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INTRODUCTION.

Of the numerous problems of the Middle East
Command two ranked high above all others:
to destroy the enemy in North Africa and to

* secure the northern flank.

I had always conceived the former to be my
prime task, for the presence of strong and well-
equipped Axis forces in Cyrenaica was a con-
stant menace to our base in Egypt. I planned
to occupy the whole of Libya, Tripolitania as
well as Cyrenaica, so as to leave the enemy
no foethold whence he might, at some future
date, revive the threat to Egypt. Moreover, it
was always possible that we might eventually
launch an offensive against Italy herself,
and as a stepping stone it seemed essential to
capture Tripoli. This policy had the full
approval of His Majesty’s Government.

The other problem, however, I could not for
one moment neglect. The danger that Ger-
many might attack Turkey and that Turkey
might collapse was always present. Moreover
the German invasion of Russia, which pro-
gressed at first with alarming rapidity, meant
that danger threatened the Northern Front
from the Caucasus also. :

Swift as their initial advance was, it seemed
impossible that the Germans should appear in
the Caucasus before the early spring of 1942,
and I thought it might be possible to destroy
the German and Italian army in North Africa
before that should occur. In November, there
were safficient troops already in the Middle East

-and enough reinforcements promised, to allow
me to conduct an offensive in the west and yet
be able 0 turn in time to stave off a possible

* changed greatly to our disadvantage.

threat from -the morth, The scope of the pro-
posed offensive was ambitious, but it could be
contemplated without running undue risks else-
where, provided that the destruction of most
of the enemy forces was effected in Eastern
Cyrenaica. Above all, it was essential that
there should be no delay.

The offensive was a success, but rather
slower, more costly, and less complete than I
had hoped. Nevertheless, of the enemy forces
in Cyrenaica over two-thirds were destroyed.

Even before Cyrenaica had been recon-
quered, war had broken out with Japan, and
His Majesty’s Government were obliged to
divert to the Far East two divisions and certain
air force reinforcements intended for the Middle
East. But there was still no necessity to rescind
the decision to invade Tripolitania. The suc-
cessful Russian counter-offensive in the winter
of 1941-42 offset the loss of promised reinforce-
ments in point of time, but not as regards the
size of the forces which would eventually be
required to garrison the whole Command, if
the Germans should take the offensive once
more and defeat the Russians. We were always
handicapped. in our calculations, I may say,
by lack of knowledge of Soviet capabilities and
intentions. However, so important to the con-
duct of the war as a whole were the advan-
tages of securing Tripoli, that it was worth
taking further risks. .

While we were preparing to resume the offen-
sive, two Australian divisions were recalled
from Syria and Palestine to the Pacific theatre
and several air force squadrons were withdrawn
to the Far East.

In January, 1942, the enemy attacked, thus
anticipating our proposed invasion of Tripoli-
tania. Though our naval forces and aircraft
had drastically restricted the enemy’s build-up
of supplies in Africa during the latter half of
1041, by the end of the year the situation had
Power-
ful German naval and air reinforcements now
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arrived in the Central Mediterranean and for
some months we were no longer able to enjoy
the former degree of success against enemy con-
voys. The enemy’s improved supply situation
in early 1942 enabled him to exploit his ad-
vance, which caught us at a critical time when
our forward troops were unavoidably weak and
our armoured units in the forward area inex-
perienced. After an unsuccessful attempt to
oppose the enemy advance, the Eighth Army
withdrew to a defensive position covering
Tobruk. This withdrawal naturally made still
imore difficult the problem of fattacking the
enemy’s convoys, and he was able to bring in
supplies in increasing quantities in preparation
for a renewed offensive.

I at once began to plan afresh for an offen-
sive in Libya, although to do so it was neces-
sary drastically to revise our arrangements for
defending Syria, Iraq and Persia. It soon be-
came evident, hcwever, that our armoured
forces would certainly not be strong enough to
take the field with any prospects of success for
at least another three months. This caused
profound concern in London, where it was
feared that unless we acted quickly, Malta
might be starved into submission. Grave as
Malta’s position had undoubtedly become, I
believed that by launching the offensive pre-
maturely we should rnisk an even greater
calamity, that we might lose Egypt.

His Majesty’s Government were at length
persuaded that the delay was inevitable. They
were warned that even then the attack could
be launched, only if no more of our forces were
withdrawn to the Far East. Moreover it was
imperative that both Malta and the Middle East
should be reinforced with aircraft, and heavy
bombers in particular, so that we might effec-
tively impede enemy shipping to Libya which
our existing naval and air forces were prac-
tically unable to do. But, when His Majesty’s
Government found themselves unable to pro-
vide the reinforcements we asked and were
obliged to order more of our air forces to be
sent to the Far East, the Middle East Defence
Committee were compelled to represent to them
that the offensive could not now be undertaken
before the middle of June. We pointed out the
grave dangers to which the northern flank would
be exposed in the event of Soviet resistance
collapsing and our continuing with the offensive
in North Africa. The whole matter was
thoroughly reviewed, and His Majesty’s Govern-
ment ruled that the offensive should be launched
by the 15th June notwithstanding.

In the middle of May we found that we had
not been able to prevent the enemy reinforcing
his North African army and it became clear
that our offensive would be forestalled. The
enemy advance began on the 26th May. The
ensuing battle was fought with the object
not only of repulsing the enemy, but of launch-
ing an immediate counter-offensive. At times
during the first few days it seemed that we
might succeed, but at length, after three weeks’
fighting had cost it heavy losses, the Eighth
Army was forced to retire. Syria, Iraq and
Persia had to be stripped bare to enable us to
stop the enemy at El Alamein. There we
seized the initiative once more, but attempts to
turn the tables on the enemy failed, because
our own troops were mo less exhausted than

- his and because the armoured troops employed
were inexperienced. I then beganh to plan a
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deliberate offensive, knowing that a large num-
ber of tanks and anti-tank guns of greatly im-
proved design, heavy bombers, and fresh divi-
sions were on the way.

By this time the Germans had reached the
Caucasus and only Stalingrad, where the de-
fenders were slowly losing ground, stood be-
tween the Middle East and the gravest danger.
It was then proposed fo remove Persia and
Iraq from the Middle East Command and to
set up a separate command, in order to allow
the Commander-in-Chief, Middle East, to con-
duct an offensive in North Adrica without having
to take thought for his northern flank. I could
not agree that this was any solution to the
problems of the Middle East as a whole.

This is the theme of the general narrative
of events which forms Part I of this Despatch.
The campaigns in Cyrenaica and the Western
Desert were only one, although the most im-
portant, of the many activities in my command.
A continuous narrative of these operations is
therefore given separately in Part II, so that
they may be described in appropriate detail
without overshadowing matters of general
policy.

Part III deals with organisation, training
and administration. Many of our difficulties
are attributable directly to faults or deficiencies
in one or other of these. In my previous
Despatch I mentioned some of the administra-
tive and constructional enterprises undertaken.
The building of railways, ports, roads and pipe-
lines continued. Some of these enterprises gave-
an immediate return, the benefit of others will
be experienced later.

As far as training was concerned, we had
much to learn. In November, 1941, a British
Army for the first time took the field against
the Germans with a superiority in numbers, for
the first time we possessed an imposing array
of tanks, for the first time the Army enjoyed
full air support in a major offensive against the
Germans. All commanders and troops had to
learn to use these unaccustomed benefits. An
adequate system for controlling air support
had been devised, liaison was close, and head-
quarters of land and air forces formed one
camp; but many improvements were possible.
Our experience with tanks was less happy:
there was much that there was no time to learn
and much that could be learned only in action.
To learn to handle tanks cost us dear, particu-
larly when we found that ours were no match
for the German tanks and that our own anti-tank
guns were greatly inferior to the German.

On the 1st November, 1941, the area covered
by my Command included Syria, Cyprus,
Palestine and Trans-Jordan, Egypt, the Sudan,
part of Eritrea, and Aden. The spheres of in-
fluence of the Command included Turkey and
the Balkans, Crete, Libya, part of French
Equatorial Africa, and Arabia. Iraq and
Persia were transferred to my Command early’
in January, 1942, the remainder of Eritrea in
February, and Malta in March. The responsi-
bilities of the Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief,
Middle East, were wider than mine, including,
as they did, the control of air forces in Iraq and
Persia, in East Africa and, last but not least,
Malta, throughout the period.  The responsi-
bilities of the Commander-in-Chief, Mediter-
ranean, coincided, geographically, more or less
with my own, except that the Red Sea and the
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Persian Gulf came under the Commander-1n—
Chief, East Indies.

Consequently, although this Despatch deals
with the work of the land forces in the Middle
East, every strategical plan concerned all three
Services, and had to be approved by the three
Commanders-in-Chief, under the general direc-
tion of the Minister of State.

PART I. .

GENERAL NARRATIVE OF EVENTS IN THE
MipDLE EAsT.

In my first Despatch on the Middle East I
described how, having arranged for the
Northern Front to be placed in a state of de-
fence, I concentrated on preparing to take the
offensive in Northern Africa. It was primarily
to consider this undertaking that I was sum-
moned to London by the Prime Minister in
August, 1941. The various problems involved
were ¢liscussed thoroughly and at length rat
meetings of the War Cabinet and the Defence
Committee, and the records of these meetings
show that His Majesty’s Government in the
United Kingdom considered it essential to take
the offensive in North Africa at the earliest
possible moment.

In any event the Germans were then advanc-
ing rapidly in Russia and it seemed that, pro-
vided this progress was maintained, it would
not be very long before the road to the Cancasus
would be opened to them. They might then
be able not only to strike at Persia and Iraq
from the north, but to invade Turkey from the
north and east as well as from the west. It
seemed mnot at all impossible that this danger
would take shape early in 1942. It behoved us,
therefore, to rid ourselves of the threat to
Egypt from the west, before we might have to
turn to meet an attack from"the north and
north-east.

By the end of October, 1941, our land forces
in the Command seemed strong enough and
{sufficiently well-equipped to warrant mpking
an attack. But to make this possible it was
necessary to concentrate practically all the
available air forces in the west, thus leaving
Syria, Palestine and Cyprus unprotected.. It
was not necessary to denude these areas of land
forces, although the garrison had to be deprived
of transport in order to equip the Eighth Army.

However, these risks were felt to be justifi-
able. Winter was approaching and the enemy
could not appear south of the Caucasus for some
months. The Germans were heavily engaged in
Russia, and, even if they could spare aircraft
and troops from the Russian‘front to reinforce
Libya, the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force
could be relied on to make this a hazardous un-
dertaking.

The Offensive in Cyrenaica.

With the approval of His Majesty’s Govern-
ment, I laid my plans and made my prepara-
tions not only to defeat the enemy forces in the
field, but also t6 occupy the whole of Libya.
This was to be carried out in two stages. -rIn
the first stage it was intended that the Eighth
Army should trap the enemy forces and destroy
them in Eastern Cyrenaica: in the second the
Eighth Army was to occupy Tripolitania'. . The
success of the second stage depended upon how

far we managed to achieve our aim in the first .

and to what éxtent we were able to overcome the
A2
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difficulty of supplying our forces over such great
distances.

When I originally gave orders in September,
1941, for plans to be prepared, I hoped that it
might be possible to launch the offensive about
the 1st November. I was careful, however,
to explain to His Majesty’s Government that the
date on which it could be launched depended
on the arrival of the troops and equipment,
especially tanks, required to give that measure
of superiority over the enemy I considered
necessary to ensure a reasonable chance of suc-
cess, and without which I did not think it right
to try to defeat him.

My original estimate of the armoured forces
needed for the conquest of Cyrenaica was three
armoured divisions. The offensive had to be
launched with one and a half armoured divi-
sions and one brigade of infantry tanks.

For wvarious unavoidable reasons, I had,
most reluctantly, to postpone the opening date
from the 1st to the r5th November. The chief
cause was the tardy arrival of the 22nd
Armoured Brigade from the United "Kingdom:
this formation was expected to reach Egypt
between the 13th and 2oth September, but its
disembarkation was not actually completed until
the 14th October. As a result, the brigade
was not fully trained when it took the field.

The offensive had to be postponed for a
further three days as the 1st South African Divi-
sion, which was to play an important part in
the initial operations, had not had enough time
to train for a mobile role owing to the late
arrival of the bulk of its vehicles. - -

We were working to very close margins as
regards equipment and training. The same
conditions applied to the building up of sup-
plies and the construction of pipelines and rail-
ways. The essential preparations were barely
complete when the campaign was launched, and
the standard of training of many of the troops
engaged left much to be desired. This was due
to no fault of their own, but solely to lack of
time and shortage of equipment.

For some time before the offensive opened,
practically the whole of the German and Italian
forces in Libya had been concentrated in the
north-eastern angle of Cyrenaica, and I had
considered striking direct at Bengasi by way of
the desert so as to seize their chief supply port
and cut the land reinforcement route from
Tripoli at one and the same time. OQur land.
and air forces slightly outnumbered the enemy’s
(disregarding the formidable Axis air strength
elsewhere in the Mediterranean) but our margin
of superiority was so small that our forces could
not safely be divided, and there were consider-
able maintenance difficulties; so I eventually
rejected this idea as impracticable. Instead I
decided to envelop the enemy in Eastern
Cyrenaica and destroy him there.

The German armoured divisions were the
backbone of the enemy’s army, and to destroy
them was our principal object.  The three
armoured brigades were concentrated in the
3oth Corps and General Norrie was instructed
to use them to seek out and destroy the enemy’s
armour. When the Panzer divisions had been
well and truly dealt with, the rest of our forces
would carry out their parts in the operation.
The 30th Corps and thé garrison of Tobruk
were then to secure the two ridges of Sidi
Rezegh.and "Ed ,Duda which command the
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eastern end of a valley where the Trigh Capuzzo
and the Tobruk by-pass road run side by side.
They would thereby sever the enemy’s com-
munications with the west. At the same time
the 13th Corps, whose initial task it was to pre-
vent the enemy gartisons of the frontier posi-
tions moving east or south, would advance
northwards and cut off these positions from
the west. Part of the 13th Corps was then to
move west to help the 3oth Corps.

On the 17/18th November, following a
month’s intensive preparatory air effort, the ad-
vance began, the 3oth Corps (7th Armoured

Division, 4th Armoured Brigade, 1st South.

African Division, Guards Brigade) being
directed by General Cunningham wide to the
south of Sidi Omar towards Bir el Gubi and
Tobruk, while the 13th Corps (New Zealand
Division, 4th Indian Division, 1st Army Tank
Brigade) watched the front and southern flank
of the frontier positions.

All went well for the first three days. The
enemy was certainly taken by surprise: his
forces were actually in process of taking up
fresh dispositions for an attack on Tobruk due
to take place on the 23rd November. On the
1gth what appeared to be the bulk of the Ger-
man armoured divisions moved south from the
coastal area, where they had been lying, and
engaged the 4th and 22nd Armoured Brigades
a few miles west of Sidi Omar.

Since the Panzer divisions now seemed to be
committed to battle and were reported to be
losing a considerable number of tanks, General
Cunningham allowed the signal to be given for
the Tobruk sorties to begin and for the 13th
Corps to start operations. On 21st November,
however, our difficulties began. The enemy,
as was to be expected, reacted at once to the
threat to Sidi Rezegh, and his armoured divi-
sions evaded the 4th and 22nd Armoured
Brigades. The whole of the enemy armour then
combined to drive us from this vital area and to
prevent help reaching the Support Group and
the 7th Armoured Brigade which were isolated
there. Neither of these formations was designed
to carry out a prolonged defence and it is
greatly to their credit that they managed to do
so, unaided, throughout the 21st. The 5th
South African Infantry Brigade, which was ex-
pected to reach the scene before the develop-
ment of the enemy attack, failed to do so,
partly owing to the opposition of the Ariete
Armoured Division and partly because of in-
experience in handling the very large number
of vehicles with which it took the field.

Next day all three armoured brigades joined
in the defence of the area. But our tanks and
anti-tank guns were no match for the German,
although they were fought with great gallantry:
and on the evening of the 2z2nd November the
3oth Corps was compelled to retire, having lost
two thirds of its tanks and leaving the garrison
of Tobruk with a huge salient to defend.

The enemy rounded off his success in spec-
tacular fashion. In a night attack he surprised
and completely disorganised the 4th Armoured
Brigade whose hundred tanks represented two-
thirds of our remaining armoyred strength. On
the 23rd he practically annihilated the 5th South
African Infantry Brigade, one of the only two
infantry brigades General Norrie had under
command—there was no transport for any more
—and then on the 24th with his armoured
* divisions he made a powerful counterstroke to
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the frontier. Before this, it had become quite
clear that the first reports had grossly exag-
gerated enemy tank losses and that he had
at least as many tanks as we had and better,
and was in a position to recover more from the
battlefield which remained in his hands.

This shifting of the balance of strength
between the opposing armoured forces pro-
duced a most critical situation and led General
Cunningham to represent fo me that a con-
tinuation of our offensive might result in the
annihilation of our tank force, and so endanger
the safety of Egypt. I visited General Cun-
ningham at his advanced headquarters on the
23rd November and told him to continue to
press the offensive against the enemy. He
loyally gave effect to these orders; but on my
return to Cairo on the 25th, I most reluctantly
decided that I must relieve him of his com-
mand, as I had come to the conclusion, after
long. and anxious consideration, that he was
unduly influenced by the threat of an enemy
counterstroke against his communications. I
therefore replaced him on the 26th November
by Major-General N. M. Ritchie.

The enemy’s counterstroke caused consider-
able confusion and some loss among head-
quarters, troops and transport, and enemy
tanks penetrated to Halfaya, Sollum and
Bardia. The battered 30th Corps could do
little, but the 13th Corps proved equal to the
occasion, and its stubborn resistance prevented
the enemy from doing much serious damage.
The enemy suffered heavy losses by air attack
during his thrust.

The New Zealand Division (4th and 6th
Brigades) had been despatched westwards as
soon as the country west of the frontier posi-
tions had been occupied. By the 27th Novem-
ber they had recaptured Sidi Rezegh, taken
Belhamed on the northern ridge and joined
hands with the garrison of Tobruk, who for
their part, after holding the salient for five
days against numerous counter-attacks, had
completed their sortie by taking Ed Duda. By
the 28th the whole of this important tactical
locality was in our hands.

Finding that the heavy blows sustained by
the 30th Corps and his bold counterstroke had
not turned us from our purpose, the enemy
returned from the frontier to launch violent
assaults on our new positions. The Armoured
Division had reorganised but was unable either
seriously to impede the enemy’s return or to
intervene effectively when his tanks attacked
the New Zealand Division. In spite of the
gallantry with which they fought, our armoured
troops were worsted in almost every encounter
with the enemy tanks, not only because they
were comparatively inexperienced, but also
because the ememy tanks mounted guns of
greater range. Whenever our tanks attempted
to take the enemy in the rear, they were con-
fronted by formidable 88 millimetre guns to
which we possessed no counterpart.

Like the Support Group a’ week before, the
New Zealand Brigades holding Sidi Rezegh and
Belhamed were thin on the ground, the more
so as they had incurred heavy casualties in
taking the positions. Realising this, General
Ritchie ordered the 1st South African Infantry
Brigade to join the 13th Corps. This brigade,
which was the only one having its own trans-
port and therefore immediately available,
suffered, like the s5th South African Infantry
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Brigade, through no fault of its own, from lack
of training and its movements were also ham-
. pered by superfluous transport. Consequently
it arrived too late to assist the New Zealanders,
who in the face of powerful attacks had to
retire, first from Sidi Rezegh and then from
Belhamed.

The enemy were now again in possession of
the vitally important ground at Belhamed and
Sidi Rezegh. The troops of the Tobruk gar-
rison were still holding the Ed Duda salient,
but their front ‘was enormous relative to théir
strength and was exposed to attack from notth,
east, and south. On the frontier, the 13th
Corps had captured the Omars, but the enemy
garrisons at Bardia and Halfaya were still
holding out and were strong in artillery. Of
" the two brigades of the 1st South African Divi-
sion one had been practically desiroyed. Two-
thirds of the New Zealand Division had been
cut to pieces, and had had to be withdrawn to
refit. The three armoured brigades with whith
the offensive had been launched had been re-
duced to one composite formation mustering
about a hundred and twenty taiiks, all of them
inferior to the German tanks of which there
were’ at least half as many. Moreover there
were numerods Italian tanks, which had shown
themselves to be better than we had believed.

Apart from the 7th Armoured Division (Sup-
port Group and composite Armoured Brigade),
there remained the 22nd Guards Brigade,
which had scarcely been engaged; the 4th
Indian Division, one brigade of which had
captured the Omars after heavy fighting; the
1st South African Infantry Brigade; the sth
New Zealand Infantry Brigade; and the 2nd
South African Division, only partially trained,
which was in process of relieving the 4th Indian
Division in front of Bardia and Halfaya. There
were also the independent armoured car units,
the Oases Force committed in the Gialo region,
and the Tobruk garrison, which was not, how-
ever, capable of more than a limited offensive
effort. '

But the enemy also had had a severe ham-
mering both on the ground and from the air
and was much reduced in strength. It became
therefore a question of maintaining the momen-

. tum of our attack, and I was determined that

it should be maintained. In order to be on the
spot, should a decision be required from me,
I stayed at General Ritchie’s headquarters from
the Ist to Irth December and was able fo
confer with him constantly on the course of
the operations. General Ritchie clearly needed
fresh troops. I therefore arranged to make the
Royal Dragoons from Syria and the 12th Royal
Lancers, newly arrived from England, imme-
diately available, and ordered the 1st Armoured
Division, which had just arrived from the
United Kingdom, and a brigade group of the
soth Division, which had been ordered to
Iraq, to join the Eighth Army. I also formed
three Indian battalions into the 38th Indian
Infantry Brigade to help in the defence of the
lines of communication.

General Ritchie still had enough forces to
continue, and he had already made uplis
mind, rightly, that the ridges north and south
of El Adem, due south of Tobruk, were the
key to the whole position. He therefore in-
structed the two Corps Commanders to secure
them as soon as possible: the 13th Corps was
to advance westwards along the northern ridge
from the flank of the Tobruk salient and the
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3oth Corps to capture El Gubi and close on El
Adem from the south. The role of the Armoured
Division remained unchanged: {o neutralise
and destroy the enemy’s armoured forces.

For various reasons the operation did not
materialise. First, a hitch arose over the pro-
vision of transport to lift one of the Indian
brigades from the frontier—we were working to
very fine margins with- transport—andt’the
Indian Division was nearly a day late in
assembling. Then a preliminary attack against
the enemy’s southern flank at Bir-el Gubi met
with strong opposition and failed in its object
of clearing the way for the advance. Finally,
when the 30th Corps had massed for the opera-
tion, the enemy had occupied the general line
El Adem—Bir el Gubi in strength, with the
greater part of his armoured forces on the
southern flank, astride the proposed axis of
advance. The enemy having failed meanwhile
in a last attempt to reach Bardia, and, having
several times attacked the Tobruk salient
furiously but in vain, had divined our plan
and withdrawn from the east of Tobruk. The
Armoured Division succeeded in destroying
quite a number of Italian tanks during this
time, but the German armour and the greater
part of the enemy forces remained inaccessible
behind a powerful screen of artillery and anti-
tank guns.

Light columns and armoured cars of the
goth Corps were operating well to the north-
west of Bir el Gubi, but the Ammoured Division
was unable either to dislodge the enemy from
the southern flank or to turn the position.
Seeing that there was no time to lose, General
Ritchie took the initiative with the 13th Corps.
Daring the night of the #th December the 7oth
Division began to advance along El Adem
Ridge, and by the gth they were well to the west
of the Tobruk—El Adem road, having cleared
the whole area between the perimeter and the
by-pass road. At General Godwin-Austen’s
request, General Ritchie sent the 5th New
Zealand Infantry Brigade from Bardia to rein-
force this advance.

On the 8th December the enemy began to
withdraw rapidly but in good order towards
Gazala, covering his retirement with rearguards
strong in anti-tank artillery. The pursuit was
closely pressed by motorised columns on the
flanks and by the infantry of both Corps in the
centre and was accompanied by harassing air
action. On the 1oth December the Polish
Brigade broke out of the western perimeter of
Tobruk, and the long investment of the fortress
came to an end.

After the withdrawal to Gazala a brief lull
followed during which the supply lines were
reorganised with Tobruk as a forward base;
but by the 12th December our forward troops
were increasing their pressure on the new line
which the enemy had taken up, running south-
wards from Gazala. The 13th Corps took
command of operations in the forward area,
and the headquarters of the 30th Corps Iwent
back to direct operations against the enmemy -
garrisons in the frontier positions.

I had at first thought that the enemy’s stand

. at Gazala was only another delaying action to

cover further withdrawal. But the resistance
offered to our pressure, his heavy counter-
attacks, of which the 4th Indian Division bore
the brunt, and numerous air attacks showed
that he hoped to check our advance on this
line and was using all his available forces to
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this end, probably in a last effort to keep his
hold on the valuable base and port of
Bengasi. General Ritchie placed more troops
at General Godwin-Austen’s disposal to enable
him to increase the frontal pressure and in-
structed him to send the Armoured Division
to turn the enemy’s southern flank. The 4th
Armoured Brigade moved wide over difficult
country and gained a position to the south of
Tmimi well in rear ot the enemy’s positions,
but its subsequent movements were much im-
peded by bad going. On the night of the 16th
December the enemy began to withdraw from
his Gazala positions and the remnants of his
armoured forces managed to slip away in the
darkness.

Having destroyed two-thirds of the Axis
army we could justly claim a victory; but our
advantages henceforth were more apparent
than real, for only very light forces could be
sent in pursuit of the enemy and even these
were miuch hampered by supply difficulties.
Transport resources had been stretched to the
limit to sustain the operations in Eastern
Cyrenaica, a hundred and twenty miles ahead of
railhead: in Western Cyrenaica we were operat-
ing at twice o three times that distance from
the new forward base at Tobruk. Rough
country, waterlogged in many places after the
recent heavy rains, increased our supply
troubles.

The 13th Corps set out to follow and cut off
the defeated enemy. The 4th Indian Division
advanced through the Gebel Akhdar and pro-
ceeded at a great pace, occupying Derna on
1gth December and Barce four days later. The
bulk of the German forces, including forty to
fifty tanks, withdrew south-westwards across
the desert and guarded the coastal road leading
south from Bengasi. The #th Armoured Divi-
sion followed as fast as it could; but, as the
armoured brigade was held up for lack of
petrol, General Gott sent mobile columns
ahead with orders to make straight for
Bengasi. These columns found the going diffi-
cult on the southern slopes of the Gebel which
were particularly rough and waterlogged; but
as they approached, the enemy forces, holding
the defiles through the escarpment to cover
Bengasi, retired. Our armoured-cars entered
Bengasi on Christmas Eve and found the town
evacuated. By the 26th December all the hill
country up to and including Bengasi, with much
booty, bul unfortunately few prisoners, was in
our hands.

The Guards Brigade was seni even wider to
to the south towards Antelat and Agedabia.
No supply vehicles could be provided, however,
until 20th December, and, when the brigade
reached Antelat on the 22nd, they found their
way to the coast road barred by e force of
German tanks at Beda Fomm. The 22nd
Armoured Brigade reached Saunnu on the 23rd
December, but there they were again im-
mobilised by lack of petrol. That evening the
enemy armoured forces retired to Agedabia.

Agedabia was a naturally strong position and
difficult to turn, and, after the 22nd Armoured
Brigade had had an unsuccessful encounter
with enemy tanks on the 2z8th December and
again on the 3oth, it became clear that we
needed fresh troops if we were to advance
further. The tanks of the armoured brigade
were mechanically unsound after the long
march across the desert, and this was largely
responsible for their lack of success in these
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engagements. The 1st Armoured Division
reached Antelat on 6th January, and the next
morning patrols reported that the enemy had
withdrawn from Agedabia.

While these operations were going on in
Eastern Cyrenaica, General Norrie was eliminat-
ing the enemy still holding out on the Egyptian
frontier. It was of the utmost importance that
direct road communication through Sollum
should be quickly restored, as the long detour
across the desert was most uneconomical in
motor transport upon a sufficiency of which de-
pended our ability to maintain an adequate
force round Agedabia and Agheila.

On the 2nd Jannary Bardia was captured
by the 2nd South African Division, supported
by the 1st Army Tank Brigade, after a sus-
tained bombardment from land, sea and air.
Sollum was captured on the 11th January, and
on the 17th the last remaining garrison at
Halfaya surrendered. With that the first stage
of the Libyan offensive was successfully con-
cluded.

In sketching the course of the campaign I
have not attempted to describe the part played
by the Royal Air Force, and even in the fuller
narrative of Part II it has not been possible
to do justice to their magnificent work. It is
no exaggeration to say that but for the unfail-
ing and complete response of the Royal Air
Force to all demands and requests made by the
Eighth Army, the relief of Tobruk could not
have been accomplished. Co-operation between
the two Services was excellent from the begin-
ning, and Air Vice-Marshal Coningham and
General Ritchie shared a joint headquarters.
It need hardly be said that Air Chief Marshal
Tedder and I worked in the closest collabora-
tion and most thorough understanding in this,
as in every other enterprise in the Middle East.

Co-operation with the Royal Navy and my
own rtelations with Admiral Cunningham,
Commander-in-Chief, Mediterranean, were
equally harmonious. During the eight long
months of siege Tobruk had been kept con-
tinnously supplied at very great risk by ships
of the Royal Navy, and when the fortress was
at length relieved a very large part of the Eighth
Army’s supplies continued to be brought by
sea. Captain G. Grantham, R.N., permanently
accredited as naval liaison officer to General
Ritchie’s Headquarters, provided a valuable
link between the Army Commander and Naval
Headquarters at Alexandria.

On the 12th January I wrote to the Prime
Minister reviewing the recent fighting in Libya
and outlining my intentions for the future.
Although our plan to draw the enemy tanks
into the open by moving on Tobruk was suc-
cessful, the ensuing battle had not gone as we
had hoped. In spite of their slight numerical
superiority our armoured brigades failed in the
first instance to neutralise or destroy the enemy
armour, which ‘was essential to the complete
success of the plan. The Italian M 13 tanks,
which, as a result of the experiences of the pre-
vious campaign, we had been inclined to dis-
miss as valueless, fought well and had an
appreciable effect on the battle. There was
little doubt that the presence of German troops
had stiffened Italian morale, particularly that
of their armoured troops.

Judging by the results of the tank baitles
round Tobruk and at Agedabia, it was obvious
that not only were all our tanks outgunned by
the German tanks, but our cruiser tanks were
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mechanically inferior under battle conditions.
Though the American light tanks, as fighting
machines, could not compare with our own or
German medium tanks, they were mechanically
far more reliable than British medium tanks.
The inferior armament and mechanical unre-
liability of our tanks was aggravated by a great
shortage of anti-tank weapons compared with
the Germans. We were indeed fortunate in
having a reserve of over two hundred fast
medium tanks with which to replace those
rendered unserviceable in battle, whereas it
was doubtful if the enemy could produce more
than fifty or sixty for this purpose.

It was also obvious that if we were to fight
the Germans on the Northern Front in the
coming summer under the same adverse con-
ditions so far as equipment was concerned, the
standard of leadership and tactical handling of
our armoured forcess must be improved. I
believed that our tamk tactics were inferior to
those of the Germans because we had fdiled
adequately to co-ordinate the action of tanks,
infantry and artillery on the battlefield. The
three arms must therefore associate much more
closely and continuously in training and in
battle, and I proposed to ensure this by making
changes in the organisation of our formations.

I urged that we should We allowed to go
forward with our plan for the invasion of
Tripolitania. = With the equivalent of two
armoured and four infantry divisions, General
Ritchie had inflicted a heavy defeat on an
enemy not only nearly equal in number, but
possessing undoubted advantages in tanks and
artillery. Out of an original enemy total
strength of about a hundred thousand men a
maximum of thirty-five thousand were now
manning the defences at .Agheila, while his
anmoured forces had been reduced from three
armoured divisions to the equivalent of about
one regiment. On our side a fresh anmoured
brigade had moved into the forward area. It
seemed that we could reasonably undertake the
invasion of Tripolitania, when the great diffi-
culties inherent in the maintenance of consider-
able forces in Western Cyrenaica could be over-
come.
and Bengasi had just begun to function as an
advanced supply base, although regular supply
by sea had not yet been assured.

If by any chance we should have to break
off the offensive on the borders of Cyrenaica,
it was essential at all costs to secure a position
which could be held indefinitely against an
enemy counter-offensive. Such a position had
not been secured the year before when Romimel
drove General Wavell’s forces back to Tobruk
and beyond. To find it we must go forward
to the line of marshes west of Agheila and also
occupy Marada to cover the southern flank.

Diversion of Forces to the Far East.

While Cyrenaica was being cleared of the
enemy, events in the Far East began to affect
the Middle East Command. War broke out
with Japan on the 8th December, 1941, and
four days later, before the enemy had be¢n
driven from Gazala, the Prime Minister in-
formed me that, owing to the Japanese threat
to the Malay Peninsula and Burma, certain
reinforcements on their way to the Middle East
must be diverted. These were the 18th (United
Kingdom) Division, four light bomber squad-
tons, a number of anti-aircraft and anti-tank
guns and the r7th Indian Division. It was also

Every effort was being made to do this.
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proposed to extend the Middle East Command
to include Iraq and Persia, so as to ensure local
unity of command on the Northern Front. The
Commander-in-Chief, India, would in future
have to look east.

The Middle East Defence Committee felt
bound to point out the serious implications of
the diversion of these reinforcements. A mini-

mum of seventeen infantry divisions, apart from

armoured formations which there was then no
question of diverting, was required to defend
our Northern and Western Fronts. Unless
further reinforcements were received, no more
than twelve infantry divisions would be avail-
able. The diversion of air reinforcements and
anti-aircraft guns, together with the proposed
transfer of six light bomber squadrons already
in the Command, might seriously prejudice our
ability to support the Libyan offensive. This
was the more likely as the German Air Force
in Libya was being strengthened Moreover the
security of our own communications in the
Medxterranean and our power of interrupting
the enemy’s would be gravely affected.

Two days after the Eighth Army had entered
Bengasi, the Prime Minister informed me that
four squadrons of Hurricane fighters were also
to be dtransferred from the Middle East to
Singapore and asked me to spare at least
a hundred American light tanks. The
situation in the Far East was obviously very
grave, and I therefore informed the Chief of
the Imperial General Staff that I was prepared
to send fifty light tanks, of which twenty-five
would be manned, and a hundred and ten
American light tanks, for which I would provide
a complete armoured brigade headquarters
with signal section and workshops and two
armoured regiments, all with experience of the
recent fighting. I also offered an anti-tank
battery, a field battery, and the loan of an
Australian Infantry brigade group, provided
that it could be replaced or returned by the
spring. These troops I thought could be spared
without prejudicing the success of our campaign
in Tripolitania.

Grave as the Far Eastern situation un-
doubtedly was, it seemed to the Middle East
Defence Committee that the relative import-
ance of the two theatres must be carefully
assessed before the Middle East was called on
to provide further reinfofcements. The defeat
of Germany by a land offensive against. her
territory was our ultimate object. Therefore,
to send any forces to the Far East in excess
of the minimum required to secure our bases
and sea communications would constitute a
diversion from our main object.

Moreover if the American effort was to be
directed into the right channel from the outset,
it should be decided without delay from which
theatre the eventual offensive against Germany
was to be launched. The Mediterranean, in
my opinion, offered good, if not the best strate-
gical prospects. As a preliminary to a grand
offensive from the south against the mainland
of Europe it was essential to secure Tunisia,
and the QCommittee urged the Minister of
Defence and Chiefs of Staff to consider pro-
viding the necessary forces, including possibly
American, for this operation.

Apart from this, it was essential to hold the
bases of the Middle East including Malta; yet,
as we pointed out, our naval, land and air forces
already fell far short of our minimum require-
ments for the spring of 1942. So far as the
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Army was concerned, I estimated that to defend
the whole of the Middle East including Persia
and Iraq I required five armoured and seven-
teen infantry divisions. It now appeared that
we could count on no more than three and a
half armoured and thirteen infantry divisions
and were consequently faced with a deficiency
of twenty-five per cent. of our minimum re-
quirements. The Royal Air Force, it appeared,
would be twenty squadrons short of the eighty-
two needed. Our naval forces also needed
strengthening. These estimates were based on
the assumption that we might have to meet
an attack on the Northern Front in the spring,
that we should be able to retain our hold on
Cyrenaica, and that the enemy would be ‘in-
capable of resuming the offensive on a large
scale in the west.

His Majesty’s Government agreed that the
defeat of Germany must remain our primary
object and that, consequently, no more of our
forces should be diverted for the moment than
were necessary to hold the Japanese. Never-
theless it was imperative to call upon the Middle
East to provide six infantry divisions and one
armoured brigade in all out of existing resources
and out of expected reinforcements. We were
asked to despatch the 6th and 4th Australian
Divisions immediately. Our losses and expec-
tations would be made good as soon as possible.

Within a very few days I was warned by
the Chiefs of Staff that Malta, a vital bastion
of the Middle East, was also in acute damger,
and I was ordered to send an anti-aircraft regi-
ment and two squadrons of tanks to repel an
expected attack. These were despatched; but
only half of them reached the island. The
attack, fortunately, failed to materialise.

The Middle East Defence Committee natur-
ally accepted the withdrawal of troops and air
forces as inevitable. They did, however, feel
it necessary to stress that the sitvation in
Cyrenaica was still delicate and would continue
so until we had secured a position in the
Agheila marshes.  Troop movements to the
Far East should not be allowed to interfere with
the attainment of that object, otherwise we
should be compelled to retire to the frontier.
In the event, the withdrawal of troops did not
affect the operations which took place in
Western Cyrenaica at the end of January.

I did, however, consider that it might be
prudent to abandon the project of invading
Tripolitania for the time being. Having once
secured El Agheila and Marada, I felt confident
of holding Cyrenaica and of being in an
advantageous position to launch an offensive
at some future date. I, therefore, consulted the
Prime Minister on this point.

The Prime Minister’s reply conveyed a warn-

ing that the remaining Australian Division

might be required, but at the same time it held
out definite prospects that some at least of our
losses would be made good as soon as shipping
could be provided. The United States Govern-
ment was fully impressed with the idea that
Germany was the chief opponent, and there
was no intention of sacrificing any profitable
operation against Germany for the sake of an
offensive in the Far East, except with the
limited object of making Malaya secure. The
President was even considering basing an
American army on the ports of the Persian
Gulf and participating in an operation to
secure Tunisia with or without the connivance
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of the Vichy Government. We were, there-
fore, to pursue our preparations for carrying
the war into Tripolitania.

The promises that our losses would be made
good were reassuring, but it seemed practically
cerfain that the Germans would resume their
Russian campaign in the spring and might be
expected to attack Northern Persia in the middle
of May. It was also possible, though much less
likely, that they might invade Turkey from
the west in which case we should have to be
prepared to meet an attack six weeks earlier.
Since we had allotted a minimum of troops to
the Western Front in estimating our defence
requirements, every withdrawal of troops for
the Far East was effected at the expense of the
Northern Front and it became necessary
drastically to revise our plans for the defence
of this flank.

The defence of Syria, Iraq and Persia from
the north had always been regarded as one
problem, with Cyprus as an essential outpost
on the western flank. In September, 1941, I
had arranged with General Wavell for India
and the Middle East to collaborate in planning.
On the 5th January, 1942, Iraq and Persia
passed under my command, and Lieutenant-
General E. P. .Quinan’s forces became the
Tenth Army corresponding to General Sir
Henry Maitland Wilson’'s Ninth Army in
Syria.

In estimating the forces required to defend
this thousand mile front we had two objects;
first to keep the enemy as far as possible from
our bases and oilfields in Egypt and at the head
of the Persian Gulf, and secondly to be able
to support Turkey if she were attacked. Four
armoured and fifteen infantry divisions were
needed and in December we could count on
no more than two and a half armoured and
eleven infantry divisions, after allowing only
one armoured and two infantry divisions for
the Western Front. Moreover there was a
serious shortage of anti-aircraft artillery.

After the two Australian divisions had been
withdrawn with their full complement of
administrative units and after taking into
account the prospects of equipment being
diverted to the Far East, the situation became
much worse.* It now seemed that only nine
infantry divisions would be available for the
Northern Front. Moreover an acute shortage
of tanks, armoured cars and motor transport
vehicles would prevent us making even these
fully mobile. It was obvious that we could
not hope to fight the enemy well forward, but
must meet him much further back where the
ground favoured defence by weak forces.

These decisions were as distasteful to Admiral
Cunningham' and Air Chief Marshal Tedder
as they were to me; but they agreed that in the
circumstances there was no alternative, par-
ticularly as our air forces were not strong
enough to offset the weakness of our armies.

I at once issued new instructions for the de-
fence of the Northern Front. At the same
time the Middle East Defence Committee took
steps to guard against a possible failure of the
French civil administration in Syria in the
event of attack, or threat of attack. On 22nd
January I discussed the new policy with
Generals Wilson and Quinan at Haifa, and,

* Note on ‘' Possible Commitments in the Spring,”’
20th Jan. 1942—Appendix 7.
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when I returned to Cairo on the 23rd, I found
that the enemy had taken the offensive in the
Western Desert. .

The Eighth Army’s Withdrawal to Gazala.

When the enemy went back from Agedabia
to the El Agheila positions he was closely fol-
lowed by our light motorised columns, and
planning and preparations began at once for
a further offensive to be launched in mid-
February. .

It was estimated that the enemy losses since
the opening of our offensive in November were
36,000 prisoners of war, of which some 10,000
were German, and 24,000 killed and wounded
including 11,000 Germans—a total of about
60,000 out of an original strength yof about
100,000. Over 200 German and 120 Italian
tanks and some 850 aircraft had been captured
or destroyed. In addition the enemy had lost
two-thirds of his artillery.

Our own losses came to about 18,000 officers
and men out of an army of 118,000; and,
although our tank losses had been much heavier
than the enemy’s, we were fortunate in having
a fresh armoured brigade in training. More-
over, many of the tanks now out of commission
could be repaired, though our recovery and
repair organisation would take some time to
cope with the volume of work.

The enemy seemed too weak to stage a
counter-offensive. But at the same time our
own forces in Western Cyrenaica ,were also
weak, as all available transport had to be
applied to building up reserves in the forward
area without which further advance was im-
possible. The possibility of the enemy fore-
stalling us was, therefore, by no means ruled
out, and plans were made to meet such an
eventuality.

We had in Western Cyrenaica the 1st
Armoured Division, which had recently relieved
the 7th Armoured Division and, being newly
arrived from the United Kingdom, was inex-
perienced in desert fighting. There were also
the zoist Guards Motor Brigade and one or
two units of the Oases Force. These troops
were watching the enemy at El Agheila and
reconnoitring for our resumption of the
offensive. In addition there were two brigades
of the 4th Indian Division round Barce and
Bengasi, temporarily immobilised for lack of
vehicles.

Should the enemy move forward to upset our
preparations for a further advdnce, the forward
troops were to stand on the line Agedabia—El
Haseiat until we could launch a counter-attack
and drive him back to his original positions.

It seems doubtful whether the enemy, who
was certainly weak and in difficulties over his
supply problem, -launched his counter-stroke
with the definite intention of recapturing Cyren-
aica. He does not seem to have used more than
one hundred tanks throughout and some of
these were light tanks. However this may be,
he certainly exploited his initial success with
great vigour and skill.

Strongly supported by his air force, the
enemy took the offensive early on 215t Janu-
ary, moving in three columns, one north of
the main road, the others to the south. He
pushed back our troops on the northern flank
and was consequently able to move rapidly up
the main road outstripping our southern
columns which were delayed by bad going. The
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Support Group, getting into difficulties in the
soft sand further south, was overtaken by
enemy tanks and lost guns and transport.

By evening the enemy was within thirty miles
of Agedabia and Lieutenant-General Godwin-
Austen, commanding the 13th Corps, realising
that the enemy had advanced in force, ordered
a withdrawal to the line Agedabia—El Haseiat,
giving Major-General Messervy, who was com-
manding the rst Armoured Division, discretion
to withdraw on Agedabia, Antelat and Msus,
should he consider it necessary for the security
of his force. The 4th Indian Division (Major-
General Tuker) was told to stop any enemy
advance on Bengasi along the coastal plain.

On the 22nd the enemy, driving our troops
in front of him and using the main road, again
outstripped our slower moving columns on the
flanks and occupied Agedabia. On the 23rd
our armoured troops engaged the enemy round
Antelat and Saunnu, but were unable to pre-
vent him occupying these two places the same
evening. :

The enemy halted on the 24th and plans
were made to counter-attack, retake Antelat
and Saunnu and keep him to the south of that
line. On the 25th, however, the enemy again
advanced very rapidly, out-distancing our
troops, and took Msus in spite of being engaged
all day by the 2nd .Armoured and Guards
Brigades. The 1st Armoured Division, which
had now become very weak was then ordered
to withdraw through Charruba on Mechili, leav-
ing a detachment to guard the flank of the 4th
Indian Division as it withdrew from Bengasi
and Barce through the Gebel Akhdar.

On the 23rd January I returned to Cairo
from Haifa, where I had been conferring with
Generals Wilson and Quinan, and on the 25th
I flew to Tmimi to join General Ritchie at his
Headquarters, where I remained until the 1st
February.

General Ritchie then took the 4th, Indian
Division under his direct control and countér-
manded the 13th Corps’ orders for a general
withdrawal. I approved of this change of plan
as I considered it still possible to make an
effort to hold Bengasi and counter-attack.

General Ritchie then ofdered a counter-
attack to be carried out by the 4th Indian
and 1st Armoured Division from the north and
west against the enemy concentrations round
Msus. Preparations for this were in progress
when, on the 27th, the enemy resumed his
advance, feinting towards Mechili while making
his main effort against the 4th Indian Division
round Bengasi. His feint was successful in
drawing off our armoured force, and the 4th
Indian Division, left without tank support, was
ordered to withdraw through the Gebel Akhdar
towards Derna, its southern flank being pro-
tected by the 1st Armoured. Division.

Before the troops holding Bengasi could with-
draw, the enemy cut the roads to the north,
thus isolating them. With great daring, how-
ever, they broke through to the south and the
majority 8ventually succeeded in rejoining the
Eighth Army.

Closely followed by the enemy, the remainder
of the 4th Indian Division withdrew through
the hills fighting a series of rearguard actions.
On the 4th February, however, they succeeded

.in reaching the line at Gazala which the rest of

the Eighth Army was fortifying.
I had hoped that General Ritchie would be
able to stabilise the position on the line Derna
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—Mechili—Bir Tengeder. But on the xst Feb-
ruary it was found necessary to order the evacu-
ation of Derna and to withdraw further to a
line running south from Gazala. This decision
was forced on us by the weakness of our armour
and by the discovery, after close examination
of new evidence, that the enemy’s supply situa-
tion might permit him to advance in the next
few days from Msus with at least one armoured
division. He might then try o outflank our posi-
tions at Mechili and Tengeder from the south,
and thus threaten the safety of our troops round
Demna and Martuba, which, owing to the con-
figuration of the coast were liable to be cut off.
I took the further precaution of ordering de-
fensive positions to be prepared on the Egyptian
. frontier and at Giarabub.

‘While these operations were in progress,
Lieutenant-General Godwin-Austen asked to be
relieved of his command of the 13th Corps, as
he felt that General Ritchie had displayed a
lack of confidence in him by issuing orders
directly to his subordinate commanders. I had
no option but to relieve him of his command,
and replaced him by Major-General Gott, then
commanding the 4th Armoured Division.

During the withdrawal from Agedabia the
1st Armoured Division lost about ninety of its
tanks, thirty twenty-five-pounder guns, thirty
two-pounder anti-tank gunsand itwenty-five light
Bofors anti-aircraft guns, besides about a fiffth
of its load-carrying transport. The 4th Indian
Division also lost heavily in vehicles. The losses
inflicted on the enemy do not appear to have
been serious, though the 1st Armoured Division
claimed to have destroyed twenty enemy tanks
and damaged twenty-five more.

I returned to my General Headquarters on
the 1st February disquieted by the failure of
the Eighth Army to check the enemy advance.
The weakness of our armour was particularly
disturbing, and I doubted whether we might
not have to withdraw to the frontier positions.
‘When I got back to Cairo, however, I found
that the prospects of rebuilding our armoured
force reasonably quickly were better than I had
supposed, and I decided to try to hold Tobruk,
since to possess it would undoubtedly make it
very much easier to resume the offensive. I
therefore sent General Ritchie preliminary in-
structions to hold the enemy as far west as
possible without risking the destruction or isola-
tion of the Eighth Army west of the Egyptian
frontier.

Whatever happened, I was determined not
to allow Tobruk to be besieged a second time.
The configuration of the coast invited invest-
ment, and with my existing resources of in-
fantry and armour I did not consider I could
afford to lock up one and a quarter divisions
in a fortress. Admiral Cunningham agreed,
particularly since the seige had proved very
costly in ships, and so did Air Chief Marshal
Tedder, who doubted whether he had sufficient
aircraft to provide fighter cover. It was still
my firm intention, however, to resume the
offensive and for that Tobruk would be in-
valuable as an advanced base. Consequently
I instructed General Ritchie to make every
effort to hold Tobruk, short of allowing it to
become invested.

Having studied further the problem of
destroying the enemy and occupying Tripoli-
tania, I reached two principal conclusions,
namely that, when we attacked again we must
have complete superiority in armour and that
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our offensive must not lose momentum as a
result of inability to maintain powerful forces
beyond Bengasi.

In the open desert country of Cyrenaica
superiority in armour was in my opinion the
essential of any offensive. To achieve this we
needed at least half as many tanks again as
the enemy, taking into account the relative
efficiency of the German tanks and our own.
Qver and above that we needed a reserve equal
to at least twenty-five per cent. of the number
deployed with units. Judging from past ex-
perience, the reserve should have been double
that figure; but I was prepared to take that
risk. Estimates of relative strengths, based on
information then available and on the assump-
tion that no troops or equipment would have to
be diverted to the Northern Front or elsewhere,
showed that we might hope to attain the desired
position by the 1st May.*

Bitter experience showed the truth of my
second conclusion. As transport was still short
and distances great, we could not hope to main-
tain powerful forces round Agedabia and El
Agheila unless Bengasi could be used as a port.
Our first objective must be to take Bengasi, and
we must be able to maintain south of the Gebel
Akhdar a force strong enough to protect the
place against the powerful and resolute enemy
forces which might be expected to be still in
existence. Our immediate aim, therefore, was
to stabilise a front as far west as possible behind
which to build up a striking force and accumu-
late reserves.

The Middle East Defence Committee ap-
proved this policy and I confirmed my orders
to General Ritchie, amplifying them in due
course.f While preparing to resume the offen-
sive at the earliest possible date, the Eighth
Army was to hold a line covering Tobruk, and
also Giarabub to secure the southern flank. As
an insurance, defensive positions were to be pre-
pared on the line Sollum—Maddalena. Tobruk
was on no account to be allowed to become in-
vested. The possibility of carrying out a
limited advance to secure the landing grounds
round Derna and Martuba was to be examined,
but there was no intention of undertaking it, if
it were likely to prejudice the success of the
main offensive later.

The Eighth Army was able to carry out the
consolidation of the Gazala position practically
undisturbed, as the enemy had halted and de-
ployed in a defensive position on the line
Tmimi—Mechili,. After a lull necessitated by
supply difficulties Rommel sent strong columns
forward on the 16th February in what was prob-
ably an attempt to draw us into an engage-
ment; but General Ritchie refused to be drawn,
and the enemy retired leaving the Eighth Army
to continue its preparations.

By the 26th February a strong defensive posi-
tion had been prepared, well-mined and
organised in depth over an area thirty-six miles
square. A minefield, extending from the coast
at Gazala to Bir Hacheim in the south, blocked
the coastal road and all the important tracks
from east to west. Within the minefield strong
defensive localities had been developed from
Gazala to Sidi Muftah and at Bir Hacheim.
The fortress of Tobruk gave depth to the de-

* Note on ** Future Operations in Libya,”” 4th Feb.
1942—Appendix 8.
1 G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 111,
nth Feb. 1942—Append1x 9.
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fence, and positions were being developed at
Acroma, El Adem and Bir €] Gubi.

This position was held” by the 13th- Corps
(Lieutenant-General Gott) with the equivalent
of three infantry divisions, an army tank bri-
gade, and an armoured division. The: 3o0th
Corps (Lieutenant-General Norrie), with two
infantry divisions less a brigade group was en-
gaged in preparing two positions in the frontier
area, and a detachment was occupying
Giarabub.

The New Zealand railway construction com-
panies and Indian pioneer companies had
already begun work again after a well-earned
rest, and the railway line was nearing Capuzzo.

Malta and the Libyan Offensive.

Our position in Cyrenaica had just been
stabilised, when I received three disturbing
pieces of information, none of them entirely un-
expected. On the 17th February came a pre-
paratory order from London to send two more
divisions to the Far East. On the 18th Admiral
Cunningham received a telegram from the
Governor of Malta reporting that the supply
sitnation in the island was extremely precarious.
And a few days later I learned that an enemy
convoy carrying. a large number of tanks had
reached Tripoli.

Having explained the necessity for asking
for the 7oth Division and the gth Australian
Division, the Chief of the Imperial General:Staff
warned me that one of the Indian divisions
from Iraq might also have to go back to India.
He added that it was realised that these with-
drawals might entail abandoning our plan for
regaining Cyrenaica, and adopting a defensive
policy in Libva, and that the forces left on the
Northern Front would hardly be enough even
to keep order there.

The 7oth Division did, in fact, proceed to
India and Ceylon, equipped with its full scale
of transport from Middle East resources; but
adjustments in other theatres made it possible
to allow me to retain the other two divisions,
which was fortunate in view of subsequent
events on our Western Front.

Quite apart from its effect on our policy in
Libya, the withdrawal of two more, or possibly
three, divisions from my command would ex-
pose my northern flank to extreme danger in
the event of an attack. The troops allotted to
its defence were already quite inadequate and
our bases and our oilfields,” destined shortly to
be the only oilfields left in British hands, would
be at the mercy of the invader. The"forces
‘which it was now proposed to leave in those
-regions, all of them politically unstable, were
barely'sufficient to ensure internal order. Even

if the whole of our available forces were moved .

to that front, they would still have been too
few to defend it. Although the danger was
not iminediaté, since the eriemy still had long
‘distances to cover and great supply problems to
solve, it was nevertheless one which we must
'be prepared to meet. The Middle East Defence
Committee presented these ' views again to
London and urged that four infantry divisions
be sent to the Middle Edst without delay.
Meanwhile I issued revised instructions for
‘the defence of the Northern Front.* Since we
"could no longer hope to stop a hostile advance

"+ G.H.Q.,
23rd Feb.

M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 112,
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in strength through Persia and Syria, I intended
to impose the maximum delay on the enemy
so as to gain time to enable reinforcements to
arrive.  The Ninth and Tenth Armies would
now retire before superior enemy forces and
hold them on a rearward line through Dizful,
Paitak, the Lesser Zab River, Abu Kemal on
the Euphrates, Damascus, Ras Baalbek and
Tripoli. They were, however, to fight delaying
actions north of this line whenever a favour-
able opportunity offered.

This meant abandoning éxtensive defensive
positions round Mosul on which much valuable
work had been done but, as we cduld no longer
hold Mosul with our reduced forces against a
strong attack, there was no alternative but to
concentrate all our efforts on strengthening the
new positions in Central Iraq and Southern
Syria.

The position in Malta was indeed serious.
Until November we had held almost complete
mastery of the air over the island; but since then
the enemy had made increasingly heavy air
attacks and by now had attained virtual
dominance. It had become practically im-
possible for the air force based on Malta either
to interfere with enemy vessels passing to Libya
or to provide air cover for our own ships seek-
ing to replenish it. The Governor of Malta,
Lieutenant-General Sir William Dobbie, now
reported that even on siege rations, supplies
generally would last only until June, while stocks
of diesel oil for submarines were sufficient only
for two months. Yet it seemed useless to
attempt to sail convoys to the island, since out
of three ships which left Alexandria on 12th
February none arrived.

The Middle East Defence Committee, there-
fore, asked that the arrival in Malta of fighter
reinforcements should be accelerated.

The Chiefs of Staff were equally concerned
at the situation reported in the Governor’s
telegrams. They were of the same mind that
Malta was vital to operations in Cyrenaica and
were prepared to take the most drastic action to
sustain it. It was impossible to supply Malta
from the west and the only chance of sailing
convoys from the east, they considered, was to
secure the aerodromes in Cyrenaica. Accord-
inglyy I was asked to consider carrying
out an offensive in time to enable adequate air
support to be given to a substantial convoy in
mud-April.

There was no doubt that the possession of
aerodromes in Western Cyrenaica would make it
possible to provide aerial protection for con-
voys. But the converse was equally true;
unless Malta could interfere with the enemy
reinforcement of Libya the task of recapturing
Western Cyrenaica would become more and
more difficult. The news “that an enemy
convoy of seven ships, almost certainly bring-
ing many tanks, had reached Tripoli con-
firmed my fears.

1 had already reviewed the whole situation
in the light of this information and my report
to the Prime Minister actually crossed the tele-
gram from the Chiefs of Staff. A forecast of
the relative tank strength of the enemy and our-
selves during the next three months showed
that se were not likely to have the requisite
superiority. in armour to allow us to launch an
offensivé with a reasonable chance of success
before the Ist June at the earliest. In attempt-
ing an offensive without this margin of
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superiority, it seemed to me, we should run a
grave risk of being defeated in detail and
possibly of losing Egypt.

The possibility of launching an offensive in
Cyrenaica, I took care to point out, depended
on there being no increase in the threat to our
Northern Front., A maximum of four infantry
divisions would probably suffice for recapturing
Western Cyrenaica. Assuming that the total
number of infantry divisions in the Middle East
would be reduced to eight in consequence of
diversions to the Far East, it would be just
possible to find these four divisions by accepting
a considerable reduction in the garrison of
Cyprus, which I was prepared to risk for the
time being. Any threat to the Northern Front
would entail an immediate reduction of the
infantry and the transfer of all the armour.

My immediate intention, therefore, was to
continue to build up an armoured striking force
in the forward area as quickly as possible.
Meanwhile our defensive positions round Gazala
and Tobruk were to be strengthened as much
as possible and the work of extending the desert
railway to El Adem was to be hastened. I
meant to seize the first chance of making a
limited offensive in order to regain the landing
grounds round Derna and Martuba, provided
this could be dome without prejudicing the
chances of success of a subsequent major offen-
sive, or the safety of our base at Tobruk.

My telegram to the Prime Minister evoked a
reply from the War Office in which they declared
that they were greatly disturbed by my review
of the situation. The dominant factor in the
Mediterranean and the Middle East at that time,
they pointed out, was Malta, whose position
would be critical if it did not receive a substan-
tial convoy during May. They queried the
correctness of my estimates of relative tank
strengths of ourselves and the enemy, and sug-
gested that my review took no account what-
ever of the air situation, which seemed favour-
able to us at the moment but likely to deteri-
orate as time went on. They went on to
urge that an attempt to drive the Germans out
of Cyrenaica in the next few weeks was im-
perative not only because the safety of Malta
demanded it, but because it held out the only
hope of fighting while the enemy was still com-
paratively weak and short of resources. I was
requested to reconsider the matter urgently.

At the same time I was informed by the
Chiefs of Staff that it had been decided to place
the military garrison of Malta under my com-
mand, just as the Naval and Rowal Air Force
garrisons were under command of the Com-
mander-in-Chief, Mediterranean and the Air
Officer Commanding-in-Chief respectively. The
change took place on the 1rth March. In actual
fact it made little practical difference except
that henceforward the three Commanders-in-
Chief and the Middle East Defence Committee
had a unified responsibility for Malta as an
integral part of the Middle East theatre. The
position of General Dobbie as Commander-in-
Chief of Malta was not affected.

