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OPERATIONS IN EAST AFRICA, NOVEMBER, 1940—JULY, 1941
The following Despatch was submitted to the

Secretary of State for War on the 2ist May,
1942, by General SIR ARCHIBALD P.
WAVELL, G.C.B., C.M.G., M.C., Com-
mander-in-Chief in the Middle East.

(To COVER REPORTS BY LIEUT.-GENERAL W.
PLATT AND LIEUT.-GENERAL A. G.
CUNNINGHAM.)
1. I forward herewith accounts of the opera-

tions in the Sudan from November 1940 to
July 1941 by Lieut.-General W. Platt and of
the operations from Kenya between November
1940 and'August 1941 by Lieut.-General A.
Cunningham. These two accounts between
•them describe the conquest of practically the
whole of Italian East Africa between the dates
^given. This covering despatch is intended to
give the strategical background of the opera-
tions and to explain the instructions I issued
.as Commander-in-Chief of the Middle East.

2. In a previous despatch dated nth Decem-
ber, 1940, I described how East Africa was
placed under my command on 3rd February,
1940. The very small force then in East Africa
was reinforced by a South African brigade and
South African Air Contingent in June and two
West African brigades in July. The remainder
of the ist South African Division arrived dur-
ing the autumn of 1940, so that by October
1940 there were three divisions in East Africa,
-the ist South African Division, and the iith and
I2th African Divisions. None of these divisions
was of normal composition; their organisation
is given in the Appendices to Lieut.-General
Cunningham's report.

3. During the autumn and winter of 1940-41,
in deciding the operations to be conducted
from East Africa, I had to take into account
two conflicting policies which were urged on
me from different quarters. I was being pressed
by the Defence Minister at Home to move
iorces from East Africa to Egypt; he complained
that there were large masses of troops and

transport standing idle with no prospect of
successful employment while there was great
need for both further north in the Sudan and
Egypt. During a "visit I paid to London in
August 1940 he had urged on me the policy of
reducing troops to an absolute minimum in
Kenya and he continued to suggest that a pro-
portion of the troops in East Africa could more
usefully be employed elsewhere. On the other
hand I was made well aware of the undoubted
feeling of nervousness, not -only in Kenya but
also in Rhodesia and even in South Africa, that
the forces in East Africa were not sufficient to
prevent an Italian invasion of Kenya and of
the countries further south; in particular there
was fear of an enemy occupation of the port of
Mombasa. General Smuts frequently impressed
on me the danger of reducing the Forces in
East Africa.

Furthermore, the South African Division had
originally been provided on the understanding
that it was not to be used north of the Equator,
while it was very doubtful whether the African
troops for climatic reasons and their low scale
of 'equipment would be so suitable for operations
in other theatres. I resisted, therefore, pro-
posals to reduce the force in East Africa, at
least until we had driven the enemy further
back.

4. On ist November Lieut.^General A.
Cunningham took over command in East Africa
from Lieut.-General D. P. Dickinson.

5. On the 2nd December, 1940, on the eve o!
the offensive against Marshal Graziani's forces
in the Western Desert, I held a meeting at
Cairo, at which the Commanders in the Sudan
and East Africa were present, to consider the
strategy to be adopted against Italian East
Africa. I laid down the following general policy
at this conference:—:

In the Sudan:
(a) To prepare an operation for the recapture

of Kassala, which had been occupied by the
enemy soon after the outbreak of war with
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Italy, to ibe carried out early in 1941 if the
necessary reinforcements could be made avail-
able from Egypt; this depended mainly on the
success of the Desert offensive.

(b) To maintain pressure in the Gallabat area
where a minor attack had been made early in
November, ibut to undertake no large scale
operations on that line.

(c) To further the rebellion in Abyssinia by
all possible means.

In Kenya:
(a) In the south to advance tp the frontier

on the line Kolibio-Dif as soon as possible.
(b) On the northern frontier west of Moyale

to maintain pressure on the enemy by means
of small mobile columns.

