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THURSDAY, 19 SEPTEMBER, 1946

The Air Ministry,
September, 1946

AIR OPERATIONS IN THE MIDDLE EAST FROM JANUARY IST,
1941, TO MAY 3RD, 1941.

The following despatch was submitted to the
Secretary of State for Air on November 24th,
1941, by Air Chief Marshal SIR ARTHUR
LONGMORE, G.C.B., D.S.O., Air Officer
Commanding-in-Chief, Royal Air Force,
Middle East.

i. This Despatch covers the period from ist
January, 1941, to 3rd May, 1941. On this
latter date I was recalled .to England and did
not return to resume command of the R.A.F.,
Middle East.

The main features to be recorded during
these four months can be summarised as
follows:—

(a) The complete defeat of the Italian Air
Force in Libya; the successful and rapid
advance to Benghazi (6th February) and
the subsequent temporary stabilisation in
Cyrenaica as far West as El Ageila.

(&) The reduction of British Forces in
Cyrenaica, both Army and Air, in order to
meet fresh Greek Commitments due to de-
velopment of the threat to Greece from
German Forces which had crossed from
Roumania into Bulgaria. The decision being
made on the 22nd February to send British
Land Forces to Greece.

(c) The subsequent German-Italian offen-
-sive in North Africa leading to the withdrawal
•of British Forces hi Cyrenaica to the Frontier
.and to the isolation of Tobruk.

(d) The German invasion of Yugo-Slavia
and Greece on 5th April, resulting in the
capitulation of the Armies of both countries
and the evacuation of British Forces to Crete
and Egypt.

(e) Intensified attacks on Malta and Naval
communications in that area by German air-
•craft based in Sicily.

(/) The successful offensives against Italian
East Africa from Kenya and Sudan, in-
cluding the re-occupation of Berbera.
Note: • A separate report has been rendered

on the R.A.F. operations in Crete from the
I7th April to the 3ist May, the control of
which ceased to be my responsibility from the
3rd May. On that date the German Air In-
vasion of the Island had not yet developed.

The full report on Air Operations in East
Africa from loth February to 5th April, 1941,
has been forwarded to Air Ministry, but a
Summary of these operations is included in
this Despatch.

2. The location of units in the Middle East
Command on ist January, 1941, is the same
as that given in Despatch No. I for the 3ist
December, 1941, and is repeated at Appendix
" A ".* Appendix " B " gives the location
of units as at 30th April, 1941.'
Libya.

3. In my previous Despatch I recorded in
para. 28 that by 3ist December, 1940, the
whole territory East of the Italian-Egyptian
frontier was in our hands. The Army had
already advanced to positions surrounding
Bardia and forward patrols had already pene-
trated towards Tobruk.

4. Air operations were continued in direct
support of the Army, all types of aircraft con-
tributing to this end during the advance, the
role of squadrons being as follows:—

Heavy bombers attacked military objectives
by night, such as Bardia and Tobruk, prior
to the assault by our troops. At other times
their objectives included Benghazi Port and
aerodromes.

* Appendices not reproduced.
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Medium bombers, immediately prior to
attacks on Bardia, Tobruk and Derna, were
employed in a similar role to the heavy bombers
both by day and night and at other times
attacked enemy aerodromes. No. 113 Squad-
ron, and later No. 55 Squadron, continued to
provide strategical reconnaissance.

The activities of our fighters were varied.
They provided reconnaissance, made low flying
attacks on mechanical transport on the enemy's
lines of communication, in addition to pro-
viding air protection to our own troops against
enemy air action.

Army Co-operation aircraft were employed
mainly on tactical reconnaissance with Hurri-
canes or Gladiators. Lysanders were used to
a limited extent for spotting artillery bombard-
ments.

Early in January the Italian Air Force was
still very active despite the heavy losses already
inflicted on it.

5. As a prelude to the Army's assault,
Bardia was subjected to a heavy Naval and
Air bombardment. Thus, during the night
ist/2nd January, following many previous

•attacks, Wellingtons and Bombays, together
with Fleet Air Arm Swordfish, dropped over
20,000 Ibs. of bombs on enemy defences and
troop positions. Blenheims continued to attack
during the day on and January making 44
bombing sorties, followed during the night of
2nd/3rd January by further efforts of Welling-
tons and Bombays which dropped another
30,000 Ibs. of bombs. The total load of
bombs dropped during this series of attacks
amounted to over 40 tons.

