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Introduction


On 10 April 1941 began the 242-day siege of Tobruk, the longest and one of the most dramatic of all sieges in modern British and Commonwealth history. It easily outlasted the 147 days of the siege of Kut in Mesopotamia, which had ended in ignominy in 1916, and surpassed the 186 days of Mafeking and 188 days of Ladysmith during the Boer War. The survival of the garrison against the determined onslaught of Rommel's Italo-German legions between April and December 1941 was a staggering achievement and had significant strategic consequences for Great Britain and the course of the Second World War. Tobruk was one of the very few sieges during the Second World War that did not end in the surrender or overrunning of the fortress.


The siege was played out between a mixed force of Britons and Australians (leavened for periods by a smattering of Czechs, Poles and Indians) and the German and Italian forces of General Erwin Rommel – the fabled ‘Desert Fox’. In March 1941 Rommel's Afrika Korps, together with two Italian corps, headed for Egypt in an audacious race for the Nile and the greatest prize that the Middle East could offer: the Suez Canal. If they had succeeded they would have cut the British empire in half. Rommel's brilliant attack into Cyrenaica would have been strategically decisive – nothing defended Egypt at the time – were it not for one factor: Tobruk. Drawing a perimeter around them, those troops that could scurried back to the relative safety of the port and prepared to defend themselves against the weight of the German armoured blitzkrieg launched against them in late March. There seemed little hope that they would succeed. Surely nothing could now stop Rommel rolling up the defences and using the port for his own advance on the Nile? But this ignored the extraordinary tenacity of the

weak, ill-equipped and inexperienced mixed British and Australian force, which stubbornly refused to surrender. Tobruk's garrison comprised the newly formed Australian 9th Infantry Division, together with British tanks, artillery, anti-tank and anti-aircraft troops and a machine-gun battalion. Try as Rommel might – and he tried everything over those eight long months, including infantry, tanks, waves of Stuka dive-bombers, U-boats and heavy artillery – he entirely failed to eject first the Australians and then, when they had been relieved, the British 70th Division and the Carpathian Brigade of the Free Polish Army. At Tobruk in 1941 Rommel had the dubious honour of presiding over the first major German defeat of the Second World War.





*





In August 2007 I stood on Tobruk's northern promontory and looked across a yellow and rocky landscape little changed since 1941. I was with Ben Brownless, son of the Tobruk veteran who had persuaded me some years before to write the story of the siege. With my two teenage sons we had journeyed to Libya to walk over the undisturbed desert battlefields that surround this straggling little North African port. In the silence of the moment, standing under the blistering heat of the desert noon, I could picture in my mind the angle-winged Stukas as they dived on the scattered defenders; imagined I could hear the incoming shells of the huge artillery piece that the besieged dubbed Bardia Bill ripping through the air like express trains and falling into the harbour amongst the debris of nearly a hundred twisted, shattered hulks. The battles that had taken place sixty-six years before suddenly seemed less distant. And when I sat in front of veterans – British, Australian and German – and heard them relive their experiences of war it seemed not very long ago at all.


Indeed, these battles remain vividly etched in the memories of the now ageing veterans, like Ben's father, Lieutenant (now the Reverend) Philip Brownless and his erstwhile enemy Private Rudolf Schneider, once a member of Rommel's personal company. It was when interviewing these men that something of the closeness and reality of the long desert struggle became apparent to me. Tobruk was the defining moment of their lives, and remains deeply etched on their 

consciousness. When the siege was lifted at Christmas 1941 Lieutenant Brownless found himself put on a troopship and sent off to fight the Japanese in the jungles of eastern India and Burma, where he was to remain until the end of the war. But now, in his ninetieth year, it is to Tobruk that his mind goes when he thinks about the war. The power of memory to take one back to the midst of flying shrapnel and screaming Stukas is what makes these men (and women) still on occasions dream the sort of vivid and sometimes terrifying dreams that people who have not been in battle can only imagine. It was many years after the event that another veteran of the desert war, the indomitable Susan Travers, could write with extraordinary power about the moment that the Stukas swung out of the sky and fell on her lonely trench in the desert bastion of Bir Hacheim, far to the south of Tobruk:





The Stukas were the worst. I could hear them several miles away, like a vast swarm of bees droning in the distance, heading directly for us across the endless desert sky. At first sight they looked like a plague of silver locusts above us . . . My heart would begin to pound in my chest as the humming got nearer. My legs would quiver as the fear rose from the pit of my stomach, clutched at my throat and squeezed tighter and tighter...


Flying in formation in waves of up to a hundred planes at a time, without warning they would break away independently to hurtle headlong towards us, shrieking, spinning and whistling. At the exact moment when the bombs were released from their special mounts under their wings, the screaming would stop and they would soar silently, almost gracefully, back up into the sky, freed from the burden of their load.





The only female member of the French Foreign Legion, Travers would sit in her slit trench, her tin helmet clamped firmly on her head, hands behind her head and elbows thrust between her drawn-up knees, counting the five long seconds between the bomb's release and impact. One, two, three, four...The detonation would come with a crumpfollowed by a ‘blinding flash of white light’, making her jump despite anticipating the blast. The trench would shudder and shake, stones raining on her and dust rising into her nose and mouth as she

gasped for breath. Reading Susan Travers' experiences and listening to Philip Brownless, Rudolf Schneider and many others recount theirs brought the war along these beautiful and ancient shores to life.


Apart from rebuilding and expansion on the northern promontory, little has changed around Tobruk since 1941. Leaving the town to gain access to the southern and south-eastern defences, one follows the road from the harbour up a steep climb to the encircling escarpment, which levels out into a rock-strewn plateau fifty feet above sea level. On the left-hand side lies the German memorial to their dead, a massive circular stone ossuary overlooking the harbour. Further along this plateau lies the site of the old El Gubbi airfield. By late April 1941 this was in truth an aircraft graveyard: close to the road lay the remains of a silver Hurricane, with a sad little pile of stones alongside it, atop which sat a little cross, remembering the broken body of the pilot lying underneath. Today the airfield has disappeared. What does remain, half a mile further on, is the Commonwealth War Graves cemetery, the silent resting place of many of Tobruk's Allied dead.


