attacking in order to destroy him. If he advanced round
the south of Bir Hacheim the 7th Armoured Division was to observe
and harass him, and the 1st was to be prepared to join in either on
the east or west of the 7th.

The basis of 13th Corps’ plan was a resolute defence and local
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counter-attacks in each formation’s area. For this purpose two regi-
ments of the 32nd Army Tank Brigade were divided between the 1st
South African and 5oth Divisions. Two columns of all arms—‘Stopcol’
and ‘Seacol’—were placed by the 2nd South African Division to guard
the coastal plain from seaborne or airborne landings, and to hold the
passage of the escarpment near Acroma. Naval patrols to guard against
seaborne attack were also instituted. The 1st South African and 50th
Divisions were each to earmark one brigade group and all the ‘I’ tanks
for a future counter-offensive.

The whole British front was actively screened by armoured car
patrols and small mobile columns. To these must be given the credit
for preventing the enemy from reconnoitring the defensive positions
and minefields.

At the meeting of Axis leaders held at Berchtesgaden on 1st May
it was decided that General Rommel should attack at the end of May
with the object of capturing Tobruk.! He was not to move farther east
than the Egyptian frontier and was then to remain on the defensive
while the main Axis effort turned to the capture of Malta, for which
purpose some air forces would have to be withdrawn from North
Africa. When his supply lines had been made safe by the elimination
of Malta, Rommel was to invade Egypt.

Rommel’s plan relied on boldness and speed. He had not a very
high opinion of the state of training of the British, and doubted the
ability of their commanders to handle armoured forces. In general
his information about the British forces in the Middle East was
accurate, but he underestimated the strength of the 8th Army in the
forward area to the extent of one armoured brigade, one army tank
brigade, and three infantry brigades. His knowledge of the tactical
dispositions was incomplete, for he knew nothing of the defended
locality at Sidi Muftah, and had only the vaguest idea of the mine
marshes running down to Bir Hacheim.

He decided to start by creating the impression that a heavy attack
was coming between the sea and the Trigh Capuzzo, and placed
General Criiwell in command of the whole of this portion of the front.?
In the afternoon of 26th May the troops in this sector were to close
up to the British positions and dig in, covered by heavy dive-bombing
and artillery fire. Noise and movement were to continue throughout
the night. Meanwhile, in the moonlight, a mobile force led by Rommel
himself was to sweep through Bir Hacheim with the Italian 20th

1 See page 195.

? General Criiwell’s Group consisted of 10th Italian Corps (Pavia and Brescia Divisions) ;
21st Italian Corps (Trento and Sabratha Divisions; H.Q. 15th German Lorried Infantry
Brigade, with two light infantry regiments); and the bulk of the Army artillery.
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Corps (Ariete Armoured and Trieste Motorized Divisions) on the in-
side of the wheel, and the goth Light Division and the D.4.K., now
commanded by General Nehring, on the outside. Next morning the
Panzer Divisions would turn north towards Acroma and get in rear of
the British 13th Corps. The goth Light Division was to move farther
east and create havoc about El Adem and Belhamed. The 1st South
African and 50th Divisions would then be attacked from both east
and west, and their communications with Tobruk cut by a force (the
Hecker Group) landed from the sea. The capture of Tobruk would
follow. Four days were considered enough for the whole operation.
To ensure supplies during these four days special arrangements were
made for the D.A.X. to be closely followed by columns carrying the
balance of four days’ rations and water, ammunition for three days’
fighting, and fuel for about goo miles.

Some last-minute information about the presence of British mobile
forces to the north-east of Bir Hacheim caused the plan to be modified.
The Ariete Division was now to capture Bir Hacheim while the
D.A.K. and the goth Light Division made a wide sweep round to the
south of it. The final plan is illustrated on Map 25.

The strength of the mobile force in tanks was approximately 332
German and 228 Italian. This does not include the Littorio Armoured
Division which was only in process of arriving in the back area. Of the
German tanks 50 were Pzkw IIs, 223 were IIIs, 19 were III Specials,
with the long 5-cm. gun, and 40 were IVs.! Nearly all the Italian
tanks were M 13 /40 or M 14 /41 mediums.

On the British side the reorganization of the armoured forces
described on pages 213-4 had resulted in the following distribution of
tanks in the 8th Army. The 1st and 7th Armoured Divisions and
reserves—167 Grants, 149 Stuarts and 257 Crusaders; 1st and 32nd
Army Tank Brigades (five regiments)—i166 Valentines and 110
Matildas. The 1st Armoured Brigade, under orders to join, had 75
Grants and 70 Stuarts.

During May there had been substantial transfers of Axis aircraft
to North Africa, and by the 26th it was estimated that the German
and Italian numbers had risen to 270 and 460, of which about 400 in
all might be serviceable. It is known now that the actual figures were
312 and 392, making a total of 704 of which 497 were serviceable.
The Desert Air Force had some 320 aircraft, of which about 190 were
serviceable.? Behind it, but not under Air Vice-Marshal Coningham’s
control, was the rest of the Royal Air Force in the Middle East, with
some 739 serviceable aircraft. Similarly, on the Axis side, there were

1 In reserve, but not all immediately available, were 10 Pzkw IIs, 38 IIls, 19 III
Specials, one IV, and g IV Specials. 'ﬁre IV Special was a new tank with a long and
powerful 7-5-cm. gun, but very few reached Libya before August 1942.

2 The Order of Battle of the Desert Air Force on the eve of the battle of Gazala is
given in Appendix 5.
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some 215 serviceable German aircraft in Greece, Crete and Sicily
and over 775 Italian scattered throughout the Mediterranean, making
a total, excluding Libya and Metropolitan Italy, of about 1,000
serviceable Axis aircraft. The British were therefore outnumbered in
the whole theatre and also in the Desert. Moreover, in fighter aircraft
performance, the Germans held the trump card in the Me. 109F.

16



CHAPTER X

THE BATTLE OF GAZALA
(26th May — 15th June)

See Map 25

which began on 26th May and ended four weeks later with the

fall of Tobruk. The present chapter covers three phases. First,
the failure of General Rommel’s attempt to crack open the British
positions from the rear—26th to 29th May. Second, his pause in the
so-called ‘Cauldron’ to recover and re-establish his communications;
here he was unsuccessfully attacked on 5th June with great loss to the
British. Third, his counter-stroke which led to the defeat of the British
armour between 11th and 13th June, after which General Ritchie
decided to withdraw from the Gazala position.

In the afternoon of 26th May the Criiwell Group, covered by heavy
artillery fire and bombing, began to make ground towards the British
positions between Gazala and Sidi Muftah. Before dark a large con-
centration of vehicles was seen near Rotonda Segnali, and others were
detected from the air moving north-east. These indications of coming
activity in the northern sector were soon matched by reports from the
4th South African Armoured Car Regiment and patrols of the 2nd
K.R.R.C. (7th Motor Brigade) who were observing and shadowing
large columns of enemy vehicles heading south-east in the moonlight
—that is, towards Bir Hacheim. If General Rommel expected op-
eration ‘Venezia’ to come as a surprise he was to be disappointed,
but fortunately for him the British made but poor use of their
information.

At 6.30 a.m. on the 27th Brigadier Filose, commander of the newly
arrived 3rd Indian Motor Brigade, reported to General Messervy
that he faced ‘a whole bloody German armoured division’. It was in
fact the Ariete Division and a few tanks of 21st Panzer Division, and a
short fierce fight followed in which the grd Indian Motor Brigade,
after doing some damage, was overrun. It lost about 440 officers and
men and much of its scanty equipment, and the survivors were sent
right back east of the frontier to re-form. At about 8.30 a.m. the goth
Light Division fell upon the Retma position, which was partly broken
into, but Brigadier Renton extricated his troops and withdrew to

223

THE Battle of Gazala is the name given to the series of actions
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support to the Army, as it had intended to do. Only on the southern
flank, in the direction of Bir Hacheim, Bir el Gubi and El Adem,
were the day-bombers and fighter-bombers (the Kittyhawk was
making its first appearance in this role) able to find suitable targets,
many of which were provided by the goth Light Division. Meanwhile
the enemy’s fighter patrols were active, reaching out as far as the
British forward landing-grounds. Their fighters were also employed on -
tactical reconnaissance, while others escorted formations of dive-
bombers. Six of the British fighter squadrons were withdrawn from
Gambut for the night as a precaution, and at dusk the South African
Bostons visited Tmimi airfields as ‘intruders’ and attacked aircraft in
the dispersal areas, as they had done at Martuba the night before.

The day ended with the British higher command more satisfied
with the day’s fighting than was General Rommel. His Panzer Divi-
sions had penetrated as far north as Bir Lefa and Maabus er Rigel,
but had lost one-third of their tanks, and 15th Panzer was already
short of fuel and ammunition; goth Light was out of touch somewhere
south of El Adem; the Ariete had failed to capture Bir Hacheim and
had lost many tanks before sheering off to Bir el Harmat; and Trieste
was apparently bogged down in the minefields well to the west. Thus
his striking force lay scattered in the midst of enemy forces whose
armoured formations, though battered, were by no means destroyed,
and the supply columns which had followed the D.4.K. were in
trouble south of Bir el Harmat, completely separated from the fighting
troops.

Nevertheless General Rommel decided to advance again next day,
though this move had to be confined to the 21st Panzer Division, for
the 15th was out of fuel. It resulted in the capture of Commonwealth
Keep after a stubborn defence, but that was all. General Lumsden
had intended the 2nd and 22nd Armoured Brigades to attack the
expected northward move in flank, and the 22nd remained watching
the immobile 15th Panzer Division. The Ariete Division, moving
northwards from Bir el Harmat, was attacked by the 2nd Armoured
Brigade from the east and by the 1st Army Tank Brigade from the
north-west, an engagement which ended slightly in favour of the
British. Farther to the east the 4th Armoured Brigade reappeared on
the scene at El Adem, attacked the goth Light Division, and chased it
south and west.

Air Vice-Marshal Coningham had agreed to use his fighters as
much as possible in low-flying attacks on enemy columns. Most of the
targets found were near El Adem and Bir Hacheim, though both the
fighters and day-bombers made attacks in poor visibility on what was
probably the 15th Panzer Division. The enemy’s air forces provided
cover over the area generally but made few attacks, probably because
they were ignorant of the whereabouts of their own scattered troops.
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At the end of 28th May General Ritchie was still satisfied with the
progress of the battle. He considered rightly that Rommel’s plan,
which had been revealed by captured orders, had been badly upset.
He estimated that the D.4.K. and Ariete together had about 250 fit
tanks. He felt that his own forces were well placed to deal with what
might come, and there was a good chance of destroying the enemy
completely. He could concentrate against the enemy armour some
240 cruisers and go ‘I’ tanks, and expected 40 more cruisers and 30
‘T’ tanks to arrive on the 29th.! General Auchinleck, too, was opti-
mistic, but urged quicker action to destroy the enemy lest he should
recover from the setback. There had in fact been a development of
which the full significance had not yet been grasped—the Pavia and
Trieste Divisions had begun to gap the minefields near the Trigh
Capuzzo and Trigh el Abd in places not continually covered by fire.