(c) In May or June, after the rainy period,
to advance on Kismayu; I had hoped for an
advance on Kismayu before the rainy season
but General Cunningham at this meeting in-
formed me that after careful examination he
did not consider it possible owing to water
difficulties and lack of sufficient transport.

(d) In the spring and summer of 1941 to
penetrate into south-west Abyssinia in conjunc-
tion with operations from the Boma area of the
Sudan.

6. The ruling idea in my mind in the decisions
taken at Jhis conference was that the fomenta-
tion of the patriot movement in Abyssinia
offered with the resources available the best
prospect of making the Italian position impos-
sible and eventually reconquering the country.
I did not intend at the time a large scale in-
vasion either from Kassala towards Asmara
and Massawa, or -from Kismayu to the north.
The two operations -to Kassala and Kismayu
were designed to secure our flanks and I
intended that our main effort should be devoted
to furthering and supporting the rebellion by
irregular action. I intended after the capture
of Kassala and Kismayu to withdraw as many
troops as possible from the Sudan and East
Africa for the theatres further north. I had
carefully examined the possibilities of an in-
vasion of Italian East Africa in force during
the period before Italy entered the war. I had
come to the conclusion that the only two lines
of invasion which offered a good prospect of
success for a regular force were from Jibuti on
Addis Ababa or from Kassala on Massawa; and
of these the advance from Jibuti offered the
better prospect of success, since it seemed that
the natural difficulties of the Kassala-Asmara
route would require too great a force for the
single road by which it would have to be sup-
plied. The French collapse and the Italian
occupation of British Somaliland in August
1940 ruled out the possibility of the Jibuti
advance.

7. During a visit to the Sudan in November
with the Secretary of State for War, Mr.
Anthony Eden, I had discussed at length the
requirements for the development of the rebel-
lion in Abyssinia and had made arrangements
to do everything possible to assist the patriots.
I appointed Lieut.-Colonel O. C. Wingate as
staff officer for patriot activities and his energy
and initiative was an important factor in the
means by which the patriot movement gained
so great an impetus in the succeeding months.
Towards the end of November he had flown
into Abyssinia and met Brigadier Sandford who

was already there with a small mission to pre-
pare the way.

8. There were thus three separate lines of
operation against Italian East Africa: in the
north from the Sudan by Kassala into Eritrea,
in the centre from the Sudan and later from
East Africa into Abyssinia, and in the south
from Kenya against Italian Somaliland.

9. The success of the offensive in the
Western Desert of Egypt decided me to trans-
fer the 4th Indian Division to the Sudan to
enable the Kassala operation to be carried out.
The decision for this transfer had to be made
at very short notice, while the battle in the
Western Desert was still in progress, since
otherwise shipping would not have been avail-
able for some time and it would not have
been possible to stage the attack on Kassala
early in 1941 as I intended. Part of the 4th
Indian Division was actually moved prac-
tically straight from the battlefield of Sidi
Barrani to ships which conveyed them to the
the Sudan, and they were in action again in
the Sudan very shortly after their arrival.

The 4th Indian Division moved partly by
sea to Port Sudan and partly by railway and
boat up the Nile Valley. The whole division
was due to complete its arrival in the Sudan
about the middle of January. General Platt
originally fixed the date for the advance early
in March but I issued orders to him that he
was to attack early in February at the latest.
Eventually the date, 9th February was fixed
for the operation. I had sent one squadron
of infantry tanks to the Sudan for the opera-
tion; these were the only tanks I could spare
in view of the operations in the Western Desert
against Marshal Graziani's army.

10. Meanwhile the preparations for the
rebellion in Abyssinia were pushed on with
great energy. The chief objective was to place
a sufficient quantity of food and stores into
Abyssinia beyond the escarpment before the
rain rendered further movement of transport
impossible. A small force of one battalion of
Sudanese and a number of specially selected
British officers and N.C.Os. were also sent
forward. The Emperor, Haille Selassie, him-
self crossed the frontier and entered .his
kingdom on 20th January. The subsequent
operations of the small force which cleared the
Gojjam of large Italian forces was a very
remarkable achievement, due largely to the
energy and initiative of Brigadier Sandford,
head of 101 Mission, Colonel O. C. Wingate,
who commanded the regular forces taking part,
the British officers and N.C.Os. who assisted
him, and the fine fighting qualities of the
Sudanese battalion.