Shortly thereafter the road rises another fifty feet to the next escarpment, at which point in 1941 could be found, on the right-hand side of the road, the garrison prisoner of war ‘cage’. Immediately after this the road joins the junction at Sidi Mahmoud known as King's Cross. This is still a busy crossroads, on the southernmost side of which lies the Free French cemetery. At King's Cross the left-hand road continues due east towards Bardia and Egypt, leaving the Tobruk perimeter at the site of the heavily fortified (and still intact) defences at Wadi es Zettun eight miles further on. Travelling due south from King's Cross in the direction of El Adem takes the traveller gently up to a final escarpment, on top of which during the siege lay the Blue Line. Stopping at the highest point on the road, with rolls of ancient barbed wire to either side following the course of the Blue Line, one can stand and look forward the nearly three miles to the perimeter defences. Looking half right, five miles away is Fort Pilastrino, buried into the wall of the escarpment. Almost exactly south-south-west, some five and a half miles distant and just over a mile beyond the wire, lies the famous well at Bir el Carmusa, atop which sat a lone fig tree. This unsurprisingly became a landmark for Germans and Australians alike and every gun in the area ranged itself using this obvious

reference point. Moving down this road towards El Adem the Red Line is shortly reached. The road here in 1941 was blocked by wire, mines and an anti-tank ditch, and ten miles beyond lay the German-held airfield at El Adem. In 2007 all these defences remain, even to the piles of rusting barbed wire and the litter-filled concrete emplacements.





*





The story of the siege of Tobruk is one of extraordinary resilience by 24,000 defenders who fought off increasingly desperate attempts by two German panzer divisions and an entire Italian corps to take an otherwise obscure Libyan port. This is a story of bayonets and grenades against tanks, of David versus Goliath. It is also a mesmerizing tale of human endurance and heroism, of persistence against overwhelming odds and the morale-sapping knowledge that, with their backs to the sea, the defenders were surrounded by the men and machines who only the year before had brought Western Europe to its knees. Yet they won through to counter-attack out of the fortress in November, creating a corridor to link up with the advancing 8th Army. By December 1941 Rommel had been beaten and forced to withdraw his forces from Cyrenaica. The siege was lifted and the exhausted defenders were able to march out in triumph. Tobruk was a dramatic success for the Allies, breaking the myth of German invincibility that had hitherto disheartened their armies. It was the battle which saved North Africa from the Nazis.




 






1 » MUSSOLINI'S BID FOR THE NILE


The Italian fascist dictator Benito Mussolini, who had presided over Italy's fortunes since seizing power in 1924, little knew of the vast oil wealth that sat hidden under the shifting golden sands of his Libyan colony. So far as the Duce was concerned the country was economically worthless, a drain on the overburdened Italian exchequer. In terms of the testosterone of empire, however, and with recent bloodily acquired possessions in Ethiopia and Albania complementing the long-held colonies of Eritrea and Italian Somaliland, the colony proved beyond argument to Mussolini that fascist Italy was the rightful successor to the imperial mantle of ancient Rome. In his political rhetoric Libya was Italy's ‘fourth shore’, its long coastal strip lapping the Mediterranean – especially the fertile hills of Cyrenaica's Jebel Akhdar – colonized by poor farmers from Sicily tempted by the prospect of free houses and low taxes. Wrested from the Ottomans in 1912, a ruthless campaign against nationalist dissent in the late 1920s (especially against the Senussi tribe in Cyrenaica, Libya's easternmost province) ensured that during the following decade Italy was left in relative peace to enjoy its North African imperial idyll.


When, in June 1940, the fall of France persuaded the Italian leader to take Italy to war against the democracies, his extravagant delusions – combined with intelligence from his extensive network of spies in Cairo informing him of British military poverty in the Middle East – persuaded Mussolini that Egypt was a ripe plum awaiting picking. The Wehrmacht's explosive blitzkrieg into France in the spring of that year and the French surrender in the forest at Compiegne removed the threat from Tunisia to Italy s lines of communication in the Mediterranean and inspired Mussolini to emulate his ally s success.




Accordingly, he ordered his defence minister, General Pietro Badoglio, and the military commander in Libya, the larger-than-life aviation pioneer Air Marshal Italo Balbo, to prepare a swift attack along the coast into Egypt to seize Cairo and capture the Suez Canal. A successful invasion of Egypt would add glory both to Italian arms and Mussolini s personal leadership, securing fascist Italy the joy of conquest enjoyed so far only by Germany, whose string of victories across Europe had left Mussolini feeling sidelined and humiliated. It would also (assuming Sudan followed Egypt) consolidate Italian possessions in North Africa and the Horn of Africa to create a vast colony sweeping from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean. Benito Mussolini had long deluded himself that he was the natural leader of the Rome–Berlin Axis. However, although Hitler had a penchant for talking incessantly (a frequent complaint of the Duce at meetings between the dictators), he had also demonstrated that he could act. Mussolini now believed he could achieve a victory to compare with those of his Nazi rival and worthy of a modern Roman Caesar.





*





Between 1940 and 1941 the war in North Africa was fought along the narrow strip of Mediterranean coastline that stretches from Alexandria in Egypt in the east 1,875 miles to Tripoli in Libya in the west. This coastal strip is bounded to the south by the vast expanses of the Sahara Desert. West of Alexandria the coastline is a gently undulating rocky plain that rises sharply to a 600-foot escarpment about ten miles inland and then stretches south to the great Qattara Depression, where it falls hundreds of feet into a vast salt plain the size of a medium-sized European country. The escarpment approaches the sea at the tiny coastal village of Sollum on the border with Libya, the road running through the ridge at Halfaya.


To the west, in Libya, the escarpment virtually touches the sea along through Bardia and Tobruk. Then, as the coast reaches Derna, the ridge becomes more dramatic, rising in places to 2,000 feet in a rugged display of rock that indicates the start of the Jebel Akhdar, a vast expanse of wooded hills and ravines stretching 200 miles further to the western margins of Cyrenaica at Benghazi. Apart from the Jebel

 Akhdar the terrain is almost flat, with gentle undulations providing some scope for observation and concealment. In the desert inland of Tobruk minuscule rises in the ground such as those at Point 209 (Ras el Medawar) to the south-west and Ed Duda to the south-east are sufficient to dominate the terrain for many miles. Patches of the coastal strip, particularly in Cyrenaica, are green and fertile but in the main it is rocky, and swept with jagged stones and drifting sand. Very little lives here, water is scarce and the environment unforgiving. Inland the rocky plains disappear to leave a surface of impenetrable limestone, and much further inland the limestone gives way to the endless waves of the Great Sand Sea.


All-weather roads were scarce in Italian Libya. A single tarmacked road, the Via Balbia, ran along the coast from Tripoli to Benghazi and thence around Cyrenaica s rocky headlands through Derna and Tobruk – Libya s only natural harbour – to Bardia. The ground is extraordinarily hard, making it almost impossible for troops on either side to dig slit trenches without mechanical or explosive aids, and the rough terrain played havoc with tank tracks, vehicle tyres and suspensions, while drifting sand and dust was sucked into engines, clogging up filters and penetrating working parts. Except for the Jebel Akhdar, scattered villages along the coast and the nomadic Bedouin, there were virtually no people.