At the same time Blenheims bombed enemy
aerodromes concentrating on Gazala, Derna
and Tmimi. Hurricanes of Nos. 33, 73 and
274 Squadrons maintained offensive patrols
over Bardia during the attack.

6. The Army attacked Bardia at dawn on
3rd January, the 'assault being made by
armoured forces in co-operation with Australian
infantry. During the battle, Blenheims effec-
tively bombed troop concentrations while air-
craft of No. 208 (A.C.) Squadron co-operated
with artillery. Gladiators of No. 3 R.A.A.F.
(Australian) Squadron maintained low flying
offensive patrols to cover our troops as they
advanced.

As soon as the attack had been launched a
large proportion of our bombing effort was
turned on to aerodromes in Cyrenaica, with
the intention of pinning down and destroying
the enemy air force.

Fighting at Bardia continued until 1330 hours
on 5th January, when the enemy ceased to
offer any further resistance.

7. By the 6th January our Armoured Forces,
advancing under cover of offensive fighting
patrols, had reached the outer perimeter de-
fences of Tobruk. They also occupied El Adem
aerodrome on that date, capturing 40 unser-
viceable aircraft which had been abandoned
by the Italians on the landing ground there.
A further 35 burnt out aircraft were found
by armoured patrols at Gazala a few days
later.

8. On zoth January, Headquarters No. 202
Group, together with the Western Desert
Squadrons, started to move forward. By the
middle of January, Headquarters, No. 202
Group was established at Sollum,, and bomber
and fighter squadrons had moved forward to

landing grounds in the Sollum-Bardia area,
with No. 208 Squadron and No. 3 R.A.A.F.
Squadron further forward at Gambut.

9. Operations now passed through a stage of
preparation and consolidation before the attack
on Tobruk. During this period heavy bombing
attacks were continued against Tobruk to wear
down the enemy and destroy his defences.
Enemy aerodromes were consistently and effec-
tively bombed, particular targets at this time
being Berka and Benina, near Benghazi, to
which the enemy had been compelled to with-
draw his bomber forces as a result of our con-
tinued attacks on his more forward aerodromes.
Port facilities and shipping at Benghazi and
military objectives at Derna were also attacked.
It now became evident that the aircraft losses in-
flicted on the enemy, both on the ground and in
the air, were resulting in reduced activity of his
air force, and from that time onwards our own
aircraft operated with comparative immunity.

10. As in the case of Bardia, the assault on
Tobruk was preceded by a Naval bombard-
ment and heavy bombing attacks from the air.
On the night of igth/2oth and 20th/2ist
January, Wellingtons and Blenheims dropped
20 tons of bombs, inflicting heavy damage on
the defences and other military objectives at
Tobruk, including the A.A. guardship, " San
Georgio ". The assault on Tobruk was
launched at dawn on 2ist January and, simul-
taneously, Blenheims of Nos. 45, 55 and 113.
Squadrons, operating in direct support of our
troops, attacked enemy positions within the
Tobruk defences, maintaining their attacks
throughout the day, and making a total of
87 sorties. The Gladiators of No. 3 R.A.A.F.
Squadron, and Hurricanes of Nos. 73 and 274
Squadrons maintained offensive patrols West-
wards of Tobruk to cover ground operations,
but very few enemy aircraft appeared and only
one engagement took place.

Operations continued on 22nd January. Air-
craft of No. 208 (A.C.) Squadron provided
close support for our troops. Early in the morn-
ing the Australians entered the town, while the-
Free French companies penetrated the peri-
meter near the sea to the West. All organised
resistance was at an end by the evening.

Between the fall of Tobruk and ist February
the following moves were made. Headquarters,.
No. 202 Group moved forward to Sidi
Mahmoud; Nos. 73 (F) and 274 (F) Squadrons,
to Gazala and No. 3 R.A.A.F. (A.C.) Squad-
ron and No. 208 (A.C.) Squadron to EL
Tmimi.

