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May 1940

• Allied British and French

• Italian – Not a combatant
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July 1940

• British

• Italian – Now declared war

The fall of France removed the French fleet 
from the naval balance in the 
Mediterranean and removed Tunisia and 
Algeria as a threat to the Italians in Libya 
and as a support for shipping in the Sicilian 
Narrows.
Italy’s entry into the war threatened British 
supplies to Egypt through both the Sicilian 
Narrows and the Gulf of Aden and the Red 
Sea.
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August 1940

• British

• Italian

Italy invades British Somaliland.
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August 1940

• British

• Italian

• Churchill criticised Wavell for 
abandoning the colony without 
enough fighting.

• Wavell called it a textbook withdrawal 
in the face of superior numbers.

• HMAS Hobart orchestrated the 

evacuation of over 7,000 soldiers 

and civilians aboard a 

heterogenous flotilla of vessels 
and brought off the last of the British 
troops.
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September 1940

• British

• Italian

• On 13 September 1940, the Italians 
advanced into Egypt. The small British 
force at Sollum withdrew to the main 
defensive position east of Mersa
Matruh, harassing the Italians as they 
went. 
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September 1940

• British

• Italian

• The Italians advanced 60 miles in 
three days and stopped at Maktila, 10 
miles beyond Sidi Barrani, dug in and 
waited. Five fortified camps were built 
around Sidi Barrani.
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October 1940

• British

• Italian

• The Italians invaded Greece on 28 October. 
The Italians had to contend with the 
mountainous terrain on the Albanian–Greek 
border, winter weather and unexpectedly 
tenacious resistance by the Greeks. 

• By mid-November, the Greeks had stopped 
the Italian invasion just inside Greek territory.

• After completing their mobilization, the Greek 
counter-attack pushed the Italians back into 
Albania.
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December 1940
• Wavell, CinC Middle East, was 

responsible for North and East 
Africa, Arabia and the Balkans.

• Western Desert Force was 
formed to defend Egypt from the 
Italian forces in Libya.

• O’Connor, the WDF commander, 
had fought in Italy during the 
first World War, and had been 
awarded the Italian Silver Medal 
of Military Valor. Lieutenant General O'Connor (Western Desert Force) 

with General Wavell (CinC Middle East) during the 
assault on Bardia.
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6 December 1940
• General O’Connor’s intention was, 

1. to destroy or capture enemy forces in the 
Nibeiwa - Tummar area, and to advance 
northwards through the gap towards Sidi 
Barrani, thus isolating Maktila; 

2. if the situation was favourable, to raid the 
enemy's communications and dumps in 
the Buq Buq area; and, 

3. to exploit towards Buq Buq and Sofafi. 

• The Matruh Force was to prevent the 
garrison of Maktila camp moving to assist the 
Tummar camps. 

• The first objective of the 4th Indian Division 
(with 16th British Brigade and the infantry 
tanks of the 7th Royal Tanks attached) was 
Nibeiwa camp, whence they would advance 
to Tummar West, Tummar East and Point 90 
camps and be prepared to advance 
northwards to cut off Maktila. 

• The 7th Armoured Division would protect the 
left flank of the 4th Indian division, prevent 
counter-attacks from the Sofafi area; and, if 
the attacks succeeded, it would advance 
between Sofafi and Nibeiwa towards Buq
Buq. Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 10



7/8 December 1940 - Egypt
• As soon as the Italian advance had halted the 

infantry set about locating and reconnoitring 
the camps put up by the Italians. 

• The battalion (2/Rifle Brigade) concentrated in 
particular on two camps Tummar and Nibeiwa.

• A series of night patrols resulted in the 
production of a fairly accurate picture of the 
minefields in the area.

• Two patrols of the Nibeiwar camp by Charles 
Liddell with Corporals Brown and Field on the 
nights of 2nd/3rd and 7th/8th of December 
were particularly valuable.

• On the 1st night they worked round behind 
the camp, crawled through the outer 
perimeter between enemy sentry groups only 
50 yards apart and found a gap in the 
defences. They also located the minefield. 

• Returning five nights later they found enemy 
tanks with sentries patrolling between them 
stationed apparently in the minefield. These 
tanks were only 20 yards apart but he 
managed to crawl between them unseen and 
located the gap in the minefield. 
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8/9 December 1940
• On the bitterly cold night of the 

8/9th, in the moonlight, the 7th 
Royal Tanks and the 1/6th 
Rajputana Rifles (of the 11th 
Indian Brigade) moved forward to 
a rendezvous five miles south of 
Nibeiwa, the sound of their 
vehicles being drowned by aircraft 
flying low overhead. 

• At 4.45 a.m. on the 9th a second 
Indian battalion, the 4/7th Rajput 
Regiment, opened fire on Nibeiwa
camp from the east, to distract 
the enemy's attention. During the 
morning a second battalion—the 
2/Camerons—joined the tank 
regiment. 
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9 December 1940
• At 7.15 a.m. the artillery of the 

Indian division opened fire and the 
tanks, which had moved north to a 
point about four miles west of the 
camp, wheeled and advanced on 
its north-west corner where there 
was a gap in the minefield. 

• As they neared it they came upon 
about twenty Italian medium tanks 
warming their engines outside the 
perimeter. These they disabled, 
and at 7.35 a.m. the attacking 
tanks lumbered into the camp and 
ranged about it silencing batteries 
and infantry posts.

A Matilda 2 tank of the 7th Royal Tank Regiment. 25 
tons, crew of four, 2 pounder gun, max speed 16mph 
on road, 9 mph off road.
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9 December 1940
• At 7.45 the Camerons followed 

through the gap. They moved 
in trucks to within 500 yards 
and then advanced on foot, 
being followed at 8 a.m. by the 
Rajputana Rifles. Half an hour 
later the camp had virtually 
been taken, though isolated 
posts held out until 10.40. 

• Two thousand prisoners and 
thirty-five medium tanks were 
captured; the attackers lost 
only fifty-six officers and men, 
but six of the twenty-eight 
Matilda tanks that went into 
the attack were disabled on a 
minefield when leaving the 
camp after its capture.
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9 December 1940
• The 5th Indian Brigade followed the 11th through 

the gap south of Nibeiwa then turned north to a 
point west of the Tummar camps, where it awaited 
the arrival of the 7th Royal Tanks which were to 
lead the attack on Tummar as they had into 
Nibeiwa. 

• The artillery opened fire at 1.30 and, the tanks, 
now reduced to twenty-two, advanced in a dense 
dust storm against the north-west corner of 
Tummar West. The Italians fought well, particularly 
the gunners, but again were quickly overcome. 

• Twenty minutes after the tanks the 1/Royal 
Fusiliers were driven forward in lorries and charged 
forward. They were followed by the 3/1st Punjab. 

• At 4.20 the third battalion of the brigade—4/6th 
Rajputana Rifles —attacked Tummar East, but 
before they reached it they encountered a strong 
enemy column advancing to counter-attack 
towards Tummar West. There was sharp fighting in 
the course of which the Rajputana killed about 200 
and captured 1,000 Italians and, at dusk, the 
battalion went into leaguer 500 yards north-east of 
Tummar West.

• The 4th Armoured Brigade had advanced north-
west and cut the road between Sidi Barrani and 
Buq Buq.  

A Matilda 2 tank of the 7th Royal Tank Regiment. 25 
tons, crew of four, 2 pounder gun, max speed 16mph 
on road, 9 mph off road.
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10 December 1940
• In the morning the 5th Indian Brigade 

occupied Tummar East without meeting 
resistance. In the two Tummar camps 
3,500 to 4,000 men had been captured.

