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OPERATIONS IN THE MIDDLE EAST, 5 JULY 1941—31 OCTOBER 194I.

The foliowing despatch was submitted to the
Secretary of State for War on the 8th March
1942 by GENERAL SIR CLAUDE ]. E.
AUCHINLECK, C.B., C.S.I., DS.O.,
O0.B.E., A.D.C., Commander-in-Chief the
Middle East Forces. :

1. On taking over command of the Middle
East Forces on the 5th July 1941 I found the
general position incomparably better than it had
been a year earlier on the collapse of France.
This improvement was entirely due to the
energy of my predecessor, General Sir
Archibald Wavell, and to his vigour in seeking
out the enemy wherever he was to be found.

. The defeat and capture of the Italian armies
in East Africa had eliminated one serious
threat to our bases and communications, and
the winter offensive in Cyrenaica had resulted
in the destruction of another large Italian Army.
Although the fresh forces brought up by the
enemy had succeeded in recapturing most of
Cyrenaica, they were unable to proceed much
further without first redycing Tobruk. More-
over our operation in June, though unsuccess-
ful, had robbed their armoured forces of much
of their offensive power. In the East, the
overthrow of the rebel government had cleared
the atmosphere in Iraq, while the operations
in Syria, though as yet unfinished, would deny
potential air and land bases in that country
to the Axis.

Only in the North had recent events made
our position more difficult. The enemy occupa-
tion of Greece and Crete increased the threat
of aerial attacks on our bases and lines of
communication, and, even more dmportant,
seriously restricted the movements of the Fleet
in the Central Mediterrancan. The enemy’s
hold on Cyrenaica greatly increased this restric-
tion. The running of convoys with supplies
and reinforcements to Malta from Egypt thus
became more difficult. The German attack on
Russia, however, had come at a very oppor-

tune moment for ourselves as it prevented the
enemy from exploiting to the full his success
in the Balkans and thie Aegean.

Although there was thus no immediate threat
to our base, there was every reason to believe
that in time such a threat womnld materialise
on either flank, and I found preparations to
meet this well in hand:

2. General Wavell’s campaigns in Libya,
Eritrea, Abyssinia, Greece, Crete, Iraq and
Syria had followed each other with such be-

‘wildering rapidity and had been undertaken

with such inadequate forces and equipment that
a considerable degree of disorganisation in the
Army as a whole was inevitable. Brigades had
perforce become separated from their divisions
and wunits from their brigades, while some
formations, especially those of the armoured
forces, had practically ceased to exist. This
enfailed a comprehensive programme of re-
organisation, improvization, re-equipment and
training, which I found in progress on taking
over.

In no sense do I wish to infer that I found
an umsatisfactory situation on my arrival—
far from it. Not only was I greatly impressed
by the solid foundations laid by my predeces-
sor, but I was also able the better to appreciats
the vastness of the problems with which he had
been oconfronted and the greatness of his
achievements, in a command in which some
40 different languages are spoken by the British
and Allied Forces.

3.l soon found that the work of the opera-
tions, planning and intelligence branches of the
General Staff was good and thorough, and that
a sound system existed for the administration of
personnel, supplies. ordnance and medical
arrangements.

Liaison between the Navy, Ammy and Air
Force was excellent and it may here be of
interest to give some details of interservice
co-operation.
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(4) On the highest level there is the Middie
East War Council with the Minister of State
in the chair. This body is mainly concerned
with political matters affecting the Services
and other problems of the Middle East.

(8) Then there is the Middle East Defence
Committee which met for the first time on
the 25th August. It consists of the Minister
of State, who presides, and the three
Commanders-in-Chief. It deals with major
operations and plans.

{c) Next comes the Commanders-in-Chiefs’
Committee which is also attended by senior
Staff Officers and deals with all important
operational and administrative questions.
The above normally meet once a week.

(4) Daily liaison is maintained in General
Headquarters by an Inter-Service Intelligence
Staff Conference and an Inter-Service Opera-
tional Staff Conference and by individual
officers of all three Services.

(¢) The Inter-Service Air Defence Com-
mittee makes recommendations for the dis-
posal of available anti-aircraft units and
equipment, and has been of great value.

(f) Moreover I myself am in constant per-
sonal touch with the Commander-in-Chief
Mediterranean and the Air Officer Command-
ing-in-Chief.

It will thus be seen that a firm foundation
exists to ensure that the efforts of the Navy,
Army and Royal Air Force are co-ordinated.

4. I readily subscribed to my predecessor’s
policy of concentrating on re-organisation and
training, as an essential part of the prepara-
tions for driving the enemy out of Libya and
for meeting his eventual thrust in Asia. These
were my chief preoccupations during the
period under review. The paragraphs which
follow are, therefore, chiefly concerned with
local aspects of these preparations as they
arose in the various areas of the Middle East.