The Middle East Defence Committee appre-
ciated to the full the urgency of securing
Western Cyrenaica both to enable Malta to hold
out and for broader reasons. From the point
of view of the Royal Navy and the Royal Air
Force there was nothing to gain and evervthing
to lose by delaying the offensive. But all were
agreed that it must primarily be a land battle
and that it would be most dangerous to start,
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before the Army, and our armoured forces in
particular, were ready. On present showing
it seemed that we should not have achieved the
requisite superiority in armour until even later
than we had at first supposed. It was not
merely a matter of issuing tanks to units: esti-
mates depended on many imponderable factors.
If, for instance, the Axis failed to reinforce
Tripoli, we might be able to start earlier.

A limited offensive to secure Derna was con-
sidered, but it appeared that nothing short of
recapturing Bengasi and the whole of the Gebel
Akhdar would make it possible to sail subtan-
tial convoys to Malta. To be able to use the
Derna landing grounds, however, would be of
some slight assistance in protecting convoys, and
much more in preparing the way for a major
offensive later. We, therefore, proposed to
undertake the operation, but only when a suit-
able opportunity arose.

A much broader issue than the retention of
Malta was raised by the War Office telegram,
however: it was a question of whether or not,
in an effort to save Malta, we were to risk the
whole Middle East. As regards risks in other
parts of the Command, owing to the recent and
projected withdrawals of land and air forces,
if all the land forces in the Middle East were con-
centrated in the Northern Front, they would
still be insufficient to make that front secure
against the anticipated enemy scale of attack. A
premature offensive in the next few weeks might
result-in the piecemeal destruction of the new
armoured force we were trying to create. Egypt
would then be placed in even more imminent

eril.

P For the present, therefore, the Middle East
Defence Committee believed that we must rely
on continuing to run convoys to Malta under
existing conditions in the hope of getting a pro-
portion of the ships through, and on using
every possible shift and device to pass in
supplies.

Accordingly it was decided to make another
attempt during the moonless period in the
middle of March. On the 8th March I issued
instructions* to General Ritchie to create a
diversion with not less than the equivalent of a
brigade group to draw off epemy air attack dur-
ing the daylight passage of the convoy, and on
the zoth and 21st the Eighth Army and the
Long Range Desert Group raided the landing
grounds round Derna and Bengasi. The
convoy, however, did not escape notice by
enemy reconnaissance aircraft, and only part
succeeded iIn reaching the island; and then the
surviving shipd were heavily bombed while they
were being unloaded.

The divergence of views between London and
Cairo as to the ability of the Eighth Army to
mount an offensive appeared to be too great to
be settled by correspondence, and the Prime
Minister requested me to come to England for
consultation. - Reluctantlvy and after most
anxious consideration I decided that at that time
it was impossible for me to leave my command
even for ten days or a fortnight and still remain
responsible for it. To the Chief of the General
Staff who pressed me to go, as there were manv
large questions of strategv to be discussed, 1
was compelled to make the same replv. In a
telegram from the Eighth Army Headquarters,
where I was at that time, I pointed out that
Jarge questions of planning and reorganisation

* GH.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 116,
8th March 1942—Appendix 171.
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mneeded my personal attention and made it im-
possible to hand over to .anyone else. I sug-
gested instead that a general meeting in Cairo
or Baghdad with General Wavell and Air-
Marshal Peirse from India would be of great
value.
Stafford Cripps should stop in Cairo on his way
to India and explain the views of the War
Cabinet. General Nye, Vice-Chief of the
Imperial General Staff, was fo accompany Sir
Stafford. -

The visit of a member of the War Cabinet
and of the Vice-Chief of the Imperial General
Staff was most valuable in that they became
acquainted with the problems of the Middle
East to an extent which was impossible by
telegraphic communication. When the three
Commanders-in-Chief had explained the situa-
tion to him, Sir Stafford Cripps summarised the
results of his investigations in a telegram to
the Prime Minister, of which the following were
the salient points.

At that time our strength both in tanks and
in the air was altogether too low to offer even
Teasonable prospects of an offensive being suc-
cessful. In about a month’s time our air forces,
now weakened by heavy diversions to the Far
East, should again have been built up to a
strength sufficient to allow them to undertake
and sustain intensive operations. Our armoured

- forces would take longer to prepare, however,
because the American °‘‘ General Grant
tanks, with which new wunits were now being
equipped, had to be modified before they could
be lused in the desert and becanse the crews had
to receive special training. By the middle of
May we should have an effective, trained
armoured force of 450 medium tanks with suffi-
cient reserves, and 150 infantry tanks in addi-
ton.

For the rest, the date of the offensive de-
‘pended upon the tank strength which the enemy
could attain, which in turn depended upon our
ability to interfere with his “communications.
Apart from one Liberator there were no air-
craft either in Malta or the rest of the Middle
‘East capable of reaching Tripoli, nor were
Baltimores yet available to bomb Bengasi by
day. Sir Stafford urged that heavy bombers
and more light bombers should be provided:
some of the heavy bombers which were then
attacking Germany might profitably be sent to
the Middle East. '

Mid-May, Sir Stafford suggested, should be
accepted as a target date for beginning the
-offensive: to launch it earlier. would be taking
an unwarrantable risk. Even this date was
conditional mpon certain essential requirements
‘being fulfilled: that the ‘* Spitfires *’ remaining
in Gibraltar should be sent to reinforce Malta;
that long-range heavy bombers should be
despatched at once; that every effort should
be made to hasten the delivery of light
‘bombers from the United States; that fitters
should be sent by air to help prepare the reserve
of tanks which was vital to the offensive; and
finally that demands on the Middle East to
send aircraft to India or elsewhere should

I had explained that we might have to with-
draw aircraft from Libya in the event of
Turkey or Cyprus being attacked or of the
Germans penetrating the Caucasus, and that,
in constquence, we might lose air superiority
in the west and be forced to abandon the offen-
sive with serious results, Sir Stafford Cripps

At length it was arranged that Sir
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alluded to this possibility, but considered that
this was a risk we should have to take unless
we were to give up all hope of an offensive
until the autumn.

General Nye brought with him a question-
naire from the Prime Minister and Chiefs of
Staff designed to secure information on all
points about which they were in doubt. These
questions, twenty in number, affected all three
Commanders-in-Chief and the answers were
naturally based almost entirely on information
supplied by the Joint Staffs, though the respon-
sibility remained with General Nye.

In his telegram General Nye explained that
no offensive operations were justified before
the 15th May, and then only if our own tanks
outnumbered the enemy’s by the requisite
amount. The only ways in which the date
could be advanced were by interrupting enemy
shipping to Libya or by increasing the output
of our own tank workshops. Even then train-
ing was a dimiting factor. The Middle East
Defence Comimittee thought it well to siress
the point made by General Nye that 15th May
was only a tentative date dependent upon the
rate at which the enemy could build up his
tank strength. They added that any favour-
able opportunity before or after this date would
be taken.

An exchange of telegrams in early April
showed that our difficulties and problems had
been admirably presented in London. The
Chiefs of Staff and the Middle East Defence
Committee were now substantially in accord on
questions affecting Libya, Malta and the
Northern Front. -In replying to the Chiefs of
Staff review, though, we felt bound to empha-
sise our great need of heavy bombers and anti-
aircraft artillery.

In the Far East, however, matters had gone
from bad to worse. Superior Japanese naval
forces had established themselves in the Indian
Ocean, and our ability to hold Ceylon and
Eastern India, it appeared, depended almost
entirely on the strength of the air force we could
build up. In consequence, the Chiefs of Staff
could now hold out no hopes of sending even a
squadron of Liberator aircraft to the Middle
East for several months and felt obliged to
draw further on our existing naval and air
forces. Moreover they said that they could
not risk sailing a convoy to Malta from the
west during May.

This latest withdrawal of aircraft did not
affect the date on which the offensive could
begin in Libya, but it was bound to affect very
seriously our ability to sustain the air effort
once battle was joined, since we should lack
reinforcement, aircraft and crews. This made
it all the more imperative that we should receive
heavy bombers so that we might impede enemy
reinforcements to the utmost.

The position of Malta was now extremely
disturbing. The acting Minister of State, Sir
Walter Monckton, had recently visited the
island to investigate labour problems and re-
ported that the position was very grave indeed.
The decision not to sail a convoy from the west
during May, therefore, moved the Governor to
a strong protest. The island’s chances of sur-
vival, he declared, were materially reduced be-
causé it was not possible to carry on without
food or ammunition. We could not count on
more than half of the ships sailing in the May
convoy from the east reaching Malta and it
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was imperative not to rely on this alone. More-
over we could not afford to repeat the ex-
perience of the previous convoy, when out of
a total of 30,000 tons of stores despatched to
Malta only about 5,000 were received: aerial
protection must cover not only the arrival of
ships, but the period of preparation and unload-
ing. General Dobbie ended by saying that
drastic action was needed: more Spitfire air-
craft were required in addition to those already
allotted, and the air force must be regularly
reinforced.

Relief, it now seemed, must be deferred until
June when it was hoped that a strong escort
for convoys from the east could be provided
and thatour Libyan offensivewould have begun.
There was no certainty that either of these con-
ditions would be fulfilled, so that the Middle
East Defence Committee repeated their request
that a convoy should also sail from the west.
Meanwhile we were obliged to instruct the
Governor to impose even more stringent ration-
ing and to hope that the island would be able
to continue its gallant resistance.

The steady deterioration of the situation in
the Indian Ocean gravely affected our plans in
the Middle East, and we begged the Chiefs of
Staff to acquaint us more fully with develop-
ments in that theatre. On the 23rd April we
received a long and detailed appreciation of
the sitwation. In discussing possible Japanese
plans, an attempt to invade Ceylon was not
ruled out, although it seemed more likely that
the Japanese would try to exploit their success
in Malaya and Burma by advancing into India
from the nonth-east. For the time being we
were in no position to offer effective resistance
by sea, land, or air to any offensive. Should
the Japanese press boldly westward without
pause for consolidation, the Indian Empire
would be in grave danger. In that event the
security of the Middle East and its essential
supply line would be threatened. The Middle
East and India were therefore interdependent.

So gloomy was the picture thus painted that
I felt it demanded a complete reconsideration
of our plans. In a paper prepared for the
Middle East Defence Committee, I pointed
out our present weakness owing to lack of
reserves; that we should run great danger, if
we were to embark on an offensive in Libya
without reserves, sufficient to enable us to carry
it through to the Agheila marshes; and that
the risk was the greater, seeing there was
always the possibility that our supply lines
through the Indian Ocean might at any time
be cut. I was reluctantly forced to the con-
clusion that, although the fate of Malta might
be sealed, in the'circumstances depicted by the
Chiefs of Staff, we could not afford to take the
offensive in Libya. We should rather concen-
trate on strengthening our defences in the
Middle East and spare all we could to reinforce
India in the hope of checking the Japanese
advance before it should be too late.

My colleagues on the Middle East Defence
Committee were inclined to believe that the
Chiefs of Staff review presented the situation
in its worst aspect. We were all agreed, how-
ever, as to what we could do in the Middle
East to save Malta or spare to help India,
and decided to inform the Chiefs of Staff
accordingly. ’ '

‘We explained that, in view of the serious
threat to India disclosed in their appreciation,
we felt bound to give the Chiefs of Staff full
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information about our ability to help India and
to mount an offensive in Libya, so that they
might decide whether we should continue to pre-
pare for the offensive. . Although we could
spare no air forces, I believed I could send
an armoured brigade group, a motor brigade
group and two infantry divisions, all seasoned
troops and well equipped, assuming that we
stood on the defensive in Libya. This was
possible, since it now scemed that no new
danger would arise before August or even later,
and that, even when our forces in Cyrenaica
had been reduced, the enemy were unlikely to
muster sufficient strength for a serious attack
for about three months. In the latter assump-
tion, as events proved, we were wrong; but
the comparative strengths of our own and the
enemy forces in Libya at that time and the
general tactical situation on that front seemed
to warrant this conclusion.

The Prime Minister replied at once, saying
that the situation had improved in the last fort-
night, and that, although the next two months

.would no doubt be critical in the Pacific and

Indian Oceans, there were no special grounds
for assuming that an invasion of India was then
imminent or certain. Having described the
various measures that were being taken to
strengthen our position in the Indian Ocean, he
concluded by saying that the greatest help we
in the Middle East could give would be to
engage and defeat the enemy on our Western
Front.

The date by which we could be ready to
launch the offensive, unfortunately, had now
receded. The rate of increase in our own tank
strength had fallen very little short of the esti-
mates given to Sir Stafford Cripps three weeks
earlier; but, owing to our inability to interfere
effectively with his shipping, the number of
tanks the enemy was likely to possess by the
middle of May now approached the highest
figure we had mentioned. Moreover a new
Italian armoured division had been brought
over, although it was not yet up to strength.
We therefore informed the Chiefs of Staff that,
provided that this new armoured division did
not materialise, we should now be ready in mid-
June. If the division did appear, we should
have to postpone the offensive until August.
We also explained that success would depend
on our retaining supremacy in the air,

I was then informed by the Prime Minister
that it had been decided that an offensive must
be launched as early as possible, preferably
during May, in order to save Malta. We:
thought it necessary, however, to point out that,
in the event of our armoured forces being
destroyed as a result of launching an offensive
prematurely, we should not be able to hold
our prepared positions on the Egyptian frontier
for lack of armour, but should be compelled to-
retire to El Alamein. The peril in which Egypt
would then stand would probably have worse
results than if Malta were to succumb. The
War Cabinet were prepared to accept this risk,
being determined that Malta should not be
allowed to fall without a battle being fought by
my army for its retention. I was instructed to.
launch the offensive in time to provide a dis-
traction to help the passage of a convoy to
Malta in the dark period in June.

The Northern Fromt,
It was fortunate that the Russian winter cam-

paign had so thoroughly dislocated Axis plans
that the much-heralded spring offensive had to
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be postponed until early summer. Had the
Germans been able to renew their offensive
when the snows melted, starting from the line
they had gained during the autumn, their
advanced guard would in all probability have
appeared south of the Caucasus at the very
moment when we were considering how we
might oppose their gathering strength in Libya.
1 have described how in January and February
Japanese successes in the Indian Ocean made
it necessary to withdraw several divisions from
the Middle East, and how I was obliged to
instruct the Ninth and Tenth Armies to retire
in the event of an enemy advance. Develop-
ments in Libya during the months that fol-
lowed caused the troops allotted to the defence
of the Northern Front to be still further
reduced.

iWith the approval of the other Commanders-
in-Chief, I decided in March temporarily 1o
reduce the garrison of Cyprus, in order to com-
‘pensate for our losses and to find troops for
Libya. It had been estimated that one infantry
division with a proportionate amount of armour
and artillery and six additional infantry batta-
lions were required to defend the island. My
policy was to keep in the island all the equip-
ment, transport, ammunition and stores re-
quired for this garrison, but to reduce the in-
fantry and artillery personnel to about one-
third. It was expected that we should have
about three weeks warning of -attack, and it
should be possible with the help of the.Royal
Navy to bring the garrison quickly to its full
strength.

At about this time the 4th Indian Division
relieved the 5th Indian Division in the island,
and Major-General Tuker finally reorganised its
defences. The basic principle of the defence
was that the air forces on the island should be
kept in full operation. It was not considered
possible to prevent the enemy getting a foot-
hold at some point on the coastline, and the
main effort of the defence was therefore to be
concentrated on protecting the landing grounds
in the central plain. For the same reason all
jmportant depots and installations were sited
inland wherever feasible. As large a propor-
tion of the garrison as possible was to be made
mobile so that it might operate against enemy
landings. Instructions laying down these prin-
ciples were issued on the Ist July.*

The reduced strength of the Cyprus garrison
caused some uneasiness in London lest the
enemy should undertake a combined operation,
now that our own naval and .air forces in the
Eastern Mediterranean were so much reduced.
After examining the problem again, the Com-
manders-in-Chief were able to reassure the
Chiefs of Staff, as it was thought that an
attempt at invasion was wunlikely unless the
enemy had the use of landing grounds in
Southern Anatolia. - ®

During April the mounting strength of the
German and Italian forces in Cyrenaica had
compelled me once more to review the policy
for the defence of Syria and Iraq, and on the
2gth April I issued revised instructions for deal-
ing with an attack through Anatolia.t

By now it had become evident that our
original estimate of the forces required to defend

* G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 128,
1st July 1942—Ap1g ndix 19.

t G.H.Q., M.E.F. Qperation Instruction No. 117,
2gth April 1942—Appendix 14. ~

323

the western frontier of Egypt against an enemy
attack in strength would have to be consider-
ably increased. This meant that many of the
troops allotted to the defence of the Northern
Front would not be available, should need arise,
and that, therefore, we must contemplate
having to withdraw even further to the south.
In Iraq and Persia I hoped to be able to hold
the same positions as under our previous plan,
but on the left, in order to meet the possibility
of having to abandon the Lebanon fortresses,
I gave orders for fresh positions to be fortified
in Northern Palestine and along the Jordan.
It was still my object to keep our bases and
ports and the oilfields of southwestern Persia
secure, but this seemed to 'be becoming more
and more difficult to achieve, if the expected
enemy offensive should take shape.

The question of giving aid to the Turks, in
the event of their being attacked by the Axis
Powers, had been periodically under review
ever since the previpus December. At that time
the Middle East Defence Committee had
advised His Majesty’s Government in the
United Kingdom that, as the existing communi-
cations in Turkey were poor and vulnerable, it
would be unwise to suggest to the Turks ‘that
we should be able to assist them with consider-
able land forces should they be attacked in the
spring of 1942. The Committee recommended
instead that we should rather stress the help
we might be able to afford them in the air, and
also urged that every effort should be made to
send the Turks all the small arms, engineering
stores, motor vehicles, and raw material for
their munition factories that could be spared.
The Turks, on their part, though obviously
anxious to accept our aid and to see our cause
successful, were extremely careful to avoid any
overt action which might cause Germany to
question their neutrality, and this made it most
difficult to make really effective preparations to
assist them.

In April, the Commanders-in-Chief recom-
mended to the Chiefs of Staff that Turkey
should be included in the sphere of action of
the Minister of State in Cairo, in order to
enable our relations with her to be co-ordinated
by one authority on the spot, particularly in
regard to assistance in the event of an Axis
attack. This recommendation, however, did
not meet with the approval of the Foreign
Office in view of the complicated and delicate
nature of the relations between Turkey, Great
Britain and the Soviet.

In spite of these difficulties we pressed for-
ward steadily with our schemes for assisting
Turkey, and a consilerable amount of useful
preparatory work was done, in the way of im-
proving ports, roads and railways, and aero-
dromes. We were also able to introduce un-
ostentatiously a large quantity of warlike stores
into Anatolia. In all these activities we were
greatly aided by the tactful and untiring efforts
of Major-General A. Arnold, Military Attaché
at Ankara.

On the 1gth May I issued instructions govern-
ing the action to be taken in the event of enemy
attack through the Caucasus* It was fairly
safe to assume that the enemy would be un-
able to invade Turkey at the same time, and
that the Ninth Army could therefore be left
with just sufficient troops for guard dufies. In

* G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 118,
19th May rg42—Appendix 15.
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north-western Persia the country is mountain-
ous, and therefore unfavourable to the employ-
ment of armoured forces. Briefly, my intention
was to stop the enemy as far forward as we
could by moving light forces rapidly to the
River Araxes and covering for as long as pos-
sible the landing grounds in northern Persia.
The Tenth Army was in any event to prevent
the enemy establishing himself south of the
general line Pahlevi—Kasvin—Hamadan—
Senna—Rowanduz Gorge.

The Persian railway was to be extended from
its existing terminus at Khorramshahr to the
Shatt-el-Arab opposite Basra, so that the Tenth
Army operating in Persia might draw on the
main Iraq bases at Basra and Shaiba. Various
other improvements in communications were
also ordered.

During May we pointed out to the Chiefs of
Staff that we could not plan and prepare to
fight the enemy in Northern Persia, as we must
do if we were to keep his air forces at a suffi-
cient distance from our bases and oil installa-
tions at the head of the Gulf, unless we had full
facilities to explore and prepare the ground.
These facilities the Russians, who controled this
zone, would not give us. Moreover, we had no
information of their plans for the defence of
the Caucasus. We asked that arrangements be
made without delay for us to co-operate with
the Russians; but this seemed impossible,
owing, apparently, to the Russian High Com-
mand’s insistence on centralisation and great
secrecy. We therefore acted ourselves, and on
my instructions General Quinan sent recon-
naissance parties into Northern Persia to pro-
cure at least some of the essential information.
These parties established good relations with the
Russians and did their work with little friction.

The preparation of defences and communi-
cations in Iraq and Syria went on steadily
throughout May, and I was concerned to use
as much local and hired labour as I could
procure, in addition to all available organised
labour units, in order to give the few fighting
troops the fullest opportunity for training.

At the end of May the Germans launched
their expected offensive in Russia and from that
moment the danger, against which we were still
so il-prepared, steadily grew wmore imminent.
Simultaneously Rommel launched an attack in
Cyrenaica.

Rommel’'s Counter-offensive.

The continual reinforcement of the German
and. Italian army in Libya, which in the
absence of heavy bombers and strong naval
forces in the Mediterranean we had been unable
to prevent, and which had caused our own
offensive to be deferred, had progressed so far
by the middle of May that it was evident the
enemy thought himself strong emough to take
the offensive.
the Eighth Army was prepared to withstand
assault. Although General Ritchie, in close
consultation with myself, had been maturing
his plans for an early resumption of the offen-
sive, precautions for meeting an enemy attack
had not been neglected; and during March,
April and early ‘May the defensive system
within the quadrilateral formed by Gazala,

Tobruk, Bir el Gubi and Bir Hacheim had been -

-steadily developed and strengthened. As the
days went by it became more and more certain
that our offensive would be forestalled.
Accordingly General Ritchie and his two Corps

I was reasonably confident that -
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Commanders put the finishing touches to their
arrangements: for meeting the attack and for
passing at once to the offensive, when it had
been repulsed. .

- In planning to launch our own offensive in
mid-June, the fact that we should have only
a small margin of superiority over the enemy
by land and in the air had occasioned me some
anxiety. I was disposed therefore to regard
the prospect of fighting the first action on our
own prepared ground as likely to counter-
balance this disadvantage. To enable General
Ritchie to form a reserve of infantry, I arranged
to send reinforcements to the Eighth Army,
including the 1oth Indian Division which I
brought across from Iraq. I regretted that I
had no more armoured formations which were
ready for battle, to send him. Numerically the
Eighth Army was superior in tank strength to
the enemy; but in quality our tanks were on the
whole still inferior to his, notwithstanding the
inclusion in our armoured brigades of a number
of new American medium tanks. On the
other hand, the Eighth Army was now getting a
quantity of the new six-pounder anti-tank guns
which would neutralise to some extent the
marked advantage in this type of weapon the
Germans had hitherto enjoyed. It was unfor-
tunate that the troops had not more time to
become accustomed to their use.

The enemy appeared to have two courses
open to him: one to pass armoured forces
round the south of Bir Hacheim and then to
strike northwards, and the other to concen-
trate all his armour and most of his artillery
in an attempt to break through our centre.
In either event his objective would be Tobruk;
and in either event our reaction would be the
same, namely, to use our armour to counter-
attack the enemy and destroy him east of our
minefield belt.* For this purpose our armoured
forces, comprising the xst and 7th Armoured
Divisions, three armoured brigades altogether,
under General Norrie, the Commander of the
3oth Corps, were to be held centrally, ready to
act in either direction.

As it turned out, the enemy chose to make
his main thrust by the southern route and,
having concentrated his armoured formations
round Segnali, moved them during the night
of the 26th May to the east of Bir Hacheim.
Early on the 27th he struck rapidly northwards
towards Acroma and El Adem. Meanwhile he
made an abortive attack on Bir Hacheim and
a half-hearted demonstration against our posi-
tions between Gazala and Alem Hamza.
Though somewhat scattered, the 3oth Corps
met the enemy’s northward thrust, and heavy
but indecisive fighting continued all day and
resulted in the enemy being held south of a
line through Knightsbridge and El Adem.

We learned later from captured documents
that the enemy planned to take Tobruk by the
3oth May, after destroying our armoured forces
and attacking our troops holding the Gazala
defences from the rear as well as from the front.
The success of this plan depended upon reduc-
ing Bir Hacheim or breaching our minefield
further north and then- inflicting upon our
armour a decisive blow. In all of these objects
the enemy was thwarted. On the 28th May
the enemy moved against Acroma but with-
drew, and on the 2gth his main armoured force

* Letter to Commander, Eighth Army, 20th May
1942—Appendix 16.. .
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moved southward, heav11y engaged by our
armoured formatxons, but again without
decisive result.

Belatedly the enemy was able to clear ways
through the minefield in the centre of our posi-
tion, thus greatly easing the supply and repair
of his armoured forces lying to the east. He
then settled down to achieving by deliberate
methods what he had failed to accomplish by
lightning attack, and devoted his efforts to
forming a bridgehead, strong in anti-tank
artillery, to cover the gaps he had made in
our minefields. To do this he withidrew some
distance to the west, being vigorously attacked
by our tanks, artillery and aircraft in the
process.

Though his plan went awry, the enemy had
succeeded in breaching our front and creating
a dangerous salient in our main position. It
was essential to rectify this situation and
General Ritchie accordingly had made plans
for delivering a powerful counterstroke as soon
as possible. The armoured formations of the
Eighth Army had sustained heavy losses; and
General Ritchie considered that this precluded
his launching a countér-offensive from some
other sector and proceeded to make plans for a
direct assault on the enemy salient.

The attack was intended originally to.have
taken place on the night of the 31st May; but,
for various reasons, it was postponed till the
night of the 4th June. Meanwhile, the enemy
had attacked and destroyed the r5oth Infantry
Brigade, holding the important defended
locality of Sidi Muftah. He had also been able

to strengthen considerably his forces in the.

salient, which it was General Ritchie’s object
to eliminate so that we.could close the gaps in
our minefield.

The Eighth Army’s counter-attack had some
initial success and recovered some important
ground from the enemy, but it was then brought
to a standstill by ebemy counter-attacks with
tanks, strohgly supported by artillery. Our own
armoured forces, which should have exploited
the initial success of the infantry, met strong
opposition from anti-tank guns and failed to
Finally, the enemy
succeeded in overwhelming our forward infantry

and, more serious still, in destroying four regi- -

ments of field artillery which had been moved
up to support the advance of our tanks.

_This unsuccessful counter-stroke was probably
the turning point of the whole battle, which
hitherto had not been wholly unfavourable to
us. Nevertheless, the Eighth Army still seemed
to have more tanks than the enemy and we
were better off than he was so far as tank
reserves were,concerned. OQOur tank recovery
organisation also was functioning with great
efficiency. Time was needed, however, to re-
organise our armoured formations which had
suffered heavily, and our powers of recupera-
tion in this respect seemed less than those of
the enemy.

An attempt to advance from the northern
half of our position towards Temrad met
strong opposition and failed. General Ritchie,
meanwhile, intensified his efforts to interfere
with the enemy supply lines to the west of
our minefields and attacked them from .the
north as well as from.the south with satisfactory
results. Our air forces had been working .in the
closesf co-operation with the Eighth Army from
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the beginning of the battle, and continued to
make very heavy attacks against the enemy
forces in the salient and on his transport pass-
ing backwards and forwards through the gaps in
the minefields.

Having defeated our counter-attack, the
enemy moved his armour forward to threaten
Knightsbridge, the key to the northern half of
our positions. At the same time he increased
his pressure on Bir Hacheim and subjected it
to heavy dive-bombing attacks. In spite of
strenuous and partally successful efforts made
to pass convoys into the stronghold, it became
increasingly difficult to supply Bir Hacheim,
which was held by the 1st Free French Brigade
under General Koenig. General Ritchie also
attempted to relieve the pressure on the garri-
son by taking the investing forces in the rear,
but heavy and repeated enemy attacks began to
wear down the defence, and on the Toth June
General Ritchie found it necessary to order the
post to be evacuated. The majority of the
garrison withdrew in safety after a heroic
defence lasting for nearly a fortnight.

The loss of Bir Hacheim undoubtedly
weakened the general position of the Eighth
Army, and the enemy quickly took advantage
of this to concentrate his forces against El
Adem, a most important tactical locality cover-
ing Tobruk from the south. Throughout the
12th and 13th June, the opposing armoured
forces were heavily engaged round El Adem
and Knightsbridge. This action proved to be
the culmination of the armoured fighting, which
had begun on the 27th May, and was decisive
in its results. After it, we could muster only
about fifty medium and twenty infantry tanks
in the Acroma area while it seems probable that
the enemy had twice that number. The enemy,
moreover, was left in possession of the battle-
field and could recover his damaged tanks and
destroy ours. He also gained possession of the
escarpment between El Adem and Knights-
bridge, a feature of great tactical importance.

The Eighth Army’s losses in tanks and field
guns forced General Ritchie to revise his plans
for the continuation of the battle. - The loss
of Bir Hacheim left.the enemy free to threaten
the southern face of the Tobruk defences and
the communications of the x3th Corps, which
was still holding the front from Gazala to Alem
Hamza. General Ritchie consequently decided
that he must withdraw these two divisions and,
having obtained my agreement, issued orders
accordingly on the 14th June.

I was most reluctant to sanction the with-
drawal from Gazala. I had always considered
it essential to retain this position in order to
enable us rapidly to resume our offensive in
Cyrenaica, and thus to aid Malta by regaining
our forward air bases in the Gebel Akhdar.
Moreover, if it were abandoned, the enemy
would be free to concentrate all his forces
against Tobruk, and the already limited space
available to the Eighth Army for manceuvre
would be further greatly reduced. But the
weakness of our armoured forces left General
Ritchie no alternative. The 1st South African
Division was withdrawn along the coast
through Tobruk itself and reached the frontier
almost intact, but the joth Division had to
withdraw * south-eastwards through ‘the enemy
and suffered considerably, théugh it retained its
organisation and admirable fighting spirit. The
success of these withdrawals was due in great
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part to the retention of air supenonty by the
R.AF. i

I now had to decide whether to try to hold
Tobruk or not. I had made it quite clear to
all concerned that, in the event of the enemy
returning to the offensive in Cyrenaica after his
defeat in December, 1941, I had no intention
of allowing forces under my command to be
again besieged in Tobruk.* This continued to
be my policy throughout the subsequent fight-
ing. But, unless Tobruk was fully stocked
and equipped as an advanced base of supply,
it was not possible for us to consider seizing
the initiative from the enemy and resuming our
offensive against Tripolitania, which always
remained my object. It was to protect Tobruk,
therefore, that I had ordered General Ritchie to
stand fast on the Gazala—Bir Hacheim posi-
tion. The railway had been extended to Bel-
hamed and much effort had been expended in
equipping Tobruk as an advanced base, and
our preparations for the offensive were practi-
cally complete.

When the enemy, by building up his tank
strength more quickly than we could, was able
to anticipate our intended .offensive, I hoped
that, having defeated his armoured forces, we
might still be able to make an offensive on the
lines we had been planning since the enemy
was first checked at Gazala in February. The
initial course of the battle, which began on the
27th May, gave me no cause to give up hope of
turning to the attack when the enemy’s strength
should have been spent.

The destruction of an infantry brigade group
on the rst June and of two infantry brigades
and four regiments of artillery four days later,
the withdrawal from Bir Hacheim, and,
finally, the heavy losses of tanks we incurred
on the 13th June undoubtedly reduced con-
siderably our chances of making an early change
to the offensive. But there was no reason to
. suppose that, for all the vigour he was display-
ing, the enemy had not also suffered heavily.
When we had reduced our commitments by
evacuating Gazala, it seemed to me we should
have sufficient forces to man Tobruk-and the
principal tactical localities to the south and

south-east of it as well as the frontier positions, ,

all of which had been prepared for defence.
By preventing the enemy from establishing him-
self to the east of Tobruk, which it still seemed
possible to do, we should not only deny him
landing grounds further to the east than those
he had been using, but also gain time to build
up a force with which to strike back. A small
armoured force was still in being to assist in the
task, besides numerous armoured cars and two
motor brigades; workshops were turning out re-
paired tanks at a satisfactory pace, and the New
Zealand Division, which I had ordered down
from Syria, was due shortly. The losses we
had sustained, considerable though they might
have been, did not appear so serious as to
make it imperative to abandon the fruits of the
previous success, and thus leave Malta to sur-
render and Egypt to be invaded.

Consequently, when I agreed to General
Ritchie’s withdrawal of the two divisions from
Gazala, I ordered him to stop the enemy on a
line through Acroma, El Adem, and then south-
wards, and not t3 Jallow Tobruk to be invested.
General Ritchie believed he could fight on the

o

* Seé Appendlceh 6 and ofl!
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western and southern faces of the Tobruk peri-
meter, El Adem and to the south. But he
did not think it essential to hold Acroma, and
considered that our defence south of Tobruk
must be ensured by a mobile force with a maxi-
mum quota of artillery, since isolated "strong-
points would be liable to be overwhelmed in
detail owing to the weakness of our armoured
forces. It might take time to organise the
artillery of the rst South African and so0th Diyi-
sions for employment in a mobile role, and in
the interval General Ritchie visualised a situa-
tion arising in which Tobruk might become
temporarily invested. On the 16th June I told
him that, although I was determined Tobruk
must not be besieged, I accepted the possibility
of its becoming temporarily isolated, and left
him full liberty to make his dispositions
accordingly.

"I was glad to have the assurance of the Prime
Minister that the instructions I had given to
General Ritchie were approved in London. The
position seemed to me to be quite different to
that which had obtained in 1941, as we now held
fortified positions on the frontier, and it did not
seem as if the enemy had enough forces both
to invest Tobruk and at the same time
neutralise our troops to the east of it. I was
therefore able to tell the Prime Minister that I
hoped to be able to prevent the control of the
country between Tobruk and the frontier pass-
ing into enemy hands.

In deciding to hold Tobruk, I had not
visualised that the Eighth Army would be un-
able fo interfere with the enemy’s operations

- against the fortress, or that the garrison-would

be required to hold more than the western and
southern faces of the perimeter against a serious
attack, which its strength and composition
should have enabled it to do, always provided
that mobile forces were operating on its southern
flank.

The Eighth Army had at that time three
infantry divisions and an infantry brigade group
comparatively fresh, two more of its divisions
still had considerable fighting value, and the
New Zealand Division was on its way from
Syria.
lost heavily and could only muster about a
hundred tanks in all; but more tanks were on
the way, and there were many under repair in
the Eighth Army’s field workshops. Two of the
motor brigade groups were fighting vigorously
and the reorganisation of the third was almost
complete.

General Ritchie put four infantry brigade
groups into Tobruk with their proper comple-
ment of artillery and some infantry tanks, and
kept the rest of the Eighth Army as a mobile
force outside it. Major-General Klopper, the
commander of the 2nd South African Division,
was put in command of the fortress.

The enemy now concentrated his efforts
against El Adem, Sidi Rezegh and Belhamed
and this area became just as important tactically
as it had been in the previous winter. I in-
structed General Ritchie to strengthen it without
delay, but he was unable to do so; and on the
17th June the enemy took Sidi Rezegh, thus
beginning the encirclement of Tobruk. The
same afternoon our remaining armoured brigade
suffered a severe reverse in an encounter with
a powerful enemy tank forcé and was forced
to retire on Gambut, having lost all but Hventy
of its tanks. This entdiled the withdra¥al of

The armoured divisions, however, had -

—hf“,
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our troops from Belhamed which enabled the
enemy to complete the isolation of Tobruk. On
the 18th June, the enemy pushed forward to
Gambut-and .thus denied us the use of forward
landing grounds in that neighbourhood, a most
serious matter since it then became practically
impossible for fighter aircraft to operate in sup-

‘port of the Tobruk garrison.

Early on the 20th, having cleared the arena,
the enemy turned on Tobruk. The attack,
which was directed against the eastern face of
the perimeter and supported by a heavy concen-
tration of artillery and dive-bombers, rapidly
penetrated the defences. Exact and reliable
accounts of the fighting are still unobtainable.
Gallant but isolated counter-attacks were
made by our troops. The infantry tanks which
formed the principal reserve of the fortress
appeared to have been defeated in detail at an
early stage of the battle. Thereafter the enemy
tanks pressed on deep into the fortress, over-
whelming the best part of the artillery and
infantry of two brigades, and reached the
harbour the same evening.

‘On hearing that the attack was taking place,

"General Ritchie ordered General Norrie to relieve

the pressure on Tobruk with the #th
Armoured Division, and the 7th Motor Brigade
reached an area some 20 miles south of the
perimeter that evening. By that time the
whole of the eastern part of the fortress was in
enemy hands, and General Klopper asked
General Ritchie’s permission to break out. Per-
missionr was accorded, but an hour later General
Klopper said that it would be impossible as
the greater part of his transport had been cut
off in the harbour area. Early on the 21st June,
General Klopper reported that all his transport
had been captured, and that organised resist-
ance was breaking down. Orders to destroy
arms and equipment ‘were circulated to the
garrison. In spite of this, however, a number
of troops fought on gallantly for a considerable
time, and some broke out and rejoined the
Eighth Army.

The precipitate and wholly unexpected col-
lapse of Tobruk denied us the respite we so
much needed to re-create our armoured force.
Owing to our inferiority in armour, we could

not hope to hold the frontier positions for long -

against the full weight of the enemy’s attack.
There seemed to be no alternative but to fall
back on Matruh where there was a position
already partially prepared for defence, The
best we could hope to do was. to impose the
maximum delay on the enemy to give us time
to strengthen the Matruh defences and build up
a sufficiently powerful tank force with which to
meet him.

The consequences of withdrawing to Matruh
were undoubtedly grave. The Delta, with its
ports and base installations, would be exposed
to heavier aerial attack. It would become im-
possible for us to run a convoy to Malta from
the east on the one hand, and on the other the
enemy would find it easier to supply his forces
in North Africa. Moreover, internal trouble
might break out in Egypt and the proximity
of the enemy to our main bases would make it
hard to release forces for our Northern Front,
where the danger was daily drawing nearer.
Yet, if these consequences were not accepted,
even worse might befall. The Middle East
Defence Committee. approved my proposal to
withdrap to Matrah and informed the Defence
Commiittee in London accordingly. -
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The War Cabinet approved our proposals
generally but urged that a more determined
stand should be made on the frontier, assuring
us that every effort ‘would be made to divert to
the Middle East material then on the sea.
Nevertheless the Middle East Defence Commit-
tee were obliged to reply that to stand on the
frontier without the requisite armoured force
would be to risk piecemeal destruction. We
could only reiterate our intention of imposing
the maximum delay on the enemy and of pre-
paring to give battle round Matruh.

The enemy rapidly reorganised his army after
the fall of Tobruk and pressed on towards the
frontier. By the 23rd his forward troops were
in touch with ours in front of Sollum, and he
was obviously preparing to advance in strength
to the south of Sidi Omar. But his forward
troops were successfully held back for the time
being by our mobile columns. The withdrawal
of our infantry from the frontier. positions,
covered by our motorised forces, began on the
22nd June and proceeded without interruption
from the enemy.

On the 24th June I-telegraphed to the Prime
Minister, giving him my view of the situation
and explaining my future plans. I assured
him that it was my firm intention to resume the
offensive, immediately our armoured forces
were strong enough to make this possible with
a reasonable chance of success, and that plans
for reorganising our forces to make them better
fitted for their task were well advanced. At the
same time, I informed him that I did not think
it safe further to denude the Ninth and Tenth
Armies of troops, as in the whole of this huge
area there remained only two and one-third
infantry divisions, besides some allied con-
tingents not yet fully trained or equipped.

The enemy began his advance into Egypt on
the 24th, striking north-east from Sheferzen
towards Halfaya and eastward from Maddalena.
He moved very rapidly and our rearguards fell
back before him, until by evening they were
level with Sidi Barrani. On the 25th he con-
tinned his advance in the face of damaging air
attacks and his main bodies came within forty
miles of Matruh.

Meanwhile, our depleted infantry divisions,
under the zoth Corps Headquarters (Lieutenant-
General Holmes) which had recently come from
Syria, were taking up positions round Matruh
and hastily extending the minefields. The 13th
Corps (Lieutenant-General Gott), which had the
st Armoured Division and was being reinforced
by the New Zealand Division, was watching
the southern flank. Lieutenant-General Norrie
with his 30th Corps Headquarters was organis-
ing the defence of the El Alamein position,
and had under his command the 1st South
African Division and such other troops as could
be collected.

I decided on the 25th June that the position
of the Eighth Army was so critical and the
danger to Egypt so great, that I must assume
command myself. I took this step with great
reluctance as I knew well that one man could
not carry out the duties of Commander-in-
Chief and Commander of the Eighth Army with
full efficiency. Moreover I had grave doubts
as to the wisdom of changing commanders at
so critical a time.

I appointed my Chief of the General Staff,
Lieutenant-General ‘'T. W. Cotbett, to be my

-deputy at General Heddquarters in Cairo, and
. instructed hiny to dealwwith all matters, except
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those of the highest strategical or political im-
port which he might feel impelled to 'refer to
me, He carried out this task with great wisdom
and efficiency.

I then flew to the advanced headquarters of
the Eighth Army at Bagush and took over the
direct command from General Ritchie the same
evening.

The Battle for Egypt.

When it was found impossible to hold the
frontier positions without risking envelopment
by the enemy, I had intended that the Eighth
Armmy should stand and fight on the Matruh
position, which was partially prepared and
mined. General Ritchie had given instructions
for this and the Eighth Army was preparing to
carry them out when I took over command.

The enemy, however, had continued to press
rapidly forward with what remained of his
original striking force, and I realised that we
were so weak in tanks and field artillery,
two of the essentials for success in desert war-
fare, that it was very doubtful whether we
could hope to hold the Matruh position, any
more than we could the positions on the frontier.
With his superiority in tanks, it seemed that
the enemy might either envelop our open
southern flank or pierce our centre, which we
could hold only lightly. In either event, he
was likely to isolate part of our forces and
defeat them in detail, and this I was determined
to avoid. I was convinced that it was neces-
sary above all to hold together the much de-
pleted Eighth Army and to keep it as a mobile
force, retaining its freedom of action. I de-
cided, therefore, that I could not risk its being
pinned down at Matruh.

The loss of Matruh would be a further shock
to Egyptian morale, and Axis propaganda
would certainly hail it as another triumph. The
disadvantages seemed small, however, com-
pared with the danger of buing defeated piece-
meal. At that time, with the exception of the
oth Australian Division which I had summoned
from Syria, there were no formations outside
the Eighth Army which could have stood be-
tween Alexandna and Cairo and the enemy.
Although a further retreat would bring the
enemy to the very threshold of the Delta, El
Alamein offered by far the strongest position in
the Western Desert as both its flanks rested on
impassable obstacles. Moreover, by drawing
the enemy forward, we were lengthening his
supply lines and shortening our own—no small

advantage since the Eighth Army sorely needed |

an opportunity to re-equip and reorganise. I,
therefore, cancelled the orders to stand at
Matruh and gave instructions for the Eighth

Army to withdraw on El Alamein, delaying the

‘enemy as much as possible in its retirement.
On the 27th June, before these orders could
take full effect, the enemy breached our mine-
fields south of Matruh and, reaching the coast
road, partially surrounded the roth Corps which
was holding Matruh and Bagush. During the
next two days these troops managed to break
through the enemy and reache! El Alamein,
though they lost heavily .in the process and
had to be withdrawn to the Delta to reorganise
and refit. Meanwhile, the ¥3th Corps on the
southern flank fought desperately and with
- some success t@ stem the enemy’s advance.
The enemy lost no time in following up our
‘withdrawal from Matruh, and on the 1st July
Jaunched an attack against the 1st South

. thrown the enemy on to the defensive.
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African Division, which was holding the EI
Alamein fortifications on our extreme northern
flank. This attack was beaten off, but on the
same day further to the south the enemy
managed to overrun one of our defended locali-
ties and thus weaken our centre.

We were still very short of tanks and weak
in artillery. The Eighth Army was depleted
and disorganised after five weeks of desperate
fighting ending in a rapid retreat closely pressed
by the enemy. I realised that it might not be
able to hold the enemy if he made a determined
attack on our partially prepared and thinly
held positions in spite of the advantage we
retained in the air; I took the precaution, there-
fore, of making the necessary arrangements for
a further withdrawal, should this be necessary
in the last resort.

It was my fixed intention to wrest the initia-
tive from the enemy at the earliest possible
moment; and in spite of our lack of men and
equipment I was convinced that the best way
to do this was to attack the enemy without
delay and give him no rest. I accordingly
ordered the r3th Corps, which formed my left
wing, to swing forward round the enemy’s right
flank, which at that time did not extend far
to the south, and attack northwards with all
the strength it could muster. I had to hold
what tanks I had in the centre, ready to
counter-attack, should-the enemy try to break
through and seize the vital Ruweisat Ridge, the
key to our position. Consequently I could spare
no more than light tanks and armoured cars to
support the 13th Corps.  Nevertheless their
attack, which started on the 2nd July, went
forward with vigour and dash and caused the
enemy to form a defensive flank, extending
some distance to the west, to save himself being
cut off from El Daba. He also had to reinforce
his Italian troops in the south by German units
from the north, which relieved the pressure on
our centre and right. Owing to the relative
weakness of our armour, I was unable to main-
tain the momentum of the attack and carry
it to a decisive conclusion. On the other hand
the operation achieved considerable results. We
had at last recovered the tactical initiative ’e}r}lld

e
situation in the south then gradually stabilised,
until the enemy gained a secure flank by ex-
tending his line to the Qattara Depression.

While the Eighth Army, strongly supported
by the R.A_F., was carrying on a fierce struggle
at El Alamein, continuous and intensive pre-
parations were made to continue the fight in
the Delta, in case the battle were to go against
us. Defensive positions covering the approaches
to Alexandria from the west were constructed,
and large tracts of country to the south of the
city were flooded. A fortified area was
organised between the Wadi Natrun and the
edge of the Delta, to provide a pivot of
manoeuvre for the Eighth Army which was to
be kept mobile to oppose any enemy forces
which might move against Alexandria or Cairo.
Strong defences were erected round Mena and
the Pyramids to cover the immediate
approaches to Cairo from the desert. All the
fighting men who could be mobilised were
pressed into service and organised into impro-
vised units, columns and commandos. The
improvement of rearward communications was
hurried on: boat bridges were built over the
Nile, and existing bridges, railways and roads
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were safeguarded. -Preparations were made to
move General -Heallquarters from Cairo, if
necessary, and to carry on the direction of the
campaign from a field headquarters.

I was prepared; in the last resort, to con-
tinue the fight even if we had to abandon
Northern Egypt altogether, by withdrawing
southwards along the Nile with part of my
forces while the remainder blocked the enemy’s
advance across the Suez Canal towards Pales-
tine and Syria. Our bases on the Red Sea and
our communications down the Nile Valley
would have made this possible and plans were
laid accordingly.*

I myself was fully occupied in directing the
operations of the Eighth Army and the burden
of planning and co-ordinating these complicated
measures fell on my Chief of the General Staff,
Lieutenant-General Corbett. H=2 was ably
seconded in his task by the Commanders
charged with the execution of the work, Lieu-
tenant-General Holmes, commanding the Delta
Force and Lieutenant-General Stone, General
Officer Commanding the British Troops in
Egypt. The speed and thoroughness with which
the work was done reflected the greatest credit
on these officers.

The gth Australian Division began to arrive
behind El Alamein on the 4th July, and pur-
suing my policy of wresting the initiative from
the enemy and of seizing important tactical
points so as to prepare the ground for a de-
cisive attack later, I launched this division on
the roth July against the Tel el Eisa mounds
west of El' Alamein. The attack was supported
by tanks and a strong artillery and was carried
out with skill and determination. The mounds
were secured and remained in our possession, as
a -valuable bastion constituting a permanent
threat to- the enemy positions to the south of it.

Once again the enemy was obliged to weaken
his centre to reinforce his flank, and to detach
German troops to stiffen the Italians entrusted
with the defence of this sector. From the series
of determined, but unsuccessful counter-attacks
launched against the Australians holding the
position, it was evident that the enemy was
deeply concerned at the loss of Tel el Eisa.

Although we had-arrested the German ad-
vance on the Delta and had begun to lay the
foundations for a further offensive, -develop-
ments on the Northern Front made it necessary
to consider afresh the general strategy of the
Middle East. In order to fight in Cyrenaica at
all, we had to concentrate all our armoured
forces and practically the whole of our air
forces on that front. The losses suffered by the
Eighth Army in June had compelled me to
withdraw most of the remaining troops from our
Northern Front. The Ninth and Tenth armies
had thus been denuded of troops and transport,
and were not even in a position to impose any
serious delay on the enemy should he attack.
The - final outcome of the baitle of El Alamein
was still in the balance, and it seemed very
donbtful whether we should be able to spare
troops from the west to reinforce the north.

The necessity might very well arise in the
For, while the battles for Egypt
wereJin progress, the German armies had been
advancing swiftly in Southern Russia. By the
July the German vanguards had

* G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 134,

‘z2nd July 1942—Appendix zo.

seemed that only the fact of Stalingrad holding
out and threateping their flank would prevent
them from pushing into Persia.

Very shortly we might have to take a decision
whether to continue to concentrate all our efforts
on defending Egypt from the west or to divert
the greater part of our resources.to protect
the- Persian oil-fields against attack from the
north. It was obvious that with the resources
available, we could not do both simultaneously.
The Middle East Defence Committee therefore
represented the sitnation to the Defence Com-
mittee in London and asked for guidance.

The Prime Minister could hold out no hope
of providing the reinforcements we required
before the end of October. He added, however,
that there was no need to assume that the
enemy could invade Persia in force before that
date. The only way to ensure that sufficient
strength could tbe gathered to secure the
Northern Front in time, he said, was by in-
flicting a decisive defeat on the enemy in the
west. 'We therefore continued to concentrate all
our.efforts on achieving this object and left the
Northern Front to fend for itself for the time
‘being. Early in August we received from the
Chiefs of Staff a comprehensive review of the
situation in Russia from which it appeared that
no attack in force through the Caucasus was
likely to occur before the spring of 1943,

although in the event of the collapse of Russian .

resistance, light enemy forces might penetrate
into Persia early in the coming November,

Having assured myself that it was fully
realised in England that in the event of the
Russian front breaking, we should be unable
to reinforce Persia either in time or in sufficient
force, I continued to concentrate all our re-
sources in an attempt to defeat the enemy in the
west. The capture of the Tel el Eisa salient on
the toth July had caused the enemy to extend
his line and to disperse his strength still more
and I determined to try to break through his
centre and strike at his communications.

"Accordingly on the 215t July, taking advantage

of the arrival of the 23rd Armoured Brigade
which had lately come from England, I ordered
an attack along the Ruweisat Ridge and to the
south of it, against the enemy positions in that
sector. The attack started well and breached
the enemy’s forward defences, enabling our
tanks to pass through. Thereafter the attack
lost momentum, partly, it seems, owing to loss
of control and direction amongst the leading
troops, inexperienced in desert fighting, but
also because of the lack of reserves with which
to sustain it. Nevertheless, the enemy was
thrown into some disorder and suffered con-
siderable loss, and we gained valuable ground.

I then decided to try to break through the
enemy’s positions to the south of the Tel el Eisa
salient, To do so I had to withdraw troops
from my scuthern flank, leaving it very weak,
in order to strengthen the 30th Corps in the
north with infantry and armoured formations.
The main object was the same as before, tc
make a breach through which the armour could
pass to disrupt and destroy the enemy in rear.
Once again the infantry broke through, but the
enemy had greatly extended and strengthened
his minefields, and delay occurred in clearing
a passage for the tanks. In consequence, the
infantry were left unsupported and had to give
way in.the face of heavy enemy counter-

attacks. With stronger and more humerous

@
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reserves the attack might have succeeded, but
these were not available. £ v

For a month now the Eighth Army had been
launching repeated attacks and it was evident
that it could undertake no more until it had
been thoroughly reorganised and greatly rein-
forced. The enemy had so strengthened his
position that it was beyond the power of the
Eighth Army in its existing state to evict him
either by manceuvre or direct attack.  The
Eighth Army was also strongly posted and well
disposed for a defensive battle. The enemy was
obviously trying to build up his army suffi-
ciently to remnew his efforts to seize the
Delta, but was unlikely to be able to make
the attempt before the end of August.

By mid-September the Eighth Army might
expect to be reinforced by two armoured and
two infantry divisions, and might then be able
to make a frontal attack against what was
likely to be a highly organised defensive posi-
tion. Our immediate task was to reorganise
and rearrange our forces, so as to provide an
adequate reserve in the hands of the Army
Commander, and to train the new divisions in-
tensively for the offensive which I hoped might
begin at the end of September. I informed
the Chief of the Imperial General Staff of these
conclusions.* Meanwhile, in case the enemy
should attack first, I gave orders for the El
. Alamein position to be strengthened and
developed in great depth.

During July, the Eighth Army took over
7,000 prisoners; and, though it had lost in
battle some 700 officers and 12,000 men during
that period, by supreme efforts it had stopped
the enemy’s drive on Egypt "and laid firm
foundations on which to build our future
counterstroke.

Conclusion.

On the 6th August I flew to Cairo from my
advanced headquarters with the Eighth Army
and met the Prime Minister, Mr. Churchill, and
the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, General
Sir Alan Brooke, who had just arrived by air
from England, and discussed the situation with
them. Later the Prime Minister held a con-
ference, at which Field Marshal Smuts, the
Minister of State, General Sir Archibald Wavell
and the three Commanders in Chief were among
those present. The next day I accompanied
the Prime Minister on a visit to the Eighth
Army. After a short tour of the 3oth Corps
area the Prime Minister came to my advanced
headquarters, where I explained to him the
tactical situation in detail and my future plans,
after which he met General Gott and other
officers of the 13th Corps and then went back
to Cairo. General Gott was killed the next
day when the aircraft in which he was flying
to Cairo on a few days leave was shot down.
His death at an early age was a great loss
to the Army, as he was an officer of much
promise, whom I had already marked down as
a possible Army Commander.

On the 8th August, Colonel Jacob brought
to Eighth Army Headquarters a letter from
the Prime Minister from which I learned that
the War Cabinet had decided that the moment
had come to make a change in the Middle East
Command and that I was to be relieved by
General Sir Harold Alexander.

* Appreciation of Situation in the Western Desert,
27th July 1942—Appendix 21, . .
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The Prime Minister went on to say that it
was proposed to form Iraq and Persia into a
new Command, independent of the Middle East
Commasnd. He offered me this new Command
and hoped I would accept it.

For some time previously, I had been closely
examining the possibility of freeing General
Quinan from the heavy administrative and
political responsibilities he was discharging as
commander of the Tenth Army.  Since his
appointment to command the forces sent to
Iraq from India early in 1941, he had carried
out these responsibilities with ability and
thoroughness, but I considered it essential to
free him from them so that he could con-
centrate on the strategical problem of the
defence of Persia.

After prolonged and thorough examination of
the administrative considerations involved,
which were not easy to reconcile with the
simpler needs of a sound system of operational
control, we reached a solution which, though
possibly not ideal, was workable in practice.
My Lieutenant-General in charge of Administra-
tion, General [Riddell-Webster, was of the
greatest help to me in solving this problem to
which he gave much time and thought.

The new system, consisted in the formation
of a base area in Southern Iraq and South-
western Persia under a commander directly
responsible to General Headquarters in Cairo;
the appointment of an_Inspector-General of
Communications for Persia and Iraq, working
directly under my Lieutenant-General in charge
of Administration; and the transfer of Mosul
and Northern Iraq from the Tenth to the Ninth
Army. The transfer of Northern Iraq I con-
sidered essential in order to ensure unity of con-
trol of all land and air forces along the whole
length of the Anatolian frontier, the defence
of which was one problem to be handled by
a single commander. Moreover, General
Quinan would thus be freed from all responsi-
bility for the defence of Iraq from the north
and could devote his whole attention to the pro-
tection of Northern Persia. These changes also
facilitated co-operation between the various
army and air force commanders, which had
previously been somewhat complicated, as the
boundaries of their several Commands did not
coincide.

This transfer of responsibility, which I looked
on as highly important and necessary, was put
into effect shortly before I gave up my com-
mand but was never fully tested, as soon after-
wards Iraq and Persia and the Tenth Army
were divorced from the Middle East Command
and given a Commander-in-Chief of their own.
It seems likely, however, that the changes
described smoothed the way for the formation
of the new command.

I handed over my direct command of the
Eighth Army temporarily to General Ramsden
and went to Cairo the next day and did not
return to the Desert. The same day I had an
interview with the Prime Minister and told him
that I thought it would be difficult for me to
accept his offer of the new’ command, but that
I would like to have time to examine thoroughly
the probable strategical and administrative
effects of the proposal. After careful considera-
tion, I concluded that the arrangement "was
likely to break down in the event of a serious
threat from the north and that, therefore, I
could not accept the responsibility of putting

I
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it into practice. I informed the Minister of
State and the Chief of the Imperial General
Staff accordingly.*

Before I was aware of the decision to relieve
me of my command I had arranged with the
Chief of the Imperial General Staff -that
Lijeutenant-General B. L. Montgomery should
come out from England to take over the Eighth
Army as its permanent commander, as it was
obviously impossible for me to continue indefi-
nitely in the dual role of Commander-in-Chief
and Army Commander. General Montgomery
arrived . before I handed over to General
Alexander and I explained the sitnation to him
and my plans for the future.

In accordance with the Prime Minister’s in-
structions, I handed over my command to
General Alexander on the 15th August.

* * * * * *

I wish to take this opportunity of recording
my gratitude and appreciation of the unfailing
help and ready co-operation I received through-
out my tenure of command of the Middle East
Forces from my colleagues in chief command,
Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, Admiral Sir
Henry Pridham Whippell and Admiral Sir
Henry Harwood, who successively held the post
of Commander-in-Chief, Mediterranean; and
Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder with whom
I worked in the closest possible accord through-
out the whole period.

I am deeply indebted also to the Ministers of
State who by their assumption of great political
and economic responsibilities made it possible
for me to devote much more attention to
strategical matters than I could otherwise have
done. These were successively Captain Oliver
Lyttelton, Sir Walter Monckton and Mr.
Richard Casey.

My Army Commanders and I owe much to
the consistent support and wise counsel of Sir
Harold MacMichael, High Commissioner for

Palestine and Trans-Jordan, Sir Kinahan
Cornwallis, His Majesty’s Ambassador in
Baghdad, and Sir Reader Bullard, His

Majesty’s Minister in Teheran. I wish to ac-
knowledge also the great help and encourage-
ment I received from the visits of Field Marshal

. Smuts to my command., His profound know-

ledge of the world in general and of war in
particular made his comments and advice on
matters of higher strategy of great value.

In my first Despatch, I alluded to the great
help I had received from the Egyptian Govern-

- ment and the Egyptian Army. This support”

was continued in full measure throughout the
period under review and was greatly enhanced
by the calm and generally courageous be-
haviour of the civil population of the country
during the prolonged struggle at El Alamein,
when the enemy was at their gates. The
absence of panic and disorder made the task of
those charged with organising the ultimate de-
fence of the Delta immeasurably lighter than
it might otherwise have been. To His Excel-
lency: Nahas Pasha, Prime Minister of Egypt,
and to his predecessor, His Excellency Hussain
Sirry: Pasha, I gratefully acknowledge my
indebtedness. )
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PART 1II.

THE CAMPAIGNS IN CYRENAICA AND
THE WESTERN DESERT.

TaE INVASION OF CYRENAICA.

On the 2nd September, 1941, after consult-
ing the Commander-in-Chief, Mediterranean,
and the Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, I
told Lieutenant-General Sir Alan Cunningham,
commander designate of the Eighth Army, in
a personal letter that I intended to drive the
enemy out of North Africa.*

The offensive was to be carried out in two
phases, the first being the capture of Cyrenaica
and the second the capture of Tripolitania.
The immediate object was to destroy the
enemy’s armoured forces.

At that time two courses seemed gpossible.
We might base our main striking force on
Giarabub and advance through Gialo to cut the
enemy’s line of supply from Tripoli, leaving
sufficient forces to contain him in front and
prevent his trying to turn the tables on us by
advancing on Alexandria, in the hope that he
would then be caught between two fires and
forced to fight at a disadvantage. Or we might
make a direct attack towards Tobruk with our
main force, while feinting from the centre and
south to distract the enemy’s attention and
cause him to disperse his strength. I in-
structed General. Cunningham to prepare
detailed plans for both courses by the xst
October.