• By 10.00 it was evident that the Maktila
garrison had withdrawn during the night. 

• The 16th British Brigade attacked towards 
Sidi Barrani alone at dawn on the 10th. 
Advancing over open country in a dense 
dust storm it was met by effective artillery 
fire and was held. 

• During the morning, the 11th Indian 
Brigade with the artillery of the 4th Indian 
Division and the tanks arrived (now with 
only eight of their original fifty-seven tanks 
running) and the advance continued. 

• Finally a concerted attack late in the 
afternoon broke the enemy's resistance, 
and by 4.40 Sidi Barrani had fallen. 
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10 December 1940

Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 17



11 December 1940
• Next morning Matruh Force, the 11th 

Indian Brigade group and tanks attacked 
the Italians trapped east of Sidi Barrani, 
and during the day one group after 
another surrendered; at 1 p.m. contact 
was established between Matruh Force 
and the 4th Indian Division.

• The 1,500 to 2,000 men in Point 90 camp 
surrendered on the approach of the 3/1st 
Punjab and five infantry tanks, which had 
been under repair at Tummar West.

• While these isolated survivors of the 
leading enemy corps—were being 
overcome, it was discovered that, during 
the night the enemy had withdrawn from 
the Khur-Samalus and the Sofafi-Rabia 
camps. 

• The 7th Armoured Brigade took up the 
pursuit and by nightfall had taken 14,000 
prisoners
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14 December 1940
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14 December 1940
• By 10 a.m. on the 14th 7th

Armoured Division patrols were 
overlooking the Bardia-Tobruk 
road, and cut telephone wires 
along it. 

• By nightfall a strong detachment of 
the 4th Armoured Brigade had 
patrols on the main road. 

• On 14th December the 4th Indian 
Division left the battlefield to move 
to the Sudan in time for an 
offensive timed for early February.

• General Mackay, GOC 6th Division 
AIF, had received orders that his 
division would relieve the 4th 
Indian on the right flank of the 
British advance.

MK VIB Light Tanks of 7th Armoured Division on 
patrol in the desert.
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25 December 1940
• On Christmas Eve, 1940, O'Connor visited Mackay, 

and directed him to prepare an attack on Bardia. 
O'Connor recommended that this be built around 
the 23 Matildas of the 7th Royal Tanks that 
remained in working order. 

• The attack was to be made with only two brigades, 
leaving the third for a subsequent advance on 
Tobruk.

• Mackay did not share O'Connor's optimism about 
the prospect of an easy victory and proceeded on 
the assumption that Bardia would be resolutely 
held, requiring a well-planned attack similar to that 
required to breach the Hindenburg Line in 1918. 

• The plan developed by Mackay involved an attack 
on the western side of the Bardia defences by 16th 
Australian Infantry Brigade at the junction of the 
Gerfah and Ponticelli sectors. Attacking at the 
junction of two sectors would confuse the defence. 
The ground was favourable for employment of the 
Matilda tanks and good observation for the 
artillery was possible. There was also the prospect 
that an attack here could split the fortress in two. 

• The 17th Australian Infantry Brigade would then 
exploit the breach in the fortress defences in the 
second phase.

BARDIA. LOOKING DOWN ON THE HARBOUR AND 
LOWER TOWN
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25 December 1940
• As it moved into position around Bardia, the 

6th Australian Division was still experiencing 
shortages. 

• It had only two of its three artillery regiments 
and only the 2/1st Field Regiment was 
equipped with the new 25-pounders. 

• Only A Squadron of the 2/6th Cavalry 
Regiment was on hand, as the rest of the 
regiment was still at Giarabub. 

• The 2/1st Machine Gun Battalion and the 
2/1st Antitank Regiment had been diverted to 
Britain. 

• But these shortages were substantially made 
up with British units and the XIII Corps 
artillery. 

• On 1st January 11,500 sleeveless leather 
jerkins, a protection against cold and barbed 
wire, arrived and were distributed. 

• The next day 350 wire cutters, captured from 
the Italians, arrived and were distributed to 
the battalions that would attack next morning.

Senior officers of the 6th Division. Front, l to r: 
Brigadier Allen, 16th Infantry Brigade; Major General 
Iven Mackay; Brigadier Robertson, 19th Infantry 
Brigade. Back, l to r: Colonel Berryman, GSO1; 
Brigadier Savige, 17th Infantry Brigade; Colonel Vasey, 
AA&QMG. 
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26 December 1940
• To defend Cyrenaica against invasion the Italians 

had fortified the two easternmost towns along the 
coast—Bardia, fifteen miles across the frontier, 
and Tobruk, sixty miles farther west. 

• They had dug a defensive line in the form of an arc 
eighteen miles in length round the little harbour 
and garrison town of Bardia. 

• Plans captured at Sidi Barrani showed that they 
consisted of an almost continuous anti-tank ditch 
and behind it a double line of underground posts, 
the front line being linked by rows of barbed wire.

• The posts in the forward line were about 800 
yards apart and each was protected by its own 
anti-tank trench. These shelters offered protection 
against any but the heaviest shells. 

• 400 yards behind the forward line lay a second arc 
of posts, similar but lacking an anti-tank trench. 

• The posts were numbered consecutively from 
south to north, odd numbers for the outer posts 
and even numbers for the inner, and the numbers 
were marked on the maps and on the posts 
themselves—a convenience for an attacker 
because it told him exactly where he was. 

The men lived in holes dug out of the ground. The C.O. 
of the 2/2nd Battalion, Lt-Col Chilton, at Bardia, 26th 
December 1940.
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3 January 1941 - Bardia
• Much depended on moving fuel, water 

and supplies forward. The 6th Division 
Quartermaster Colonel Vasey said "This is 
a Q war". 

• Captured Italian vehicles and fuel were 
used to haul supplies where possible. On 
12 December, a Reserve Mechanical 
Transport company took over 80 Italian 5-
and 6-ton diesel trucks that had been 
captured at Sidi Barrani. 

• On 23 December the water carrier Myriel
arrived at Sallum with 3,000 tons of 
water, while the monitor HMS Terror 
brought another 200 tons. 

• Efforts were made to stock a Field Supply 
Depot with seven days' supply of fuel, 
stores and 500 rounds per gun of 
ammunition. The effort to do so 
proceeded satisfactorily despite Italian air 
raids and blinding sand storms.

Royal Navy monitor HMS Terror underway in 
Plymouth Sound
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3 January 1941
• Air raids on Bardia resumed in the lead-

up to the ground assault, with 100 
bombing sorties flown against Bardia
between 31 December and 2 January, 
climaxing with a particularly heavy raid on 
the night of 2/3 January 1941.

• A naval bombardment was carried out on 
the morning of 3 January by the 
battleships HMS Warspite, Valiant and 
Barham and their destroyer escorts. They 
withdrew after firing 244 15-inch, 270 6-
inch and 240 4.5-inch shells, handing over 
to HMS Terror and the Insect-class 
gunboats HMS Ladybird, Aphis and Gnat, 
which continued firing throughout the 
battle. 

• At one point fire from Terror caused part 
of the cliff near the town to give way, 
taking Italian gun positions with it.

Warspite shelling land targets.
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3 January 1941
• The artillery opened fire at 0530.

• The artillery density—96 guns for 
an attack on an 800-yard front—
was double that in the Battle of St. 
Quentin Canal in September 1918, 
when 360 guns supported an 
attack on a 7,000-yard front. 

• Mackay had insisted that the attack 
required 125 rounds per gun and 
had postponed the attack from 2 to 
3 January for this ammunition to 
be brought forward.
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3 January 1941
• On crossing the start line the 2/1st Infantry Battalion, (Lt Col Eather), came under mortar and artillery fire. 