See Map 26

General Rommel, for his part, was anxious. He had had about 200
tank casualties, his striking force was still scattered over a large area
and his own Headquarters had been dispersed. The problem of supply
was becoming more and more serious, because the route round Bir
Hacheim, which the run of the battle had brought into temporary
use, was proving vulnerable, and the Trigh Capuzzo and Trigh el
Abd were still blocked by minefields, and also by the 150th Infantry
Brigade, although this does not seem to have been realized as yet.
Rommel decided that at all costs he must concentrate his forces on
the 29th; that was as far ahead as he could see. Colonel Westphal, his
senior operations officer, had taken upon himself to ask General Crii-
well to come to the rescue by breaking through the 13th Corps’ posi-
tion towards Eluet et Tamar. Accordingly at dawn on 2gth May the
Sabratha Division attacked the South Africans north of Alem Hamza,
but gained nothing and lost 400 prisoners.

Meanwhile, early in the morning, the supply vehicles from Bir el
Harmat, led by Rommel himself, had succeeded in making their way
up to the D.A.K. The Axis forces began to close in to the west and
south-west of Knightsbridge and were attacked at 8 a.m. by the 2nd
Armoured Brigade, which soon found itself in a fierce battle with
German armour—-21st Panzer Division to the north and 15th to the
west—and with the Ariete Division to the south. Two regiments of
the 22nd Armoured Brigade came to its help, and a violent artillery
and tank action continued all day in a rising sandstorm which pre-
vented the 4th Armoured Brigade reaching the battlefield, as it had
been ordered to do. By evening both sides were severely battered and
completely exhausted, but the Axis formations had partly succeeded
R The 1st Army Tank Brigade appears to have been left out of these calculations.
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in concentrating; even the goth Light Division had joined up. The
commander of the 15th Panzer Division, General von Vaerst, had been
wounded.

Again the British fighters and fighter-bombers had focused their
attention on enemy transport. It might be thought that the concentra-
tion of enemy troops west and south-west of Knightsbridge would have
produced some good targets for the day-bombers, but in fact these
were not called upon to act until the evening. An accurate attack was
made by nine Bostons of No. 12 Squadron S.A.A.F. against Common-
wealth Keep, but an attempt to retake this place did not succeed.* At
last light other Bostons bombed Derna harbour where a destroyer was
seen alongside the mole.

On the enemy’s side the fighters had been active. They attacked
Gambut, and patrols flew over the battlefield escorting dive-bombers
on no very obvious plan. Perhaps the key to this scrappy day in the
air is supplied by an entry in General von Waldau’s diary: “. . . Owing
to a complete lack of information of our ground situation and plan of
action, we were forced to resort to guess-work based on the results of
aerial reconnaissance and the behaviour of the enemy’s air force. We
are sometimes obliged to make decisions without having the least idea
whether they are appropriate to the over-all military situation.” The
recorded losses during these three days were: British, 16 aircraft;
German, 10; Italian, 7.

By the evening of 28th May it was clear to Brigadier C. W. Haydon,
commanding the 150th Infantry Brigade, which stretched from the
Trigh Capuzzo to the Trigh el Abd, that he was now threatened with
attack from the east.? He therefore drew in his southern battalion,
which had been holding up the advance of the Trieste Division, and
prepared his brigade for all-round defence. On the morning of 2gth
May he was reinforced by the Tactical Headquarters of the 1st Army
Tank Brigade, with the 44th Royal Tank Regiment and one squadron
of the 42nd—thirty tanks in all.

The same day an interesting capture was made in the person of
General Criiwell, who was shot down while flying over the battlefield
in his Storch. With his capture there passed from the desert stage one
of its outstanding figures. Criiwell had commanded the D.4.K. all
through ‘Crusader’ in good times and bad, and, although he was
frequently interfered with and to a large extent overshadowed by
Rommel, he had shown himself to be a brave and energetic leader

1 39th Panzerjiger Regiment withdrew from Commonwealth Keep that evening, in
accordance with Rommel’s change of policy described on page 228.

* 150th Infantry Brigade consisted of 4th Battalion, East Yorkshire Regiment; 4th and
th Battalions, The Green Howards; D Company, 2nd Battalion Cheshire Regiment
machine guns); 72nd Field Regiment R.A.; 25th/26thMedium Battery (7th ium
egiment) R.A.; 259th (Norfolk Yeomanry) Anti-Tank Battery R.A.; 81st/25th Light

A.A. Battery R.A.; 232nd Field Company R.E.
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and a good judge of a tactical situation. Field-Marshal Kesselring,
who was visiting the front, agreed to take over temporary command
of the Criiwell group.

General Rommel had no illusions about his critical situation, and
in particular about the shortage of ammunition and fuel in his Panzer
divisions. He swiftly decided to abandon his plan of pressing on to the
north and cancelled the landing from the sea; instead, he would hold
off the British on the east with a thick anti-tank screen, and smash a
wide gap in the minefields to the west. This would open up both a
supply route and a way of escape, if need be. He was far from beaten,
and the perils of the situation seem to have been matched by his
confidence and determination.

On the British side there was a feeling of general satisfaction. The
enemy’s striking force seemed to be pinned against the minefields and
would probably consume its remaining supplies during the next day.
General Ritchie thought that there was a chance of shelling the
armour to pieces, while his own tanks and motor brigades sought out
and destroyed the supply columns. Indeed there seemed to be a
prospect of making a counter-offensive, and General Auchinleck
joined in with ideas of a possible advance to Bir Temrad, Sidi Breghisc
and Rotonda Segnali, and of light mobile forces pushing on to Mechili
and Benghazi. Quite rightly the British commanders were thinking big.
But the basis of their hopes, which were that the enemy armour was
cornered and wasting away, was soon to be shattered.

Early on the 3oth May strong detachments of the D.4.K., including
5th Panzer Regiment, were sent to open up a supply route to the west
of Sidi Muftah. The operation was called off after eleven tanks had
been lost, and it was then realized for the first time that the ground
between the Trigh Capuzzo and the Trigh el Abd was well fortified
and held by strong forces, including ‘I’ tanks. On the 31st May the
Trieste and goth Light Divisions joined in, but made little progress
in the face of a defence which the German diaries record as skilful
and stubborn. Next day, 1st June, after heavy dive-bombing; the
assault was resumed, the attacking force having again been strength-
ened, this time by more artillery and by various units of the 21st
Panzer Division. Early in the afternoon, after bitter fighting, the
opposition was overcome by a series of concentric attacks. It is sad
that General Rommel had felt able to withdraw so many troops from
the northern and eastern sides of the area beginning to be known as
‘the Cauldron’, with which to overwhelm the single brigade, so
stoutly defending more than five miles of front and facing attack from
every direction at once.

By the time that the situation of the 150th Infantry Brigade was
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realized at Corps and Army Headquarters to be desperate it was too
late to do anything effective to help. On 3oth May the 2nd and 22nd
Armoured Brigades of the goth Corps had attacked the anti-tank
screen which now faced them, but these attacks failed. Meanwhile
half the 4th Armoured Brigade was sent southward on a wild-goose
chase after some damaged enemy tanks. The same evening a column
from the 201st Guards (Motor) Brigade set off westward along the
Trigh Capuzzo from Knightsbridge with the object of occupying
harassing positions. It ran into a watchful enemy and was driven back
having lost five 25-pdr and seven 6-pdr guns and 157 men missing.
For the moment the goth Corps had shot its bolt.

During this time the British higher command undoubtedly seems to
have kept in mind the enemy’s probable embarrassments and even
made a plan for the 13th Corps to attack towards Tmimi. This was
postponed, however, because the enemy’s armour in the Cauldron
showed no signs of withdrawing, and General Ritchie considered that
it must first be eliminated. He decided that on the night 1st /2nd June
the 13th Corps was to establish a brigade group on the ridge Hagiag
es Sidra, while the goth Corps established another one west of Bir el
Harmat. These and the locality of 150th Infantry Brigade (whose fate
was not known) would be the jumping-off places for attacks to destroy
the enemy in the Cauldron. General Auchinleck agreed with these pre-
liminaries, but gave a warning that ‘the enemy may yet try to resume
the offensive, and, as we have learned, he has surprising powers of
recovery’.

The British operations on the night 1st /2nd June were a fiasco. A
single battalion of the 151st Infantry Brigade was launched at the
Sidra ridge and failed to reach it, while the 1oth Indian Infantry
Brigade, hastily summoned from near Tobruk to establish the southern
strongpoint, received its orders too late to be acted on. General
Ritchie, who now knew that he had lost the 150th Infantry Brigade,
thereupon began to make fresh plans which he hoped to put into effect
‘in 48 to 72 hours’. From the Commander-in-Chief came another
warning—this time that the loss of the Sidi Muftah position might
mean that the initiative was passing to the enemy.

Indeed, although General Rommel had given up his original plan,
at any rate for the time being, and although he had placed his armour
on the defensive, he had no intention of doing nothing. Directly after
capturing the Sidi Muftah locality, which made the position of his
troops in the Cauldron much less precarious, he decided to capture
Bir Hacheim, and on 2nd June sent the goth Light and Trieste Divi-
sions south for this purpose. By now he had lost two important members
of his own staff, General Gause and Colonel Westphal having been
wounded.

The main effort of the British fighters and fighter-bombers had been
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directed during goth May to the attack of enemy transport driving
through gaps in the minefields, and, as was to be expected, this brought
on many encounters with German fighters, and twelve British aircraft
were lost during the day. The tactical reconnaissance squadrons—
No. 40 S.A.A'F. and No. 208—strove hard to keep their Corps
Commanders informed of the latest moves on the ground, and during
the afternoon the Bostons were sent to attack the large quantity of
transport seen to eastward of the gaps. This they did, under heavy
fighter escort, with apparently good results. Within an hour of their
return the Bostons were off again, this time to attack concentrations
farther east towards Knightsbridge. That night, because it was thought
that the enemy was short of water, the Bostons attacked a known
water-point at Tmimi.

The 31st May, in spite of many dust-storms, was an active day for
the fighters and fighter-bombers, which attacked vehicles over a wide
area. The German fighters were up in force, and sixteen British air-
craft were lost against a loss of three German fighters and two dive-
bombers. These heavy losses prompted Air Vice-Marshal Coningham
to draw Air Marshal Tedder’s attention to the serious matter of
replacements, for squadrons were now reduced to seven or eight
serviceable aircraft each.

It has been mentioned that early on 1st June the enemy’s dive-
bombers heavily attacked the 150th Infantry Brigade’s position as a
preliminary to its capture. British air operations, however, were
seriously hampered by dust-storms, and indeed the Desert Air Force,
whose strength was much reduced, needed a rest after the intense
activity of the past few days. The attacks on Rommel’s supply columns
had added greatly to his anxieties, but they had been strongly opposed
by fighters and anti-aircraft and small arms fire, and in the five days
from the 27th May, during which the British fighters had flown over
1500 sorties, 50 out of 250 serviceable aircraft had been lost. There
was now a dearth of Kittyhawks in reserve and it was therefore neces-
sary to conserve the declining fighter force and to stop attacking from
very low altitudes. An encouraging sign, however, was the arrival of
the first Spitfires—six belonging to No. 145 Squadron. It was decided
to use them on patrols high up, sometimes as cover to the Hurricanes,
so that they could ‘jump’ enemy fighters without becoming embroiled
in combat.!

The 2nd June was again a day of sandstorms, but next day the
Luftwaffe began to attack Bir Hacheim in earnest. What with the
numerous dive-bombers and the growing concentration of German
and Italian troops in the area there was plenty for the R.A.F. to attack,
and the scores of burning vehicles in full view of the Free French

U These were the first Spitfires to appear as fighters, but not the first to arrive in the
desert. A special photographic unit of four Spitfires had arrived a few weeks previously.
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garrison did much to keep up the morale of General Koenig’s stout-
hearted troops. At the end of 4th June he signalled to Air Vice-Marshal
Coningham: ‘Bravo! Merci pour la R.A.F.” which drew the immediate
reply: ‘Merci pour le sport’. In two days, apart from the damage
done on the ground, ten Stukas, one Ju. 88, two Me. 10gs, and three
Italian aircraft had been shot down for the loss of thirteen British.!
The shift of main interest to the Cauldron area on the following day
gave the French a brief respite from attack.