The plan must be flexible, since the enemy
might modify his dispositions when he saw
our preparations or received information about
the growing strength of our forces in the
Desert. For this reason and to deceive the
enemy as to the direction of our main blow,
the original deployment must be on a wide
front and our depots of supplies in the forward
area disposed to allow of this.

The forces available for the offensive were
two corps headquarters, one armoured division,
an armoured brigade group, four infantry
divisions, two infantry brigades and an ammy
tank brigade. There was also the Tobruk
garnison consisting of four infantry brigade
groups, a mixed armoured force of about a
hundred tanks, and a considerable amount of
artillery—anti-aircraft, field and medium.

The campaign would require the closest
possible co-operation between the three ser-
vices. The land and air forces would depend
on the Royal Navy not only for direct support,
but to a large extent for maintenance. Arrange-
ments would be made to land a brigade group
behind the enemy lines, if General Cunning-
ham so wished, but the success or failure of
the general plan was not to depend on whether -
this operation was feasible or not. -

Maintenance and mobility would be vital
factors, and I directed that formations must
be made fully mobile and trained to operate on
a strictly limited allowance of baggage, food
and water. -

I estimated that the forces could be trained
and concentrated, and the maintenance
arrangements completed by the beginning of
November. I asked General Cunningham to
make every effort to avoid having to postpone
the operation, and to begin building up for-
ward magazines of supplies and munitions as

* Letter to C.I.G.S., 14th August 1rg42—Appendix
22. :

* Letter to Lt.-Gen. Sir Alan Cunningham, znd
September 1941-—Appendix I.
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soon as the necessary protection could be pro-
vided. ' T

As usual, time was the ruling factor. We
were unlikely to be strong enough by the spring
of 1942 to conduct an offensive in the west and
at the same time hold off a determined attack
from the north which, according to information
then available, was likely eveninally to present
the more serious threat to our bases in the
Middle East and Irag. Should our offensive be
delayed for some unforeseen reason, we might
have to stop short and resist attack from the
north before achieving our ultimate object of
seizing Tripolitania.

I explained my views in an Instruction issued
on the 17th October to the Commanders of the
Eighth and Ninth Armies and of the British
Troops in Egypt.* Every possible step which
could be taken must be taken at once and every
possible need which could be foreseen must be
foreseen at once, so as to ensure the complete
success of the offensive. General Cunningham
must be given all the forces and resources he
needed and must retain them as long as he
required them.

On the 2gth September General Cunningham
gave me his appreciation and plan.f Of the
two courses General Cunningham preferred
that of an attack from the centre along the
coast. He explained the reasons for his choice
in his appreciation and again at a meeting of
the three Commanders-in-Chief.

To capture Bengasi by an advance based on

Giarabub and Gialo would not, it seemed, .

necessarily ensure the immediate surrender of
the enemy forces in Eastern Cyrenaica, as they
had built up enough reserves there to allow
them to subsist for some time. Our lines of
communication would be very long and vul-
nerable. Moreover, we should be compelled to
split our air forces and, still more important
as their range was limited, our armoured
forces. As we seemed likely to have slightly
fewer aircraft and to be not greatly superior
to the enemy in armour, it was essential to
concentrate our forces. We were bent on
destroying the enemy’s armoured forces as
early as possible, and it seemed that the best
way of bringing them to battle under condi-
tions most favourable to ourselves from - all
points of view, was to direct our own armoured
formations towards Tobruk.

In the earliest stages of my planning, I had
hoped to be able to leave a sufficiently strong
armoured force to contain the enemy in the
Tobruk area, moving straight with the re-
mainder on Bengasi. This depended on my
having at my disposal at least two armoured
divisions., The requisite forces were not avail-
able, and this plan would, I think, have been
impossible in any event owing to maintenance
difficulties,

The other plan was examined and analysed
many times during the months preceding the
launching of the offensive and was considered
by all those primarily responsible, including
myself, to be the best. The Commander-in-
Chief, Mediterranean, the Air Officer Com-
manding-in-Chief and I agreed that the main
attack should be directed not on Bengasi, but
towards Tobruk, and that this would be the
amost likely way of making the enemy give

* G.H.Q.,.M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 103,
17th October 1941—Appendix 3.

t Appreciation by Lt.-Gen. Sir Alan Cunningham,
28th September 1g41—Appendix 2.
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battle on ground of our choosing. At a con-
ference on the 3rd October we gave our
approval to the land and air plans which
differed only in detail from the final plans to
be described later.

Outline Plan.

The plan which General Cunningham sub-
mitted went no further than the destruction of
the enemy’s armour and the relief of Tobruk.
Subsequent plans for capturing Bengasi de-
pended on the success of the first part of the
operation. If any enemy tanks should escape,
our further course of action would depend on
their strength and movements. .

Briefly, the original conception was that our
armoured forces should open the offensive by
moving directly on Tobruk, followed by a com-
pletely motorised division. The two Panzer
Divisions, believed to be lying between Bardia
and Tobruk, would then be drawn out and
compelled to accept battle away from their sup-
porting fortresses and infantry formations.

We counted on being able to oppose between
450 and 500 cruiser and American tanks to the
enemy’s 250. This latter figure did not include
the 138 tanks of the Italian Ariete Division,
which, although it lay to the south of Tobruk
on the flank of our proposed line of advance,
was believed to be not very formidable. This
estimate of its value, based on the experience
of General Wavell’s campaign of the previous
winter, proved to be somewhat erroneous.

The idea was that by moving wide we should
force the enemy to come out and fight on
ground not of his choosing and away from his
minefields and prepared defences round Sidi
Omar and Capuzzo. We hoped that our
numerical superiority in tanks would enable
us to destroy his two Panzer divisions and
open ‘the way for the motorised divisions to
force a passage to Tobruk. Meanwhile the 13th
Corps comprising two infantry divisions with
all the available infantry tanks, were to con-
tain the enemy in the frontier area. But they
were not to expose themselves to attack by
enemy tanks by moving forward into the no-
man’s land between Tobruk and Bardia until
this risk had been removed by the victory of
our armoured forces.*

Administrative Arrangements.

Two great constructional enterprises were
undertaken in order to solve the two principal
difficulties confronting the army in mounting
an offensive in Cyrenaica. In previous opera-
tions the railhead and main water-point had

‘ been at Matruh, some hundred and thirty miles

from the frontier. This was nearly twice the
usually accepted distance between railhead and
the front, and the frontier was only the start-
ing line, the proposed battlefield being about
seventy-five miles further on.

General Wavell, who had himself suffered
from this grave disadvantage, had taken steps
to remedy it as soon as the necessary resources
were available, and had given orders in June
for work to begin at once on the extension of
the railway above the escarpment towards
Capuzzo. Remarkable progress was made and
by the end of October a new railhead was
opened at Bir Misheifa, seventy-five miles
west of Matruh. The new line brought an

* My ideas on the general strategy of the offensive
are given in a note prepared on the 3oth Ocfober
1941—Appendix 4. -
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immense saving in transport, having a carrying
capacity which was equal to that of 2,700
lorries. .

Water supply in bulk, presented another
serious problem. The water sources along the
coast forward of Matruh had either been
destroyed or left undeveloped, lest they should
fall into enemy hands. Almost all the water
needed had therefore to be brought from Alex-
andria to Matruh, and in the absence of a pipe-
line it had to be brought by sea and rail. From
Matruh it was taken by motor transport to the
forward area. Water was thus taking up much
transport needed for stores. .

To supply the large quantities of water now
required, I ordered a pipeline to be laid between
Alexandria and the forward area. I also gave
instructions for the water sources at Fuka and
Buq Bug to be developed. The orders for the
construction of the pipeline and the develop-
ment of the water source at Fuka were given
on the 6th September, and on the 11th Novem-
ber the new water-point was opened sixty-five
miles west of Matruh. A strict water ration of
three-quarters of a gallon a day per man and
vehicle had to be imposed in order to leave
enough water to fill the new pipelines and stor-
age tanks. In the space of two months, in
spite of many difficulties, one hundred and
forty-five miles of pipe had been laid and filled,
and ten large reservoirs and seven new pumping
stations had- been built. Adequate supplies of
water were then available without in any way
interfering with the transport of supplies.

Large reserves of ammunition, fuel and sup-
plies were required, since the capacity of the
railway fell short of the estimated daily require-
ments of the force by about one-third. As

" transport was extremely limited and as rival

demands were heavy, an early start had to be
made on building up these reserves.

On the 8th August I had instructed
Lieutenant-General  Sir  Noel  Beresford-
Peirse, then commanding the Western Desert
Forces, to prepare plans so that work could
begin as soon as the necessary resources and
protection could be provided. The plan was
to provide for dumping on a wide front in
order to give the attacking forces complete
freedom of movement. Work was to begin
first at Giarabub, as the large reserves which
would be needed if it were to serve as the base
for the main attacking force would take a con-
siderable time to establish,

Orders for the occupation of Giarabub had
already been issued, and on the 8th August
a detachment of the #th Indian Infantry Bri-
gade took possession of the Qases. The strength
of the garrison of Siwa and Giarabub was
increased during the month until it finally con-
sisted of the 7th Indian Infantry Brigade Group
and the 6th South African Armoured Car Regi-
ment less one squadron. Covered by this
force, the establishment of reserves began in
the first week of September; a month later
eighty-five per cent. of the total requirements
had beéen placed in position and camouflaged.

Meanwhile the forces necessary to cover the
placing of reserves in the northern area moved
into position. In the middle of September the
11th Indian Infantry Brigade arrived in the
coastal area, and the Headquarters of the 4th

.Indian Division assumed control of the forward

zone, releasing the 7th Support Group to rejoin
On thé ~18th
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September the #th Armoured Brigade moved
forward, followed on the 4th October by the
Headquarters of the #th Armoured Division.
At midnight on 26th September, command of
the forces in the Western Desert, except those
in Tobruk, passed to the Headquarters of the
Eighth Army. The Headquarters of the
Western Desert Forces, of which Lieutenant-
General A. R. Godwin-Austen had taken com-
mand in place of Lieutenant-General Beresford-

Peirse, became the headquarters of the 13th
Corps. °

On the 4th October, as soon as it had been
decided to direct the main thrust towards
Tobruk, we started to establish further reserves
in accordance with the approved maintenance
plan. The limiting factor was the small amount
of motor transport available in relation to the
strength of the force* and the distances it was
proposed to cover in the advance.

During the preparatory period in particular
great demands were placed on transport
resources. Material for the new railway and
pipeline, water to fill the pipe and reservoirs,
supplies for the troops covering the prepara-
tions and those in training behind, all had to
be transported. Great quantities of petrol had
to be moved not only for the operation but for
the convoys bringing up reserves, which at
one time required 180,000 gallons a day. Weak
and ill-constructed petrol containers led to
great waste of petrol and, consequently, to a
most uneconomical use of transport. Every-
thing possible was done to remedy this weak-
ness, but it is probable that on long desert
journeys the loss of petrol between base and
consumer came to as much as thirty per cent.
Even with the most careful handling the loss
between base and forward. base was between
five and fifteen per cent. The need of a more
efficient container after the German pattern
was only too apparent.}

All these rival demands severely limited the
amount of reserves which could be built up,
and consequently the size of the force which
could be maintained forward of these reserves
once the advance had begun.

Nearly thirty thousand tons of munitions,
fuel and supplies were stored in the forward
area between the beginning of September and
the middle of November. Even so these
reserves were only sufficient to cover the
difference between the daily rates of delivery
and consumption for a week at most; when
they were exhausted, the size of the force must
be reduced, or an alternative source of supply
opened up. Consequently, unless contact were
established with Tobruk and part of the force
supplied from there, the full weight of our
attack could only be sustained for a week.
Again the reserves held in Tobruk were not
large and could maintain additional forces for

* The forces to be maintained numbered about
118,000 ‘men, and 17,600 vehicles, and some 24
motor general transport companies and seven motor
water-tank companies were used for this purpose.
Average daily maintenance needs came to about
3,000 tons.

t The special merits of the German zo litre petrol
can, popularly known as the ‘° Jerrican ', were
readily apparent, but its production emtailed special
machinery. which was not immediately available.
Ultimately, when the necessary plants were set up
both in the UK. and U.S.A:, and also in the Middle
East, the ‘' Jerrican ’’ pattern can became the
standard British Army petrol container.
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a short time only, unless the port could be
freely used, which would be possible only
_when all danger of land attack and sustained
attack from the air had been removed.

In the advance beyond Tobruk maintenance
would again be the governing factor. Plans
for bringing the ports of Tobruk, Derna, and
Bengasi into operation at the earliest possible
moment were carefully worked out. Baut,
owing to limited transport resources, the size
of the forces for the subsequent advance and
their radius of action would be severely
restricted. For that reason it was all-important
that the enemy’s main forces should be
destroyed before they could withdraw beyond
our reach. :

Camouflage and Deception.

It was of supreme importance to mislead the
enemy as to our intention and no effort was
spared to achieve this.

Reconnaissance.

For many weeks before the operation every
part of Libya in which enemy troops were
quartered was thoroughly reconnoitred. It
cannot be said that any ome type of reconnais-
sance provided more valuable results than"any
other, but the sum of their efforts produced
most accurate information about the enemy.
It will be seen that we were acquainted with
almost every important detail of the enemy’s
dispositions, his order of battle and defensive
arrangements.

The Royal Air Force covered the whole of
the enemy’s lines of communication from Tripoli
and Bengasi up to the forward area. In addi-
tion a thorough photographic survey was made
of all the important areas between Gazala and
the Egyptian frontier. The interpreters of the
Amy Air Photo-Interpretation unit attached
to the Eighth Army showed great skill in
plotting enemy defences and depots of supplies
from these photographs. Practically the whole
of the enemy’s dispositions round Tobruk were
pin-pointed from air photographs interpreted by
officers of this unit, and the plan for the Tobruk
sortie was based largely on this information.

The Long Range Desert Group were also en-
gaged in important reconnaissances. Operating
over an area approximately five hundred miles
from north to south and six hundred miles from
east to west behind the enemy lines, desert
patrols secured much useful topographical in-
formation, enabling existing inaccurate maps to
be revised. Small parties lay up for long
periods three hundred miles behind the enemy’s
advanced troops, observing the coastal road
and taking a complete census of traffic passing
between Tripoli and Bengasi. Both in
Cyrenaica and Tripolitania enemy convoys were
attacked, and the prisoners taken imparted
valuable information.

The armoured car regiments in the fronter
zone were also busy supplying information about
the enemy’s activities. It was particularly im-
portant that we should know the extent to
which the enemy used the area south of the
Trigh el Abd and west of the frontier. Penetrat-
ing up to fifty miles beyond the wire, patrols
brought back the heartening knowledge that
the area was not closely watched and that we
might expect to obtain a high degree of
surprise. PR :
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Bombardment of Enemy Supply Lines.

A description of the valuable preparatory
work carried out by the Royal Navy and the
Royal Air Force does not come within the scope
of this Despatch, though there can be no doubt
that its effect on the subsequent land operations
was little short of decisive. For many weeks,
while the Army was engaged in making its own
preparations, the supply lines of the enemy were
subjected to constant heavy attack by sea and
air. Many ships carrying reinforcements in
men and vehicles were sunk, and many
thousands of tons of stores and fuel destroyed.
Enemy Dispositions.

In mid-November the greater part of the
enemy forces in North Africa were concentrated
in Eastern Cyrenaica, leaving in Tripolitania
only the regular garrison troops and the weak
Sabrata Division, which was serving as a draft-
ing formation. The main forces consisted of
three armoured, two motorised, and five in-
fantry divisions. These were organised as
follows: —

Panzer Gruppe, Afrika (General Rommel).

Afrika Korps—

15th Panzer Division.

21st Panzer Division.

goth Light Division. (Afrika Division}.
Mobile Corps—

Ariete Division (armoured).

Trieste Division (motorised).

Trento Division.

21st Corps—
Bologna Division.
Pavia Division.
Brescia Division.
Frontier Group—
Savona Division.
Elements of other divisions, German and
Ttalian.

The 21st Corps, stiffened by three German in-
fantry battalions, was investing Tobruk and the
Trento Division had lately joined it. The
frontier defences at Halfaya, Sollum and
Capuzzo, constructed during the summer, were
manned by German infantry battalions and
those round Sidi Omar by the Savona Division.
Bardia, where General Schmitt had his head-
quarters, was occupied by a mixed garrison of
Italians and Germans.

Between these two main infantry groups were
the armoured and mobile forces. The 2rst
Panzer Division lay astride the Trigh Capuzzo
some 12 miles south of Gambut, where General
Rommel’s headquarters were. The 15th Panzer
Division and the Afrika Division, an infantry
division specially formed for service overseas,
were concentrated round El Adem, Ed Duda
and Sidi Rezegh. The Ariete and Trieste Divi-
sions had recently moved to Bir el Gubi and Bir
Hacheim respectively.

Date of the Offensive.

I knew before we launched an offensive that
preparations pointing to an attack on Tobruk
were in train, but I did not know the date of
the proposed assault. I did, however, seriously
consider postponing my offensive until Rommel
struck at Tobruk, with the idea of catching the
enemy facing the wrong way and at a disad-
vantage. However, the urgent need for open-
ing our offensive at the earliest,moment and the

/I"/“
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possibility that Rommel might not be ready for
his attack for many weeks made me give up this
idea, though with some reluctance. We know
now beyond any doubt that Rommel intended to
attack Tobruk from the east on the 23rd Novem-
ber and we have all his plans for this operation.

For various reasons our offensive had already
had to be postponed. After dumping bad been
finished, it was not possible to Tely on the trans-
port echelons being reorganised before the 1rth
November in readiness for the advance.
Nor was it possible to complete the training of
the 22nd Armoéured Brigade, which disembarked
early in October, and that of the Armoured
Corps .Headquarters before that date. At the
Commanders’-in-Chief Conference held on the
3rd October, therefore, 1rth November was
fixed as the date for the offensive to.begin.
Unavoidable delays arose, however, in provid-
ing the full quota of transport for the 1st South
African Division, and Major-General Brink
found it impossible to complete its training by
that date. The opening of the offensive was
finally deferred until r8th November.

By the evening of the r7th November the
formations of the Eighth Army had concen-
trated behind the frontier and were ready to
advance,

British LF orces.

Thelp;incipal forces taking part in the offen-

sive were : —

13th Corps.—Licutenant ~ General
Godwin-Austen.

New Zealand Division.-—Major-General B.
Freyberg.

4th Indian Division.—Major-General F. W.
Messervy.

1st Army Tank Brigade.—Brigadier
H. R. B. Watkins.

30tk Corps.—Lieutenant-General C. W. M.
Norrie.

#th Armoured Division.——Major-General
W. H. E. Gott.

4th Armoured Brigade Group.—Brigadier
A, H. Gatehouse.

1st South African Division (two brigades).
—Major-General G. E." Brink.

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

Tobruk Garrison.—Major-General R, MacK.
Scobie.

7oth Division.—Major-General Scobie.

32nd Army Tank Brigade.—Brigadier
A. C. Willison.

Polish Carpathian Infantry Brigade Group.
—Major-General S. Kopanski.

QOuases Force.—Brigadier D. W. Reid.

(6th’ South African Armoured Car Regi-
ment and a battalion group from -2gth
Indian Infantry Brigade.)

In reserve—

2nd South African Division (two brigades).

—Major-General 1. P..de Villiers.

The Plan,
30tk Corps. 4

The main attack was to be delivered by the
3oth Corps whose primary role was to seek out
and destroy the enemy, at the same time ensur-
ing that -the left flank of the 13th Corps was
protected against an attack in force by the
enemy armoured formations.. As a first step
towards bringing the enemy to battle, the bulk

A. R.
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of our armouged forces were to move to a cen-
tral position round Gabr Saleh whence they
could strike north-west or north-east according
to developments. Every effort was to be made
by ground and air reconnaissance to discover the
enemy’s whereabouts and the extentgto which
it would be possible to prevent his southward
movement by obtaining control of "the few
crossings of the coastal escarpment, to the north
of which the enemy was believed to be lying.

The Army Commander reserved to himself
the responsibility for deciding which direction
the armoured forces should take, if the 30th
Corps were not able to engage the enemy under
favourable conditions on the first day. General
Cunningham intended to stay close to the head-
quarters of that Corps until he had sufficient
information to make a decision. In the event
of a westward move, he foresaw that it might
be necessary-to leave some of the armour to
protect the 13th Comps.

The more immediate plan was for the 7th
Armoured Division to take up a central posi-
tion astride the Trigh el Abd with the 4th
Armoured Brigade on the right, the #th in the
centre, and the 22nd on the left. The armoured
car regiments were to push well forward to
watch the main crossings of the escarpment
north of the Trigh Capuzzo. From this central
position the Armoured Division might have to
move right or left. If the other two brigades
were ordered to move left towards Tobruk, the
4th Ammoured Brigade was to remain in its
battle position so as to be ready to protect the
right flank of the Armoured Division, the com-
munications of the 3oth Corps and the left
flank of the r3th Comps. On the left, should
the Ariete Division withdraw, it was not to be
pursued, i pursuit involved dispersing our
armoured forces and allowing the German
Panzer Divisions to concentrate in superior force
against us.

The first task of the 1st South African Divi-
sion was to protect the western and south-
western flanks of the communications of the
Armoured Division. Subsequently it might
have to secure a defensive locality round Bir el
Gubi on which the Armoured Division could
pivot. The 22nd Guards Brigade was to pro-
tect the lines of communication, supply dumps,
and landing grounds in the rear.

Tobruk.

SR o

The secondary role of the 30th Corps was to
relieve Tobruk, but no operations were to be
undertaken to this end until the main enemy
armoured forces had either been defeated or
prevented from interfering with' the relief.
General Norrie was to give the signal when he
was satisfied that his own forces were or would
be in a position to support the sortie from
Tobrtak. On receipt of this signal, the Tobruk
Garrison was to come under command of the
3oth Corps and to remain under its’ command
until all enemy resistance in the neighbourhood
had ceased,

The basis of the plan for relieving Tobruk
was the capture of two ridges to the south-east
of it. These two ridges, Ed Duda and Sidi
Rezegh, 5,000 yards apart, between them com-
manded the two main lines of communication
of the Axis forces. The Tobruk by-pass road
climbs up from the coast, crosses a saddle,
and then turns west along the southern slope
of Ed Duda Ridge: in the valley between the
two ridges runs the Trigh Capuzzo. Provided
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that the enemy armoured forces were defeated
or heavily embroiled, our forces would have
only infantry to compete with and mostly
Italian infantry at that.

When the armoured battle was over, the st
South African Division was to secure a posi-
tion about Sidi Rezegh to cut the Trigh
Capuzzo and the by-pass road and, by
threatening the rear of the Axis forces investing
Tobruk, to assist the garrison in their sortie.
At the same time General Scobie was to strike
southwards to Ed Duda with the 14th and 16th
Infantry Brigades and the 32nd Army Tank
Brigade. Two feint attacks were to be made in
the western and southern sectors by the Polish
Carpathian Brigade and the 23rd Infantry
Brigade, and the main attack was to take place
soon after dawn on the day after the signal
was received from the 3oth Corps.

After the relief of Tobruk the area was to be
cleared of enemy as rapidly as possible. The
#7oth Division and the 32nd Ammy Tank
Brigade were to work closely with the 1st South
African Division in this task. The enemy was
then to be pursued with the greatest energy.
The size of the pursuing force would depend
on the degree of success achieved in ‘the
armoured battle, and on the supply situation
at the time. In no circumstances was it likely
to be less than one armoured brigade and one
lorry-borne South African Infantry Brigade.
Should the enemy hold Mechili in such strength
as to hinder the pursuit, a special force was to
mask that place.

13th Corps.

The task of .the r3th Corps was to pin down
and cut off the enemy troops holding the frontier
defences, and then to advance westwards to
help the 30th Corps to clear the battlefield,
leaving the enemy garrisons to be reduced at
leisure.

The 11th Indian Infantry Brigade below the
Sollum escarpment and the 5th Indian Infantry
Brigade above it were to contain the enemy
frontally, and to cover our base and railhead
by holding a line running south from Buq Buq.
Then, on the first day of the offensive, the 7th
Ind1an Infantry Brigade were to secure a posi-
tion astride the frontier to mask the ememy
positions at Sidi Omar.

The 13th Comps were to make no further
move until the enemy armoured forces had
been properly engaged and orders received from
the Army Commander. When the order was
given, the New Zealand Division was to advance
on a north and south axis to isolate the frontier
defences. Such troops as could then be spared
from this division were to move westwards,
coming under the command of the 30th Corps
for operations against Tobruk, if its relief
should not have been accomplished already.

If the enemy were to withdraw from his for-
ward positions, "the 13th Corps was to make
every effort to cut him off and, if this was un-
successful, to pursue him vigorously.

After the relief of Tobruk General Godwin-
Austen was to be prepared to move a motorised
infantry brigade group to Derna.

Oases Force.

The primary task of the Oases Force was to
protect the air forces which were to harass the
enemy in the coastal sector south of Bengasi
and to cause confusion among advancmg or
retiring enemy columns. The Oases Force had

‘halted ten miles south of its destination.
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orders in the first place to protect a landing
ground some eighty miles west of Giarabub
which was just within striking distance of the
coastal road, and in the second to move on
to Gialo to protect our air forces and harass
the enemy as circumstances permitted.

Brigadier Reid had been instructed to con-
tinue with the deception scheme already in
train, so as to make the enemy believe that the
force was much stronger than it was and induce
him to divert or withdraw his armoured forces
to meet this threat. The force therefore in-
cluded a high proportion of guns and armoured
cars and was relatively weak in infantry.

One armoured car company of the 7th South
African Reconnaissance Battalion (Lieutenant-
Colonel P. H. Grobelaar) was to carry out a
raid against a target east of Giarabub and south
of the line Tobruk—Mechili, and cause the
maximum destruction. The target was to be
selected so as to produce the greatest possible
disruption in the enemy’s rear. After com-
pleting this operation, Lieutenant-Colonel
Grobelaar’s force was to operate under the
orders of Brigadier Reid.

Long Range Desert Group.

The Long Range Desert Group (Lieutenant-
Colonel G. L. Prendergast) was given the im-
portant role of observing enemy movement
along the tracks across the desert south of the
Gebel Akhdar to the main battle area and along
the approaches to Gialo from the north. With-
out prejudice to its primary role, it was to give
all possible assistance to Brigadier Reid and
to maintain communication with the South
African armoured cars.

As operations progressed, the Long Range
Desert Group was to move westwards and per-
form a similar observation role in Tripolitania.

Raids.

Raids were to be carried out to cause con-
fusion and alarm in the enemy’s rear by the
1xth Scottish Commando (Lieutenant-Colonel
G. P. T. Keyes) and by ““ L ** Section of the
1st Special Air Service Brigade.

The Approach March.

The concentration of the Eighth Army took
place during the first two weeks of November.
Only a bare minimum of troops had been
allowed in the forward area in order to keep
the daily maintenance needs as low as possible
and to enable the maximum amount of reserves
to be accumulated. The greater part of the
Army had therefore to be brought up during
this fortnight, and the movement of vehicles
across the desert was almost continuous. Yet
captured enemy intelligence papers revealed no
knowledge of what was happening: This praise-
worthy achievement was due both to the work
of the Royal Air Force in preventing enemy
aerial reconnaissance, and to the high degree
of camouflage, deception and dispersion
reached during the concentration.

By the evening of the 17th November all were
in place, and during the night the #th Indiam
Infantry Brigade took up its position masking
Sidi Omar. Soon after dawn on the 18th, the
armoured brigades, with an armoured car
screen thrown out far in front, crossed the
frontier wire fence near Maddalena, and by
evening had reached their battle positions

_astride the Trigh el Abd, except the 22nd

Armoured Brigade which had been delayed and
The
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1st South African Division, to the south, moved
‘in a wider sweep to cover the western flank,
while the Guards Brigade followed to guard
the landing grounds and field maintenance
centres. On the night of 18th-1gth November
H.M. Ships Naiad and Euryalus bombarded
the Halfaya fortifications.

Beyond increased shelling in the frontier area
and the capture of two German armoured cars,
no incident marked the approach march. Our
offensive surprised the enemy. Indeed, I believe
that for at least one day, if not for two, he
thought we were making a reconnaissance in
force,

" As the enemy made no move, General
Cunningham decided to follow the original plan
and to push on towards Tobruk.

The Batile of Sidi Rezegh—First Phase.

On 1gth November, the armoured battle
developed in grim earnest. On the left the
2znd Armoured Brigade engaged the Ariete
Division in a sharp, but successful encounter.
On the right the 4th Armoured Brigade became
engaged with German armoured forces near
Gabr Bu Meliha, and General Norrie, judging
that the greater part of the enemy armour was
in'that area, moved the 22nd Armoured Brigade
across from Bir el Gubi to assist, leaving the
1st Soyth African Division to watch the Ariete
Division. In the centre the 6th Royal Tank
Regiment shook itself free from the skirmishing
in which the #th Armoured Brigade was en-
gaged, and movkd north-west on Sidi Rezegh
which they foun.\virtually unguarded. There
the Support Grou_ “of the 7th Armoured Divi-
sion and the remainler of the #th Armoured
Brigade joined them next morning.

The course of events to date seemed so satis-
factory that General Norrie wished the #oth
Division to make its sortie from Tobruk next
morning. According to the original plan the
1st South African Division was to support the
sortie. The new proposal meant that the Sup-
port Group, backed by two armoured regi-
ments was to take Sidi Rezegh and that the
sth South African Infantry Brigade, which was
due to arrive an hour and a half before the
attack, was to help them to consolidate and
to make touch with the #oth Division. There
were strong indications of considerable enemy
movement westwards, away from the battle-
ground, and it seemed quite possible that the
enemy was trying to avoid conflict. At the
same time the greater part of the enemy’s
armoured forces appeared to be engaged with
our armoured brigades away to the south near
Gabr Saleh. So General Cunningham con-
sented to the proposal.

‘On the morning of the 21st, however, the
whole scene was transformed. The blow at the
bottleneck in the enemy’s communications had
been shrewdly aimed, and Romme! summoned
all his armoured forces to deny us the com-
manding positions we were clearly about to
gain. Only half an hour before the Support
Group was due to launch its attack, two strong
enemy armoured columns were sighted to the
south-east heading for Sidi Rezegh. Zero hour
for the 7oth Division had long passed and there
was no going back. Brigadier Davy, who was
directing operations, therefore decided to -leave
only one.armoured regiment to support the
attack and took the other two to meet the
enemy columns.’ . o¥ i
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At eight-thirty the Support Group put in thejr
attdck and after a hard struggle captured Sidi
Rezegh. Almost simultaneously the two
armoured regiments engaged the 15th Panzer
Division to the south-east. One regiment claimed
fifteen enemy tanks out of thirty-five in one
column, but the other suffered heavily in a
gallant action with about a hundred enemy
tanks. -

The survivors of these actions had scarcely
returned to the aerodrome and the Support
Group had barely secured Sidi Rezegh, when
they had to face about to throw off an attack
from the south.. This, it seems, was the 21Ist
Panzer Division, which had eluded the efforts
of the 4th and 22nd Armoured Brigades to check
them near Gabr Saleh. After heavy fighting the
enemy drew off to refuel.

By mid-day the situation at Sidi Rezegh had
become critical. The enemy armoured divisions
had in all probability joined forces and were
clearly forming up for another attack. The
defenders had suffered many casualties and
were isolated. The s5th South African Infantry
Brigade had not arrived. Brigadier Armstrong
had obtained permission for the brigade to halt
overnight on the plea that it was not sufficiently
trained to move on a moonless night over un-
knéwn ground, and next morning had found
himself confronted by tanks from the Ariete
Division and could make no progress. The 4th
and 22nd Armoured Brigades had been sum-
moned to the rescue, but could not be expected
for some time.

The expected attack developed in the after-
noon. The Support Group and the #th
Armoured Brigade resisted valiantly and at
length compelled the enemy to abandon the
attack. = The inspiring example set by
Brigadier Campbell* who led several tank
charges in person greatly contributed to this
result. The Support Group and 7th Armoured
Brigade achieved this success practically single-
handed; for the 22nd Armoured Brigade did not
intervene until about an hour before dusk, while
the 4th Armoured Brigade had been checked by
a screen of 88 millimetre guns some miles to
the south-east and never reached the scene.

The Tobruk sortie started at dawn on the 21st
and made good progress against stiff opposi-
tion. The two feint attacks achieved their
object, deceiving the enemy sufficiently to
cause him to bring up reserves to the threatened
sectors and to distract his attention ‘frofi the
preparations for the main attack. Owing to un-
expectedly severe opposition, however, the sortie
progressed more slowly and proved more costly
in men and tanks than we had anticipated. The
junction between the Bologna and Pavia Divi-
sions had been selected as the best point to
attack; but, in the interval between the matur-
ing of the plan and its execution, the Afrika
Division had been moved into precisely that
sector for the projected enemy “assault on
Tobruk. Owing to the prevalence of trench war-
fare conditions an elaborate plan had had to
be prepared from which it was impossible to
depart at short notice.

In the event the delay was of no consequence.
For General Norrie considered that, since the
5th South African Infantry Brigade had still not
arrived and as the Support Group was hard put
to it even to retain its bold on Sidi Rezegh, the
7oth Division on Ed Duda would be exposed to

* Afterwards Major-General Campbell, VC. “*
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needless peril. He therefore postponed the
final phase of the operation.

Desuicory fighting broke out again on the
aerodrome during the morning of the 22nd
Novembper, and in the afternoon developed into
a pitched battle in which the enemy employed
at least a hundred tanks, besides large numbers
of anti-tank guns and infantry. On our side, in
addition to the wearied Support Group and 7th
Armoured Brigade, all three regiments of the
22nd Armoured Brigade and two of the 4th
Armoured Brigade were involved. The fog of
war literally descended on the battlefield, for
the clouds of dust and smoke raised by tanks
and bursting shells made accurate shooting im-
possible, and at times it was difficult to tell
friend from foe. At the conclusion of the battle,
which raged until after dark, our armoured
brigades were finally driven off the aerodrome.
At the same time the Support Group, attacked
in overwhelming strength, was compelled to
abandon Sidi Rezegh which it had defended
for three days against great odds and to retire
to the southern escarpment, where it leaguered
to the north of the armoured brigades.

The 5th South African Infantry Brigade had
arrived during the morning and had been
ordered to capture Point 148 on the southern
escarpment which overlooked the western “end
of the valley, where the enemy was assembling
to attack the aerodrome. Although they strove
with determination to gain their objective, they
fell short of it and finally received orders to
abandon the attempt. The brigade then retired
to leaguer to the west of the Support Group.

The enemy lost no time in pressing their
advantage, striking two crippling blows in swift
succession. A surprise night attack chanced on
the headquarters of the 4th Armoured Brigade,
and most of its wireless links were captured. For
the next twenty-four hours that brigade, which,
with its hundred tanks, was the only substan-
tial armoured force we had left, ceased to be a
fighting entity. The Germans, on the other
hand, still had a number of tanks in running
order anl could recover others from the battle-
field. Moreover, the Ariete Division had not been
seriously engaged since the 1gth November and
must have had about eighty tanks. To these the
22nd Armoured Brigade could oppose about
forty-five and the #th Armoured Brigade only
ten. Consequently, when the enemy attacked
the s5th South African Infantry Brigade with
over' a hundred tanks and a large force of lorried
infantry in the afternoon of the 23rd, the 22nd
Armoured Brigade was hopelessly outnumbered.
The South Africans resisted gallantly, but the
German attack was by all accounts well con-
ceived and brilliantly executed; and the 5th
South African Infantry Brigade was practically
destroyed.

After these reverses, General Norrie decided
to rally the armoured brigades in a central posi-
tion north of the Trigh el Abd while the 1st
South African Infantry Brigade retired to
Taieb el Essem to watch the western flank.

The Advance of the 13th Corps.

On the 21st November, thinking like every-
body else that the enemy’s armoured forces
had been or were being neutralised by ours,
General Cunningham gave the order for the 13th
Corps to begin operations; and I agreed with this
decision.

1A detachment of the #th Indian Infantry
Brigade had already occupied the high ground
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overlooking the Omars from the west, and the
New Zealand Division had moved up in readi-
ness for the advance. When the word was
given the New Zealand Division moved for-
ward and gained control of the country to the
west of the enemy’s line of fortresses up to the
outskirts of Bardia, Capuzzo, Musaid and
Sollum Barracks were occupied with little
trouble.

At the same time the 7th Indian Infantry
Brigade took Sidi Omar in the rear and captured
two of its defended localities. It was not until
several days later, however, that the area was
finally cleared by the capture of Libyan Omar.

The 6th New Zealand Infantry Brigade
moved straight on westwards along the Trigh
Capuzzo, capturing the headquarters of the
Afrika Korps on the way. On the 23rd Novem-
ber they stormed Point 175 on the ridge only
five miles west of Sidi Rezegh. This occurred
a few hours before the mishap to the 5th South
African Infantry Brigade. Indeed one of the
New Zealand battalions, instructed to make con-
tact with the 30th Corps, arrived just east of the
South African leaguer when some of the enemy
tanks which had overrun it were emerging.
Fortunately the battalion was able to beat them
off and returned safely to its brigade when the
3oth Corps retired.

Leaving the s5th New Zealand Infantry
Brigade to watch the enemy in Bardia and
Halfaya, General Freyberg moved westwards
with the remainder of the division on the 23rd
November. Having captured Gambut aero-
drome the same afternoon, they joined the 6th
Brigade at Point 175 on the 24th November.

Change in Command.

It was on the 23rd November that I heard
that the optimistic earlier reports of the damage
inflicted on the enemy’s armoured forces were
not borne out by the latest news. Inresponseto
an urgent request from General Cunningham I
flew to his advanced headquarters near Madda-
lena, accompanied by Air Chief Marshal
Tedder. Further news had come in by the
time we arrived, and I learned of the dis-
organisation of the 4th Armoured Brigade and
of the disaster which had overtaken the s5th
South African Infantry Brigade.

General Cunningham was perturbed by the
general situation which he considered fo be
critical owing to the small number of tanks in
running order he had left. Five days’ heavy
fighting and constant movement had resunlted
in many tanks being destroyed or immobilised
either by enemy action or on account of
mechanical breakdown. Enemy loses, on the
other hand, had been over-estimated. The
enemy’s facilities for tank recovery were far
better than our own, and, being Ileft in
possession of the principal battlefield, he was
able to repair many tanks previously reported
as having been destroyed. Our initial numeri-
cal superiority had now disappeared, and it
seemed as if we could hope to have, at best,
only as many tanks as the enemy. This was
a serious state of.affairs, particularly since the
Genman tanks were superior to ours in fighting
qualities, though this was not true of the Italian
tanks. Excluding those of infantry pattern
which were too slow to take.part in battle
against enemy armoured.forces, we appeared
to dispose of about a hundred tanks, of which
a large proporfion were American light tanks,
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against about the same number of enemy tanks
of which about fifty might be German.
--General Cunningham felt it was his duty to
point out to me that, if he continued to attack
the enemy as he had been doing since the 1gth
November, we might find ourselves for the time
being without any serviceable tanks at all. He
considered we now had to choose between two
courses; continuing the offensive and risking
the possibility of being left with no tanks or
very few, while the enemy still retained some,
possibly more efficient than ours; or abandon-
ing the offensive. The risks attendant on per-
sisting in the offensive were not negligible,
since, should this result in the enemy retaining
a appreciable superiority in tanks, the safety
of Egypt might once more be endangered.

I was in no doubt myseif at any time as to
the right course, and at once instructed General
Cunningham to continue his offensive with the
object of recapturing Sidi Rezegh and joining
hands with the Tobruk garrison.* It looked as
if the enemy was hard pressed and stretched to
the limit, and this was borne out by his
behaviour at this period of the battle: he was
thrusting here, there and everywhere in what
seethed to me a desperate effort to throw us
off our balance, create chaos in our ranks, and
so pave the way for regaining the initiative.
The enemy, it is true, had temporarily
succeeded in seizing the local tactical initiative,
but the strategical initiative remained with us:

we were aitacking, he was defending. This -

general initiative it was at all costs essential to
retain.

General Cunningham received my decision
loyally and at once issued his orders to give
effect toit. Iwas, however, somewhat disturbed
by what seemed to be excessive anxiety on his
part lest the enemy should break through in
force to our rear areas, and dislocate our vul-
nerable supply and repair organisation east of
the frontier. His anxiety undoubtedly grew
when the enemy swiftly followed up his recent
success by a powerful counter-stroke with that
very intention, thrusting eastwards on the 24th
November with his armoured divisions to the
frontier and beyond. I thought, however, that,
after discussing the situation with me and hear-
ing that I was determined to continue the offen-
sive, he would feel himself capable of giving
effect to my decision whole heartedly. 1 there-
fore returned to Cairo on 25th November.

While at the headquarters of the Eighth
Army, I had discussed the situwation exhaus-
tively with Air Marshal Tedder and found that
he too had grave misgivings about the direction
of the Eighth Army in the circumstances then
obtaining. After returning to Cairo, I again
gave the whole question most anxious consider-
ation and concluded that in so critical a situa-
tion, I could not retain in the field a commander
in whose ability to carry out my intentions I
had not complete confidence.

I therefore decided with great reluctance that
I must replace General Cunningham. I selected
my Deputy Chief of the General Staff, Major-
General N. M. Ritchie, as the best officer avail-
able on the spot to succeed him, and ordered
him to take over command at once with the
acting rank of Lieutenant-General. I informed
the Minister of State in Cairo and the Chief of
the Imperial General Staff in London of my
decision and asked fof:the approval of His

. ¥ Letter

to Iaeut.JGengral an’?gl.}ig:ham, 24th

"November 1941-—Appendix™. )

Majesty’s Government, which was immediately
accorded. Throughout this critical time, and
indeed at all times, until he went to England
in March to take up a command, I received the
greatest possible help and support from my -
Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant-General
Sir Arthur Smith. ¢

L.

The Enemy’s Counterstroke.

When General Ritchie assumed command on
the 26th November the force of the enemy’s
counterstroke was by no means spent. Show-
ing great boldness and vigour, the enemy had
driven eastwards on the 24th November with
the greater part of his remaining tanks and
lorried infantry, causing considerable havoc in
our rearward areas amongst transport and head-
quarters.

The Support Group engaged one enemy
column near Gabr Saleh, and the 1st South
African Infantry Brigade shelled others passing
within range of their leaguer at Taieb el Essem.
The 7th Armoured Brigade with only ten tanks
kept up a running fight with yet another
column containing more than twice that
number over a distance of thirty miles. The
4th and 2zznd Armoured Brigades had to be
posted to guard the flank of the New Zealand
Division and were not available to engage the
enemy.

The enemy tanks crossed the frontier wire
at several points, and by the 25th November
parties of the enemy were scattered all over
the country east of it. Twice, enemy tanks
attacked the 4th Indian Division at Sidi Omar;
but thanks to the staunchness and restraint of
the artillery and to the skilful dispositions of
General Messervy, they were driven off with
heavy loss. Nevertheless the enemy captured
many prisoners and reached a point nineteen
miles east of Sidi Omar and within fifty miles
of our railhead. They also created a stir in the
advanced headquarters of the Eighth Army
near Maddalena by moving southwards along
the frontier wire towards it. On the 26th
November the enemy tanks turned north into
Halfaya. Then, after an unsuccessful attack
on Capuzzo and Musaid, they passed through
a gap east of Sollum Barracks, which the New
Zealanders had previously tried in vain to close,
and entered Bardia, where they were joined by
other columns from the south-east.

Part of the enemy’s armoured forces did not
cross the frontier, but remained to the west {o
do such damage as they could. The Support
Group and the Guards Brigade rapidly formed
mobile columns and harassed them very
effectively.

On the 27th November enemy tanks, based
on Bardia, captured the headquarters of the
s5th New Zealand Infantry Brigade at Sidi
Azeiz. Then, after two further attacks om
Capuzzo, one of which was comparatively suc-
cessful, the enemy armoured forces disappeared
from the frontier area. By this time.most of
them were already hurrying back to Sidi Rezegh
in response to insistent calls for help.

On the whole the enemy thrust inflicted little
material damage, and the moral effect was
almost negligible as the transport and other
units, which were scattered by his lightning
advance, soon re-assembled and reorganised
themselves. Inasmuch as the New Zealand
Division was able to fight through to Tobruk,

°which they might never have been able to do if

the weight of the enemy armour had beedi
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thrown into the scale against them, the ad-
vantage rested with us. Moreover the enemy
spent much of his strength and used up most
of his reserves in this desperate counterstroke.
But it might have succeeded, had the 4th
Indian Division shown less determination and
the mobile columns less offensive spirit, or had
the Royal Air Force not bombed the enemy’s
principal concentrations so relentlessly. Never-
theless the attempt came as a rude shock, and
it was with relief that I heard on the 27th
November that the enemy was on his way back
towards Tobruk.

The Battle of Sidi Rezegh—Second Phase.

The enemy’s thrust failed in its main object
of wresting from us the initiative; for, while it
was in progress, the New Zealand Division and
the Tobruk garrison were making fresh gains
in the vital area of Sidi Rezegh, fifty miles to
the westward. From Point 175 the 4th New
Zealand Brigade struck north and took Zafraan
without great difficulty at dawn on the 25th
November. The same night by a skilfully
planned bayonet attack they captured
Belhamed. Simultaneously the 6th Brigade
advanced along the ridge from Point 175 to-
wards Sidi Rezegh. They met stiffer opposi-
tion, but by the morning of the 25th they had
drawn level with the 4th Brigade on the ridge
itself and on the eastern edge of the landing
ground. Then the 6th Brigade made to capture

Sidi Rezegh to conform with the 4th Brigade’s -

attack on Belhamed. Although they pressed
the attack with great determination and made
considerable progress, they failed to dislodge
the enemy from the high ground above the
mosque at Sidi Rezegh. The following night,
despite the heavy losses they had suffered,
they reorganised and in a final spirited effort
reduced this last enemy strongpoint.

At midday on the 26th November, the
Tobruk garrison opened the long-deferred final
phase of its sortie. By dusk they had captured
Ed Duda in the face of determined resistance.
That night saw the first contact between Tobruk
and the Eighth Army, when General Freyberg
moved his reserve battalion by the south of
Belhamed to join the infantry consolidating on
Ed Duda.

It remained to clear the enemy still holding
out in the valley, who had closed in after the
New Zealand battalion had passed through to
Ed Duda. This was undertaken on the 28th
November. With the help of tanks and
armoured cars New Zealand fnfantry swept
the valley taking numerous prisoners and much
booty, while the 7oth Division dislodged parties
of the enemy from the edge of the escarpment
between Ed Duda and Belhamed. The corridor
now offered a safe passage, and the 13th Corps
Headquarters and the administrative echelon of
the New Zealand Division were able to move
into Tobruk. At the same time a supply
convoy from Tobruk reached the division,
which by then had Tun very short of supplies
and ammunition. Next day another convoy
arrived from the 3oth Corps under tank escort.

The enemy reacted immediately to the
capture of Ed Duda, Belhamed and Sidi
Rezegh, and on the 27th November wireless
messages for the enemy armoured divisions to
return from the frontier were intercepted.
Appreciating that the New Zealand Division,

‘which had gone forward without its third

Brigade and which had suffered serious losses,
would need help, General Ritchie ordered the
1st South African Infantry Brigade to join the
13th Corps.

The Panzer Divisions began to return im-
mediately and by the afternoon of the 28th, a
heavy assauit on the positions held by the
13th Corps was clearly impending. The 7th
Armoured Division, which had been re-
organised and now consisted of the Support
Group and the 4th and 22nd Armoured
Brigades with a hundred and twenty fanks
altogether, attacked the Panzer Divisions
several times on their way back; but, far from
doing the enemy sufficient damage to deter him
from attacking the r3th Corps, they themselves
suffered heavy losses which left them powerless
to intervene effeciively to save the infantry
next day. OQur armoured brigades could not
prevail against an enemy possessing, in all

probability, an equal number of tanks, better -

armoured and mounting better guns.

On the 29th November violent assaults began
on both flanks of the corridor. After several
heavy, but unsuccessful attacks on Ed Duda,
the enemy at length penetrated between Ed
Duda and Belhamed, and secured a foothold
on the crest of the position. The garrison
launched a counter-attack, and by daybreak
the whole position was once more in our hands.
Meanwhile the enemy succeeded in making a
permanent breach on the southern flank. The
New Zealand trcops ‘holding Point 175 drove
off two attacks in the morning, but eventually
fell victims to a ruse, mistaking German tanks
for the advanced guard of the South African
Brigade. Next day the enemy captured the
rest of Sidi Rezegh Ridge. During the after-
noon of the 3oth November the 6th New
Zealand Brigade, reduced to barely one-third of
its fighting strength and with only two support
tanks left, was assailed by fifty tanks from the
west and large numbers of infantry from the
south, and after a gallant resistance was over-
whelmed.

Although reinforcements were received during
the night so that they now numbered a hundred
and twenty again, our tanks could not go to
the assistance of the New Zealanders. The
enemy had shielded his eastern flank with anti-
tank artillery; and, if our tanks, which had
been concentrated into one brigade under
Brigadier Gatehouse, had attempted either to
penetrate the enemy screen or to outflank it,
they would have become too deevly committed
to attend to the task which had been assigned
to them, that of covering the advance of the
1st South African Infantry Brigade.

Had the 1st South African Infantry Brigade
arrived at the time it was expected on the
morning of the 29th November, its presence
might have turned the scale, and our armour
might have been freed to intervene at Sidi
Rezegh. But there were several reasons why
it was delayed. The 1st South African Division
was new to the desert, and its training in desert
movement had been cut short. The advance of
its 1st Brigade was hampered, therefore, by the
large number of vehicles it had to marshal and
control. The brigade had frequently to halt,
change direction and start again, and the
general pace of its movement was slow. It was
still some twelve miles south of Point 175 on
the 28th November when the 30th Corps Com-
mander halted it on receipt of a message pur-
porting to come from the 13th Corps. Although

™
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. +his commiunications with the 13th Corps had
broken down, General Ritchie well knew that
its sitnation ‘was critical and ordered the brigade
to move forward when he heard that it-had
halted. It broke leaguer at night and moved
on, By the evening of the 29th, Point 175
was in sight when Brigadier Pienaar found that
‘his rendezvous was strongly held by the enemy.
The wireless set of a South African armoured

-car which- had reached General Freyberg's
headquarters brogke down at the crucial
-moment, and Brigadier Pienaar postponed
further advance until daylight when he could
see what was happening. By midday on the
3oth November wireless touch with the New
Zealand Division was restored, and General
Norrie, who had stayed with the South
Africans, arranged with General Freyberg for
them to attack Point 175 from the east. The
advance proceeded slowly and there was a long
pause when the brigade reached the escarp-
ment east of Point 175. Finally a moonlight
attack was staged. But the position was strong
and well supported by tanks, so that at dawn
on the 1st December the Sonth Africans were
still 3,000 yards short of their objective, and
spent the whole day attempting to take the
position. ’
- Belhamed fell early on the 1st December
before a. heavy attack launched by enemy tanks
and infantry from Sidi Rezegh.  The 4th
Armoured Brigade rushed from its leaguer
some miles south of Point 175, but arrived in
time only to cover the retirement of the New
Zealand Division to Zafraan.

As the New Zealand Division had had
extremely heavy casualties and was now in
danger of becoming entirely cut off, General
Norrie gave the order for them to withdraw.
Having repulsed further attacks on Zafraan
during the day, they withdrew during the night
with the survivors of the 1st Army Tank
Brigade, the partner of their successes, and
reached the frontier in the early hours of
the 2nd December, exhausted but in good heart.
At the same time the 1st South African Infantry
Brigade was ordered to abandon the attempt to
recapture Point 175. During the night they
retired southwards to Taieb el Essem, leaving
a rearguard to mask Point 175 until the New
Zealanders had passed in safety.

Tobruk was once more isolated, with a
greater commitment than before and smaller
resources. The length of front to be held had
been increased from twenty-seven miles to
forty-four. Two New Zealand battalions had
been cut off from their division on Ed Duda,
but this hardly offset the heavy losses the garri-
son had suffered. The tank strength was now
only twenty runners.- It is not to be wondered
at that the Corps Commander should have
asked leave, if need be, to withdraw to the
original perimeter. General Ritchie gave his
permission, but pointed out that the garrison
would make a valuable contribution to the suc-
cess of the offensive if they could hold the
salient. It reflects high credit on' the garrison
that the Fortress Commander could decline the
idea and that they, far from yielding any
ground, were ready within a short time to carry
out a further advance.

Preparations for Attacking El Adem.

Judging that the idsue of the battle for Tobruk
still lay in the balance and wishing to be at
hand in case a decision should be required- of
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me as Commander-in-Chief, on the 1st Decem-
ber I flew to join General Ritchie at his ‘ad-
vanced headquarters near Maddalena. 1're-
mained there for the next ten days, but

-naturally left the direction of the Eighth Army

entirely in General Ritchie’s hands.

General Ritchie was already making plans
for restoring the momentum of the offensive,
undeterred by the loss of the positions which
the New Zealand Division so gallantly won
and defended, or by the renewed isolation of
Tobruk. On the day I arrived he visited by
air the headquarters of the 13th Corps in Tob-
ruk, and also the headquarters of the 30th
Corps to concert his plans. It was his firm
conviction—and I agreed with him—that the
enemy was hard pressed and would be defeated
if we continued to give him no rest.

The Eighth Army itself had sustained heavy
blows and was in need of reinforcement. I had
already given instructions for an armoured car
regiment from Syria and the r5oth Infantry
Brigade from Cyprus to move to the Western
Desert, and I formed three hitherto unbrigaded
Indian battalions into the 38th Indian Infantry
Brigade and sent it forward to guard the
Eighth Army’s rearward communications. The
convoy bringing the 1st Armoured Division from
the United Kingdom had just arrived, and I
arranged for .the divisional armoured car regi-
ment to join the Eighth Army at once. The
remainder of the division was to move forward
by regiments and undergo intensive training just
east of the frontier under command of the
Eighth Army. .

By regrouping his forces General Ritchie was
able to release fresh troops. He had already
drawn the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade into
reserve near Maddalena and furnished it with

" transport, and he now arranged for the 2nd

South African Division to relieve.the other two
brigades of the 4th Indian Division.

The new organisation of the Eighth Army
was as follows: — :
30th Corps. (Lieutenant-General Norrie.)
4th Armoured Division.
4th Armoured Brigade.
#th Support Group. -
4th Indian Division.
1st South African Infantry Brigade Group.
Five armoured car regiments.

13th Corps.  (Lieutenant-General Godwin-

Austin.)

#oth Division.

32nd Army Tank Brigade.

Polish Carpathian Brigade Group.

Polish Carpathian Cavalry.

18th and 19th New Zealand Infantry Batta-
lions. ‘

2 {13th Australian Infantry Battalion.

11th Czechoslovak Battalion.

2nd South African. Division.
de Villiers.) :
3rd South African Infantry Brigade Group.
6th South African Infantry Brigadé Group.
sth New Zealand Infantry Brigade Group
(attached).
1st Army Tank Brigade (attached).
‘Rear Area.
New Zealand Division
(4th and 6th Brigades).
38th Indian Infantry. Brigade.
-5th South African Infantry Brigade.

(Major-General
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Matruh Fortress.

2nd South African Infantry Brigade Group.
4th South African Infantry Brigade Group.

Plans for continuing the offensive now centred
on El Adem, an area which very much re-
sembles that of Sidi Rezegh, in that the main
communications between east and west pass
through a valley under observation from ridges
to north and south. If we could continue to
deny the enemy access to Bardia and to -his
supply dumps west of it, and at the same time
sever his communications again by securing El
Adem, his tanks would be forced to leave the
valley between Sidi Rezegh and Belhamed,
where they were protected by a screen of for-
midable anti-tank guns, and fight in the open.
Both corps were to take part in the operation.
The x3th Corps was to push forward from Ed
Duda along the El Adem ridge as far as the
Tobruk—El Adem road, while the infantry of
the 3oth Corps, having captured the strong
point at Bir el Gubi, were to move northwards
and secure first the southern ridge, and then
the western end of El Adem ridge. Meanwhile
the Armoured Division was to stand off to the
east ready to engage the enemy tanks when they
emerged.

It was inevitable that there should be a short
delay on account of the reorganisation which
was mnecessary. The 1rth Indian Infantry
Brigade and the 1st South African Infantry
Brigade were ready, and it was hoped that it
might not even be necessary to wait for the
whole of the Indian Division to arrive; but
General Norrie feared that the operation might
miscarry if it were mounted in haste, and the
resistance subsequently encountered at Bir el
Gubi proved that he was right. Meantime
armoured cars were to raid the Acroma area,
where one such raid had already proved success-
ful and had drawn much attention from the
enemy air forces.

The Enemy Again Thrusts Eastwards.

While the Eighth Army was getting ready to
attack El Adem, the enemy made a final thrust
towards the frontier. On the 3rd December two
strong fighting patrols set out for Bardia, one
taking the coast road, and the other the Trigh
Capuzzo. The s5th New Zealand Infantry
Brigade opposed the one north-east of Gambut
and a detachment of the sth Indian Infantry
Brigade engaged the other near Sidi Azeiz. Both
patrols were completely routed and suffered
heavy losses. The next day a third and more
powerful column, containing about fifty tanks,
left the main leaguer at Sidi Rezegh and set off
down the Trigh Capuzzo. It was bombed by
our aircraft and attacked by the Support
Group; and, on encountering troops of the 2nd
South African Division, which had just arrived,
the column turned back without making any
further effort to reach Bardia.

These raids may have been a final effort on
the part of the enemy to obtain supplies from
Bardia and, perhaps, to rescue some of the
troops besieged there. They may also have
been intended to provide cover for a heavy
assault on the Tobruk salient which was
launched at dawn on the 4th December. Troop
reliefs had just taken place in the salient pre-
paratory to the attack on £l Adem, when heavy
shelling broke out heralding a day of attack
and counter-attack. - Every side of the salient
was attacked. The garrison held the enemy off
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throughout the morning, but in the afternoon
heavy anti-tank guns were brought up within
close range and smashed a number of the 32nd
Army Tank Brigade’s few remaining tanks.
The enemy made deep inroads into the salient
and, although our troops counter-attacked to
some purpose, they could not recapture all the
posts lost. They were preparing to continue
their efforts by night, when it was discovered
that the enemy had withdrawn.

Under cover of this fighting, the Bologna
Division began a disorderly evacuation of the
eastern sector of the siege lines, and the retreat
went on through the night. The Germans
attached to the division and some of the Italian
officers seized what vehicles there were, leaving
most of the rank and file to walk; many of them
preferred to give themselves up. The next day
the Afrika Korps and the Italian Mobile Corps,
which had concentrated round Sidi Rezegh, be-
gan to withdraw. Well covered by artillery
sited on the southern escarpment, they fell back
in good order to the new line running from El
Adem to Bir el Gubi which General Rommel
had decided to occupy.

The End of the Siege of Tobruk.

The Eighth -Army embarked on the second
stage of the offensive at dawn on the 4th Decem-
ber. Reconnaissance had shown Bir el Gubi
to be more strongly held than we had first sup-
posed, and, in order to avoid the risk of the
timing of the main operation being upset
General Norrie decided to capture it by a
separate preliminary operation. The defence of
Bir el Gubi turned out to be surprisingly stub-
born. The enemy were well entrenched,
strongly supported by field and anti-tank guns
and some tanks, and the Italian garrison was
full of determination. The 11th Indian Infantry
Brigade fought courageously, but at the end of.
two days they had been driven off the few posi-
tions they had been able to capture. Having
lost nearly a third of their strength, they were
ordered to withdraw. They had great difficulty
in disengaging, but eventually managed to retire
through the Guards Brigade, which had.taken
up a position to the south-west.

While the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade were
trying to reduce Bir el Gubi, a light column from
the 1st South African Brigade carried.out a
particularly valuable raid in rear of the enemy.
They located a large enemy dump of supplies
about fifteen miles north-west of Bir el Gubi
and destroyed fifty thousand gallons of petrol
and ten thousand gallons of diesel oil. .