SYRIA AND PALESTINE.

5. The Syrian Campaign was drawing to a
close when I assumed command. In the north-
east the roth Indian Division, which formed
part of the forces under Lieutenant-General
E. P. Quinan in Iraq and which the Com-
mander-in-Chief, India, had placed at General
Wavell’s disposal, had advanced along the
River Euphrates as far as Deir ez Zor and
along the railway from Tel Kotchek towards
Kameschle. | Iy the (Wegt the enemy were
resisting stubbornly along the line of the River
Damour, on the southern slopes of the Lebanon
and -on the southern and western slopes of the
Anti-Lebanon.

In the Euphrates Province the 1oth Indian
Division made steady progress in the face of
heavy air attacks, and by the 8th July, with
the capture of Raqqa and Kameschle, they were
in control of the key points of the Province.
On the line Hama—Homs—Anti-Lebanon the
Vichy French were thinning out, until on the
1oth July Homs was threatened by the 4th
Cavalry Brigade who had cut the railway to
the South and now stood before the town. The
crossing of the River Damour by the 17th
Australian Infantry Brigade on the #th July,
and the capture of the town itself by the 21st
Australian Infantry Brigade on the gth July
removed the chief obstacle to our advance on
Beirut from the South. The town was also
threatened from the direction of Damascus by
the 16th Infantry Brigade (6th Division), which
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on the 1oth July attacked the enemy holding
positions astride the road near Dimas.

Having lost control of the Northern Desert
and the Euphrates Province, and being
threatened with the imminent loss of Beirut
General Dentz decided to ask for an ammistice.

6. On the evening of the rrth July, I re-
ceived a wireless message from General Dentz,
proposing the suspension of hostilities six hours
later, at midnight, General Dentz declared
himself ready to engage in talks on the basis
of a memorandum presented to him that morn-
ing by the United States Consul at Beirut on
behalf of the British Government. But he
made the reservation that he was empowered
by the French Government to treat only with
the British representatives to the exclusion of
those of the Free French.

General Dentz’s proposals were considered at
once by the Middle East War Council, which
also took into account the opinion of the
American Consul at Beirut, that Dentz was
entirely insincere and might be playing for
time in the hope of a last minute rescue by the
Germans. Accordingly his conditions were re-
jected and he was called on to send his
plenipotentaries to the British outpost on the
Beirut—Haifa Road at or before ogoo hrs. on
the 12th July, under threat of resuming
hostilities at that hour.

The Vichy French Representatives duly
appeared and were conducted to Acre, where
discussions began at once. We were repre-
sented by General Sir Henry Wilson, Air Com-
modore L. O. Brown and Captain J. A. V.
Morse, Royal Navy, the Free French by
General Catroux, and the Vichy French by
General de Verdillac, At 2200 hrs. on the 12th
July the Convention was initialled and was
finally signed by General Wilson and General
de Verdillac at Acre on the 14th July 1g4:.

4. The Commission of Control, set up in
accordance with Article 21 to supervise the
execution of the terms of the Convention.
assembled formally for the first time on the
16th July at Ain Sofar in the Lebanon under
the presidency of Major-General J. I. Chrystall.’

The question of repatriation was difficult, as
our desire to clear the country of Vichy French
troops and civilians at the earliest possible
moment conflicted with the Free French wish
to retain them as long as possible, in the hope
that after a prolonged period of propaganda a
larger number of recruits would be obtained.
Events proved the anticipations of the Free
French to be over-optimistic, for of 37,736 per-
sonnel of the Troupes Frangais du Levant, who
were offered the choice, only 5,668 declared in
favour of Free France.

In all eight convoys, three hospital ships and
one ‘‘ gleaner ’’ ship sailed for France between
the 7th August and the 27th September 1g941.
The total number of persons repatriated, both
civilian and military was 37,563. It speaks
well for the work of the Embarkation Board
that these convoys were cleared without any
unfortunate incident. After the departure of
these ships, nearly all personnel of the Troupes
Frangais du Levant had been repatriated.

The return of British Prisoners of War who
had been evacuated from Syria and the
Lebanon placed the Troupes Francais du
Levant in an unfortunate position, particularly
when it was established that a number of these
prisoners had been sent out of Syria after the
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Convention had been initialled. The delay in
obtaining the. return of prisoners led to the
detention' in Palestine of General™ Dentz, and
twenty-nine of his most senior officers. They
were released iry due course as the -British
prisoners were returned to Syria.

The work of the Commission of Control and
its twénty sub-committees deserves the highest
praise. iIn the space of ten weeks they accom-
plished the task of armranging the orderly
evacuation of an army . 37,000 strong, of
checking and handing over all its equipment
and of transferring the public services from
one administration to another, in- conditions
which the war had rendered chaotic.