The clearing away of all opposition from where the Trigh Capuzzo
and Trigh el Abd crossed the minefields had made the enemy’s supply
position much easier. It did not mean, however, that his supply
columns were now entirely secure, for apart from air attacks they
suffered much during the first ten days of June from frequent raids
by columns from the 1st South African Division, the 5oth Division,
and the 7th Motor Brigade. On 3rd June the 1st South African
Brigade made a very well-handled raid on the Trento Division, in
which Sergeant Q. Smythe, 1st Royal Natal Carbineers, won the
Victoria Cross.

Partly, perhaps, to draw attention from Bir Hacheim and partly to
upset the preparations for the British attack which General Rommel
knew must come, he sent the 21st Panzer Division to make a strong
demonstration towards Eluet et Tamar on 2nd June, in the course of
which twelve tanks of the 5th R.T.R. (4th Armoured Brigade) were
destroyed. No major tank actions then occurred for a few days because
the armoured formations on both sides were busy reorganizing. On
2nd June the D.4.K. recorded that it had 130 serviceable tanks out
of the 320 with which it began the battle, but that the number was
now rising.

General Auchinleck still had the idea of making a bold thrust from
13th Corps’ front towards Bir el Temrad, but General Ritchie stuck
to his view (which was shared by his Corps Commanders) that he
might not be able to hold the enemy’s armour while such an advance
was being made. For the same reason, and because of supply difficul-
ties, he had given up the idea of making a wide turning movement
round the southern flank. He decided that the first essential was to
crush the enemy’s forces in the Cauldron. To this end the 3oth Corps
would advance westward from the south of Knightsbridge, using
infantry to drive a wedge through the enemy’s anti-tank screen in the
dark. The armour would then pass ‘through this corridor into the

! These German figures are from enemy records. As always, therefore, they may include
aircraft shot down by anti-aircraft fire or by small-arms fire from the ground. British
Army diaries contain frequent reference to similar successes, and sometimes add that the
pilot was taken prisoner.
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rear of the enemy and close the gaps behind him’. The 13th Corps
would co-operate by seizing the Sidra ridge and would later exploit
the success gained in the Cauldron by advancing on Tmimi. Such
was Ritchie’s expressed intention early on 3rd June; the operation
was to begin during the night 4th /5th.

The final plan for the attack on the Cauldron is illustrated in outline
on Map 27. It was to be in two phases. In the first phase the 1oth
Indian Infantry Brigade (of Major-General H. R. Briggs’s 5th Indian
Division) was to capture the first objective in the early hours of 5th
June after a really heavy artillery bombardment. The 32nd Army Tank
Brigade (of 13th Corps), with 7th Green Howards under command,
was then to capture the Sidra ridge. In the second phase the leading
role would pass to General Messervy’s 7th Armoured Division with
the gth Indian Infantry Brigade (of 5th Indian Division) under
command, its object being to destroy the enemy in the Cauldron. The
1st Armoured Division, whose reorganized 22nd Armoured Brigade
was now in the 7th Armoured Division (replacing the rather battered
4th Armoured Brigade), was to prevent the enemy breaking out to
the north or north-east and was to be ready to exploit success west-
wards.

The system of command adopted for this very important operation
deserves notice. In the first place, no single commander below the
Army Commander was responsible for co-ordinating the attacks on
the two fronts. This may have been because General Gott’s 13th
Corps was to have exploited west towards Tmimi, and not south
through Sidra. On the goth Corps’ front there was no single com-
mander either, for General Norrie had delegated the command to
Generals Briggs and Messervy in turn and they worked out their parts
of the plan as best they could. It is interesting to note that the 22nd
Armoured Brigade was to help the gth Indian Infantry Brigade in the
second phase, but was to give its first thought to destroying the enemy’s
tanks. The infantry’s action was to depend on any armoured engage-
ment that might occur, but it was laid down that ‘In case of armoured
action infantry are self-protecting. They will not hamper the move-
ment of 22nd Armoured Brigade.” The planned movement of 22nd
Armoured Brigade was a right-handed sweep through the Cauldron,
or, as one regiment put it, “To mop up the enemy en route and be at
B 104 for breakfast’. At the last moment the 1st Battalion, Duke of
Cornwall’s Light Infantry, which had arrived in Tobruk from Iraq
on 3rd June, was rushed out to act as left flank-guard at Bir el Harmat.
The Tactical Headquarters of the 7th Armoured and sth Indian
Divisions were together near Bir el Harmat.

The attack began in moonlight at 2.50 a.m. and made good pro-
gress. All the battalions of the roth Indian Infantry Brigade (Brigadier
C. H. Boucher) supported by tanks of the 4th R.T.R. reached their
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objectives with trifling loss. By daylight the 2nd H.L.I. were in the
area B 204—Bir et Tamar, 4 /10th Baluch Regiment at B 178, and
2 [4th Gurkha Rifles at B 180. Soon afterwards the 50th Reconnais-
sance Battalion and the 107th Regiment R.H.A. (of 22nd Armoured
Brigade Group) also arrived near B 180, and the 4th, 28th and 157th
Field Regiments R.A. moved into positions near the Baluch Regiment
and the Gurkhas. The 2nd Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment
(of gth Indian Infantry Brigade), who had been supported by a
squadron of 4th R.T.R., reached their objective on the Dahar el
Aslagh.

Unfortunately, the main reason for this prosperous beginning had
been that the enemy’s defensive positions lay farther to the west than
had been thought and had escaped the weight of the British bom-
bardment. Evil consequences were to follow quickly. The 22nd Ar-
moured Brigade had begun its advance with 156 Grant, Stuart, and
Crusader tanks, and the leading regiment had reached about two
miles west of the Dahar el Aslagh when it ran into the concentrated
fire of most of the German artillery. The whole brigade checked and
wheeled north to between Bir et Tamar and B 178. The 2nd H.L.I.
had meanwhile lost part of its objective to a local counter-attack; it
did its best to consolidate under intense fire, but was unable to do so
before a heavy attack led by tanks (probably of 8th Panzer Regiment)
came in at noon. Part of this attack fell on the 22nd Armouied Brigade,
which was soon embroiled. Because divisional orders had absolved—
for so they were understood—the armour from responsibility for the
infantry, the 22nd Armoured Brigade gave no help to the H.L.I.,
who were at length driven back to the Gurkhas’ positions and were
later ordered back to the Trigh Bir Hacheim to re-form. Farther south
the 2nd West Yorkshires had been dangerously isolated and were
withdrawn. Meanwhile the 32nd Army Tank Brigade’s dawn attack
on the Sidra ridge had been met by intense anti-tank fire and had run
into an unsuspected minefield. The attack was called off but not
before about 50 of the 70 ‘I’ tanks in action had been lost.

The unpleasant turn taken by the battle was soon realized at the
Tactical Headquarters of the 7th Armoured and 5th Indian Divisions,
but each was occupied with its own problems and there was nobody in
sole command to concert their actions. Each division determined to
hold on, but was unable to do anything effective to regain the initia-
tive. The 2nd Armoured Brigade Group (of one armoured regiment,
one motor battalion, and one regiment R.H.A.) had been sent as a
reinforcement from Eluet et Tamar to a point seven miles south of
Knightsbridge. Here it was placed under command of 7th Armoured
Division, but received from it a number of orders which cancelled
each other out.

Early in the afternoon General Rommel judged that the situation
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was well in hand and his northern flank safe. He decided to strike east
with the Ariete and 21st Panzer Divisions, and from the south towards
Knightsbridge with part of the 15th Panzer Division, using a gap made
in the minefield south-west of Bir el Harmat the previous day. This
group first overran the D.C.L.I. and then, joined by other units from
Bir Hacheim and by Rommel himself, dispersed in confusion the
Tactical Headquarters of both British divisions, the Headquarters of
the gth Indian Infantry Brigade and two of its battalions (the third,
3 /gth Jats, had been sent to reinforce the 2 [4th Gurkhas), the Head-
quarters of the 1oth Indian Infantry Brigade and the survivors of the
2nd H.L.I. Communication and control broke down completely. The
Tactical Headquarters of the 7th Armoured Division took refuge in
Knightsbridge and that of 5th Indian Division in El Adem, where the
disorganized units of the gth Indian Infantry Brigade, and most of
the H.L.I., also assembled. The armoured regiments of the 22nd
Armoured Brigade, under renewed attacks by the 15th Panzer Division,
withdrew to leaguer east of the Trigh Bir Hacheim in no state to
restore the situation; in the course of a dispiriting day they had lost
some sixty tanks. The extent of all these reverses was not grasped for
some time by the higher formations. It is true that towards midnight
General Ritchie realized that a strong thrust had driven back the 5th
Indian Division, but he hoped to play for time and reorganize his
armour.

It had been a disappointing day for the Royal Air Force also.
Once more it seems to have been impossible for the Army to lay down
a satisfactory bomb-line, though there was at least one example of a
successful attack early in the morning; this was made by the Bostons
against positions south of Dahar el Aslagh. Either because of the need
to conserve the day-bombers and fighter-bombers or because it was
felt that they might get a chance of intervening with telling effect at a
later stage of the battle, numerous requests for air support seem to
have been turned down during the day. The enemy’s air activity had
been on a small scale.

There now remained in the Cauldron near B 180 the 4 [10oth Baluch
Regiment, 2 /4th Gurkha Rifles, 3/gth Jat Regiment, 50th Recon-
naissance Battalion, the 4th, 28th and 157th Field Regiments R.A.
and the 107th Regiment R.H.A. On these the storm broke on 6th
June. First the Baluchis were overrun, and then, during the afternoon,
the Gurkhas. By evening the same fate had overtaken the 50th Recon-
naissance Battalion and all the artillery. This day was both a splendid
and a tragic episode in the history of the Royal Artillery, for the
gunners fought their guns to the last and died where they stood. From
the infantry battalions a few sub-units and individuals escaped east-
wards. No help reached the doomed units in the Cauldron, for although
the 2nd and 4th Armoured Brigades had been placed under General
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Messervy, who was now in sole command, he was unable in the
prevailing confusion to bring them into action.

It was also unfortunate that the Desert Air Force could not help.
Though low cloud seriously interfered with their operations, it was
the absence of a clearly defined bomb-line which ruled out any employ-
ment whatever of the day-bombers in the battle area. Air Vice-Marshal
Coningham had therefore to be content with using them, together
with the fighter-bombers, to attack enemy columns beyond the fringe
of the fighting. A good omen for the future, however, was the arrival
of the first Hurricane IID tank-destroying aircraft, as yet untried,
armed with two 40-mm. cannons. No 6 Squadron started operations
with nine of them.

So ended the attempt to destroy the Axis forces waiting in the
Cauldron for the attack they knew was bound to come. General
Rommel had judged to a nicety the strength necessary to hold it, and
had hoped to see the British exhaust themselves—as indeed they did.
With his quick eye for the run of a battle he soon saw that their plan
had gone astray, and showed his quality by being ready to take
advantage of it. Of the courage and self-sacrifice of the British troops
there is no doubt, as the enemy noted with admiration. Signs that
two old lessons were being relearned—which was encouraging for the
future—were the concentration of a strong force of artillery, and the
use of infantry to effect a ‘break in’ by night in order to clear a passage
for the armour. But there seems to have been a too optimistic view of
the probable course of the battle after the hard core of the enemy’s
resistance had been reached. The British system of command was too
complicated to deal with the unexpected, and was no match for the
strong personal control of the enemy Commander. This caused an
unfair burden to be laid on the divisional commanders and resulted in
many fine troops being thrown away.