It was the general belief that the enemy was
playing for time and intended to withdraw
further, and General Ritchie was anxious for the
attack on El Adem to begin as soon as possible.
The numerous moves taking place in the fron-
tier area called for a nice adjustment of trans-
port, and difficulties had arisen over the pro-
vision of vehicles to lift the #th Indian Infantry
Brigade. But by the sth December the 4th
Indian Infantry Division was assembling, and
General Norrie intended to start the operation
on the evening of the 6th December. During
the morning of the 6th, however, General Norrie
heard that the two German Panzer Divisions
were lying on the rising ground north-west of
Bir el Gubi, astride the Indian Division’s in-
tended line of advance.

The time was clearly not yet ripe for the in-
fantry- brigades to move forward, and General
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Norrie ordered them to take up positions to the
south of Bir el Gubi, while the Armoured
Brigade sought out the enemy’s armoured
forces. These were very elusive: apart from
two brief appearances in the morning when small
parties of enemy tanks were engaged north-east
and squth-east of Bir el Gubi, they were seen
no more until the .afternoon, when they
appeared to be forming up to attack the Guards
Brigade west of Bir el Gubi. The artillery of
the Guards Brigade opened fire, and after a
short while the enemy moved away. It was
discovered later that General Neumann-Silkow,
commander of the 15th Panzer Division, was
mortally wounded by a shell which may explain
why the attack never developed. It is more
likely that the enemy intercepted a wireless call
to the Armoured Brigade, and had orders not to
allow themselves to be dragged into an engage-
ment with a force of tanks now manifestly
superior in numbers.

The Support Group had for some days been
ranging the country from Bir el Gubi almost to
Sidi Azeiz, and every day had brought its toll
of enemy vehicles, On the 6th December the
Support Group achieved a- notable success
against an enemy rearguard consisting of five
hundred vehicles and twenty-five light tanks
east of Sidi Rezegh. All the tanks were
destroyed, as well as a battery of medium guns
and many of the vehicles. Thereafter the Sup-
port Group rejoined the #th Armoured Division.

The Armoured Brigade spent the 7th Decem-

ber attacking enemy tanks protecting Bir el
Gubi and proved unable to outflank or dislodge
them, though it claimed to have done them
much damage. Although the enemy was hitting
out with great vigour, General Ritchie was posi-
tive that he was doing so only to cover the pre-
paration of new positions in rear and decided to
wait no longer. He therefore ordered the 13th
Corps to proceed with their part in the opera-
tion against El Adem. Some two hours after
dark on the 4th December the 23rd Infantry
Brigade began their advance along Ed Duda
fridge. By daybreak they had captured an
enemy position on the ridge within 2,000 yards
of the Tobruk—El Adem road and by evening
the whole of the enemy fortifications south-east
of Tobruk had been cleared.

The advance of the 13th Corps came not a
moment too soon, for on the 8th December the
enemy began a rapid but orderly withdrawal
to Gazala. As soon as reports of the withdrawal
were received, the Armoured Brigade was
directed to advance on Knightsbridge in the hope
that this would bring them round or against
the enemy’s western flank, In fact it brought
fhem against the centre of the position the
enemy rearguard had taken up astride Genadel
ridge. The customary powerful screen of anti-
tank guns was produced, and the enemy tanks
took cover and fired from hull-down positions
when engaged. Repeated attempts to turn the
position on either flank were unsuccessful, and
when evening came the enemy were still holding
the ridge. The early hours of the gth Decem-
ber brought indications that the withdrawal was
continuing. The Armoured Brigade proceeded

along the same axis, and came up against a’

.yearguard position running north-east from Bir
Harmat covering Knightsbridge. They engaged,
this time with more success, twice forcing the
enemy to give groind. In the evening they
attacked and halted a party of twenty enemy
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tanks trying to break back and interfere with
our infantry who by then had occupied El
Adem. During the night the enemy retired once
more, but the Armoured Brigade could not give
chase as the supply system of the 3oth Corps
had been stretched to the limit.

Although the progress of our armour was first
retarded by the enemy reargnards and finally
brought to a standstill by lack of petrol, the
momentum of the advance was kept up by
columns of the Support Group and the 4th In-
dian Division. The former were themselves
temporarily held up by a strong enemy position
at Hagfet en Nezha, until the 30th Corps
ordered the 1st South African Infantry Brigade
to relieve them. The Support Group then moved
round by way of Acroma and on the roth
December was in contact with the outposts of
the enemy’s new line running southwards from
Gazala. The #th Indian Infantry Brigade struck
northwards and made contact with the 23rd
Infantry Brigade at El Adem on the evening
of the gth. The 5th Indian Infantry Brigade
drew level fifteen miles further west, while on
the western flank the Indian divisional motorised
cavalry, reinforced by infantry, engaged the left
flank of the enemy rearguard resting on Bir
Harmat, and secured Hagaig er Raml.

The 13th Corps, working westwards round
the perimeter of Tobruk, continued to roll up
the enemy by the same method of making an

. outflanking movement along the ridge and then

clearing the positions in the intervening low
ground. On the roth December both corps
carried out a concerted movement against
Acroma. The Polish Brigade broke out before
dawn along the Derna road; the Polish Cavalry
then passed through and, after a successful
engagement with enemy rearguards, turned
southwards. The 16th Infantry Brigade
approached. from the south-east and entered
Acroma to find it had already been occupied
by the #th Indian Infantry Brigade. The 5th
Indian Infaniry Brigade came up into line fur-
ther west, securing the western end of Acroma
ridge and all but a small part of another
eminence five miles to the west. Thus the
eight months siege of Tobruk came to an end.

During the period of the siege, the task of
maintaining supplies to the garrison was carried
out entirely by the Royal Navy and the Mer-
chant Navy. Between them they transported 72
tanks, 92 guns and 34,000 tons of stores, re-
placed 32,667 men of the garrison by 34,113
fresh troops and withdrew #,516 wounded and
7,097 prisoners of war. The cost to the Navy
amounted to 25 ships sunk-=and g seriously
damaged, and to the Merchant Navy of 5 ships
sunk and 4 seriously damaged, a total casualty
list of 43, ships.

Some of the units forming the garrison of the
fortress and the greater part of the administra-
tive and base personnel had been through the
whole siege, which began early in April. The
remainder, comprising the #7oth Division, the
Polish Carpathian Brigade Group and Cavalry
and a heavy tank battalion had taken over the
defence of the fortress in the late summer. The
new garrison under Major-General Scobie was
most active in harassing the besiegers by cease-
less patrolling and numerous minor enterprises.
The part they played in the Eighth Army’s
offensive has already been described, and there
is no doubt that the task allotted to them proved
much more exacting than had been antigipated.
Their unyielding determination to - hold the
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salient they had created, in the face of the
heaviest and most determined attacks, contri-
buted greatly to General Ritchie’s eventual
victory.

The Enemy’s Stand at Gazala.

The enemy’s withdrawal from the neighbour-
hood of Tobruk marked the beginning of a third
stage in the offensive. Had the Eighth Army
been able to launch the attack on El Adem, it
was anticipated that future operations would
fall into two distinct phases, a short period of
attack followed by the clearing of the Tobruk
area, and then pursuit.
orderly retirement, which the 13th Corps,
though well placed, was unable to disrupt owing
to lack of reserves, allowed him to extricate the
Italian divisions besieging the western face of
the fortress without serious casualties, and to
develop and occupy a line running south from
Gazala in some strength. Defeating the enemy
now resolved itself into a matter not of clearing
the country round Tobruk and then pursuing
the remnants of a shattered army, but of dis-
lodging a beaten but still organised force from
an entrenched position resolutely held, and of
-preventing its escape.

So far, the maintenance of the Army had pre-

sented some hard problems, but it had been,

possible to solve them; henceforward, it became
increasingly difficult and began seriously to limit
the size of the force that could be kept in contact
with the enemy. For the moment there was a
short check in the pursuit, as the 30th Corps
had outrun its supplies. But the plans had been
well laid, and the order had gone out for the
first convoy taking stores for the development of
the port to sail to Tobruk as soon as the %oth
and New Zealand Divisions joined hands at Ed
Duda. Work on the port had begun, and thers
were reserves sufficient to tide the Eighth Army
over the period until regular supply by sea
could be instituted.  There was therefore a
minimum of delay in changing the supply base
from desert railhead to Tobruk, and our main
forees were able to take up the pursuit.twenty-
four hours after they had called a halt.

General Ritchie had decided to entrust the
conduct of the pursuit to the headquarters of
the 13th Corps and to send the headquarters
of the 30th Corps back to direct operations on
the frontier. The chief reasons for this decision
were that one headquarters would suffice to
control the operations of the limited forces
which could be maintained forward; and that
the 13th Corps, being already in Tobruk whence
the advance was to be supplied, was conven-
iently placed to assume control at once.
Accordingly on the 12th December General
Norrie moved back to the frontier, with orders
to eliminate the isolated enemy garrisons with
the least delay, so that direct road and, event-
ually, rail comunication might be established.
This was a matter of considerable importance
as it was known that supplies by sea would have
to be supplemented from railhead, and the long
detour by the desert was absorbing much trans-
port urgently needed for the subsequent stages
of the advance. The 1st South African Infantry
Brigade was to follow as soon as the 13th Corps
could spare it.

Shortly after midday on the r1th the 13th
Corps began its advance. The 5th New
Zealand Infantry Brigade, which General
Ritchie had ordered to join the r3th- Corps,
moved astride the coastal escarpment, its left

But the enemy’s .
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flank protected by the 32nd Army Tank
Brigade, and masked Gazala where the enemy
had developed strong positions. The 4th Indian
Division was directed south of Gazala on Tmimi
and Bir Halegh el Eleba. The principal task
of the 7th Armoured Division (4th Armoured
Brigade and 7th Support Group) was to protect
the left flank of the Indian Division, but it
was also to send columns and armoured cars lo
raid the enemy communications near Tmimi and
to patrol towards Mechili. The movements of
the 4th Armoured Brigade continued to be
restricted by supply difficulties until the morn-
ing of the 13th December. The 22nd Guards
Motor Brigade was placed under command of
the Armoured Division and held in reserve near
Knightsbridge. The 4oth Division was left in
Tobruk to round up scattered parties of the
enemy lurking in the deep coastal wadis.

The New Zealand Brigade and the Indian
Division came up against the enemy positions
on the evening of the 11th December, and hy
the 12th it was clear that the enemy was firmly
established on a defensive line running south-
west from Gazala to the Trigh el Abd. A strong

*well-prepared position straddling the escarpment

to the east of the Gazala inlet was occupied in
strength, by Ttalians, and another prepared
position on the ridge at Alem Hamza was also
held by Italians. From Alem Hamza the line
ran due south and then turned west along the
Trigh el Abd; this sector was not so well pre-
pared or so strongly manned, but the superior
fighting qualities of the German defenders and
the superiority of German heavy anti-tank guns
made it formidable. = What remained of the
German and Italian armoured formations were
held in rear.

The 13th Corps began to attack this line on
the 13th December. In the north the 5th New
Zealand Infantry Brigade, which had already
captured an important locality on the coast
overlooking Gazala, could make no progress.
In the centre the 5th Indian Infantry Brigade
attempted to capture the Alem Hamza position
and was repulsed, but later one battalion occu-
pied a position to the south-west without opposi-
tion. The 4th Indian Infantry Brigade were
forming up to attack further south when they
were themselves attacked by tanks. After a
sharp encounter the enemy was beaten off with
heavy loss, but no new ground was captured.
Meanwhile the Support Group, reinforced by an
armoured regiment, succeeded in making the
enemy fall back on the southern flank, although
the armoured regiment lost one-third of its tanks
in an action fought to the rear of the enemy
positions,

Realising that practically all that remained of
the German and Italian formations were facing
the Eighth Army at Gazala, General Ritchie
instructed General Godwin-Austen to use his
armoured brigade with the utmost boldness to
strike a decisive blow,  Accordingly the 4th
Armoured Brigade, covered by the Support
Group, was ordered to move wide round the
enemy’s southern flank. The 5th New Zealand
Infantry Brigade and the Polish Brigade Group,
which General Godwin-Austen had already
drawn into reserve, were then to capture the
Gazala position, while the 4th Indian Division,
assisted by the 32nd Army Tank Brigads,
attacked Alem Hamza. .

The combined attack in the north started late,
but went well. Only makeshift transport could
be provided for the Polish Brigade which was



SUPPLEMENT to THE LONDON GAZETTE, 15 JANUARY, 1948

late on the starting line as a result. But when
the attack did begin, it was executed with great
spirit and between them the New Zealanders
and Poles captured half the position and took
many prisoners. The Indian Division was by
no means so fortunate. The s5th Brigade con-
tinued to be held up in its frontal attack on
Alem Hamza, so the 7th Brigade was ordered
. to work round to the west of the enemy locality.
It had begun to move forward when a battalion
of the 5th Brigade, which had occupied a
position to the south-west of Alem Hamza two
days before and was somewhat isolated there,
was heavily attacked and finally overrun.
Although only a hundred of the infantiry and one
battery of the supporting field regiment sur-
vived, the defenders offered a sturdy resistance,
for the German regiment which had carried out
the assault was heard to report that it was
unable to exploit its success.

Extremely bad going over the last twenty-
five miles of its sixty-mile march retarded the
4th Armoured Brigade which reached its objec-
tive four hours late. But it is doubtful whether
"the brigade would have assisted the progress
of the 4th 'Indian Division, even if it had
arrived punctually, since it was not until after
daybreak on the 16th that the enemy seems
to have become aware of its presence. Decisive
results were hoped for from the action of the
4th Armoured Brigade on the 16th December,
but these hopes were frustrated by the extreme
roughness ‘of the country it had to traverse.
As its supply vehicles could scarcely move in
the soft sand, the brigade had to go south to
replenish, and this operation was not completed
until about midday. Brigadier Gatehouse then
took his brigade further east than his original
objective, towards Sidi Breghisc and Bir
Temrad where enemy concentrations were re-
ported to be lying. Although they were still
hampered by bad going, our tanks caused con-
siderable damage and much confusion among
the enemy in the heavy fighting which followed.

The 4th Indian Division had to reorganise
before it could resume its attack and con-
sequently made mno progress.on the 16th
December, The New Zealanders and the Poles,
on the other hand, continued to exploit their
success taking numerous prisoners.

Rommel now decided not to risk destruction
by staying and ordered a further retreat. The
withdrawal began, apparently, at about midddy
on the 16th December and was continued
throughout the night. Fearing this develop-
ment, General Ritchie had already .ordered a
column of the Support Group to be sent to hold
the cross roads at Carmusa which would make
it difficult, if' not impossible, for the enemy
to-hold Derna. This column 'left in. the early
hours of the 17th December and occupied
Carmusa at about midday on the 18th. A far
more substantial success gﬁghthav.ebeen scored,
however, if we had been able to cut the main
road further east. The 7th Ammoured Division
seemed to be in a position to do this with
armoured cars, mobile columns and even the
4th Armoured Brigade, all of which were
operating to the west of Gazala. But the diffi-
cult country to the south, which made the
movement of supply columns slow and on
occasion impossible, prevented it. The Eighth
Army now devoted all its energies to carrying
out a relentless pursuit.

Y
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The pursuit to Agedabia.

The enemy divided in his retreat, the rem-
nants of the armoured divisions and the Ifalian
Mobile Corps going by the desert through
Mechili and Msus, and the Italian 21st Corps
in a very shattered state, by the main roads
through the Gebel Akhdar. The troops of the
13th Corps were likewise divided, the 4th
Indian Division being sent by the Gebel Akhdar
and the #th Armoured Division by the desert.

The 4th Indian Division set out at once on
the morning of the 17th December. The 4th
Infantry Brigade on the southern flank travelled
at great speed, and within twenty-four hours
reached Carmusa where one of its battalions
relieved the Support Group column which had
been sent on ahead. Another battalion cap-
tured Martuba landing ground, and the third
the aerodrome at Derna, where a number of
alrcraft were destroyed and much transport
and many prisoners taken. The 5th Infantry
Brigade, originally directed to advance on
Martuba by a more northerly route, traversed
very rough country all the way and fell behind
considerably. As the country round Derna
appeared to be falling into our hands without
great trouble, the objective of the 5th Brigade
was altered, and it was instructed to secure
the cross-roads at Giovanni Berta and at
Lamluda, so as to cut off any enemy remaining
in the Derna region. By making a wide turning
movethent over country the enemy had believed
impassable, the 5th Brigade reached Lamluda
on the 1gth December and took many prisoners
there. Giovanni Berta proved more difficult
to capture as the enemy had left a detachment
to cover it, but by the evening of the zoth
that place, too, was in our hands. Derna was
occupied on the 19th December, and by the 21st
the 4th Indian Division had overrun the whole
of the country east of Appollonia, Cirene, and
El Faidia. After offering some resistance,
Barce was taken during the afternoon of the
23rd. Bengasi itself was taken by a detach-
ment from the #th Armoured Division. By
December 26th all organised resistance in the
Gebel Akhdar had ceased, and the 4th Indian
Division became responsible for restoring law
and order in the hill country up to Bengasi.

The 7th Indian Infantry Brigade then moved
forward to take over the region round Barce
and Bengasi with instructions to defend it
against attack from the south. The 1rth
Infantry Brigade having been left behind in
Tobruk to make good its losses, only the 5th
Infantry Brigade remained to ocoupy the area
betwen Barce and Martuba. The Indian
Division then had to give up all but a bare
minimum of its transport in order to provide
as much as possible for the desert sector, where
supply difficulties were already becoming acute.
The. greater part of its divisional artillery had
also to be taken in order to reinforce the rest
of the 13th Corps round Agedabia.

The 7th Armoured Division gave chase across
the desert and moved with a speed which was
remarkable -considering the difficulties they en-
countered. The 17th December had to be
spent round Gazala while transport and supplies
were assembled for the advance, but the
armoured brigade improved the occasion by
harrying the enemy’s departure:- On the 18th
thé Support Group moved swiftly to Mechili
and engaged enemy concentrations to the west
of that place. By nightfall practically all the
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enemy had dispersed westwards. The 4th
Armoured Brigade followed and swung south in
an attempt to cut off the enemy’s retreat. A
broad expanse of waterlogged country forced
them to make a wide detour which took them
over extremely broken ground; their advance
was greatly slowed down and they arrived to
find the last of the enemy vanishing.

The Armoured Division’s supply difficulties
now became acute and, until a field main-
tenance centre had been established, General
Gott could employ only the Support Group
and two armoured car regiments, He therefore
sent one armoured car regiment towards Msus
to keep contact with the enemy and another
towards Charruba to watch the tracks leading
out of the Gebel Akhdar. The Support Group
he* ordered to advance on Bengasi to repeat
the successful manceuvre of the previous winter
by cutting off the retreat of the 21st Italian
Corps. Brigadier Renton was ordered to send
a column ahead to press on with all speed,
and to follow with the main body as soon as
it had replenished. The 4th Armoured Brigade
had to be withheld at Mechili until sufficient
petrol was forthcoming.

While the armoured brigade was at Mechili
the headquarters of the 22nd Ammoured
Brigade, which had been reorganised, took over -
from that of the 4th Armoured Brigade. The
individual regiments had already been relieved.
in the course of operations, as and when regi-
ments of the original 22nd Armoured Brigade
were re-equipped, for the most part with
damaged tanks which had been repaired.

The landing grounds at Mechili were reported
safe during the afternoon of the 1gth December,
and next morning squadrons which had followed
close behind our forward troops began to use
them. The speed with which aireraft began
to operate from landing grounds immediately
in rear of our foremost troops helped to com-
pensate for our inability to send large land forces
in pursuit of the enemy.

Our hopes of reaching Bengasi in time were
soon dashed. The recent rains had been un-
usually heavy and many parts of the southern
slopes of the Gebel Akhdar, which the Support
Group had to traverse, were under wafer.
Their own progress was greatly retarded, and
that of their supply echelons was rendered even
more difficult, with the result that in a short
while they were held up for lack of petrol.
On the 21st December, therefore, General Gott
decided to abandon the attempt and ordered
the Support Group to advance on Antelat
instead, leaving only a small column to press
on to Bengasi.

The maintenance difficulties which the r3th
Conps encountered did not come as a surprise.
It had been appreciated when the operation
was being planned that the difficulties of supply
would increase enormously in Western
Cyrenaica, and it was for that reason that I
had been so anxious to destroy the enemy
as far east as possible. Now we had to accept
the fact that the size of the forces employed
in pursuit would be very much restricted, until
the port of Bengasi could be developed and
brought into use. Meanwhile we should have
to resort to every shift and device to overcome
the handicap.

The Oases Force under Brigadier Reid had.
captured Gialo on the 24th November and
squadrons of aircraft based on the landing
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ground in the Oasis had been attacking enemy
supply lines and communications ever since,
The Oases Force had fulfilled its mission ad-
mirably, but it was not of a size to meet the
enemy forces which were now fleeing from the
Gebel Akhdar and across the desert. Realising
the inability of the weak QOases Force even to
impede the enemy’s retreat, General Ritchie
had sent the Guards Brigade Group with
supporting air squadrons straight to Antelat.
He had hoped to be able to despatch them some
time before the enemy broke at Gazala; but
the acute shortage of supply vehicles and the
unexpectedly strong resistance encountered at
Gazala had compelled him to postpone their
departure until the 2oth December.

When the Guards Brigade reached Antelat
on the 2z2nd December, they found a hostile
force including thirty tanks lying around Beda
Fomm, covering the Axis withdrawal down the
coastal road. One of its battalions, which
occupied Antelat, was driven out again on the
23rd by a strong detachment of this force. By-
that time the Support Group had reached this
neighbourhood and had been sent north-west-
wards to interfere with whatever the enemy had
in hand at Carcura, off which seven ships were
lying. When the news reached him that the
Guards Brigade had been attacked at Antelat,
General Gott ordered the Support Group to turn
about and move at once to their assistance. At
the sight of both brigades assembled to attack
him the enemy withdrew from Antelat towards
Agedabia., The pursuit of this force would
have been an excellent task for the armoured
regiment which had arrived during the morn-
ing, but after a brief engagement with enemy
tanks it had no fuel left with which to give
chase.

While the r3th Corps was struggling to over-
come its maintenance troubles, the enemy com-
pleted the evacuation of Bengasi. Our
armoured cars, ordered to reconnoitre up to the
coastal road south of Bengasi on the 22nd
December, had found the passes down the
escarpment at Sidi Brahim, Sceleidima and to
the south held by enemy detachments. But on
the 24th a squadron of armoured cars, entering
Bengasi by the road from El Abiar, found the
town evacuated and the harbour empty.

An enemy flankguard remained round Beda
Fomm and fo the west of Antelat during the
next two days. Columns from the Guards
Brigade made several attempts to dislodge them,
but the enemy was strong in artillery and the
brigade could make little headway. Meanwhile
the Support Group finished clearing the coastal
area further north. On the’26th December the
ast of the enemy, harassed as they went by
columns from the Guards Brigade, retired to
Agedabia.

Operations round Agedabia.

For the next ten days the 13th Corps was held
up at Agedabia, where the enemy had left a
considerable force to cover his preparation of
positions in the marshes round El Agheila. The
country round Agedabia is well suited to de-
fence, and the enemy exploited its natural ad-
vantages with admirable skill. The strip of
land between the main road and .the coast is
swampy, and soft sand dunes .make the few
dry patches practically impassable for vehicles.
The ground to the east and south is also
covered with soft sand and is bounded by the
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Wadi Faregh, which runs in a’south-westerly
direction from Giof el Matar to the Ageleila
marshes and is a formidable natural barrier.
Apart from a wide outflanking movement to the
south-east of the Wadi Faregh, which it was far
beyond the capacity of the 13th Corps to under-
take, there were only two courses open to us:
either to make a frontal attack on the main
enemy position astride the road just morth of
Agedabia village, or to attempt an outflanking
movement over the difficult country to the
south.

General Godwin-Austen tried a combination
of both. The 22nd Armoured Brigade, for
which it at last became possible to provide fuel,
was ordered to work round to the south to-
wards Chor es Sufan, while the Guards Brigade
made its way through the sand dunes to attack
Agedabia from the west. The Guards Brigade’s
attack, made on the 26th December, failed
owing to misdirection, and the following day

-the 22nd Armoured Brigade was heavily
engaged by the remnants of the enemy’s
armoured divisions which had been lying to the
south-east. The long march across the desert
from Gazala had been too much for many of
the tanks with which the brigade had been
fitted out: out of a hundred and thirty tanks,
sixty had fallen by the way, and in the batfle
eight more were lost out of a total of fourteen
as a result of mechanical breakdown. Although
the brigade failed in its object of getting round
behind the main position and was forced to re-
tire to El Haseiat, it inflicted considerable
damage on the enemy, destroying twenty of his
tanks and damaging twenty more. A further
action on the 30th December, in which the 22nd
Armoured Brigade again lost a number of
tanks, drove General Godwin-Austen to the con-
clusion that the brigade was not fit for further
operations. Accordingly he gave instructions
for the 7th Support Group to relieve it, and had
to content himself with harassing the enemy
until fresh troops arrived.

It was evident that the troops in the forward
zone were too weak for their task, and that they
must be reinforced if the destruction of the
enemy was to be completed. General Ritchie
had issued orders for the 1st Armoured Division

. to move forward and intended that it should be

used for the advance into Tripolitania when
the time came. On the 3rd January the 13th
Corps issued orders for the 4th Indian Division

also t0 move forward, as soon as the admifii- .

strative position permitted.

QOur prospects of pushing the enemy -back
further depended entirely on our overcoming
the difficnities of supply. There is no denying
that the administrative position in Western
Cyrenaica at the opening of the New Year was
far from satisfactory. Transport resources were
stretched to thz limit to meet daily maintenance
needs, and there were practically no reserves
west of Tobruk. No substantial enemy stores
had been found to supplement our own de-
ficiencies. Moreover the troops had been on
the reduced battle ration for many weeks, and
it had become necessary to increase the rations
to field service scale and to provide some
canteen stores. The demand for engineer stores
for the forward troops was also continually on
the increase.

Until the port of Bengasi could be brought
into use, little improvement could be looked for.
Derna was opened as a port on the 6th January
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and thereafter the supply of troops in the
eastern part of the Gebel Akhdar was assured.
A day later the first convoy arrived at Bengasi,
but bad weather and the lack. of lighters made
unloading a slow business. Owing to the rough
seas, lighters could not be sailed round the
coast and as a result Bengasi was never brought
into full operation. The Eighth Army was,
therefore, forced to rely on land transport
during .the whole time it was operating in
Western Cyrenaica.

The reduction of Bardia and Halfaya.

While the 13th Corps was pressing the pur-
suit of the main body of the defeated Axis forces
and clearing the rest of Cyrenaica, the 3oth
Corps under General Norrie proceeded with the
reduction of the enemy strongholds at Bardia
and round Halfaya. By the middle of
December, the 2nd South African Division with
a brigade of the rst South African Division
under its command, was in touch with the
enemy’s forward defences, and communication
by land between Halfaya and Bardia had been
severed, as had the pipeline which brought
water from Bardia to Sollum and Halfaya. 1%e
enemy still maintained communication by sea
between the two strongholds, however, and sent
supplies by launch from Bardia to Halfaya.

General Ritchie had instructed the 30th Corps
to wrestore direct land communication with
Tobruk by the main road through Sollum and
Bardia as soon as possible, but had, with my
full approval, stipulated that the task was to
be carried out with the minimum of casuvalties.
This was important in view of the difficulty of
providing reinforcements to replace wastage in
the infantry of the Union Defence Forces, which
were to carry out the attack. The 1st Army
Tank Brigade and a strong force of field and
medium artillery were allotted to the 30th
Corps, which was supported also by a bomber
wing of the Royal Air Force. .

The defences of Bardia, which was to be re-
duced first, were much as they had been when
General Wavell took the place from the Italians
in December, 1940. They consisted of a num-
ber of self-contained an?’ mutually supporting
defensive localities, covered by machine-gun
and anti-tank gun posts, which in their turn were
protected by barbed wire entanglements, anti-
tank minefields and an efficient concrete anti-
tank ditch. There were other defended
localities and machine-gun posts in the interior
of the fortress to give depth to the defence.
The garrison was believed to number about
4,500, of whom 1,500 might be Germans, with
a few tanks and some twenty field guns.
Actually, at its fall, Bardia yielded nearly 8,000
prisoners, including 2,000 Germans, and about
thirty-five guns. Owing to the length of the
perimeter to be defended, the garrison could
not provide any appreciable reserve.

On the 31st December, attacking from the
south, the 3rd South African Infantry Brigade
and a regiment of the 1st Army Tank Brigade
broke through the enemy’s defences to the east
of the main road from Sollum, and penetrated
deep into the fortress. The enemy counter-
attacked, but, generally, we retained the
ground taken. On the night of the 1st January
the assault was resumed, again to the east of
the main road. The enemy resisted stubbornly
and inflicted a number of casualties on our
tanks which led the attack. This bold night
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attack convinced General Schmitt command-
ing the garrison, however, of the futility of
further resistance and early on the 2nd January
the garrison surrendered unconditionally.

Qur casualties in this successful operation were
slight and did not exceed 450 all told, of which
the majority belonged to the 2nd South African
Division. In addition to prisoners and material
captured from the enemy, the fall of Bardia
released over 1,100 of our own men, who had
been kept in the fortress as prisoners of war,
in conditions of great privation. Much enemy
ammunition fell into our hands.

Preparations were at once put in hand for
the reduction of Halfaya, and it was hoped
that the fall of Bardia would intensify the lack
of food and water from which the place was
already suffering, if prisoners’ stories were to
be believed. On the rrth January the Trans-
vaal Scottish attacked Sollum and completed
its capture early the next day, with nearly 350
prisoners.  On the 13th the South Africans
finally denied to the enemy access to his last
source of water supply, and his surrender be-
came inevitable. Plans were made for the final
attack, in which the 1st Free French Brigade
Group were to take the main part; but early

on the 17th January General de Giorgis, the .

-commander of the garrison, surrendered un-
conditionally. Some 5,500 prisoners were
taken, of whom 2,000 were Germans. Few
serviceable weapons fell into our hands and
no stores of any value. The prisoners were
exhausted from lack of nourishment.

The Enemy rvetires to El Agheila.

In Western Cyrenaica early January was a
period of acute administrative difficulty. The
expenditure of artillery ammunition, except by
troops actually attacked by the enemy, was
limited to twenty-five rounds 2 gun a day, in
order to allow reserves to be accumulated for
the projected assault on the enemy holding
Agedabia, which was to be launched when the
1st Armoured Division arrived. The move of
this division had been delayed owing to the
lack of transport to bring forward petrol, but
it eventually reached Antelat on the 6th
January. On the morning of the #th our
patrols reported that Agedabia had been
evacuated.

Columns of the 22nd Guards Brigade
followed up, but were delayed by the mine-
fields round Agedabia and by bad going; and
it was not until the evening of the 8th January
that t'hey came up against the enemy in strong
positions sixteen miles further south.  The
enemy withdrew from these positions two days
later, and on the 1rth January the Guards
Bngade were in contact with the forward posi-
tions of the enemy’s final line running south-
wards from Marsa Brega.

The country round El Agheila offers one of
the most easily defensible positions in Libya.
A broad belt of salt pans, sand dunes and
immumerable small cliffs stretches southwards
for fifty miles, its southern flank resting on the
Libyan Sand Sea, a vast expanse of shifting
sand. Apart from the main road from Bengasi
to Tripoli only a few tracks cross this in-
hospitable country, so that the thirty-five
thousand enemy now left out of the original
hundred thousand sufficed to hold it. Accord-
ingly Rommel set his infantry to gunard the
approaches at Marsa Brega, Bir el Ginn, Bir
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es Suera, Bir el Cleibat and Marada, and with-
drew his armoured force to re-equip.

I was as anxious to secure this area as
Rommel was to hold it. Apart from the need
to traverse it to invade Tripolitania, which was
my ultimate intention, I considered it essential
to control this region in order to hold Cyrenaica.
Otherwise, I feared, we should have to retire to
the frontier, if the enemy were, at some later
date, again to become strong enough to launch
an offensive in force.*

Before we could approach the task of throw-
ing the enemy out of El Agheila, however, we
were obliged to wait for reserves to be accumu-
lated and the administrative situation to im-
prove, so that we might concentrate sufficient
troops for this difficult undertaking.  Until
that time came, which I judged would be about
the middle of February, we must content our-
selves with leaving only light forces to watch
the enemy. It seemed highly unlikely that he
would be in a position to attack us before then,
but the Eighth Army and the 13th Corps
issued instructions against this contingency.
On the 21st January the improbable occurred,
and without warning the Axis forces began to
advance.

CONSOLIDATION AT GAZALA.

Dispositions and Plans of the Opposing Forces.

Prior to the 21st January, the enemy
appeared to have three weak Italian divisions
of the 21st Corps, Pavia, Sabrata and Brescia,
in Agheila itself and to the east of it. The
Trieste, Ariete and Trento Divisions seemed to
be round Maaten Giofer about twenty miles to
the south, watching the gap between the Wadi
el Faregh and the marshes to the west, through
which runs the track from Agheila to Marada.
At Marada itself were thought to be some of
the German goth Light Division, the Burck-
hardt battle group and some Italian troops.
The bulk of the goth Light Division was
probably in the dangerous sector immediately
south of Marsa el Brega on the coast, while
the two Panzer Divisions were believed to be
between the minefields which covered the goth
Light Division’s positions and the morth bank
of the Wadi el Faregh. Elements of the goth
Light Division were also thought to be watch-
ing fhe coast west of El Agheila towards Ras el
Aali. .

About the middle of January the enemy’s
strength was estimated at some 17,000 German
and 18,000 Italian troops with about seventy
medium tanks altogether, of which twenty-five
were “German. Another twenty German
medium tanks might be available at short
notice.

It was not thought possible for Rommel to
receive any new German formations for some
time, though the arrival of a fresh Italian
armoured division with some hundred and
forty tanks might be expected within a month
or so. Even the arrival of these reinforcements,
would probably not enable the enemy to take
the offensive, as his supply problem appeared
to be acute. He was expected to stand on the
Agheila—Marada line until forced to withdraw
from it by our pressure, or because of difficulties
of supply.

* G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 110,
19th January 1942—Appendix 6.
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On the 21st January our forward troops were
under Major-General Messervy, commanding
the 1st Armoured Division. On the right was
the zorst Guards Motor Brigade, organised in
four columns, each consisting of a company
of infantry, a field battery and-some anti-tank
and light anti-ajrcraft guns, watching a front
running south for 'some fifteen miles from the
coast near Marsa el Brega; the third battalion
of the brigade was in reserve at Agedabia. To
the south was the Support Group of the st
Armoured Division also organised in four
mobile columns and a reserve, and responsible
for the front from the left of the Guards Brigade
to Maaten Burruei, south of the Wadi Faregh,
an extent of some twenty-five to thirty miles.
In reserve, twelve miles north of Saunnu, was
- the 2nd Armoured Brigade, whose training was

still unfinished, with three regiments of field
artillery and some anti-tank and light anti-
aircraft artillery. The residue of the original
Qases Force, now a bafttalion and one field
battery, was in the desert some forty miles east
of Agedabia and about to return to the Delta
to refit af.2r two strenuous months of unbroken
‘operations.

The 1st Armoured Division Support Group
had only just relieved that of the 7th Armoured
Division and was inexperienced in desert driv-
ing. Moreover- many of its vehicles were not
thoroughly desertworthy, chiefly owing to weak-
ness in the transmission and lack of spare parts.
Tyres, too, were unreliable and liable to burst
after a. short life. These weaknesses were
accentuated by the nature.of the ground in this
region: north of Antelat and Saunnu the going
is good, but it becomes progressively worse
towards the south, where it is probably as bad
as anywhere in the desert. In consequence, in
many places tracked vehicles could outpace
wheeled.

General Messervy realised that the enemy
might stage a local counter-attack and that his
advanced troops were weak and widely dis-
persed. He had asked General Godwin-Austen
that the 4th Indian Division might come for-
ward to consolidate a position about Agedabia
and El Haseiat and that the 2nd Armoured
Brigade might be moved near to Giof el Matar,

- where it would be better placed to support the
forward troops. Unfortunately these moves,
though sanctioned, could not be carried out
because of difficulties of supply caused by
shortage of transport vehicles. Even as it was,
the forward troops were on short rations, as
the maximum number of wvehicles had to be
used for building up reserves to enable our
offensive to be resumed. Moreover, it had been
found. necessary to withdraw all the armoured
car regiments, with the exception of one
squadron, to enable their vehicles to be repaired
and refitted, because of the damage they were
sustaining owing to the rough ground.

In the event of an enemy counter-attack,
General Messervy’s plan was for the forward
troops to withdraw if necessary, fighting a delay-
ing action, to the line Agedabia—FE] Hasejat
which was to be held to the last. The 2nd

Armoured ‘Brigade were to be brought forward

to counter- attacL the enemy’s right flank and
Tear.

It is doubtful whether the enemy’s original
plan went further tlian a reconnaissance in force
to ascertain our dispositions and impede-our
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preparations for a renewal of our offensive.
He does not appear to have used more than
about eighty . or ninety tanks throughout the
operations and his troops seemed to have started
the advance with only three days rations in
hand. As usual, however, he rapidly and skil-
fully made the most of his initial success, being
greatly helped by .the remarkable elasticity of
his supply organisation.

The Enemy Attacks.

The first warning of impending attack was
given early in the morning of the 21st January
by heavy shelling of our advanced troops. The
enemy advanced in.three columns. The left
column, which included about thirty German
tanks, moved up the mrain road; the centre and
southern columns, the latter containing about
thirty-five ‘German tanks, moved to the south
of the road and along the north bank of the
Wadi Faregh. Initially things went well for
us, but the Support Group to the south then
ran into sand dunes and was overtaken by
enemy light tanks which caught some of its
infantry and artillery hampered by the difficult
going. To the north the Guards Brigade were
not in difficulty, and General Messervy told
both his subordinate commanders to continue
in their delaying role, but cancelled his orders
to hold the Agedabia—El Haseiat line to the
last, as the reserves of supplies which this line
was intended to cover had not yet been placed
in position. Enemy dive-bombers and fighter
aircraft attacked our troops heavily and per-
sistently throughout the' day. Unfortunately
our forward landing grounds were marshy after
the recent heavy rains, and this hindered our
aircraft giving our troops during the initial
thrust the full protection and support which
they previously and subsequently received.

On the zznd January, the 2nd Armoured
Brigade was ordered to move forward in sup-
port of our left flank. Meanwhile, however,
the enemy’s left column had managed to pass
through the Guards Brigade and moved swiftly -
up the main road to Agedabia, where 'it was
engaged by our tanks. General Messervy
ordered the Guards Brigade to destroy this party
and to block the main road north-west of
Agedabia, as well as the track leading to
Antelat. But our columns appeared to be in-
capable of rapid movement in the rough ground
off the main road, along which the enemy moved
with great speed, easily outstripping our troops
struggling in the bad going to the east. The
13th Corps then ordered the 1st Armoured Divi-
sion to interpose itself between the enemy and
Msus and the 4th Indian Division, which had
been reinforced.by a battalion of heavy tanks,
to oppose any attempt to advance on Bengasi.

On the morning of the 23rd January enemy
tanks were reported to be moving about round
Saunnu and Antelat, although Saunnu itself was
not yet occupied. Two regiments of the znd
Armoured Brigade were ordered to clear this
area on their way northwards to cover Msus.
Each regiment became engaged in a separate
action with bodies of enemy tanks about fifty
strong and each with its attached artillery
suffered heavily. The third regiment reached
its appointed position north of Antelat without
incident, but when the whole brigade was
finally assembled it numbered only eighty
tanks altogether. ' By the evening the enemy
were in. occupation of Antelat and Saunnu.
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The enemy halted on the 24th and the 13th
Corps prepared to stabilise the position on a
line through Beda Fomm, Antelat and Saunnu.
General Godwin-Austen, however, gave orders

that, if the enemy again advanced in force and .

could not be held, the 1st Armoured Division
should fall back through Msus north-eastwards
to Mechili, informing the 4th Indian Division
which would thereupon retire through the Gebel
Akhdar., The next stand was to be made on
the line Derna—Mechili.

The enemy advanced again on the 25th
January. Two columns, one moving north-east
along the track from Antelat and the other to
the east of the Abd el Hafid bog, converged on
Msus. The enemy moved very fast, especially
the eastern arm of the pincer, and his tanks
outdistanced our guns and transport. The znd
Armoured Brigade became heavily engaged
with the enemy’s western column, but success-
fully extricated itself, though the next day it
could muster only thirty or forty tanks. Many
parties of our troops were surrounded, and it
was feared that the whole of the Guards
Brigade might be cut off. They drew out,
bhowever, and rejoined the division at Charruba
towards which the withdrawal was now
directed, the original line of retirement having
been found impracticable for movement. The
4th Indian Division was informed of the with-
drawal shortly after midday and proposed to
evacuate all administrative troops from Bengasi
by dawn next day.

Dlans for a Counter-Attack.

I returned to Cairo on the 23rd January from
Haifa where I had been concerting plans for
the defence of the Northern Front, and on the
25th I flew to the Eighth Army’s headquarters
at Tmimi. I remained there until the 1st Feb-
ruary. General Ritchie had already told the
13th Corps to consider how they might make
a counter-attack, but the retirement was by then
in progress and Msus was in the hands of the
enemy.

After talking the matter over, General Ritchie
and I agreed that Rommel had almost certainly
intended in the first place to make only a limited
advance and was now skilfully exploiting an
entirely unexpected success. There was time
even now to arrest his advance and repel him.
General Ritchie then took the 4th Indian Divi-
sion under his direct command and counter-
manded the orders of the 13th Corps for a
general withdrawal in the early hours of 26th
January. After ways and means of taking the
offensive had been considered, it was decided
that the #th Indian Infantry Brigade from the
west and the 1st Armoured Division with the
11th Indian Infantiry Brigade from the mnorth
should converge on Msus where the main body
of the ememy lay. It was reported that the
2nd Armoured Brigade would not be ready
to undertake the operation until late on the
28th or early on the 29th. Until then the 7th
Indian Infantry Brigade was to delay the
enemy advance with mobile columns.

Meanwhile General Ritchie continued to take
precauntionary measures for holding the Derna—
Mechili line. The Polish Brigade Group moved
south from Derna and occupied Mechili, where
it was reinforced later by the Free French
Brigade Group, and the 150th Infantry Brigade
Group was ordered to secure Bir Tengeder.

.east of Bengasi.
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The Loss of Bengass.

On the 27th January, however, the enemy
began to advance again sending a large column
towards Sceleidima on the escarpment south-
He kept his main tank force
at Msus and shortly after despatched what
appeared to be, and probably was, a strong
column north-eastwards in the direction of
Mechili. This led us to believe that the enemy
had decided to strike directly at our rear, and
the 1st Armoured Brigade was ordered to take
this column in the flank, as soon as it was
ready. So strong did this force appear that
it was not until late the next day that it was
seen that it was’'a demonstration to cover an
attack on Bengasi. The Guards Brigade did
actually engage twenty enemy tanks nearly
forty miles north-east of Msus on the 28th.

On the 28th January it became clear that the
enemy’s next objective was Bengasi. The #th
Indian Infantry Brigade was on its way to
attack the force above the escarpment, which
had now turned north and was heading for
El Abiar, when two columns, each said to con-
tain a considerable number of enemy tanks,
were observed moving northwards along the
coast towards Solluch. The #th Indian Infan-
try Brigade was obliged to turn and deal with
these columns and to abandon the attempt to
attack the force moving on El Abiar, which
captured Regima about noon. General Tuker
then obtained permission to evacuate Bengasi,
as the 1st Armoured Division was already com-
mitted in the opposite direction and would not
be able to intervene.

Administrative units and other troops left
Bengasi in safety; but when the turn of the
#th Indian Infantry Brigade came, it was
found that enemy armoured cars and motorised
troops had moved across country and blocked
the road out of Bengasi at Coefia. An effort
was made to clear the block, but the situation
became very confused in the darkness, and the
attempt failed. Being out of touch with the
divisional headquarters the commander, Briga-
dier H. R. Briggs, made the bold decision to
break out to the south. After a most difficult
and strenuous march which took them through
enemy occupied country between Antelat and
Msus, the greater part of the brigade with much .
of its artillery rejoined the Eighth Army at
Mechili and Tengeder.

The Retreat through the Gebel Akhdar.

After the fall of Bengasi, General Ritchie
had hoped to stabilise the position eventuaily
on a line running from Lamluda, a few miles
west of Derna, through Mechii to Bir Ten-
geder. And, in order to give as much time as
possible to prepare that line and to assemble a
force with which to strike back at the enemy,
he ordered the 4th Indian Division to fall back
slowly, occupying two intermediate delaying
positions. At first it was thought that it would
be necessary to withdraw at once to the line
of D’Annunzio and Maraua, but a line further
west through Barce and Charruba was eventu-

. ally selected as being easier to defend. The 4th

Indian Division was told to hold that line until
midday on 3oth January. Having carried out

_the demolitions ordered, the division fell back

without incident to the second delaying posi-
tion at D’ Annunzio and Maraua.

The southern flank of this line at Hagfet
Gelfal was to be held by the “xst Armoured
Division. But General Messervy reported that
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the strength of the 2nd Armoured Brigade was
héw so low that it could not oppose more than
twenty-five German tanks with any hope of
success. It fortunately was not put to the test,
since the enemy kept his main forces round
Msus while pressing the pursuit of the 4th
Indian Division. But the weakness of our
armour made it necessary to retire rather more
swiftly than had been intended, and, having
obtained General Ritchie’s permission, General
Tuker withdrew to Gaf Tartaga and Slonta
during the night of the 31st January.

The 4th Indian Division then reverted to the
command of the r3th Corps. General Godwin-
Austen was preparing fo stand on the line Lam-
luda—Mechili—Bir Tengeder, but intended, in
the event of an enemy attack in force, to retire
to a line running southwards from Gazala,
and, if peed be, to a line running south from
Acroma. He had ordered the 1st South African
Division to prepare defensive positions imme-

- diately south of Gazala.

On the 1st February the enemy columns,
. which until then had only felt their way, made
contact with the rrth Indian Infantry Brigade
at Slonta.  General Tuker had previously
obtained permission to withdraw further to
Cirene and El Faidia, and the 4th Indian
Division retired to that line without delay. At
El Faidia the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade was
.once more heavily attacked by lorried. infantry
and suffered a number of casualties, but held
its ground. The 4th Indian Division completed
its withdrawal to the Derna line during the same
night.

There was every sign that the enemy was
intending to follow our retirement through the
Gebel in considerable force, and a fresh assess-
ment of the enemy’s supply situation revealed
that it was much better than we had supposed
and that he might shortly be “able to send an
armoured division to attack us at Mechili. As
_our own armoured forces had been so reduced,
it was decided not to invite disaster by attempt-
ing to stand on a line which would require
more troops and armour than we possessed to
hold it against attack on the scale that now
seemed probable. It would be better to place
more distance between the enemy and ourselves

and to secure a line which was shorter and,

easier to defend. Accordingly orders were given
for Derna to be evacuated and the installations
there to be demolished, and for a general
deliberate withdrawal to the line of Gazala and
Bir Hacheim. Derna, Mechili and Bir Tengeder
were, however, to be held as outposts from
which mobile columns were to operate.

The enemy pressed on along both roads
through the Gebel on the 2nd -February, but our
offensive patrols held him up whilst the main
body of the Indian Division completed the
occupation of the Derna line. Later in the day,
however, our troops were forced off their posi-
tions in the centre of the line and a detachment
at Carmusa was overrun by a force of tanks
and lorried infantry using captured transport.
As the enemy were penetrating between the 4th
Division and our troops round Mechili, General
Godwin-Austen gave permission to General
Tuker to withdraw on Tmimi and El Ezzeiat at
his discretion, while Free French mobile
columns struck at the enemy forces moving
south from Carmusa. Shortly after, since the
pressure on the 4th Indian Division was increas-
ing, General Godwin-Austen gave orders for the
withdrawal to be accelerated and to contipue by
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daylight on the 3rd February. The 4th Indian
Division having fought several rearguard actions
during the day reached Acroma that night.

. Except for sending patrols forward, the enemy
pressed the withdrawal no further and made no
move across the desert from Msus. By

‘the 4th February all our forces had fallen back

to the Gazala line. .

During the withdrawal the 1st Armoured

Division lost over one hundred tanks out of an
original total of about one hundred and fifty,
thirty field guns, thirty two-pounder anti-tank
guns and twenty-five Bofors lighi anti-aircraft
guns. The enemy’s losses do not appear to have
been heavy, but about thirty of his tanks were
probably destroyed. The number of tanks the
enemy employed in these operations is difficult
to determine, as reports of his tank strength
varied greatly, but it is probable that he did not
employ more than one hundred, some of them
cerfainly light tanks, The number of tanks
employed forward of Msus and Bengasi was
considerably less than in the initial stages,
owing no doubt to difficulties of supply.
. When the withdrawal of the Eighth Army
came to an end, the Gazala—Bir Hacheim line
was not held in great strength. The 1st South
African Infantry Brigade held positions round
Gazala and to the south of it, and was about to
be reinforced by the Pol:ish Brigade Group on
its left above the escarpment. The Free French
Brigade Group held Alem Hamza. Bir
Hacheim was occupied by the 150th Brigade
Group and the Guards Brigade. The 1st
Armoured Division was watching the gap
between Alem Hamza and Bir Hacheim with
orders to counter-attack any enemy who might
penetrate the position. The 4th Indian Division
was given orders to prepare defences on a line
through Eluet et Tamar. and Er Rigel and
thence southwards, to give depth to the Gazala
position. -

Having regard to the weakness of our armour,
I was doubtful, when I returned to Cairo on the
1st February, whether the Eighth Army would
be able to hold this line. If the enemy came
forward again, it might well be necessary to
withdraw to the frontier where I had given
orders for positions to be prepared. But I found
on my return that our own prospects of
re-equipping the Army with tanks were better
than I had supposed and that the enemy’s
supply situation might not permit him to
advance further. On the 2nd February, there-
fore, I ordered General Ritchie* to stand at
Gazala so as to preserve Tobruk as a forward
supply base for the renewal of our offensive.

Fortification and Re-organisation.

" As soon as I had decided that Tobruk was to
be held and the enemy stopped on the Gazala—
Bir Hacheim line, General Ritchie began to
plan- and construct a series of strong defensive
positions in the triangle lying between Gazala,
Tobruk and Bir Hacheim. The Gazala line
itself consisted of a series of strongpoints-exiend-
ing from about Gazala to Alem Hamza; a
detached strongpoint some twenty miles south
of the coast mear Sidi Muftah; and a second
detached strongpoint at Bir Hacheim. The
positions in the north were mutually supporting
and well covered by minefields. They were so
sited as to bar the direct approach to Tobruk

* G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation’ Instruction No. 111.
11th February 1942—Appendix g.
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by the coast road and also by the tracks leading
east from Bir Temrad towards Acroma along
the top of the coastal escarpment, which is a
marked feature of the terrain in that neighbour-
hood. The strongpoint near Sidi Muftah
blocked the approaches from Segnali by the
Trigh Capuzzo and Trigh el Abd towards El
Adem and Bir el Gubi. The purpose of the Bir
Hacheim strongpoint was to force the enemy to
move wide to the south, should heé try to out-
flank the position, and to canalise his advance
should he break through the position to the
north, as well as to block the direct approach
to Bir el Gubi from Tengeder.

The whole front of over forty miles from the
coast west of the Gazala inlet to Bir Hacheim
was eventually covered by minefields, and most
of the defensive positions were mined on their
flanks and rear as well as in front, From Bir
Hacheim northwards to beyond the Trigh el Abd
the main minefield was duplicated, and the
V" thus formed was blocked in the mnorth
by another minefield across its mouth. Depth
was given to the position in the north by the
Tobruk defences, still in reasonably good order
and, as time went on, by the construction of
strongpoints and minefields around Acroma,
El Adem, at El Mrassas telow the escarpment,
and, later, at Knightsbridge. The defensive
positions on the frontier, which I had already
ordered to be prepared, gave added depth to
the Gazala line and should prevent its isolation
by the enemy. They comprised two main
defended areas; one round Sollum and Halfaya,
and the other round Hamra some twenty miles
to the north-east of Maddalena. Subsidiary
strongpoints were to be established covering the
defiles through the escarpment running south-
east from Sollum.

Several of the formations with the Eighth
Army peeded to reorganise and refit after their
* strenuous experiences. Their relief could only
be effected gradually as fresh troops became
available, but eventually the sth Indian Divi-
sion relieved the 4th Indian Division, which
meanwhile had been employed in preparing the
frontier positions. The Polish Brigade Group
and the 5th New Zealand Infantry Brigade
were withdrawn and replaced by the remainder
of the 50th (United Kingdom) Division, which. I
was able to bring back from Iraq. The 1st and
2nd South African Divisions had been
reorganised after playing their part in the
offensive and on the 12th February, General
Ritchie reported that they were certainly fit to
hold defensive positions and after another six
weeks good training would be ready to under-
take offensive operations. - .

As for armoured forces, General Ritchie
already had the 1st Armoured Division. The
7th Armoured Division, which had been train-
ing hard in the Delta after being reorganised
and re-equipped with American medinm
(General Grant) tanks, moved up later fo join
the Eighth Army and continue their training in
the desert. In addition, twe brigades of heavy
infantry tanks eventually reached the forward
area.

Detfailed plans were made to meet an enemy
attack in force, and reconnaissances were
carried out and exercises held to test and im-
prove them. The infaniry and artillery were to
hold fast in their prepared positions, *while the
armoured divisions were to counter-attack the
enemy and destroy him, making the fullest
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possible use of the support afforded them by our
defensive positions and minefields. This plan
was to apply equally whether the enemy tried
to turn the position from the south or to break
through’ the centre. The armoured formations
were to be held centrally in reserve ready to
meet either eventuality.

Planning for a Fresh Offensive.

The months of February, March and April
were chiefly taken up with intensive planning
and preparation, not only to make the Gazala
line a secure base from which to launch a fresh
offensive, but also for the offensive itself. Ways
and means of undertaking this offerisive were
constantly being studied by General Ritchie and
myself and by our senior staff officers.* After
discussing the various schemes in detail, we
came to the conclusion that we must at all costs
prevent the ememy escaping into Tripolitania.
Therefore he must be induced to attack us on to
ground favourable to us instead of our attack-
ing his prepared positions in the area round
Derna, Tmimi, Bir Temrad and Mechili. I
decided that the Eighth Army should advance
on Bengasi which was the most important and
vulnerable link in his communications.

The advance was to be made well to the
south of the enemy’s established positions, so
as to force him to fight at a distance from his
forward reserves of supplies. It was to be
carried out by stages; strongpoints were to be
established as each stage was reached, and held
by artillery, and infantry so as to form pivots
of manoeuvre for the armoured forces. South
of this line of strongpoints, forward mainten-
ance centres were to be formed, out ef reach of
the enemy’s armoured divisions. This process
was to continue until either the enemy attacked
us or we wese in a position to cut his
communications.

Tt was estimated that the infantry required for
this operation, including those needed to hold
the Gazala positions while the advance was
taking place, were one motor brigade group,
four infantry divisions and two infantry brigade
groups. The infantry were available, but the
whole project turned on the relative strengths in
armour. Our experience taught us that we

‘should require a 3 : 2 superiority in tanks at

the start of the operation as well as a fifty per
cent. reserve. The date on which the offensive
could be launched therefore depended upon how
soon we could attain that superiority. In the
event, the rate at which the enemy was able to
bring new tanks over to Libya exceeded our cal-
culations, chiefly owing to our lack of means
with which to interfere with his shipping. In
consequence the enemy was ready to launch his
offensive befofe we had accumulated sufficient
armour to undertake our own.

The administrative arrangements involved
were extensive and highly complicated, but they
were carried out with great rapidity and
thoroughness owing to the energy displayed by
Brigadier C. H. Miller, Deputy Adjutant and
Quarterniaster-General of the Eighth Army.
Three forward bases were established, one at
Tobruk, another at Belhamed which was to be
the new railhead, and a third at Giarabub.
The Capuzzo railhead opened on the r3th
March and the stocking of the forward bases
for the offensive began at once. Within a week

* Note on the Libyan Offensive—I, 215t March
1942—Appendix 12.
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the railhead was handling 2,000 tons daily. As
many as 3,400 tons were unloaded in a single
day; this was a remarkable feat and reflects
much credit on the East African Labour Group
working under Lieutenant-Colonel P. Matthews.
On the 3rd April work began on the extension of
the railway to Belhamed. Road construction
was tackled with much energy, and in particu-
lar the roads up the escarpment at Sollum and
through the Halfaya Pass were greatly
improved.

The provision of adequate water was, as

always, a difficulty, although the unusually
heavy rains which had filled the desert birs
eased the problem somewhat.  The general
water ration was three quarters of a gallon a
day a head and for each vehicle while station-
ary, and one and a quarter gallons when on the
move. To maintain even this scanty ration
it was necessary to draw on the reserves of water
stored at Tobruk which could be replenished only
by sea. Only a limited number of tank vessels
was available, and some of them were sunk by
the enemy. The sources at Buq Buq and
Bardia were developed and linked, and
reservoirs were constructed to supply the defen-
sive positions on the frontier. Shortage of
materials, however, prevented us from under-
taking the extension of the pipeline from
Mischeifa. The old Italian bulk oil storage
tanks in Tobruk were repaired and connected
by pipeline to a wreck in the harbour whence
petrol could be pumped direct from tankers.
A canning plant was erected at Tobruk. The
rations issued to the Eighth Army were on the
full field service scale and of excellent quality,
while canteen stores were also available.

The arrangements for the recovery, repair
and delivery of tanks and armoured cars were
completely reorganised. A tank delivery regi-
ment, a corps tank delivery squadron and
brigade tank delivery troops were created and
manned. Many more tank transporters arrived
during these three months and the system gene-
rally was greatly improved and worked
smoothly “and efficiently in the subsequent
fighting.

The original date set for the completion of
these preparations was the 15th May; but this
was altered later to thie xst June, when it was
estimated the Belhamed base and railhead
would be ready. The general administrative
arrangements, however, to sustain our own
offensive or fo meet an enemy attack were
completed by the 15th May. The Belhamed
railhead was opened eleven days later, but was
only used for delivering tanks. By the 15th
May it was evident that the enemy would in all
probability anticipate our offensive and arrange-
ments to cope with a possible withdrawal to the
frontier were put in hand as a precautionary
measure. ,

Preliminary Operatwns

While both the enemy and ourselves were
occupied with preparing for the coming conflict,
the Eighth Army was by no means inactive,
although there were no major engagements to
record.

At first after thé position had been stabilised
at Gazala, the enemy kept his distance, holding
back his main forces in the neighbourhood of
Martuba and Msus, covered by outposts on the
general line of Tmimi, Bir Temrad and Mechili.

Our mobile columns were most active during .
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this period and harassed the enemy unremitt-
ingly, causing him incoiiVenience and loss.
Then, as his supply position became easier,
Rommel gradually concentrated his troops
forward, using Italian formations to cover his
front and keeping the German divisions in rear.

At the beginning of March I gave instructions
for the Eighth Army to create a diversion while
a convoy sailed to Malta from the east.*
General Ritchie arranged for w1despread’ raids
to be made deep into the enemy’s lines. On
the night of 20th March the Long Range Desert
Group carried out raids on the landing grounds
at Barce, Benina and Bengasi. Meanwhile
parties from the 1st South African and soth
Divisions sabotaged enemy material on the
landing grounds at Tmimi and Martuba. The
next day the 13th Corps sent three columns
each from these same divisions to threaten the
Tmimi and Martuba landing grounds, while
the 1st Armoured Division covered their left
flank. At the same time a column from the 1st
Free French Brigade moved against an enemy
position further south at Bir Hamarin. These
operations were successful in diverting a. con-
siderable part of the enemy’s air forces during
the passage of the convoy; some loss was inflicted
on the enemy and he was caused to evacuate his
forward landing grounds for the time being.