11. The main body of ourTorces now pushed on
Northwards to Derna and our armoured forma-
tions Westwards to Mechili. Enemy air activity-
was on a small scale, but as the advance
approached Italian base aerodromes a certain-
number of fighters continued to attack our
forward troops. They were, however, success-
fully dealt with by our own fighter patrols
which prevented the enemy from inflicting any
serious casualties or from materially influencing
the rapid progress of the advance. The in-
tensity of our own air operations at this stage
was also somewhat reduced, due partly to un-
serviceability through long flying hours under
desert conditions, but also through our inability
to establish forward landing grounds sufficiently
rapidly to keep pace with the advance. The
over ponderous standard squadron organisation
did not lend itself to such conditions, -and.
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moreover, very few transport aircraft were
available. However, the Blenheims and
Wellingtons, not being so dependent on ad-
vanced landing grounds, were able to continue
bombing enemy aerodromes.

12. Our armoured forces entered Mechili on
27th January,Jand on 30th January Derna fell
to the forces which had advanced to the North.
Like Bardia and Tobruk, Derna had already
been regularly and heavily bombed for a con-
siderable period and was not, therefore, sub-
jected to concentrated bombing attacks imme-
diately prior to the assault. Fighter patrols,
however, provided constant cover for the troops
and continued to harass the enemy on his lines
of communication throughout the operations.

The advance continued and Gyrene was
occupied on 3rd February. A rapid with-
drawal of enemy forces now took place; M.T.
and troop convoys retreating Westwards from
Barce were repeatedly attacked by Blenheims
and harassed by fighters.

,£>*

13. The Australians now advanced on
Benghazi from the North, while on 4th
February our armoured forces started their
remarkable dash across the desert from Mechili
to the coastal road South of Benghazi. The
interception, which completely surprised the
enemy, took place at Beda Fomm, approxi-
mately 30 miles South of Solluch on 5th Febru-
ary. The enemy, supported by strong armoured
car formations, tried to break through, but
were repulsed with heavy losses and the greater
part of their forces were captured or destroyed.

Meanwhile, as the Australians advanced on
Benghazi, our medium and heavy bombers
maintained their attacks on Berka and Benina
aerodromes and on the railway at Barce which
was being used by the enemy for the with-
drawal of his forces from that area. •

14. Our troops occupied Benghazi on 6th
February, meeting little resistance in the final
stages. The R.A.F. occupied Benina aero-
drome on loth February and found 87 .un-
serviceable and damaged enemy aircraft' there,
which, together with those found at other aero-
dromes, notably El Adem and Gazala, were
an indication of the effectiveness of the numer-
ous bombing attacks made on enemy air force
objectives and accounted very largely for the
virtual collapse of the Italian Air Force during
the latter stage of the advance.

15. Following the 'British occupation of
Benghazi, the remnants of the enemy forces
retreated Westwards into Tripolitania, while
the Italian Air Force had been so depleted as
to be incapable of offering any serious threat
for the time being. Thus it appeared improb-
able at tKat time that the enemy would be able
to stage an early counter-offensive in Libya.
Meanwhile, the increasing gravity of the situa-
tion in Greece called for the early despatch of
further air reinforcements to that theatre and
the consequent reduction of the Royal Air
Force JLTJI Cyrenaica.

16. The/next phase, therefore, consisted of
the reorganisation and redistribution of forces.
H.Q. No. 202 Group, Nos. 45 and 113 (B)
Squadrons, and No. 274 (F) Squadron were
withdrawn to the Delta area in the middle of
February. No. 208 (A.C.) Squadron was with-
drawn at the end of February, but was re-
placed by No. 6 (A.C.) Squadron of which two

Aa

flights were at that time already in Cyrenaica,
the remainder of the Squadron being trans-
ferred to Aqir (Palestine).

H.Q., R.A.F., Cyrenaica was formed at
Barce on 25th February, 1941, under the com-
mand of Group Captain L. O. Brown, D.S.C.,
A.F.C.

The Squadrons remaining in Cyrenaica in
March, 1941, were disposed as follows:—
•i

No. 3 Squadron R.A.A.F., which by that
•time was completely re-armed with Hurri-
canes, was located at Benina to provide the
air defence of Benghazi.