All this time the Trieste and goth Light Divisions, together with
other troops, had been trying unsuccessfully to capture Bir Hacheim
with the help of the Luftwaffe—somewhat grudgingly given, to judge
from General von Waldau’s repeated complaints about the misuse of
the air forces. But General Rommel was anxious to have done with
Bir Hacheim before reverting to his original intention of attacking the
main Gazala positions from the rear. After the successful outcome of
the fighting in the Cauldron, he gave orders for Bir Hacheim to be
captured on 8th June, and when that plan failed he sent the hard-
worked 15th Panzer Division south to join the investing force. He still
hoped to resume the northward move of his Army on the gth.

Outside the ring at Bir Hacheim columns of the 7th Motor Brigade
and 29th Indian Infantry Brigade and of the Free French themselves
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had been harassing the enemy’s communications. As early as 6th June
General Ritchie was in two minds whether to continue to hold Bir
Hacheim: the enemy had now got a more direct route of supply, and
if the 7th Motor Brigade were used, as Ritchie wished, to operate
more intensively against this supply route west of the Cauldron, he
doubted whether Bir Hacheim could still be supplied. However General
Auchinleck advised against giving the place up, and Ritchie decided
that General Koenig should hold on.

On 8th June the Luftwaffe’s attacks on Bir Hacheim began to be
much heavier, and early that morning they used no fewer than 45
Ju. 87s, three Ju. 88s, and ten Me. 110s, escorted by 54 single-engine
fighters. The Free French were also heavily shelled and were engaged
in repelling infantry attacks most of the morning. In the afternoon
General Koenig reported that his troops were much exhausted, that
they had had heavy casualties and were starting to consume their
reserve supplies. He asked for a full-scale operation to relieve him, and
for more air support. The first of these requests could not be met at
short notice, but the Royal Air Force, who had been uncertain whether
to give priority that day to Bir Hacheim or to the Cauldron area, now
went all out to help the Free French. The British fighters flew 478
sorties—the highest total so far on any one day in the desert. In all,
on the 8th, the British lost eight aircraft, the Germans one, and the
Italians three. That night Hurricanes and Bostons dropped supplies
for the garrison.

On gth June the heavy shelling and the onslaught from the air
continued unabated. On land the enemy made two furious attacks,
broke into the defences and was thrown out. Unfortunately the British
air effort was limited because many aircraft were temporarily un-
serviceable. The fighter-bombers managed to fly twenty-five sorties,
and the fighters had several encounters, in which one German fighter
and one bomber were shot down for the loss of two fighters, and another
German fighter fell to British A.A. guns. Under cover of these opera-
tions two Hurricanes dropped medical supplies for the garrison.
Meanwhile the 3oth Corps had arranged for columns of the 7th Motor
Brigade, the 29th Indian Infantry Brigade and the 4th Armoured
Brigade to distract the enemy, but their attacks were not strong enough
to do so, although part of goth Light Division had to turn and defend
itself against one of the columns. On the evening of 8th June a warning
order had been issued to prepare to evacuate the garrison, and on
1oth June General Ritchie decided that they should withdraw the
same night. During the morning of 1oth June a particularly heavy
raid by twenty Ju. 88s and forty Ju. 87s, with some fifty Me. 109s and
110s in attendance, was made on Bir Hacheim, where in the whole day
a total of 130 tons of bombs was dropped. As a further protection to
his bombers the enemy kept fighter patrols over Bir Hacheim and
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also a screen over the El Adem area to intercept the British fighters
coming from Gambut. Sweeps by Hurricanes and Spitfires neverthe-
less made some interceptions and two German aircraft were shot down
for the loss of two British fighters.

During the day a strong group, under General Rommel’s personal
command, mainly from the D.4.K. (but without any tanks) had broken
into the defences in the north and established itself. Late that night
Rommel reported to OKH that he was confident of capturing Bir
Hacheim next day. It is interesting to note that Field-Marshal Kessel-
ring had been pressing Rommel hard to bring down stronger forces,
including tanks, to hasten the capture, but Rommel wished to keep
his tanks for more open fighting and thought that they would merely
be thrown away on the minefields.

The moment for the withdrawal of the garrison was therefore well
chosen. The 7th Motor Brigade ran a large convoy of lorries and
ambulances to a point about five miles west of Bir Hacheim, and the
Free French broke out to this rendezvous, not—aswas to be expected—
without some clashes. About 2,700 troops (including 200 wounded) of
the original garrison of 3,600 were brought away. The defence of Bir
Hacheim had served several purposes. At the outset it had made
longer and more difficult the enemy’s temporary supply route; it had
caused him many casualties; and it gave the British a chance to
recover from their defeat in the Cauldron. General Koenig’s Brigade
made a great impression upon the enemy by their courageous and
enterprising resistance, and their success gave a well-won fillip to the
pride of the Free French who, for the first time in the Middle East,had
fought the Germans and Italians in a complete formation of their own.!

Between 2nd and 10th June the Desert Air Force had done its best
to help the garrison. It had flown close on 1,500 sorties and lost 19
fighters in the process. During the same time the Germans had flown
about 1,400 sorties against Bir Hacheim and lost at least 15 aircraft;
the Italians lost at least 5. Both sides felt the strain of such a prolonged
effort, and the maintenance crews deserve a word of recognition for
their work which enabled many aircraft to make four, and even six,
sorties in a day.

The 7th Motor Brigade, too, had made great efforts to support the
Free French in their besieged position. Under Brigadier J. M. L.
Renton, it was responsible for running in convoys of supplies, ammuni-
tion, and water, which it did on four nights between 31st May and
7th June. When it is remembered that the defended locality was

! The main units comprising the 1st Free French Brigade Group were: 2¢ et 3¢ bataillons
de légion étrangére; 2¢ bataillon de marche de I'Oubanghi; 1°* bataillon d’infanterie de marine
&colom'alc) 5 1 bataillon du Pacifique; 1°% régiment d’artillerie; 1°% bataillon de fusiliers marins
A.A.). An anti-tank company, engineers, signal, medical and administrative troops, all
Free French, completed the Group. Their arms included 26 field guns, 62 anti-tank guns
of various sizes and 44 mortars.

17
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merely a piece of open desert almost entirely surrounded by mine-
fields and to a varying extent by the enemy also, it will be appreciated
that each of these supply runs was a tricky operation, and there was
no certainty that they could continue for very long.

After the Cauldron battle General Auchinleck had feared that the
enemy, unless fully engaged, might recover from his losses—although
these had undoubtedly been heavy—and that a stalemate might occur.
He considered nevertheless that the British armour should not now
attack, but hoped that Rommel might be induced to do so and
exhaust himself. The 8th Army would then strike westward against
his rear from the 13th Corps’ front at Alem Hamza. General Ritchie
was also thinking on these lines, and on 6th June had actually ordered
the 13th Corps to make a thrust westward. General Gott, after dis-
cussion with General Pienaar, decided upon a raid by not more than
one brigade group between Bir Temrad and the coast, and on 7th
June General Pienaar sent out a number of small detachments to find
soft spots. No results were achieved and the South Africans suffered
280 casualties.

By 11th June the British defensive system had still not been cracked
open. From the sea to south of Alem Hamza the original defences of
the 1st South African and s5oth Divisions were intact, while between
this point and Acroma to the east were five new strong-points, each
held by a garrison of roughly a battalion, a field battery, and a few
anti-tank guns.! The 201st Guards (Motor) Brigade Group still held
Knightsbridge, and now had the 2nd Scots Guards on the Maabus
er Rigel to guard the crossing to Acroma. From Acroma a minefield
had been completed to the sea. El Adem was held by the 29th Indian
Infantry Brigade, which had one battalion on the escarpment where
this is climbed by the Tobruk by-pass road. Tobruk itself was held by
the 2nd South African Division, and there were other defended locali-
ties at Sidi Rezegh and Belhamed. Thus there was a framework of
defences which might help to check or disrupt the enemy’s further
advance and serve to some extent as pivots of manceuvre for the
British armour. The state of this arm must now be examined.

On 1oth June General Ritchie estimated that he had about 250
cruiser and 8o ‘I’ tanks fit to fight, though an analysis of unit records
suggests that the true figures were: in the three armoured brigades
77 Grants, 52 Crusaders and 56 Stuarts, and in the 32nd Army Tank
Brigade 63 ‘I’ tanks. Attempts to bring the armour up to strength had
been most complicated and not very successful, the basic cause being
the differences between the three sorts of cruiser tank. To get the
required tank with a suitable crew to the unit that wanted it was not

1 The five were B 160, Bir Heleisi, B 154, Eluet et Tamar, and Pt 187.
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easy. It led to sub-units being combined, or sometimes lent to other
units. Even single tanks and crews had to be sent here and there.
Regimental organization was disrupted, and the 1st Armoured Brigade,
much to its disgust, had been used as a pool of immediate require-
ments. In fact expediency ruled, and any fairly well-filled till was
raided for the benefit of empty ones. Units disliked this policy in-
tensely. They complained also of many defects in their replacement
tanks—of missing wireless equipment and of guns arriving rusted or
in grease. All the armoured brigades had changed divisions at least
twice, which was unsettling and led to administrative difficulties. But
all in all the British armour was numerically still a factor of great
importance. A cause for more anxiety was the shortage of artillery,
for since 26th May the equivalent of seven field regiments had been
lost.

General Rommel lost little time after the fall of Bir Hacheim in
setting his forces in motion again. The D.4.K. had now 25 Pzkw IIs,
83 IIIs and 8 IVs, and, in addition, 27 III Specials which mounted a
long 5-cm. gun, and 6 IV Specials which mounted a long 7-5-cm.
gun. In all, 124 tanks apart from the Pzkw IIs, roughly equally
divided between the two Panzer Divisions. There were also about 6o
Italian cruisers. The enemy’s losses had therefore been considerable,
though the increase in the numbers of new and powerful types is
significant. A serious matter was that one-third of the German infantry
had become casualties. Nevertheless on 11th June General Rommel
ordered 15th Panzer, goth Light and Trieste Divisions to advance
north-east towards El Adem while 21st Panzer Division demonstrated
northwards from the Sidra ridge. These movements had not gone
very far by nightfall, but they led General Norrie to see that the
enemy had spread his forces on a very wide front, and he thought
there was now an opportunity ‘to go in and smash him’.

During the morning the British fighters began by protecting the
withdrawal of the Free French. No enemy aircraft appeared on this
flank until about g a.m., by which time the Brigade had got safely
away. The Luftwaffe celebrated its release from Bir Hacheim by
spreading its operations all over the place, but not until the afternoon
had any targets been given to the Desert Air Force, and then the South
African day-bombers with some of their escorting Kittyhawks carrying
bombs attacked transport in the Knightsbridge area. One of the
targets turned out to have been the Panzerarmee’s battle headquarters,
which reported some casualties.

See Map 28

Early on r2th June General Norrie, wishing to profit by the enemy’s
dispersal, had in mind a move south by the 2nd and 4th Armoured
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Brigades, who would then turn east and attack the 15th Panzer
Division.! General Messervy, however, feared that this would divide
the British armour and decided that he must confer with Norrie. After
leaving his Headquarters to do so he was headed off by the enemy near
El Adem, and for some hours was out of touch with everyone. Mean-
while the two armoured brigades, east and west of Pt 169, where they
were awaiting the order to move, resisted a not very vigorous attack
by the 15th Panzer Division. This division had in fact been told to
stay on the defensive because General Rommel had reason to expect
(from an intercepted message) that the 4th Armoured Brigade was
about to advance, and wished to let it blunt itself in so doing. Nothing
much having happened by noon, Rommel ordered both Panzer
Divisions to attack the 2nd and 4th Armoured Brigades—the 15th
frontally and the 21st from the rear. These orders were to have
disastrous consequences for the British.