Thereafter the enemy steadily closed up on
our positions, octupying and fortifying Segnali,
Bir Temrad, Sidi Breghisc and other points.
On the 12th. April General Ritchie carried out
an operation against the Segnali area in connec-
tion with his plans for the offensive. The
object of this operation was to deceive the
enemy and to test his reactions to an advance in
force in this direcon. Another operation, but
further to the south, was cdrried out early in
May with the same object.

Expectation of Ewemy Attack.

By the roth ‘May it was clear that an ‘enemy
attack was impending and it seemed almost
certain that our.own offensive would be antici-
pated. I considered that this might very well
provide the opportunity we had been seeking.
The chief disadvantage in our plan for an offen-
sive, namely that we might have to weaken
unduly the forces holding the Gazala pos1t1on
before we succeeded .in inducing the enemy’s
armour to attack us, might well be eliminated.
Provided we could throw back his initial thrust
with heavy loss, we might be able to turn at
once to the offensive with the odds heavily in
our favour.

A document whach contained the enemy’s
plan for his projected assault on Tobruk in
November, 1941, had beeii captured, and it
revealed that Rommel considered the capture
of Tobruk to be an essential preliminary to an
advance on Egypt. Now that our supply bases
were sited in and about Tobruk, it seemed cer-
tain his first blow would be aimed at Tobruk.
General Ritchie informed his two Corps Com-
manders accordingly and made all preparations
to meet the expected attack and to turn it to
our advantage.

Two courses seemed to be open to the enemy. -
He might try to smash his way through the
minefields by the direct route to Tobruk astride
the Trigh Capuzzo, or attempt to turn the whole
of our position by directing his -main effort to
the south of Bir Hacheim and then northwards

* G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 116,
8th March 1942—Appendix 11.
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towards Tobruk and El Adem. There was a
third possibility that he might try to break
through the northern sector of our position with
the object of opening the coast road at once
and easing his supply problem, but it was
thought most unlikely that he would adopt’ this
course,

The Enemy Plan of Altack.

Documents captured by our troops at an early
stage of the ensuing battle disclosed the complete
enemy plan of attack,

The Afrika Xorps and goth Light Division
Battle Group were to concentrate north of
Segnali on the evening of 26th May. On the
27th May, after a night advance, the Ariete
Armoured Division was to capture Bir Hacheim,
while the Trieste Motorised Division was to make

a gap in the minefield south of the Sidi Muftah

strongpoint, where it was crossed by the Trigh
el Abd. Simultaneously the Afrika Korps was
to form up south of Bir Hacheim with 21st
Panzer Division (less one battalion of tanks) on
the left, 15th Panzer Division in the centre and
the goth Light Division Battle Group on the
right. These formations were then to advance
northwards and, after destroying our armoured
forces, were to reach Acroma and El Adem
before nightfall. Motorised columns were to
seize Sidi Rezegh and Ed Puda. ‘On 28th
May, the three armoured divisions were to attack
our positions between Gazala and Alem Hamza
from the east, while four Italian infantry divi-
sions, stiffened by two regiments of the goth
Light Division and one tank battalion of the
21st Panzer Division, were to attack‘the same
positions from the west.

Tobruk was to be captured during the two
subsequent days.

Our Dispositions to Meet Attack.

General Ritchie’s final dispositions to meet
the enemy’s attack were as follows: —

13th Corps. Lieutenant-General W. H. E.
Gott.

soth Division. Major-General W. H. C.
Ramsden. :

1st South African Division. Major-General
D. H. Pienaar,

2nd South African Division. Major-General

" D. Klopper.

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

oth Indian Infantry Brigade. Brigadier B. C.
Fletcher.

The 1st South African Division was holding
the front from the coast west of the Gazala inlet
to Alem Hamza, astride the Via Balbia and the
approaches to Tobruk south of the coastal
escarpment. The 1s51st and 6gth Infantry
Brigades of the so0th Division were prolonging
the line eastwards from the Alem Hamza salient
to the point where it again turned southwards.
The 150th Infantry Brigade was holding the
detached strongpoint of Sidi Muftah. The 1st
Army Tank Brigade (heavy tanks) was divided
between these two infantry divisions in a sup-
porting task.

The 2nd South African Division occupied the
western part of the Tobruk defences and small
strongpoints below the escarpment towards
Gazala. The gth Indian Infantry Brigade held
the eastern half of the Tobruk perimeter.
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30th Corps. Lieutenant-General C. W. M.
Norrie.
1st Armoured Division. Major-General H.
Lumsden.
2nd Armoured Brigade. Brigadier R.
Briggs.
22nd Armoured Brigade. Brigadier
W. G. Carr.

201st Guards (Motor) Brigade.
J. C. O. Marriott.
gth  Armoured Division.

Brigadier

Major-General

F. W. Messervy.
4th Armoured Brigade. Brigadier G. W.
Richards.
ath Motor Brigade. Brigadier J. M. L.
Renton. '

3rd Indian Motor Brigade Group. Brigadier
A. E. Filose.

2gth Indian Infantry Brigade
Brigadier D. Reid.

1st Free French Brigade Group. Brigadier- -
General J. P. F. Koenig.

The Free French Brigade Group was holding
the detached strongpoint at Bir Hacheim. The
3rd Indian Motor Brigade arrived just before
the 26th May and was set to prepare a defen-
sive locality a few miles east of Bir Hacheim.
The 29th Indian Infantry Brigade of the s5th
Indian Division had moved to a defensive area
at Bir el Gubi a few days before the battle
began. The 1st Armoured Division was disposed
round Knightsbridge and the #th Armoured
Division lay to the south of it with the #th
Motor Brigade holding a defensive locality be-
tween the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade and Bir
el Gubi.

Advanced headquarters of the Eighth Army
with the headquarters of the Air Officer Com-
manding Western Desert, Air Vice Marshal
Coningham, were near Gambut, guarded by the
1oth Infantry Brigade of the 5th Indian Divi-
sion (Major-General H. R. Briggs).

Two brigades of the 5th Indian Division, the
1oth and 29th, had been occupying the frontier
positions at the beginning of May, but General
Ritchie did not like having to immobilise this
division which formed his principal reserve of
infantry. Therefore, as soon as I received infor-
mation that an attack was imminent, I arranged
for fresh infantry formations to join him. I
gave orders for the x1th Indian Infantry Brigade
from Cyprus and the 2nd Free French Brigade
to take over on the frontier, so as to release
the roth and 29th Indian Infantry Brigades to
go to Gambut and Bir el Gubi respectively. On
the arrival of the roth Indian Division (Major-
General T. W. Rees), which I had already
ordered to move from Iraq, the 1xth Indian In-
fantry Brigade was to be withdrawn and the
2nd Free French Brigade freed for other em-
ployment. But very soon after the battle
started, I placed these two brigades also at
General Ritchie’s entire disposal, so that he
should be free to concentrate the sth Indian
Division. I also arranged to bring over from
Syria the Guides Cavalry, who were equipped
with carriers and armoured cars.

I was satisfied that the Eighth Army had
enough infantry to deal with any sitnation likely
to arise—more would probably have been an
encumbrance. But I wished if could have had
more field artillery as there was no reserve of °
guns at the disposal of the two Corps Com-
manders, or of General Ritchie himself, with.

Group.
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which to reinforce divisions whose fire-power ,

.might need strengthening during crises in the
battle. Throughout the period of my command,
the Middle East Forces suffered from a chronic
shortage of field artillery. It was only at the
end of my time that we had enough personnel
and equipment to give divisions their full com-
plement of this supremely important arm.

On the other hand, the Eighth Army was at
last receiving anti-tank guns comparable to the
enemy’s 88 millimetre dual-purpose. weapons
which had proved so effective against our tanks
during the fighting of the past winter. It was
hard indeed that these six-pounder guns should

have arrived so recently that the motorised .

brigades, to whom they were issued first, should
hot have had enough time to become really
familiar with them. The ordinary infantry
brigades which took over the two-pounder guns
thus released dikewise had little chance to train
with them before the battle started.

As regards armour, the three brigades de-
- ployed with the 30th Corps were fully trained
and equipped, although the 2nd Armoured
Brigade had only just completed its training,
For our proposed offensive, I had intended to
- place the 1st Armoured Brigade also at General
Ritchie’s disposal so that the two armoured
divisions should each have' two armoured
brigades. The 1st Armoured Brigade however
had only recently received its tanks and its
training was far from complete. Nevertheless,
I decided to send it forward to complete its
training in the Eighth Army area so that it
might be available if need should arise. 1
also arranged to send forward the 32nd Army
Tank Brigade with its two regiments of infantry
tanks; this brigade began to arrive as the battle
opened and was placed under the command of
the 13th Corps.

It is not easy to make a true comparison of
the enemy’s armoured strength and our own.
Numerically, the Eighth Army uhdoubtedly
had a considerable superiority, but our infantry
tanks were too slow to be put into battle against
the enemy’s medium tanks, and in spite of the
fact that we had a considerable number of
*American General Grant medium tanks in the
line, our tanks were still generally inferior in
gunpower and reliability to those of the enemy.
Moreover, the General Grant tank though
greatly superior to any that had hitherto been
available to us, was not free from faults. Chief
among these were the very limited arc of tra-
verse of its principal weapon, the 75 millimetre
gun, and the low position of this gun in the
tank itself which entailed exposing the whole
turret when in action. On the other hand, we
had a much larger reserve of tanks to draw on
than the enemy.

Whether the enemy should try to break our
centre or to pass to the south of Bir Hacheim,
was not to affect the broad outline of General
Ritchie’s plan ‘to defeat his attack. In either
event, the enemy was to be met by our
armoured forces east of our minefields. If
the enemy took the southern line, the minefield
belt was to be kept intact. If he succeeded in
penetrating it, the breach was to be closed at
once. The intention in either case was to force
the enemy to depend on the long and exposed
southermiroute for his supplies, and having thug
placed him at a disadvantage, to defeat him in

the triangle formed by Gazala, Tobruk and,

Bir Hacheim.

. »

355

I paturally kept in very close touch with
General Ritchie so that I might be fully in his
mind.* I was well satisfied with his disposi-
tions generally. But I stressed two points in
particular: that the armoured divisions should
be fought as divisions and not split up, and
that, having defeated the ememy, the Eighth
Army should lose mo time in passing to the
counter-offensive for which plans had been in
preparation far so long. '

THE RETREAT FROM CYRENAICA.

Initial Failure of the Enemy Attack.

The first reports of enemy movement came
from the 7th Armoured Division during the
afternoon of the 26th May. In the evening an
enemy force was reported to be moving south-
east from Segnali, and the columns of the 7th
Motor Brigade retired to their defensive posi-
tion between Bir Hacheim and Bir el Gubi and
prepared to meet the attack.

The enemy leaguered for the night some
fifteen miles south-east of Bir Hacheim and
advanced again at sunrise, Panzer Divisions on
the left, goth Light Division battle group on the
right. The latter swept over the #th Motor
Brigade, captured the headquarters of the 7th
Armoured Division and inflicted a number of
casualties on the 4th Armoured Brigade which
engaged it. The #th Motor Brigade rallied at
Bir el Gubi, some two hundred of its personnel
who had been taken prisoner escaped, and the
brigade was ready to fight again next day. The
headquarters of the #th Armoured Division also
was soon functioning again. At the same time
the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade met the full force
of the Panzer Divisions. The brigade had only
just begun to dig in, but it gave a brilliant
account of -itself before being overrun. The
survivors rallied at Bir Hacheim and were sent,
with eight hundred others who were later re-
léased by the Free French, to Buq Buq to
reform.

The Panzer- Divisions resumed their advance
and, despite the opposition of the 22nd
Armoured Brigade, the Guards Brigade and
the 1st Army Tank Brigade, succeeded in
reaching Knightsbridge. There they were
again attacked by the 1st Armoured Division
but without conclusive results.

The Ariete Division’s attack on Bir Hacheim
was soon repulsed. The Trieste Division failed
to breach our minefield. Demonstrations
against our northern positions deceived no one
and cost the enemy twenty, tanks.

What appeared at first‘to be the most
dangerous threat developed on the east, where
the goth Light Division drove back the 4th
Armoured Brigade and reached the area south
of El Adem. General Ritchie was concerned
for the safety of Tobruk and the forward bases
and ordered the 7th Support Group to occupy
the ridge south of Sidi Rezegh, until the 21st
Indian Infantry Brigade should arrive. Next
day the 4th Armoured Brigade put an end to
this threat by driving the goth Light Division
well away to the south, and on the 2g9th May
the 29th Indian Infantry Brigade came up from
Bir el Gubi to take over the El Adem locality
permanently.

[*]

* Letter to Commander, Eighth ‘Army, 20th May
1942-~Appendix 16. . .
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On the 28th May, having-made a demonstra- .

tion towards Acroma, the German tanks dis-
persed into small parties.- The Ariete Division,
on its way north to join the rest.of the enemy
armour, likewise broke up when attacked by
the 2nd Armoured Brigade and a battalion of
. heavy tanks. General Ritchie decided to keep
his armour <within close inter-supporting
distance, so that it should be ready either to
deal separately with the small bodies into which
the enemy now appeared to be splitting, or to
deliver a heavy blow should the enemy again
appear in strength.

Having failed to get to the rear of our Gazala
positions and consequently to open the coastal
road, the enemy had to rely for supplies on
using the long and. exposed route round Bir
Hacheim. He was therefore obliged to act on
the defensive, until he could either capture Bir
Hacheim or force a passage through our mine-
field. Being now in need of supplies, the
enemy striking force made a general move
southwards to meet a maintenance convoy
which had been sent to them round Bir
Hacheim. While the Royal Air Force played
havoc with the supply column, both armoured
brigades of the 1st Armoured Division and the
1st Army Tank Brigade hurled themselves on
the enemy armour, which fought desperately.
The issue of the armoured battle at times lay
in the balance and, to weight the scale, at
about midday the 4th Armoured Brigade was
sent in from the south-east to take the enemy
in the flank; but at this moment the wind rose
arilld a sandstorm brought the actlon to a stand-
still

Although his original lightning attack had
failed, the enemy nevertheless gained a solid
advantage; for, while this battle was in pro-
gress, the Trieste Division at last succeeded in
clearing paths through the minefield where it
is crossed by the Trigh Capuzzo and the Trigh
el Abd. The 150th Brigade and the Free French
engaged the numerous enemy vehicles passing
through with all the fire they could bring to
bear, but they were unable to obstruct the gaps
completely.

Rommel now concentrated on making his
bridgehead secure. On the 30th May his main

body was still lying on the scene of the previous’

day’s fighting and gave battle when the
armoured brigades and the army tank brigade
converged on it again at daybreak; but at about
midday there were clear indications that the
enemy was shifting westwards. Qur armour
then strove to interpose itself between the enemy
and the paths through the minefield; but he
covered his retirement in characteristic fashion
with a powerful anti-tank screen which our
armour could neither penetrate nor outflank.
This screen was established in a wide arc on
the high ground astride the Trigh Capuzzo with
its southern flank resting on the eastern arm of
our own minefield, so that the armoured
brigades, which had been operating round Bir
Harmat, had to fetch a very wide compass to
the north to outflank it. The 1st Army Tank
Brigade had been operating further north and
was therefore better placed to outflank the
enemy, but lacked the speed and mobility with
which to cover the eighteen or twenty miles to
the northern gap. The whole of our armour
was thus powerless to close on the gaps. The
multitude of vehicles traversing the minefield
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-was stibjected to heavy artillery fire and intense

aerial attack, but many succeeded in getting
through.

The Eighth Army’s Counter-Attack.
The enemy’s intentions were by no means

‘clear at this juncture; but there was no doubt

that the time had come for the Eighth Army to -
counter-attack. The knowledge that the enemy’s
first plan had gone awry,.the destruction of
many of his tanks and finally the press of
vehicles on the tracks through the minefield
pointed to the conclusion that a general with-
drawal was in progress. Although this conclu-
sion was incorrect, for it turned out that the
enemy was not routed but reorganising, it did
not signify, since this was indeed the opportumty
for counter-attack.

Plans for seizing the opportumty when it
should occur had naturally been made before
battle was joined, based on the correct assump-
tion that the first battle would take place astride
the Trigh Capuzzo and to the east of our mine-
fields. Having brought the enemy’s first on-
slaught to a standstill, the Eighth Army was to
proceed according to its own plan, sending tanks
roind Bir Hacheim to take the enemy on his
southern flank where he was most sensitive.

On the 30th May General Ritchie decided the
time had come to put his plan into operation.
But he did not think he could safely let his tanks
go far afield leaving the bulk of the enemy’s
armour unwatched, until some definite move
on our part had caused the enemy to lovk to
his rear. The 1st South African and 50th Divi-
sions with all the heavy tanks were to attack
and secure Tmimi and Afrag. The 5th Indian
Division would then pass through and pene-
trate into the Gebel Akhdar, while our armoured
divisions moved towards Mechili, operating
against the enemy’s southern flank or attack-
ing his armour as opportunity offered.

I had urged General Ritchie to lose no time
in developing his counter-attack, and he pro-
posed to begin the operation on the night of the
31st May. But both Corps Commanders asked
for twenty-four hours’ respite so that they might
assemble and prepare their forces. In the
course of the day, however, two important facts
were discovered which changed the whole com-
plexion of affairs: it became clear that the
enemy had no intention of withdrawing, and
furthermore that the greater part of his striking
force was gtill lying astride our minefield 'with
a considerable number of tanks in its midst.
We could muster about two hundred and twenty
medium tanks, and the enemy almost certainly
no fewer. Consequently General Ritchie decided
that it was necessary first to reduce the main
body of the enemy, since they might threaten
Tobruk and the Army’s rear while the projected
offensive was in progress.

Since our medium tank force was at best
equal in number to the enemy’s and since our
tanks themselves were outmatched by his, it
seemed that we should have to employ all the
infantry tanks as well; and, without tank sup-
port, a break-through in the north, where the
enemy were strongly entrenched, could not be
contemplated. All might have been well, had
General Ritchie been able to use the . st
Armoured Brigade, with its hundred and ﬁfty
tanks, for counter-attack. But that formation
had only recently been reformed and equipped
.with tanks and was just arriving in Libya when
“the battle started, and consequently had had
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no -training as a brigade. I therefore gave
General Ritchie permission to use its umts,

.tanks and personnel ‘to replace casualties in the

other three armoured brigades.

As regqrds tank casualties generally in this
battle, our recovery organisation and our
arrangements for destfoying enemy tanks which
had been knocked out were now as efficient as
the German. The new organisation worked
admirably and displayed none of the shortcom-
ings previously experienced. Moreover, we had

-inany more recovery vehicles than before. Re-

covery crews worked by night protected by
armoured cars, while sapper teams destroyed
derelict enemy tanks. Very few of our own
tanks other than utter wrecks were left ‘on the
battlefield and many enemy tanks were de-
stroyed. Nevertheless on the 1st June our
effective strength in tanks relative -to the
enemy’s was such that we must employ them
all to reduce the enemy’s striking force before
passing to our own counter-offensive.

"The 150th Brigade at Sidi Muftah was situated
already well within the enemy concentrations,
and General Ritchie determined to establish two
more brigade group positions within the enemy
anti-tank screen, so as to provide our artillery
with positions from "which they could shell
enemy concentrations, and our armour with a
passage through which to pass to take the
enemy in the rear. This operation was to’start
on the night of the 1st June as a preliminary
to a general counter-offensive, Meanwhile the
Free French were ordered to capture Segnali,
which they found unoccupied.

The situation deteriorated, however, before
the operation could begin. Heavy attacks on
the 150th Infantfy Brigade began early in the
afternoon of the 31st May. The 1st Armoured
Division and the 1st Army Tank Brigade
-hastened to its assistance, but the brigade was
overpowered before midday on the 1st June
.after a very gallant resistance. With it went
a considerable. part of the 1st Army Tank
.Brigade.

Serious as it was, General Ritchie did not
consider that the loss of the position held by
the 150th Brigade ‘was so vital as to make it
necessary to countermand the whole operation.
The 6gth Infantry Brigade was to attack from
the north with the ridge Sghifet es Sidra as its
objective, and the roth Indian Infantry Brigade
from the east from about Bir Harmat. The
operation failed completely: the 69th.Infantry
Brigade was-held up short of its objective-and
the roth Indian Infantry Brigade could not
launch its attack at all, as a raging sandstorm

"made it impossible to. carry: out the. essential

reconnaissances.

I viewed the destruction of the 150th Bngade
and the gradual consolidation of the enemy’s
salient with considerable misgiving.: It seemed
to me that, if the enemy were to be allowed
to continue to occupy a deep wedge in the centre
of our minefield, the whole Gazala line and Bir
Hacheim in particular would become untenable.
Moreover there were unconfirmed reports that

_the enemy was moving an increasingly large

number of tanks into the salient. We appeared
to be rapidly losing the initiative we had gained
by bringing his first ‘attack to a standstill. ~ T

agreed with" General Ritchie- that he ought -

neither to split his armoured forces and risk

their being defeated in détail, nor order them

to try to battle their way through the anti-tank
1 M D

limited objective.
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screen to the east of the enemy concentrations.
Therefore some other solution must be found.

I suggested two possible solutions.* The best
course, it seemed, would be to launch a counter-
offensive directed towards Bir Temrad so as to
threaten the enemy’s bases, and at the same
time to continue to attack his supply lines from
the south. .The great majority of the enemy
tanks appeared to be lying to the east of the
minefield; we were consequently unlikely to
encounter many in the northern sector. The
Eighth Army, on the other hand,- had two
battalions of infantry tanks belonging to the
32nd Army Tank Brigade practically intact and
sufficient artillery to make success fairly cer-
tain. In putting forward this suggestion 1
expressed concern at what appeared to be the
undue dispersion of the 5th Indian Division—
gth Brigade at Tobruk, roth Brigade at Bir
Harmat, 2gth Brigade at El Adem. One
irifantry division at least, I considered, should
be held in reserve to provide a strong striking
force

As an alternative to striking westwards, we
might profit by the fact that the Alem Hamza
position flanked the enemy’s supply route. A
powerful blow southwards against the Italian
divisions protecting it, whose morale was
almost certain to be indifferent, might do the
enemy much damage.

Having examined these proposals and a third
suggestion General Ritchie decided that .he
could not carry them out.t It had been his
intention to launch a counterstroke in the north,
but he believed that our armoured brigades
might still be.too weak to contain the enemy
while it was in progress.. This was due to the
fact that tank crews were not being assembled
as fast as replacements of tanks .were being
delivered—a fault which was being set right
at once. Since the enemy might thus be able
to advance on Tobruk or to take.the Gazala
positions. in the.rear, General Ritchie had been
compelled to discard this idea. Moreover he
feared it would be almost impossible to con-
centrate the.s5th Indian Division behind the
northern positions without interruption, The
idea of striking southwards from Alem Hamza
had also been considered. . A third course, that
of sending the sth Indian Division in a wide
turning movement round Hacheim towards
Afrag had also been rejected for the same
reason, that the relative weakness of our
armour would make it too great a risk.

- General Ritchie finally decided that the only
practicable course was to use infantry to make
a direct assault on the enemy salient. This was
to take the form of a pincer movement, the 6gth
Infantry Brigade attacking from the north,
the gth and roth Indian Infantry Brigades from
the .east.. The. northern arm was.to have a
The main thrust was to be
made by the .eastern arm: by. seizing the
ground round Got el Scerab the Indian brigades
were to open a corridor through which -the
22nd Armoured Brigade could pass behind the
enemy and close the gaps. After this opera-
tion had been successfully carried out, the
Elghth Army was to take the offensive, striking
first in the northem sector .

* Letter to. |Genera1 R1tch1e 3rd”]_uné 1942—

Appendxx 17.

t Letter from Gerieral thchle 3rd June 1942—
Appendm 8" " -
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The 13th Corps attack in the north was a
straightforward operation in which the 6gth
Brigade, supported by the 32nd Army Tank
Brigade, was to capture Sghifet es Sidra. Had
.it been launched in this strength on the 1st
June, as General Ritchie had intended, instead
of three days later, very probably it would
have succeeded. As it was, by the night of
the 4th June the enemy had had time to fortify
the ridge strongly and could afford to support
the garrison with tanks. The 32nd Army Tank
Brigade was attacked on its right flank by
enemy tanks, and baving run on an uncharted
enemy minefield and so lost fifty tanks out of
its original seventy, could give the infantry
no support when they in their turn were at-
tacked by ‘tanks. Consequently, the 6gth
Infantry Brigade was pinned down short of its
objective. .

How far the failure of the 6gth Brigade to
capture Sghifet es Sidra and to support the
3oth Corps attack with flanking fire was respon-
sible for the difficulties which the 3oth Corps
encountered, it is difficult to say; but there is
no doubt that the enemy would have been
considerably hampered, if the ridge had been
taken. The first phase of the 3oth Corps opera-
tion was entirely successful; the roth Indian
Infantry Brigade captured Aslagh ridge and
four regiments of field artillery moved up in

readiness to support the 22nd Armoured
Brigade which was to pass through
followed by the oth Indian Infantry

Brigade, and secure Sidi Muftah. It was then
that plans began to go amiss. The 22nd
Armoured Brigade came up against a second
anti-tank screen covering Sidi Muftah and
wheeled north. Having, apparently, been in-
formed that it had no responsibility for the
infantry, the 22nd Armoured Brigade did not
intervene when the right flank of the roth
Indian Infantry Brigade was attacked and
driven back, or when a battalion of the gth
Indian Infantry Brigade, which had pushed
forward, was also in difficulties. The latter
attack fortunately was not pressed home, so
that the battalion managed to withdraw having
lost a company. The enemy then engaged the
2z2nd Armoured Brigade and inflicted on them
considerable casualties.

After desultory fighting which lasted all day,
. strong detachment of the enemy worked
round the southern flank of the newly won
position on Dahar el Aslagh, overcame the
single battalion of the 21st Indian Infantry
Brigade thrown out as a protection to the
southern flank, and overran the tactical head-
quarters of the 5th Indian Division and the
headquarters of the 1oth Incdian Infantry
Brigade.  The infantry. of the gth Indian
Infantry Brigade were withdrawn during the
night, and the infantry of the 1oth Brigade
with the motor battalion of the 22nd Armoured
Brigade and the four field regiments were left
to defend the ridge.

Although communication with these troops
had broken down entirely as a result of the loss
of the headquarters, the commanders of the 1st
and 7th Armoured Divisions appear to have
realised fully their serious plight and to have
devised plans for a counter-attack to aid them.
General Messervy found that the 22nd
Armoured Brigade which had reached its
leaguer just before dawn was in no condition
to take part. The 4th Armoured Brigade whose

~a counter-offensive.
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losses had been made good by a partially
trained regiment from the 1st Armoured
Brigade, made very slow progress in con-
sequence, and some misundertaking arose over
the orders to the 2nd Armoured Brigade which
put in an attack too far to the north and
found its progress blocked by an impassable
escarpment. Owing to the large number of
wireless sets destroyed, communications
generally were very bad indeed. The counter-
attack therefore came too late to prevent the
enemy overwhelming the infantry and arlillery
holding Dahar el Aslagh, of whom scattered
elements only escaped.

The Attacks on Bir Hacheim.

The_ failure of the Eighth Army's counter-
attack on the 5th June was probably the turn-
ing point of the battle. Until then our chances
of putting the enemy to flight and even of
destroying him had seemed good. But even
after the attack had failed, it did not at once
become necessary to evacuate the Gazala line
or to abandon all hope of eventually making
QOur tank force was be-
lieved to ibe still equal in number to the
enemy’s and our prospects of obtaining rein-
forcements as good as if not better than his.
But before we could take the offensive again
we needed time to reorganise, and the enemy’s
powers of rapid recuperation seemed greater
than our own.

The enemy made a swift riposte. Moving the
bulk of his armour north-eastwards towards
Knightsbridge, where it directly menaced
Tobruk, he set to work to reduce Bir Hacheim.

General Ritchie was intent on taking counter-
offensive action against the main body of the
enemy, but to intensify our attacks on his
supply line seemed the only course for the
moment. He had again considered launching
a counter-stroke from the northern sector, but
the 1st South African Division, which had
attempted to carry out a limited advance in
that area on the night of the 4th June, reported

‘that it was strongly held and would need a

strong and carefully staged attack to break
through it. A column of the 1515t Brigade
which penetrated to Sidi Breghise brought back
confirmation of this. General Ritchie therefore
decided that he could no longer spare the 7th
Motor Brigade to support the Free French and
ordered it to Metifel to operate against the
enemy’s supply line from the south, as the
soth Division was doing from the north.

The problem of supplying Bir Hacheim was
becoming increasingly difficult, because the
goth Light Division had been methodically
surrounding the position with a series of en-
trenched posis and the eastern face had now
been completely masked. Realising that the
withdrawal of the #th Motor Brigade might
make it necessary to give up Bir Hacheim
altogether, General Ritchie issued warning
orders for the Free French to withdraw.

On the 6th June an armoured battle began
round Knightsbridge in which both Panzer
Divisions and all three of our armoured
brigades were involved. Nevertheless neither
side gained an advantage, and the tank fighting
died down for some days. But the presence of
‘the greater part of the enemy armour round
Knightsbridge continued to offer a threat to

“Tobruk which could at no time be disregarded.
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Meanwhile the enemy’s assaults on Bir
Hacheim were renewed. Beginning on the 6th
June, the attacks continued and grew in
intensity. The Free French resisted valiantly,
but on cthe evening of the 8th June,
General ~ Koenig was obliged to report
that the situation had become serious. It
seemed likely that the stronghold would fall

‘unless the garrison was given support from
Moreover the supply situation was-

outside.
becoming critical, General Ritchié was anxious
to retain possession of it since, if it were lost,
we should have to form a new and extended
front facing southwards behind which we might
be hemmed in and deprived of our power of
manoeuvre. The threat to our rear would be
increased, and, while it would be more necessary
than ever to attack the enemy’s supply lines,
to do so from the south would become corre-
spondingly more difficult. I agreed that we
must hold the enemy frontally and do ever-
thing in our power to deprive him of supplies.
Orders were therefore issued for an armoured
regimental group from the 4th Armoured
Brigade with two columns each from the #th
Motor Brigade and the 29th Indian Infantry
Brigade to attack the goth Light Division in
the rear next day. At the same time a convoy
was to be passed in, and arrangements were
made for aircraft to drop supplies. It was in-
tended that the armoured regimental group
should eventually fjoin ‘the forces operating
round Mteifel. )

On the 8th June, an enemy attack on Bir
Hacheim for the first time made some pro-
gress, one of our positions being overrun. Next
morning the gamison was subjected to intense
dive-bombing and shelling. Attacks from the
north continued all day, but in the evening the
Free French drove the enemy back once more.
On the 10oth June General Ritchie decided to
order the Free French to evacuate Bir
Hacheim. Enemy pressure continued from the
south and the attacks of the armoured regi-
mental group had not succeeded in relieving
it. It was clear, too, that the resistance of the
garrison was being worn down. Having been
again subjected to heavy bombing from the
air, and having again held off a strong enemy
attack, the 1st Free French Brigade withdrew
during the night escorted by the 7th Armoured
Diviston. Next morning it was reported that at
least two thousand men had been safely with-
drawn and that many others were coming in.

The Defeat of our Armour.

The enemy’s reaction to the evacmation of
Bir Hacheim was immediate and determined.
By midnight on the r1th June, the goth Light
Division had moved up to an area some nine
miles south of El Adem where it leaguered.
The 15th Panzer Division, having been engaged
with inconclusive results by the 2nd and 4th
Armoured Brigades, leaguered to the left of the
goth Light Division, with the Trieste Division
echeloned in rear, guarding the left flank.

The 29th Indian Infantry Brigade was hold-

ing a defensive locality on the ridge south of

El Adem, with a. detachment thrown out on
the northern escarpment where the by-pass road

.crosses it. The 2nd and 4th Armoured Brigades

lay immediately to the west of the locality with
orders to destroy the enemy armour. Columns
of the #th Motor Brigade and the zrth Indian
Infantry Brigade under the 7th Armoured

‘Division were in the south, ready to attack the
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enemy’s southern and eastern flanks. The 22nd
Armoured 'Brigade remained at Knightsbridge
watching the 21st Panzer and Ariete Divisions
which had not' movéd from their positions west
of Bir Harmat. All three armoured brigades
were under command of the Ist Armotred
Division. ‘ ‘ a

The enemy’s next move made it seem as if
the orders of the 24th May had been issued
again. While the 15th Panzer Division pro-
tected its western flank, the goth Light Division
attacked the 29th Indian Infantry Brigade at
El Adem. This attack was siiccessfully re-
pilsed, but the enemy occupied the landing
ground to the north. The 15th Panzer Division
then swung north-west to meet the 2nd and 4th
Armoured Brigades, whose aftempts to get {o
grips in the morning Had been frustrated by a
characteristic enemy anti-tank screen. The
ensuing armoured battle lasted nntil nightfall,
by which -time the 2nd and 4th Armoured
Brigades had been forced back some four miles
north of the Batruna ridge. The goth Light
Division took advantage of this to establish
a series of defended posts on the ridge.

On the 13th June, after a quiet morning, the
15th Panzer Division returned 1o the attack,
engaging the 2nd and 4th Armoured Brigades.
Soon the 21st Panzer Division was thrown in
from the west, and the 22nd Armoured Brigade
also joined in the battle which took place in
the area of Maabus es Rigel and Hagiag er
Raml. When evening came, the enemy had
gained possession of both these ridges and was
consolidating, thus extending the line of posts
he had secured on the Batruna ridge.

This battle was the culmination of the
armoured fighting which had been going on
intermittently since the 27th May. At its con-
clusion our armour in the Acroma area was
reduced to thirty cruiser and twenty infantry
tanks, while the enemy was believed to possess
at least twice this number. Moreover the Eighth
Army had lost the inestimable advantage of
being able to recover its damaged tanks from
the battlefield.

Withdrawal from Gazala and Investment of
Tobruk.

The loss of so considerable a part of our
armour called for m complete revision of our
plans. The security of the twenty-four mile
long southern flank of our position between
Gazala and Tobruk depended on a strong
armoured backing which no longer existed. It
would be only a matter of time before the
enemy cut the supply lines of the two forward
divisions, and their reserves would last them
at best a week. In.that short time it would
be impossible to restore our armoured strength
sufficiently. to turn the tables on the enemy.
Having obtained my permission, General
Ritchie therefore gave orders on the 14th June
for the 1st South African and 50th Divisions
to be withdrawn from the Gazala—Alem
Hamza position into reserve. The 201st Guards
Brigade, which had been garrisoning Knights-
bridge and whose position had become
dangerously exposed, had already been ordered
to retire to Acroma the previous night. -

‘The Gazala—Alem Hamza position gave us
a tactical advantage I was loth to abandon.
Straddling the coastal road, it denied the enemy
easy access to his supplies and made reinforce-
ment slower. Besides being of great value so
long as we remained on the defensive,- it was
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likely to prove still more valuable when the
balance ot armour should have turned in our
favour and we were able to take the offensive
once more. But there seemed fo be no alter-
native but to evacuate it.

The 1st South African Division started to
withdraw from Gazala at dusk on the r4th June
by the road through Tobruk. This was made
possible by the stubborn resistance offered by
the garrisons of Acroma and its satellite
localities, vigorously supported by what re-
mained of our armour. The enemy began to
drive northwards at midday, and in the course
of seven hours of furious fighting these troops
repulsed enemy fanks three times as numerous
as our own, with the loss of only one position.
Thus the 1st South African Division was able
to reach the frontier practically intact. The
50th Division, which helped to cover the with-
drawal of the South Africans, was less fortunate,
being obliged to withdraw south-eastwards
across the desert through country infested by
the enemy. Nevertheless by midnight on the
15th June a large proportion of this division,
which had lost the whole of the 150th Infantry
Brigade with a regiment of artillery a fortnight
carlier, also reached the frontier.

Although we had no choice but o give up
our bastion at Gazala, I was determined that
the Eighth Army should not yield more ground
than .was absolutely necessary. I therefore
ordered General Ritchie not to allow Tobruk to
become besieged but to hold a line through
Acroma and El Adem and thence southwards.
1 believed that in spite of his heavy losses he
still had enough troops to hold this reduced
front of which the key positions were already
prepared and occupied. The. enemy himself
must surely have sustained heavy losses and
was known to be short of ammunition. More-
over we were still superior to him in the air, as
we had been throughout. General Ritchie had
reached the same conclusions as to the res-
pective capabilities of the enemy and ourselves.
In a telegram which crossed mine conveying
orders to hold that line, he stated that he hoped
to be able fo stand on the western perimeter of
Tobruk, at El Adem and Belhamed and to
kecp a mobile force in being to the south.

I had always been determined that Tobruk
should not again be beseiged, but the circum-
stances now obtaining were rather different to
those I had previously envisaged. Although
there was no denying that it had sustained
'serious losses and although. it had been obliged
to fall back from the Gazala line in conse-
‘quence of the heavy defeat of the armoured
divisions, the Eighth Army was by no means
beaten. . Out of the original five infantry divi-
sions and two infantry brigade groups, there
remained three divisions and a. brigade group
practically intact.  The st and 2nd South
African Divisions and the 1rth Indian Infantry
Brigade, had hardly been seriously engaged
and the 1oth Indian Division had.lost one field
Tegiment and a battalion of infantry. Of the
wother two divisions, the 50th Division still had
two.brigade groups and the 5th Indian Division
one; and -a large part .of the Free French
Brigade Group had survived the attacks on Bir
Hacheim and. was being reorganised. More-
over, in order to make up for our.losses I had
arranged for the New Zealand Division to move
‘down from Syria. Of.the original three motor
‘brigades, the 2o01st Guards and #th Motor
Brigades were fighting vigorously and the 3rd
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Indian Motor Brigade was being reorganised.
The armoured car regiments had naturally
suffered casualties, but were still taking their
full part in the battle. g

The most serious losses had occurred among
the armoured brigades. The 1st. Armoured
Division and the 32nd Army Tank Brigade
which were now fighting round Acroma, had
been reduced to about thirty and twenty-four
tanks respectively. The 4th Armoured Brigade
had managed to retain about sixty tanks. On
the other hand there were about a hundred and
fifty tanks of various types undergoing repair
in the Eighth Army’s workshops, and the 1oth
Armoured Division was on its way to the front.
The training of that division was not complete,
but would not take very long; and, when it
was ready for battle, its ninety tanks might
well give us the superiority in armour we
required.

The Eighth Army was, I considered, still
strong enough to provide an adequate garrison
for Tobruk and to maintain a mobile field force
to the east and south capable of preventing the
fortress being permanently. beseiged. I was
prepared to accept temporary isolation, pro-
vided the Eighth Army were able to maintain
adequate pressure from the south and east.
Meanwhile a new striking force was to be built
up in the neighbourhood of the frontier. On
the 16th June I telegraphed to General Ritchie
that I was prepared to accept temporary in-
vestment and authorised him to organise the
garrison as he thought best.

By this time the process of encirclement had
begun. On the 15th June the enemy left
Acroma in peace for the time being and turned
his attention to El Adem; at the same time he
pushed strong patrols forward to Belhamed and
Sidi Rezegh. The goth Light Division, sup-
ported by tanks, attacked El Adem three times.
But the 2g9th Indian Infantry Brigade, with
the help of columns from the 7th Motor Brigade
from the south and from the 1xth Indian
Infantry Brigade from the north, repulsed all
three attacks. Our air forces also gave effective
and unstinted assistance.

The enemy then split his armour. The 15th
Panzer Division attacked Acroma again on the
16th  June; but the garrison, helped by the
remnants of the 1st Armoured Division, held
firm, At the same time a strong detachment
of the 21st Panzer Division slipped past El
Adem and formed up to attack one battalion of
the 20th Indian Infantry Brigade which was
defending Sidi Rezegh, but was dispersed by
bombing and artillery fire.  Then the main
body of the 21st Panzer Division passed down
the valley to Sidi Rezegh under cover of a
feint made towards E1 Adem by the goth Light
Division. Columns from Tobruk ahd from the
4th Armoured Brigade attacked them: as they
passed, but were not powerfu] enough to arrest
their advance.

I considered it essential to hold El Adem
in order to prevent Tobruk becoming per-
manently isolated, and I ordered General
Ritchie to reinforce it without delay.  This
proved impossible, however, and the 2qgth
Indian Infantry Brigade, except for a detached
battalion of infantry and a. battery of artillery
which fought their way into Tobruk, was with-
drawn: during the night of the 16th June. On
the 17th June our defended locality at Sidi
Rezegh was captured.
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- Tobruk. was .thus gradually becoming sur-
rounded. . But as the remainder of the 20th
Indian, Infantry Brigade was holding out at
Belhamed, and as the 2nd Free French and
215t Indian Infantry Brigades were occupying
the high~ ground overlooking Gambut, the
Bardia road was.still open. On the afternoon
of the 17th June, however, the Eighth Army
suffered a further reverse which put an end
to our hopes of preventing Tobruk from be-
coming completely surrounded. After an
engagement south of Sidi Rezegh with an
enemy force numbering nearly a hundred and
twenty tanks, the 4th Armoured Brigade was
driven back almost to Gambut, having lost all
but twenty of its tanks.

Before this engagement the Eighth Army had
about five hundred tanks altogether. But three
hundred and eight of these were under repair
in workshops and a further forty in course of
delivery. Of the remainder, forty-eight heavy
tanks were in Tobruk and twenty-three more
on the frontier. Apart from a squadron opera-
ting with the 4th Motor Brigade, the 4th
Armoured Brigade with sixty tanks, had been
the only striking force capable of supporting
the infantry brigades covering the coastal road,
so that, when it was defeated the 2oth Indian
Infantry Brigade had to be withdrawn from
Belhamed.

On the 18th June the enemy made as if to
continue his thrust’ eastwards. He advanced
no further than Gambut, however, where he
cut off a battalion of the zoth Indian Infantry
Brigade, which had been acting as rearguard.
It was appreciated that the enemy would be
unable to make a serious attempt to invade
Egypt so long as Tobruk held out, but the
occupa-tion of Gambut was a serious’ matter,
since it was now practlcally impossible to
operate fighter aircraft in support of the
garrison of the fortress.

A general movement westwards of the
enemy was reported on the 1gth June, and on
the 20th the attack on Tobruk began.

The -Fall of Tobruk.

On the 15th June, General Gott appointed
Major-General Klopper, commanding the 2nd
South African Division, to command the fort-
ress and placed the following forces at his
disposal: —

Headquarters of the 2nd South African
Division—*

4th South African Infantry Brigade.
6th South African Infantry Brigade.
H.Q. 201 Guards Brigade with
2 Coldstream Guards,
1 Sherwood Foresters, and elements of
1 Worcesters.
11th Indian Infantry Bngade
32nd Army Tank Brigade.
4th Anti-Aircraft Brigade (Less 18 guns).
83rd Sub-Area Headquarters.

General Klopper was told to defend Tobruk
at all costs and to be prepared to hold it for
some time. He was also vigorously to oppose
the enemy outside the defences of the fort-
ress. On the 16th June, he was given further
instructions concerning his future action in cer-
tain circumstances. He was to prepare a plan
for - co-operating with mobile columns to the
south to ‘keep his landward communications

open, or to withdraw the garrison if need be.
If-Belhamed fell, the garrison was to provide
a force of all arms to recapture it in conjunc-
tion with an.attack to be made by the 30th
Corps.

General Gott remained for two days in
Tobruk to help to organise the defence. He
also left a senior administrative staff officer
to help General Klopper's staff. General
Klopper had. been in command of the 2nd
South African Division since the 15th May,
and during this time had had his headquarters
in Tobruk. During the earlier fighting he was
responsible for the defence of the fortress and
of the coastal area between Tobruk and the
rear of the Gazala position. It was well realised,
however, that the task was a difficult one, but
it was hoped that the experience of the com-
manders of the 4th Anti-Aircraft Artillery
Brigade, the 32nd Army Tank Brigade and of
the 83rd Sub-Area, all of whom, with their
formations, had been in Tobruk during the

. siege would help to lighten it.

Prior to the evacuation of the Gazala
positions, General Klopper had naturally con-
centrated his attention on the defence of the
western and south-western faces of the
perimeter.

Three infantry brigades were disposed on the
perimeter, which consisted of a series of
mutually supporting posts, each mined and
wired. The 6th and 4th South African In-
fantry Brigades occupied the western and
southern sectors respectively, while the 1xth
Indian Infantry Brigade held the eastern sec-
tor. The field artillery was allotted in approxi-
mately equal proportions to the infantry
brigades, and the anti-tank guns were also
distributed - between the sectors, being sited
mostly in positions close to the perimeter. The
fortress reserve consisted of the 32nd Army
Tank Brigade and the 201st Guards Brigade.
The 4th Royal Tank Regiment was located near
the junction of the Bardia and El Adem roads,
called King’s Cross, while the 7th Royal Tank
Regiment were sitvated near Pilastrino with
one squadron north of the Derna road. The
201st Guards Brigade was deployed in the
defences of the inner perimeter between the
El Adem road and Pilastrino.

The attack opened at about six-thirty in the
morning of the 20th June with a heavy artillery
bombardment and dive-bombing attacks on the
centre of the 1rth Indian Infantry Brigade.
Within an hour the posts on the perimeter in
that sector had been overrun. An immediate
counter-attack was made by carriers. of the
Mahratta Light Infantry, but was brought to
a standstill by anti-tank gunfire. Then thé
enemy, covered by smoke screens, began to
penetrate gaps in the minefields on the right
of the- brigade sector, and to advance
deliberately on a narrow front towards King's
Cross.

At about eight- thlrty the Coldstream Guards
were warned to move to the west of King’'s
Cross to attack in conjunction with the 4th
Royal Tank Regiment. But, when they
arrived, it was discovered that both squadrons
of that regiment had already been committed
to a counter-attack. Meanwhile the 7th Royal
Tank Regiment had also been ordered to move
to the threatened area. But it seems that
they, too, had gone into action along the road
towards El Adem: - By one o’clock, apparently
all-our tanks were ‘out of action.
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The enemy tanks continued to advance, des-
troying our field artillery in their defensive
positions gun by gun. At about two o'clock
King’s Cross was taken, and the enemy over-
ran the rearmost artillery position in the
eastern sector. At the same time the head-
quarters of the 1rth Indian Infantry Brigade
ceased to function. The German thrust then
divided. One portion continued along the top
of the escarpment, causing the Coldstream
Guards a number of casualties and overrunning
the Sherwood Foresters and, with them, the
headquarters of the zo1st Guards Brigade. The
other column of German tanks proceeded down
the road to the town. The harbour came under
fire at five o’clock in the afternoon and by six
o’clock was cut off from the rest of the fortress.

About noon this day General Ritchie ordered
the 30th Corps to use the #th Armoured
Division to advance on Tobruk. The Division
reached an area some 20 miles south of the
perimeter just before dark. About an hour

later General Klopper reported by wireless -

to General Ritchie’s B.G.S. telling him what
had befallen and asking to be allowed to fight
his way out. He was authorised to do so and
was told that an endeavour would be made to
hold open a gap between El Adem and Knights-
bridge. About an hour later General Klopper
again communicated with the Eighth Army to
say that as the greater part of his transport had
been cut off in the harbour area, it was im-
possible to get it to the troops on the peri-
meter, who had practically no vehicles.

During the night, the headquarters of the
Army were intermittently in touch with General
Klopper, and early on the 21st June learned
from him that all water and petrol had been
destroyed. He also informed the Eighth Army
that the whole of his transport had been cap-
tured and on that account he had been unable
to break out. An order was circulated to all
units in the garrison that a capitulation had
taken place and that all vehicles, equipment
and arms were to be destroyed.

Certain detachments, which were in posses-
sion ‘of transport, then elected to break out
and some succeeded in rejoining the Eighth
Army. Other British, Indian, and South
African units continued to fight on throughout
the 21st and there is evidence that more than
one unit was still fighting on the 2znd June.

The Retreat from Cyrenaica.

When he knew that Tobruk was about to
fall, General Ritchie telegraphed to enquire
whether he should continue to to hold
the frontier positions or withdraw to Matruh.
He had been relying on Tobruk to contain part
of the enemy’s armour and to impose at least
some delay on his advance; not only would the
enemy now be free to employ all his forces
in the advance, but the stocks and transport
he had captured would greatly simplify his
supply problem. The defence of the frontier
depended entirely on the backing of an ade-
quate armoured force, which was no longer
available; and General Ritchie wished to retire
to Matruh, in order to gain time to recruit his
armoured strength.

There were serious strategical disadvantages
in abandoning the frontier and I did so with the
greatest reluctance. = The argument that an
armoured reserve was essential -to the successful
defence of the frontier positions, applied with
equal force to the Matruh position, which,

owing to the configuration of the coast, could
easily be isolated by a movement past its south-
ern flank. The matter, however, was one
of general policy which could only be decided
in consultation with the other two Commanders-
in-Chief. In the meanwhile, since General
Ritchie alone was in a position to know whether
the immediate situation made it imperative to
withdraw, I was obliged to leave him to take
the decision. But I warned him that I did not
consider Matruh to be more easily defensible.

In order to gain time to build up an armoured
force, which he believed could be done very
rapidly, General Riichie decided to fall back on
Matruh,  His decision was subsequently en-
dorsed by the Middle East Defence Committee,
and he was instructed to prepare to fight a
decisive action round Matruh and to delay the
enemy as far west as possible with a covering
force. General Ritchie told the 13th Corps to
delay the enemy, and sent ‘back the head-
quarters of the 3oth Corps to organise the
Matruh position for defence, until Lieutenant-
General W. G. Holmes and the roth Corps
Headquarters should arrive from Syria, The
headquarters of the 3oth Corps were then to
go back and control the completion and occu-
pation of the E] Alamein position a hundred and
twenty miles further east.

The 13th Corps was organised into two ele-
ments: a striking force and a holding force.
The former was to operate under the head-
quarters of the #th Armoured Division, the com-
mand of which Major-General J. M. L. Renton
had taken over from Major-General Messervy.
It comprised the 4th and 22nd Armoured
Brigade Groups, with seventy and twenty-two
tanks respectively; the #7th Motor Brigade
Group, of four battalions; and the 3rd Indian
Motor Brigade Group, which had been re-
organised, but was below strength. The'hold.
ing force consisted of the 50th Division, the roth
Indian Division and the 1st South African
Division.

There were few troops immediately available
to occupy Matruh. The troops allotted to its
defence in the first place were the New
Zealand Division, which was just arriving from
Syria; the 5th Indian Division with one brigade
group only; and the 151st Infantry Brigade of
the s0th Division when it should be released by
the 13th Corps. ’

The enemy spent the two days following the
capture of Tobruk in reorganising for a further
advance. But he lost little time, and, whereas
on the 22nd June only light forces appeared on
the northern flank of the frontier positions and
occupied Bardia, on the 23rd his divisions were
manifestly gathering for a thrust round the
south of Sidi Omar. The #th Armoured
Division, however, succeeded in preventing all
but a very few from passing the fréntier wire
up to the evening of the 23rd June. -

General Ritchie had authorised the retirement
to begin the previous night. The roth Indian
Division and the 151st Infantry Brigade began
to thin out from Sollum on the 22nd June, and
the same evening the 2nd South African Brigade
also began to retire from the eastern end of the
escarpment. On the 23rd June, fearing that
they might be cut off, General Ritchie gavs:
General Gott permission to withdraw the re-
mainder of the 1oth Indian Division from
Sollum and the 3rd South African Brigade from
the western end of the escarpment. As there
was then no longer any danger of the -holding

[
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force being cut off, the. 4th Armoured Brigade
was given the:order to retire to the southern
flank of the Matruh position, where .it came
under the command of the 1Ist Armoured Divi-
sion, Thex2nd Armoured Brigade had already
been withdrawn, so that by the 23rd June the
columns of the two motor brigades above the
escarpment, and of the 6gth Infantry Brigade
below it, were the only troops remaining in
contact with the enemy. : .
 Meanwhile changes had been made in the
arrangements for fighting a decisive battle round
Matruh. On the 22nd June it was decided that
the New Zealand Division was more suitable
for a mobile role than the Toth Indian Division,
and orders were issued for it to pass to the com-
mand of the 13th Corps as soom as the 1oth
Indian Division arrived from the frontier.
There was a great shortage of field. artillery,
and, as a disproportionate amount of infantry
were likely to prove an encumbrance, instruc-
tions were- given for the infantry divisions, or
what remained of them, ‘to be organised’ into
battle groups. These battle groups had as their
foundation the maximum number of field guns
that could be provided for each, and only just
as many infantry as were needed to protect
them. - The idea was that in this way the
defence could be kept mobile, the battle groups
being moved rapidly to that part of the front
where the danger was greatest. Moreover, these
groups, being comparatively weak in infantry,
were not encumbered with large numbers of
vehicles and could therefore - be used in the
closest co-operation with the armour. I visited
Eighth - Army- Headquarters on the zz2nd June
and confirmed these arrangements,

- The enemy advance began ‘at dawn on the
24th” June. Two columns, one consisting of
lorried infantry and the other of fifty to sixty

. tanks, struck north from Sheferzen towards

Halfaya, while a third moved on a more easterly
axis from Maddalena. Our light columns could
do no more than harass the enemy’s movement,
which progressed with great rapidity. - Our
forces retired eastwards and by evening were
level with Sidi Barrani. On the 25th June the
enemy continued to advance very "swiftly and
by:that evening two of his main concentrations
had reached points on the railway and on the
coastal road some forty miles from Matruh,
while a third -lay astride the railway twenty
miles further west. Our mobile columns, with
which there were some forty tanks, were en-
gaging enemy yvanguards operating twenty miles
in advance of their main bodies.

. THE STAND AT EL ALAMEIN.

I took over direct control of the Eighth Army
from General Ritchie at his headquarters near
Bagush on the evening of the 25th June. Major-
General E. E. Dorman Smith, my Deputy Chief
of the General Staff, accompanied me as my
principal staff officer; but no change was made

-in the staff officers or commanders of the Eighth

Ammy.. :

¢, The roth Corps-had assumed command at
Matruh about twenty-four hours earlier and was
organising the defence with the 151st Infantry
Brigade and with the 1oth Indian Division,
which' had just arrived. The New Zealand
Diﬁ?s’ion was being organised intc battle groups
and concentrating round Mingar Qaim, about
tweénty-five miles south of Matruh, for use in a
mobile rolé urder the 13th Corps. The 1st'and

7th Armoured Divisions were also under com-
mand of.the 13th Corps. The 1st Armoured
Division had taken command of the 4th and 2nd
Armoured. Brigades which were disposed to the
south of Mingar Qaim, while the #th Armoured
Division, with the 3rd Indian and the #th Motor
Brigades, was in touch with the enemy west
of El Kanayis. The 6gth Infantry Brigade of
the soth Divisionwas withdrawing from Sidi
Barrani on Matruh in contact with the enemy.

The 30th Corps Headquarters was organising
the defence of El Alamein. The 1st South
African Division held the important fortifica-
tions round El Alamein railway station and
astride the main road, and the 2nd Free French
Brigade Group lay further to the south. The
infantry made surplus by the orgamisation of
battle groups were being sent back from the
forward zone to help in preparing the El
Alamein position.

The Withdrawal from Matrah.

The Matruh position consisted of a fortified
perimeter round the town itself, which had been
constructed before my arrival in the Middle
East, a more recent covering position to the
west of the town, and a newly prepared
detached strongpoint about twenty miles to the
south on the high ground near Minqgar Sidi
Hamza el Gharbi, A deep minefield ran south
in front of the covering position from the coast
to Charing Cross and then turned eastward.
Two further minefields ran northwards from the
high ground about Mingar Sidi Hamza,
Between the two groups of minefields there was
a gap of about six miles, which the 2g9th Indian
Infantry Brigade had been ordered to close with
all speed. -

" Given an adequate garrison and sufficient
armoured forces, I considered the Matruh posi-
tion to be perfectly defensible. But there were
no longer sufficient troops to watch closely the
whole length of the minefields, which in con-
sequence would present little or no obstacle to
the. enemy, and the southern flank was open
like that of the Gazala and frontier positions.
The enemy was pushing eastwards very rapidly
—there was some fear that he might cut off the
retreat of the 6gth Infantry Brigade, but this
proved groundless—and it seemed hardly likely
that we should be organised in time to meet
him. Realising our weakness in armour and
field artillery and that the divisions which had
fought round Tobruk had inevitably been dis-

- organised I reversed the decision to make a final

stand at Matruh. Instead I decided to keep the
Eighth Army fully mobile and to bring the

' enemy’s advance to a halt in the area between

Matruh, El1  Alamein and the Qattara
Depression. In no circumstances was any part
of .the Eighth Army to be allowed to be shut
up in Matruh, even if this involved abandoning
the position entirely. The roth and 13th Corps
were to provide the mobile element of the Army
and to take every opportunity of defeating the
enemy without allowing. themselves to be
encircled or overwhelmed. The 30th Corps was
to occupy the El Alamein position.

On the evening of the 26th June, enemy tanks
broke through the recently closed gap -in our
minefields south of Charing Cross and foreced
back columns of the 29th Indian Infantry
Brigade which were too weak to stop them,
The next day these ¢nemy tanks engaged the
1st Armoured Division and the New Zealand
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Division which used its artillery with great
effect against them. Throughout the 27th, the
13th Corps were engaged with the enemy
round Sidi Hamza, while. the 10th Corps
engaged enemy forces which had passed the
minefields and were moving north-eastwards.
Towards evening General Gott found that the
enemy had succeeded in interposing themselves
between his own and the 1oth Corps, and
ordered the 13th Corps to withdraw towards
Fuka.

I ordered the roth Corps to conform; but the
10th Corps were short of vehicles owing to the
withdrawal of transport to make the New
Zealand Division fully mobile for the part it had
to play on the southern flank. Before they
could get clear of Matruh and Bagush, the
enemy had cut the road about twenty miles
east of Matruh. The 50th Division and the 10th
Indian Division had therefore to fight their way
out. This they succeeded in doing during the
night of the 28th June, though much ammuni-
tion. and equipment had to be left behind; and
when they reached the El Alamein position,
these troops had to be withdrawn to the Delta
to reorganise and refit.

The =2¢th Indian Infantry Brigade was
ordered by the 13th Corps to hold the passes
down the escarpment at Fuka in order to assist
the withdrawal of the roth Corps, but it was
overwhelmed just before dark on the 28th June,
The 10th Corps, therefore, completed their
break-out on the 29th southwards by way of the
desert, covered by the 4th Motor Brigade which
continued to attack northwards against the flank
of the advancing enemy.

The clearing of stores and materials from
Matruh and Bagush was reasonably successful
and demolitions were effectively carried out.
There was however considerable unavoidable
congestion on the railway at El Daba, but most
of the rolling stock was got away. The success
of this arduous work of evacuation was largely
due to the efforts of the Deputy Adjutant and
Quartermaster-General of the Eighth Army,
Brigadier Sir Brian Rotertson, who refused to
be shaken even by the most disconcerting
events., .

The Occupation of El Alamein. )
While this regrouping was going on, the
enemy continued t{o-press forward along the
coast,- and, in spite of the vigorous opposition
of the 13th Corps, reached Sid: Abd el Rahman,
only fifteen miles - west of El Alamein on the
evening of the 29th June. On the 30th June
I ordered our armoured and motor Brigades,
- which were still operating far to the west and
well . behind the line reached by the enemy’s
advanced elements, to withdraw into reserve.
The 13th Corps took over the southern half
of the El Alamein-Qattara Depression line, with
what was._left of the New Zealand and s5th
Indian Divisions, while the 30th Corps, with
the soth and 1st South African divisions, con-
centrated on the defence of the northern sector
and especially of the El Alamein fortifications.
Not needing a third corps headquarters on the
El Alamein position, I sent General Holmes
with his 1oth Corps Staff back .to command
Delta Force which was forming in Egypt to
defend Alexandria and the western edge of the
Delta. - ] e
-‘On the morning of the 1st -July-the enemy
unsuccessfully attacked the- zst South African
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Division .which was holding the fortifications
round El Alamein itself. At the same time he
launched an infantry attack with strong artillery
support against the 18th Indian Infantry
Brigade Group, holding the Deir el Shein
defensive locality. This attack was beaten off.
But the brigade had just arrived from Iraq and
suffered from inexperience and from the diffi-
culties of having to take up a defensive position
at very short notice. When a further attack
strongly supported by tanks developed late in
the afternoon under cover of a dust-storm,

" which undoubtedly favoured the attackers, the

brigade was eventually overrun, after five hours
stalwart resistance. Only one infantry battalion
survived the attack, but the stand made by
the brigade certainly gained valuable time for
the organisation of the El Alamein line
generally.