11. During the winter a small mobile force,
known as Gazelle Force, under Brigadier
Messervy, continually harassed the Italian
communications with Kassala and caused them
great inconvenience and considerable losses.
Early in January there were indications of the
enemy's intention to withdraw from Kassala;
and while on a visit to Khartoum I instructed
General Platt to be ready to advance his opera-
tion to prevent the enemy withdrawal. Before
he could get his troops into action, however,
the enemy had evacuated Kassala and com-
menced his retreat.

12. This enemy withdrawal and the rapid
and effective pursuit which General Platt at
once initiated caused me to review my original
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intention to confine the operation to the occu-
pation of Kassala and a small part of Eritrea
and to consider whether 1 should carry out a
large scale operation into Eritrea with the
intention of capturing Asmara. This would
prevent my withdrawing troops from the Sudan
for Egypt as early as I had intended, but
operations were going very well in the Western
Desert, there was n'o immediate need of addi-
tional troopfe' in Egypt and there seemed a
possibility mat the'enemy could be rushed over
the mountain passes on to the Asmara plateau.
I therefore instructed General Platt, during a
visit I paid to the Sudan towards the end of
January, to continue his pursuit and to press
on towards Asmara. I also approved his pro-
posal to use some Free French troops which
were arriving at Port Sudan, together with
the British and Indian troops already there,
to advance along the Red Sea coast and into
the hills towards Asmara.

13. I also visited Kenya at the end of
January where General Cunningham informed
me that in view of the success of the operations
in the Western Desert, which was bound to
have a considerable effect on Italian morale,
and the fact that he had discovered additional
supplies of water on the southern front, he was
prepared to make an attempt to capture Kis-
mayu early in February instead of waiting( till
after the rains in May. I instructed him5'to
proceed with his intention and told him that
if the operation against Kismayu was successful
he should endeavour at once to cut the
Mogadiscio-Addis Ababa road by which the
enemy drew a considerable proportion of his
supplies.

14. On i2th February, after I had received
the Cabinet decision to send all available troops
from the Middle East to the assistance of
Greece, I had to decide whether or not to
continue operations against. Italian East Africa
or to withdraw troops from that theatre to
replace those who had been ordered to Greece.
In view of the complete defeat of the Italian
forces in Cyrenaica, I decided to allow the
operations against Italian East Africa to con-
tinue for the present at any rate. I issued
instructions to General Platt to endeavour to
capture Asmara and Massawa and to General
Cunningham to continue his operations against
Kismayu. I told General Platt that he was
to confine his operations to the occupation of
Eritrea and was not to advance south from
Eritrea into Abyssinia and that I should with-
draw two or three brigade groups from him as
soon as possible after his capture of Eritrea.
I told General Cunningham that if he was suc-
cessful in capturing Kismayu, he should
advance on Mogadiscio if possible, but I
warned him that I should probably require the
withdrawal of the ist South African Division
at an early date.

15. Early in 1941 the Union Government
had offered a second South African division for
service in East Africa. I considered however
that I had at that time sufficient troops in
East Africa and asked that the division might
be reserved for use further north.

16. On 24th February, in view of the
rapidity with which General Cunningham's
operations had progressed and the apparently
complete disorganisation of the Italian forces
in the south, I instructed General Cunningham
that after the capture of Mogadiscio he should
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if possible advance on Harrar to cut the com-
munications between Addis Ababa and Jibuti,
and told him. that I proposed to initiate opera-
tions for the" reoccupation of Berbera and
British Somaliland, in order to open up a short
line of supply to the forces which advanced on
Harrar. General Cunningham pressed on his
operations with the greatest vigour and was
usually a little ahead of my proposals and
intentions.