The lead platoons advanced accompanied by sappers of the 2/1st Field Company carrying Bangalore 
torpedoes—12-foot pipes packed with ammonal—as Italian artillery fire began to land, mainly behind them.

• An Italian shell exploded among a leading platoon and detonated a Bangalore torpedo, resulting in four 
killed and nine wounded. 

• The torpedoes were slid under the barbed wire at 60-yard intervals. A whistle was blown as a signal to 
detonate the torpedoes but could not be heard over the din of the barrage. Eather became anxious and 
ordered the engineering party nearest him to detonate their torpedo. This the other teams heard, and they 
followed suit.

• The infantry scrambled to their feet and rushed forward while the sappers hurried to break down the sides 
of the antitank ditch with picks and shovels. 

• They advanced on a series of posts. Posts 49 and 47 were rapidly overrun, as was Post 46 in the second line 
beyond. Within half an hour Post 48 had also fallen and another company had taken Posts 45 and 44. The 
two remaining companies now advanced beyond these positions towards a low stone wall as artillery fire 
began to fall along the broken wire. 

• The Italians fought from behind the wall until the Australians were inside it, attacking with hand grenades 
and bayonets. The two companies succeeded in taking 400 prisoners. 

• The 2/2nd Infantry Battalion (Lt Col Chilton) found that it was best to keep skirmishing forward throughout 
this advance, because going to ground for any length of time meant sitting in the middle of the enemy 
artillery concentrations that inflicted further casualties. 

• The Australian troops made good progress, six tank crossings were readied and mines between them and 
the wire had been detected. Five minutes later, the 23 Matildas of the 7th Royal Tank Regiment advanced, 
accompanied by the 2/2nd Infantry Battalion. Passing through the gaps, they swung right along the double 
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3 January 1941

HeaviIy Iaden infantrymen advancing on Bardia.
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3 January 1941
• At 0750 the 2/3rd Infantry Battalion (Lt Col 

England), accompanied by the Bren gun 
carriers of A Squadron, 2/6th Cavalry 
Regiment moved off for Bardia. 

• Major Abbot's company advanced to the 
Italian posts, and attacked a group of sangers. 
The Italian defenders were cleared with 
grenades. 

• By 0920 all companies were on their 
objectives and they had linked with 2/1st 
Infantry Battalion. However, the Bren gun 
carriers encountered problems as they moved 
forward during the initial attack. One was hit 
and destroyed in the advance and another 
along the Wadi Ghereidia.

• The 2/3rd were now assailed by half a dozen 
Italian M13/40 tanks who freed a group of 
500 Italian prisoners. The tanks continued to 
rumble to the south while the British crews of 
the Matildas "enjoying a brew, dismissed 
reports of them as an Antipodean 
exaggeration". 
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3 January 1941
• Finally, they were engaged by an antitank 

platoon of three 2 pounders mounted on 
portees. Corporal Pickett's gun destroyed four 
of them until his portee was hit, killing one 
man and wounding Pickett. The survivors got 
the gun back into action and knocked out a 
fifth tank. The portee was again hit by fire 
from the sixth tank, fatally wounding another 
man; but it too was soon knocked out by 
another 2 pounder. 

• By midday, 6,000 Italian prisoners had already 
reached the provosts at the collection point 
near Post 45, escorted by increasingly fewer 
guards whom the rifle companies could afford 
to detach. The Italian perimeter had been 
breached and the attempt to halt the 
Australian assault at the outer defences had 
failed.

A 2-pdr gun portee, which could either be 
unloaded for action, or more commonly fired 
from the back of the lorry. 
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3 January 1941
• Meanwhile, Captain Green's B Company of the 2/7th Infantry Battalion had 

captured Posts 26, 27 and 24. After Post 24 had been taken, two Matildas
arrived and helped to take Post 22. 

• As the prisoners were rounded up, one shot Green dead, then threw down 
his rifle and climbed out of the pit smiling broadly. He was immediately 
thrown back and a Bren gun emptied into him. Lieutenant Macfarlane, the 
second-in-command, had to prevent his troops from bayoneting the other 
prisoners. 

• The incident was witnessed by the Italians at Post 25 some 450 yards (410 
m) away, who promptly surrendered. With the help of the Matildas, 
Macfarlane was able to quickly capture Posts 20 and 23. At this point, one 
tank ran out of ammunition; anti-tank fire already had blown off the track 
of another in the attack on Post 20. Nonetheless, Posts 18 and 21 were 
captured without armoured support, using the now-familiar tactics of 
grenades, wire cutting and assault. With darkness approaching, Macfarlane 
attempted to capture Post 16, but the defenders beat him off. He retired to 
Post 18 for the night.
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3 January 1941
• On the afternoon of 3 January, Berryman met with 

Allen, Jerram and Frowen at Allen's headquarters at 
Post 40 to discuss plans for the next day. It was 
agreed that Allen would advance on Bardia and cut 
the fortress in two, supported by Frowen's guns, 
every available tank, the Cavalry’s Bren gun carriers 
and the 2/8th Infantry Battalion, which Mackay had 
recently allocated from reserve. 

• That evening, Berryman came to the conclusion 
that unless the Italian defence collapsed soon, the 
16th and 17th Infantry Brigades would become 
incapable of further effort and the 19th Infantry 
Brigade would be required. Mackay was more 
sanguine about the situation, and reminded 
Berryman that his orders had been to capture 
Bardia with only two brigades. While they were 
discussing the matter, O'Connor and Harding 
arrived at 6th Division headquarters, and O'Connor 
readily agreed to the change of plan.

• That evening, Brigadier Savige came forward to the 
2/5th Infantry Battalion to determine the situation, 
which he evaluated as "extremely confused; the 
attack was stagnant." 

Battle of Bardia. 
Position at dusk on 
3 January 1941.
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4 January 1941 
• Savige adopted a plan of Walker's for a night attack, which began at 1230. Macfarlane 

advanced on Post 16. He sent a platoon around the flank to silently cut the wire on the 
western side, while he led another platoon against the northern side. A Bren gunner 
opened fire prematurely, alerting the defenders, but Macfarlane's men were able to 
overrun the post. 

• The same tactic was used to capture Post R11. Macfarlane was supposed to capture Post 
R9, but was unable to find it in the dark. His troops attempted to capture it at dawn, but 
the defenders were alert and they responded with heavy fire. With the help of a 2-inch 
mortar, the second attempt was successful.

• Meanwhile, Captain Halliday's D Company moved southwards against Post 19. He drew 
the defenders' attention with a demonstration by one platoon in front of the post while 
the rest of the company moved around the post and attacked silently from the rear. This 
maneuver took the defenders by surprise and D Company captured the post—and 73 
prisoners—at 0230. 

• Halliday repeated this tactic against Post 14, which was taken at 0400 with 64 prisoners. 
Capturing the two posts cost one Australian killed and seven wounded. 

• A third attempt against Post 17 failed: the previous attacks had alerted the post and D 
Company came under heavy mortar and machine gun fire. A furious battle raged until 
the post fell shortly before dawn. Another 103 Italians were captured at a cost of two 
Australians killed and nine wounded. Between casualties and men detached as prisoner 
escorts, D Company strength fell to 46 men, and Halliday elected to halt for the night.
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4 January 1941 
• The 2/1st Infantry Battalion began its advance on schedule at 0900, but the 

lead platoon came under heavy machine gun fire from Post 54, and Italian 
artillery knocked out the supporting mortars. 3 RHA engaged the Italian 
guns and the platoon withdrew. 