At about this time, the whereabouts of General Messervy being still
unknown, General Norrie decided to put all three armoured brigades
under the 1st Armoured Division. General Lumsden quickly brought
down the remains of the 22nd Armoured Brigade to the Knightsbridge
area, where they were just in time to delay the advance from the west
of a battle-group of 21st Panzer Division consisting of a battalion of
5th Panzer Regiment and some guns. The scanty and conflicting
records make it impossible to disentangle the details of the ensuing
fighting. However, by about 4 p.m. the 15th Panzer Division was out-
flanking the 2nd Armoured Brigade on the east and pushing the 4th
Armoured Brigade northwards. General Lumsden now decided to
shorten his eastern front by holding a line between B 652 on the
Batruna escarpment and B 604 east of Knightsbridge—4th Armoured
Brigade on the north, 2nd Armoured Brigade on the south. Owing to
misunderstandings and enemy pressure the depleted regiments of the
4th Armoured Brigade were forced over the escarpment and down the
other side. The 2nd Armoured Brigade reached and maintained its

1 British Armour on 12th June

(i) 2nd Armoured Brigade: Queen’s Bays; one squadron 8th Hussars; one squadron
th Hussars; 4th County of London Yeomanry (including one squadron 8th
ussars) on loan from 22nd Armoured Brigade until 6 p.m.
(ii) 4th Armoured Brigade: 1st Royal Tank Regiment; 3/5th (composite regiment)
?{oyal Tank Regiment; 6th Royal Tank Regiment.
(iii) 22nd Armoured Brigade: grd County of London Yeomanry (two squadrons).

(iv) Tank strengths: Grant  Stuart Crusader
2nd Armoured Brigade 17 3 25
4th Armoured Brigade 39 56 —
22nd Armoured Brigade 27 5 34

83 64 59

(v) In addition to the above
a. 32nd Army Tank Brigade—63 ‘1’ tanks.
b. Detachment 2nd Royal Gloucestershire Hussars (with 7th Motor Brigade)—
16 Stuarts.
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appointed position and at nightfall the remnants of the 22nd came into
position between it and Knightsbridge at Bir Bellefaa.

During the late afternoon of 11th June the enemy’s moves north-
east from Bir Hacheim had been seen from the air, and early on the
12th the presence of goth Light Division near El Adem was confirmed.
Owing to the lack of definite information from the Army as to a bomb-
line in the Knightsbridge area it was decided to concentrate on goth
Light Division. Throughout the day, bombers, fighters, and fighter-
bombers of the Desert Air Force shuttled to and fro, stopping only just
long enough to rearm and refuel. Altogether nineteen separate attacks
were made, and considerable damage seemed to have been done. The
diary of goth Light Division, however, refers to low-flying and bomb-
ing attacks throughout the whole day—in all about twenty attacks
made by six to ten aircraft at a time—which, they said, had had no
effect upon the morale of the division and had done only slight damage
to their vehicles. The division was greatly disappointed, however, that
not a single German aircraft showed itself, in spite of requests to the
Luftwafe.

The enemy’s aircraft had nevertheless been very active all day,
especially about Knightsbridge and Acroma. (During the evening the
15th Panzer Division was dive-bombed by its own Stukas.) At about
8 p.m. a large formation, reported as over 100 aircraft, appeared over
El Adem, and six fighter squadrons engaged it in the biggest air
combat of the battle. It was believed that eleven of the enemy had
been destroyed for the loss of five British fighters. The German
records disclose the loss of only two, and the Italian none. Altogether
during the day eleven British aircraft were lost—the highest figure
since 1st June. It was another record day for the fighters, which flew
no less than 583 sorties.

The 12th June was a costly day for the British armour also.! In the
heavy fighting during the afternoon it appears that full advantage of
the prevailing haze and dust was taken by the German anti-tank
gunners to push boldly forward, and they did great execution. General
Lumsden realized that his losses had been heavy and considered that
he could do no more than consolidate round Knightsbridge. General
Norrie, while not yet aware of the losses, was thinking of further
offensive action, but communication between the two commanders
failed and Lumsden was left to make his own decision, which was to
hold Knightsbridge for one more day.

Back at Army Headquarters General Ritchie was beginning to feel
that the weakness of the British armour might allow the enemy to
advance north and cut off the 1st South African and 5oth Divisions.
(This is exactly what Rommel intended to do.) In his opinion the

! By noon on 13th June the losses in the three Armoured Brigades had been reckoned
as 105 tanks and in the Army Tank Brigade as 33.
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choice lay between fighting the present battle out and withdrawing
his whole force to the Egyptian frontier. The first course held the risk
that the armour might be defeated and the infantry divisions cut off;
the second course entailed a difficult withdrawal and the danger of
becoming involved in a running fight, besides raising an awkward
problem of what to do about Tobruk. General Ritchie decided to
stand and fight, and General Auchinleck, who was visiting him,
agreed. When the Prime Minister heard the news he telegraphed:
“Your decision to fight it out to the end is most cordially endorsed.
We shall sustain you whatever the result. Retreat would be fatal. This
is a business not only of armour but of will-power. God bless you all.’

As it seemed to General Ritchie on the evening of 12th June
that the 1gth Corps would now be in the centre of the battle, he
placed the 1st Armoured Division under its command. Not being in
touch with General Gott, General Lumsden did not get any orders
until the next day. General Ritchie wished the armour to be kept
concentrated and make full use of the support afforded by the infantry
positions, and Gott’s orders were for Lumsden to secure the area
Acroma-Knightsbridge-Maabus er Rigel-Eluet et Tamar and engage
the enemy actively whenever possible. Meanwhile the goth Corps had
ordered the 7th Motor Brigade to strike at the enemy’s rear between
El Adem and Knightsbridge. The 1oth Indian Division, by General
Ritchie’s order, was to engage the enemy in the El Adem area.

The enemy’s plan for 13th June was for the 15th Panzer Division to
move west along the Hagiag er Raml and the 21st Panzer Division
east along the Maabus er Rigel and thus cut off Knightsbridge. The
goth Light Division was recalled from the position it had reached near
El Adem. During the morning, although the pressure was severe, the
2nd and 22nd Armoured Brigades and a few tanks of the g2and Army
Tank Brigade just managed to hold their own east of Knightsbridge.
Then in the afternoon the 21st Panzer Division began its attack upon
the position at the western end of Maabus er Rigel held by the 2nd
Scots Guards supported by one battery of 11th Regiment R.H.A.
and the 6th South African Field Battery. By 3 p.m. the danger here
seemed so great that the 2nd and 4th Armoured Brigades (the latter
from its overnight position north of the Hagiag Batruna) were ordered
to help. There was little air activity on either side because of the dust-
storms; indeed Gambut airfield was out of action for most of the day.
A few small operations were carried out and there was one fight
between a formation of Kittyhawks and some heavily escorted Ju. 88s
in which four Kittyhawks were lost.

It was in the tail-end of one of these dust-storms that the final ar-
moured clash of the day took place—a most confused action which
lasted until dark and ended with the western part of the Scots Guards’
position in enemy hands. For great gallantry on this day and on earlier
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occasions Lieut.-Colonel H. R. B. Foote, 7th Royal Tank Regiment,
was awarded the Victoria Cross.

The 2nd Armoured Brigade was holding, with difficulty, the
northern edge of the Rigel feature, and the 4th Armoured Brigade was
withdrawing towards Acroma. It had meanwhile become clear that
Knightsbridge was almost surrounded and General Gott ordered it to
be abandoned the same night.

The British armour was now reduced to about 50 cruiser and 20
‘I’ tanks and was no longer in a position to recover its damaged tanks
from the battlefield. Ever since the opening of the battle the British
had striven hard to get damaged tanks into action again quickly, and
a few figures will suffice to show not only what a large number of
casualties had occurred, but what good work the tireless recovery and
repair teams had been doing. Up to the 13th June no less than 417
damaged tanks had been recovered; of these 210 had already been
repaired, 122 had been sent off to the base workshops, and the rest
were under repair locally. (All this over and above the hundreds of
‘roadside’ repairs.) In addition, up to the previous day—there is no
record for 13th June—138 damaged ‘I’ tanks of 13th Corps had been
recovered, making a total of at least 555 tanks damaged and an un-
known but undoubtedly large number destroyed or damaged beyond
repair. In a sadly high proportion of these the crew, if not killed out-
right, must have been trapped when their tank caught fire, as so often
happened after one had been penetrated—especially if it was a
Crusader. There is ample evidence that the experienced crews were by
this time only too well aware of the shortcomings of their own tanks.
The Stuart, after many months of service, was now regarded as no
more than a fast and reliable reconnaissance vehicle or a mobile
artillery observation post. The Grant had justified the confidence
placed in it: its 75-mm. gun had given good results in spite of its
limited traverse and the fact that the best armour-piercing ammuni-
tion was not yet available, while its armour gave excellent protection
—much better than the Crusader’s. As for the British 2-pdr gun, the
Middle East reported that the fighting had conclusively shown it to
be outmatched and that its uncapped shot, which was all it had,
broke up against the face-hardened plates of the German tanks.
Armour-piercing capped and ballistic capped ammunition was
required with ‘the utmost urgency’ to improve the performance of this
gun and of the new 6-pdr anti-tank gun.

All through the battle the British supply arrangements had worked
well in spite of many difficulties and the occasional capture of vehicles
by a roving enemy. Only one field maintenance centre was actually
overrun, but the course of the battle made it necessary to maintain
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most of the troops from the base at Belhamed, which placed a severe
strain on the transport units. Yet there were no real shortages.
Demands for 25-pdr ammunition were particularly heavy (estimated
at one time as 20,000 rounds a day for the two armoured divisions
alone) and issues were restricted to save transport, without however
any apparent ill effect; indeed the restriction curbed wasteful expendi-
ture and the practice of building up private reserves.

Work had been going steadily on to extend the railway towards
Tobruk and to complete the lay-out of the railhead at Belhamed, and
it was ironical that on the very day set for the opening of this railhead,
12th June, all work had to be stopped because of the tactical situation.
Worse still, on 14th June it was decided that all stores must be re-
moved from the Belhamed Forward Base. This task was begun
immediately on a pre-arranged plan, and by 16th June almost every-
thing had been cleared except nearly a million rations and a million
and a half gallons of petrol. That morning General Ritchie decided
that the petrol must be leaked away. By nightfall the men of the Base,
half poisoned by fumes and with their boots rotted from their feet,
had accomplished this depressing and dangerous task. And so the
Belhamed base, which had cost so much to create, ceased to exist.

There remained of course Tobruk, with its great accumulation of
stores and supplies, including 3 million rations, 24 million gallons of
petrol and 270,000 rounds of ammunition for guns of various calibres,
a visible sign that the British had been determined that their offensive,
when it came, should not fail for want of administrative backing. The
question was whether this enormous stock would now be an invaluable
asset or a hostage to fortune.