*





The problem for the Italians was that their commanders in Libya were unable to act on Mussolini s offensive aspirations immediately after their declaration of war on 10 June 1940. Instead, it was Britain which seized the initiative. It had been apparent to General Archibald Wavell, the British Middle Eastern commander-in-chief, that Italian belligerence would one day express itself in action of some kind or another. From April 1940 overflights by RAF reconnaissance aircraft based in Egypt clearly indicated that the Italians were reinforcing their positions in eastern Cyrenaica.


Wavell responded by dispatching from its bases in the Nile Delta a force commanded by the diminutive Lieutenant General Richard O’Connor, a well-regarded infantry commander who in the First World

 War had fought alongside the Italians and been awarded their Silver Medal for Valour. O’Connor’s force dug in at Mersa Matruh, 120 miles west of Alexandria, and mounted patrols deep into ‘the blue’ (as the troops called the desert) to watch the border with Libya, which was marked by a barbed-wire fence six feet high and twelve feet wide stretching 400 miles from the coast a few miles west of Sollum down to the Jarabub oasis in the Great Sand Sea.


O’Connor possessed little more than 10,000 men, the grand title of his Western Desert Force hiding from few the reality of Britain’s military weakness in the region. For reasons of propaganda the British garrison in the otherwise independent Egypt commanded by General ‘Jumbo’ Wilson was known as the Army of the Nile, although the stark truth was that it was tiny. O’Connor’s force, based on the 7th Armoured Division, was virtually everything that Britain had available to defend Egypt at the time, so it was fortunate that this division, which had adopted as its symbol the desert rat – the jerboa – and which was thereafter universally known as the Desert Rats, was a superbly trained desert-hardened mobile fighting formation. It had been in the desert since 1938 and had learned how to survive and operate amid the climatic and topographical extremes of the region. The personal weapon drills, hardiness, discipline, initiative and esprit de corps of the Desert Rats more than compensated for the vast numerical superiority enjoyed by the Italian army on the other side of the fence.


The Desert Rats comprised two armoured brigades equipped with a mixture of tanks and old armoured cars. The 4th Armoured Brigade, commanded from June 1940 by Brigadier J.A.L. Caunter (nicknamed ‘Blood’ from his favourite phrase ‘buckets of blood’), comprised the 1st Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment (1st RTR), equipped with fifty Mark VI light tanks, and the 6th RTR, equipped with forty Mark VIs and a small number of the stronger thirteen-ton A9 cruiser tanks. The Mark VIs were armed only with twin Vickers machine guns, while the cruisers boasted a 2-pounder (40-millimetre) gun in a traversable turret and were capable of a speed of 30 miles per hour. The 7th Armoured Brigade contained three cavalry regiments, two of which had only recently given up their beloved horses for chariots of iron. Horses and hunting suffused every conversation, colouring their view of the war.

 Sergeant Alec Lewis of F (Sphinx) Battery, 4th Royal Horse Artillery (RHA), recalled:





Most of the staff officers were from cavalry regiments and their off-duty conversation . . . was usually about horses and hunting . . . At Gerawla, on the Sunday before Italy declared war, a gymkhana was held on ‘National Hunt lines’ , complete with a tote. The competitors were various units’ tanks, Bren carriers, vehicles and motorcycles – an enjoyable break.





The 7th Hussars had recently converted to A9 cruiser tanks; the 8th Hussars possessed only fifteen-hundredweight (cwt) trucks and had no tanks at all; while the 11th Hussars (the famous Cherrypickers, so named after a patrol was caught by French cavalry picking cherries in an orchard during the Peninsular War) had 1924-vintage Rolls-Royce and Morris armoured cars – they had, however, the advantage of having been mechanized since 1928. Artillery support was provided by the 3rd RHA equipped with First World War 3.7-inch howitzers, and the divisional infantry consisted of a single battalion of the Rifle Brigade – 1st Kings Royal Rifle Corps – commanded by Lieutenant Colonel W.H.E. Gott, whose ancient Viking surname had long been transformed by some prep-school wag into the nickname ‘Strafer’ , inspired by the First World War German exhortation that God should punish the British, ‘ Gott strafe England.’ The artillery and Gott's infantry were grouped together into the divisional support group. The doctrine of the day was that the tanks would fight fast mobile actions independent of infantry or artillery, and the support elements be allocated to whichever armoured force needed them at the time. The support group could also fight independently if required.


In addition to the Desert Rats, the newly arrived and entirely green 6th Australian and 2nd New Zealand Divisions were in the Nile Delta training and familiarizing themselves with desert conditions. The 4th Indian Division was also on its way but had not yet arrived. When it did, two months later, the Western Desert Force numbered some 31,000 men, but this was still only a fraction of what the Italians were able to field in Libya.


Across the Middle East the RAF was similarly impoverished. By early June the British boasted 205 military aircraft in the region, but the only fighters in the whole of Middle East Command were obsolescent Gladiator biplanes. The rest – Lysanders, Bombays, Valentias, Wellesleys, Vincents, Battles, Hardys, Audaxes, Harts, Hartebeests and Londons – were all overdue for the museum. The only exceptions were some Blenheim light bombers. In July 1940 a flight of four Hurricane fighters arrived in the Middle East, but these were necessarily thinly scattered, and only one was available for the entire Western Desert. This was quickly dubbed Collishaw’s Battleship (after the commander of 202 Group RAF – the Desert Air Force – Air Commodore Raymond Collishaw) and became part of a complex deception in which it was moved repeatedly between forward airstrips in an attempt to deceive the enemy into thinking that Britain had a surfeit of fast modern fighters in the region.


The British were able to make up for their many material deficiencies by a marked superiority over the Italians in the quality of their military leaders. One of the brightest stars in the British firmament was General Richard O'Connor. An intelligent practical man who enjoyed an easy rapport with his men, O’Connor possessed the rare trait of being able to judge issues on the basis of rationality rather than orthodoxy. His aide-de-amp (ADC) in July 1940 described him as ‘vigorous and intense, and deeply serious. Behind the friendly facade lay an expression of grim determination – of vigilance.’ Embarrassed by pomp and show he had an open and enquiring mind, and, important in 1940, he was able to work at speed. Rapid action, use of surprise as a weapon, coordination of air and land forces and the taking of risks were as prevalent in his generalship as they were in those of his arch-nemesis, General Erwin Rommel. O’Connor created strong relations with Collishaw’s Desert Air Force. This was no chateau general, but one who personally reconnoitred the ground over which he would have to fight. An 11th Hussars patrol operating along the frontier wire reported one day that it had encountered a lone staff car, which had appeared from the direction of the enemy. In it was Richard O'Connor.