8. The capitulation of the Vichy Forces and
the ocoupation of Syria by the British and Free
French made it necessary to take a number
- of decisions, political and military. General
de Gaulle considered that the Armistice terms
did not give the Free French enough facilities
for rallying the Vichy troops, and did not
fully safeguard the position’ of Free France.
After discussions between the Minister of
State and General de Gaulle in Cairo in the
first week of July, agreements were reached
under which the civil authority in Syria and
the Lebanon was to rest in the hands of the
Free French provided that our military security
was not jeopardised. General de Gaulle Tecog-
nised the unity of command and placed the
Free French Forces throughout the Middle
East under the British ‘Commander-in-Chief for
operational purposes. He also rfecognised that
in the British Military Zone the civil anthority
must carry out the requests of the military
authority where the security of the armed forces
was concerned. "

Meanwhile the Free French took over the
civif administration of Syria under General
Catroux as Délégué Général de 1a France, the
title of High Commissioner being dropped.
Unfortunately the French were short of ex-
perienced personnel. On the civilian side out
of about 1,200 Frenchmen in Syria (excluding
religious orders and their dependents), about
one-third rallied to the Free French, one-third
were allowed to remain in Syria on sufferance
without rallying, and ‘one-thind returned to
France. No doubt a number of those who
rallied did .so as a matter of personal
expediency. In any case, the lack of first-rate
men with administrative ability was severely
felt, and there were many complaints from
the Syrians and Lebanese that former Vichy
officials, who were corrupt or discredited, were
being retained in their old positions.  The
" first weeks were also marked by a good deal

of friction between the British and French,
particularly in connection with the work of
the Disarmament Commission. Mistakes were
made on both sides but obstacles were gradu-
ally overcome. The Spears Mission, working
under difficult conditions, established good
relations with' their Free French colleagues. A
British Security Mission was appointed under
Brigadier A. S. Mavrogordato and a joint
Anglo-French propaganda plan was agreed
. upon.

9. Early in September economic difficulties
led to a crisis. Stocks of essential commodities
were short owing to the British blockade before
the fall of the Vichy régime. The wheat crop
was below normal, and wheat was hoarded
partly in the hopes of. realising higher and

A2

.partly froth fear . In certai

4217

higher prices as the shortage increased, and
Hareas there was
hardship, and minor bread Tiofs oocurred.
British assistance was given in distributing
supplies, and arrangements have now been
made for large quantities to be available
throughout the winter. .

10. A certain amount of political unrest was.
inevitable. The necessity for safegnarding the.
interests of France, whose special position we
had recognised, on the one hand, and the need
for setting up a friendly and stable govemn-
ment on the other were not easy to
reconcile. There was much disappointment that
Great Britain had not taken over Syria and
the Lebancn herself. French administration
under the mandate had never succeeded in re-
conciling the Nationalist . opposition, or im
attracting popular support. The Free French
promises of independence were not believed,
and there was general fear that the old regime
would be perpetuated. .Added to this was a
desire to play off the British against the Free
French. '

Lategin September there was trouble among
the tribes of the Euphrates and of.the Syrian
Desert, who had always chafed under French
political ¢ontrol, Administrative shortcomings
and mistakes on the French side and failure by
the local Free French authorities to keep the
British military commander of the district in-
formed of their intentions led to tribal out-
breaks in the Abu Kemal district. There were
several clashes between the Arabs and Free
French troops resulting in casualties to both
sides. Finally it became necessary for British
troops ‘to intervene, but eventually an agree-
ment was reached 1o cease hostilities and to
refer the dispute to arbitration by a joint Anglo-
French Commission.

The military security of this vital area was
discussed during October both in London with
General de Gaulle and in the Middle East with
General Catroux. General de Gaulle agreed in
principle to the authority necessary to safeguard
it being delegated in certain circumstances to
the British Command, and General Catroux
gave me an undertaking to proclaim Etat de
Sitge immediately, if troubles begin in any
area and threaten to spread,.and in the the

. event of threatened enemy attack.

'11. Pursuing the policy previously approved
1 had already decided that as soon as the
Syrian campaign was successfully concluded,
every effort should be concentrated on intensive
preparations for driving the enemy out of North
Africa. Consequently the North must be de-
fended with a minimum of troops. Apart from..
the Free French forces, which for political .
reasons have been disposed in detachments all
over Syria by their High Command, I have so :
far been vnable to allot more than five divisions
at any one time to the defence of Syria and
Palestine since the end of the campaign. .

The 1st Australian Corps and thz skeleton
Headquarters of the 16th Corps have already
carried out detailed reconnaissances of the de-
fensive areas, Work on the defences has begun
and is being pushed on as fast as the number
of troops and the amount of civilian labour
available will permit.

CyPRUS.

12. The Defence Committee considered it
essential to deny the enemy the use of Cyprus
as a base for naval and air operations against.