17. About the third week of March I had
cause to reconsider the operations against
Italian East Africa. At this time signs of an
enemy counter-offensive in Cyrenaica were
becoming apparent, practically the whole of
of my trained reserves were in Greece or on
their way there and my need of troops to form
a fresh reserve in Egypt v/as urgent. The 4th
and 5th Indian Divisions were held up in front
of the strong Keren position which they had
failed to carry in spite of very gallant efforts.
I had to decide whether to make another effort
to capture the Keren position and reach Asmara
or to adopt a defensive attitude in Eritrea and
begin withdrawing troops. The position we
held opposite Keren was not well situated for
defence and the Italians, who were still in very
superior numbers, might begin a counter-
offensive if we accepted failure at Keren; and
General Platt considered that a fresh attack
might succeed. I therefore authorised him to
continue his attempts to storm the Keren posi-
tion, which he successfully accomplished on
March 27th. The capture of this natural strong-
hold which the Italians had defended with such
determination was a fitting climax to the great
work in Eritrea of the 4th and 5th Indian
Divisions, ably commanded iby Major-General
N. M. de la P. Beresford-Peirse and Major-
General L. M. Heath respectively.

After the fall of Keren the Italians made
little further effort to defend. Eritrea, their
oldest colony.

18. About the same time I had to decide
whether to authorise General Cunningham to
go on to Addis Ababa. I had originally in-
tended to halt the operation after the capture
of Diredawa and the reoccupation of British
Somaliland, since I had urgent need of the ist
South African Division and some of the large
quantities of transport which General Cunning-
ham's operations were employing. Also it
seemed to me that the occupation of Addis
Ababa would confront us with an embarrass-
ment of very large numbers of Italian civilians
and would have no very great strategical object.
I found, however, that General Cunningham
was quite confident of capturing Addis Ababa
and of dealing with the civilian problem and
decided to allow him to continue his advance.

Addis Ababa was occupied on 6th April.
In a remarkable campaign of two months
General Cunningham's forces had captured over
50,000 prisoners and had occupied some 360,000
square miles at a cost of only 500 casualties, of
whom under 150 were killed. His leaders in
these operations were Major^General A. R.
Godwin-Austen (i2th African Division), Major-
General H. E. de R. WtStherall (nth African
Division) and Major-General G. E. -Brink (ist
South African Division).

19. Meanwhile a very skilfully conducted
operation from Aden under the A.O.C., Air
Vice-Marshal G. R. M. Reid, had resulted in
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the recapture of Berbera on i6th March. This
was speedily followed by the reoccupation of the
whole colony. The use of the port of Berbera
and the road from thence to Harrar enabled
General Cunningham greatly to shorten his line
of communications. ' ,

20. The success of General Cunningham's
operations involved us in some very difficult
administrative and political problems, the
administration of the conquered territory, the
security and feeding of the very large Italian
civilian population in Addis Ababa and its
vicinity, and the question of French Somali-
land with the port of Jibuti and the railway
from there to Addis Ababa.

I had begun preparations for the administra-
tion of enemy-occupied territory in Italian East
Africa as early as 'December 1940 and a nucleus
organisation was in existence at the time the
occupation began. So rapidly, however, did
the advance proceed, especially in the south,
that it was almost impossible for administration
to keep pace. In the circumstances it reflects
the greatest credit on Sir Philip Mitchell,
Brigadier Lush, Brigadier the Hon. F. R. Rodd
and others that so much was accomplished and
that there was no general breakdown of admin-
istration or of law and order.

21. The problem of the large Italian civilian
populations in Asmara, capital of Eritrea, in
Addis Abajba and elsewhere gave me anxiety
both with respect to their safety and to the food
problem. In the end our apprehensions were,
however, largely relieved, the behaviour of the
native population towards their former con-
querors was in general tolerant and no revenge
was sought, while the problem of food supply
was of less difficulty than had been expected.