Major Lloyd Owen, a company commander with the 1st Battalion Queen's Regiment and later a founder member of the famous Long Range Desert Group, recalled meeting O’Connor in the desert a month before the Italian invasion. His men were digging defensive positions:

 ‘Good morning, Lloyd Owen’, he said as he thrust out his hand to shake mine. There was a galaxy of brass hats in his wake. ‘I see your men have dug some damned good positions. Tell them they’ve done well. The ground looks horribly hard. Are you sure that you can bring fire to bear all along the anti-tank ditch?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Good. I'm sure you know best. You're the chap who has got to fight this position. How are the men? Got any worries?’


‘No, sir. They would like some beer if we could get it, but that's everyone s worry.’


‘I’ll see what I can do. Nice to see you again. I must be off now. Goodbye and good luck to you all.’





The beer arrived that evening.





*





O'Connor had little time to prepare his puny force for war. At 3 a.m. on 10 June 1940 Sergeant Patrick Cleere, the experienced, desert-hardened commander of 2 Troop, C Squadron, 7th Hussars, heard over his tank radio that Italy had declared war. To most this came as no surprise, Mussolini s earlier indecision having given way to saber-rattling when the German victories in the Low Countries and France became certain and overwhelming. That night the desert leaguer outside Mersa Matruh in which his squadron had taken sanctuary became a hive of activity as the British rushed to prepare their first raid into Italian-held Libya.


After a few hours of feverish bustle Cleere’s troop of three A9 cruiser tanks joined at daybreak an amalgam of other units from the 4th Armoured Brigade for the start of their 150-mile trek into Libya. Clouds of dust spewed skywards from each vehicle as – widely dispersed to counter the possibility of air attack – the force moved west. Their immediate target was the border garrison of Fort Capuzzo, a straggling Beau Geste-style complex near Sidi Omar which dominated the eastern Cyrenaican desert and protected the coast road running to Tobruk and eventually to Benghazi and beyond. The British raiding party cut through the border fence and the following day captured a

 convoy of trucks carrying fifty-two bemused Italians who had not been informed that their country was at war.


The journey placed severe strain on the tanks with 40 per cent of the A9s and 20 per cent of the Mark VIs breaking down en route. Patrick Cleere was in one of the 7th Hussars A9 cruisers that made it to the start line in front of Sidi Omar on 14 June, as was Captain Rea Leakey, a 1st RTR tank commander doing an unwelcome stint as a staff officer in the 4th Armoured Brigade, who contrived to find himself in a Mark VI outside the gates of Fort Capuzzo. Driving around to the rear of the fort, and thus avoiding the extensive minefield at the front, the A9s began firing 2-pounder shells at the gates, while RAF Blenheims arrived to join in the attack from the air. Leakey was soon in the thick of the fighting but unfortunately the tank's twin Vickers 0.303-inch water-cooled machine guns had not yet arrived from England. He was forced to improvise:





So out of the gaping holes where those guns should have been, my gunner fired his rifle and I discharged the six rounds from my pistol. After some thirty minutes our tanks had silenced the enemy’s machine guns, and the infantry moved up towards the walls of the fort. By this time Blood had his tank positioned some fifty yards from the main entrance to the fort, and he was pumping 2-pound armour-piercing [AP] shells through the large metal doors. This was too much for the Italians, and they gave up. The flag that fluttered from the mast in the centre of the fort was lowered, and was exchanged for a white sheet. The doors were flung open, and out marched some sixteen officers followed by over 200 men.





The next target was Fort Maddalena, seventy miles to the north. For Sergeant Major Smith of A Squadron, 11th Hussars the attack demonstrated that the British still had much to learn about coordinating operations between army and air force:





The general plan was for the RAF to send Blenheim bombers in to soften the target; we would attack from the front and, crash-bang, the job would be done. However, it did not quite go like that. Hour X arrived – no bombers. X plus fifteen, no bombers. X plus thirty,

 no bombers. So we decided to attack alone. After a struggle we took the fort and we were rounding up prisoners when the bombers arrived – and, yes, they bombed us! We tried all forms of recognition, Very lights and so on, but nothing worked. I was standing by an eighty-foot-high watchtower when I saw a plane release a bomb above me. I knew it was mine but I continued watching it fall. It hit the side of the watchtower and bounced off, exploding outside the fort perimeter. I had a fag.





Two days later a force of forty Italian L3 light tanks, obsolete vehicles largely worthless as weapons of war, mounting two fixed 8-millimetre machine guns and protected by brittle armour, together with thirty trucks loaded with 300 infantry, was engaged and destroyed on the Via Balbia at Ghirba. The Italian force from the 1st Libyan Division was surprised by a squadron of the 11th Hussars' armoured cars, a squadron of cruisers and Mark VIs of the 7th Hussars, together with 2-pounder anti-tank guns of the RHA. To British amazement Lieutenant Colonel D’Avanzo’s Italian force formed up in a square, artillery in each corner, with infantry in the open and tanks in the centre, recalling an era when such tactics were used against charging dervish horsemen or Ethiopian spearmen.


The Italians were slaughtered, the British tanks and guns circling and firing into the crowded square. The British suffered not a single casualty. D’Avanzo was killed in his car. It was an unequal contest. One British trooper in an A9 cruiser tank saw 'a little L3 blazing away at us with a machine gun. He put on speed [in his A9] until his gun could be depressed on to it and then his 2-pounder wrecked it. General Lastucci, chief engineer of the Italian 10th Army and erstwhile colleague of General O’Connor in the First World War, when Great Britain and Italy had been allies, was captured together with his mistress, another woman and more importantly maps showing Bardia s defences. ‘I remember Lastucci s mistress well,’ Leakey recalled, ‘because she had a filthy temper and demanded to be taken back to Bardia immediately, but her boyfriend the general was determined to take her with him to enliven his days of captivity.’ The second woman was heavily pregnant and gave birth in captivity shortly afterwards.




The first three months of the war consisted of a series of such measured hit-and-run attacks by the weak British forces in the Western Desert from the desert and the air. British tactics were to avoid major confrontations and not to provoke a full-scale invasion of Egypt, but to conduct pinprick raids against isolated forts, airfields and vulnerable supply lines in order to confuse, dominate and demoralize the Italians. The raids were designed to demonstrate British determination and persuade the Italians that an attack towards the Nile would be fiercely contested. These aggressive patrols, in which no fixed positions on the Libyan side of the wire were held and which roamed far and wide, harassed the Italians and gave them an exaggerated estimate of British strength. They also gave the young British soldiers confidence in their ability to navigate and fight across huge swathes of desert, by day and night.