The work of the Wellington medium bombers was less closely con-
nected with day-to-day events of the land fighting than that of the
day-bombers, and it is convenient to consider their action over a
longer period. No. 205 Group, under Air Commodore L. L. Maclean,
had been working at high pressure since 26th May and by 13th June
had flown 403 sorties—an average of 22 aircraft every night. Its two
main tasks had been the mining of Benghazi harbour, which was done
on four occasions, and the persistent attack of rearward airfields,
especially Tmimi, Martuba, Berka and Derna. It will be realized that
from Malta, only now beginning to recover from her terrible ordeal,
no help could be given against targets in North Africa. Indeed, on the
five nights from 8th June the Wellingtons of No. 205 Group were
employed in attacking Italian ports and airfields in preparation for
the passage of two important convoys to Malta, one from Gibraltar
and one from Alexandria, the fortunes of which are related in
Chapter XIII.




9. British ‘I’ tank
Matilda.

10. Valentines near
Knightsbridge, June
1942. These tanks
served both as cruisers
and ‘I’ tanks.

11. American Stuart
light tanks being tried
out in the desert,
August 1941.




12. The American
Grant, mounting a
75-mm gun in a
sponson and a 37-mm
high velocity gun in
the turret.

13. British built cruiser
Crusader; like
Matilda and Valen-
tine, it mounted a
2-pdr gun in a
revolving turret.

14. A British tank
transporter, with a
Matilda up, on its
way to the workshops.
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15. German Pzkw ITI
Special, with long
5-cm gun and spaced
armour on the gun
mantlet and front
superstructure; cap-
tured after the Battle
of Alam el Halfa.

16. Pzkw 111 Model
H with short 5-cm
gun and extra plate
on the front super-
structure; the first of
such tanks to be
captured being dis-
mantled for examina-
tion, May 1941.

17. Captured Pzkw
IV, with short 7- 5-
cm gun, being taken
back for examination
after the ‘Crusader’
battle.
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18. Pzkw IV Special,
with its powerful long
7+5-cm gun. One of
the few to be taken
intact.

19. German half-
tracked armoured
infantry carrier.

20. Italian M 13 /40
medium tanks cap-
tured in General
Wavell’s offensive,
January 1941.



21. British 2-pdr anti
tank gun firing portée.

22. A six-gun battery
of 25-pdrs in action.

23. British 6-pdr anti-
tank gun. (The
muzzle is carrying a
counter-weight.)




24. A 40-mm Bofors,
British light A.A. gun,
in position overlooking
Bardia harbour,
January 1942.

25. The chief tank
killer of the time; the
German 5-cm Pak 38
anti-tank gun, dug

in and camouflaged.

26. The German 8- 8-
cm Flak 36, which
proved to be a very
effective anti-tank
gun.




27. British 4- 5-inch
gun in action near

El Alamein.

28. British 3- 7-inch
heavy A.A. gun dug
in; a Service being
held round one of the
guns in Tobruk,
August 1941,

29. A Bishop, the
first British self-
propelled gun to
reach the Middle
East, July 1942.
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The question was: what to do about Tobruk? It seemed to General
Ritchie that as long as Tobruk remained in British hands the enemy
was unlikely to try to advance into Egypt, and the better would be the
chances of rebuilding the 8th Army for a fresh offensive. Therefore
there would be advantages in holding it for a time, even if it was
completely invested. He would hope initially to hold the western half
of the perimeter and the localities of El Adem and Belhamed. A mobile
force would operate from the south, and help to keep the coastal road
open as a supply route. There was a risk that this back door might be
closed, but Tobruk had a month’s supplies and if the situation could
be restored within that time the place might be denied to the enemy
and all the installations saved from destruction. The alternatives were
therefore:

(a) to accept the risk of a temporary investment,

(b) to give up Tobruk and withdraw the whole Army to the

frontier.
General Ritchie added that he could not guarantee the safety of the
Gambut airfields after the 14th June, though he hoped the tactical
situation would allow of their continued use as advanced landing-
grounds. He then asked General Auchinleck the direct question: ‘Do
you agree to me accepting the risk of investment in Tobruk?’

This message crossed one that General Auchinleck had sent off at
11.30 a.m., at which time he was not fully aware of the state of the
8th Army nor of General Ritchie’s precise intentions. He seems to
have assumed that Ritchie, in choosing to ‘stand and fight’, had dis-
carded altogether the idea of withdrawing the Army to the frontier
and that, although it had become tactically necessary to disengage the
1st South African and soth Divisions, they would re-enter the battle
in the neighbourhood of, but outside, Tobruk. General Auchinleck’s
message ran:

‘1. If in your opinion situation has so deteriorated that you can
no longer leave 1 S.A. and 50 Divisions in main Gazala
position without certain risk of their being cut off and isolated,
then I agree to their withdrawal undesirable as this is in view
of tactical advantage this bastion gives us.

2. While I realize that our armoured forces have been defeated
and are now weaker in quantity as well as quality than those
of enemy, I must stress my opinion that enemy, who so far has
won all his successes with two German armoured and one
German motor divisions, helped to some extent by one Italian
motor division, cannot really be in a position to carry out
large scale offensive operations for indefinite period at pace he
has been doing. He must, I feel, have lost heavily, and we
know his ammunition is short. Moreover, we are definitely
superior to him in the air [sic].



UNCERTAINTIES ABOUT TOBRUK 247

3. This being so, Tobruk must be held and the enemy must not
be allowed to invest it. This means that Eighth Army must hold
the line Acroma-El Adem and southwards and resist all
enemy attempts to pass it. Having reduced your front by
evacuating Gazala and reorganized your forces, this should
be feasible and I order you to do it.

4. If you feel you cannot accept the responsibility of holding
this position you must say so.’

From this it is clear that General Auchinleck believed that the enemy’s
capabilities were not so great as to make it necessary to abandon
Tobruk, and he was not prepared to allow the place to be invested.

General Ritchie did not see this message until he returned at 4 p.m.
on 14th June from visiting his Corps Commanders. At 5.30 he tele-
phoned to Cairo and spoke to the Deputy Director of Operations, who
had just returned from a visit to the 8th Army, bringing with him the
latest information. General Ritchie said that he accepted the task
and would do his best, but that he could not guarantee to hold the
line from Acroma to El Adem and southwards. If he failed, and was
compelled to withdraw to the Egyptian frontier, he wished to accept
the investment of Tobruk and again asked for the Commander-in-
Chief’s approval.

But General Auchinleck saw no reason to change his mind. If the
enemy could be kept fighting there was a good chance of exhausting
him. At 7.50 he issued another order, which was received at 8th Army
just before midnight. In it he referred to the fatigue and losses of the
Germans, and to the relative freshness of the troops from the Gazala
position and in Tobruk. In order to destroy the enemy General Ritchie
was first to deny the line Acroma-El Adem-Bir el Gubi. The message
then described the type of offensive /defensive which was to be carried
out. It ended with a summing-up:

‘... 7(a) The general line Acroma-El Adem-El Gubi is to be
denied to the enemy.
(b) Our forces will not be invested in Tobruk, and your
army is to remain a mobile field army.
(c) The enemy’s forces are to be attacked and destroyed as
soon as we have collected adequate forces for an offensive. ’

General Ritchie had already issued two important instructions, one
before and one after receiving the message sent by the Commander-
in-Chief at 11.30 a.m. The first gave as his intention ‘To withdraw to
the frontier and occupy the frontier defences’, and laid down that the
enemy was to be denied for as long as possible the western perimeter
of Tobruk and El Adem. The 10th Indian Division was to protect the
Gambut airfields until the Air Officer Commanding no longer re-
quired them, and was then to occupy Sollum and the Omars. A
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destination near the frontier was also given to the 5th Indian Division.
The second instruction, timed 8.30 p.m., was addressed to General
Norrie, and reflects the Commander-in-Chief’s decision about Tobruk.

‘Greatest danger present time is enemy investing Tobruk. Main
contribution which 30 Corps can make is in conjunction with
13 Corps to prevent enemy closing eastern exits Tobruk. Your
role therefore is to deny to enemy escarpment Pt 162 4141 to
Belhamed [approximately the line of the by-pass road, east of El Adem).
To do this, necessary you will prevent enemy operating in area
El Adem-Belhamed-Gubi and keep him as far west of this area
as possible. I consider that enemy armour must be nearing
exhaustion and may give us a few days’ respite during which
I will do my utmost to strengthen you. You are not restricted in
the use of such armour as may be allotted to you. Having regard
to your resources a mobile policy will probably best achieve your
object and an organization will be set up to enable all available
columns with their gun power to be concentrated on a threatened
area. Great sacrifices may have to be incurred to achieve this
end on which 13th Corps are so dependent.’

General Ritchie was clearly uneasy about the task he had undertaken,
and at 11.10 p.m. he sent a further message to General Auchinleck
explaining what he was doing to strengthen the 7th Armoured Divi-
sion by giving it all the available motorized units and armour for
employment on the southern flank. As soon as possible the artillery
of the 1st South African and 5oth Divisions would be reorganized with
the same object. The danger was that the enemy would not allow time
to do this, and might get astride the eastern exits from Tobruk, in
which case a decision would be required whether to accept investment
or order the garrison to fight its way out—which it could probably do,
but with much disorganization and loss. Ships in Tobruk (diverted,
because of damage or lack of speed, from the convoy intended for
Malta) would bring the local stocks up to two months’ supply.?
Ritchie strongly recommended that if he failed to prevent the place
being surrounded he should accept investment rather than order the
garrison to fight its way out in difficult circumstances. He ended: ‘If
this is a correct interpretation of your ideas I accept responsibility’.
Meanwhile in London the decision to withdraw the two divisions
from Gazala had aroused interest, and on 14th June the Prime Minister
asked where they were to go. He presumed that there was no question
of giving up Tobruk; as long as Tobruk was held no serious advance
into Egypt was possible. To this General Auchinleck replied on 15th
June giving the gist of his order to General Ritchie timed 7.50 p.m.

1 In fact, only the City of Calcutta reached Tobruk; the Aagtekirk was sunk in the offing
by German air attack. See page 309.
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the previous evening. He said that the two divisions from the Gazala
line would be available to help in denying to the enemy the general
line Acroma-El Adem-Bir el Gubi. He repeated, in slightly shorter
form, his summing up, and went on to say that he intended to build
up a reserve in the area Sollum-Fort Maddalena with the object of
launching a counter-offensive as soon as possible. The New Zealand
Division from Syria and the 8th Armoured Brigade from the Delta
had been ordered forward to the Western Desert.! But the Prime
Minister had one more question: did General Auchinleck mean that,
if the need arose, enough troops would be left in Tobruk to hold the
place for certain? It happened that early on the morning of 16th June
Auchinleck had given Ritchie an answer to his persistent question in
a new form. Briefly, the garrison was not to be invested, but it might
be isolated for short periods. In reply to the Prime Minister General
Auchinleck said that his interpretation was correct. General Ritchie
was putting into Tobruk what he considered to be an adequate force
to hold it even if it should be temporarily isolated. El Adem would be
held as a pivot of manceuvre, and all available mobile forces were to
be used to prevent the enemy establishing himself east of El Adem or
Tobruk.

After this summary of the exchanges that led to the decision to
accept the temporary isolation of Tobruk, it is time to resume the

story of events in the battle area where it was left on the evening of
13th June.

During the night 13th /14th June the 2015t Guards (Motor) Brigade
was withdrawn from Knightsbridge. That left intact the defended posts
at B 154 and Eluet et Tamar—both manned by troops of the 1st
South African Division; Pt 187 by 1st Battalion The Worcestershire
Regiment and the 62nd Field Battery R.A. of 2gth Indian Infantry
Brigade Group; and Acroma and Commonwealth Keep each with a
small garrison from the 2nd South African Division. The armour was
more or less concentrated south and west of Acroma.