22. In connection with the feeding and pos-
sible evacuation of the population of Addis
Ababa the position of the port at Jibuti and the
railway was obviously of considerable import-
ance. From the point of view of military
administration the obvious policy was to come
to a.n arrangement with the Vichy authorities
for the use of the port and railway under cer-
tain terms in exchange for relaxation of the
blockade to French Somaliland. It would prob-
ably have been possible to come to a-satisfac-
tory agreement and I proposed to open negotia-
tions with the Governor of French SomalUand.
The Free French were, however, anxious for
political reasons to bring French Somaliland
over to the Free French movement and were
confident that this could be done by propa-
ganda and by strict maintenance of the block-
ade. H.M.G. decided that the Free French
policy should be adopted. The problem re-
mained unsettled up to the time that I left the
Middle East; the Free French authorities failed
to win over the colony to their movement and
the blockade failed to have the effect of reduc-
ing its resistance.

23. After the occupation of Addis Ababa on
6th April, General Cunningham wished to
employ his forces to the west and south-west in
order to reduce the enemy centre at Gimma and
to secure his line of communication in the
Lakes area. I was, however, anxious to get as
quickly as possible the South African division
and a large quantity of transport to Egypt and
ordered him to advance north to secure the
main road from Addis Ababa to Asmara so that
troops and transport from South Abyssinia

could reach Egypt by embarkation at Massawa
or Port Sudan or by the Nile Valley route. The
ist South African Brigade Group accordingly
left Addis Ababa on I3th April and after cap-
turing Dessie reached Amiba Alagi on 8th May.
The combined attack of the South Africans and
the Sudan forces from the north resulted in the
surrender of Amba Alagi on I7th May. The
Due D'Aosta, the Viceroy of Italian East
Africa, surrendered at this place.

24. After the fall of Amba Alagi, the remain-
ing centres of enemy resistance were in the Galla-
Sidamo area in the south-west and in the
Gondar area in the north-west. Some brilliant
operations by the African divisions, assisted
by a Belgian force from the Sudan, resulted in
the complete liquidation of all Italian resistance
in the south-west of Abyssinia, while the Italian
outposts of the Gondar area were also cleared.
The Gondar area itself was allowed to remain
for the present as it could have no further
influence on operations and I was anxious to
transfer troops back to the main theatre in
Egypt as rapidly as possible. The 4th Indian
Division had begun to return to Egypt imme-
diately after the fall of Keren and the 5th
Indian Division followed after the fall of Amba
Alagi.

25. During the operations by regular troops
in the south and in the north, the west centre
of Abyssinia was being cleared by some daring
operations of Colonel Wingate's small regular
force of Sudanese troops and bands of Abys-
sinian patriots assisted by British officers and
N.C.Os. The Emperor, with Brigadier Sand-
ford, followed the operations of these troops,
and the Emperor made a formal entry into his
capital of Addis Ababa on. 5th May.

26. The conquest of Italian East Africa had
been accomplished in four months, from the
end of January to the beginning of June. In
this .period a force of approximately 220,000
men had been practically destroyed with the
whole of its equipment and an area of nearly a
million square miles had been occupied. Some
of the chief features of this remarkable cam-
paign were the storming by British and Indian
troops of the formidable mountain barriers at
Keren and Amba Alagi, the boldness and skill
with which the operations from East Africa
were pressed over a distance of about 2,000
miles from the base, and the very skilful
guerilla fighting in Western Abyssinia.

The ultimate pattern of the conquest was
a pincer movement on the largest scale,
through Eritrea and Somaliland converging on
Amba Alagi, combined with a direct thrust
through Western Abyssinia by the patriot
forces. It looks Teutonic in conception and
execution; but, as explained above, this
result was not foreseen in the original plan
but arose gradually through the development
of events. It was in fact an improvisation
after the British fashion of war rather than a
set piece in the German manner.

27. As will be seen from the above, General
Platt and General Cunningham acted on
broad general instructions from me and I made
no attempt to control their operations in detail.
Success was due mainly to their boldness and
skill in execution, the quality of their subor-
dinate commanders and to the dash and endur-
ance of the troops. Both South African and
African troops greatly distinguished them-
selves.