On 3 July a 1,000-strong Italian mechanized force attempted to advance forward of their frontier defences towards the Egyptian border at Sollum. The preparations for this advance, however, had been well advertised and an ambush prepared. Leaguering at night about four miles from one ambush position, the tanks of C Squadron, 1st RTR moved quietly forward at dawn the following morning, with the sun behind them blinding any Italian observers. Captain Cyril Joly’s troop of four A9 cruiser tanks moved into position on the flank of the expected Italian advance while the three companies of the accompanying Rifle Brigade advanced and dug into the hard ground. The new quick-firing 25-pounder gun-howitzers of the RHA took up positions to the rear. The tanks placed themselves behind sand dunes with only a fraction of their turrets showed above the undulations of the ground.


Meanwhile, the armoured cars of the 11th Hussars hurried off to the west to make contact with the enemy. They did not have long to wait, the incredulous reconnaissance troop spotting the dust cloud that marked the Italian advance preceded by a neat row of carefully distanced motorcyclists, as if on parade. The unseen Hussars allowed the overconfident Italians to drive within 250 yards of their position. ‘The first thin chatter of their machine guns,’ observed Joly, three miles away, ‘told us that the battle had begun.’ Six Italian vehicles were left burning on the desert floor, their erstwhile occupants

 crumpled bloodily beside them, while the remainder scattered in panic. After some time watching and waiting, the Italians pushed hesitatingly forward with about twenty tanks, but their courage returned when they realized that they were facing mere armoured cars. The British squadron turned on its heels and withdrew, but as the Italian pursuit gathered speed it drove straight into the ambush. Joly gave his first fire order:





‘Holton, traverse right. Take the outside tank. Seven hundred. Fire.’


As I watched the tracer of the shot flying towards the enemy tank I saw out of the corner of my eye the flash of Sergeant Wharton s gun and beyond him those of [Lieutenant] Ryan’s troop.


As yet the Italians had not fired. They were handicapped by having to shoot uphill, and moreover had the sun in their eyes.


Ryan was the first to get a kill. He hit an enemy tank which was turning on the slope before him fairly and squarely in the engine, shattering the petrol tanks and starting a fire which spread rapidly. Mixed with flame, clouds of billowing smoke rolled across the desert, blocking my view of the enemy entirely. With a dull roar the ammunition then exploded, throwing a mass of debris into the air. A moment later we were horrified to see a figure with face blackened and clothes alight stumbling through the smoke. He staggered for some yards, then fell and in a frenzy of agony rolled frantically in the hard sand in a desperate effort to put out the flames. But to no avail. Gradually his flailing arms and legs moved more slowly, until at last, with a convulsive heave of his body, he lay still.





During the one-sided destruction that followed the Italian column seemed rooted to the spot and became the target of the eager British 25-pounders. For three hours they stood under a withering fire, attempting no riposte. Leaving a small force where it was to hold the Italians attention to their front, the British commander then slowly withdrew the remainder of his tanks – so as not to create the clouds of dust and sand that would give the game away – and moved twelve miles to a new position to the rear of the stationary Italian column. The order was given to advance. Surprise was total:







Moving at about 15 miles an hour, with plumes of dust billowing out behind us and the sun glinting on the barrels of the guns, we pitched and rolled over the rough desert. The unsuspecting Italians were lounging round the lorries on this hitherto undisturbed flank. We closed to within 200 yards of the vehicles on the edge of the main mass, turned west and, moving in line ahead, ran down the whole length of the Italian column, machine-gunning any and every target that crossed our sights.


Here and there a man, braver or more alert than the rest, raised his rifle to fire hopelessly against our armour until he was caught in the hail of fire and fell dead or wounded; some lorries, filled with petrol or oil, caught fire; some, filled with ammunition, burned for a few moments and then exploded; others being driven frantically away from the attack had their tyres riddled with bullets and came to a lurching halt or overturned.





Some thirty trucks were destroyed. The Cairo correspondent for the American magazine Time ,reporting on this skirmish, noted:





The British broke up this effort with a flanking attack, and the survivors took refuge in the deserted adobe Fort Capuzzo. There they still were after a thirsty week, sucking stones to eke out their water supply, which the British cut off by removing many sections of the pipeline down from Bardia. British artillery, pounding their defences, drove them into trenches. British shells and a detachment of light tanks broke up an Italian column of 20 trucks sent to relieve the beleaguered expedition.





O’Connor’s raids were accompanied by RAF attacks against strategic targets in eastern Cyrenaica. The airfield at El Adem, a few miles south of Tobruk, had been attacked within hours of the outbreak of war and eighteen aircraft destroyed for the loss of three Blenheims. Two days later the veteran Italian cruiser San Giorgiowas attacked and sunk at her moorings, although the shallowness of Tobruk harbour meant its anti-aircraft guns remained active for several months and a hazard to flyers. The Royal Navy also played its part. Bardia was bombarded from the sea and on 6 July Fleet Air Arm Swordfish –

 ‘String Bags’ – raided Tobruk harbour, sinking a destroyer and three merchant vessels. The flying-boat base at Bomba near Derna was hit on 15 August with the destruction of twelve Italian seaplanes.





*





These raids resulted in considerable psychological dominance for the British. Italian tactics tended to be defensive. Some Italians thought British tactics cowardly, one officer writing home to criticize the gutless ‘English who flee from even our lightest shelling and smallest patrols’. But the response gradually improved, with the Regia Aeronautica striking back against Sidi Barrani and Mersa Matruh. Sergeant Alec Lewis recalled watching a flight of aircraft high above Mersa Matruh:





Someone remarked, ‘Pretty, they look just like silver birds,’ when the birds laid their eggs! Len Bell was standing in his unlaced boots, shorts unbuttoned, scraping the lather off his face, when the first stick exploded 400 yards away. We all got a shock. Len went straight up, out of his boots and shorts, and hit the slit trench in his birthday suit.





But when intercepted by the RAF the Italians invariably came off worse. On 31 October, when a force of Italian bombers struck at one of 4th Indian Division s forward camps screening Sidi Barrani, they were attacked by a flight of Gladiators. ‘A highly spectacular and satisfactory dogfight ensued,’ recalled Lieutenant Colonel Stevens. ‘The troops went mad with excitement . . . Two British planes in the heat of manoeuvre rammed each other, the pilots parachuting to safety. Nine Italian machines were shot down for the loss of two Gladiators.’ Alec Lewis also watched the aerial battles: ‘At times, when our Gloster Gladiator biplanes were overhead, perhaps chasing a Savoia bomber or a CR42 fighter, the officers would be watching with a keen interest and shouting “Tally-ho” and other hunting terms.’