Regaining the Tactical Initiative,

Except for the semi-permanent fortifications
round El Alamein itself, our positions were
still weak, disconnected and lacking in depth.
Moreover, there was a serious shortage of troops
to hold our extended front, and the defence of
the all-important Ruweisat Ridge had had to
be entrusted to battle groups, weak in infantry,
backed by what remained of our armoured
troops. Consequently I decided not to attempt
to hold the prepared positions round Bab el
Qattara in the centre, and at Nagb Abu Dweis
in the extreme south on the edge of the Qattara
Depression. In the absence of sufficient
armoured troops to support them, I was not
prepared to risk their garrisons being isolated
and eventually destroyed. I was still very
anxious lest a sudden and concentrated attack
should break through our defences and repeat
what had occurred at Matruh. During the fore-
noon of 2nd July the enemy appeared to be
massing for an attack on the 1st South African
Division holding the El Alamein fortress, and
I considered it essential to deprive him of the
power to deliver a concentrated blow in the
north. The best way to do this was to attack
him. ’

I decided, therefore, to regain the tactical
initiative by counter-attacking, and ordered the
13th" Corps to wheel north with its right flank
on our defended locality at Bab el Qattara, and
attack the enemy in flank and rear. The 30th
Corps meanwhile was to hold its ground in the
north and prevent any enemy attempt . to
advance eastwards. The 13th Corps started its
attack on the afternoon of the 2nd July, using
the New Zealand Division and what was left
of the 5th Indian Division. Close fighting be-
tween our infantry and the enemy’s took place
on the 3rd July, and we took prisoners and
guns, besides destroying some enemy tanks.
The operations were greatly assisted by the
splendid work of our air forces, which carried
out over 150 bomber sorties on this day and
over 500 fighter sorties. .

The New Zealand and 5th Indian Divisions
and the #th Motor Brigade continued their
northward thrust on the 4th and 5th of July,
occupying El Mreir and approaching our former
defensive locality at Deir el Shein. More enemy
tanks were destroyed and more prisoners taken.
Our air forces continued to support the infantry
and. to batter enemy concentrations. The
enemy, meanwhile, had been hurriedly en-
trenching his new southern front, and extending

[
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it to the westward to prevent his communica-
tions’ with El Daba being cut. He was also
reinforcing it with tanks and infantry from
his-northern wing.

I had no'reserves with which to reinforce the
13th Corps and, in face of the rapidly stiffen-
ing enemy opposition, their.advance came to a
standstill. Although the operation did not suc-
ceed’ in rolling. up the enemy and destroying
him, as at one time I had hoped it might,
it succeeded in drawing off enemy troops from
the north, which greatly relieved the pressure
on our right and centre and gave us time to
consolidate these important sectors.

On the 4th July, the gth Australian Division
began to concentrate on the coast in rear of the
El Alamein fortress, but I had to ask its com-
mander, Lieutenant-General Morshead, to
detach one of his brigades temporarily to pro-
vide some infantry to hold the vital Ruweisat
Ridge, which was the key to our whole posi-
tion. This division was incorporated in the 30th
Corps, in command of which Major-General
Ramsden succeeded Lieutenant-General Norrie
on the 7th July. The enemy now began to
move tanks and other troops-round the left flank
of the 13th Corps which had been stretched
as far west as Deir el Harra. Our front was
now much extended and loosely knit. In order,
therefore, to close the gap existing about Deir
el Hima between the left of the 3oth and the
right of the 13th Corps, the New Zealand Divi-
sion was ordered to take ground to the east-
ward, their place on the outer flank being taken
by the #th Motor Brigade. The enemy took
advantage of this to extend his positions to the
south and east and, on the gth July, he occu-
pied our defensive locality near Deir el Qattara,
which had been evacuated in accordance with
my policy of avoiding the isolation of troops
in detached posts. The enemy continued to
exert pressure on this flank and eventually
pushed as far east as Qaret el Himeimat, but

" he consolidated his position in this sector

further in rear on a line through Qaret el
Khadim and the El Taqa plateau. I had not
sufficient troops to hold this southern sector in
strength and bhad to entrust it to the #th
Armoured Division, which organised its defence
on a mobile basis suitable to the light armoured
and motorised units composing it. This released
a brigade of the 5th Indian Division to take
over the defence of the Ruweisat Ridge, which
enabled the 1st Armoured Division to be thh-
drawn into - reserve.

The Capture of Tel el Eisa.

Further progress in the south was for the
moment impracticable, but I was resolved not
to surrender the initiative we had gained and
to continue to force the enemy to conform to
our movements. I therefore instructed the 3o0th
Corps to capture the Tel el Eisa mounds on
the railway west of El Alamein. The attack,
which was launched early .on the roth July
with skill and dash by the gth Australian Divi-
sion, supported by the 1st South African Divi-
sion and. infantry tanks, was successful. The
enemy immediately launched heavy counter-
attacks with tanks and infantry, well supported
by artillery; but in spite of this, the Australians
Lield fast to all the important ground they had
gained. During this operation we destroyed
a number of German and Italian tanks, cap-
tured fifteen guns and took over a thousand
prisoners, nearly all Italians. I had hoped to be

able to exploit this success to the west and
south, but the enemy offered strong resistance
and I had'no reserves available with which to
reinforce the attack, .

The Tel el Eisa salient was an 1mportant
acquisition, since it threatened the enemy posi-
tions further south. Fully conscious of this, the
enemy transferred German infantry from' the
centre of his line to stiffen the Italians on the
shoulder of the salient and made heavy and
repeated counter-attacks against our new, posi-
tions. Some posts changed hands more than
once, but the Australians held fast to all the
prmc1pa1 tactical features. We thus retained a
firm base from which to attack southwards
against the enemy’s centre or westwards along
the coast.

Consolidation of the Position.

In order to improve our position against a
possible enemy offensive and to set the stage for
a further attack on our own part, the Eighth
Army maintained its pressure along the whole
front.

On the night of the 14th July, the New
Zealand Division and 5th Indian Infantry
Brigade attacked along the Ruweisat Ridge and
south of it and gained considerable ground to
the west, including valuable observation posts
on the ridge itself overlooking the Deir €l Shein
Depression and the country to the north.
During the action Major-General Lumsden,
commanding 1st Armoured Division, was
wounded and replaced by Major-General A..H.
Gatehouse, commander of the xoth Armoured
Division which was still training and equ1pp1ng
in the Delta. About a.week later, during
attack of the 2znd July, General. Gatehouse
himself was wounded and was succeeded in the
command of the Ist Armoured Division by
Brigadier A. F. Fisher. Although the enemy
counter-attacked with tanks on the evening of
the 15th and regained some of the lost ground,
our tactical position in this very important part
of the front was improved by the operation.
Moreover, we took some 2,000 prisoners,
mostly Italians.

The enemy showed the value he attached to
this ground by attacking the 5th Indian Infan-
try Brigade once more on the following day.
But his tanks and lorried infantry were heavily
engaged by our 2nd Armoured Brigade and by
a powerful concentration of artillery and failed
to gain a footing. In order to relieve the pres-
sure on our centre, I ordered both Corps io
press the enemy on the northern and southern
flanks. Accordingly, on the night of the 16th
July, the gth Australian Division captured the
low ridge of El Makh-Khad, eight miles west
of El Alamein railway station, with 500
prisoners, thereby enlarging our salient, which
throughout this period was the scene of con-
tinuous fighting. Further attacks against the
s5th Indian Division on the Ruweisat Ridge
on the 18th and 1gth July were repulsed.

‘In the south, the 7th Armoured Division with
light tanks and motorised units kept up their
pressure and, on the 18th July and subsequent
days, attacked the enemy positions at Gebel
Kalakh and on the Taga plateau, but were
unable. to make much headway, being weak in
artillery and infantry and without medium
tanks. Moreover, the country-in this sector
was difficult and broken.
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Attack in the Cenire.

Having made the enemy extend his front
and disperse his reserves to some extent, I
thought the time had come to strike hard at
the centre of his line with the object of cutting
his forces in half. We should thereby have a
chance to sever his communications and roll
up the northern part of his army. With this
end in view I told General Gott to attack the
enemy positions about Deir el Abyad and El
Mreir. : ]

Just before dusk on the 21st July the -x61st
Indian Infantry Brigade and the 5th and 6th
New Zealand Infantry Brigades advanced along
the Ruweisat Ridge and to the south of it with
the object of opening a way for our armoured
forces to break through. The attack was pre-
ceded and supported by very heavy artillery
fire and aerial bombardment. At the same time
supporting and diversionary attacks were made
on either flank. In the north the gth Australian
Division attacked north-westwards from Tel el
Eisa and southwards towards Tel el Makh-
Khad with the object of improving their posi-
tions and of exploiting to the south, while the
1st South African Division was directed on
Miteiriya. At the same time the 6gth Infantry
Brigade, temporarily attached to the #th
Armoured Division, attacked enemy positions
on the Taqa plateau in the south.

The initial advance in the centre went well,
the infantry gaining most of their objectives by
dawn on the 22nd, after which they proceeded
to clear gaps in the enemy minefields for the
passage of our tanks. The enemy, however,
counter-attacked and overran the 6th New
Zealand Infantry Brigade, capturing many
prisoners. On the right a battalion of the 161st
Indian Infantry Brigade entered the Deir el
Shein defended locality but was counter-
attacked and practically destroyed; the rest of
the brigade, however, consolidated their gains
on the Ruweisat Ridge. The 23rd Armoured
Brigade, which had but recently come from
England and was equipped with Valentine
tanks, then passed through the gaps made by
the. infantry and made considerable progress
towards their objective. - Later, "however, this
attack seems to thave lost momentum and
cohesion, apparently owing to loss of control
due partly to the failure of wireless communi-
cations. However that may be, the armoured
thrust was defeated with heavy losses in tanks.
The attack was renewed in the evening by the
2nd Armoured Brigade which had been held up
during the day by enemy minefields.

By the evening of the z2nd, our main attack
in the centre had gained valuable ground, but
in spite of considerable losses in men and tanks,
had failed in its object of breaking through the
enemy’s positions and splitting his army in
half. The enemy, however, had obviously been
hard hit. The gth Australian and 1st South
African Divisions in the north took their objec-
tives, but a successful enemy counter-attack
forced the Australians to give up some of their
gdins. The 6gth Infantry Brigade won a foot-
ing .on the Taga Plateau, but were counter-
attacked and pushed back.

The failure of this operation was largely due
to the lack of reserves with which to
maintain its momentum, and this was a
constant limiting factor throughout the
El Alamein battle. The enemy- continued
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busily to dig and lay mines along his whole
front and it was obvious that he had no inten-
tion of withdrawing; rather, he was hoping to
build up his strength with a view to resuming
his offensive against the Delta.

Attack in the North.

I was firm in my intention to go on hitting
the enemy whenever and wherever I could with
the aim of destroying him where he stood.
Having failed in the centre, I decided to attack
in the north with the aid which the possession
of the Tel el Eisa salient would give me. I
had to withdraw the 6gth Infantry Brigade from
the southern flank, which was thus left very
weak, but I was ready to risk this in order to
strengthen the 3oth Corps, whose infantry had
been fighting continuously for a long time.

On the night of the 26th July, General
Ramsden launched his attack against the
enemy’s positions to the south of the Tel el
Eisa salient with the object of breaching this
front and, if conditions permitted, of passing
our armoured and motorised formations through
the gap to take the enemy in rear and roll up
his position from the north. The gth Australian
Division attacking southwards secured Sanyet
el Miteiriya by first light, while the 1st South
African Division lifted enemy mines to the south
of this point, thus enabling the 6gth Infantry
Brigade to drive westwards with the object of
gaining the track running from Miteiriya through
Deir el Abyad. The 2nd Armoured Brigade
moved during the night from its position south
of the Ruweisat Ridge to an assembly area
south of the perimeter of the E1 Alamein fortress,
ready to exploit success. The 4th Light
Armoured Brigade, comprising light tanks and
armoured cars with motorised infantry and
artillery, followed the 2nd Armoured Brigade
from the 13th Corps front and was given the
task of exploiting further, should opportunity
offer. The 13th Corps meanwhile carried out
vigorous patrolling and feint attacks to deceive
the enemy as to the real front of attack and
prevent him reinforcing it.

The main attack started well but ended in
failure. The Australians captured Miteiriya but
were heavily counter-attacked by German infan-
try and tanks from the south-west, and, though
supported by infantry tanks and a strong
artillery, were forced back to their original posi-
tions, The South Africans experienced great
difficulty in clearing gaps in the enemy mine-
fields sufficiently safe and wide to be acceptable
to the commander of the 1st Armoured Division.
This greatly delayed the advance of the 2nd
Armoured Brigade in support of the 69th
Infantry Brigade, which had made good pro-
gress towards its objective, though it was unable
to establish the strong anti-tank screén onm its
southern flank which was an essential part of
the original plan. About noon the enemy
counter-attacked strongly from the west and
south and cut off the leading battalions of the
6oth Brigade, which the xst Armoured Division
then tried to extricate. Perceiving that the
situation had become hopelessly confused and
out of control, General Ramsden decided, with
my approval, to discontinue the operation and
rally the 6gth Brigade east of the enemy mine-
fields. The brigade had suffered so heavily
that ‘it had-to be taken out of the line.

e e
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The immediate cause of the failure of this
operation was the delay in getting the tanks for-
ward to support the 6gth Brigade, but.the funda-
mental cause was, as before, the lack of enough
fresh well-trained troops to keep up the impetus
of the attack and to take full advantage of the
large concentration of artillery whlch had been
built up in support.

Pre[mmtzons for a Decisive Attack.

. Throughout July the Eighth Army had been
continuously attacking and had materially im-
proved its- positions, thus paving the way for
a major offensive later on. It had effectively
prevented any further enemy advance on the
Delta, and had taken over 4,000 prisoners, more
than a thousand of them German. This effort
on the part of troops, most of whom had suffered
severe losses in the fighting round Tobruk in
June, and had then been seriously disorganised
by having to withdraw rapidly for over 300 miles
closely pursued by the enemy, speaks well for
their morale, discipline and determination.

The Eighth Army casualties in battle during
July were about 450 officers and 12,500 men,
of whom 4,000 belonged to the New Zealand
Division and 3,000 to the 5th Indian Division.
The casualties in the action of the 27th July
were about 1,300, mostly in the 6gth Infantry
and 24th Australian Infantry Brigades.

Our attack in the north having failed in spite
of the advantage which the possession of the
Tel el Eisa salient gave us, I was forced to
consider whether the Eighth Army was capable
of further effort in view of the growing strength
of the enemy positions for defence, and of the
continued weakness of our armoured forces. The
weakness of the Eighth Army relative to the
front which had to be held or closely watched,
prevented me from forming a real reserve, in
which troops could be rested, re-formed and
tralned for. fresh assaults on. the enemy; and
there were no more formations in the Delta or
further to the east on whioh I could call. The
44th Division, which had just arrived from the
United Kingdom, was training in desert.war-
fare outside Cairo, but could not be expected
to 'be ready before the end of August. .The 8th
Armoured Division, also fresh from England,
wasbeing re-armed with American medium tanks
instead of its original Valentines which, mount-
ing only two-pounder gums, were no match
for 'the German tanks., The 1oth Armoured
Division was still training and equipping and
anlikely to be ready for action before mid-Sep-
fember. ~ On-the 30th July, therefore, having
discussed the situation exhaustively with the
two Corps Commanders, Generals Gott and
Ramsden, I most re]uctantly ¢oncluded that no
further offensive operations were feasible for the
present. We must therefore remain temporarily
on the defensive, and recruit our strength for a
new and decisive’ effort, which ‘did not seem
possible before the middle of September. -

Throughout July I devoted all available re-
sources to- constructing defences to give depth
to the El Alamein position, and these were now
almost complete. The keys.to the defensive
zone, contained in the triangle El Alamein, El
Hammam and the Qattara Depression were the
three main ridges running east and west. The
most northerly followed the coast, that in.the
céntre was the well-known Ruwelsat ridge and
onii'our left ran the Alam el Halfa ridge. On
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other, were built a- series of strongpoints de-
signed to deny the essential observation points
1o the enemy and to preserve them for ourselves.
These strongpoints were designed to take garri-
sons of two battalions and a regiment of twenty-
five pounder guns. But the majority of the field
artillery, with its necessary escort of motorised
infantry, and all the armoured forces were to
be kept mobile to attack the enemy with fire
wherever he might appear, using the strong-
points as pivots of manoeuvre and for obser-
vation. The preparation of these defences called
for great energy and skilful organisation and
both of these qualities were admirably displayed
by Brigadier Kisch, Chief Engineer of the
Eighth Army.

The essence of the defensive plan was fluidity
and mobility and the maximum use of artillery
fire. The defensive zone extended for thirty
miles behind our forward positions. If the
enemy attempted to pass round it towards Burg
el Arab, he was to be delayed by our light
armoured troops in front and struck in flank
by our armoured force and mobile artillery .
groups.

The so-called Barrel Track leading from Qaret
el Himeimat directly to Cairo gave me some
anxiety in case the enemy should try to make a
rapid advance by this route. -The track itself
was so difficult, however, owing to the soft deep
sand which it traversed for a great part of its
length, that I did not consider an enemy ad-
vance by that way possible. There was also a
bare chance that the enemy might try to effect
a diversion by striking at Cairo from Siwa along
the southern edge of the Qattara Depression
through the Bahariya Oasis. I therefore posted
troops of the Sudan Defence Force to watch this

. route.

In anticipation of the renewal of our offensive,
I ordered General Ramsden commanding the
30th Corps to begin planning intensively for a
deliberate attagk south of the Tel el Eisa salient
with a view to making a rapid advance along
the coastal road. I considered this operation
offered the greatest chances of success, but at
the same time I told General Gott to continue
to explore the possibilities -of breaking through
the enemy defences about Gebel Kalakh and the
Taga Platean to turn his southern flank.

From the st August until I handed over
direct command of the Eighth Army to
Lientenant-General B. L. Montgomery, contact
with the enemy was confined to patrolling and
exchanges of artillery fire. Both sides were
deeply engaged in extending their positions and
in preparing for further operations.

Throughout this first phase of the battle for
Egypt, our air forces could-not have done more
than they did to help and sustain the Eighth
Army in its struggle. Their effort was continu-
ous by day and night and the effect on the
eremy was tremendous. -I am certain that,
had it not been for their devoted and exceptional
efforts, we should not have been able to stop
the enemy on the El Alamein position, and I
wish to record my gratitude and that of the
whole of the Eighth-Army to Air Chief Marshal
Tedder, Air Marshal Comngham and the air
forces under their command.

On handing over command I addressed thxs
Order of the Ddy to the Eighth Army: —
‘It has been a great honour'to have held

thtese ridges, -within field artillery range of each direct command of -the Eighth Army for nearly
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two months, and it is with great personal regret
that I now leave you on the arrival of your
new Army Commander. During these weeks
you have stopped the enemy; and, in spite of
your heavy losses and the inevitable disorganisa-
tion consequent on a rapid withdrawal from the
frontier, you have forced him on the defensive,
taken ten thousand prisoners from him -and
destroyed or captured many of his guns,
vehicles and other equipment. You will, I
know, join me in acknowledging the great and
glorious part our air forces have played in help-
ing us to achieve these results. Without their
aid the story would have been very different.
I thank you with all my heart for the magnifi-
cent way in which you have responded to the
heavy calls I have made on you and for your
unfailing cheerfulness and tenacity in the worst
circumstances. I know you will continue in the
same fine spirit and determination to win under
your new Commander. I wish you luck and
speedy and complete victory.”

PART III.—ORGANISATION, TRAINING AND
ADMINISTRATION.

The Organisation of the Army.

To find the correct organisation for the fight-
ing troops to enable them to defeat the enemy
under the peculiar conditions of mechanised
war in the Desert was of prime importance.
This problem, therefore, was always foremost
in my mind.

At the conclusion of the Eighth Army’s
offensive in' Cyrenaica it was plain fo me that

our existing divisional and brigade organisation .

did not allow of that very close co-operation on
the battlefield between the armoured corps, the
artillery and the infantry which was to my mind
essential to success. The Germans had reached
a very high standard of co-operation between
the three arms and I felt that we must try at
least to equal and, if possible, surpass them.

There was no doubt, too, that as a result of
the recent fighting an impression had been
created in the minds of some junior leaders
and soldiers, other than those of the Royal

. Armoured Corps, that our armour had not alto-
gether pulled its weight in the battle. It was
very necessary to eradicate any such feeling,
and I felt that the best way to do this was to
associate the three arms more closely at all
times and in all places.

It seemed to me that our pre-war divisional
organisation was too rigid and lacking in
flexibility to be really adaptable to the con-
ditions of modern quick-moving warfare in the
Desert, or even elsewhere, having regard to
the fact that great battles are fought and won
in flat country, not in mountains.

I decided, therefore, while keeping the
divisional framework with its traditions and
associations, to rteorganise the brigades,
armoured, motorised and infantry, into brigade
groups each with its own artillery and engineers,
so that they could be self<contained and cap-
able, if necessary, of rapid transference from
one higher formation to another to meet the
temnporary needs of a rapidly changing situa-
tion. In this way I felt too that the three arms
would be forced into closer permanent contact
with each other and all officers would have a
chance to acquire a broader outlook, which was
often conspictuous by its absence as a result of
faulty traditions and training.
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Secondly, I was sure that our practice of
forming large armoured- divisions, strong im
tank units and relatively weak in infantry, was
wrong, because it tended to encourage the idea.
that the Royal Armoured Corps was an army
within an army and also because, to gain the
mobility and flexibility we required for victory,
we must have more armoured divisions. By
diluting armoured divisions with motorised
infantry we could not only form twice as many
armoured divisions, each with a smaller con-
tent of armour it is true, but also restore the
proper balance of the three arms and so secure
their better co-operation on the battlefield.

I therefore rteorganised my armoured.
divisions, giving to each an armoured brigade
group and a motorised infantry brigade group
instead of two armoured brigades and a sup-
port group. This organisation, which proved
its value in the subsequent operations, was
later introduced into the army in the United
Kingdom.

At the same time I had considered the in-
clusion in the armoured division of a lorried
infantry brigade group, but later discarded this
idea as likely to make the formation too cum-
bersome. But, as a result of the fighting which
culminated in the battle of El Alamein, I again
considered changing the basic divisional
organisation so as to produce a division of
increased striking power and mobility in place
of the infantry division, which, as often as not,
had proved to be a liability rather than an asset
in desert fighting, owing to its relative immo-
bility and its vulnerability in open country.

My idea was that the normal or basic
division should contain an armoured brigade
group and a motorised brigade group, each
with its own artillery component, and, in addi-
tion, an artillery group comprising two field
regiments and a motorised medium machine-
gun battalion. Each division would also have
allotted to it a lorried infantry brigade. This
brigade would not necessarily move with its
division at all times, but, being lorry-borne,
could be rushed forward when needed, either
to carry out a deliberate attack on an en-
trenched enemy position, or to consolidate
ground gained to form a pivot of manoeuvre.
The remaining infantry would be retained in
their divisional organisations and used for hold-
ing defensive positions, protecting forward aero-
dromes, and guarding vital points on the lines
of communication against air and sea-borne
attack. They would be specially trained and
equipped for these duties and also to serve as
replacements for the lorried infantry brigades
in the mobile divisions. These ideas were being
examined when I handed over my command.

The Training of the Army.

Reorganisation alone obviously would pot
bring about that closer co-operation on the
battlefield and improvement in mutual under-
standing between the three arms which was so
necessary. I therefore ordered a drastic over-
haul and reorganisation of our training system.
In this I was most ably assisted by Major-
General' A, Galloway, my Deputy Chief of the
General Staff, and by my Director of Military
Training, Major-General A. F. Harding who
was appointed in January 1942 to this pest,

- which was created at my request.
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_ Briefly the measures taken to improve the
-system of training and to ensure closer co-
operation between the arms were:—

(#) The establishment at Sarafand in
Palestine of a higher war course where
potential divisional commanders were to re-
ceive instruction in modern methods of war.
" (%) Grouping in one aréa in Palestine all
the tactical and weapon training schools,
hitherto scattered throughout the Command.
In this way it was possible to ensure that a
uniform doctrine, which took account of the
characteristics of all three arms and was
attuned to modern conditions, was taught
under a single direction:

The staff school at Haifa continued to pro-
gress and expand under the command of Briga-
dier G. K. Dibb, who carried on the good work
of Major-General E. E. Dorman-Smith. Dur-
ing the period under review a strong Royal Air
Force wing was added to the school, which
officers of the Royal Navy also attended. A
proper atmosphere of inter-service co-operation
was thereby created and the value of the course
was greatly enhanced. -

Training in combined operations continued
steadily at Kabrit on the Great Bitter Lake,
and many formations and units were put
through a comprehensive course of instruction.
The services of Brigadier M. W. M. Macleod,
who directed this branch of training, were
outstanding. '

Intelligence and Public Relations.

In March 1942 Brigadier E. J. Shearer under
whose energetic and skilful direction the intelli-
gence service had grown from nothing into a

. large, complex and most efficient organisation,

was replaced as Director of Military Intelli-
gence by Brigadier F. W. de Guingand, who
proved an-able successor to him. T took this
opportunity of removing the responsibility for
public relations from the Director of Military
Intelligence, as I felt that it was growing so
fast in scope and importance that it required
an organisation of its own with direct access to
myself. I accordingly appointed Colonel A. B.
Phillpotts as my Deputy Director of Public
Relations, and he filled this post entirely to
my satisfaction. - :

Allied Forces.

The Free French Forces.—The Free French
Forces continued to share in garrisoning Syria
and the Lebanon. T

The 1st Free French Brigade Group joined
the Eighth Army_ at the end of January 1942
and fought throughout the battle of Gazala,
distinguishing itself by its fine defence of Bir
.Hacheim. Troops from the Chad helped our
offensive in Cyrenaica by attacking and destroy-
ing Italian posts in the Fezzan, some 500 miles
south of Tripoli; these operations were ably
conducted by General Leclerc in most difficult
conditions some 2,500 miles in advance of his
raithead in Nigeria. : :

It was necessary to send some French-
African units back to Equatorial Africa for dis-
ciplinary reasons, but these units were eventu-
ally replaced by others brought from East Africa
and elsewhere. _

From General Catroux, who had no easy task
to perform, I received the fullest assistance and
I gratefully acknowledge the helpful and co-
operative spirit he always displayed. The Free
French Forces had their headquarters in Syria,
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and it fell to General Sir H. Maitland Wilson,
commanding the Ninth Army, to initiate and
maintain cordial relations with them, a duty he
carried out most successfully.

The Polish Forces.—In November 1941 the
Polish land forces in the Middle East numbered
some 7,000 men., The Polish- Carpathian
Brigade Group, which served under General
Kopanski with particular distinction during the

siege of Tobruk and in the pursuit of the

beaten Axis forces to Gazala was the chief
component of these forces. There was also a
Polish Officers’ Legion and a Base Depot near
Alexandria,

The possibility of withdrawing a large num-

ber of Poles from Russia to the Middle East was

being considered at that time, and General
Sikorski, Prime Minister and Commander-in-
Chief, visited Cairo in November to discuss with

me the future organisation of the Polish Army.

The first evacuation of Polish troops and
civilians from Russia through Persia and Iraq
began in March 1942. The number involved,

- 31,000 soldiers and 2,000 civilians, was much

larger and the rate of arrival must faster than
had been expected. This imposed a serious strain
on the administrative and liaison staffs respon-
sible for the reception and transportation of the
new arrivals. I decided to concentrate all the
Polish troops in Palestine where accommodation
and training facilities existed and the climate was
good. The civilian refugees were accommodated
temporarily near Teheran. In April, the Car-
pathian Brigade Group was moved from
Cyrenaica to Palestine to form the nucleus of
the 3rd Carpathian Division. Palestine proved
an ideal training ground and by July an Army
Corps of two divisions with the proper com-
plement of Corps troops was beginning to take
shape, the cadres for a second division being
formed. Many units were under strength, ho_W-
ever, and there was a serious, though unavoid-
able, lack of equipment.

During July the Soviet . Government
announced their intention of evacuating further
Polish troops to the Middle East. The Ger-
mans had resumed their offensive in Southern
Russia some two months earlier, and, in view
of the growing danger of an invasion through
the Caucasus, I decided to move the Polish
Corps to Iraq and to combine it with the new
troops. from Russia, which were expected to
amount to 40,000 men.

General Zajac took command of the Polish
forces in the Middle East at the end of Novem-
ber and held the appointment until I relin-
quished my command. I found him a willing
collaborator and a most competent adviser, and
I am glad to have had the privilege of serving
with him. I also had the great.advantage of
being able to comsult with General Anders on
his journeys to and from Russia and wish to
record my appreciation of his ready co-operation
and sound advice.

The Royal Greek Forces.—The organisation
and training of the 1st Infantry Brigade Group
of the Royal Greek Army in Palestine went on
steadily, but progress was slow, due partly to
lack of equipment and partly to the lack of
suitable officers and instructors. An officer
training unit, started in October 1941, was not a
success. To deal with the arrival of a con-
siderable number of Greeks from Greece and the
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Aegean Islands, a depot and training centre was
formed in Palestine in the spring. In June a
beginning was made with a second brigade
group.

After consultation with me, His Majesty the
King of the Hellenes visited Palestine in March
-and, as a result of his visit, a number of changes
were made in the commanders and staffs of the
contingent, which led to greater eﬁimency and
more rapid progress.

Lieutenant-General Sir Bermard Freyberg,
commander of the New Zealand Expeditionary
Force, undertook the responsibility of helping
the Royal Greek Forces in their training and
organisation, and generously placed his own
training schools and facilities at their disposal.
This assistance was of great value.

In June the 1st Brigade Group joined the
Ninth Army in Syria, and in early August it was
moved to Egypt where it helped to build the
Amiriya defence works. -

The Royal Ywugoslav Forces.—The Royal
Yugoslav forces under my command consisted
of a Headquarters and one battalion of Royal
Yugoslav Guards.

Early in 1942, the Yugoslav Government in
‘England replaced the commander of their forces
in the Middle East by an officer who was un-
acceptable to the great majority of the Yugo-
slav army and air force officers serving in the
Command. After exhaustive but fruitless efforts
to find a peaceful solution, I was compelled to
place all the Yugoslav forces temporarily under
the command of Lieutenant-General R. G.
W. H. Stone, General Officer Commanding the
British Troops in Egypt, who carried out this
duty with great tact and skill. It was also
necessary to intern at their own request a num-
ber of Yugoslav officers in order to avoid blood-
shed, and a number of officers and men tem-
porarily joined our forces during this period
of unrest. My Chief of the General Staff,
Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Smith was tire-
less in his efforts to compose these unfortunate
dissensions.

The Royal Yugoslav Guards battalion did
useful work in guarding important installations
and in preparing defensive positions in the Wes-
tern Desert. Towards the end of the period
under review the battalion was moved to Haifa.
As more than half of the personnel were ex-
Italian prisoners of Slovene origin who had
volunteered to serve against the Axis, it was
considered desirable to remove them from the
possibility of contact with their former
employers.

The Czechoslovak Forces.—The Czecho-
slovak forces under my command consisted of
the 1x1th Infantry Battalion, which was attached
to the Polish Carpathian Brigade Group in
Tobruk, where it did well. The Czechoslovak
Military Mission then agreed to the conversion of
the battalion into a light anti-aircraft regiment,
andlf this was satisfactorily accomplished at
Haifa.

Administration.

Lieutenaht-General Sir Thomas ‘Riddell-
Webster was Lieutenant-General in charge of
administration until the 1st July 1942 when he
was recalled to London to become Quarter-
Master-General to the Forces. He was suc-
ceeded by Lieutenant-General Sir Wilfred
Lindsell. To both of these officers I owe a great
deal as I was able to leave the administration

‘war and interned aliens.
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of the Command in their able hands and thus
devote myself to the ma] or strategical and politi-
cal issues.

By June 1942 the rahon strength of the
Middle East Command had risen to just over
one million persons—an increase of more than
three hundred thousand on the strength of
November 1941. This figure included troops
of many nationalities, labour units, prisoners of
The increase was due
principally to the incorporation of Iraq and
Persia in the Middle East Command. The base
and lines of communication organisation
for this area was already in existence,
and the change hardly affected the instal-
lations already functioning in the rest of the
Command. The transfer of responsibility for
maintaining the troops in Persia and Iraq from
the India Command to the Middle East, how-
ever, was by no means easy, as the line of
supply ran up the Persian Gulf and the natural
base is India. But thanks to the labours of
General Riddell-Webster and General Sir
Edward Quinan, commanding the roth Army,
the change was carried out with the minimum
of friction and delay.

When the E1ghth Army withdrew to the El
Alamein line, it was decided to revise the lay-
out of our western base, in order to give a
greater measure of security to the principal in-
stallations against danger either from the west
or from the north. Henceforth the major base in-
stallations serving the Eighth and Ninth Armies
were to be sited in Palestine south of Acre, and
east of.the Nile Delta. Fifty per cent. of the
teserves were to be held in Egypt, forty per
cent. in Palestine and ten per cent. in the Sudan
and Eritrea.

Bases and Communications.—Vast distances
and inadequate means of communication con-
stitute one of the principal strategic problems
of the Middle East Command. The improve-
ment of communications progressed steadily
throughout the period under review.

When the conquest of Syria was completed
in July 1941, and we began to plan the de-
fence of the Northern Front, the chief factor
to be taken into account was the absence of
rail communication between Syria and Iraq and
our bases in Palestine. In August xg41, the
construction of a standard gauge railway to link
Haifa with Tripoli in Syria was begun. The
enterprise entailed the construction of tunnels,
one of them over a mile long, and much rock-
cutting along the- coast between Haifa and
Beirut and was carried out with great skill by
technical troops from the Union of South Africa
and from Australia, aided by pioneer units from
South Africa, India and other parts-of the
British Commonwealth, as well as by local
labour. By the middle of August, 1942, the line
had been laid between Haifa and Beirut and
much work had been done on the northern sec-
tion. When completed, the new line will pro-
vide through railway communication between
Egypt and Turkey, as well as with Iraq.

On the other front the Western Desert rail-
way was extended a further hundred and
twenty-six miles, and the line reached Belhamed
on the 26th May, 1942.

In Egypt a railway line was laid on the east

‘bank of the Suez Canal from Kantara to Suez.
.A railway bridge across the Canal was opened

shortly before the close of the period under
review, .

am—-
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At the head of the Persian Gulf I sanctioned
the linking of Tanooma, on the Shatt El Arab
opposite Basra with Khorramshahr, the ter-
minus of the Persian Railway system. This
railway link will facilitate the transfer of stores
and munitions between the Iraq base at Shaiba
and the Persian bases as the military situation
demands:

The construction of a new deep-water port
at Safaga on the western shore of the Red Sea
and of a railway and a road to connect it with
the Nile Valley railway at Qena progressed
steadily. The development of a port at Agaba
and of communications thence northward to
Maan on the Hedjaz railway continued. Two
deep-water berths were developed at Basra, and
twelve more half finished at Suez, Safaga and
Adabiya Bay. One and a half miles of lighter
wharfs were constructed on various sites.

The desert route from Haifa to Baghdad was
developed, and staging posts were established
along it. Supplies sufficient to enable it to be
used at short notice by one division were put in
place.  In conjunction with the India Com-
mand, from whom the suggestion emanated, an
overland reinforcement route from Baluchistan
through Persia to Iraq was reconnoitred, and
stocking of the route begun.

A thousand miles of bitumen roads and an
equivalent area of bitumen aerodromes were
laid. Two thousand five hundred miles of
gravel and desert roads were completed. Some
three hundred bridges were strengthened to
take tank-transporters. A bridge was thrown
over the Euphrates at Raqqa and a lifting bridge
over the Suez Canal at Ismailia.

The stocking of bases and the development
of base installations went on without intermis-
sion. In Syria we began, early in 1942, to estab-
lish advanced bases to hold thirty days’ sup-
plies for the garrisons of the fortified areas and
for the whole of the Ninth Army at full strength.
This work was nearly completed by the r5th
August 1942. The construction and stocking of
the Persia-Iraq base with stores and munitions
sufficient for ninety days for three armoured
and fifteen infantry divisions continued.

Workshops, base depots, ammunition depots
and hospitals erected during these ten months
covered an area of twelve million square feet.
Ten cold stores were constructed and two ships
fitted with cold storage. Four hundred electric
generating plants of varying sizes were in-
stalled, and sixty miles of high tension and a
hundred and fifty miles of low tension cable
laid. A hundred and twenty deep-well pumps,
fifteen water-filtering plants producing 32,000
tons of water daily, and fifty-two reservoirs each
to hold 35,000 tons were constructed.

Extensive defensive lines were fortified in
Syria, Iraq, Palestine and Egypt. Among the
many anti-aircraft gun emplacements prepared
was an artificial island in Suez Bay, weighing
30,000 tons, to take a four-gun battery.

A million tons of cement and six million tons
of concrete were mixed and eighty million bricks
burnt and laid in the construction of defence
works and base installations during these ten
months.

The successful execution of these great under-
takings was due very largely to the skilful plan-
ning and energetic direction of my Engineer-
, in-Chief, Major-General H. B. W. Hughes, and
mv Director of Works, Major-General E. F.
Tickell.
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American Aid.—Under the auspices of the
United States Government, American civil firms
began to erect workshops where aircraft, motor
vehicles and armoured - vehicles will, be
assembled and repaired. These workshops are
being built in several parts of the Command,
and some, notably those in Eritrea, are already
working. In Persia and Iraq, besides erecting
and operating assembly plants, American firms
took a large share in the development of ports
and communications.

Preparations in Turkey.—Much useful work
was done to prepare Turkey as a theatre of
operations for our land dnd’ air forces, in ¢ase
we should be called on to help repel an Axis
invasion. Activities, however, were restricted
by the natural desire of the Turkish Govern-
ment to avoid making preparations obviously
hostile to the Axis Powers.

Supplies and Transport.—In order to save
shipping, a reduction was made in the scales
of rations issued to the troops in May, 1942.
By this reductiorr and by using more local pro-
duce about a thousand tons a month were
saved. The average amount of Royal Army
Service Corps supplies imported during the
summer of 1942 was 50,000 tons a month, of
which 10 per cent. came from the United King-
dom, 30 per cent, from Canada and the United
States, and 60 per cent. from Indla and else-
where.

The arrafigements for storing and delivering
petrol were greatly improved during the ten
months under review. The leakage which occurs
when the standard four-gallon cans are used
gave rise to a very serious problem: losses might
amount to as much as fifteen per cent. even
in normal conditions, and in the desert where
the Eighth Army, by far the largest consumer,
half of whose maintenance tonnage consists of
petrol and lubricants, was operating, losses were
often as much as thirty per cent. To arrange
bulk storage and delivery was no easy matter
in a Command where seventeen million gallons
are used monthly. Nevertheless bulk storage
capacity was increased by-345 per cent. against
an increase of 250 per cent. in the amount
packed in cans; and by July 1942 in Egypt,
Palestine, and Syria, which were the principal
consumer areas, no less than ninety per cent.
was being delivered in bulk. This represented
a saving of 2,000 tons of imported tinplate a
month, of £140,000 on production costs and an
incalculable amount in petrol and transport.

Operations in Cyrenaica made extremely
heavy demands on transport resources. When
the 13th Corps were operating round Agedabia
and El Agheila twenty-four general transport
companies were required to supply that corps
alone. Evén when the remainder of the Com-
mand had been allotted the wvery smallest
amount of transport possible, the Eighth Armv
often had less than its operations demanded.
The period under review, however, saw a
gradual improvement in the situation, so’ that
by the end of August there were altogether
seventy-two general transport companies. To
find sufficient drivers was a difficult problem
and every source of man-power-was tapped to
provide them. The ten-ton diesel lorry proved
its worth in the desert, being much more
economical both in fuel and man-power than
the commoner three-ton lorry. More of these
vehicles: would have been ‘welcome.



372

Horsed transport and pack mule companies
were formed for use in Cyria, Cyprus and
Eritrea.

‘Major-General C. le B. Goldney continued to
perfonm the duties of Director of Supplies and
Transport throughout the period, and I greatly
appreciated his unfailing and steadfast support.

Locgl Production.—In order to effect further
savings in shipping space, local production was
stimulated still further.  Three and a half
million anti-tank mines, forty self-propelled 2o0-
ton landing craft and thirty 100-ton lighters
were among the numerous articles constructed
in the Middle East. Expenditure on account of
Ordnance supplies alone rose from f£400,000
to £800,000 Egyptian,

Salvage.—The salvage organisation, which
had developed enormously by November 1941
as a result of intense propaganda and the in-
culcation throughout the Command of the need
for economy, continued to grow and to extend
its activities. Seven salvage depots were operat-
ing in Egypt, six in Syria and Palestine, five in
Eritrea and one at Khartoum. These depots
were staffed largely by local civilians, super-
vised by a few British personnel. :

Among the salvage shipped to the United

Kingdom, India and elsewhere, were 5,000 tons
of scrap steel, 1,000 tons of tyres and rubber,
and 380 tons of brass. Over 30,000 tyres,
1,750,000 bottles, mainly for distilled water for
motor vehicles, 865 tons of camouflage material,
and 32,000 forty-gallon drums were made ser-
viceable and reissued, besides thousands of Tons
of re-manufactured metals and other materials,
* For the operations in Cyrenaica special
salvage officers and units were attached to the
Eighth Army. Salvage depots were established
as the troops went forward; and, although col-
lection could not keep pace with the advance,
much material was salved. Amongst the equip-
ment collected and sent back to the base were
164 British and 330 enemy guns, over 15,000
rifles, more than a million petrol tins, 3,000
tons of ammunition and 1,200 tons of scrap
metal.

In view of. the poor design of our own petrol
containers, a special effort was made to salve
as many as possible of the very efficient German
petrol and water containers. At Bengasi over
two million of them were discovered, but only
a few could be removed before the enemy made
his counterstroke. -

Printing and Stationery.—The Army Printing
and Stationery Service dssumed responsibility
for supplying the Royal Navy and the Royal
Air Force, and also for providing newsprint
for military and semi-military purposes. The
base depot at Suez was enlarged-to handle five
hundred tons a month. ¥ :

The General Headquarters Printing Press was
greatly expanded, the number 'of machines
being increased- from thirty to sixty-two, while
the output was trebled. - The importance of an
efficient and adequate printing service to the
Army cannot be over-estimated.

Postal Services—Under Colonel W. R.
Roberts, Deputy Director, the Army Postal
Service continued to serve the troops most satis-
factorily and to deal efficiently with an ever-
increasing volume of business in spite of con-
siderable transportation difficulties. . .

The airgraph service was further developed
and the number of letters despatched and re-
ceived weekly by this system increased from
about three hundred thousand in November
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1041 to just over one million in August 1942.
Articles of all classes posted weekly in British
Army Post Offices in the Command during May
1942 averaged a million and three-quarters.

Ordnance Services.—A chronic shortage - of
base ordnance workshop units was experienced,
and as a result it was some time before the
accumulation of tanks in need of repair could
be cleared. Moreover, every tank imported
from ovcrseas had to be modified for the desert.
Workshop accommodation was increased,
nevertheless, chiefly by impressing civilians and
civilian firms. This enabled methods of work-
ing to be improved, and repairs and overhauls
are on a mass producton rather than on an
individual basis. Since November 1941 the
number of guns and vehicles overhauled in
workshops was doubled. Nearly 40,000
vehicles and 5,000 guns were overhauled and
153,000 vehicles and 5,000 guns modified.

The recovery.organisation was improved by
every means that could be- devised subject
always to the shortage of recovery vehicles.
In the campaign of November-December 1941
recovery fell far -short of the standard achieved
by the Germans, partly because there were
very few recovery vehicles and partly because
the organisation itself was defective. By June
1942 we had received more recovery vehicles
and the organisation had been thoroughly re-
vised with the result that recovery from the
battlefield of Gazala was at least as good as
if not better than the German.

Major-General W.-W. Richards continued. to
inspire and direct the work of the Ordnance
Services with energy, foresight and determina-
tion and it is largely due to him that they
reached.so high a standard of efficiency.

Signals.—The signal organisation continued
to operate with the utmost efficiency through-
out the period and the service was further de-
veloped. A serious shortage of personnel as
well as equipment continued to be experienced;
and it- was due to the ingennity and efficiency
of Major<General W. R. C. Penney, my Signal
Officer-in-Chief, and his staff-that operations
and administration did not suffer as a result
of these shortcomings. To meet the shortage
of signal personnel, it was necessary to con-
vert two Yeomanry regiments into signal units.
The regiments concerned accepted this decision
most loyally, and rapidly became efficient in
their new role.

‘Medical Services.—The medical services con-
tinued to function with -great efficiency under
the able and energetic- direction of Major-
General P. S. Tomlinson; my Director of
Medical Services. .

Experience in operations in Libya showed
that casualty clearing stations should have their
own transport and be fully mobile. It was
also clear that all-mobile medical urits should
have their own means of wireless communica-
tion. Mobile surgical teams were formed and
attached to main dressing stations and casualty
clearing stations. These teams worked on the
battlefield and proved of inestimable value, as
did mobile blood transfusion units. A small
number of air ambulances was available, and
it is essential that more should be provided to
enable serious cases to be evacuated rapidly
and smoothly.

Conclusion. - : .
It may be thought that the administrative
effort and the number of persons employed in
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the base areas and on the lines of communica-
tion was out of all proportion to the com-
paratively small forces actually in contact with
the enemy. Fhis matter was constantly in my
mind and continually under expert examination;
and I was able to satisfy myself that in
administration there was little waste of man-
- power or misdirection of energy throughout the
whole Command. I consider this reflects the
greatest credit on those responsible for organis-
ing and controlling the vast administrative
machine on whose efficient running our ability
to wage the war entirely depended.

War anywhere is primarily a matter of supply
and movement and these problems are par-
ticularly acute’in the Middle East. Placed at
the end of very long lines of sea communica-
tions the countries of the Middle East are for
the most part undeveloped, possess few modern
industrial plants and are singularly poor in
Jland communications of every kind.  More-
over the Libyan Desert itself rivals any
country in the world in barrenness.

APPENDICES.
I.

Letter to Lt.-General Sir Alan Cunningham,
Commandey, Eighth Army.

2nd September 1941.
Western Desert Offensive Autumm, I94T.

I. After consultation with Commander-in-
Chief, Mediterranean and Air Officer Com-
manding-in-Chief, Middle East, I have decided
to carry out an .offensive this autumn with the
object of driving the enemy out of North Africa.

2. The offensive will be carried out in two
Pphases: —
" First phase: The capture of Cyrenaica.
Second phase: The capture of Tripolitania.

First phase:

3. The object of the operations in the first
phase is to recapture and hold Cyrenaica.
Your immediate objective is the destruction of
the enemy's armoured forces, thereby facilitat-
ing the holding of Cyrenaica and the subsequent
capture of Tripolitania. '

4. The attack is to be launched as soon as
the necessary forces can be trained and con-
centrated, and the necessary maintenance
arrangements completed. I estimate that this
should be possible by the beginning of Novem-
ber, and every effort is to be made to avoid the
necessity for a postponement.

5. In order to deceive the enemy as to the
direction of our main blow, the original deploy-
ment will be on a wide front from the coast to
Giarabub.  Arrangements are to be made to
establish dumps in the forward areas as soon as
the necessary protection can be provided.

6. The establishment of dumps in the forward
areas, leakage of information as to the strength
of our forces, and other factors may cause the
enemy to modify his present dispositions, so it
1s essential to organize the offensive on a flexible
basis.. In broad outline there ate two courses
open to us:— ’ ’

Course A: To base our main striking
force on Giarabub and advance via Gialo
to cut off the enemy’s retreat whilst maintajn-
ing pressure and advancing as opportinity
offers along the coast. ’

’ E
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Course B: To attack with our main strik-
ing force from the coastal sector, south of the
escarpment, ‘and to feint from the centre and
south. .

7. You will prepare detailed plans on each of
the above bases and be prepared to submit your
recommendations when called for after xst

. Octaober, 1941, so that a decision may be made.

Second phase:

8. The object of the operations in the second
phase is to capture and hold Tripolitania.

9. Alternative plans for these operations will
be prepared in outline by G.H.Q.

General .

10. This campaign will be a combined opera-
tion entailing the closest possible co-operation
between all three Services and dependent on the
Navy, not only for direct support from
H.M. ships when opportunity offers, but, to «
very large extent, for the maintenance by sea
of the land and air forces. Arrangements will
be rhade to enable you to effect a landing with
a brigade group behind the enemy lines, should
you so wish, but the success or failure of your
general plan must not be made to depend on
the feasibility of this operation.

11. Maintenance will be one of the limiting
factors of these operations and mobility one of
the most important. Formations will be trained
to carry out their mobile roles on a very low
scale of baggage, food and water.

12. You may assume that the forces available
for the first phase of the operations will com-
prise: —

One Army H.Q. and Signals.
One Armoured Corps H.Q. and Signals:
One Armoured Division.
- One Armoured Brigade Group.
One Corps H.Q. and Signals. - .
Four Infantry Divisions (of which at least
two will be fully motorized). '
Two Infantry Brigades.
Tobruk Garrison.

Further details will be forwarded to you

separately.

13. Acknowledge.
: C. J. Auchinleck,
General.
C.-inC., M.E.F.

2.

Appreciation of the Situation by Commander,
Eighth Army.

In the Field, 28th September 1941.

1. The following short appreciation examines
the problem of the recapture of Cyrenaica under
the terms of the C.-in-C.’s directive dated 2nd
September 1941.*

" 2. Object:—
The destruction of the enemy armoured
forces.

3. The appreciation is.based on information
contained in J.P.S.64, which is not therefore
reproduced in detail here. The following are
the salient factors which have influenced the
plan:— .

(¢) Dispositions of the enemy, wviz., one
armoured division in the forward area and

one west of Tobruk have been taken as a

¢ Appendix 1.
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basis.” It is considered that these dispositions
are commensurate with our occupation and
preparations at Giarabub and, unless the

. enemy intends to attack either Tobruk or
eastwards from his forward area, are quite
possibly those which he will adopt in the
future. A note is appended on the effect on
the plan of other possible action on the part
of the enemy.*

(i) The relative strengths in tanks will be
about 6:4 in our favour.

(iii) The relative air strengths may be
about 3:2 in the enemy’s favour. This
figure, however, takes into'account the Italian
aircraft. .

(iv) It is understood that the enemy supply
situation cannot be interfered with to a much
greater degree than at present. It is known
that continuous dumping is going on in the
area between Tobruk and Sollum. It is esti-
mated under these conditions that the enemy
in the forward area will be in a position to
"carry on land operations for a period of three
months and air operations for at least one
month by 1st November.

4. It should be our endeavour to bring the
enemy armoured forces to battle under con-
ditions, where we can concentrate against them
a numerical superiority in tanks. Our armoured
division will not have this superiority if faced
with both the enemy armoured divisions, and
one of our armoured brigades is weaker than one
enemy armoured division. In order, therefore,
to produce a superiority of tanks against the
enemy, as long as the enemy divisions are with-
in inter-supporting distance of each other, a
similar condition must apply to our armoured
division and our remaining armoured brigade.

5. If the enemy do not withdraw from present
positions, an attack on Bengasi as visualised
in Plan * A’ is not advocated, for the following
reasons : —

(i) The capture of Bengasi would not
necessarily cause the enemy to capitulate in
view of his supply situation in Eastern
Cyrenaica.

(ii) It would divert a portion of our
armoured forces from the main object, which
is the destruction of the enemy armoured

_ forces, to the rapid accomplishment of which
all armoured forces should be directed. It
might, moreover, expose a portion of our
armoured forces to be attacked by the enemy

in greater strength, (See para. 4).

(iii) A controlling factor is the enemy air
threat from set basés in the north directed to
the flank of a force competing with admini-
strative and operational difficulties. The
potential of this threatening force far exceeds
our available strength, and its present
numbers may be increased at will so long as
the enemy possesses the coastal aerodromes
which are in direct contact with Greece and
Crete.

The second factor is the dissipation of
force involved. The bombing threat would

necessitate despatching a strong fighter force.

with the column and this would result in
fighter weakness in the Bardia area.

Thirdly, the arrival of the column within
reach of the coastal area south of Bengasi
would find our weakened air forces opposed
by a strong enemy operating from established

* Not attached.
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bases. This would imply further strengthen-
ing of the southern fighter force at the ex-
pense of the northern, and even then there is
doubt that it would be in sufficient strength
for the task.

(iv) The maintenance of any forces sent to
Bengasi over the period (which might last
for some time) during which the main tank
battle was being staged, would be extremely
difficult and very costly in transport.

(v) There is a possibility of moves in the
area south of ‘Bengasi being delayed by rain,
with consequent dislocation of any plan de-

- cided upon. This also affects the enemy,
though to a less extent, due to his administra-
tive situation being easier than ours.

6. Our initial plan, therefore, goes no further
than the relief of Tobruk, and destroying the
armoured forces in Cyrenaica. Subsequent
plans for the capture of Bengasi must depend
on the success which has attended the above.
If, unhappily, any enemy armoured formations
escape, the detail of future plans to be adopted
will depend on their dispositions and action.
If all enemy armour is brought to battle, the
conquest of the rest of Cyrenaica should not be
difficult or slow. (See para. 13).

7. The following, then, are the essentials of a
plan to be adopted if the enemy remain in the
forward areas: —

(i) The enemy armoured forces are the
target.

(ii) They must be hemmed in and not
allowed to escape.

(i) The relief of Tobruk must be in-
cidental to the plan.

Re. (i) the enemy will seek to avoid meeting
superior armoured forces, but we should be in
a position to force him to do so (see para. 8).
The destruction of his dumps, particularly
petrol, must be an essential part of any plan
adopted, as by this means he can be rendered
impotent.

Re. (ii) the enemy lines of withdrawal must
be through his dumping areas, except for such
forces as he can supply by air. (Information
as to the position of dumps, and extent he can
carry out air supply, is of vital importance.
Intensive air war against dumps is going on
now to full extent of resources.) Lines of with-
drawal to Tengeder, Mechili and Derna will,
therefore, be those to which attention must be
paid.

(ii) and (iii) taken together indicate the
necessity of an operation by our forces west of
Tobruk, to take place simultaneously with any
operation in the frontier area, or between it
and Tobruk.

8. The enemy armoured forces are in two
different localities and, although within inter-
supporting distance, an armoured threat to both
Tobruk and the Bardia——Sollum area at the
same time should place him in a quandary, and
might give us the opportunity of interposing
ourselves between his two armoured divisions

- and defeating each in detail.

The relief of Tobruk would mean much more
to him than the loss of Bardia—Sollum. If,
therefore, a- serious threat develops towards
Tobruk, it is probable that he would attempt
to concentrate his armoured forces against that
threat. Tt will therefore be necessary for us
to be strong in armoured units for any attick
carried out in the Tobruk area.
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9. The defence

system Sollum—Capuzzo
—Halfaya—Sidi

Omar is well constructed

and strong in anti-tank defence. Frontal
attack  should  therefore ‘be avoided
initially. It should, however, mnot be

difficult or costly to cut this area off from
the rear and 'to sever the Bardia pipeline on
which it depends for water. Any attack on the
rear of these positions will have to be accom-
panied or supported by armoured formations in
view of the presence of the enemy 21st
Armoured Division in that area.

It will be necessary to reduce these defences
in due course to open up the direct route, but
once they are isolated this problem should be
easier.

10. Lines of advance open to us:—
(i) Along coast.
*(if) Hamra—Sidi Suleiman,
(iii) Bir Sheferzen.
(iv) Fort Maddalena.
(v) Giarabub.

(i) Any advance along the coast is under
observation from the escarpment, and entails
attacking enemy positions at their strongest
points.

(i) Was used before, was easily outflanked,
and leaves the forces at Sidi Omar in a posmon
to act either way, unless other forces are movmg
wider south.

(iii) Too close to Sidi Omar for any but a
direct attack on Sidi Omar, etc.

(iv) Advance by Maddalena gives
opportunity of enveloping enemy defences.
This line is, however, within forty miles of Sidi
Omar and, therefore, if used as a line of supply,
as long as the enemy mobile forces remain in
the forward area, Maddalena must be covered.

{v) 450 miles from Bengasi, 180 miles from
west of Tobruk. It offers best opportunity for
surprise, and L. of C.  not so vulnerable to air.

1I. Broad Plan.

(1) Southern Force—under command
Armoured Corps, to advance from south of
Maddalena.

#th Armoured Division.
1st S.A.. Division,
22nd Guards Brigade.
One extra anti-tank regt.
One medium regt.
Object—
() To destroy enemy armoured formations
in region Tobruk.

(b) To relieve Tobruk in conjunction with
an attack by forces in Tobruk.

(i) Centre Force—initially under command
13th Corps, to advance from Maddalena area.
4th (or 22nd) Armoured Brigade.
One sqn. or more armoured cars.
One field regt.
One bty. anti-tank guns.

This force will operate between the northern
and southern forces. Ifs object will be to find
and .draw off and, if in a position to do so,
attack the enemy armoured formations (at
present enemy 21st Armd. Div.) which may try
to interfere with the operations of the northern
force. Iftheenemy aremet insuperior armoured
strength, the object of this brigade group would
be to draw off the enemy armoured formations
in the direction of the southern force, where a

concentration of our armoured forces could be

brought to bear on him.
E 2
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(iii) Northern Force—1i3th Corps.

N.Z. Div.

4th Indian Div.

1st Army Tank Brigade.

One or two army field regts.

Two or three medium regts.

Objects— .

(@) To isolate the enemy forward defences.
by an advance in rear of them from the
south om a north and south axis, and to pin
them from the east.

(b) to clear the enemy from the area be-
tween the forward defences and excl..
Tobruk, thereafter joining hands with our
forces at Tobruk.

(¢) In due course to reduce any pockets of
the enemy left in the forward area.

12. The above plan would be associated with
the formation of a ' phantom "’ force operating
from Giarabub towards Bengasi.

Wireless deception to represent the presence
at Giarabub of a force equivalent to the south-
ern force shown above will be put in hand. A
skeleton force consisting of one or two armoured
car regts. supported by a small composite force
will advance from that area, and bombers will
also be flown down and operated from the
southern route.

13. Opportunity will be taken for exploitation
westwards at the earliest possible moment, i.e.,
as soon as Tobruk and the area east-of it are
secure, and supply arrangements allow. In the
latter connection, it is estimated that a mini-
mum of forty days’ supply will be in Tobruk,
which should allow of the advance westwards
being continued as soon as Eastern Cyrenaica
is secure.

A. Cunningham, Lieutenant-General,
Commanding Eighth Army.

3.

G.H.Q., M.E.F, Operation Instruction No. 103.
17th October; 1941.

Commander, Ninth Army.
Commander, British Troops in Egypt.

1. Our primary object at present is to clear
the enemy out of Libya, and to establish our-
selves up to the Tunisian frontier. This object
must be achieved before we have to turn and
resist an attack from the north, which may
eventuate next April.

2. To enable this object to be attained in the
time available, every possible step which can
be taken, and every possible need which can
be foreseen, must be taken and foreseen now.

3. General Cunningham must be given now
all the forces and resources he needs, and he
must retain these for so long as he requires
them.

4. Should the attainment of our object be
retarded, for reasons mow unforseeable, mntl
such time as it becomes evident that we must
turn and prepare to resist attack from the
north, then we may have to stop short in our
offensive in the west. In this event, General
Cunningham will retain the minimum necessary
to enable him .to establish a defensive front in -
Cyrenaica or Eastern Tripolitania, and the
maximum force which he can release will be -
withdrawn from his command to rem:furce the
Northern Front." This step will be necessary
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in view of the fact that the threat to our bases
in the Middle East and Iraq is likely to be more
serious from the north than from the west,
according to the information at present avail-
able to us. .

5. We are unlikely to be in sufficient strength
by next spring to prosecute an offensive in the
west and at the same time hold off a determined
attack from the north.