No. 73 (F) Squadron, at first located al;
Gazala, was moved to Bu Amed on I4th
March to defend the Tobruk area.

The Headquarters and one flight of No. 6
(A.C.) Squadron (Hurricanes and Lysanders)
was at Barce, with a flight at Agedabia and
sections at other landing grounds in Western
Cyrenaica.

No. 55 (B) Squadron was at Bu Amed
until loth March, when it moved to Maraua.

17. Enemy air activity increased shortly
after our occupation of Benghazi. It was at
this time that German aircraft, operating from
landing grounds near Tripoli began to attack
our forces in Cyrenaica, at first using J.U.87's
and Ju.88's. German fighters started to oper-
ate at a slightly later date from advanced land-
ing grounds, Me.no's making their first appear-
ance, followed shortly afterwards by Me.log's.
Before the end of February the Germans had
assumed a leading role in the enemy air effort.

The enemy's main bombing objective at
first was Benghazi, which was attacked regu-
larly and with some intensity between I4th and
20th February. Subsequent attacks, however,
covered a wider range of objectives including
Tobruk, our aerodromes in Cyrenaica and
troops in the forward area at AghelTa and
Agedabia. It was in fact due to this somewhat
unexpected increase of enemy air activity,
coupled with the presence of German fighters,
that No. 73 (F) Squadron was retained in
Cyrenaica when it had previously been intended
to withdraw it from that front to provide further
reinforcement for Greece.

18. Reconnaissance of Tripoli harbour from
the middle of February onwards revealed con-
siderable quantities of shipping using the port,
and it soon became evident that the enemy was
being rapidly reinforced. In addition to sea
borne reinforcements, the enemy carried con-
siderable numbers of troops to Tripoli by air
in Ju.52's. German troops were included in
the reinforcements and early in March it was
estimated that the greater part of a German
division had already arrived in Tripolitania.

It was essential therefore to maintain attacks
on shipping and harbour facilities at Tripoli to
impede the flow of enemy reinforcements and
supplies to Libya. Wellingtons of Nos. 38 and

(7O (B) Squadrons, operating from landing
grounds in Cyrenaica, accordingly bombed
these objectives, making a total of forty sorties
against Tripoli during February and March.
Further attacks on Tripoli were made by
F.A.A. Swordfish as well as Wellingtons operaf-
ing from Malta. Considerable damage was in-
flicted during these operations but the total
effort which could be made available was in-
sufficient to cause any serious obstruction to the
arrival of enemy reinforcements. Other
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Wellington operations included attacks on aero-
dromes in TripoTitania and on shipping at Sirte
which the Germans were developing as a
forward base.

19. A brief appreciation of the air situation,
dated the 6th March, was prepared for the in-
formation of the Foreign Secretary, Mr. Eden,
who had arrived in Cairo in company with the
C.I.G.S. on igth February. A copy is
attached—Appendix " D " (not reproduced).

It was at this time, particularly, • that the
weakness in number of modern aircraft at my
disposal, chiefly Hurricanes and Blenheims,
caused me the gravest concern. It had been
anticipated that with the defeat of the Italian
Air Force in Cyrenaica a quiet period on that
front would justify considerable reduction in
air strength. This proved to be far from the
case, and it became apparent that air reinforce-
ments would have to 'be sent to Cyrenaica
immediately to prevent the enemy thrust from
developing into a serious threat to Egypt.

We were already heavily committed in Greece
and imore help had been promised. Squadrons
were awaiting new aircraft in replacement of
wastage, yet the promised arrival in Egypt of
large air reinforcements from home both via
Malta and Takoradi, in spite of periodical
emergency ferrying operations by Aircraft
Carriers, did not materialise and it was not
until the latter end of April that the situation
in this respect began to improve. Moreover,
though ships were arriving via the Red Sea
at Suez quite regularly, there was no steady
supply of cased aircraft by this route during
the whole of January, February and March.

American Tomahawk fighters, which were
beginning to come over from Takoradi, were at
this time suffering from various " teething
troubles " and were not yet ready for effective
operation.