General Rommel intended to reap the benefits of his success of the
previous day by cutting the coastal road, and did his utmost to goad
on his tired troops. He failed, owing to the extreme fatigue of the
D.A.K., the well co-ordinated artillery fire and the determined defence
of the garrisons of Eluet et Tamar and Pt 187, and the timely inter-
vention of the 22nd and part of the 2nd Armoured Brigade. After
further attacks Pt 187 had to be given up, but a resolute and successful

1 The 8th Armoured Brigade belonged to the 10th Armoured Division, formerly the
1st Cavalry Division. The conversion of this division to armour had proceeded unavoidably
by fits and starts, and it was not yet ready to take the field as a whole, mainly for want of
transport.
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rearguard action by the British armour and artillery, assisted by an
attack by the day-bombers, held off the 15th Panzer Division until
dark. Meanwhile the 21st Panzer Division heavily attacked Eluet et
Tamar, penetrated part of the defences, and was driven out by artillery
fire and a counter-attack by the Cape Town Highlanders.

Early that morning, 14th June, the 1st South African and s0th
Divisions received their orders to withdraw from the Gazala line and
make for destinations on the Egyptian frontier. A plan already existed
for such a move, but now that the enemy was almost in Acroma and
El Adem it had to be modified: 1st South African Division was to
move by the coast road through Tobruk and the 5oth Division was to
break out south-west through the Italian 1oth Corps and make its way
south of Bir Hacheim and across country to the frontier. The 50th
Division was to hold its positions until 6 p.m. that evening and the
South Africans theirs until first light on 15th June.

General Pienaar protested against being made to withdraw by day-
light in the face of a certainly aroused enemy, and it was agreed that
he too should hold his positions until 6 p.m. on the 14th and that his
rear parties should pass into Tobruk by 7 a.m. on the 15th. The 13th
Corps had already ordered that Bir Heleisi (50th Division), B 154
and Eluet et Tamar (1st South African Division), Commonwealth
Keep and Pt 187 (2nd South African Division) would be held until
9 p.m. on 14th June, after which the garrisons would be withdrawn
by their parent formations. Furthermore 2nd South African Division,
supported by 1st Armoured Division, would hold the line of the mine-
fields from El Mrassas to Acroma until further orders, and their
columns would operate as far west as the Tobruk by-pass road.

In both divisions all reserves of food, water, fuel, and certain stores
were silently destroyed or made useless during the day, and in the 1st
South African Division unessential units and vehicles were sent away
early. The 1st South African Infantry Brigade, helped by a dust-storm,
withdrew during the afternoon, and the 2nd and grd Brigades after
dark. There then remained the rearguards, made up of detachments
from the three brigades, each of a composite company of infantry with
a few field, anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns, the whole commanded
by Brigadier C. L. de W. du Toit. The withdrawal of the Division
went well except for some casualties and damage from air attacks.
The Germans near Acroma failed to move early enough to intercept
the main bodies. This they could have done, because by first light on
the 15th there were no troops facing them on the escarpment west of
Acroma. Pt 187 had been given up; the remaining posts had been
withdrawn by their parent formations during the night; and 13th
Corps, deciding to get the 1st Armoured Division away to reorganize,
had ordered it to withdraw at 10 p.m. on the 14th. However, between
8 and g a.m. on 15th June a battalion of German infantry and some
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tanks drove a small protective detachment of the 2nd South African
Division from its position at El Mrassas and blocked the main road.
On the wrong side of this block were the rearguards of 2nd and 3rd
South African Brigades and some units of the 50th Division who had
been obliged to take this route also. Brigadier du Toit and his head-
quarters had already passed by, so that effective command was lack-
ing. At length Lieut.-Colonel J. E. S. Percy, gth Durham Light In-
fantry, collected a miscellaneous force and in the afternoon broke
through the German screen. The bulk of the South African rearguards
did not seize the opportunity to follow, and towards dark they were
captured or dispersed by the enemy. During its retreat the 1st South
African Division lost 27 killed and 366 wounded or missing, and 13
uns.

3 General Ramsden, commanding the soth Division, decided to
break out just after dark in two main groups, one under Brigadier L. L.
Hassell (6gth Infantry Brigade) and the other under Brigadier J. S.
Nichols (151st Infantry Brigade). In each group one battalion with
supporting arms was detailed to smash a gap in the Italian positions
and hold it open while the rest, in their self-contained columns, passed
through. The afternoon dust-storm helped by concealing the prepara-
tions, and the break-out was made with great vigour. The 5th
Battalion East Yorkshire Regiment and the 8th Battalion Durham
Light Infantry made the gaps, and the columns, with a few exceptions,
ran through the enemy’s fire (and even over his positions) before
gaining the open desert. The gth Battalion Durham Light Infantry
(of 1515t Infantry Brigade) and its attached troops suffered various
delays until the chances of getting through the thoroughly roused
enemy seemed very slender. Lieut.-Colonel Percy decided instead to
make for the coast road. He was joined by various stray detachments
and reached Tobruk after the encounter at El Mrassas already
described. The bulk of the division began to assemble east of the
Egyptian frontier on 16th June.

It happened that on 14th June one of the important convoys for
Malta—‘Vigorous’, already referred to—was passing between Crete
and Cyrenaica. This attracted much of the air effort on both sides,
Ju. 87s and 88s being sent to attack it and fighters of the Desert Air
Force to protect it when it came within their range. To keep down
the weight of attack on the convoy a few Bostons and a small force of
Wellingtons had bombed airfields at Derna and elsewhere on the
night of the 13th. On the following day, however, dust-storms inter-
fered with flying, and the day-bombers were grounded until the even-
ing, when they were urgently required to give air support in the
Acroma area. Fighter activity was also seriously restricted. A few
Italian aircraft and a small force of Me. 110s attacked troops with-
drawing from Gazala along the congested coast road, but, like the
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British, the enemy was preoccupied with the convoy, and his dive-
bombers were almost wholly employed against it. Thus, for one reason
or another, air activity over the Desert on 14th June was much less
than usual.

On 15th June General Rommel wrote ‘The battle has been won,
and the enemy is breaking up.’ This was unpleasantly near the truth,
for although the 8th Army still occupied Tobruk, and had detach-
ments at El Adem and Belhamed, it had been out-manceuvred and
driven from its chosen battleficlds and most of it was re-forming eighty
miles away. Its force of cruiser tanks had been reduced to one weak
brigade of composite regiments, the organization of most of its infantry
divisions had been disjointed, and no significant reserves were within
reach. The enemy, too, had suffered heavily, but although he had
failed to round up the divisions in the Gazala line he had at last prised
them loose, had defeated the British armour, and had made great
captures of men and material. He was now almost within reach of his
objective, which was Tobruk; moreover he was quite clear as to his
object, which was to capture it quickly. The British, on the other hand,
were by no means clear what they meant to do, and were soon to pay

the penalty.




CHAPTER XI

THE BATTLE OF GAZALA (contd.):
THE LOSS OF TOBRUK

the enemy was probably withdrawing the bulk of his forces

beyond the Egyptian frontier. Cavallero at once signalled to
Bastico that the tactical success must be exploited and that a stalemate
must be avoided, for the Axis forces could not undertake a long siege
of Tobruk. Air forces would have to be withdrawn from North Africa
at the end of June to assist in the capture of Malta, which was as
necessary as ever; indeed Rommel’s urgent request for 8,000 men
could not be met because Hitler had placed a ban on the movements of
German troops by sea until the situation round Malta had been
cleared up. General Rommel, for his part, required no prodding.
Baulked in his attempt to cut off all the troops retiring from Gazala he
lost no time in setting his forces in motion eastwards. The 21st Panzer
Division was directed on El Duda, and the goth Light was ordered
(for the third time in a week) to advance on El Adem.

Before describing the outcome of these orders it will be convenient
to consider briefly how the 8th Army was trying to cope with the
situation. General Ritchie had not yet had the Commander-in-Chief’s
approval for allowing Tobruk to be isolated (this was not given until
16th June) and could say no more than that Tobruk was to be a
bastion upon which mobile operations could be based and that the
13th Corps was to deny it to the enemy. The 3oth Corps would be
responsible for the operations outside the perimeter, for which purpose
General Norrie would have under his command the 7th Armoured
Division, the 2gth Indian Infantry Brigade at El Adem, and the 20th
Indian Infantry Brigade at Belhamed. At the same time he was to
complete the occupation of the positions on the frontier and organize
a striking force with which to resume the offensive. The immediate
problem was to strengthen the 7th Armoured Division, on which
would largely depend any chance there might be of preventing the
enemy from lapping round the southern flank of the 13th Corps. The
only mobile formations available were the battered but resilient 4th
Armoured Brigade and the grd Indian Motor Brigade. The flow of
repaired tanks from the forward workshops was expected to be 15 to
25 a day, and about g a day were coming forward from Egypt; at this
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ON 15th June General Rommel informed Comando Supremo that
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rate it would be several days before the 2nd and 22nd Armoured
Brigades could be re-equipped. In these straits General Ritchie’s
reflections led him to turn to the idea of ‘Jock’ columns.

Since the very beginning of the war in the Western Desert these
columns had been such a feature of the British mode of warfare that
they deserve a word to put them into perspective. There is no doubt
that they were a stimulating form of enterprise which at times caused
the enemy anxiety and loss. Brigadier ‘Jock’ Campbell himself knew
well their limitations, and in April 1942 General Auchinleck saw fit
to lay down a policy for their use. Columns, he wrote, could harass or
could carry out a pursuit against weak rearguards, but they could not
drive home an attack against other than very weak resistance nor deny
ground except for a very short time. He considered that their use tended
to disperse resources (especially artillery) and to make the troops so
accustomed to tip-and-run tactics that they might begin to regard
all-out attack or protracted defence as exceptions rather than the rule.
He therefore directed that columns should be sparingly used, and gave
as examples of suitable tasks: raids on definite objectives; harassing,
covering, and delaying operations ahead of a defensive position on a
definite plan; support of armoured cars on reconnaissance; and, in
certain circumstances, pursuit.

General Ritchie now felt that the column could help him in his
predicament. He considered the enemy’s tanks to be superior to his
own, and that therefore the offensive weapon must be the field gun.
On 16th June he issued instructions for infantry divisions to split into
two, with an advanced mobile element of regimental groups (or
columns) of all arms and a rear or static element occupying a sector of
the frontier defences. A regimental column was to consist of the head-
quarters of a battalion or field regiment, a field battery, an anti-tank
battery, an anti-aircraft troop, and a battalion of infantry (less one
company) to provide local protection for the guns. But field guns
were none too plentiful at this moment, and the arrival of the 1st
South African and soth Divisions in the frontier area was eagerly
awaited. Not until 17th June was it known with any certainty what
was their state of completeness. Meanwhile the Commander-in-Chief’s
attention was firmly fixed on El Adem, and he constantly urged the
Army Commander to reinforce it, which was just what General
Ritchie could not do.