6. Apart from the possible need for with-
drawing forces from General Cunningham to
reinforce our Northern Front, it may still be
necessary to withdraw troops from him in order
to keep demands for maintenance within the
transport resources available, Every effort is
to be made, however, by all concerned to avoid
having recourse to this expedient, if it is likely
in any way to prejudice the full attainment of
his object by General Cunningham,

* * * * *
C. J. Auchinleck, General,
C.-inC., M.EF.
4,
Note on *“ Crusader ** by Commander-in-Chief,
M.E.F.

3oth October, 1g941.

1. Object.—To destroy enemy armoured
forces.

2. Implications of object.—(a) Must do some-
thing to bring enemy to battle on ground of
our choosing—not of his.

Q. What will make enemy move out to
meet us?

A. An obvious move to-raise siege of
Tobruk.

15t Deduction.—Therefore strong forces must
be directed on Tobruk.

(6) Enemy miust be brought to battle east of
Tobruk, otherwise he will fight delaying actions
and evade destruction.

Q. What must be done to effect this?
A. Surprise in time and direction of main
thrust is essential.

2nd Deduction.—Long range plans for
deception as to intention to attack and date
of attack and possible direction of attack
must be thorough and continuous.

3rd Deduction.—Weight and nature of
main concentration must be concealed as long
as possible.

4th  Deduction.—Preliminary movement
by feinting columns or detachments must not

take place prior to advance of main attacking -

force.

3. Our Action.—(a) To move strongest pos-
sible armoured and motorised force (30 Corps)
towards Tobruk. :

(b) Break-out to be made by tanks and
infantry of Tobruk garrison in conjunction with
this move.

(¢) Vigorous feints and raids by light mobile
forces to west and north-west from the line
Maddalena—Giarabub.

4. Enemy reaction.—Enemy may: (4) Keep
his two armoured divisions where they are,
north of escarpment beween Bardia and
Tobruk, hoping later to strike at maintenance
service of our 30 Corps and thus paralyse it,
while retaining free communication with his
own base in above-mentioned area.
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Sth Deduction.—If he does this we should
at once secure escarpment, picquet gaps, so
as to prevent tank movement; then relieve
Tobruk and invest or overrun DBardia—
Sollum—Capuzzo with 13 Corps.

(5) Keep his armoured force north of escarp-
ment, move west towards Tobruk and then
position himself south of it, with a view to
taking in flank attempts by us to raise siege.
This entails his abandoning forces in Bardia—
Sollum—Capuzzo.

6tk Deduction.—In this event, we must be
ready to push on with all speed with 30
Corps, join hands with Tobruk sally force
and pinch his armoured force between the
escarpment and Tobruk.

(¢) Allow our 30 Corps to move on towards
Tobruk and thrust with his armoured force
through his defences in the area Sidi Omar—
Halfaya, and attempt to destroy 13 Corps and
our advanced dumps, railhead, etc., south of
Sidi Barrani.

ath Deduction.—To guard against this, all
possible defensive measures, such as laying
minefields, positioning field and anti-tank
artillery and holding ** I’’ tanks in readiness
must be taken.

(@) Abandon Bardia—Sollum, raise siege of
Tobruk and withdraw towards Derna, Bengasi
and El Agheila without giving battle.

8th Deduction.—In this event, which is
possible but not likely, we must be recady to
improvise highly mobile columns comprising
artillery and motorised units to pursue him
at once, and by outflanking his columns and
infiltrating between them delay him, and so
enable our armoured forces to bring him to
battle before he can consolidate in new posi-
tions to the westward.

(¢) Move his armoured force south of escarp-
ment to a suitable area north of Trigh el Abd
and west of Capuzzo with object of striking at
our 30 Corps in flank and heading it off
Tobruk, his eastern flank being protected by
his Sidi Omar—Halfaya defences.

gth Deduction.—If the does this, which
seems to be his most likely course, we must
accept battle and concentrate the strongest
possible armoured force against him in this
area

10th Deduction.—Any subsidiary move-
ments, which might require the detachment
of tanks, other than ‘I’ tanks, for their
local protection against possible attack by
enemy armoured forces, must be foregone,
in the interests of ensuring the strongest
possible concentration of fast armoured units
for the decisive battle. This does not forbid
the movement of motorised forces mentioned
in para. 3 (¢), as these depend on speed for
safety, but does preclude the movement of
large forces of infantry and artillery round
the southern flank of the Sidi Omar—Halfaya

—DBardia positions with the idea of isolating

the enemy holding these positions; the

forward-movement of highly mobile motorised
forces in this area, however, is not precluded.

If the armoured battle ends in a decisive

- success, these enemy troops can be dealt
with at leisure, and the same applies to the
enemy investing Tobruk.

5. Summary.—(a) 30 Corps with all available
Cruiser and American tanks to be directed on
Tobruk with a Vview to bringing enemy main
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armoured formations to battle and destroying
them east of Tobruk.

(b) Tobruk garrison to sally out and assist
main attack by threatening enemy rear and
flank and distracting his attention.

{c) 13 Corps to hold ground east of Halfaya
—Sidi Omar enemy position, ready:—

(i) to stop any enemy attempt to stnke at
our.advanced base areas, and

(ii) to move forward at once on successful
outcome of armoured battle, against rear of
enemy in area Bardia—Sollum—Sidi Omar,
and towards Tobruk.

(d) Light mobile forces, based on Maddalena
and Giarabub to move west and north-west
against enemy L. of C. and aerodromes, etc.,
in area Mechili-Gialo, but not before 30 Corps
commences its advance on Tobruk.

(¢) Full arrangements to be made to pursue
enemy with improved mobile columns at once,
if he tries to slip away towards Bengasi and
El Agheila after an unsuccessful battle.

5.

Letter to Lieut.-General Sir Alan Cunningham,
Commander, Eighth Army.

Advanced H.Q. Eighth Army, 24th November,
1941.

1. Having discussed the sitnation with you
and learned from you the weak state to which
4 Armoured Division has been reduced by the
past five days fighting, I fully realise that to
continue our offensive may result in the im-
mobilisation, temporarily at any rate, of all our
Cruiser and American M3 tanks.

2. I realise also that should the enemy be
left with a superiority of fast moving tanks as
a result of our continued offensive, there is a
risk that he may try to outflank our advanced
formations in the Sidi Rezegh-Gambut area and
cut them off from their bases in Egypt. I realise
also that in this event there would remain only
very weak forces to oppose an enemy advance
into Egypt. On the other hand, it is clear to
me that after the fighting of the last few days,
it is most improbable that the ehemy will be
able to stage a major advance for some time to
come.

3. There are only two courses open to us:—
" (i) To break off the battle and stand on the
defensive either on the line Gambut-Gabr
Saleh or on the frontier. This is a possible
solution, as it is unlikely that the enemy
would be able to mount a strong offensive
against us for many weeks; and it would
enable us to retain much of the ground we
have gained, including valuable forward land-
ing grounds. On the other hand, it would be
counted as an Axis triumph and would entail
abandoning for an indefinite time the relief of
Tobruk.
(if) The second course is to continue to
_ press our offensive with every means in our
power.
There is no possible doubt that the second
is the right and only course, The risks involved
in it must be accepted.

4. You will therefore continue to attack the
enemy relentlessly using all your resources even
to the last tank. Your main immediate object
will be, as always, to destroy the enemy tank
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forces. Your ultimate object remains the con-
quest of Cyrenaica, and then an advance on
Tripoli.

5. To achieve the objects set out in para. 4
it seems essential that you should: —

(i) Recapture the Sidi Rezegh-Ed Duda
ridge at the ‘earliest possible moment and join

- hands with Tobruk garrison. It is to my mind
essential that the Tobruk garrison should co-
operate to the utmost limit of their resources -
in this operation,

(ii) Direct the Oasis Force at the earliest
posstble moment against the coast road to
stop all traffic on it and if possible capture
Agedabia or Benina, neither of which is
strongly held apparently.

(iii) Use the Long Range Desert Group
patrols offensively to the limit of their en-
durance against every possible objective on
the enemy lines of communication from
Mechili to Bengasi, Agedabia and beyond to
the west. All available armoured cars should
be used with the utmost boldness to take
part in this offensive. The advantages to be
gained by a determined effort against the
enemy lines of communication are worth
immense risks, which will be taken.

C. J. Auchinleck, General,
C.-in-C., M.E.F.

6.

G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction
No. 170.

* Western Front.
1gth January, 1942.
Lieut.-General W, G. Holmes,
Commander, British Troops in Egypt.
Lieut-General N. M. R. Ritchie,
Commander, Eighth Army.

1. My present intention is to continue the
offensive in leya and the objective remains
Tripoli.

2. In view, however, of the fluidity of the
general strategic situation, we must face the
prospect of being unable to continue the Libyan
offensive, and of having to pass to the defen-
sive on the Western Front.

3. It thjs should be forced upon us, it is
my intention to stand on the line Agheila—
Marada and prevent any enemy advance east
of it. General instructions for the defence of
this line will be issued separately.

4. If we should be unable to secure this line;
or, having secured it, to hold it, I intend to:
withdraw north-eastwards and eastwards to the
general line Sollum—Giarabub, on which the
enemy will be stopped.

During this withdrawal every effort will be
made to delay the enemy and thereby to retain
the use of forward landing grounds as long as
possible

The main axis of withdrawal will be
Aghella—Agedabm—Bn‘ Ben Gania—Bir

" Hacheim—Sidi Omar.

The coast road Bengasi—Derna—Tobruk
—Sollum may be used for the clearance of
material and stores, but will not be used by
fighting formations or units except those,
located north of the line exclusive Bengasi—
Mechili.
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6. It is not my intention to try to.hold
permanently Tobruk or any other locality west
of the frontier.

7. The general arrangements for the defence
of the line Sollum—Giarabub will be as
follows : —

‘(@) A defended locality in the area
Capuzzo—Sollum—Halfaya, to be held by
one infantry division with infantry tanks.

{b) A defended locality round Maddalena

to be held by an infantry division, less a

brigade group, with infantry tanks.

(¢) A defended locality at Giarabub to be
held by an infantry brigade group.

(d) A general reserve of one armoured
division and an infantry brigade group, to
be located in the Bir Abu Misheifa area.

8. The Mersa Matruh defended locality will
be maintained and improved for occupation
by an infantry division.

9. The Maaten Bagush position and the
enemy positions at Bardia will be dismantled,
and the material thus salved used for other
positions.

10. Work will be continued in accordance
with the original plans on the El Alamein
position as opportunity offers, until it is
completed.

11. Acknowledge.
C. J. Auchinleck, General,

C.in-C., MEF.
7.
Note on Possible Commitments in the Spring
of 1942.

20th January 1942.

1. In the spring, 1942, we may be faced with
the following commitments: —

(@) The defence of our Western Front.

(0) The defence of the Northern Front,
including Cyprus, and probably also includ-
ing assistance to Turkey.

(¢) The protection of our bases in the Suez
Canal and Persian Gulf areas.

2. On 28th December, we reported our
estimated deficiencies on 1st April 1942 to the
Minister of Defence and the Chiefs of Staff. As
a result of recent diversions the situation has
changed again.

3. Our minimum estimated requirements for
these purposes, and our estimated resources,
assuming that the necessary armoured vehicles
and transport are provided, are as follows: —

Minimum g onated

require- oo ources. Deficiency.
ments. .
Armoured
Divisions 5 33 1}
Infantry
Divisions 17 12 5
Heavy A. A. :
Regiments 34 15 19
Light A, A. )
_ Regiments 53" 18 37

These requirements are based on holding
forward on the general line Tabriz—Mosul—
Syro-Turkish Frontier to deny the enemy air
bases and on the despatch of a force to Western
Anatolia to assist Turkey.
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4. Apart from this serious shortage of forma-
tions and anti-aircraft artillery, there are indi-
cations that the delivery of A.F.V’s. and M.T.
vehicles will fall far short of requirements. Con-
sequently some of the formations will not be com-
plete in transport and therefore unable to take
part in active operations.

5. Excluding forces in Iraq (one armoured
brigade group and three infantry divisions),
about which details are not yet fully known,
the following is an estimate of the position on
1st April 1942: —

(&) Armoured Divisions.

Two armoured divisions
equipped and mobile.

- (b) Infantry Divisions.

Two infantry divisions completely equip-
ped and mobile.

Six infantry divisions nearly complete as
regards equipment but deficient of transport
in varying degrees.

completely

6. From the above it will be seen that we
shall be quite unable to carry out operations
as envisaged. in paragraph 3.

Our only course will be to fall back on
defences in rear in Persia, Central Iraq and
Southern Syria, and to fight a defensive battle,
thereby surrendering to the enemy all air bases
and landing grounds north of this line, the
effect of which will be greatly to increase ‘the
scale of enemy air attack on our bases.

7. Progress in re-equipment after 1st April
depends mainly on M.T. arrivals which cannot
be forecast accurately. The following is an
estimate based on the probable rate of
arrivals: —

() Armoured Divisions.

A third armoured division should be com-
plete with tanks and transport by mid-May.
(b) Infantry Divisions.

It is estimated that sufficient transport for
an infantry division should be available each
month,

8. Therefore by 15th May the position should
be as follows: —
(@) Armoured Divisions.
Three armoured divisions fully mobile.
(b) Infantry Divisions. .
Three infantry divisions completely equip-
ped and mobile.
Five infantry divisions nearly complete as
regards equipment but deficient of transport
" in varying degrees.
(¢) Tenth Army (Irag).
One armoured brigade group.
Three infantry divisions.
Equipment position not yet fully known.
C. J. Auchinleck, General.
C.-in-C., M.E.F.

8.

. Note on the Western Front by the Commander-

in-Chief, M. E. F.
(For Middle East Defence Commitiee.)
4th February, 1942.

1. The recent enemy successes in Cyrenaica
make it necessary to reconsider how we are
to achieve our object, which was and is 1o
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destroy the enemy forces, and particularly’ the
German forces, in Cyrenaica and then to
occupy Tnpohtama

2. The campaign in Cyrenalca has shown
that generally the German'tanks are superior
to ours in mechanical reliability and in gun-
power, while the modern Italian tank now
coming into service is slightly inferior in per-
formance and armament to our Cruiser tank,
but is generally superior to the American light
tank except in respect of speed.

After consulting those best qualified to give
an oplmon I have concluded that we need at
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least a fifty per cent. numerical superiority in
tanks, if we are to have a reasonable chance
of beatmg the enemy armoured forces on
ground of his own choosing.

Our inferiority in tank equipment may im-
prove as we are able to employ more American
medium tanks, but this rerhains to be proved
in battle.

3. The following is a forecast showing the
extent to which the ememy might build up his
tank force in Libya and of our own prospective
tank resources in this Command.

Cruiser or Eguivalent Tanks.

Enemy—uwith units. (Ours—with wnits.) Ours.
, German. Italian. Total. Excl. Iraq. Iraq. Resevvz.
I February ... 42 185 227 226 8 —
I March I68 276 444 334 193
I April 272 276 548 496 2a0% 249
I May ... 272 276 548 570 2 285
I June 272 276 548 680 340

* Date of arrival not known, and reserves for Iraq not included.

Heavy or infantry tanks are not included
in the table as they cannot take part in the
main tank battle owing to their low Speed and
small circuit of action.

4. The table allows for our holding a 50 per
cent. reserve of the total number of tanks with
units. This may seem a large figure, but the
initial stages of the Cyrenaican campaign amply
proved that this is not so. Had we not been
able to draw on large reserves to replace tanks
lost or disabled in battle, we should not have
been able to raise the seige of Tobruk. The
enemy had a very small reserve of tanks at his
disposal, but the greater reliability of his tanks
and his better tank recovery equipment made
up for this.

It would, however, be possible to take a risk

and reduce the ratio of tanks in reserve to those
with units to 25 per cent., particularly as the
American tanks, with which we shall be
equipped increasingly in future, are more
reliable mechanically than British tanks, which
have formed the major part of our equipment
hitherto.
" The 252 tanks shown as allotted to the Tenth
Army in Iraq should not be counted upon,
as they will be delivered at Basra and are needed
to equip the Indian Armoured Division now
forming in Iraq, though in an emergency it
might be possible to draw on them to replace
losses in the field.

5. Taking the worst case, which is that the
enemy can and will reinforce his armoured
forces to the extent shown in the table, and
working to a 25 per cent. reserve of tanks for
our own units, we may expect to be able to
put in the field on 1st March 1942, from 450 to
500 tanks against a possible total of 400 enemy
tanks. To give us a 50 per cent. numerical
superiority, we should have 600 tanks.

On 1st April we ought to have about 620
tanks against the enemy’s 550, still short of
our needed margin of superiority.

On 1st May we might count on about %470
tanks compared with 550, which would just
give us the superiority we need, but only at
the expense of reducing our reserve of tanks
still further from 25 per cent. to 1I per cent.
Should the ememy bring over no more re-
ihforcements of tanks or stop shiort at the 400

mark, which he is expected to reach on 1st
March, then we should have our required
superiority by 1st April, or even by the 1st
March if he ceases at once to bring over any
more tanks; but this is considered to be unlikely.

6. These calculations depend on concentrat-
ing all available tanks and armoured units on
the Western Front, leaving none for the
Northern Front, except those already allotted
to Iraq whose date of arrival is uncertain.
There is a risk; but one which can be taken,
unless there is a rapid change in the situation
on the Russian Front, as it now seems most
unlikely that Germany will be able to mount
an attack against Syria and Iraq through
Anatolia, or against Persia through the
Caucasus, before the beginning of August.

4. Provided, therefore, we are not forced by
enemy action to fritter away our tank resources
in detail in the meanwhile, we should plan
now to resume the offensive possibly on st
March or 1st April and certainly by 1st May, if
we are prepared to take a risk on the number
of tanks held in reserve.

8. So much for relative strengths. The other
factor governing our ability to resume the offen-
sive is maintenance. :

When we resume the offensive the enemy may
withdraw again to his defended area in south-
west Cyrenaica round Agedabia and El Agheila
in the hope that, by forcing us to fight at the
end of a long and difficult line of communica-
tions, he will be able to discount our numerical
superiority in tanks. A withdrawal on‘his part
to this area does not necessarily imply that he.
will ‘voluntarily abandon Bengasi.

9. We know from experience that unless we
can make free use of Bengasi as a port of supply,
we cannot maintain a force of more than about
a hundred tanks and a few battalions of infan-
try with the necessary artillery in the Agedabia
area.

Therefore our first action on resuming the
offensive must be to take Bengasi.

It is not enough to take Bengasi; we must
be -able to maintain forward sufficient forces
to hold it, while the necessary reserves of sup-
plies are being built up for the further advance
to the southward. This is likely to be the
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hardest part of the business, as it is likely to
entail stationing the bulk, if not the whole, of
our armoured force south of the Gebel Akhdar
area to guard against any enemy attempt to
move north against the garrison of Bengasi,
which itself must be strictly limited in size by
maintenance considerations. The operation
should not be impossible, however, though it
will be more difficult than in December last,
as we shall not have a beaten and disorganized
enemy to deal with as we had then. The impli-
cation of this is that the operation is likely to
have to be much more deliberate.

10. Our - immediate need therefore is to
stabilise a front in Libya behind which we can
build up a striking force with which to resume
the offensive at the earliest possible date.

This front should cover Tobruk and as many
as possible of the forward landing grounds in
Eastern Cyrenaica. It should not, however, be
too far to the west, as during the period which
must elapse before we can launch our offensive,
we should aim at making it as difficult as possible
for the ememy to concentrate strong forces
against our covering position and so force us
to waste our strength in opposing him. This
can best be avoided by making him extend his
line of communications to the maximum extent
'without thereby endangering points vital to
ourselves.

11. 1 propose therefore to confrm the in-
structions already given to General Ritchie,
which are:—

(i) To hold a line covering Tobruk.

(ii) To hold Giarabub in order to secure
our southern flank against enemy raids based
on Siwa.

(iii) To proceed, as an insurance, with
making of defensive areas at Sollum and near
Maddalena, in accordance with the policy
previously laid down.

And to tell him at once to begin to build up
a striking force for the resumption of the offen-
sive at the earliest possible moment.

12. It is vital to the success of this plan that
every possible effort should be made from now
on by our naval and air forces to deny the use
of Bengasi to the enemy for supply purposes.

To do this effectively it is necessary that we
should have the use of landing grounds in the
area Derna—Martuba and be able to base motor
torpedo boats, with which to attack enemy
shipping using Bengasi, on the port of Derna.

The possibility of undertaking a limited offen-
sive at an early date to secure Derna must there-
fore be seriously and urgently considered. It
is important, however, that such an operation
should not prejudice the chances of success of
a main offensive later.

C. J. A.

9.

G.H.Q., M .E.F. Operation Instruction No. 111.
Lieutenant-General N. M. Ritchie,
Commander, Eighth Army,
11th February 1942.

1. I intend to resume the offensive in Libya
as soon as possible with the aim of defeating
the enemy forces in the field, occupying
Cyrenaica and subsequently Tripolitania.
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2. The enemy, however, may try to drive us
back from our present positions round Gazala
and from Tobruk, before we are ready to
launch our offensive.

3. It is essential to retain Tobruk as a supply
base for our offensive. ~Our present positions
on the line Gazala—Hacheim will, therefore,
continue to be held, and no effort will be
spared to make them as strong as possible.

4. If, for any reason, we should be forced at
some future date to withdraw from our present
forward positions, every effort will still be made
to prevent Tobruk being lost to the enemy; but
it is not my intention 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—Maddalena
—Giarabub, as laid down in Operation Instruc-
tion No. 110.

5. It is extremely desirable to regain for our
air forces the use of the landing grounds in the
area Derna—Martuba, for the following
T€aS0NSI—

(2) To enable our air reconnaissance and
air striking forces to join up with those from
Malta, so as to cover the whole sea area.

(6) To enable them to keep up a more
effective offensive again Bengasi, and thus
prevent or severely restrict its use by the
enemy for supply purposes.

(¢) To reduce the degree of support the
enemy can give his forward troops.

The possession of Derna would also permit
the use of motor torpedo boats against enemy
shipping using Bengasi,

6. To get and keep possession of the area
Derna—Tmimi—Gazala entails holding firmly
up to, and inclusive of, the gemeral line
Lamluda—Mechili—Tengeder, and it is not my
intention that you should attempt this opera-
tion until you are sure:—

(a) That it will not endanger the safety
of Tobruk.

(b) That it will not involve the risk of
defeat in detail and so prejudice the chances
of our launching a major offensive.

I wish you, however, to study the possibili-
ties of such an operation, and to make all
preparations for carrying it out immediately
circumstances permit.

4. Meanwhile you will do all you can by the
use of offensive mobile columns to prevent the
use by the enemy air force of landing grounds
in the area Derna—Martuba—Mechili,

8. The Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force
are making every effort to deny the use of
the ports of Bengasi and Derna to the enemy.

9. Your tasks are, therefore:—

(a) To hold the enemy as far west of
Tobruk as possible without risking defeat in
detail.

(b) To organise a striking force with which
to resume the offensive, with the object of
destroying the enemy forces in the field, and
occupying Cyrenaica at the earliest possible
date.
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(¢) To study the p0551-b111ty of regaining
the landing grounds in the area Derna—
Martuba—Mechili for our air forces at an
early date, provided this can be done with-
out) prejudice to the tasks defined in (a) and
®).

(d) To prevent to the utmost extent
possible, without prejudice to the tasks de-
fined above in (2) and (b), the use by the
enemy air force of the landing grounds in
the area Derna—Martuba—Mechili.

(e) To avoid your forces being invested
in Tobruk in the event of our having to
withdraw to the east of that place.

(f)}- To complete the preparation of de-
fensive positions on the general line Sollum—
Maddalena—Giarabub at the earliest possible
date.

10. To allow you to plan for the future, a
list of the troops likely to be available to you
is attached to this instruction.

C. J. Auchinleck, General,
C.-in-C., M.E.F.

APPENDIX ‘“ A’’ TO OPERATION
INSTRUCTION No. 11I1.

Assumed Order of Batile for ~ Available for
planning the offensive. Baittle.
H.Q. 13 Corps.

H.Q. 30 Corps.
I Armd. Div.
One Armd. Car Regt.
2 Armd. Bde. Gp.
201 Gds. Motor Bde.
Gp.
7 Armd. Div.
One Armd. Car Regt.
4 Armd. Bde. Gp.
7 Motor Bde. Gp.
10 Armd. Div.
One Armd. Car Regt. Late-March.
. X Armd. Bde. Gp. Mid-April
One Motor Bde. Gp. (if Unable to fore-
ready). cast.

End-February.
Early March.
Mid-April.

22 Armd Bde. Gp End-March.

8 Armd. Bde. Gp. Mid-May.

1 Army Tank Bde.

4 S.A. Armd. Car Regt.

6 S.A. Armd. Car Regt. End-April.

3 Ind. Motor Bde. Gp. = Mid-March.
50 Div, End-February.
I S.A: Div.
2 S.A. Div.

Free French Bde. Gp.
N.B.—(a) An Armd. Bde. Gp. will consist of
three Regts.

(b) The above dates are based on the
arrival of equipment and ‘A"
vehicles, but also depend upon the
arrival of transport, which cannot be
forecast with any accuracy.

10

G.H.Q., M.E.F, Operation Instruction
No. 112,
23rd February, 1942.

General Sir H. M. Wilson, Commander, Ninth
Army.

Lt.-General E. P. Quinan, Commander Tenth
Army.

1. With a view to provxdmg reinforcements

for the East and the Far East, the following

formations will be, or may be, moved from the
Middle East: —

(a4) 70 Division—as soon as the move can
be arranged, and utilizing ships earmarked
for 6 Australian Division.

(&) Remainder of 6 Australian Division.

(¢) 9 Australian Division, as soon as the
move can be arranged.

(@) Possibly, though not yet decided, one
Indian infantry division from Iraq.

Moreover,

(e) It is unlikely that more than one in-
fantry division will arrive in the Middle East
from the United Kingdom before mid-August.

2. If all these formations are withdrawn, the
infantry formations remaining in the Middle
East will comprise:—

50 Division.

New Zealand Division.

Two South African Divisions.

Four Indian Divisions.

161 Indian Infantry Brigade Group.
Two Free French Brigade Groups.
Polish Brigade Group.

One Greek Brigade Group.

A total of eight infantry divisions and five
infantry brigade groups.

3. After providing for:—

(¢) The security of the Western Front of
Egypt—Three infantry divisions; one infantry
brigade group.

(5) The security of Cyprus—One infantry
division.

There remain four mfantry divisions, and at
most four infantry brigade groups, to meet the
requirements of Ninth Army, Tenth Army and
G.H.Q. Reserve.

4. This force would be inadequate to stop
an enemy attack in strength through Persia
and Syria, directed on the Persian Gulf and
the Suez Canal. ;

5. Should this eventuality arise, I intend to
impose the greatest possible delay on the
enemy’s advance with the object of gaining
time to enable reinforcements to arrive.

6. This delay will be imposed upon the
enemy: — ’

(2) By supporting Turkey if she resists and
if the necessary air forces are available, in
accordance with our present plans.

(b) By protecting advanced aerodromes
from which our air forces can attack’ the
enemy’s vulnerable communications through
Turkey. -

(¢) By the thorough demolition of com-
munications and all oil stocks and installa-
tions.

(@) By holding delaying positions astride
his main lines of advance in country unsuited
to ammoured fighting vehicles.

(¢) By counter-attacking with armoured
formations whenever a suitable opportumty
can be created.

7. It may be assumed that the following
forces will be available:—
Ninth Army.
One armoured.division of
* One armoured brigade group
One motor brigade group
Two infantry divisions.



382 SUPPLEMENT T0 THE LONDON GAZETTE, 15 JANUARY, 1948

Tenth Army.

One armoured division of
One armoured brigade group
One motor brigade group

Two infantry divisions.

Cyprus.

One armoured regiment

One infantry division.

G.H.G. Reserve.
(For allotment as may be necessary to Eighth,
Ninth or Tenth Armies.)
Up to three armoured brigade groups.
One army tank brigade of two battalions.
Two or three infantry brigade groups.

. 8. Having regard to the probable disparity
in strength between the enemy and our own
forces, it is essential that our forces should not
be irretrievably committed, and that we avoid
engagements with the enemy except on ground
favourable to ourselves. In the event of an
enemy attack, my policy will therefore be:—

(¢) To protect aerodromes in Northern
Syria and Northern Iraq, from which our
air forces can attack the enemy’s vulnerable
communications through Turkey.

() To effect the demolition of communi-
cations and oil installations north of the line
Dizful —Paitak—Little Zab River—Ana—
Abu Kemal—Damascus—Ras Baalbek—
- Tripoli, and to withdraw to previously pre-
pared positions on that general line.

{¢) To delay the enemy as long as possible
in front of that line by making bold use of
the forces available to attack him in flank
and rear.

. (d) To fight a series of delaying actions

- on ground of our own choosing, back to posi-
tions in Southern Iraq and Southern Pales-
tine, covering the ports on the Persian Gulf
and on the Suez Canal.

9. Our plans and preparations must be ad-
justed without delay to this new situation. On
the other hand it is of paramount importance
that we avoid disclosing our weakness or our in-
tentions to the enemy, to Turkey, or to the
local populations, because by so doing we may
encourage the enemy to attack, drive Turkey
into submission, and bring about a serious

internal security situation.

My policy, therefore, is:—

(@) To maintain troop movement in the
northern frontier areas on the same scale as

" in the past.

(b) To continué slowly with the construc-
tion of those roads in the northern areas on
which a start has been made, and with work
now actually in progress on defences at Mosul
and Qaiara, but not to start any new works
in these areas. The object is to avoid giving
the impression that we have changed our
plans, and at the same time to make avail-
able the maximum amount of material and
labour for the essential task defined in (c)
below.

(c) To complete defences on the general
line Dizful Little Zab River—Ana—Abu
Kemal —Damascus—Ras Baalbek—Tripoli in
the following two stages: —

Stage A.—On a scale suitable for a
delaying action by the forces given
in para. 7.

Stage B.—On a scale suitable for the
forces given in Appendix ‘“ A", so that
prepared positions may be available, if
veinforcements arrive in time.

(d) To prepare, without delay, bases
of supply for mobile striking forces in the
neighbourhood of Fatha, Haffa and Qatana,
and in the Jebel Druze and Lava Belt. The
bases of supply hitherto contemplated at
Palmyra and to the north will not be formed
for the present, but plans will be completed
so that the bases can be made available at
short notice, if required.

(¢) To complete the bridges at Raqqa

(because construction cannot now be
stopped without disclosing a change in policy)
and Haffa and Fatha.
Approaches to the bridges to Deir ez Zor and
Meyadine will be completed if not already
started, but the bridges will not be built.
Similarly, work started on the Khabur
bridges should be completed, but no new
work initiated.

(/) To prepare a defended staging post in
the Rutba area—if possible at Al Ga’ara—
without delay. A reconnaissance will be
carried out immediately, and a report sub-
mitted to G.H.Q.

(g) To reconnoitre immediately, positions
in Southern Iraq and Southern Palestine, in
each case for a force of two infantry divi-
sions and attached troops.

10. An immense amount of work remains to
be done, and all available resources in the
immediate future will be applied to the com-
pletion of the defensive arrangements required
on the line given in para. 9 (¢). Reconnais-
sances of the rearward lines, supply bases and
staging posts will be carried out simultaneously,
and reports will be submitted to G.H.G. by
10th March 1942.

11. The policy of stocking will be decided
when the recommendations of Army Com-
manders have been received.

12. The success of a withdrawal of th1s nature
will depend very largely upon the state of
training of our formations in mobile warfare.
In the near future, a proper proportion must
be maintained between the conflicting demands
for training and for the construction of
defences. Local labour will be used to the
greatest possible extent, to free formations for
the training in manceuvre which will be so
essential to success.

C. J. AucHINLECK, General,
C.-inC., M.E.F.

APPENDIX “A” TO G.H.Q., MEF.
OPERATION INSTRUCTION No. 112.
Forces to be assumed as available when the

defences on the line Dizful —Little Zab River—

Ana—Abu Kemal Damascus—Ras Baalbek—

Tripoli, are constructed—[para. g (c) Stage B,

refers. ]

Ninth Army.

One armoured division of
One armoured brigade group
One motor brigade group

One army tank brigade.

Four infantry divisions.

Polish Brigade Group.

Greek Brigade ‘Group.

Free French Forces.

Tenth Army.

One armoured division of
One armoured brigade group
One motor brigade group

- One army tank brigade.
Three infantry divisions.
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G.H.G. Reserve,

One armoured division of
One armoured brigade group
One motor brigade group

One infantry division.

11-

G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction
No. 116. .
8th March 1g42.

Lieutenant-General N. M. Ritchie, Commander,
Eighth Army,

I. A convoy will be despatched to Malta
during the coming dark period. The supply
situation in Malta is serious, owing to the failure
of the last convoy to arrive. The Commanders-
in-Chief have therefore decided that measures
for the protection of the next convoy will be
accorded first priority.

2. Full particulars concerning the movement
of the convoy will be made known to you by the
Naval Liaison Officer attached to your Head-
quarters. In outline, the movements of the
convoy will be as follows:—

(@) Leave Alexandria afternoon D1 day.
(b) Arrive Malta early D4 day.

D1 day may be altered if the weather is
unfavourable, but you will receive twenty-
four hours notice of the time of departure
of the convoy from Alexandria,

3. The Commander-in-Chief directs that you
will create a diversion with the object of draw-
ing off enemy air attack from the convoy
throughout Dz day.

4. This diversion will be of an appreciable
size—not less than the equivalent of one bde gp.
The diversionary effect of your operation is not
required to continue after the evening of D2.

5. The maximum possible fighter protection
is to be afforded to the convoy, therefore your
diversionary operation may have to be carried
out without any air protection.

" 6. Your outline plan will be forwarded to
reach this Headquarters by 13th March 1942.

12
Note ow the Libyan Offensive—lI.
21st March 1942.

1. The object.—Our permanent and over-
riding object 1s to secure our bases in Egypt and
Iraq against enemy attack.

2. Factors affecting the achievement of the
object.——Our policy on the Western Front in
North Africa has been hitherto: first, to protect
our main base area in the Delta, and secondly,
to drive the enemy out of North Africa so as to
increase the security of the Delta base, to open
the Mediterranean sea route, and to provide a
base for operations against Sicily and Italy.

3. So long as the enemy is able to send
convoys freely to Tripoli and Bengasi, he is in
a better position to build up his forces on this
front than we are, because the route is much
shorter than our réinforcement route round the
Cape and from India. The most effective way,
therefore, to secure Egypt from attack from the
‘west is to control the Central Mediterranean.

" 4. To gain control of the Ceniral Mediter-

ranean, we require :—
(i) To operate strong air forces and'light
- maval forces from Malta, This will not be

possible unless we can keep Malta adequately
supplied, and provide it with reasonable pro-
tection against air attack. .
(ii) To operate strong air forces from bases
in Western Cyrenaica.
(iii) To provide air protection for our fleet
operating from Alexandria.

5. If we could establish a high degree of
control over the Central Mediterranean, the
enemy’s strength in North Africa must
gradually decline. Both the capture of
Tripolitania and, alternatively, the defence of
Cyrenaica would then be easier, thus enabling
us to release forces for the Northern Front, if
required.

It is obvious that the advantages of captur-
ing Tripolitania would be largely discounted if
the enemy could establish himself in Tunisia.
The only certain way of preventing this is to
occupy that cotntry ourselves.

6. The carrying out of our pohcy falls, there-
fore, into three phases: —

(i) The securing of Cyrenaica.

(ii) The building up of our striking forces
in Cyrenaica and Malta, with a view to gain-
ing control of the Central Mediterranean.

(iii) The occupation of Tripolitania and, if
necessary, of Tunisia.

4. Viewing the war as a whole, we must con-
cede that the enemy will have the initiative
during the summer of 1942, and that some
reverses are to be expected. This will influence
our Sperations in North Africa in the following
ways:-—

(@) We must not become involved in
operations in Libya which cannot be broken
off at short notice. To be in a position to
release forces to meet the enemy elsewhere,
we must aim at .being able to pass quickly
to the defensive, and to consolidate our gains
without delay.

{(b) The morale of the public will require
sustaining. A successful offensive would be
beneficial, but another failure would have a
harmful effect.

8. From the foregoing considerations, the
phases of offensive operations in Libya can be
defined: —

(i) To secure Cyreraica.

(il) To gain control of the sea communica-
tions in the Central Mediterranean.

(iii) To capture or secure Tripolitania,
which may depend on whether operations to
secure Tunisia can also be undertaken, either
from the east or from the west.

9. Factors affecttng offensive operations in
Cyrenaica.—Experience has shown that it is
more difficult to hold than to capture Cyrenaica.
Therefore, an essential element in the plan to
capture Cyrenaica is the destruction of the
enemy forces, and particularly the most effective
part of them, the German armoured and
infantry formations.

10. The configuration of the coast of the Gulf
of Sirte and the defensive possibilities of. the
El Agheila area are the governing considerations
in. any plan for the defence of Cyrenaica. A
much smaller force is needed to defend
Cyrenaica in the Agheila position than in any
other, and, since we must be ready to secure
Cyrenaica with the minimum force, the capture
and consolidation of the Agheula position is
essential. This fixes our maintenance needs.
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11, The supply situation in Malta is bad and
will become worse after May. Morcover,
Malta’s effort is waning, so that enemy convoys
are passing more easily to North Africa; and
his situation there ‘is improving accordingly.
We should, therefore, strike as soon as we can
with a reasonable prospect of success, that is,
as soon as we have the needed relative
superiority over the enemy and the resources
to enable us to sustain the momentum of our
attack.

12, The relative mumerical sirength of our
own and the enemy’s armoured forces is shown
in the Annexure to this paper. In comparing
the strength of these forces, the following factors
must be borne in mind:—

(@) The enemy’s cruiser tanks are better
than ours. The leadership and training of his
armoured formations is probably still better
than ours. To give a reasonable chance of
our offensive succeeding, we should have
about 50 per cent. numerical superiority over
the German armoured forces, though we can
accept equality with the Italians.

(b) Our Valenline tanks are too slow to be
employed with our cruiser tanks, as they are
for this reason at a great disadvantage when
operating against enemy cruiser tanks. They
are, however, a most valuable asset for
counter-attack within defensive positions held
by our infantry, or to support our infaniry in
attacks on enemy defensive positions.

(¢) Our infantry formations, supported by
Valentine tanks, are superior in quality; and
at present in quantity also, tc enemy infantry
formations, :

13. An examination of the figures in the
Annexure shows that we are severely handi-
capped by the lack of reliable information,
which may result in lost opportunities, or in our
attempting the impossible, It is clear, however,
that we cannot pass to the offensive now, but
that we might be able to attack abont 15th May,
though 1st June is a more likely date.

14. Derna—Mariuba.—The maintenance of
Malta would be easier if we could operate air
forces from landing grounds in the Derna and
Martuba area, and the possibility of a limited
operation to secure these aerodromes is being
carefully and continuously examined.

To secure these landing grounds we must
secure Derna and Mechili. The enemy has pre-
pared positions on this line, and we would be
playing into his hands if we attacked him on
this ground of his own choosing. We would
require the same superiority of forces to capture
this line as we would to capture Cyrenaica,
because the enemy’s strength is all deployed
forward. There is no reason for limiting the
objective of our offensive to the capture of the
line Derna—Mechili, unless for administrative
reasons it is impossible to advance with
adequate forces beyond it, Our losses in this
limited operation would almost certainly exceed
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those of the enemy, and the launching of the
main offensive would be likely to be correspond-
ingly delayed. Apart from any considerations
of supply, were we to attempt this operation
with inferior armoured forces, we should
jeopardise the security of Egypt, because the
integrity of our own defensive positions in the
Gazala—Tobruk—Bir" Hacheim and Sollum—
Maddalena areas, strongly eritrenched and mined
as they are, depends entirely on the availability
of a reasonably strong mobile reserve of
armoured forces with which to counter-attack
the enemy armoured troops, should they
succeed in breaking through or passing round
the infantry positions. The fronts held in these
positions are perforce very extended, and the
troops available to hold them are relatively few.
Consequently, the various defended localities
comprised in them are situated at some distance
apart, and there is in no sense a continuous line
of defence, though the whole may be covered
by a more or less continuous minefield. More-
over, if forced to halt on the Derna—Mechili
position and then to adopt a strategically
defensive attitude on our Western Front, we
should be much less favourably placed tactically
than in the Gazala or Sollum positions, because
of the longer frontage to be held, and the far
greater vulnerability of our communications,
consequent on the configuration of the coast.

15. Conclusions.—It is evident, therefore: —

(i) That our first objective is to secure
Cyrenaica.

(ii) That in securing Cyrenaica, we must

destroy as much as possible of the enemy’s
army. ’
(iti) That to secure Cyrenaica we must be
able to maintain sufficient forces in the El
Agheila neighbourhood to hold it against
heavy enemy attack.

(iv) That the sooner we can launch an
offensive the better.

(v) That, to give our offensive a reasonable
chance of success, we should have a numeri-
cal superiority in tanks of 50 per cent. over
the Germans, and equality with the Italians.

(vi) That a limited offensive to secure the
landing grounds in the Derna-Martuba area
is likely to need the same relative superiority
in tanks as an offensive to recover Cyrenaica,
and has nothing to recommend it except that
it may be possible, from the maintenance
point of view, before the latter.

C. J. Auchinleck, General,
C.-.in-C., M.E.F.

ANNEXURE “ A",
Comparative Armoured Strengths.

Nore.—(i) The enemy figures are based on no
new formations being sent other than Littorio.

(ii) It has been assumed that enemy tanks
are available for shipment.

{iii) Shipping will not be a limiting factor.

] Our tanks. Enemy tanks.
15t April, 1942— German. Ttalian. Total.
Best case for us (@) 300 260 go 350
Worst case for us (a) 300 360 140 500
I5th May, 1942 L () 450 350 300 (¢) 650
Ist June, 1942 (8) 600 350 300 {¢) 650

(a) Infantry tanks, numbering 150, have been omitted. These 300 are cruiser tanks with

approximately 40 per cent. Grants,

(b) Infantry tanks, numbering 150, have been omitted.
(¢) This represents * worst case * for us. It is not possible at this date to state a ** best case ".
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13
Note on Libyan Offensive—II.
zoth April 1942.

1. Object.—The permanent and overriding
object is to secure Egypt from attack.

2. Considerations and  deductions.—The
best way to secure Egypt from attack from the
west is to remove enemy from Libya.

Deduction.—This entails destruction of his
armed forces.

3. If enemy can withdraw before us, keeping
his forces, and particularly his armoured forces,
in being, he becomes stronger as he gets nearer
Tripoli, while we become weaker the farther
we get from railhead.

Deduction.—Enemy armed forces must be
decisively defeated in Cyrenaica and not allowed
to withdraw into Tripolitania.

4. Enemy has consolidated his positions in
area Derna—Tmimi—Temrad—Mechili.

Deduction.—Frontal attack on these posi-
tions, even with our present superiority in
infantry, likely to be lengthy and costly, and to
place our forces in an-unfavourable strategic
position should we have to stop our offensive
before we have got a decision because of threat
to our Northern Front.

5. Key to enemy present positions is Mechili,
which cannot be safely attacked from east or
south until enemy armoured forces have been
neutralised or destroyed.

-Deduction.—We must have sufficient
armoured forces to give reasonable chance in
early stages of our offensive of hitting enemy
armour so hard as to prevent it interfering
further with our advance.

6. We are unlikely to have such superiority
in armour as to be certain of decisively beating
the enemy’s armoured forces on ground chosen
by him.

Deduction.——We must, therefore, induce the
enemy armour to attack us on ground favour-
able to us.

7. To induce the enemy to attack us we must
threaten something so valuable to him as to
make him move to guard it.

The enemy is most sensitive in his supply
system. Vulnerable points in this system are
Barce, Bengasi, Agedabia, and El Agheila.
Barce, an important road junction, is difficult
of access from the south and to attack it would
entail a wide turning movement within striking
distance of the enemy reserves in the Gebel
Akhdar, and out of supporting range of our
fighters from their present forward bases.
Interception at Agedabia of the enemy’s supply
route by the coast road from Tripoli would
hamper him a lot, but might not make him
move if he could still count on using Bengasi.
The same applies to El Agheila; but this opera-
tion is not possible because of supply difficulties.

A threat to Bengasi directly affects the
enemy’s ability to remain in Eastern Cyrenaica
beyond the limited period during which he is
able to live on such reserves of supplies as he
may have been able to build up. It is therefore
the most likely operation to make him move to
attack us on ground of our own choosing.

Deduction.—Our threat should be made
against Bengasi, and must be sufficiently per-
manent to prevent the enemy being able to rely

.on living on his reserves of supplies until it 15
past.
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8. The object being to induce the enemy
armour to attack our armour, we must be ready
to meet him with the strongest possible
armoured force, in conditions most favourable
to us.

Deductions.—All our available fast medium
tanks must be included in the striking force,
and be strongly supported by infantry and
artillery holding mined and entrenched posi-
tions, which will act as pivots of manoeuvre
and bases of supply for them.

9. The ground on which we wish the enemy
to attack must be chosen to give us the greatest
possible advantage over him. It should be so
far from his probable starting points as to force
him to refuel at least once before he attacks,
and to make it hard for him to supply his troops.
It should not be so far, however, as to make it
too difficult for the ememy to move against us.

It should give good going over which our
tanks can pass freely and quickly to the counter-
attack. If this condition can be combined with
areas of broken ground in which our infantry
can form strong defenswe areas, so much the
better.

Deduction.—The area round Ben Gania
appears to be suitable for our striking force,
which would then be close enough (120 miles)
to Bengasi to threaten it. This area is just
about the limit of enemy tank radius of action
from his probable starting point near Mechili,
so that he must refuel before giving battle.

The going is reasonably good, and there are
stretches of broken ground which should make
good defensive areas for the infantry.

10. To establish an armoured force near Ben
Gania strong infantry forces are necessary to
form pivots for the armoured force itself, and
to establish strongpoints protecting its lines of
communication to Tobruk,

Deduction.—At least two infantry divisions,
which must be fully mobile, will probably be
needed for this purpose.

11. To mislead the enemy and to prevent
him interfering with the initial seizure and
consolidation of ground mecessary to give the
armoured force security and mobility, a strong
force must be available to demonstrate against
the enemy positions north of Mechili with the
object of pinning him to them.

Deduction.—At least one infantry division
with heavy tanks is needed for this.

12. To prevent an enemy break-through with
armoured forces to Tobruk to upset the supply
of our striking force and other forward troops,
the Gazala—Tobruk—El Adem defensive
system must still be held.

Deduction.—An infantry division and a
brigade group will probably be needed for this,
and also to guard against possible airborne or

“seaborne raids against our forward bases in the

same area.

13. Our present aerodromes and landing
grounds are too far back to enable full air
support to be given to forces operating in the
Ben Gania area and west of it. Without such
support, the operations cannot hope to succeed
against the strong enemy opposition which must
be expected.

Deduction.—New forward landing grounds
in the general area Bir Hacheim—Meduar Hsan
—Ben Gania will be needed. These will re-
quire protection by a motor brigade group, or
an infantry brigade group, or both.
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14. It is essential to hide from the enemy the
date and direction of our intended offensive.

Deduction.—Deception must be
thorough and continuous, and feints and
demonstrations to deceive the enemy .as to the
objective of any possible offensive by us must
be carefully planned and carried out before-
hand.

15. Plan.—The plan in outline is first to
carry out three preliminary deceptive opera-
tions; one against Tmimi (already done), one
towards Tengeder, and a third against the area
Temrad—Tmimi, and then:—

Phase A.—To move one infantry division
with heavy tanks agajnst the enemy positions
in the area Temrad—Tmimi. This advance
must be deliberate and ground secured must
be consolidated, the object being to pin the
enemy to his ground and distract his attention
from Phase B. This feint attack should if
possible be preceded by a reconnaissance in
force.

Phase B.—Concurrent with the latter part of
Phase A, to move one infantry division with
heavy tanks in support and establish two or
three defensive areas, each to be held by a
brigade group. The object being to establish
strongpoints and pivots of manoeuvre for our
armoured forces, should the enemy armour
strike south against them.

Note 1.—If the enemy armour can be in-
duced to attack us on ground favourable to us
during Phase B this will be all to the good. In
fact, the closer to our main Gazala position he
attacks us the better, provided we are ready
to receive him. The location chosen for the
striking force near Ben Gania is of no special
value as a battleground. The only reason for
going there is to threaten Bengasi, and so make
the enemy move against us. If he mowes
before we get there, we may achieve our object,
which is to destroy his armour, with a smaller
expenditure of effort.

During Phases A and B, therefore, our
armoured divisions will be placed so as to be
able to engage the enemy armour on ground
and in conditions favourable to themselves,
should it move against our infantry engaged in
these operations.

Note z.—The infantry engaged in Phase A,
once Phase B is completed, will either con-
solidate ground gained and keep up pressure
on the enemy to their front, or withdraw to
the Gazala position and harass the enemy with
mobile columns, as may seem best. It must
not become involved to an extent which will
entail the intervention of our armoured forces
to extricate it.

Note 3.—During this phase forward landing
grounds should be established.

Phase C.—On completion of Phase B, to
move a third infantry division with some heavy
tanks to secure an advanced base near Ben
Gania from which Bengasi can be threatened.

Note 4.—During Phase C, the armoured
divisions will be centrally placed so as to be
able to engage the enemy armour under favour-
able conditions, should it move against the new
advanced base or against the infantry holding
the defensive areas covering the line of supply.

Forward landing grounds should be further
developed. .

most
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Phase D.—To build‘up reserves of supplies
in the Ben ‘Gania area to admit of a move by
the striking force on Bengasi or against the
enemy, in the area Antelat—Saunnu, or if
the situation invites it, against Mechili.

Note 5.—Provision should be made for the
rapid move of a small but powerful raiding
force against Bengasj soon after the occupa-
tion of the advanced base near Ben Gania. The
object being to provoke the enemy to move
against the striking force in the advanced base
area.

Note 6.—Throughout these phases an infantry
division and one or more brigade groups will
hold the Gazala—Tobruk—Bir Hacheim de-
fences to guard against a break-through by
enemy armoured forces aimed at dislocating
our system of supply and control.

Giarabub will also be held by a detachment
to prevent enemy based on Siwa raiding our
communications east of Tobruk and to carry
out raids against enemy communications south
of Bengasi.

Note 47.—Subsequent action must depend oo
enemy reaction to our opening moves, but this
does not imply surrendering the strategical
initiative to him. So long as we threaten his
lines of communication, the strategical initia-
tive remains with us. On the other hand, we
hope the enemy will take the local tactical
initiative and attack us on our ground instead
of our having to attack him on his. This is
the result the plan sets out to achieve, and, as
already explained, the earlier in the operation
the enemy can be made to do this the better
it should be for us.

16. Forces needed.—The forces required by
this plan are:—

(a) For holding attack on north—One
infantry division, one heavy tank bde.

(b) For protection forward line of supply
- —One infantry division; one battalion heavy
tanks.

(¢) For holding Gazala—Tobruk—Bir
Hacheim area—One infantry division; one
infantry bde. group, one battalion heavy
tanks.

(d) For holding Giarabub and raiding
forward—Some infantry and armoured cars.

(e) For protecting forward landing
grounds—One motor brigade group.

(f) For striking force—TIwo or three
armoured divisions; one infantry division.
ToTAL.—Two or threg armoured divisions,

depending on strength of enemy armoured
forces in forward area; ome motor brigade
group, four infantry divisions, two infantry
brlgade groups.
C. J. Auchinleck, General,
C.-in-C., MEF.

14
G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction
No. 119*. Northern Front.
2gth April 1942.
General Sir H. M, Wilson, Commander, Ninth
Army.

Lieut-General E. P. Quinan,
Tenth Army.

This Instruction covers the action to be
taken by Middle East Forces in the event of

* Supersedes G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instructlon
No. 112 of 23rd Fe‘bruary 1942—Appendix 10.

Commander,
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an enemy attack through Anatolia only. It is
considered that, although an attack through
Persia from the Caucasus is at least equally
probable, it could not be staged so early as
the attack through Anatolia. The steps neces-
sary to meet such an attack will, therefore, be
dealt with in a subsequent Instruction.

1. Object.—The object is to ensure the se-
curity of our bases and ports in Egypt, Irag
and Persia and of our oil supplies in South-
western Persia and the Persian Gulf.

2. Forces Available.—Forces likely to be
available in this Command during the next four
months, are given in Appendix “ A .

" 3. The following forces are the minimum
required to provide for the security of the
Western Frontier of Egypt and Cyprus in exist-
ing circumstances:—
(a) Western Frontier of Egypt—
One armoured division.
(One armoured brigade group.)
(One motor brigade group.)
One armoured brigade group.
One army tank brigade.
Three infantry divisions.
Two infantry brigade groups.

(b) Cyprus—
One armoured regiment.
One armoured car regiment,
Three infantry brigade groups.
One infantry battalion (general reserve).
Five infantry battalions (static).

4. The forces at present available for Ninth
and Tenth Armies and G.H.Q. Reserve are too
weak to prevent an attack through Anatolia,
on the maximum scale the enemy can develop,
from penetrating Northern Iraq and Syria.
These forces are given at Appendix *“ B ”'.

5. Intention.—Should this attack take place,
I intend from the start to impose the greatest
possible delay on the enemy’s advance, so as
to gain time for reinforcements to arrive.

The enemy will not in any event be allowed
to establish himself south of the general line
Little Zab River—Ana—Amman— Jericho—
Nablus—Haifa.

6. Method.—It is essential that, while in-
flicting the maximum loss and delay on the
enemy, our own forces should not be depleted
to such an extent that on reaching this line
they cannot hold it. The defences on this line
will therefore be completed as soon as possible
for occupation by the forces given in Appendix
[ B ;P. M

4. Delay will be imposed upon the enemy:—

{e¢) By supporting Turkey if she resists,
provided the necessary air and land forces
are available.

(b) By protecting, for as long as possible,
the northern aerodromes so as to allow our
air forces to carry out the heaviest possible
attacks against the enemy’s lines of advance
through Anatolia. '

(¢) By thorough demolitions, as laid down
in Operation Instruction No. 115 and a Joint
Directive by the Commanders-in-Chief to be
issued shortly, and by early evacuation of

such war materials as would be of value to -

the enemy if they fell into his hands.
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(4) By holding positions, in country un-
suited to armoured fighting vehicles, astride
his main lines of advance.

(e) By counter-attacking whenever a suit-
able opportunity offers. :

8. The process of delaying the enemy will
start as far forward as possible, depending on
the land and air forces available and the atti-
tude of the Turks. The plans made by Armies
for initial concentrations will provide for any
of the following opening moves, and the open-
ing move will be selected and ordered by the
Commanders-in-Chief, according to the condi-
tions prevailing at the time.

Case A.
Hypothesis.

Turkey resists German aggression. Ade-
quate Army and R.A.F. resources exist for
operations in Northern Anatolia, in co-
operation with the Turks.

Opening Move—

(#) Air striking force, with an Army com-
ponent from Ninth Army wil mowve into
Turkey under separate instructions from
G.H.Q., M.EF. and H.Q., RAF., ME.

(#) When maintenance facilities permit,
Ninth Army [less special force referred to in
para. ()] and Tenth Army will advance into

. Turkey to general line El Azig (Kbharpur)—

Malatya—Taurus Mountains, with a view to
improving communications, preparing demo-
litions on main Turkish communications, and
subsequently covering withdrawal of special
force, if this becomes necessary.

Case B.

Hypothesis.

Turkey acquiesces in German aggression,
or collapses quickly. Probable attitude of
Turks, if we enter from the south, unknown.

Opening Move—

Ninth and Tenth armies enter Turkey and
seize and hold general line Diyarbekir—
Siverek — Gaziantep (Aintab) — Bulanik
(Baghche)—Payas, with the object of de-
molishing communications and delaying
enemy as far forward as possible.

Case C.

Hypothesis—

(a) The Turks come in openly on the sid
of the Germans; o7 .

(b) The Turks have strengthened their
forces on the Syrian frontier with evident
intent to come in on the German side, and
entry of our forces into Turkey will obviously
be opposed.
Opening Move—

Ninth and Tenth Armies carry out demoli-
tions as far forward as possible, and delay
enemy’s advance.

9.—(a) The Boundary between Ninth and
Tenth Armies will be:—

(Ninth Army incl.) Malatya—excl.
Karacali Dagh (Karadja Dagh)—incl.
Hasseche (E1 Haseke)—Garat Motteb—

thence Syrian-Iraqi Frontier to Abu Kemal
—Qasr Muhaiwir—thence a line due south to
frontier of Saudi Arabia.
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(b) Until hostilities break out on Northern
Front the boundary will be:—

(Ninth Army incl.) the political boundary
between Persia and Iraq south to Abu Kemal
—Qasr Muhaiwir—then a line due south to
frontier of Saudi Arabia.

10. It is essential to avoid disclosing our
weakness or our intentions to the enemy, to
Turkey, or to the local populations, because by
so doing we may encourage the enemy to
attack, drive Turkey into submission, and bring
about a serious internal security situation. My
policy, therefore, is:—

(a) To continue the despatch of stores to
Turkey in accordance with the programme
now in operation.

(b) To maintain garrisons in forward
areas, as nearly as possible on the same scale
as in the past.

(¢) To continue slowly with the construc-
tion of roads already started in the forward
areas.

(d) Tenth Army.—To complete work on
deflences already fin preparation in Mosul
area. To prepare positions for occupation
by two divisions in area Basra— Shaiba to
cover base and port installations.
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Ninth Army.—To complete work on
Southern Syria and Lebanon defences for
occupation by five divisions.

(e) To prepare, without delay, defended
bases of supply to enable mobile striking
forces to operate from () Haffa () Amman.

The projected base at Palmyra will not be
formed at present, but plans will be made
to form it at short notice, or to destroy the
facilities already existing there.

(f) To complete the following bridges: —

Raqqa—(To avoid disclosing a change
in policy) (Heaviest loads).

Haffa —Cl. 24.

Fatha—Cl. 40.

Approaches to the bridge at Deir ez Zor
will be completed, but the bridge will not be
built. Similarly work started on the Khabur
bridges will be completed, but no new work
started.

(g) To prepare defended staging posts at
Rutba and Tel Ghosain.

11. The policy for garrisoning and stocking
the bases of supply and the staging posts is

given in Appendix ‘“C’’ and annexure
thereto.*
C. J. Auchinleck, General,
C.in-C., M.E.F.

APPENDIX ““ A" to G.H.Q., M.E.F. OPERATION INSTRUCTION No. 117.
Forces Likely to be Available in Middle East (veferred to in para. 2).

Ready now. Ready 1st June.

Armd Div.
Armd Div.
Army Tank Bde.
Armd Bde Gp.
Div.

Aust. Div.t
N.Z. Div.t
S.A. Div.t
S.A. Div.

Ind Div.t

Ind Div.$

Ind Div.t

Ind Div.t

Ind Div.{
F.F. Bde.
Desert Bde.t

APPENDIX “B " to G.H.Q., M.E.F.
OPERATION INSTRUCTION No. 117.

Probable Forces available—Ninth and Tenth
Armies and G.H.Q. Reserve (referred to in

para. 4).

3 Ind Motor }
Bde Gp.
2 F. F. Bde Gp.}
Sudanese Bde Gp.}
32 Army Tank Bde.}

[T W]
WONHNIM

-
H QoM N

of issue.

Ninth Army.

Desert Bde.
N.Z. Div.

9 Aust. Div.
Greek Bde. Gp.

Tenth Army.

10 Armd. Div.

3 Indian Motor Bde. Gp.
31 Indian Armd. Div.

6 Indian Div.

8 Indian Div.

10 Indian Div.

G.H.Q. Reserve.

# Armd. Div.

1 Armd. Bde. Gp.

32 Army Tank Bde. (Two Bns.).
5 I[nd. Div.

Ready 1st July.

31 Ind Armd Div.} 10 Armd Div.}
1 Armd Bde Gp.}

Possibly due from

overseas and ready

1st August or later.
(Not to be relied on).

Ready 1st August
or later.