• Colonel Eather then organised a formal attack on Post 54 for 1330, 
following a bombardment of the post by artillery and mortars. The Italian 
guns were silenced when an Australian shell detonated a nearby 
ammunition dump. The Australians then captured the post. About a third 
of its defenders had been killed in the fighting. The remaining 66 
surrendered. 

• This prompted a general collapse of the Italian position in the north. Posts 
56 and 61 surrendered without a fight and white flags were raised over 
Posts 58, 60, 63 and 65, and the gun positions near Post 58. By nightfall, 
Eather's men had advanced as far as Post 69 and only the fourteen 
northernmost posts still held out in the Gerfan sector.

Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 34



4 January 1941 
• Colonel England's 2/3rd was supported by 

104 RHA and a troop of the 7 RTR. The 
battalion came under artillery fire, mostly 
from a battery north of Bardia that was then 
engaged and silenced by 104 RHA. 

• The advance resumed, only to come under 
machine gun and artillery fire from Wadi el 
Gerfan. 

• An eight-man section under Lance Corporal 
Squires was sent to reconnoitre the wadi but 
attacked a battery position instead and 
returned with 500 prisoners. The wadi was 
found to contain large numbers of Italian 
soldiers from technical units who, untrained 
for combat, surrendered in large numbers. 
One company captured over 2,000 prisoners, 
including 60 officers.

• The tanks and the remainder of A Squadron 
continued along the road to Bardia under 
intermittent artillery fire, followed by C 
Company of the 2/3rd Infantry Battalion. The 
column entered the town at 1600, its tanks 
firing the occasional shot.

Troops from the Australian 2/2nd Infantry Battalion 
rush through the streets of Bardia.
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5 January 1941 
• On the morning of 5 January, the 19th Infantry Brigade launched its 

attack on the Meriega sector, starting from the Bardia road and 
following a creeping barrage southward with the support of six 
Matilda tanks, all that remained in working order. 

• By 1115, C Company had reached the Switch Line and captured Post 
R5 and then R7. B Company, following on the left, cleared Wadi 
Meriega, capturing two Italian Generals, among others. 

• At this point Honner took the surrender of Posts 1, 2 and 3 and his 
men did not stop advancing.

• Meanwhile, the Italian garrisons in the north were surrendering to 
the 16th Infantry Brigade and the Support Group of the 7th Armoured 
Division outside the fortress.
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5 January 1941 
• An estimated 36,000 Italian soldiers were 

captured at Bardia, 1,703 were killed and 
3,740 were wounded. 

• A few thousand (including General Bergonzoli
and three of his division commanders) 
escaped to Tobruk on foot or in boats. 

• The Allies captured 400 guns, 12 medium 
tanks, 115 L3s, and 708 vehicles. 

• Australian losses totalled 130 dead and 326 
wounded.

• Before Bardia fell Wavell had decided that 
Tobruk also should be taken. Lack of vehicles 
and the consequent shortage of supplies in 
the forward area was a cause of anxiety to the 
British staffs. If the harbour of Tobruk was 
secured most of the needed supplies could be 
carried forward from the base in Egypt by sea. 

• Even before resistance at Bardia ceased 
General O'Connor ordered the 7th armoured 
brigade forward to isolate Tobruk. 

Italian soldiers captured during the Battle of Bardia.
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7 January 1941 - Tobruk

Before midday on the 7th the infantry had deployed opposite the eastern face of the Tobruk defences, the 
2/4th Battalion on the right with its right flank about 1,000 yards from the coast, the 2/8th in the centre and 
the 2/11th on the left. Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 38



7 January 1941 - Tobruk
• As at Bardia the Italian defences consisted of a semicircle of concreted 

underground posts behind barbed wire entanglements five feet high.

• Outside this was an uncompleted anti-tank ditch; patrols were to discover 
that for four miles east of the El Adem road it was very shallow and on the 
western face of the defences there was no ditch at all, though a deep wadi 
served the purpose. 

• Again the posts were two deep, each inner post being midway between 
two outer posts, and each outer post protected by its own anti-tank ditch 
and wire. The outer posts were generally 600 to 800 yards apart and the 
inner line 500 yards behind the outer. 

• Whereas there were eighty posts along the seventeen-mile perimeter at 
Bardia there were 128 along the thirty-mile front at Tobruk. Thus the task 
of the Australian division at Tobruk might be easier than at Bardia the line 
being longer and the garrison smaller. 
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7 January 1941 - Tobruk
• After surrounding Tobruk, the WDF had 

exhausted captured Italian supplies. Concerned 
mostly about not having fuel and supplies for 
the offensive after the fall of Tobruk, O'Connor 
delayed the attack to accumulate more 
supplies.

• Sandstorms upset all calculations. One convoy 
carrying five days' supplies for 7th Armoured 
Division was lost in a storm for four days. Water 
was a problem, as usual, and at first had to be 
carried from Capuzzo to fill cisterns at Gambut: 
once again the allowance was down to half a 
gallon a day.

• The two most depleted units of the armoured 
division were withdrawn and their tanks 
distributed to the other four regiments of the 
armoured brigades.

• The assault on the fortress would again have to 
be carried out by the infantry of the sixth 
Division and the greatly-reduced battalion of 
Matildas.   

• The 7th Armoured Division would make a 
diversion along the Western perimeter to pin 
down the defenders. 

GENERAL O'CONNOR AND GENERAL MACKAY AT 
6TH DIVISION HEADQUARTERS. (NEGATIVE BY D. 
PARER) (15 February 1941).
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7 January 1941 - Tobruk
• The campaign was going so well that senior 

officers became worried by signs of what 
Mackay (photo) described as a "picnic spirit". 

• In a sharp message to the units he said: 
"Civilianism is beginning to break out", and he 
complained of "promiscuous firing of rifles 
and exploding of bombs", of "dressing in 
articles of Italian uniform like clowns and not 
like soldiers", of "collecting of dogs and 
looking after dogs instead of men" and of 
"fraternisation with prisoners." 

• "We must keep our heads and maintain 
perspective and poise," he concluded. "If we 
do not we shall quickly lose efficiency and slip 
to the level of the foe we are hoping to 
defeat. 
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7 January 1941 - Tobruk
• The men were living under extremely arduous 

conditions. They slept in holes dug in the stony 
ground, and these were their only protection against 
intermittent shell fire and the wind and dust. 

• As at Bardia the thermos bombs which the Italians 
had scattered round the perimeter were a constant 
anxiety. 

• The nights were not so cold as at Bardia, but the 
dust storms were far more severe. Water was 
rationed to half a gallon a man daily, until a supply of 
washing water was found at El Adem and each man 
was allowed three-quarters of a gallon a day for 
washing himself and his clothing. Mess and kitchen 
gear had to be cleaned with sand. 

• No "canteen goods" were available to vary the 
monotonous food, but there was tobacco and some 
units had supplies of captured tinned tomato and 
tinned veal. 

• "Desert sores" began to appear on hands and faces. 
Fleas and, in a few units, lice picked up in the ill-kept 
Italian dugouts at Bardia were a minor torment. 

• The Official Historian records that: “In these weeks a 
few men chose to wound themselves rather than 
continue to endure the discomforts and dangers.” 
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10 January 1941 - London 

• On the 10th January 1941 
Churchill told Wavell that 
nothing must hamper the 
capture of Tobruk, but that

• "thereafter all operations in 
Libya are subordinated to aiding 
Greece".
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21 January 1941 - Tobruk
• From midnight to 2 a.m. the Terror, with 

two gunboats and a minesweeper, 
bombarded the inner defences.

• From 3 to 6 a.m. on January 21st 
Wellingtons of Nos. 37 and 38 Squadrons 
were over Tobruk, bombing and drowning 
the noise of the assembling tanks and 
artillery.

• At 5.40 a.m. the 2/3rd Battalion, strongly 
supported by the artillery, crossed their 
start line and advanced to the attack; 

• the engineers, having disarmed the booby 
traps earlier in the night, now cleared the 
mines and made passages through the 
wire and over the ditch. 

• Within an hour the 16th Brigade with 
eighteen 'I' tanks had punched a hole a 
mile wide and a mile deep against 
resistance which varied from the 
negligible to the very stubborn. 
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21 January 1941 - Tobruk
• The 19th Brigade marched through the gap and 

moved from its start-line 5,000 yards inside the 
perimeter at 8.40 a.m. 

• Behind the fire of seventy-eight guns the three 
battalions moved fast and in open order. The 
barrage advanced 200 yards each two minutes and 
the men had been schooled to keep close to it. 

• On the right the 2/11th Battalion reached its 
objective on the top of the escarpment beyond the 
Bardia road without a casualty. 

• The 2/4th, forward of the other battalions, with a 
detachment of the divisional cavalry on each flank 
came under machine-gun fire from Italian positions 
near the road junction and Captain Pinniger, 
commanding the left forward company, was hit.

• The Vickers guns with the battalion temporarily 
subdued the enemy fire and the battalion went on, 
captured the sector headquarters which was 
established in dugouts about 1,000 yards beyond 
the road and established itself on the upper shelf 
of the escarpment while patrols descended on to 
the next shelf.  
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21 January 1941 - Tobruk
• The fire from the left, however, hit the 2/8th Battalion far harder. The troop of cavalry with carriers and one 

tank which was leading the 2/8th on the left came under this fierce fire and answered it.

• Campbell's "C" Company following behind swung left towards the fire while the other three rifle companies 
kept moving to the objective. Campbell could see that he faced ten or more tanks which had been dug in 
hull down and were firing with their twin machine-guns. 

• The company lay waiting for an artillery concentration to be brought down on the tanks, but seeing a 
platoon from "D " Company, which had become split during the left wheel, going straight into the attack on 
the right so that artillery fire was impossible without endangering them, Campbell attacked too. 

• There followed a series of fierce fights between the infantrymen with their small arms, anti-tank rifles and 
grenades and the Italian tanks. Lieutenant Gately's  platoon took three of them, then lay and fired while 
Lieutenant Anderson's  platoon leap-frogged forward and overran another group. Lieutenant Russell's 
platoon on their left fired two anti-tank rifles with good effect. 

• Then Gately and Anderson attacked in turns along the line of tanks, each fifty to 100 yards from the other, 
the line extending west for about 1,500 yards. In each fight the crews fought with determination, and did 
not give in until the attackers were at close quarters. Sergeant Burgess ran forward to one of the tanks and 
was trying to heave up the lid to drop in a grenade when he was hit by several bullets. "His last effort before 
he died, was to struggle to put the pin back and throw the grenade clear of his comrades." 

• Fourteen tanks were stormed, few prisoners being taken, and the remaining eight surrendered. Captain 
Robertson and Lieutenants Anderson and Russell were wounded, Anderson mortally; only one sergeant in 
the company remained unwounded when the fight was over. 

• The remaining two companies, which had wheeled and were now in the centre of the battalion's advance 
also came under fire from dug-in tanks and had hard fighting to reach the edge of the escarpment from a 
point north of the road junction to a distance of two miles to the west. 
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21 January 1941 - Tobruk
• As soon as the 2/8th became committed 

to this long fight Robertson decided to 
carry out the second phase of his 
advance—to exploit westward to Forts 
Pilastrino and Solaro. 

• The 2/8th was to take Fort Pilastrino, the 
2/4th Solaro, and the 2/11th to seize the 
escarpment overlooking Tobruk Harbour 
from the south. The attack would begin 
behind artillery fire at 2 p.m.

• The 2/8th encountered an Italian 
counterattack with tanks and infantry had 
to fight hard until two Matildas came up 
in support.

• The 2/4th and the 2/11th encountered 
less resistance and advanced to their 
objectives where they captured the 
fortress commander.
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22 January 1941
• From dawn onwards came reports from all along the 

front that the Italians were intent on surrender. 

• A gazelle ran across the front of the 2/1st and some 
men fired at it. Some hundreds of Italians promptly 
emerged 500 yards ahead waving white flags. 

• Some distance past the El Adem road the line 
reached the edge of a two-miles wide saucer-like 
depression on the far rim of which could be seen a 
line of white flags. Eather and his adjutant, Captain 
Jackson, who were riding in a carrier with the front 
line of the battalion, drove forward and found some 
3,000 Italians drawn up as if on parade with the 
officers in front holding their portmanteaus in their 
hands. The officers were shaven and wore well-
tended uniforms and polished boots. The senior 
Italian officer looked with disdain at the dusty Eather
in a drab greatcoat and over it, concealing the 
badges, a leather jerkin and scarf. After the 
Australians had taken the officers' pistols (the men 
carried no weapons) Eather sent the prisoners 
towards Pilastrino with no guards. 

• On the perimeter one post fired for a while in the 
early morning and then surrendered, after which the 
2/3rd led by two tanks began to march along the 
perimeter occupying post after post, most of which 
had evidently been abandoned the previous night.
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22 January 1941
• Hennessy's carriers ran down the road until they 

were stopped by a barrier consisting of an iron 
girder supported by sandbags. Sergeant Mills and 
his crew pulled down this obstacle with the aid of 
two Italians who ran forward to help. 

• Then Hennessy led the way into the town. 

• As he was driving along the street a neat Italian 
officer came forward and explained that he had 
been sent to lead him to the naval headquarters 
where the commander was waiting to surrender.

• Hennessy sat him on the front of his carrier "as a 
guarantee of good faith" and continued to a large 
building facing a wide courtyard, where he was led 
to an Italian admiral surrounded by his staff.

• In a few minutes hundreds of Italians began to 
stream upstairs from sleeping quarters below naval 
headquarters and assemble in the courtyard.

• Although the town had been occupied, the line of 
five battalions continued sweeping the remainder 
of the fortress area  but it was not until early in the 
afternoon that resistance collapsed in the western 
sector.

Members of C Company (mostly from 14 Platoon), 
Australian 2/11th Infantry Battalion, having 
penetrated the outer defences of Tobruk, assemble 
again on the escarpment on the south side of the 
harbour after attacking anti-aircraft gun positions.
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22 January 1941 -Tobruk
• Again the 2nd Battalion Rifle Brigade had been 

ordered to make a diversion while the Australians 
put in their attack. Our diversions drew heavy 
retaliation from the guns in that sector of the 
perimeter. 

• Progress in the main attack was slower than had 
been hoped and early on the second day the 
battalion was ordered to press its attacks home. 
This was a very different business from dodging 
about and drawing shellfire, to which our activities 
had so far been confined.

• However before our attacks began the Italians set 
fire to the oil by the Harbour. An enormous black 
cloud rose up from the town, as depressing to the 
defenders as it was encouraging to us. 

• With evidence of Italian defeatism hanging over 
them, the attacks on the perimeter began. Against 
Medawwar Fort little progress could be made but 
Tom Bird, commanding S company’s carriers, 
managed to penetrate the defences, got round 
behind the Fort and soon reported the capture of 
nine big guns, about 40 smaller guns, some 2000 
prisoners and the contents of a particularly well 
stocked officers mess. 

• He was ordered to hand the guns and prisoners to 
the Australians but to bring the rest back with him.Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 50



22 January 1941 -Tobruk
Some of the 
25,000 prisoners 
captured at 
Tobruk. 208 field 
and medium 
guns, 23 medium 
tanks and 200 
vehicles were 
captured. Water 
distilleries and 
wells able to 
provide 40,000
gallons of water a 
day were intact 
and there was 
enough tinned 
food to last the 
Italian garrison 
for two months. The total casualties in 6 Div were 49 killed and 306 wounded.
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24 January 1941 - Libya

By the surrender of Tobruk O'Connor’s leading elements had already pressed on, the 7th Armoured Division 
reaching and fighting an action at Mechili on 24 January, while the 6th Australian Division had reached the 
Italian forward positions at Derna on the same day.

Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 52



27 January 1941 - Libya
• At daybreak on the 27th patrols of 

the 7th Armoured Division found 
that the Italian force at Mechili had 
vanished in the night. 

• The main body of this Italian force 
was discovered from the air to be 
moving north-west towards El 
Faidia.

• O'Connor now decided that, while 
reinforcements and supplies were 
brought forward, the 6th Division 
should press on towards Derna and 
Giovanni Berta where there were 
still, apparently, some 6,500 Italian 
troops. Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 53



28/30 January 1941 - Libya
• By morning of the 28th, the ridges 

on top of the final slope leading 
down to Derna were in the hands of 
the 2/11th, who could then look 
down into the town and see every 
movement on the roads below 
them.

• The Italian guns, firing from west of 
Derna, continued to bring down 
heavy artillery fire along the road. 

• The shelling of the 2/11th's area was 
particularly heavy during the 
evening of the 29th.

• In the early hours of the morning of 
the 30th fires were seen blazing in 
Derna. Louch sent a patrol 
clambering down the scarp and they 
entered the town without 
opposition.

Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 54

DERNA, LIBYA. 1941-01. TROOPS OF 6TH AUSTRALIAN 
DIVISION MOVE ALONG THE COAST IN THE APPROACH 
TO DERNA.



30 January 1941 - Derna
• At Derna the desert ended. A town of 

some 10,000 people, it was the 
eastern outpost of the area of the 
Italian colonial settlements which 
extended over the Jebel Achdar and 
included the fertile plains round Barce
and Benghazi.

• The town appeared to have been 
deserted except by small bands of 
Arabs who were industriously piling 
loot on to the backs of donkeys—
cases of food, sewing machines, tables 
and chairs, side - boards filled with 
cutlery. 

• Little damage had been done by air 
bombardment and the houses 
appeared to have been abandoned in 
haste some days before.  
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30 January 1941 - Derna
• Wholesale looting by the Libyans was quickly stopped by patrols of the 2/11th and by the 

provosts of the 6th Division, but, as more units passed through the town, small parties 
both of Australian and British troops carried on the work the Libyans had begun. 

• There were sharp complaints at O'Connor's headquarters that the Australians had 
"looted Derna". 

• The facts are that the town was promptly policed from the day that the 2/11th entered. 
On that day twelve Australians were arrested and charged with having stolen watches, 
fowls or wine. 

• Captain Hawker, the Australian deputy-assistant provost-marshal, knowing that his force 
was being maligned by itinerant staff officers, interrogated many of the Libyan 
townspeople and reached the conclusion that the town had already been looted on four 
separate occasions: 

• first, by the Italian troops when the civilians were removed; 
• secondly, when the Italian military police were withdrawn and Libyan police were left in charge; 
• thirdly, when the native police were withdrawn; and 
• fourthly, by the Arabs when the garrison left the town. 
• Such looting as occurred in the almost-empty town in the twenty-four hours after the arrival of 

the Australians was a fifth and relatively unimportant instalment.
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31 January 1941 - Derna
• “Road discipline was appalling” (wrote one diarist). “No 

attempt to police or to reserve the road. The A.S.C. are the 
worst offenders, closely followed by the R.A.A.F. and 
divisional headquarters.” 

• General Mackay (photo), who arrived at Derna on the 31st, 
was persuaded the provosts were not properly directing the 
traffic which now began to pour through the town. 

• For a time he himself took up a position at a corner and 
directed the long line of trucks which carried the 19th 
Brigade and the units attached to it through Derna.

• Mackay sent a memorandum to all commanding officers 
giving detailed instructions concerning the management of 
road traffic. He pointed out that, despite the "record job" of 
the engineers in opening a road to Derna, the advance was 
delayed by the 

• "cluttering of the road by small unauthorised captured Fiat 
cars burning Australian Government petrol and driven by 
officers and others," by drivers stopping their vehicles on 
the road instead of drawing to the side, by Arabs with 
donkeys, by signal-laying vehicles and other transgressors. 
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1/2 February - Djebel Achdar
• On the 1st and 2nd of February the 6th

division, advancing mostly on foot 
pursued the retreating Italians to 
Giovanni Berta.

• The Italian rearguard cratered and 
mined the road as they went and 
defended strong positions with 
artillery and machine guns until 
seriously threatened.

• The Italians made no attempt to hold 
Giovanni Berta and the carriers of the 
2/7th Battalion and Onslow's cavalry 
carriers entered the town in the 
afternoon of the 2nd February.

• Mackay ordered a continued advance 
on the 3rd. 
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3/4 February 1941 – Libya, Desert 
• After the failure to catch the Italians at Mechili it seemed that administration had at last been out 

run. It was said that there would be no move before the 15th. The 2nd Battalion, Rifle Brigade 
settled down to rest.

• Every truck had its bonnet open for they had most of them already exceeded the useful mileage 
of their make. Washing operations were everywhere in progress, as far as one gallon of water a 
man allowed. Hair was being cut, vehicles were being unloaded. Hugo Garmoyle went on leave 
and Brigadier Gott was due to leave the next day, Colonel Callum Renton having actually taken 
over command. The adjutant had already been overtaken by piles of paper. 

• The battalion had some two hours rest, then General Wilson drove up. The enemy was showing 
signs of quitting Benghazi, of giving up Cyrenaica altogether. The plan was to send an armoured 
force straight across the desert for a good 150 miles to cut the road from Benghazi to Tripoli 
where it ran along the edge of the Gulf of Sirte. The battalion would take part in this gallop. There 
was no time to lose. 

• That evening orders arrived. The next day, 4th Feb, the 4th armoured brigade group set off across 
the desert. The armoured cars, 11th hussars, were sent ahead. The tanks led the main column, 
the 4th RHA and the Second Battalion bringing up the rear. 

• The going was stony so that progress was so slow that halfway through the morning Brigadier 
Caunter was ordered to send a wheeled force on ahead. It was to consist of the Second Battalion 
supported by C battery of the 4th RHA and one battery the 106th RHA, territorials from Liverpool 
armed with anti tank guns. 

• This party was to move under command of Colonel Jock Campbell and to join the 11th Hussars 
who were already about 100 miles ahead near Msus. Colonel John Combe commanding the 11th

Hussars was to assume command of the whole force. 
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4th February – Libya, Djebel Achdar
• An infantry division did not possess enough motor vehicles to move all its 

men and equipment on wheels at the same time; it was a force of foot 
soldiers attended by trucks which transported heavy equipment and 
supplies. 

• By "cannibalisation", by commandeering of captured Italian trucks, and 
employing the trucks of the 16th Brigade, now stationary at Tobruk, the 6th 
Division had contrived to maintain enough vehicles to keep it supplied with 
its needs and, when troops had to be moved forward rapidly over long 
distances, to transport a brigade at a time. Mackay could now continue the 
advance at top speed only by reducing his six forward battalions to three.

• Savige's battalions began moving forward early on the morning of 4th 
February, the 2/6th in trucks provided by divisional headquarters, the 
2/7th in trucks lent by his attached artillery regiment and the 2/5th on 
foot.

• Robertson was then ordered to embus his whole brigade (which was 
fresher than Savige's) in vehicles being collected from the artillery and the 
services, to pass through Savige's brigade and take up the pursuit. 
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4th February – Libya, Djebel Achdar
• By 4 p.m. the whole of Robertson's brigade group was rolling briskly along the smooth 

Slonta-Barce road in a column twenty-five miles in length, with some armoured cars of 
the 11th Hussars leading the way. 

• The infantrymen who had been marching and fighting with little rest since the 25th, lay 
closely packed on the floors of the vehicles and slept; all that could be seen of them 
were rows of boot-soles bouncing in time to the movements of the trucks.

• Three miles beyond Tecnis, as the three leading armoured cars rounded a bend in the 
road, they came on a group of Italians laying mines in the road. These ran into the bush 
as the cars approached. 

• The Hussars climbed out of their vehicles and were removing the mines when, from only 
a few hundred yards ahead, light guns and machine-guns began firing accurately and fast. 
In a minute the three armoured cars were disabled or destroyed and a truck carrying two 
war correspondents and a conducting officer was riddled. 

• As soon as the leading infantry about a mile behind heard the firing, they jumped from 
their trucks and deployed across the road. The ambush took place at 6.20 and the light 
was fading as the infantry began to advance, one company on each side of the road, and 
the long column stationary behind them. 
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4th February Libya, Djebel

• Robertson ordered Colonel Mitchell to 
push on during the night. 

• He did so, but towards midnight, when 
the leading companies were still only 
three miles beyond the ambush, a long 
rumbling explosion was heard in the 
distance; and Mitchell guessed that a 
stretch of the steep road leading down 
to Barce had been blown up.
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4th February Libya, Djebel

• Lieutenant Mills, with one troop, drove 
along the northern road through Beda 
Littoria and on to the larger colony of Luigi 
Razza where they overtook a party of 300 
Italian troops plodding along the road. 

• When a burst of machine-gun bullets was 
fired over them the Italians surrendered.

• Mills sent two of his carriers back with the 
prisoners while the remainder advanced 
and found the road broken beyond repair 
where it crossed the wide and rugged 
Wadi Cuff about five miles south-west of 
the settlement. 
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5th February Libya, Djebel
• When the head of the 2/8th Battalion 

neared the edge of the tableland on the 
morning of the 5th they saw a new land 
spreading out from the base of the 600-
foot escarpment—a patchwork of flat 
farmland, cut by straight roads and 
scattered with square white houses. 

• Half-way to the horizon was the large town 
of Barce, a meeting place of three roads 
and a railway. 

• To reach the plain the road falls steeply 
down the western wall of the Jebel and 
there, the infantrymen found, the Italian 
rearguard had blown six large craters in 
the road and destroyed a bridge—damage 
so severe that the engineers estimated 
that it would take days to mend it, not 
hours as at Derna. 
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5th February Libya, Djebel

• Early in the afternoon, Onslow reported 
that he had reconnoitred an alternative 
track down to the plain and found it 
passable. 

• Robertson sent the trucks carrying the 
2/4th and 2/11th Battalions down this 
road, leaving the 2/8th on the main 
road to advance by way of Barce and 
Tocra if it could. 

• By dusk the main part of the brigade 
was on the plain and preparing to 
bivouac in wheatfields among stacks of 
hay. 
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5th February Libya, Djebel
• A troop of the 2/1st Field Regiment fired six 

rounds bracketing Barce, whereupon, at 12.35, 
a white flag was seen flying from a large 
building and a white Very light was fired. A 
small party from the 2/1st proceeded into the 
town which, at 3 p.m., was formally 
surrendered.

• At 4.20 a large ammunition dump in the town 
exploded with a roar which shook the town 
and provided the watchers on the escarpment 
above with a memorable spectacle: 

• a huge opalescent ball of smoke and flame 
shot up into the air, apparently from the 
centre of the town, billowed out and rose on a 
stem of smoke until it resembled a vast 
toadstool.
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5th February Libya, Djebel

• At dusk a company of the 2/8th entered 
Barce and found, as usual, that their first 
task was to drive off bands of Libyans who 
were looting the houses and dumps.

• During the night fires of unexplained origin 
broke out in several stores along the main 
street and they were burnt out. 

• That night Robertson gave orders for the 
2/4th to move along the route through El 
Abiar to Benina, beginning at 7 a.m., and 
for the rest of the Brigade to follow. 

• All night a cold wind blew and just before 
dawn it began to rain.
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4/5 Feb - Libya, Desert 
• The bad going made it particularly 

difficult for the carriers to keep up. 
They also had a petrol problem and it 
was by no means certain that their 
supplies would allow them to reach 
the road. They were brigaded under 
Tom Bird and ordered to follow on as 
best they could with the 4th 
armoured brigade. 

• The rest of the force made fair 
progress until towards dark and then 
encountered what were known as 
“thermos bombs” dropped from 
Italian aircraft. These bombs 
resembled the thermos flask in 
appearance, did not go off when they 
hit the ground but were exploded by 
touch after that. 
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4/5 Feb - Libya, Desert 
• It was decided not to try to drive through this 

patch in the dark but to leaguer for the night.

• Colonel Campbell characteristically disregarded 
the possible presence of the enemy, turned on 
the headlamps of his car and drove on to join up 
with the 11th Hussars.

• The next day the force moved on, harried 
occasionally by Italian aircraft. A hot East wind 
followed behind that made most of the vehicles 
boil, and Colonel Callum Renton in his car was 
the object of a particularly savage but inaccurate 
attack by Italian fighters. 

• But on the afternoon of the 5th of February they 
reached the road. 

• The 11th Hussars reported that traffic was still 
travelling in both directions. 

• They had arrived in time. 
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5 February 1941– Sidi Saleh 
• The leading company, “A” company under Tom Pearson, was sent forward to cut 

the road, which it reached at a place called Sidi Saleh. The remaining three 
companies were left with the guns.

• Almost as soon as A company had got across the road about 1000 Italian infantry 
appeared from the North, the leading elements of the army retreating to 
Tripolitania. 

• These infantry never really knew what hit them. Now that their way of escape 
was closed they simply piled up in a roadblock stretching for miles to the North 
and delivered a number of uncoordinated attacks straight down the road.

• Each attack was in itself of strength enough to have enveloped the battalion. A 
flanking movement would have made its position impossible.

• The leading Italian formation set the example when their attack was repelled by A 
company and they sat down to think their way out of the trap that had closed.

• The Colonel also sent B company up to the road. Tom Pearson took command of 
all troops on the road who now included anti tank guns and arranged for a 
minefield to be laid across the road.
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5 February 1941– Beda Fomm
• That evening the armoured brigade reached 

the road about 10 miles North of the 
battalion near Beda Fomm. 

• During the night Mike Moseley took a patrol, 
which included two antitank guns, 
northward parallel to the road and to its 
West to fire at intervals into the enemy 
columns who were now piling up along its 
length. This patrol set fire to some vehicles 
and succeeded in utterly confusing the 
enemy as to our strength and positions. One 
effect of this action may have been to 
prevent the Italians moving around our right 
flank during the night, an apparently 
obvious manoeuvre. At any rate they did not 
do so. 
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6 February 1941 – Sidi Saleh 
• The arrival of the armoured brigade reduced the danger to the guns, and the whole battalion, less 

half a company detailed to guard the prisoners, were moved up to the road. During the morning 
three more antitank guns arrived at the battalion position making a total of eleven. 

• Battalion headquarters were established just to the East of the road a few 100 yards behind the 
reserve company. It was here that John Harrington, commander of HQ company, arriving in a lull, 
misapprehended the fury of the battle and erected a large canvas structure to act as a mess. It 
remained there throughout the battle with a slightly surprised expression on its countenance and 
acting as a splendid aiming point for the Italians.

• The enemy began attacking on the morning of the 6th of February at dawn in blinding rain,  and 
continued through the day. These attacks varied in strength and cohesion. Most of them were 
supported by artillery and tanks. The fire of C battery continually broke up their attacking 
formation. They suffered heavy casualties from small arms fire. 

• A continual stream of prisoners came in, to be hastily disarmed and sent off unescorted in the 
direction of the improvised cage guarded by a platoon of C company. Arrived there, one Italian 
who had surrendered easily enough when armed with his weapon suddenly decided to make a 
break for freedom and attacked the platoon commander, Michael Cubit, with an axe, scoring a 
near miss. The majority were docile enough.

• The enemy attacks were carried out with little originality, but owing to the open country and the 
numbers of Italians involved there was always a grave danger of their breaking through. However 
throughout the day they were held. 

Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 72



6 February – Beda Fomm
• The battalion was covering a wide front and a 

well directed night attack would have been 
almost impossible to deal with but the 
enemy’s attacks were uncoordinated and 
were practically confined to small parties 
hoping to slip through. 

• There was enough moonlight for almost all 
these attempts to be prevented. 

• On the sand dunes near the sea Sergeant 
Major Jarvis was commanding an isolated 
platoon of S Company. He saw in the 
moonlight two enemy medium tanks 
approaching along the beach. 

• Accompanied by Rifleman O'Brien he ran up 
to the tanks and both fired through the slits 
with their rifles wounding the crews. 

• One of the officers fired at the Sergeant 
Major from the door of the tank. Jarvis hit 
him over the head with the butt of his rifle 
and so completed the capture of two medium 
tanks. 

Beda Fomm

Sidi Saleh
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6 February – Beda Fomm
• At dawn Caunter dispatched 7th Hussars 

northwards to locate and harry the 
columns rear, while 3rd Hussars attacked 
the centre, leaving 2nd Royal Tank 
Regiment to meet the attack on the low 
hill subsequently known as the Pimple.

• The Italian attack commenced shortly 
after 8:30 and the M13 crews showed 
more determination to come to grips than 
anytime previously. As each attack rolled 
in the two cruiser squadrons of 2 RTR 
killed 6 or 8. 

• At one point pressure forced the regiment 
off the pimple and back to the next ridge 
known as the mosque because it was 
surmounted by a small tomb.
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6 February – Beda Fomm

• A running fight continued all day 
with the battle area moving 
around but the British tanks 
supported by the 4th RHA were 
destroying more Italian tanks 
than they were losing and so 
managed to retain their position 
on the Italian column’s flank at 
the end of the day.  
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6 February – Djebel Achdar

• The lorries containing the vanguard of the 6th Division had been 
ploughing their way along a muddy road through El Abiar to Er 
Regima, and Benina. 

• Just before dusk, Robertson sent a patrol into Benghazi with an escort 
of cavalry carriers the leader flying a white flag but with its machine-
guns loaded. The citizens, who included many Greeks and Jews as 
well as Italians and Arabs (the normal population exceeded 50,000), 
waved and cheered. They drove to the town hall where the mayor, 
the bishop, the chief of the police and other dignitaries were awaiting 
them. The mayor was handed a letter from Robertson saying that he 
intended to enter the city next morning and, until then, was relying 
on the Italian officials to preserve law and order.
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7 February – Sidi Saleh 
• By the next morning the attack of the 4th armoured brigade on the 

northern part of the enemy column had made the Italians realise that 
a breakthrough was essential if the whole force was not to be 
destroyed. 

• 20 or 30 medium tanks supported by all the guns launched a 
determined attack on a narrow front straight along the road early on 
the morning of the 7th of February. 

• It came near to succeeding. The antitank guns had a very bad time, 
one by one the crews were knocked out. The enemy tanks got right 
up among the forward companies. Several passed through these and 
made for Battalion Headquarters. 

• The command party hastily evacuated and withdrew over a slight rise. 
Geoffrey Goschen, commanding C battery, asked for and received 
permission to fire on the positions of the forward and reserve 
companies.  
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7 February – Beda Fomm
• Major Burton, commanding the battery of the 

106th RHA, collected a scratch crew, 
consisting of his batman, a cook and himself, 
and manned a gun, which had lost its crew. 

• He drove it to a flank where there was some 
slight cover from a mound. 

• From there he managed to knockout the 
leading tanks, one of them about 10 yards 
from the command vehicle. 

• It is said that one of his guns accounted for 
five tanks with its last five rounds. 

• The destruction of the leading tanks took the 
heart out of the enemy attack. The forward 
companies had held their ground although 
overrun, so that the enemy infantry had not 
been allowed to advance. Soon the white 
flags began to appear.

2-pdr gun portee, which could either be 
unloaded for action, or more commonly 
fired from the back of the lorry. 106 
RHA were actually armed with 37mm 
Bofors guns.
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7 February – Beda Fomm
• The attack had failed. It was not 

long before General Berganzoli
himself surrendered to Tom 
Pearson. 

• With his surrender the Italian army 
in Cyrenaica ceased entirely to 
exist. 

• Six Italian generals were collected 
in the mess.

• There were 27 medium tanks 
abandoned outside it, one within 
20 yards. 

• About 15,000 prisoners had 
somehow to be fed and disposed 
of. Well over 100 guns had been 
captured. General Berganzoli, known to the British press as 

“Electric Whiskers”, Commander of the Italian X 
Army. Photographed after his capture.
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7 February – Beda Fomm

Lt-Col Callum Renton inspects the Italian 
tank which penetrated furthest. In the 
background is the Battalion HQ Mess.

• Along the road for mile after mile 
stretched the wreckage of the 
defeated army, vehicles of every make 
and shape full not only of military 
stores but of whatever comforts and 
valuables the Italians had hoped to 
save from the abandonment of their 
colony. 

• The battalion's losses had been 
infinitesimal - 3 killed and four 
wounded, although the anti-tank 
gunners had suffered more severely.

• There were few vehicle casualties. In 
fact the battalion had moved at speed 
in worn out vehicles across 150 miles 
of desert, much of it rough, stony 
going, with the loss of 1 truck out of 
140. 
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7 February – Beda Fomm
Italian 
tanks 
captured 
at Beda 
Fomm.
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7 February 1941 - Benghazi

• Captain Conkey's company of the 2/4th entered Benghazi, 
dismounted from their trucks near the town hall and marched into 
the small square in front of it. 

• The crowd began cheering and clapping so loudly and persistently 
that Conkey had to wait before shouting his orders. 

• In the assemblage were several thousand men and women—
Mohammedans in red tarbushes, Greek and Italian priests in 
cassocks, neat and prosperous-looking Italian, Greek and Jewish city 
folk.
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7 February 1941 - Benghazi

• When Robertson 
arrived in his car there 
was more cheering. 

• He informed the group 
of officials through his 
interpreter that the 
citizens should carry on 
in a normal way; 

• Colonel Dougherty, 
who had been 
appointed 
commandant of the 
town, would cooperate 
with the commander of 
the local Carabinieri in 
keeping order. 
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7 February 1941 - Benghazi

• Soon little groups of 
Australian infantrymen 
and British gunners 
were standing at the 
counters of cafes and 
bars, eating rolls and 
butter and cake and 
drinking coffee or 
Chianti, and, to the 
evident surprise of the 
shopkeepers, paying 
with Italian bank notes.

• Few infantrymen had 
not put some Italian 
notes into a pocket at 
Bardia or Tobruk as 
souvenirs.
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7 February 1941 - