SIDI BARRA4L 10 DrRMa, WY COMRIESY OF !ISSOLII.
By At-Cammander ¥ 8. LAMB DRSc RM.

The first Hast,e;t;-'n Dosert camnairn, directed by Javell ad azeonted by
0t'Contor, which began &-‘Eﬁé‘-ﬂéﬁ‘? 1940, has tended to become submerzed in tho
subsequent ticdal waves of warfare that awept up and down tha nich disaatec
stretch of country and forgotten by compirison with the vaster operati-as wid
graater victories of later days. For my part, il brought me ay most intovesting
joh of tne war, which I now wantars to put on record; comhlned onerition: when
that exprossion was little more that a definition in a1 mllltary toxl-hood, and
the aisnt of a sallor in khac¢l was still a strance ona. That is ay excase for

writinz oa a sibject which has lonz since lost ita aews value.

Yy ship had put into Alexnidria with a large nole a:. :’??&E end, the rasnlt
of a eouple of nits from torpedees dropped by Italian alrarafg and vary soon
news bagal to come through of the Jestern Desert Force's speclacilar offensive.
It was news which thrill:d every body, and I was therefore hignly elated when
told that I was to be Beachmastar at Sidi Barrani whars the Aray wanted supplies
landed and prisoners evacuataed. A few hours'! notice was all Lhat T was ziven

and, with a small party and a scratch xit, I sailed westwarda in il "Protector.”

Arriving on ihe following norning, wo found the swell toe bad far landing
5o docided to carry on to Sollum which we thought was already in our hands. Our
intelligenece howaver, turned out to be falsa when we ap)roached aad wera fired
on., WYe turaed baci and, bafore dari, my sarty and T were transferred to a
X=lighter which had arrived with supplies durins our absence, Afler a bittar
nisht, ?;att.ing wiiat sleaap [ could in a Carley-float nn deck, we closed Lha land
at first light.. Thers is no harbour here, just a cove breasinzg ile low cliffs,
and the sisht from seaward is in no way insplring - merely saad and yet more
sand varied by slight rounded hills with a general rise ialand. Ev:ry whare

could be seen the strange litter which a battle leaves bshind.



=39 was a relic of the first war - the Dardanelles [ believe = and uer
maximum speed was 3 xnots. As she had dragged some ailes during the night we
had, vlenty of time tn,hcnnta:nplata the viaw. BEveatufally the cove was reached,
naving successfully weathered the swall but, owing to the gently shelving boach
and the decp draugit of the lighter, we could not got =lose in. Onr attemsts at
overcoming tne landing difficulties were ancouraged by a large auster of the
military, anongst whom wis a einema unit. DBelng ia battle-dress I suppose I
mast liave appeared a new sort of specimen for, as I prepared to tuﬁe the nlunve
with my trousers rolled up, the camera was trained on ne. I felt T waa not
loo<ing my best so it is parhapa. fortinate that all evidence was dzatroyed a few
days later when the filum-unit's car received a direct ait.

Gaegsay

Soon a semi-floating sausday was risped bat proved far fraa salislactoery,
merely providing comiec relief by turning over from tine Lo time a:d tipping some
unfortunate off. However, the unloading of the badly needed petrol, nrovisions
and water was sunn'unﬂh:uag in fairly quick tine using a chain of some 500
prisonars from the saveral thousands waiting, with the ond ones up to their
nﬂnﬁs in water. The Italians did not seem to mind: most welcomed thr; work as a
rolief from boredom. ;

3y this time I had been to visit the loecal Army Coumander, the Hrigadier
commanding the 16th Infantry Brigade. His H.Q. was some miles inland, reached
by the roughest of irac«s from which I could see the legazies of the battle -
guns, rifles, equipment, wrecszed lorries and, here and there, a body siill lylng
where it had Fallen. As we rose from sea-level the village could be ssen at the
top of a slight hill. This elaster of buildings throun togatier lice a small
citadel was shattered and disfigured and uot one house remained intact. 1\
little further on we drew up opposite a small hummoek in the desert and 1 was
told that we had arrivaed. A ailitary looxging head appearad out of the sand like
a Djin of the magig lamp, and beckened me down. ilere, in the ready-mide Lomb-
proof shelter of an ancient Egyptian tomb, I found Lhe Brigadier and his stalf,
Intreduetions over, I was sent back to the beach where there was planty to keaep
us occupied.



Iaprovement in the laadinz arrangemants was badly meedod. 1A oridge of
ships' boals and life-saving ;-'E.I'ta farilitated matiers to a cerlain oxtent but
was still unsatisfactory so, wilh tue help of a Jren-zarrier and larse gzan; of
prigonsrs, a big broien-down Italian iruez was laboricisly hauled thronth the
soft gand down to the beach and into ihe sea. Uhe gap botween it and dry land
wes bridged by vlangs ascured over empty oil drums [illed with astonss. 1In this
work we were sreatly asslsted by a company of the Jucen's Reziment who, from
their aptituds for the 1:.:1‘5}:, secmed not to have forpotten their service as
“Yarines nearly 200 years ago.

Our lack of kit embarrassed as in this wet and rough work, uastil we
disenvered an ensuy naval elothes dump whieh made 2ood muny of our defects,
althoush in a somewhat unorthedox fashion.

Meanwhile my party had tacen over an imposing tenl near the Heach that
sulted adnirably for our quarters. Close by was a dug—out 1n v:ie to sleep.
These proved to have been previously used by the enemy H.Q. and, inside, we
found mich of interest including :n%r comolete sets of waps and hundreds of
thousand liras in notea. A sgifnal stalion wnis eatablished in a s-all building
ﬁ‘llrerlnulting the beach.

Bverything was uiloaded by shortly after sunset and, wor< over, wa set
about making ourselves comfortable. I‘It. was harci-lt.m:lt for supper, but Italian -
M &V ration found in the desert was useful supplementing it. This 4 % V was
aimilar to our nwa except for "M" read "Macaroni" instead of "¥esat." ‘lany
soldfers gravitated to our tent whers they enjoyed tea, wiileh they had been
unable to obtain for some time owing to the acite water shortasze.

Our £ snt was one of tho few in the desert for, as we discovered, ithe modaern
soldler near the front line is better off in a slit trench. ‘e, therefore,

Blépt. in our uncoafortable dug out, feeling less conspiduons thorin.
[y



The night was bitter and we were unprepared for it. We had only brought one
h:lankat each, there being no ‘space for more 1ln our packs, and mine had been
stolen by a prisoner employed in cleaning up the tent. But woras thrn the cold
were the uninvited gaests who made their Emsanua felt esach night. I thought
at first that they were merely sand-flies lﬂ* "o S5ir," declared my Petty Of(icer
philosophically in the middle of the night, “if you give a sand-{ly a good
wallop it p&ckla ﬁp, but these don't and a flea don'tl" ActinT upon this theory
I eventually tracked my bed-fellows to my comfortable mattress taken from ihe
Italian H.). tents Into.the sea it went.

1he following day dswned too rough for unloading further supplies. In the
wake of the wind came sand with heavy rain showers and thunder, thiciening
until sometimes one eould not see more than a hundred yards, drivins across tie
desert out to sea, penetrating into one's lungs, clothes, tent, food, evarywhers.
We did not enjoy our first sand-storm. Gogsles, anti-gas, however, saved our

eyes.

Throughout the day more prisoners were coming in whilst others, although
not so many, were haing ava.nua.tad to the rear in eaptured M.T. Tlhers was no
cage for the 10,000 or so miaamhla Italians massed together making a blue-grey
smear on the desert fance, crouching to get what little protection they céuld.

A small guard only was required, and in fact was all that could be spared,
because they had no inducement to escape.

Next day the weather had improved but the ships had mot yet returned..
Consequently -thara v.ra.a no work to bs done and we took the opuortunity of looking
round the battlefield. YThe enemy's main defences had been further to the E:at-
ward so here thére was not a great deal to sase beyand innumerable derelict
trucks seattered all over the desert, guns, small-arms, ammunition of all sorta,
dug-outs and, here and there, ma~hine-gun emplacements. Every dug-out was
strewn with letters and with pieture posteards which were either of a mmat
amorous nature of else childishly lurid propoganda, In the post-office tent
sheets upon sheels of stamps and hundreds of stamped envelopes still remained.



ﬁﬁgs who had lost thui} masters sad stray horses and mules roamed about. The
eneay had left Almost everything behind and the quantity and diversity of what
wus found, coupled with the numbar of prisoners, was poalllvely embarraassing Lo
the army. T-Tan;;,r maps and papurs of the greatest luportance wers saptured. Theue
includad lang of the Libyan deif'snces, and even a traecing of tie enemy'ls

istended dispositions affer capturing the Canil arsa.

Feeling that my party should be mobile I tried to get a 4:::1;:1."3:'@:‘! trek
allocated to me, but without succesa. The following day I reselved lo curry
into effect tuls intention of obtmininz M.T., but this tine withoat as<ine
peruission from the military authorities. Assisted by our friends the "Jueens"
we found a fine, nearly new, Fiet diesel 1l0-tonner; its cnly defect was that it
had to be towed to start, a failing common to nearly all eaptured transoort., My
Leading Signalman acguired a motor-cycle osiensibly so that he could act as
dispatch-rider. I had almost zot hold of a staff car wien we received orders to
move on to Sollum.

o

It was just as well we had our own transport, for that provided br ihe Army
was far froa adejuate. Moreover, subsequently, both the true< aad the motor— -
cyele sroved absolutely invaluable, and we aven found ourselves ceriorming
gervices lor the Army with them. That afternoon we broke eanp and at tea time
set oul in company with a ...A.5.C. convoy. ‘Je hoisted a boal's Ensizn at ihe
fore, and our progress could almost be described as triimphal.

The main road had been still under construction by the Italians when thsy
ware driven bacic, and was of ummetelled rubble now furrowed by the heavy traffie.
Frequent diversions were necessary to avoid o'struetions or cruters, and thes:
were my uadolng on several occasions. OSwerving to clear them, I was apt Lo zet
bozged in soft sand and mud at the road slde and there was a ~reat "to-do"
whilst a Carrier or Tank was found to haul ma out, my truck beins too heavy for
the average army vehicle. After this journey I felt qualifisd to drive a General

omnibus}



Darkness overtook us when we had but half completed our voyage ind it was
decided that the night should be apent at Buq.Buq. This meant forsaxing the
road for a vague track and the last few miles with no lights and no moon made
blask-out driving at home mcem easy. I found it comparable o balng in a des -
troyer at night trying to keep station on one's next ahead who is zig-zagzing
violéntly. On arrival we camped, on, under and alongeide our lorry.’

We embussed, as the Army would say, early the next morning and set out with
our convoy. There was conslderable traffle on the main road, ineluding an
Infantry 8rigade moving forward, and in the confusion of joining them I lost ny
next ahead, Imagining he had got ahead I pressed on, overtaking vehicle after
vehicle until, to ny surprise and consternatisn, I discoverad that I was in
front of the whole British Army - or at any rate, that part of it. And so, in
golitary state, we contimed oa our way.

A little beynnd Buq-Bug we passed a sad spectacle: the burnt-out remains of
a squadron of our light tan<s which, mistaxing tholr direction, had blunderad
into a salt-marsh commanded by enemy artillery on the surrouading highland, and
been bogged with fatal results. A measure of aumpanaﬁtinn was provided by the
sight of the numerous dereliect Italian tanks we passed on our way.

%

! I1. SOLLIM.

He sighted Sollum when it was still some distance off. 4his Xzyptian
frontier post lies in the northern corner of a fine swseping bay at the point
wiera tho eacarpment converges on the coast. The road approaches through an
evar narrowing plain separating the sea from this forbidding 450 foot high wall
of sand which supports a desert platean stretching, so it sesms, to the limits
of etemnity. On the laft a rough road winds upwards: .t is the notorious
Halfaya pass, a name strangely appropriate because it lends itself so well to the
expressive nickname of "Hell Fire." A few miles beyond this turning the main
road enters the village of Sollum. Of the row of buildings along .ts length
each side, none but the mosque was sianding whole. There was not a soul in sight:
It was a peene of utter desolation. Close to the pier was a rather mean-looking



flare we holsted the __‘;Jhitc-: Ynsign and palnted "Admiraliy ‘louse" on itue Jocr.

The word :Jf-unlm.c':ing supplies began immedintely. Labour wis nrovided by
a fev orisoners and tne remains of a company of the Argyle % Sutheriavd :li:h-
landers who were plequeting the harboar. Liason with the Army was srovided
unoffieially by the Scots Tompany Commander wio ecalled himsolf the "Kins's
Harbour Master." IHe wora an Italian Brigpadier's uaniform witn ssea-boots hecnuse
none of his proper clothes were in a i‘il't- atate, and he wan a eronb .-:r-:ll_-u. Hora
aszistance came a few days latar ian the form of a ecomnany ol Convwindos whn for
tie time being hwnd cotiiing betier to do.

ihese Middle East recrulted Commandos were, I balieve the firat of thelr
£ind ia this war: volunteors of all nationalitiea, commanded Hy a Jolonel from
the Greys, and with one officer to every six men, they wara intended for any
desperate nndertaking, atd were waiting at Sollum {»r such an occasion Lo arise.
In one platoon sixteen different languages were spoken and most racial Lynes

.Geaned represented.

In ihese comparatively early days of the war Lthe irmay had not guite learnt
the art of taking over, rehabilitating and wor<ing castured ports in qulex t]_-rns
80 18 10 cope with a fast advance and tharafore, at flrst, we found we had Lo
organise overything ourselvea - unloading, transperi, labour, ale. Ailter three
days a detachment of Cyprisfi Pioneers arrived, but it was still nzcessary for us
to organise Laeir emglnyﬁant. Heanwhils the transport had begun to function
efficiently, thanks mainly to the highly efficienmt New Zealand H.1.3.0. 6.T.
Company concerned. A liltle later some stevedorss turned up, the Army Docks
Staff began drifting in and, after a week or so, there ware aimoslt enough
officials to woric a port as large as ilexandria. Thia save ug an opportunity to
relax abit for the first time, ' '

AL Sollim I was able to .a[rijrm:i&tu the tremendous task of supplying an
Army's needs. Everything imaginable passed through our hands - provisions,
equipment, bombs, ammunition, and even Canteen beer. Latrine paper was Lhe
greatest nuisance bacause the bales invariably broxe open aad their contents were
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blown all over the harbour. There was an clement of irony la this for,
originally, there had been a marzod shortage of this commodity.

The most difficult part of the task of providing for an Army in the fleld
appeared to be that of transporting the suuvplies from landing-slace to damp. 4n
efficient orpanisation and an enormous nunber of vehicles ware rejquired to
ensure a contirmons stream of 'I.1. under the difficult conditions prevailing;
and the individual efficieney of drivers, especially in night wors, was of even
greater importance. Supplying the Armoured Divislon yas the bLiggest problem of
all: so as not to hinder the mobllity of this unit, which was oftan oparatinz
behind tne ensmy lines, supply convoys had to follow out inte the desert making
dumps sowetimea situated ahead of them, workinz always by aight aad navizating

by compass.

The enemy, naadl:aas to say, did not leave us undisturbed. Durinz the {irst
fortnight there were thirty odd air-raids walle, in addition, we were period-
ieally shelled by "Bardia Bill" -~ a long-range 5.9 inch mun. A1l inhabitants of
Sollum had perforce to become troglodytes at night, although none of us enjoyed
alaapﬁ:g in our cave cut into a ¢liff 15 feet helow the surface. Attac<s took
the form of single raiderxs paying successive visits on moonlit nigits, dropuing
a bomb then going away only to retarn when sufficient time had elansed for
people to think it was all over and come out into the open. Or we were treated
to combined torpedo-bomber and high-level attucks at dawn and dusk agzainst which
the ships in the Bay always put up a fine firework diaplay, and which generally
ended with the torpedoes exploding harmlassly - although somewhat distrubinsly -
on the beach. 'And we had daylight visits from armudas of o dozen or more
bombers escorted by three times their number of fighters.

This period befere Bardia fell was tho only time thut the Italian Air Force
eanjoyed air supremacy. The reason for this was that most of the ‘lurricanes had
been used up during the offcnsive and re-inforoements had not yet arrived. A
few Gladiators comprised esmpsised all the fighter protection that eould be
spared for us, whilas no A.A. guns wers allocated to the area until nearly a week
had elapsed.



Tne ay roach of o of the bHlgrzer atias.ing formalions was 2 inpressive
3ighi,_ Flyiny al a g‘r.;lm‘t. halzht the bombers woild b2 in 2»roaps of tiren with,
seeminzly, countless Ii'i;:'w.tnrs eluatered aroilad.. Sometlies a filzht of Glad-
iators would tarn uap bul, belnz alover and olften in an wnfavoirasle wsition lor
attack, they would be iznored by tne bonders and a saperior force of enamy
fi=pters would wheel cut.lo deal with ithom. A spectacular dor-lishit, alnost in
tne last war iradition, between the highly mavcsuvrable Gludiaters and J.W. 4723
aizht taen foilow, eading witi several of the ensmy bainz augct dowa wr’gt:ﬁf:ijé loss
to ourselves. Such a snhectnele was stazed 1inedialoly overhead on ZiEEdeas [ay
and provided a “rich needed tonic effect, for we aad all been ratiinr ghagen by an

m bl.:m,}' inad
come in flying high in a eclear sunay a<y and anobserved. “elow, ihe wori of
u Jdoading lishters at the jetty was la full swing. Suaddeidy bhomba bez:n to fall
all around, Lying on my [ace it saemed as though they wnuald nevar slop coning

attac< from a lirge formation on the previous afterncon. 0On

down and that, sooner or later, one was hound to land oa ton of 7e. Jut avent=
ually all was silence, an unnatural quiet disturbed oaly by tue 3ries of Lae
wounded and tae patter of falllag sea-water, tha aftermnth was aa altosether
grim nd chaotie sight. Those of ua who escaped unharmad were drenzhed by the
water charned up hy aear-nisses. Lhe wounded were ovancualed Lo 4 veazel ia tue
. E..a ‘Mz.u Ca
bay the same eveuing, but she wee=smo shaien by the severe atincs on-chrlabues—
E3y that the unfortunatae arny asualtlos daclded they were Letiar off o saore

and wers thorefore landed again,

Dariog oie haeavy atlaex an offlcer and a signalman were away la a saall
boat whiech re:eived a near-miss.
TAre you marriea Sir?" asced the Siznalman. "Yes," the oificoer relied,

Thay?"  "Jell. 3ir, your wifs and aine were ruddy near widders tiat tinel!

The daylight attacis ware st frequent diriagz the periods of anonless
nights. Italian alrmen, appirently, would never veature forth at alsit without
8 moon. A policy was, therefore, listituted at tihis time whereby dangeamus
cargoes were only ualoadsd afler dari.
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General ('Jonnor came down io ses us severil times. Tne confarence oa the
attacs on Bardia was held in my "ollice” and was a most lateresting exierience.
Tne Genaeral imoressed s 11l zeeatly, aund he always nnd a «ind wors for my

gailors.

At the end of the month I was relieved as N.(.1.C. by a blorer and betier o
man. [ was then sickening for Tonsilitis brougit on, I imazine, by slosving in
a cave wnera the atmosphere was hardly of the best. #at unlil tnen I had uwot
had tizme to think about being ill. However, I was rejulred to fly ‘to 8idi
Barranl to become a lighthouse for the Fleet to fix itself on whilst on »sassaze
to bombard Bardia on the mr:ngng of the attaex. A Swordflsh waz sent for =e wnd
vary naked and alone 1 felt hizh over tho desert unaseorted and anarsed excant
for my i'avulvar; I had vislons of C.R.423 with twiee our specd swooping on us
from all directions! Dut all went well, as indeed I ashionld have wuown Lhal it
would. Arriving, I found that our old tent was being used as the Officars' !less
by the Durham Lizht Infant.ry who were most <ind to me in my ranidly sickening
state. Whilst waliking round in the evening, their 0.0. pointed out the lorries
in the sea and remarked that ,im wished he could find the [lellow who had put them
there, as ianense and entirely unsuccessfal trouble had been ti<oa over trying
to gt them outl

My duties as a- lighthouse presented no great difficulties, apart lron the
nacessity of turning out indeceatly early on a bitter moraing, and the fact that
it vms so dari t.hﬂ.t_ I had to stoer a compass courae over the foniireleass stroteh
of sand to I_‘ﬁ:d.t:i'l the correct position. All [ had to do was [lush aa Aldis laap
through an arc of bearing at eertaia intervals for an hour. But it was rather
earis, bsing there all alone with my winking light ssemlnzly so ineffectual in
that overwheluning dariness and emptiness, and without a visible siwn of the
ba.ttls—a-pm.._mn steaming pist away out to sra. Yo reply could be exiectaed of
coarse, but this did not prevent thoughts of "Was I in th ,ﬂiﬂht place?", or "Is
it the correct night and the proper tlme?" However, a esssksof years lat:r in
a London Club I met the Adniral who had been commanding that Squadron, and was
assured that my Llight was sighted and was of use.
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Hack at Sollum I had Lo sugeumb te my siekness and uas invitad hy tae
Sapnera to stay at their billet in tne Er;;;rp‘l,i-m Barracs3 on Lop of the assarpmeat,
wieara it was ieter. Az I rode an tiaers I pass:d llallian nrisoners streaming
ia by thousands, Ffor the attack on Bardla was b; this tine ia full swing. ftor
tha most part taoy were entirel: unescorted and when tuey gol down Lo the
harbour they sat about smoiing and waltilnz to be roundod up. TFyeniually tiey
wera caged. il is of intoyest thal the number of irisoners herc amounted to

almost the sare total as tnal of our entire foree anvared in th» operation.

My Sapper {riends made 1e very zomfortable. Tho bad they =ave 7e -
matiress nol inecluded - was truly maeniflcent and had enae, 5o I wis towd, from
itne local Ituliun Army brothel. Tt appaared that an axiom of troops Tlndiar
billets was "For the best bada go to bLrothels!" I made a good recover, o1 army
ralions, No 93 and Italian garzla: the proper wedicine only arrived just as I

was gelting up.

One nfiernoon, sitting out of doors for the first Lime, I was surprised Yy
1 hear-by explosion aid, lookin? round, saw a drifting haze and a (ire on the
sroand. Il tnrned out to have been a Thermos boab about which an nalnrtunita
aireraftsman had been unduly inquisitive. fThese bombs, wiish Jid slizhtly
resemble a Thermos Flask i appearance, were rendsred alive by iupact with the
ground and, as a rule, became so sinsitive that a ~ood look, almost, waild set
thea off. ‘he Italians had an unpleasant habit of dlstribating them round the
desert at night. They were auch uncomfortahle things to have about taat I
wandered round in the vieinity to see 'f I could find anyuore, and loecated a
dozen. '

Another lezacy of the Ituliuns whizh eaused a preat deal of trouble was
thelr hand-grenades. These, paintod an attractive chronium and red, looxad not
anlico Lhe top off a Thermos Flasik; quite pretty toys whish, unfortunataely,
(rejuently blew the haands off the inquisitive. FEverywhera ihere was an: nunber
of these.



Th=2 whole area 'm.und the Kpyptian Barracks was most battle-=scarrod. One
could not walic a yard without seeing a bit of a bomb or shell, or soma nther

relie. There was mrr.}.;ll ona whole 15=inch’ shell, looiking rather loat [ thousht.

A few days later I returned to duty, this time joininz the staff ol the
Senior Waval Offiecer Inshore Sjuadron. Ye had plenty to <eep us busy administer-
ing the numerous Auxiliany vessels wor«<ing along the Egyptian and Libyian coasis,
and in planning the next moves. %Ye lived in a delightiful, althouzh uniyrnished
and windowless, bungalow on the top of the cliffs overloozing the sea, and
enjoyed my greatest comfort since leaving Alexandria.

GII.L“L‘ comestic stalf was augmented by a charming Italian lad of aorthern
stock who seemed glad to work for us. He was alleged to be a chef, but all he
could sctually qualify for was ocantry hand. 0One of his caief spare time amuse-
ments was tazing hadn-grenades te pieces and renderlag them hamless. HZverybody
employed Italian priscners: they rarely turned out to bLe eooks Lut invarlably
made admirable, if rather offusive, waiters.

My work took me to Hardiﬂ., vhich was being used as a subaidiary nvort to
Sollum. The harbour is in a little bay cut abruptly inlo high sandsione cliffs.
Ruins and crunbling ¢liff bore testimony to the effaclivensss of tha Fleet's
bombardment, while the masts of several wrecks reminded one of "Aphla'a’ daring
exploit. One dari night this gunboat had crept in and, with her gans, sank
three ships anchored off the port, causing the utmost constarnation and panie
amongst tha garrison, The coasi~defeace puns could not depress sufficlontly to
reach them and they pgot awsy unszsathed. Thelr oaly resret had been tuat there
were no trcops on board, for they were sure they could have eastured the place
there and then.
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111. TOBROA.

All this time the military situation was developing round lobruc. 'the
Armoured Division had pushed bayond, cutting of? the town from roiuforcenent or
retreat, 2nd tie rest of our forces had taden un pousltions for the attacc. 'Lthe
advinee, which comweencad on Lhe mﬁ. Taouary, was owuened by tremendeus sean and
air boaburdnent, and met with immediate suceessz. 'neny artiilervy provided Lae

only really resolute opposition.

Cn the follouing f:::rl;mon tae [talian Admiral comwanding at ‘lovric and ais
Chief of Htaff arrived to stay with us until they could bs sent bazg to Jairo.
Tney were brought by ona ;;f tne Jawal Liaison Offieers who had <ao'm tie Admiral
pnder somawhat different clreunstances when wvisiting Venice in a OSraisor of Lan
dediterranean Fleet some years bofore. The two Itallan Cfficers ware ore thaa
a little dazed by the turn of eveals, but vere determined to ut as rood a face
i it as possible. Neitnar hore any animosity and both were almnst vathetisally
grfltaﬁll for pur small courtesiss such as the loan of razors, a brish {ar their

clotnes, or Line offer of a glass of wine.

That evening 3.%.0.1.S. and the ‘Javal Clearance Party sailed Ffor Tobruk
following a constrise route obtained From aap't.ured- charts. lae leading Sweobor
had on board the Captain and some of tne crew of an [Laliamn eoaster whieh had
been sunk by a2 destroyer a fev days earlier: it was their job to zaow the way
in, and to encourage them in thia they l:mra siationad richt up in the bows! Oue
of these unfortunate orisoners had, ampparently, spent the list elziiteen monilhs
wor<ing the gate in the boom and, whan capturad, was going on lewve: now he
wag Deing sent, back to work the #ate again.

e made our landfall at dawn, and the unpleasantness of approaching a
ained port was not lessenad by the difficulty of fixing oneself off a strange
and fealurcless coast. But fortunately no mines were encountered, althouch a
falr mamber ware swept subsequently. fThers was a pall of smoke over the nlace
winich, as e zot nearer. could be seen to be issuing from the still huraing
"San Ziorgio,” and from oil-fual tan<s onshore. The old armoured ship muwde a
grotesque sight with masts and Mumnels sazzing at difforent angles, runa pointing



in stranrely unreal directions, and a coluan of smows rising over all., 0a the
other side of the harbour the larse lwoefunaelled liner "Liguria” lay beached

and bnrnt out, while near-by was a larze freighter in a sizllar condition. In
tha_fairfuﬁﬁ a carto-liner was lying on its side just awash with, as a neigh-

bour, Lho remiins of a Jast.mrar saried by har masts above water. All those,

and ueveral others, were Swordfish torpedo successes. Actually the totfal

number of wreexss was, I believe, eizhteen or aineteen.

The former Italian Naval Offices wara appropriated @& Adtiralty louse.

This wag a larze, im-osines building as yet not quite ompleted, standinz ia a#
s ‘Egsitinn on a alight hill rising direet from the harbour front.
Internally it was in a terrible state, everything all over the plaza, while the
ground outside was thick with refuss. Thers wers two lavels of basewneants and a
passage leading to another shelter at the level of the quay, quite sixty below,
where there was another entrance. From the state of these plizes it seamed as
though tha former inhabitants had spent most of their lives below ground.

There was an abundance of wori to be dono, The elearance rarty wade o
quick survey, proclaimed the port open within three hours, and ithen beran thair
fornidable. task of salvaging, repairs and demolitions.

Unlize thelr military brethren, the Italian Navy had carried out extensive
sabotage. 0il Eual had, of course, besen dealt with, as had most naval storas:
the nnval distillery (water not whisky) wns completely ruined, while essential
components of the Dockyard power station had been vremoved. All piers wers
danaged té some extent but only the biggest and best was umsable. tlone of the
eranss was left servicable. Fortunately a number of lighters were found in
good condition.
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One place laft uatouched was the combined cold storave, vietualling store
and baxery. %ne iahabitants ecould liave eon in no dwter from stirvation for
a lar-e quantity of meat, floar and a warioty of otlier nrovisions romained- all
of wiich came in most usaful rellevinsg the drabueas of Aray ralions: sowo nf
tue Italian frod was really oxeellent. As always, tiere scemed to bo olenty of
lime and cranrs syrup, some of the best I've tasted, and Viehy water too, all
adnirable for izaproving salty water. Chianti and Cognaz wers to Le foind avery-
where: tho former varied from reasonable to putrld, bit tie latter was mere
firewater and an absolute menace ou account uf the revularity wita wiiich.it wns
discovarad by thirsty troops. Thare wera cases of lemons by tha h.m:ired, vary
welcome: it loo<ed {rom their wraupings as though they had orizinally been
intended for export but, that being impossible, wore beins used up on the ircope
instead.

My chief concern was producing ordsr out of ilhe shambles ia Adniralty
House. It was an uphill job but, fortunately, I manazed to obtain =zings of
prisonera and, beforas very long, we had the buildine and its anrroundings quite
presentable. There was plenty of pood furniture available, and I thint our |
Ship's Company's quarters must have been unigue iﬁ thelr anpsiraize. o tuo
rooma wure alike, but 111 might ave been eculled over-furaisind and oach had

aaen in covon with milady's boudoir.

ITransport, as usaal, was greatly needed and I immediately aset awut obtain-
ing soma. This time i was more suc.essful than on forier ozecasions and we
aventually obt-laizmd a staffl car, a 10-ton truek and three smaller irucss, all
of course Italian. They wers not ln sood order, in fast we had Twe—tesursalves
by cannibalising others in worse condition. Yo wvere fortunate, teo, in having
and Ordinary Seaman who could drive, although nis enthuaiansm wis greator tin
ais experience or profieiency. How differgui gll this ds~thegelater dys; dnd