8 Armd Div.}
Two Ind Divs.}
251 Ind Armd Bde.}

9 Armd Bde Gp.}
Polish Div.}
Greek Bde Gp.t

t Short of certain equipment and transport. Lo
1 Dates of readiness depend on arrival of equipment and transport and priorities
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G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction
No. 118.

Operations in Persia.

19th May, 1042.
Commander, Tenth Army.

Introduction.

1. This instruction covers the action to be
taken by Middle East Forces in the event of an
enemy attack through Persia from the
Caucasus, and assumes no immediate threat to
Northern Iraq and Syria from Anatolia.

2. We shal} be on the defensive in the
Western Desert.

Object. :

3. My object is to ensure the security of our
bases, ports, oil supplies and refineries in Iraq
and Persia,

Forces available.

4. Forces likely to be available in this Com-
mand during the next four months are given in
Appendix ‘" A,

* Not reproduced.
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5. The following.forces are estimated to be
the minimum required to -provide for the
security of other commitments in the circum-
-stances anticipated: —

(@) Eighth” Army.
One Armd. Div.
Two Armd. Bde. Gps.
One Army Tk. Bde.
Three Inf. Divs.
Three Inf." Bde. Gps. -
(b) Cyprus,
One Armd. Regt.
One Armd. Car Regt.
Qne Inf. Div.
Six Inf. Bns.
(c)- Ninth Army.
One Inf. Div.
One Inf. Bde. Gp.
Desert” Force. -

6. The remaining forces available for Tenth -

Army and for G.H.Q. Reserve are given in
Appendix ‘“ B "’.*

7.-D.1.is the day on which the code word for
action under this mstructlon is issued by
G.H.Q., M.E.F.

Intention.

8. Should an attack from the Caucasus
develop, I intend from the start to stop the
enemy as far forward as possible. The enemy
will mot in any event be allowed to establish
himself south of the ‘gemeral line Pahlevi—
Kasvin — Hamadan — Senna — Saqgiz —
Rowanduz Gorge.

Method.

9. It is essential that, while inflicting the
maximum loss and delay on the enemy, our
-own forces should not be depleted to such an
extent that on reaching this line they cannot
hold it. Defences in this area will therefore be
completed as soon as possible (see para. 13 (b)
below).

10. In the event of the Russians asking for
help in the defence of the Caucasus and of an
air striking force being provided, the maximum
light and motorised forces will move as far
forward as possible, into the Caucasus, but not
north of the main Caucasus range, with a view
to:—

(a) protecting the air striking force.

(b) preparing demolitions for delaying the
enemy'’s advance into Persia.

Subsequent action will be as in para. 11 below.

11. In the event of no such striking force
being provided, delay will be imposed on the
enemy by:—

(@) -Moving light forces with the utmost
posstble speed to the line of the River Araxes,
between the Caspian Sea and the Turkish
frontier, with a view to ensuring the demoli-
tion of all the bridges over the river and to
acting as a screen to cover our concentration
forward.

(b) Covering, as long as possible, the. aero-
dromes in the area - Pahlevi—Teheran—
Hamadan.

{(¢) By thorough demolitions, as laid down
in Operation Instruction No. 115 and in a
joint directive dated 27th April, 1942, by the
Commanders-in-Chief, and by early evacua-
tion of valuable war materials.

¢ Not reproduced.
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(4) By holding positions in country un-
suited to A.F.Vs. astride his main lines -of
advance. S ,

(e) by counter-attacking whenever a
suitable opportunity presents itself.

12. The boundary between Ninth and Tenth
Armies will be (Ninth Army inclusive): —
Malatya—excl. Karali Dagh (Karadja Dagh)—
incl. Hasseche (El Haseke)Garat Motteb—
thence Syrian-Iragi Frontier to Abu Kemal—
Qasr Muhaiwir—thence a line due south to
the frontier to Saudi Arabia.

13. The following action vnll be taken forth-
with: —
(#) Preparation and stocking of landing
grounds (in consultation with R.A.F. Iraqg).
(b) Preparation of defences on the general
line Pahlevi—Kasvin—Hamadan—Senna—
Saqgiz—Rowanduz Gorge to be ready for
operations in this area by four inf. divs.,
two armd. divs. and one motor bde. gp.
(¢} Selection, preparation and stocking of
the staging posts necessary for the movement
" of formations into Persia.
(d) Improvement of routes in_Iraq and
Persia for the passage of tank transporters.
(¢) Development of the route to India via
Kerman for the passage of troops.

14. The construction and stocking of the
Persian base for the area Ahwaz—Andimeshk
will henceforth have priority over the extension
and improvement of the Shaiba base and the
advanced base at Musaiyib.

Buildings at Shaiba and Musaiyib on which

. construction has begun or for which materials

are on site will be completed. Otherwise
material coming forward will be diverted to
the construction of the Persian base to the
scale, and with the order of priority as between
installations laid down in M.E. letter dated
2nd May, 1942. Stocking will take place as
soon as possible to the scale laid down in M.E.
letter of 14th May, 1942, without waiting for the
construction of covered accommodation except
for -small ordnance stores and spares. Every
possible means of transportation will be made
available for the carriage of material to
Persian base sites, but the order of priority
already laid down for the use of the Persian
ports and transportation facilities; namely:—

(a) Port construction and transportatlon

material.

(b) Aid-to-Russia stores.

(c) Essential Persian civil imports.

(d) Military stores and base constructlon

material;

will be adhered to. Persian civil imports should
be reduced to a minimum.

Though the Persian base is hereby given
priority over the Irag bases, it may well occur
that material can be used in Iraq which can-
not be used in Persia. Provided therefore no
delay is caused to the construction of the Persian
Base, extension may be continued in Iraq.

15. As a precaution against delay in the con-
struction, stocking, and organisation of the
Persian base it is essential to improve the com-
munications between the Shaiba base and the
Persian L. of C.

The™ Persian Railway at Khorramshahr will
therefore be extended to the bank of the Shatf
e! Arab at Tanuma. This extension should
terminate in a lighter wharf opposite the wharves
at Margi] so that stores can® be rapidly tran-
shipped across the Shatt el Arab from the
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Iraq to the Persian system. The construction
of this railway extension and the terminal lighter
wharf will be given the highest priority.

16. In order to facilitate transportation of
base construction material by the Karun River,
landing facilities for stores at Ahwaz will be
improved to the maximum possible extent.

In order to save transportation on the link
Ahwaz-Andimeshk, it may be advisable to con-
sider the transfer of certain installations now
planned for Andimeshk to Ahwaz.

Maximum dispersion may be sacrificed to
economy of material and in the interests of
rapid construction.

17. An advanced base area will be recon-
noitred, for which the Sultanabad area appears
most suitable.

As building will have to be reduced to a
minimum, it is important to obtain existing
buildings as workshops and stores for spares or
small stores. If these are not obtainable at
Sultanabad, Teheran may have to be considered
as an alternative, though it is not so well placed
as Sultanabad. A full report will be rendered,
after reconnaissance, with your recommenda-
tions including a detail of construction required,
estimated completion date and proposed
reserves to be held there.

C. J. Auchinleck.
C.-inC., MEF.

APPENDIX ““A” to G.H.Q., M.E.F.
OPERATION INSTRUCTION No. 118.

Forces likely to be available in Middle East by
15t August or later.

(Referred to in, para. 4.)

1 Armd. Div. 2 S. A. Div.

7 Armd. Div. 4 Ind. Div.

10 Armd. Div, 5 Ind. Div,

31 Ind. Armd. Div. 6 Ind. Div.

I Army Tank Bde. 8 Ind. Div.

32 Army Tank Bde. .10 Ind. Div.

1 Armd. Bde. Gp. Polish Div.

9 Armd. Bde. Gp. 1 F. F. Bde. Gp.
22 Armd. Bde. Gp. 2 F. F. Bde. Gp.

3 Ind. Motor Bde. Gp. 3. F. F. Bde. Gp.

50 Div. Greek Bde. Gp.

9 Aust. Div. Sudanese Bde. Gp
N. Z. Div. Desert Bde.

1 S. A. Div,

Possibly due from overseas and ready

1st August or later (Not to be relied on).
8 Armd. Div.
Two Inf. Divs,
251 Ind. Armd. Bde.
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Letter from the Commander-in-Chief, M.E.F.,
to the Commander, Eighth Army.

Cairo, 2oth May, 1942.

I am sending you this by Corbett, as I feel
that you should know how I think the enemy
may attack you. I have had my ideas put
on the enclosed maps in order to make them
clearer.

Corbett is thoroughly in my mind and can
explain any doubtful point to you.

Do not think I am trying to dictate to you
in any way, but this coming struggle is going
to be so vital that I feel that you must have
the benefit of our combined consideration here,
though I realise we cannot be so conversant
with the details of the problem as are you and
your staff.

SUPPLEMENT t0 THE LONDON GAZETTE, 15 JANUARY, 1048

2. As you already know, I feel that there are
two main courses open to the enemy:. -

() To envelop our southern flank, seizing
or masking Bir Hacheim en route, and then
driving on Tobruk. This would probably be
accompanied by a strong diversion with
plenty of artillery, dive-bombers and smoke
against your northern flank, aided possibly
by landings from small craft in rear of the
Gazala inlet, with a view eventually to clear-
ing the coast road to Tobruk.

(#) To put in a very heavy attack on a
narrow front with tanks, artillery, dive-
bombers, smoke and lorried infantry against
the centre of the main position, with the
object of driving straight on Tobruk. This
would probably be helped by a feint against
Bir Hacheim in which the Italian tanks might
well be used with the aim of drawing off
the main body of your armour to the south,
and so leaving the way open for the main
thrust.

This course would also almost certainly in-
clude an attack from the sea round about
Gazala for the same object as before.

3. I feel myself that the second course is the
one he will adopt, and that it is certainly the
most dangerous to us, as if it succeeds it will
cut our forces in half and probably result in the
destruction of the northern part of them. We
must of course be ready to deal with the enemy
shounld he adopt the first course, and in either
event, you must of course be most careful
not to commit your armoured striking force
until you know beyond reasonable doubt where
the main body of his armour is thrusting.

4. Now, as to the method I think he is likely
to adopt to put the second course into effect.
I believe he will try to put the main body of
his armour through our front on both sides of
the Gadd el Ahmar ridge, which, as you know,
runs more or less east and west along the
boundary between the 1st S.A. and 50th Divs.
This attack will be supported by every kind of
weapon, including especially dive-bombers and
anti-tank artillery. It will be pushed relentlessly
on a narrow front. -

As we agreed the other day, it is likely that
such an attack will break through in spite of
our minefields. Let us assume that it does break
through on a comparatively narrow front.

I think that then he will immediately put out
defensive flanks, taking full advantage of the
main coastal escarpment to the north, and of
the escarpment which runs along the Trigh
Capuzzo to the south. If he can get his anti-
tank and other artillery, protected by infantry,
established on these escarpments, he will have
established a corridor which may be difficult
to cut, especially for your armour, if it Is
positioned as at present, somewhat far to the
south.

‘Having secured his flank, he will drive in on
Tobruk, assisted almost certainly by parachute
attacks on the place itself and the troops guard-
ing the entrances, and, possibly, also by land-
ings from the sea which may be supported by
naval bombardment. At the same time he may
try to open the Gazala defile for the passage
of M.T. and troops by landings from assault
boats east of it.

As I have already said, this main attack will
almost certainly be accompanied by a strong
and resolute feint against Bir Hacheim, which
will develop into a real attack if it has any
initial success.
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5. I know that you have taken and are taking
numerous measures to meet an eventuality such
as I have described; but I must tell you that,
speaking from an office chair at a great distance
from the battlefield, I wonder whether you
should not put your armoured reserve a good
deal further to the north, where it can hit
the enemy immediately he emerges from his
break-through, and before he can establish a
defensive flank, which all our experience
teaches us he will certainly try to do. I sug-
gest that both your armoured divisions com-
plete should be positioned astride the Trigh
Capuzzo. It does not look from the map as if
this would be too far north to meet the main
attack, should it come round the southern
flank, instead of against the centre as I antici-
pate. Your covering troops should give you
good warning of any main enveloping move-
ment on your left, even if you do not hear
of it before it starts.

As always, the difficulty will be to decide
which is the real attack and which the feint.

6. I feel that your reaction to my suggestion
that you should put your armour more behind
the centre of your position will be that your
southern flank will be left bare of any mobile
troops to delay and harass the enemy, and also
of any armoured units to give immediate sup-
port to the Free French. I propose to send
you at once the 3rd Indian Motor Bde., which,
though not absolutely fully equipped, is fit for
battle. I suggest you might like to keep them
on your southern flank, and that this will
obviate any need to leave either of the motor
brigades of the two armoured divisions in this
area. I consider it to be of the highest import-
ance that you should not break up the organisa-
tion 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 o take advantage of the flexibility
which the fact of having two formations gives
him. Moreover, you will be getting the 1st
Armoured Brigade before long, and it should
join the 7 Armd. Div., I feel, thus making
both divisions similar.

As regards armoured support for the French,
I suggest that if you move your armoured
divisions further morth you might spare some
infantry tanks for them. I am sending you
up as soon as possible the #th Royal Tanks,
with one Valentine squadron of 4th Royal Tanks
and two Matilda squadrons of its own, to in-
crease your force of infantry tanks.

As to the rest of the infantry tanks, I suggest
that, if possible, they should be placed so as
to support the infantry in that part of the posi-
tion which is likely to bear the brunt of the
enemy attack. I admit that this may be un-
economical, as tending to immobilise them, but
I feel that it is essential to give this infantry all
possible support in order to encourage them
to hang on. It is of the highest importance that
they should hold on whatever happens. 1
will be glad if you will consider this also.

7. If you can stop the enemy short of Tobruk
and then get at him in flank with your armour
and in rear with infantry and guns, I feel you
may have the chance of scoring a decisive
success. I think, therefore, that you should at
once lay minefields across the corridor between
the two escarpments to the west of Acroma and
cover these with guns. You will see from the
. sketch what I mean. I suggest also that you

3
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should consider mining the coastal corridor in
more depth, so as to stop any break-through by
that route, which, though it might not be
serious, would be a sefjous nuisance and divert
effort from the main task of destroying once
and for all the enemy’s armour. . -

8. Finally, I suggest that you should fortify
El Gubi and protect it with mines. I am sure
you will feel much more comfortable when you
have something there threatening any wide
turning mowvement from the south against
Tobruk or from the west against Sollum, un-
likely as this may seem to be. I know you
want to keep 5th Indian Division as compact
and uncommitted as possible for use as in a
mobile role, should opportunity offer, - either
under Gott or under yourself. 1 am absolutely
certain that this is right. 1 am sending you,
therefore, at once, the 1xth Brigade of 4th
Indian Division to replace 2gth Infantry
Brigade in Capuzzo, in case you still feel you
need another brigade there as well as the 2nd
Free French Brigade. If you don’t, so much the
better; as you might then relieve the gth
Infaniry Brigade of the s5th Indian Division in
Tobruk, and so increase your mobile reserve.
You could then use a brigade of the 5th Indian
Division for El Gubi, if you feel so inclined.

The 1rth Infantry Brigade is not mobile,
and I do not want it committed forward of
Sollum unless it is absolutely necessary to do
so. I am bringing the whole of 10th Indian
Division from Iraq, and the leading brigade will
be sent up to you as soon as it arrives in relief
of 11th Infantry Brigade, which I shall then
hope to get back here, as it is part of the gar-
rison allotted to Cyprus.

9. I am also bringing from Syria the Guides
Cavalry (armoured cars and wheeled carriers)
which I will give‘you if you want them to re-
place a battle-worn unit, or for the pursuit
which T hope to see you carrying out.

10. I suggest that you must reorganise your
system of command for this battle. For a
defensive battle I feel you must have your
mobile reserve, that is your armoured force,
freed from all static coramitments and responsi-
bilities. Your Army falls, as I see it, into two
parts one whose task it is to hold the fort, which
1s the Gazala—Tobruk—El Gubi—Bir Hacheim
quadrilateral, and the other whose task it is to
hit the enemy wherever he may thrust and
destroy him. I think Gott should be solely re-
sponsible for the first, and Normrie for the
second. I would relieve the latter of all re-
sponsibility for Bir Hacheim at once.

11. I am sorry to have inflicted such a long
letter on you, but as I said before, so much
hangs on this battle that I feel nothing must
be left undone by anyone to help to win it.

As you know I have absolute confidence in
you and your troops, and I am sure that if the
enemy attacks, you will deal him a blow from
which he may find it difficult, if not impossible
to recover. This is the object.
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Letier from the Commander-in-Chief, M.E.F.,
to the Commander, Eighth Army.
Cairo, 3rd June, 1942.
1. You will have had my signal in answer to
your telegram of 3rd June.- :
2. I am glad you think the situation is still
favourable to ns'and that it is improving daily.
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All .the same I view the destruction of 150th
Brigade and the consolidation by the enemy of
.a broad and deep wedge in the middle of your
position with some misgiving. I am sure, how-
ever, there are factors known to you which I
do not know. ’

« 3. I feel myself .
- (a) that if the enemy is allowed to con-
- solidate himself in his present positions in the
area Bir Hacheim—Sidra—Harmat—Mteifel,
our Gazala position including Bir Hacheim
. will become untenable eventually, even if he
. does not renew .his offensive.
(b) that, situated as he is, he is rapidly
- becoming able to regain the initiative which
you have wrested from him in the last week’s
- fighting. * This cannot be allowed to happen.
4. 1 agree with you-entirely that you cannot
et your armouir be defeated in detail and that
you cannot Tisk it' against his now strongly
defended front north and south of El Harmat.
Therefore he must be shifted by other means
and quickly before he can begin to act against
the exposed southern flank of 50th Division or
against Bir Hacheim, or in an attempt to cut
your supply line east of El Adem, all of which
seem possible courses for him to adopt.

5. I feel that the quickest and easiest way
to shift him is by an offensive directed towards
Temrad, so as to threaten his bases, coupled
with threats from Segnali and the south against
his lines of supply.

His tanks cannot be in two places at once,

and you still have some infantry tanks with
which to support your infantry and protect your
artillery of which you should have a good deal
now. Itis, I think, highly important that you
-should keep at least one infantry division con-
"oentrated and complete in mobile reserve, so
_that you have at your disposal a really strong
weapon with which to strike. I am a little
perturbed by the apparent dispersion of s5th
Indian Division, but I daresay it is more
-apparent than real.

6. I repeat that in my opinion you must
strike hard and at once if we are to avoid a
stalemate, that is unless the enemy is foolish
enough to fling himself against your armour.
I wish he would but I don’t think you can count
‘on this at present.
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Letter from the Commander, Eighth Army, to

the Commander-in-Chief, M.E.F.
Main H.Q., Eighth Army,
. 3rd June, 1942.
" 1. Your special message reached me in the
middle of last night. Thank you so much for
it. I agree almost entirely with all its contents,
but there are one or two points I would like to
make. '

The two alternatives appear to me to be:—

(a) to resume the offensive as early as
possible directed on the line Tmimi—Afrag;
(b) to deal first with the Cauldron.

Of these two alternatives it had been my in-
tention to resume the offensive and leave the
armour to mask the Cauldron, and I left this
H.Q. at 5 a.m. this morning for a conference
with the Corps Commanders to get this fixed
up. For various reasons, with which I am deal-
ing, replacements in armour are not coming
through as quickly as they should. This is due
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to the crews not bejng collected together
quickly enough; that is most serious. It will be
righted to-day; but the net result is that I now
feel that our armour may not be able to contain
the enemy while the offensive is in progress,
and the enemy’s armour may therefore be a
real danger to me, being able to continue sup-
plies forward and against the rear of the Gazala
—Alem Hamza position.

2. I was, as you are, most keen to carry out
the offensive with the right shoulder forward,
but the enemy in his present position makes it
extremely difficult to form up a division behind
our present frontage between Gazala and Alem
Hamza without fear of its preparations being
interrupted. For this reason I had to discard
that plan.

3. My next idea was to make a very wide
turning movement with the 5 Indian Division
south of Hacheim directed on Afrag; but, after
the information I have had from the Corps
Commanders to-day respecting the strength of
our armour, I cannot risk this.

4. It is absolutely essential that we should
wrest from the enemy the initiative which he is
now starting to exercise, and this must be done
at the soonest possible moment. In the circum-
stances I have decided that I must crush him
in the Cauldron; and the plan for doing this
will be a pincer movement, one arm coming
from the north with 69 Infantry Brigade sup-
ported by " I *’ tanks, the other from the east
to be carried out by 5 Indian Division supported
by 4 R.T.R. and 22 Armoured Brigade for ex-
ploitation. This latter will, of course, be the
main thrust, the one from the north I would
not bring further south than Sidra (3641).
Much of the preparatory reconnaissance and
work for the main thrust has already been
covered by the operations of 10 Infantry
Brigade, and I am reassured in my belief of the
feasibility of this operation being carried out
by night by the fact that Messervy is of opinion
that it is quite feasible. I hope by this means
to drive a wedge through the enemy’s anti-
tank defences under cover of darkness and seize
the ground in the vicinity of Got el Scerab, and
this will enable me to exploit with armour
through this corridor into the rear of the enemy
and close the gaps behind him. Once it is com-
pleted we will return to the offensive generally
on the lines of the right shoulder forward.

5. I am going at once into the question of a
raiding force to threaten the Martuba and Derna
landing grounds, and I am sorry that I had
not understood your intention in regard to this
matter.

6. The operation I have decided to undertake
is the one which can be put into action quickest
and will therefore wrest the initiative from the
enemy in the shortest possible time.

7. De Guingand takes this letter and can give
you more details of my plan.

19
G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruction No. 128.
' Defence of Cyprus.

1st July, 1o942.
Major-General F. I. S. Tuker.

1. Introduction.—This Operation Instruction

. supersedes G.H.Q., M.E.F. Operation Instruc-

tion No. 114, dated x8th March, 1942, and
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lays down the policy to be adopted for the
defence of Cyprus against attack by airborne
and seaborne forces.

‘2. Appreciation.—In order to launch a large
scale attack- on Cyprus by airbome and sea-
borne forces, it is necessary for the enemy to
be- established -in- Southern Anatolia, Without
this he cannot give fighter cover to his troop-
carrying aircraft or sea convoys, nor can he
give ‘them air support for their landings and
subsequent operations. The possibility of an
attack will become apparent when the enemy
begins an advance into Anatolia.

3. The probable scales of attack are given in
Appendix A.*

While the ensmy is not established in
Southern Anatolia only small scale raids by
parachutists .or landing parties are to be
expected.

* 4. Object.—My object is to secure Cyprus so
as to ensure the use of air bases on the island
for ourselves and to deny them to the enemy.

5. Forces guailable.—The forces available
for the defence of Cyprus against the scales of
attack given in Appendix A are detailed in
Appendix B.* They w111 be known as the
‘‘.Approved Garrison.”’

6. Intention.—Should an attack on Cyprus
develop, my intention is that the garrison shall
meet the enemy with a mobile and aggressive
defence based on secure keeps and prepared
positions "astridé the main lines of approach
inland from the coast.

Method—

--y. Command.—You will_take’ command of
all troops in .Cyprus and become Commander
25 Corps. The present Commander 25 Corps
and staff will remain in Cyprus at your disposal
and his functions will be decided as a result of
recommendations to be made by you as soon as
possible after receipt of this Instruction. You
will submit your recommendations to G.H.Q.
for approval, including any possible reduction
or adjustment of his staff.

8.. Your task is to revise and adjust the de-
féence scheme of the island according to the
principles laid down in suoceeding paragraphs.
In making this plan every consideration will
be given to the present layout of R.A.F. and
administrative installations. The plan will be
submitted to G.H.Q., M.E.F. for approval,
and when approved will not be altered without
reference to G.H.Q.

9. The highest poss1ble proport1on of the
*“ Approved Garrison *’ must be made avail-
able for mobile operations against enemy land-
ings. Mobile columns must, however, be based
on secure keeps, which must be held by
nucleus -garrisons until the tactical situation
requires their reinforcement up to the full garri-
son for which they are designed.

10. The security of aerodromes is important
both to ensure their -use by our own air forces
and to deny them to the ememy. It is not
possible to provide from the resources available
sufficient troops for adequate protection of all
aerodromes now in existence, but in the siting
of defended keeps and mobile reserves due con-
sideration will be given to the security of
R.AF. landing grounds. Any landing grounds
which are not required by the R.AF. will be
demolished now. Any which are essential te

* Not reproduced.
G
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the R.A.F. for. operating seawards will be
thoroughly mined and kept ready for destruc—
tion at-shortest notice.

11. The A.M.E.S. stations in Cyprus must
bz kept in action to enable our air forces to
operate with maximum efficiency. They 'must,
therefore, be protected against damage by
saboteurs, raiding partles from the sea, and
parachutists. Their siting and protection will
be reviewed in consultation with-the R.A.F:

12. The siting of dumps and installations in
places near the coast to which access from the
sea is easy will be avoided unless they are
given adequate protection, and theirlocation will
be planned to take advantage of the protection
afforded by the general layout of the defences
of the island. .

13. . The use of vunderwater obstacles at
beaches favourable for enemy landings will be
examined in consuoltation with the naval autho-
rities, and they will be installed where useful
and practicable. -

14. -Administration. — Ammunition and
supplies for the ** Approved Garrison ! for go
days will be held in the island.

15. Equlpment and transport for any units
of the ‘“ Approved Garrison ** whith are not
yet in Cyprus will be kept in good condition
and ready for issue at three days’ notice.

16. The garrison will be made up to the
approved strength as soon as possible. In order
to ensure that incoming units will be ready for
operations without delay, you will submit to
G.H.Q., ME.F. on the first of each month a
statement in terms ‘of the ‘‘ Approved
Garrison *’, showing units strengths, unit equip-
ment, units transport, reserves of ammunition,
reserves of supplies and petrol (in days), ord-
nance reserves, medical reserves.

Deficiences will be made good as soon as
possible.

17. Evacuation.—Should the strategic sitna-
tion require the evacuation of Cyprus, the exist-
ing plan for complete evacuation will be put
into effect. It is not my intention to attempt
evacuation once battle has been joined in the
island.

T. W. Corbett, Lieutenant-General,
for C-in-C., M.E.F.

20
G.H.Q., M.E.F., Operation Instruction
No. 134.

: " 22nd July, 1942.
(Thls Operatlon Instruction cancels Operation
Instructions 123, 129 and 133}

Introduction.—This Operation Instruction is
designed to cover the improbable case where
the enemy is strong enough to launch a large
scale offensive against Eighth Army before the
latter can itself resume the offensive.

2. Information.—Our positions at El Alamein
are being rapidly strengthened with a view to
giving battle in this area should the enemy
take the offensive.

3. Defensive positions are being prepared in
the Burg el Arab and Wadi Natrun areas and

are being prepared and -improved on the. .

general line western edge of the Delta from

inclusive Alexandria to inclusive ‘Caifo Bndge— °

head.

°
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4. The Delta is at present garrisoned by—
"(a) Deltaforce in the general area Alexan-
dria and as far south as Kafr Dawud.
(b) B.T.E., which is responsible for the
rest of the Delta and has Reesforce and 44
Div. under command.

5. Reinforcements are arriving by sea.

6. Intention.—Middle East Forces will secure
our bases of supply in the area Suez Canal—
Red Sea—Cairo—Alexandria with a view to
covering the arrival of reinfortements with
which to resume the offensive.

7. Method.—On the assumption that the
enemy first takes the offensive, Middle East
Forces will operate in the first and if necessary,
the second and third of the following phases: —

Phase I.—Eighth Army will give battle in
the El Alamein area should the enemy take
the offensive.

Phase II.—If, however, the enemy’s
superiority makes it necessary to break off
the battle at El Alamein, Eighth Army will
detach two divisions to Deltaforce in the
Alexandria area and will withdraw to pre-
pared positions in the Wadi Natrun, with a
view to striking at the rear and flanks of the
enemy as he advances towards Alexandria or
Cairo.

B.T.E. and Deltaforce will secure Alexan-
dria and the cultivated area.

Deltaforce will be prepared to strike west
and south at enemy advancing on Natrun.

Phase III.—Should a further withdrawal
become necessary, B. T. E. and Deltaforce
will act as in Phase II. Eighth Army will
withdraw to the general line Gebel Abu
Rauwash—Gebel el Khashab—Gebel Qattrani,
and will be prepared to attack the enemy in
the flank, if he moves against Cairo Bridge-
head.

8. Intercommunication.—Separate
tions will be issued.

instruc-

PHASE 1.

The battle at El Alamein will be fought in
accordance with instructions already issued.

10. Boundaries:—

(2) Eighth Army Rear Boundary (in-
clusive Eighth Army) Burg El Arab—(all
exclusive Eighth Army) Bir El Makadriya—
El Nubariya Canal to Kafr Dawud (598862).

(b) Boundary between B. T. E. and Delta-
force.  (All inclusive Deltaforce) from
520892—Gebel Mreir —Kafr Dawud—Minuf
El Bagur—Benha—Burdein, exclusive T rds.
682869.

(c) Deltaforce Rear Boundary. (All in-
clusive Deltaforce) Rosetta Mouth—Disug—
Damat—Shoubra Millis—Zifta—Zagazig—ex-
clusive T rds. 682869.

(4) Boundary between Eighth Army and
B. T. E. (all inclusive Eighth Army) from
Siwa Qasis—Cicely Hill (purple 7514)—El
Maghra  (purple 8823)—(all exclusive
Eighth Army)—Black Paps (4884)—Bir
Hooker (5585)—XKafr Dawud (5986).

11. Internal security.—B. T. E. and Delta-
force are responsible for internal security within
- their respective administrative boundaries.

o 12. Vulnerable points and special measures.
The following need special attention by
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B. T. E. and Deltaforce within their respective
areas.—

(@) Supply of water to Canal area and Sofaga
by the Sweet Water Canal, the defence and
repair of which will be secured at all costs.

(b) The Barrage. .

(¢) Insurance that water level of canals
and rivers shall be adequate and that water
control points are secured, and arrangements
made for rapid repair of controls, dykes,
etc.

(d) Headworks of Nubariya Canal

(e) Protection against hostile action by air-
borne troops and saboteurs.

(f) Preparations to meet a worsening in-
ternal situation and possibly a thostile
Egyptian Army.

(g) Denial to the enemy of boats on the
Nile and westernmost canals. B. T. E. is
responsible as far down the Nile as Kafr el
Zaiyat and bas under command the Nile
Flotilla.

() Securing all landing grounds for our
own use.

(f) Training and equipment of all personnel,
however employed, in the art of tank hunt-
ing.

(j) Retention of bridgeheads in the
Alexandria, the Barrage and Cairo areas as
long as possible with a view to subsequent
offensive. ‘

(k) Early warning of an enemy approach
to the Nile Valley from the Qattara Depres-
sion southwards.

()) Securing all traffic
military importance.

(m) The policy concerning demolition ot
oil, intercommunication and other installa-
tions has been issued separately.

(n) Preparation for the rapid occupation
of the various defensive positions should the
occasion arise.

13. B. T. E. will reconnoitre and prepare
protected observation posts on a battalion basis
on the high ground north-west and west of Mena
in the following localities:—Gebel Abu Rauwash
(6281), Gebel el Ghigiga (6181), Gebel el
Higaf (620809), Gebel el Khashab (6180).

Deltaforce will prepare the Amiriya Defences.

bottlenecks of

14. Communications with Gulf of Suez.—In
order to improve the communications between
the Western Desert and the Gulf of Suez, the
following work will be put in hand forthwith: —

() Bridges. Class 30 Military bridges will
be provided at (i) Helwan, (ii) El Qubabat

(640750) or Wasta,

(b) Roads. The following tracks will
i)Ie l'{nade or improved to take A.F.V.’s and

(i) Maadi—Bir Odeib (¥45777).

(i) Helwan—Bir Qena (700772)—Bir
Odeib.

(iii) Bir Qena—Pt. 235 (712785) and,
if feasible,

(iv) Helwan—Bir Gindali (680800).

15. Command.—Command during Phase 1
will remain as at present.

B. T. [E. will organise a Tactical H.Q. from
which to conduct operations on a mobile basis.

16. Nile L. of C. Avea.—In order to be
prepared for Phase 1II, plans will be made for
the formation of a Nile L. of C. Area to form
a link between Egypt and Sudan. (See para.
22 below.)
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PHASE II.

17.—(a) In Phase II Eighth Army, less two
divisions, will take up positions in the area
north and north-east of the Wadi Natrun and
form front facing north-west in a position to
strike at the flank and rear of an enemy’s
advance on Cairo or Alexandria.

(6) Two divisions will withdraw on
Alexandria and come under command Delta-
force.

18. Thinning out Delta.—Installations and
troops not required for the immediate support
of the fighting formations will begin thinning
out. Detailed instructions will be issued
separately.

19. G. H. Q.—During Phase II G. H. Q.,
less Tactical G. H. Q., will move to Palestine.
Instructions for the move will be issued
separately.

20. Command.—(a) If C.-in-C. is exercising
command from Tactical H.Q. Eighth Army,
Deltaforce will come under command Eighth

(b) If C.-in'C. is exercising command from
Tactical G. ‘H. Q.; B. T. E. and Delaforce
will remain under G. H. Q.

21. Delta Garrison.—All available forces in
the Delta will be mobilised. The defences of
the Delta will be manned, full use being made
of all combatant personnel in the Delta by
B. T. E. and Deltaforce within their own areas.
Thesé personnel will include all fighting troops
arriving in the Delta from Eighth Army, un-
less they have been specially routed to other
commands or formations. 'Where units are thus
appropriated, G. H. Q., M. E. F. will be in-
formed without delay.

22, Nile L. of C. Area.—Nile L. of C. Area
will be formed under command B. T. E. with
H.Q. located at Wasta.

23. Boundaries.—(a) Boundary between
Eighth Army and Nile L. of C. Area (inclusive
Nile L. of C. Area) Ras Zafarana—Beni Suef
—excluding Fayoum.

(6) The southern boundary of Eighth Army

[para. 10 (d)] will be cancelled and Eighth -

Army will take over the responsibility for all the
desert north of the northern boundary of Nile
L. of C. Area. [Vide para. 23 (2).] The ex-
isting rear boundary of Eighth Ammy [para.
10 (a)] will be extended as follows: —from Kafr
Dawud—exclusive Raiyah el Beharira (6084)
—thence Mudit Drain to 616828 thence south-
wards along west edge of cultivation to inclusive
Abusir Pyramids to inclusive Hawamdiya
(641798)—then exclusive R. Nile.

24. Traffic Control.—Steps will be taken
now to ensure that adequate arrangements are
made for the control of traffic.

A survey of the likely bottlenecks and focal
points will be carried out and plans made for
the laying on of control posts and the dis-
semination of information to these posts.

PHASE III.

25. If Phase III occurs Eighth Army [less the
two divisions mentioned i para. 17 (b) above],

- will withdraw to the area Giza—Wasta—Gebel

Qatrani and form front facing north and north-
west with its right on high ground west of
Mena and left towards the Fayoum.

26. F. D, L.’s Eighth Army—F. D. L.’s will
be on general line Abu Rauwash (6281)—
Gebel el Khashab (6180) thence south-west

towards Gebel Qatrani (5777) and will include -
the protected observation posts being prepared
by B. T. [E. (vide para. 13 above).

29. Cairo Bridgehead.—Defences will be held
to give depth to the position, but will remain

- under command B. T. E.

28. Command.—Eighth Army, B. T. E. and
Deltaforce will be under the direct command
of Tactical G. H. Q. from where the C.-in-C.
will be controlling the operations.  Tactical
G. H. Q. will remain at Cairo.

ADMINISTRATION.

29. Policy for withdrawal of installations—

(2) In Phase I no units or personnel will
be moved so long as their services are needed
by the fighting troops. ’ ’

{(b) In Phase II installations
Alexandria Area will be closed down.

(¢) In Phase III installations in the Cairo
Area will be closed down.
Detailed instructions are

separately.

30. Maintenance.—On withdrawal from El
Alamein position, maintenance arrangements
will be as follows:— :

(4) By .rail from Canal Area depots via
iTanta, with railhead In first instance at
Damarnhur. .

An Advance Base will be opened at Tanta
under (G. H. Q. arrangements on advent of
Phase 1I. .

(b) Eighth Army. From railheads or base
depots in Cairo, supplemented as and when
necessary by Nile Valley L. of C.

(Sgd.) T. W. Corbett,
Lieut.-General,
For C.-in-C., M. E. F.

in the

being issued

21

Appreciation of the Situation in the Western
Desert.

El Alamein, 1445 hours,
27th July, 1942.
Object.

I. The defence of Egypt by the defeat of the
enemy forces in the Western Desert.

Factors.

2. Comparison of Strength.—Table A* shows
a rough comparison on a brigade group basis,
based on what we now know of the enemy’s
present strength and his reinforcement schedule.
From this it seems that the enemy will hardly
be able to secure a decisive superiority over us
in the first half of August, provided we fight
united, since the Germans would begin any
offensive with an inferiority of about three in-
fantry brigade groups and possibly 40 per cent.
superiority in armour. The enemy may also
be inferior in artillery. It would seem that,
though the Axis forces are strong enough for
defensive action, they are hardly strong enough
to attempt the conquest of the Delta except as
a gamble and under very strong air cover.
There remains for the Axis to use orie German
Air Landing Division, but this is taking over
1.S. dutjes in Greece and Crete and seems un-
likely to be an asset. It might, however, be
used to redress the balance at a decisive
moment. Throughout August the anticipated

* Not reproduced.
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balance of strength hardly justifies a German
offensive, unless we make a serious mistake
and leave an opening. He may, however, be
reinforced in the second part of August, though
nothing is known to be scheduled. On the
other hand the Axis may make great efforts to
strengthen Panzer Armee in the shortest time.

3. Land Forces—Numbers and Morale.—
Broadly speaking, though all our forces have
been through hard times, their morale is high.
German morale is probably a little lower and
Italian morale not more than 50 per cent. In
view of the known inefficiency of the Italian
forces, any offensive action taken by the Axis
forces in August would have to be 8o per cent.
German.

4. Material—The Eighth Army has some 60
Grant tanks now and will receive another 6o
Grant tanks early in August, but there will be
no more coming until September. The deduc-
tion is that it is necessary to husband our
armour carefully in view of the fact that during
August the enemy may build up to between
150 and 200 German tanks.
~ Eighth Army’s deficiencies in transport are

mounting. A summary of the-present state of
equipment of the major formations of Eighth
Army is attached as Appendix X.* It is also
necessary to husband our ammunition re-
sources, These stand at present as shown in
Appendix B* attached. The enemy has how-
ever similar deficiencies and his reinforcing
division is 'notably deficient in anti-tank
weapons and transport.

5. Training.—None of the formations in
Eighth Army is now sufficiently well trained
for offensive operations. The Army badly
needs either a reinforcement of well trained
formations or a quiet period in which to train.

6. Fighting value with reference to air forces.
—At present we have such air superiority that,
while our troops are relatively free from moles-
tation, the enemy is continually attacked by
night and day. Our land forces are consider-
ably heartened by this, and a large measure of
tactical freedom and security accrues from it.
Unless the enemy is strongly reinforced and our
air forces are correspondingly reduced, ‘this
superiority will assist our offensive or defensive
and gravely impede the enemy. Our air
superiority is a very considerable, if somewhat
indefinable, asset.

7. Vulnerable Points.—To us the two vulner-
able points are Cairo and Alexandria. Occupa-
tion of the ICairo area by the enemy would even-
tually dry up the Sweet Water Canal besides
securing an important area for air and land
maintenance. Alexandria is useful as a naval
base and port of ingress for supplies. The
present position of Eighth Atmy at EI Alamein
denies direct access to either place by road and
flanks any attempt to by-pass. The defences
of Alexandria—Cairo—the Delta proper, east
of the Nubariya canal and the Wadi Natrun
area will be well forward by 14th Angust and
should be complete, in so far as defences are
ever complete, by the end of August. Bottle-
necks exposed to air action are the Nile cross-
ings at Cairo and northwards, these are being
supplemented by two floating bridges south of
Cairo and by improving the routes from these

* Not reproduced.
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bridges eastwards. All arrangements for demoli-
tions in the Delta are being made. The enemy
has few really vulnerable points. There are
bottlenecks at Sollum and about Matruh and
Bagush, and his long L. of C. is vulnerable
to attack by raids from the air or inland or
from the sea. But otherwise the enemy is not
physically vulnerable, except to direct assault.
Morally his Italians are always vulnerable.
The soft sand areas of the country east of El
Alamein, notably the ‘' Barrel Track *’ axis,
the Wadi Natrun, the sand area to its north,
are all added difficulties for the enemy’s move-
ment, particularly as they cannot be widely
known to him.

8. Ground.—The armies are now in close con-
tact over a forty mile front between the sea
and the Qattara Depression. Most of the area
is open and can be largely controlled by artillery
fire. .

The front divides into three main sectors:—

A. From Tel Eisa to exclusive the Ruwei-
sat Ridge. This area is held by two divisions
(five infantry brigade groups). The Tsl
Eisa salient has considerable offensive value,
but is not essential to its defence, unless the
Miteiriya Ridge is also held by us. Most
of the area is difficult for wheeled move-
ment. It is on our side strongly defended
by the fortified locality of El Alamein and

. the mined positions to the south. This area
is well supported by strong prepared- locali-
ties to a depth of twenty-five miles. The
enemy lies in open flat country. His posi-
tions lack any well defined features and are
covered by extensive minefields. At El Daba
he has dumps.

B. From inclusive the El Mreir depression
to inclusive the Bab el Qattara depression.
This area is held by two divisions (four
brigade groups) supported by the equiva-
lent of one armoured brigade. We hold the
high ground in this area at Pt. 63 on the
Ruweisat Ridge. This position is naturally
strong and has been fortified to considerable
depth. The enemy holds strongly a series
of depressions which give good cover. His
front has been well mined and has some
wire,

In sectors 4 and B both the enemy and
ourselves have attacked in turn without suc-
cess.

C. From exclusive the fortified locality in
the Bab el Qattara depression to inclusive
the complete obstacle of the great Qattara
Depression. The enemy. is 'well posted on
strong ground at Kelat and Taqa in positions
which he has prepared for defence. ‘The:
object of these positions is to protect his
southern flank from being turned by our
mobile troops. We have no defences in
depth opposite this sector, which is. lightly
covered by mobile troops. . .o

9. Time and Space.—Had the enemy the
available resources, Italy and Germany are far
nearer to El Alamein than is anywhere in the
United Nations. The enemy should therefore
be able to reinforce quicker than we. On the
other hand, apart from distant Bengasi, he has
only two serviceable sea ports, Tobruk and,
much less useful, Matruh. He may also make
use of the railway to a limited extent. He
is faced with long road hauls and a sea passage-
valnerable to ajr and submarine attack. This
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affects the building up of reserves for an offen-
sive. We are nearer our bases. Our limitation
is the rate that men and material can reach
Egypt from overseas. His limitation is the
rate at which it can reach his troops when it
arrivés. This indicates the necessity of block-
ing Tobruk and Matruh and attacking his road
and rail- transport and his shipping.

10. Political Factors.—Hardly enter into this
appreciation, except inasmuch as pressure may
be put on the Axis command to press on to
Egypt before their army is ready or has suffi-
cient margin of force. Our danger lies in a
politically unstable Egypt in our rear. So far
this danger has not developed. ‘

11. The Russian Front.—The operations of
Eighth Army are linked to the fate of Russia.
Should the Axis penetrate the Caucasus, Eighth
Army might be reduced to the lowest margin
to provide reinforcements for the new front.
Moreover a considerable Axis sucoess in Rus-
sid would release air and land forces and equip-
ment for the reinforcement of the Western
Desert.

12. Maintenance.—The enemy is experienc:
ing great difficulty in maintaining his present
forces at El Alamein. This condition may im-
prove gradually when more heavy transport
vehicles come from Italy. It is not likely to
improve so much that he can maintain an
appreciably larger force than that envisaged
in Appendix A*. Our maintenance presents no
real difficulties, except that our stocks of
25-pounder shells are not inexhaustible, and
we could certainly maintajn forces of double
the present size of Eighth Army in this area if
they existed:

Courses open to ourselves and the enmemy.

13. Ourselves.—A. To continue to attack the
enemy in the hope that he will crack before
his army is reinforced by fresh troops. The
pros and cons of attacking are:—

_ In the northern and central sectors we

have made two attempts to break the enemy’s

front without success. Failure has been due

to lack of trained troops, rigidity of organisa-’

tion and limited resources in armour and
infantry and it seems that the enemy’s posi-
tions are now tog strongly held to be
attacked with success with the resources
available. .

We have also attacked in the -southern
sector, but weakly and largely as a diver-
sion. QOur attack failed, but the enemy
though strongly posted is not numerous here,
and this front might go if suddenly attacked.
If it did go, it offers access for our mobile
troops to the enemy’s flanks and rear.

The preblems of attack on this front are,
firstly, how to find the supporting fire with-

out unduly weakening the northern and cen--

tral sectors. Secondly, how to find the
troops. The only formation which might be
unsed 4s the -weak N.Z. Division supported
by its own artillery, the artillery of -7th
Armoured Division and some of 5th Indian
Division’s artillery. This would have to be
"deployed in secret and developed as a com-
plete surprise. Failure would probably make
-.the N.Z. Division -unfit for further opera-
tions for a considerable time. Having in
mind the weakness in numbers and training

T *. Not reproduced.
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of this division the chances of success can
only be rated as 60—4o0. Failure would seri-
ously deplete our present resources. On the
whole this attack hardly seems advisable
at present.

B. To adopt the tactical defensive until we
are strong enough to attack, which, unless the
enemy’s position deteriorates, will not be till
mid-September at the earliest. The obvious
objection is that we give the initiative to the
enemy if he is able to use it. It is very doubt-
ful if he will be able to take the initiative till
late in August with any hope of success. In
fact if he attacks before, provided we have a
reserve in hand including up to 100 Grant
tanks, we have a good chance of defeating
him seriously in the area El Alamein—Ham-
mam. Moreover the critical period for the
preparation and manning of the Delta and
Cairo defences is now over. - There is -little
danger of the enemy getting any value out of
by-passing the Eighth Army on its present
ground. There may be a critical period late
in August before the new divisions (two of
armour, two of infantry) are ready, but this
might be tided over by preparing their artillery
battle groups in advance of the rest of the
divisions and so reinforcing Eighth Army.
(This project requires further examination.)
This defensive could also be mitigated by
enterprises against Siwa and the southern sector
of his front and by seaborne attacks.

14. Courses open to the enemy.—The enemy
must resume the offensive without delay, but
he is unlikely to be able to do so before mid-
August and even then no real margin of
superiority except in A.F.Vs. is apparent. He
will certainly try to attack before the end of
August and as Eighth Army defences gain in
strength and depth he will be more than ever
tempted to avoid them and seek success in
manceuvre. This may well land him into
serious difficulties in the soft desert.

Alternatively, he may have to adopt the
strategical defensive because our forces are too
strong and too well placed for attack. If he
does, he may either stand his ground or with-
draw to an intermediate position covering
Matruh, which will eventually be to our advan-
tage for he will still be in striking distance when
we are again fit to attack. If he goes back to
the Egyptian frontier, it is questionable whether
he should not be left undisturbed.

15. Course recommended.—Seeing that we
are hardly fit at present to do any more attacks,
our best course is the defensive combined with
offensive gestures from time to time, including
raiding. The cover plan should be such as
would induce the enemy to strike prematurely,
i.e., mid-August, say, between roth and 2oth
August. Meanwhile the Army front should be
strengthened, and so held that at least ome
formation could come into reserve and train.
At the same time the command of Eighth Army
should be put on a permanent footing.

" 16. Plan recommended. .

Intention.—Eighth Army . will defeat. any

attempt of the enemy to pass through or round
it. o

17. Method. _
(a) Forward troops— '
30 Corps: 1 South African Division, g
Australian Division, | :
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13 Corps: 1 New Zealand Division, 7
Armoured Division,

(b) Reserve—

5 Indian Division (4 Indian Division
eventually): 1 Armoured Division.

(c) General line of F.D.Ls._El Alamein
defences—Pt. 63 (eastern) on Ruweisat
Ridge-vicinity of Alam Nayal. South of
Alam Nayal the flank will be covered by 7
Armoured Division.

(d) General line of reserve positions.—
For forward bodies, the most western line
of the new rearward position.

Should it be desired to avoid the full effect
of an enemy attack in great strength the above
F.D.Ls. can become the outpost line and the
main front can be withdrawn accordingly.

(e) Matruh.—Should be blocked by the
Navy without delay.

Tactical Technique and Future Organisation.
18. In the light of the course recommended
it will be necessary to adjust our tactical tech-
nique. This should be based on three facts:—
A.—We have to be prepared to fight a
modern defensive battle in the area El
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Alamein—Hammam. The troops detailed
for this must be trained and exercised so as
to get the maximum value from the ground
and the prepared positions.

B.—Eighth Army may have to meet an
enemy’s sortie developing into manceuvre by
the southern flank from his firm front on the
general line Bab el Qattara -Taqa Plateau.
We must therefore organise and train a
strong mobile wing, based on 4th Armoured
Division, comprising a divisional artillery,
2th Motor Brigade, 4th Light Armoured
Brigade, and possibly extra Crusader units.
This mobile wing must be well trained in
harassing defensive technique.

C.—Eventually we will have to renew the
offensive and this will probably medan a
break-through the enemy positions about El
Alamein. The newly-arrived infantry divi-
sions and the armoured divisions must be
trained for this and for pursuit.

19. From the point of view of G.H.Q., the
organisation of our available forces in August
and September might take the following
form:—

G. H. Q.

!

Eighth Army.
Function—to hold the El
Alamein defended area
and to prevent its being
by-passed. Also to hold
the Natrun area.

Delta Force

and the Delta.

H.:Q.

To defend Alexandria

30 Corps. 13 Corps.
(3 Corps also commands Mobile Wing).

This goes further than the present apprecia-
tion, but can hardly be separated from it
because, should this idea be adopted, it means
that the formations now in Eighth Army will
not be relieved and the new formations will be
built up and reorganised irrespective of the
immediate needs of Eighth Army.

20, Summary.—The enemy now holds in
sufficient strength for his purpose a front
from which he cannot be dislodged by
manceuvre or any attack Eighth Army can at
present deliver. ‘We are strongly posted for a
defensive battle. The enemy is attempting to
build up his strength and renew his attack on
Egypt. Eighth Army requires re-equipment
and training before it will be fit for offensive
operations. During August it is unlikely that
either ourselves or the enemy will be strongly
reinforced on land; a successful offensive by
either side is therefore unlikely. Provided the
land and air sifuation does not change, Eighth
Army can be reinforced about mid-September
by two armoured divisions and two infantry
divisions. This may give us a superiority
sufficient to justify a direct attack on what
may be by then a strongly organised front.
Alternatively, we may develop a threat to the
enemy’s rear via Siwa. The immediate need
is to reorganise present forces with Eighth
Army and to rearrange the front so as to provide
an army reserve, The longer term policy is to

Reserve.

B. T. E. The General Reserve.

To defend the Cairo area.

H. Q. General Reserve.

Inf Divs (two). Armd Divs (two).

N.B.—This force may
be reorganised into
Mobile Divisions.

train the newly-arrived divisions for the
counter-offensive which it is hoped might
begin in the latter part of September.

22
Letter to the Chief of the Imperial General
Staff.

14th August, 1942.

1. I wish to place before yon my views on
the proposal to separate Iraq and Persia from
the present Middle East Command and to con-
stitute them as an independent command under
a Commander-in-Chief directly responsible to
the Chiefs of Staff.

I am aware that I have not been asked for
my opinion, but I consider that in view of my
experience as Commander-in-Chief both in India
and the Middle East, and because I have made
an exhaustive study of the problem of the
defence of the area in question, it is my duty
to place my views on record. I do this solely
in the hope that they may be of some service
to the mnation, and not because I wish to
attempt in any way to contest the decision to
divide up my present command.

2. You are aware, I believe, that I have re-
cently approved a reorganisation of the system
of command in Iraq and Persia.

The object of this reorganisation is to free
Commander Tenth Army and his staff to direct
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operations in Persia, withount, as has hitherto
been the case, being distracted by the large
administrative responsibilities inseparable from
the control of the bases and lines of communi-
cation in Iraq and Southern Persia, and the
need for keeping in touch with the complicated
political situation in Iraq.

Briefly, the reorganisation consists in the set-
ting up of an L. of C. and base area in Southern
Iraq and South-western Persia under an
Inspector-General of Communications and a
local defence commander, and the transfer of
Northern Iraq to the control of the Ninth Army
thus ensuring unity of command along the
length of the Anatolian frontier, should ‘an
enemy threat to Syria and Iraq materialise
through Turkey. In this event such unity of
control is in my opinion essential, if only to
ensure efficient co-operation between the Army
and the Air Force, and the most economical
use of the available ajr forces. This reorganisa-
tion was decided upon after long and careful
examination by qualified staff officers of all
three services and has the full approval of the
three Commanders-in-Chief.

This reérganisation prodiices, in my opinion,
and I believe in that of the A. O. C.-in-C,, a
workable system for the conduct of operations

in Persia and along the Anatolian frontier, and-

ensures the maximum of efficiency and the mini-
mum of friction which can be expected in view
of the admittedly complicated nature of the
problem, .

As Commander-in-Chief, Middle East Forces,
I was prepared to meet the threat to our
Northern Front once this reorganisation had
been effected, assuming that the requisite forces
were available.

3. Regarding the proposal to set up an in-
dependent army command in Iraq-Persia, I feel
that the main difficulty is in the provision and
control of the air forces which will have to work
with the army in this new command.

In my opinion it would be impossible to ex-
pect the new Commander-in-Chief to accept the
responsibility of the new command unless a
definite allotment of air forces is made to it.
This allotment must not be susceptible to reduc-
tion except with the consent of the Commander-
in-Chief, or by order of the Chiefs of Staff. Any
arrangement whereby the full control of all air
forces on the entire Caspian—Cyrenaican front
is vested in a single A. O. C.-in-C. located at
Cairo or elsewhere, while the land forces on the
same front are divided into two separate com-
mands, each under an independent Commander-
in-Chief directly responsible to the Chiefs of
Staff in London, must, in my opinion, result in
constant friction and consequent inefficiency,
and may well be disastrous in times of crisis. It
would be impossible, I think, to expect a
Commander-in-Chief in Baghdad to be depen-
dent on an A. O. C.-in-C. in Cairo for the pro-
vision of the air forces essential to the carrying
out of his plans. He would, presumably, have
an A.0.C. available as an adviser and local
air force commander, but this officer would not
be able to give any decision on important
matters of policy without the approval of the
A. O. C.-in<C. The position of the C.-in-C.
would, I submit, be intolerable and is not one
which I conld myself accept.

I fully realise that any arbitrary division of
air forces between the two commands is likely
to be uneconomical and to deprive the air of
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that flexibility which it now possesses under the
existing organisation, whereby the C.-in-C. and
A.Q. C.4in-C., Middle East, have the same ter-
ritorial responsibilities so far as the Caspian—
Cyrenaican front is concerned. . This is one of
the chief objections I see in the new proposals.

4. At present the Tenth Army in Persia has a
full staff and is reasonably well off for signals.
The administrative staff of the newly constituted
Irag-Persia L. of C. area and base could, I
think, be transformed without great difficulty
or delay and be made into the administrative
staff of the new G. H. Q., Iraq-Persia, A new
General Staff will, however, have to be created
from nothing, as no such organisation exists at
present. This will entail a great deal of work
and the transfer of a mass of information and
accumnlated knowledge from the present
G. H. Q., Middle East, to the new G. H. Q.
The new Commander-in-Chief can hardly be
expected to rely on any organization in Cairo
for information. He must control his ‘own
machinery.

I estimate that it will take at least six weeks
to two months before the new G. H. Q. can
begin to function with adequate efficiency. Dur-
ing this interim period it is inevitable that
G. H. Q. Middle East should remain in con-
trol of Iraq and Persia otherwise the whole
system of operational control is liable to break
down. The result of such a breakdown at such
a time does not need to be stressed.

5. There are many other important adjust-
ments which must be made in the administra-
tive, training and operational fields before the
transfer of responsibility can be effectively com-
pleted. These will all take time, as it 1s phy-
sically impossible to conclude them in the course
of a few days. I have already had experience
of these difficulties in the comparatively recent
transfer of this sphere from G. H. Q. India to
G. H. Q. Middle East, so I do not speak with-
out knowledge. The result may well be that
the process of changing over will not be com-
pleted before active operations start in Northern
Persia. This would produce a most unsatis-
factory and probably critical situation.

6. As regards the chances of successfully pre-
venting an enemy advance through Persia from
the Caucasus towards the head of the Persian
Gulf, I agree generally with the General Staff
estimate as to the minimum forces required. In
my opinion the following are needed: —

One Army H. Q. and Signals.

Two Corps H. Q. and Signals.

Two Armoured Divisions.

Seven Infantry Divisions (including two for
internal security duties and L. of C. protec-
tion in Iraq and Persia, but excluding any
garrison required in.the Persian Gulf itself).
It is essential that all these troops shall be

fully mobile including the divisions allotted for
L. of C. protection and internal security duties.

I estimate the minimum requirements in air
forces at some twenty-five squadrons which will
also need to have a high degree of mobility. This
full mobility is of prime importance as withont
it there is no likelihood whatever of being able
to conduct a successful defence of Northern
Persia.

It is well known that there is insufficient
transport available in the Middle East to give
these forces full mobility and at the same time
to enable an offensive to be conducted in the
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Western Desert. Since I have held this com-
mand this has always been the case, and, I
have several times emphasised it, and given as
my considered opinion that it is not a practical
proposition to attempt offensive operations in
the Western Desert and at the same time carry
out major defensive operations in Persia or
Iraqg. I see no reason whatever to change this
opinion now. Apart from the shortage of trans-
port, it is not possible to provide the fighting
troops required for the defence of Persia without
so weakening the Eighth Army as to make it
doubtful whether it could carry out a successful
offensive.

7. I fully realise the desirability, even the
necessity of driving the enemy further west
and so lessening the imminence of the threat to
our bases in Egypt, and no one could be more
desirous of assuming the offensive in the Western
Desert than I. But I am deeply impressed
with the general weakness of our position in
the Middle East, so strongly emphasised by the
Russian collapse north of the Caucasus, and by
the immense risks we are running in exposing
the head of the Persian Gulf to enemy attack.
We cannot be strong everywhere, and I feel
that we must husband our resources, such as
they are, and try to preserve what is essential
to us, hoping that before long the tide may turn
and enable us to take the offensive in earnest.
I feel myself that only the annihilation of the
enemy in the Western Desert is likely materi-
ally to affect the course of events in Northern
Persia. It is impossible, in my opinion, to set
an arbitrary limit to the duration of offensive
operations in the Western Desert once these
have been embarked upon, nor is it possible to
control the enemy’s reactions to such operations.
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The length of time taken, and the amount of
transport required, to ftransfer froops from
Egypt to Iraq and Persia is not always suffi-
ciently taken into account by those who plan
operations in this theatre from a distance, but it
is a very important factor.

I consider that, by attempting to carry out
an offensive in the Western Desert simul-
taneously with a defensive campaign in Persia
with our present resources, we will run a grave
risk of failing in both and of being defeated in
detail. This is my considered opinion and,
though I hope it may prove to be wrong, I
feel bound to give it for what it is worth.

8. I have studied the report of the Commit-
tee on the implications of setting vp an indepen-
dent command in Iraq——Persia and I consider it
makes the best of a bad case. Its conclusions
and recommendations make it very obvious that
the working of the scheme in practice must
‘depend on compromise in practically every,
sphere of activity to an excessive degree. It
is also clear that the Commander-in-Chief in
Irag—Persia will have to depend on the
machinery at the disposal of his colleague in
Cairo to an extent which cannot fail to place
him in a subordinate position to the latter and
so bring about again the situation which I
understand the scheme is expressly designed to
avoid.

I do not myself think that the scheme is
workable in practice, and I feel that there is a
grave risk of its breaking down under the stress
of active operations. I do not therefore feel
able to accept the responsibility of this new
Command, and I have informed the Minister of
State accordingly. .
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