However, there was a vast difference between the behaviour of Italian bombers and fighters. The former flew high and dropped their bombs inaccurately as a result, but the latter were an ever-present

 threat to British armoured cars and tanks operating in the desert, which were often given away by the tell-tale plumes of dust thrown into the air by their tracks. The CR42 fighters were, for Private Harry Buckledee of the 11th Hussars, the greatest hazard, vehicle commanders anxiously and endlessly scanning the sky for the small black dots that would within minutes dive out of the sun with a deep angry buzz onto the defenceless vehicles, spitting 0.5-inch armour-piercing bullets, which easily penetrated the thin armour plating. Their pilots impressed Private A.S. Prosser, a fellow Cherrypicker, by the elan with which they pressed home their attacks, scoring ‘some successes in the early days, concentrating on the troop leaders’.


One type of bomb dropped by the Italians proved a particularly dangerous nuisance to the British. The Italians had perfected the disguising of small anti-personnel devices as shaving sticks, fountain pens and Thermos flasks, as Private Tom Barker of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders discovered at Mersa Matruh following a bombing raid. A soldier had his hands blown off by a fountain pen he found lying on the sand, and shortly afterwards a young lieutenant tried to open a Thermos flask, which ‘detonated with a roar and a cloud of sand and dust. The officer's head, shoulder and one arm were gone; the sergeant was dead; two blokes lay moaning in the hole the flask bomb had made. Four men were lost to one Thermos flask bomb.’


The British problem was how to husband their tiny land and air resources, and not dissipate them too rapidly in operations before reinforcements could arrive via the long Cape passage from Britain, or over the new air reinforcement route that crossed the width of central Africa; the Gibraltar–Malta–Cairo route had been made impassable by Italy s entry into the war. Every loss in the air, every aircraft grounded for maintenance, made a dramatic difference to the forces available for the defence of Egypt. Land operations took a fearful toll on tracks and vehicles but taught the British much about the capabilities of their equipment over the terrain. Accordingly, at the end of July the British armour was withdrawn to Mersa Matruh, the frontier becoming the responsibility of Strafer Gott s support group, together with the 11th Hussars and a squadron of A9 cruisers from 1st RTR. Large-scale offensive operations were curtailed in favour of a strong forward screen along the border and intelligence-gathering patrols into Libya designed to allow prior warning of an Italian advance. The first of these patrols by the Long Range Desert Group under the command of Major R.A. Bagnold (desert explorer and inventor of the Bagnold compass) began in September. In the air Collishaw was ordered to preserve precious aircraft and pilots and during the second half of August 1940 only two sorties were made against enemy field targets.
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Beneath the vanity of Mussolini s aggressive ambitions most senior Italian military figures recognized the difficulties of any offensive against the British in Egypt in June 1940, even if the French in Tunisia were now a broken reed. Balbo now asked for a thousand more trucks and a hundred water tankers, together with more of the scarce M11 and the newer M13 medium tanks and also anti-tank guns. It was equipment that Italy’s near-empty arsenal would struggle to provide, but Balbo knew that without transport any advance into Egypt would have to be at the speed of his marching infantry. His plan was to launch five divisions – 80,000 men – into Egypt on 15 July, but on 28 June 1940 overenthusiastic anti-aircraft gunners protecting Tobruk from the constant British air raids mistook the plane Balbo was piloting for a British aircraft, shooting it down in flames. Balbo had been an international aviator of considerable repute, and Air Commodore Collishaw arranged for a lone British Blenheim to drop a wreath over Tobruk as a mark of respect on the day of his funeral.


Mussolini's replacement was the fifty-eight-year-old Marshal Rodolfo Graziani. Both Graziani and Marshal Pietro Badoglio were men with considerable Libyan experience. Badoglio had featured as a young officer in the expulsion of the Ottoman Turks in 1912, returning as governor between 1929 and 1933. A dedicated professional soldier rather than a political general, Badoglio was responsible for the eventual capture of Addis Ababa in 1936. He was an experienced counter-insurgency campaigner. So too was Graziani, who had collected his nickname the ‘Butcher of Ethiopia’ (a sobriquet only used behind his back) from his time as governor there in 1936–7. He had also conducted a ruthless pacification operation in Libya a decade before in which perhaps 100,000 civilians had been taken from their

 homes in the lush Jebel Akhdar and forced into concentration camps deep in the desert. Tens of thousands had died of starvation and disease. Expert at quelling Senussi opposition in Cyrenaica and putting down Ethiopian resistance in the Horn of Africa, Badoglio had been less persuaded about going to war against Great Britain and France. Barefoot spear-wielding natives were one thing; fighting highly industrialized democracies with professional armies and powerful navies was quite another. Although Graziani and Badoglio hated each other, they wholeheartedly agreed on this point. Knowing full well that the Italian army was more a figment of fascist propaganda than a modern fighting machine, both men attempted to deflect Mussolini from his grand design.


Graziani also had considerable respect for the British army and despite his initial support for Mussolini’s declaration of war, now began to back-pedal when confronted by the Duce’s demand that he invade Egypt. Count Galeazzo Ciano, Italy’s foreign minister and Mussolini s brother-in-law (which did not prevent the Duce having him shot by firing squad in 1943) observed on 3 August 1940, ‘Graziani, after having emptied Italy in order to supply Libya, does not feel that he is prepared to attack Egypt, mainly because of the heat. He intends to postpone the operation until spring. I do not yet know the reactions of the Duce, but I predict that they will be violent.’ Ironically, only months earlier Ciano had described Graziani as having ‘more ambition than brains, yet he is influencing the Duce in the dangerous direction of intervention’.


If numbers alone were what counted, Graziani’s advantage was overwhelming. He had two armies in Libya, the 5th in Tripolitania facing the French in Tunisia and the 10th in Cyrenaica, under General Mario Berti, who enjoyed the nickname ‘Sly Murderer’, with a total strength of some 250,000 men together with 400 artillery pieces and 300 tanks – only seventy of which, however, were the relatively modern M11. But these vast figures disguised deficiencies in military training, preparation and culture that were not apparent even to most Italians, and certainly not to Mussolini. Graziani’s forces were largely unmechanized, with transport available for only four infantry battalions. Even those divisions that possessed trucks did not have enough to do much more than carry the quartermaster’s store; everything else

 – weapons, ammunition, rations – had to be carried on the soldiers’ backs. These deficiencies were compounded by inadequate training in mobile armoured warfare and derisory desert familiarization. Furthermore, two of his six divisions comprised locally recruited Libyans, who whilst physically hardy were untrained in modern tactics. A further two were made up of strutting blackshirt bully-boys who had no training in or taste for battle. What armour Graziani possessed was formed into an ad hoc armoured unit commanded by General Maletti.


Because of these deficiencies and his claim that the heat made a summer offensive impossible, Graziani now deliberately limited his plans. Accusing Badoglio of not meeting his promise to provide the necessary supplies, tanks and transport – despite his loud and bloodthirsty rhetoric – he proposed merely to cross the Egyptian frontier to seize the escarpment above Sollum. If successful his troops would then make their way over the Halfaya Pass and on to the little fishing village of Sidi Barrani, forty miles further along the coast. Promising this limited offensive on 4 August, as the date grew closer nervousness got the better of him and Graziani decided to call it off.


Mussolini was furious, and the general was ordered home to explain himself. Three days later Graziani met Ciano. ‘He talks about the attack on Egypt as a very serious undertaking,’ confided Ciano in his diary, ‘and says that our present preparation is far from perfect.’ According to Graziani, ‘The water supply is entirely insufficient. We move toward a defeat which, in the desert, inevitably becomes a rapid and total disaster ... [I] would rather not attack at all, or, at any rate, not for two or three months.’ Mussolini observed sarcastically in Ciano s hearing, ‘One should not give jobs to people who aren’t looking for at least one promotion. Graziani has too many to lose.’ Mussolini sent Graziani unequivocal orders on 10 August to attack, his grand plan of seizing the Nile now reduced to a plea merely to make a military gesture:





The invasion of Great Britain has been decided, its preparations are in the course of completion. Concerning the date, it could be within a week or a month, but the day on which the first German platoon touches British territory you will attack. Once again I repeat that there are no territorial objectives. It is not a question of aiming for

 Alexandria, nor even for Sollum. I am only asking you to attack the British forces facing you.





According to Graziani, Badoglio had promised him 1,000 medium tanks, although this number of vehicles did not then exist in the Italian armoury and may well have included 700 captured French tanks that the Italians had requested from the Germans. The Germans refused. Badoglio sent every tank he had – seventy-four M11s and M13s – but Graziani still did not attack. Unmoved by Mussolini's pleading and undaunted by threats that he would be removed from his command if he failed to attack, on 20 August Graziani dispatched a further report to Mussolini, indicating that all his generals were opposed to the offensive into Egypt. The Duce failed to understand Graziani s hesitation; he had never grasped the essentials of modern warfare. He needed an offensive to buy a place at the peace table. ‘I assure you the war will be over by September,’ Mussolini declared to Badoglio, adding coldly, ‘I need a few thousand dead so as to be able to attend the peace conference as a belligerent.’


But Graziani and his fellow commanders were right. Despite the posturing Italy was hopelessly prepared for war. Unlike Germany, it had not spent the previous six years preparing its population and economy. Italy’s relatively small population was poor, unindustrialized and unable to sustain a large army. Its armed forces had suffered grievous losses in both manpower and equipment during the Spanish Civil War. Of the 78,500 men dispatched to Spain 20 per cent had been lost and all the equipment – 3,400 machine guns, 1,400 mortars, 1,800 artillery pieces, 6,800 vehicles, 160 tanks and 760 aircraft – left behind. The whole adventure had consumed 20 per cent of Italy’s annual defence expenditure and had proved a significant obstacle to Mussolini s ambition to rearm, so much so that in government circles it was widely recognized that the nation would not be in a position to engage in a wider European war until 1943. Departure from Spain had been followed by the invasion of Albania in April 1939. Despite Mussolini s claim on Radio Rome and in front of the crowds at the Piazza Venezia that the nation could muster eight million bayonets, the army could in fact only field about 200,000 trained men and was badly stretched trying to police the rickety Italian empire.




The Italians also had problems in the air. The Regia Aeronautica was a tool of fascist propaganda rather than a serious organ of war. Its leaders were flamboyant record-breakers like Italo Balbo, more interested in feats of aeronautical endurance than creating an effective fighting organization. Instead of the 3,000 aircraft listed in its inventory, only 900 in fact were flyable. In Libya Balbo had 84 modern bombers and 114 fighters, together with another 113 largely obsolete aircraft. The most advanced fighter was the Fiat CR42 biplane, which although about evenly matched with the Gladiator was no match for the sleek new monoplanes being fielded by the British (Hurricanes and Spitfires), French (Moranes) and Germans (Messerschmidt 109s). Italy’s aircraft were underpowered and obsolete, while tactics and training were significantly poorer than in other European countries. Outmatched and ill-equipped, the Italians were forced to buy German Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers in August 1940.


On the ground the Italians were short of anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns, mines, ammunition and radio sets. Their artillery was light and ancient, though Italian gunners were to demonstrate a determination to fight to the death. Along the border with Egypt Graziani's men were forced to defuse and reuse British mines for lack of their own. The M11 eleven-ton medium tank was underpowered (it had a maximum speed of 9 miles per hour) and thinly armoured, and the turret was fixed: its 37-millimetre gun could only fire in the direction the tank was facing. The heavier and newer M13 was a better tank all round, but was slow and in very short supply in mid-1940.





*





The most decisive advantage enjoyed by the British was that they knew how to operate in the desert. The Western Desert is a hard place in which to live and survive, but the 7th Armoured Division had worked to master its challenges, learning to fight despite the flies, extremes of temperature, diarrhoea, lack of water, the difficulty of navigation and hugely demanding terrain. The importance of making oneself comfortable quickly became apparent, especially given uniforms and equipment made for entirely different climes. The officers of the 7th Armoured Division developed an informal outfit in the

 desert – silk neckerchief, light cord trousers, suede desert boots and in the cold weather a goatskin coat from Afghanistan or Persia – with home-knitted balaclavas de rigueur for all ranks in the cold early mornings.


The sandstorms – khamsins – were serious affairs which had to be treated with respect. Private Tom Barker of the 1st Battalion the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders was shocked by their power when he first experienced one after arriving in the desert as part of the 16th Infantry Brigade. He had often seen a small willy-willy skipping along the surface of the sand. Like a twisting piece of rope made of fine sand particles, it would dance over the dunes then race away across the desert. But one day it seemed hotter and more still than usual, and then one of the Jocks shouted, ‘Wit the fook's that?’


He was pointing to the distance where what looked like a brown mountain of cocoa powder was silently edging our way. It appeared to reach to the underside of some low clouds and it looked like it was boiling. It stretched right across the horizon:





Suddenly one became aware that the whisper of cooling breeze that had been blowing was gone and an eerie silence had taken its place. One bloke who had been cleaning his gun hurriedly put it all back together and others who had been chatting suddenly grabbed trench spades and shovelled at the sand like gophers desperate to get away from a predator. Once they had a hollow dug that would accommodate their body they dug into their pack and got out their cardigans to act as a air filter, then pulling a groundsheet over themselves they hunkered down to wait for the sandstorm.