Two battalions of the 2gth Indian Infantry Brigade (Brigadier
D. W. Reid) held the locality of El Adem, with the third battalion—
the grd Royal Battalion 12th Frontier Force Regiment—holding a
detached position to the north-west at B 650. On 15th June the goth
Light Division made three attacks on El Adem and was beaten off.
During the afternoon an attack by the 21st Panzer Division on B 650
was also beaten off and the 7th Motor Brigade was credited with very
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effective co-operation. At 7.30 p.m. General Norrie spoke confidently
to the Army Commander. He felt that El Adem would hold fast, but
he did not then know that the 21st Panzer Division had just driven home
an attack which overran and captured B 650 and its garrison. Next
morning Norrie spoke very differently. He felt that his mobile troops
were too few to guarantee support to the garrisons of El Adem and
Belhamed for the next few days, and that without this support they
could not be expected to hold out for long. He did not feel that the
casualties which a last-ditch resistance would inflict on the enemy
would compensate for the loss of these brigades. The Army Com-
mander was not immediately available to give a ruling, but one was
promised. A little after mid-day Norrie spoke to Messervy, saying that
in his view there would have to be a complete withdrawal to the
frontier. Meanwhile the 21st Panzer Division had passed on to El
Duda, and the goth Light had made another attack on El Adem while
the two German reconnaissance units and the Ariete Division held
off the attempts by 7th Motor Brigade to help. The 29th Indian
Infantry Brigade continued to resist stoutly and the goth Light
Division, being in a bad way, was told to discontinue its attacks.
At 5.30 p.m. General Ritchie (who had by now received the Com-
mander-in-Chief’s authority to allow Tobruk to be temporarily
isolated) told General Norrie that the local situation must govern the
decision whether or not to give up El Adem, and because he could not
tell what the situation was he delegated the decision to General Norrie.
A little later Norrie decided to evacuate El Adem the same night.
General Messervy had already made arrangements, and the Brigade
successfully slipped away during the small hours of 17th June. In the
circumstances this withdrawal was unavoidable, yet the effect, as goth
Light Division noted in its diary, was that it removed the southern
corner-stone from the advanced defence line of the fortress of
Tobruk.

The concentration of enemy movement towards and around El
Adem had given the Desert Air Force plenty of targets at a short
distance from the Gambut airfields. On the 15th June the Bostons and
the fighter-bombers were out in strength, as were the new tank-
destroying Hurricanes. This meant heavy escort duties for the fighters,
which had also to protect convoy ‘Vigorous’ as it returned to Alex-
andria. This convoy, as on the previous evening, was attracting a large
part of the enemy’s air effort, and the German bombers based in
North Africa flew 193 sorties against it in the two days—another
example of the interplay of sea, land, and air. Without this diversion
the air attacks on the retreating 8th Army on the evening of 14th
June and during the 15th could have been much heavier than they
were. But in that case the British fighters could have opposed them in
strength, and although the 8th Army no doubt gained some respite
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by the passage of the convoy at this particular moment, it is impossible
to say how much.

The approach of the enemy so close to Gambut meant that Air
Vice-Marshal Coningham was taking a risk in continuing to use these
airfields. But if he withdrew the fighters thirty miles to Sidi Azeiz it
would seriously limit the support they could give in the El Adem
area. Behind a screen of patrols of No. 2 Armoured Car Company
R.A.F. there were four infantry battalions and three and a half anti-
aircraft batteries (ready to engage tanks if necessary) allotted to the
close defence of the Gambut airfields for as long as he needed them,
and Coningham decided to keep Gambut open for the time being and
to remain there himself.

The next day, 16th June, was a particularly busy one for the Desert
Air Force. In the El Adem-Sidi Rezegh area the Bostons made seven
attacks and the fighter-bombers twenty. The 21st Panzer Division
reported that it had been attacked for the first time by fighter-bombers
firing a 2-cm. cannon which caused considerable losses in men and
material.! In the afternoon enemy fighters became increasingly active.
They intercepted some of the Boston formations and followed them
back to their landing-grounds at Baheira. However, only once did
the Me. 109s break through the escorting Kittyhawks, and no damage
was done. It was undoubtedly a successful day for air support; co-
operation between the 8th Army and the Desert Air Force worked
well and the 21st Panzer Division had cause to report ‘Continual
attacks at quarter hour intervals by bombers and low flying aircraft’,
and to request urgent fighter protection.

On 17th June news of the withdrawal from El Adem seems to have
travelled slowly, and did not reach the Desert Air Force until 3 p.m.—
twelve hours after the event. The result was that for much of the day
the Gambut airfields were in danger of attack from any columns of
the enemy who might have by-passed the two remaining defended
localities at Sidi Rezegh and Belhamed. As the British aircraft shuttled
to and fro, the rearming and refuelling parties could hear the burst of
their own bombs falling among the enemy’s foremost troops. The
attacks were concentrated on the area between Sidi Rezegh and
Belhamed because requests for air support were coming from the 2o0th
Indian Infantry Brigade but none from the 2gth.

The 20th Indian Infantry Brigade was a new formation which had
not trained as a brigade. It had arrived in the Desert from Iraq in the
first week of June and by the roth was holding a main position at
Belhamed, with a detached battalion at Sidi Rezegh.? Late on 16th
cal!il;rhe Hurricane IID was not in fact a fighter-bomber, and its cannons were of 40-mm.

re.

2 goth Indian Infantry Brigade (Brigadier L. E. Macgregor) : Kent Yeomanry)

97th
Field Regiment R.A.; 1st Battalion, The South Wales Borderers; 1 ]Gth ajputana Rifles,
3/18th Royal Garhwal Rifles.
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June the 21st Panzer Division bit into Sidi Rezegh, reported
~ stubborn resistance, and did not press on. General Norrie, however,
was weighing (as he had done at El Adem) the possible loss of the

against the damage it might do to the enemy. At 10.30 a.m.
on 17th June he decided that the Brigade was to hold on as
long as possible but would withdraw if in imminent danger of being
overrun.

We must now turn to the 4th Armoured Brigade. This Brigade had
been hastily reconstituted and by 16th June consisted of the composite
regiments 1st /6th and 3rd /5th R.T.R.; gth Lancers, two squadrons
strong; and a composite squadron from the grd and 4th County of
London Yeomanry. It had under command the 1st R.H.A. and the
18t K.R.R.C. The brigade had about go tanks, but was undoubtedly a
scratch affair as regards organization and equipment. On 16th June
it had a brush with the enemy near Sidi Rezegh and leaguered about
ten miles south-east of that place. On the morning of 17th June the
tanks were busy with maintenance, and two columns, each consisting
of a horse artillery battery and an infantry company, set out—one to
Sidi Rezegh and one to Pt 178—to help the 20th Indian Infantry
Brigade. Early in the afternoon General Messervy ordered the whole
Brigade to an area south of the Trigh Capuzzo between Belhamed and
El Adem, with a view to striking at the enemy’s flank. Brigadier
Richards doubted whether the area was suitable tactically, but before
the brigade moved enemy columns appeared travelling rapidly east-
ward across it. These were in fact the 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions
which Rommel had ordered to drive south-east and after a time to
turn north to Gambut and cut the coast road. The British regiment
closest to the enemy, the gth Lancers near Hareifet en Nbeidat, faced
north and engaged, and the grd /[5th R.T.R. soon came into action
south-west of them. A slogging-match followed in which the British
were handicapped since their artillery fire-power had been dispersed,
most of the guns being with the harassing columns. After a couple of
hours’ fighting it appeared that the enemy was pressing hardest
against the grd /5th R.T.R. The 1st /6th R.T.R. was ordered across to
help, but because of misunderstandings a part only of the regiment
got into action. The enemy kept up his attacks with the sun behind,
and at about 7 p.m. Brigadier Richards began to withdraw south-
castwards. The enemy followed up until nearly nightfall and in par-
ticular severely pressed the gth Lancers. After dark Richards decided
to withdraw to a Field Maintenance Centre south of the Trigh el Abd
where he would replenish and be in a position to strike at any enemy
advancing eastward next day. But the Germans, who had broken off
the action on Rommel’s orders, turned north, and a little after mid-
night the 21st Panzer Division reported that it had cut the coast road
near Gambut. The 4th Armoured Brigade, with 58 fit tanks, spent
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18th and 1gth June in reorganization and maintenance, and was then
ordered back to the Egyptian frontier.

By the time on 17th June that the 4th Armoured Brigade’s battle
was ending General Norrie had concluded that Belhamed was nearly
cut off. He therefore ordered the 20th Indian Infantry Brigade to
withdraw to Sollum during the night 17th /18th. This withdrawal was
only partially successful, for in the small hours the 1st South Wales
Borderers and 3 [18th Royal Garhwal Rifles ran into the German road
blocks; in their uncombined attempts to run the gauntlet at dawn
they were scattered and captured almost to a man. Brigade Head-
quarters, 1 /6th Rajputana Rifles, and g7th Field Regiment, which
had taken other routes, escaped.

On 17th June, as soon as Air Vice-Marshal Coningham learned for
certain that the El Adem locality was in enemy hands, he ordered the
Gambut airfields to be evacuated. As the enemy air forces were too
busy protecting their own troops to bother about the British airfields,
the fighters flew safely away to Sidi Azeiz and the airfield defence
troops withdrew. Most of the day-bombers moved back from Baheira
to near Mersa Matruh; the rest withdrew the following day. The
tactical reconnaissance aircraft of No. 40 Squadron S.A.A.F. were
already within the Tobruk perimeter. That the Desert Air Force had
been able to stay in action well forward until the last possible moment
is proof of its good organization. From 15th to 17th June it had been
operating with skeleton maintenance crews, and ready to move at
one hour’s notice. Yet the fighters had averaged 450 sorties, which
means at least three flown by every available aircraft each day. The
light bombers averaged 50 a day and dropped over 100 tons of bombs.
Five German and three Italian aircraft had been shot down, while the
British, not unexpectedly, lost sixteen.

Early on 18th June General Rommel reported to OKH that Tobruk
was now invested and that an area extending to a distance of forty
miles east and south-east of it had been cleared of the enemy. The
D.A.K. lay to the east of the perimeter, the Ariete Division to the
south-east, the 1oth Corps to the south, and the 21st Corps and a few
German infantry to the west. Thus the rear of the intended operation
against Tobruk was now safe from interference, and the British had lost
the use of the Gambut airfields. Axis units had reported the discovery
of large stocks of all kinds, principally in the Belhamed area and to the
east of Gambut.

As late as 10 p.m. on 17th June General Auchinleck, as yet unaware
of the evacuation of Belhamed and the defeat of the 4th Armoured
Brigade, issued an order to General Ritchie to hold Tobruk and keep
the enemy west of the general line Tobruk-El Adem-Bir el Gubi, to
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hold the frontier, and to counter-attack when a suitable opportunity
could be made. Ritchie had seen the Commanders of the 1st South
African and soth Divisions on 17th June, and estimated that nine
8-gun columns would be ready between 18th and 21st June. But by
early morning on 18th June he realized that he was trying to do too
much at once and signalled to the Commander-in-Chief that he was
feeling the difficulty of acting aggressively against the enemy’s
southern flank near Tobruk and at the same time implementing the
plans for defending the frontier.

General Auchinleck flew up at once to discuss the matter. The out-
come was that Tobruk was to come directly under Army Head-
quarters while the 13th Corps would be responsible for defending the
frontier and for operating westward of it—in other words, for helping
Tobruk from outside. The goth Corps was to pass into general reserve
in the Matruh arca, where it would form and train a striking force
with which, in due course, to resume the offensive. The 13th Corps,
given time, would have available for its mobile operations the 7th
Armoured Division (4th Armoured Brigade, 7th Motor Brigade and
grd Indian Motor Brigade), in all sixty-six tanks and six ‘columns’,
and one brigade each from the 1st South African and 50th Divisions,
each contributing three ‘columns’. The rest of these two Divisions and
the 1oth Indian Division would occupy defensive positions on the
frontier. Plans were made for two eventualities: one in which the
enemy’s main thrust was directed towards the frontier, and the other
in which it was made against Tobruk. The second was thought to be
the more likely, but in the event the speed with which the assault on
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