Not only was the Air Force at my disposal
insufficient for the commitments which had
arisen, but the rate of replacement, either actual
or within reach, was not sufficient to keep
pace with wastage. Whereas the losses from
all causes from the ist January, 1941 to 3ist
March, 1941 were 184, during the same period
the actual arrivals in Egypt via Takoradi and
Malta were 147 and 19 respectively, or a total
of 166.

As will ibe seen later in this Despatch, during
the whole of March and April this factor of
waning resources had to be taken into account
in deciding how to employ the Air Force at
my disposal economically and to the best
advantage.

20. Early in March, increasing numbers of
enemy M.T. were observed by air reconnais-
sances to be moving eastwards along the coastal
roads, and by the loth March large enemy
concentrations were located in the area
immediately West of Agheila. Simultaneously
the enemy established forward landing grounds
at Tamet, Syrte and El Makina.

By the middle of March it was estimated that
the German forces in Libya had been built up
to two divisions, one of which was armoured.
With this increase of strength in personnel
and equipment, the enemy forces gradually
assumed an offensive role. At the same time
enemy aircraft reconnoitred our forward posi-
tions apparently with the object of ascertaining
the strength of our forces.

On igth March an enemy patrol occupied
the landing ground at Marada, about 80 miles
South of Agheila. This move was a forerunner
of increased activity by strong enemy patrols
which- necessitated the withdrawal of our out-
posts from Agheila, the enemy occupying the
fort there on 24th March. Italian infantry,
supported by German armoured forces and
dive-bombers, moved East of Agheila on 3oth
March, and on 3ist March our forward troops
were compelled to fall back on Agedabia.
Blenheims of No. 55 Squadron bombed and
machine-gunned enemy M.T. concentrations,
while the landing ground at Misurata, from
which enemy aircraft were operating in support
of their advance, was successfully attacked by
WeEingtons and Blenheims. The superior
weight of the enemy enabled him to continue
his advance, however, despite the opposition
of our troops and aircraft.

21. On 2nd April, the enemy continued to
advance in Cyrenaica, compelling our forward
troops to withdraw from Agedabia. The situa-
tion in Benghazi thus became precarious, and
orders for demolitions were issued. Prepara-
tions were made for the withdrawal of all
R.A.F. Units from that area, and Benina was
evacuated during the early evening of 2nd April,
all demolitions having been completed.

Although handicapped by the frequent moves
of the (ground echelon necessitated by rapid
withdrawal, squadrons continued to operate
in direct support of the Army. Blenheims of
No. 55 (B) Squadron, reinforced by No. 45
Squadron, provided reconnaissances, attacked
concentrations of enemy M.T. and A.F.V's.,
and ibombed forward enemy aerodromes.
Hurricanes of No. 3 Australian Squadron and
No. 73 (F) Squadron maintained constant
patrols, covering our troops as they withdrew
to new positions and making many effective
attacks ;>n enemy M.T. concentrations.
Wellingtons also made night attacks on enemy
M.T. in addition to maintaining their offensive
against Tripoli whilst they were still within
striking range of that objective. No. 6 (A.C.)
Squadron continued to operate directly under
the control of the Army and provided such
tactical reconnaissances as were possible with
their limited capacity and under conditions in
which their ground echelons, like 'those of the
other squadrons, were constantly on the move.

22. For the next few days complete details
of the movement of our own and enemy troops
remained somewhat obscure. At times it was
difficult for Army Co-operation aircraft to keep
track of the movements of the particular force
with which they were working. For instance,
on April 2nd, both the Flight of No. 6 (A.C.)
Squadron and the H.Q. of No. 2 Armoured
Division with which they were operating spent
the night at Antelat, but on the morning of
the 3rd April the Flight discovered that Div.
H.Q. had left and no information was forth-
coming as to their movements. The Flight
subsequently moved to the landing ground
at Msus where Free French troops were unable
to give any information concerning our troops
in the area, nor did they know where Div.
H.Q. was situated. It was not until noon
that a message was received from Second
Div. H.Q. which gave their position at that
time as 30 miles West of Msus. A tactical
reconnaissance about this time, taken by an
aircraft of this Flight from Msus, reported