‘Take cover,’ someone shouted, as bits of twigs and other debris began to drift by driven by a now gusting hot wind. The hot wind gradually increased and was no longer gusting, it was now a steady very powerful blast of very hot air and the moaning also had changed: it sounded like a huge choir but instead of singing it was like a screaming banshee. Some used a groundsheet, others a blanket, anything to cover the body as protection against the stinging sand particles. I had never experienced anything like this before and did not know what to expect. As I looked out from under my groundsheet I could see others doing likewise with a

 quizzical look on their faces as they wondered, same as myself, what was about to happen. Then it hit.


Where before we had been quietly minding our own business in the silence of the desert, small stones began to move on their own as if an invisible finger were pushing them. It was eerie. Sand began to lift into the air as if there was no more gravity. Then it was as if someone had reached up and switched off the sun because it suddenly got dark and there was hot grey dust as fine as flour swirling around us. Then a howling blast of burning hot air carrying dust and debris hit us. It was as if the gates of hell could no longer contain the fury of Satan and had burst asunder. The searing wind tried to drag my groundsheet away but since I was lying on part of it and in a depression there was no way it could be carried off. The hot wind shrieked and buffeted and the burning sand stung and was so abrasive it rubbed any exposed skin off. After a while one had to move because the sand began to pile on top of the blanket and it was hot. So it was a case of move or be barbecued in the hot sand.


Wet through now with perspiration I grabbed a flapping loose corner and held on to it. We lay there a long time patiently waiting for it to pass. After what seemed like hours it began to slacken . . . We were issued extra water and salt tablets after the sandstorm was gone. Everyone was wet through with perspiration and the warm water that we drank didn’t help the situation very much. The side of the Bren gun carrier and our truck that had been facing the sandstorm was stripped of paint as efficiently as a sand blaster in a factory.





The lack of water placed severe physical and mental pressures on untrained troops, and little natural water was available in the desert. The bitter brackish liquid found in the few desert wells – birs – was insufficient to support large numbers of men and vehicles. In 1941 Lieutenant Colonel John Combe, commanding officer (CO) of the 11th Hussars, the most experienced of the British units in the desert, was ‘horrified to find the men becoming really frightened of their continual thirst under the piercing heat . . . He said he saw a hunted look on their faces as the khamsin went on blowing until the armoured cars

 became too hot to touch.’ The water ration of four pints per man per day at the start of offensive operations in June 1940, Private Harry Buckledee of the 11th Hussars recalled, was not very much when ‘you consider the heat and that vehicle radiators had to be topped up out of the ration . . . The order was given, no washing or shaving, so we all grew beards and were filthy. However, after four or five weeks supplies of water improved and we were soon ordered to get ourselves cleaned up. We learned to shave and have a wash down in a pint of water.’


Training and constant practice hardened men to the environment. For Private A.S. Prosser, a vehicle mechanic on the 11th Hussars' vintage Rolls-Royce armoured cars, the pre-war months and years had been a constant round of desert familiarization:





Before the war started and in the time before the Italian advance we carried out extensive training, scouting patrols and map reading. We also carried out night exercises using a compass and the stars . . . We also did a lot of target practice, moving vehicles against moving targets. Our main recreation was sport on makeshift football pitches, and swimming.



 

In the desert nothing was wasted. The British four-gallon petrol cans were a disgrace. Cheaply produced, the stamped metal containers leaked badly, losing up to half of their contents. But they proved excellent stoves and kettles. Cyril Joly described how the troops used the ‘flimsies’ to brew up:





We cut in half one of the thin sheet-metal four-gallon petrol tins used at that time, punched it with holes and filled it with sand and gravel. We then poured on a generous splash of petrol and set it alight. The tea we brewed in the other half of the tin. When the water was boiling, tea, sugar and milk were all added and the whole potion was vigorously stirred. The resulting brew was strong and sweet, like no other tea that I had tasted before.





Troops practised how to move and conceal themselves in the desert, how to drive dispersed to reduce the effects of air attack; how to

maintain, repair and recover vehicles that had broken down far from base. Training included learning the art of desert navigation – using the compass by day and the stars by night like seafarers – although the desert was steadily being mapped. Lieutenant Michael Carver of 1st RTR recalled spending three months forward at Mersa Matruh and becoming fully orientated to the desert, travelling across desert tracks as far south as the Siwa oasis: ‘There were tracks of every kind, eventually marked with numbered barrels – rather like buoys at sea – so that you usually had some idea of where you were when you came upon one.’


The naval allegory was often commented upon. The Australian journalist Alan Moorehead, working in Egypt in 1940 for the Daily Express,described the desert in seafaring terms. Each truck and tank, he noted, was





as individual as a destroyer, and each squadron of tanks or guns made great sweeps across the desert as a battle-squadron at sea will vanish over the horizon . . . When you made contact with the enemy you manoeuvred about him for a place to strike much as two fleets will steam into position for action . . . There was no front line . . . Always the essential governing principle was that desert forces must be mobile . . . We hunted men, not land, as a warship will hunt another warship, and care nothing for the sea on which the action is fought.





The importance of desert navigation was not restricted to the combat arms. It was equally vital to men of the Royal Army Service Corps, who had to travel long distances, often at night, across the vast desert wastelands without signposts, to resupply forward combat units.


In the field, either on exercise or on operations, the British prided themselves on their hardiness. They had few if any creature comforts, all ranks sharing the privations of living and fighting in an unforgiving desert environment that could reach 50 degrees Celsius during the day and drop below freezing at night. Bully beef and hard-tack biscuits were standard fare, washed down by frequent brew-ups of tea. Food was never a problem for Private Harry Buckledee of the 11th Hussars:




I cannot speak too highly of the organization in the regiment for getting supplies up to us in difficult conditions and over long distances. We were also well equipped with cooking utensils: every vehicle had a frying pan, kettle and dixie [large cooking pot] . . . Our mainstay was corned beef and biscuits, with potatoes, onions and an Oxo cube for flavouring. We survived mainly on bully stew, with tinned bacon, sausages, soya bean sausages, tinned fruit and always enough tea, sugar and good old Carnation milk to make a brew whenever we wanted one or when we could make one. Sometimes we had boiled rice with sugar or jam and milk. There was flour available on the ration wagon if needed. When we had the time, which wasn't often, we made pastry with the flour and margarine, using a map board for rolling it out on and a beer bottle for a rolling pin. Small pastries were filled with apricot jam and fried in deep margarine. So we didn’t starve, although there were many days when we had little time to eat. It was essential to get a brew made on our Primus stove inside our armoured car before it got light because it might be night before we got another chance.
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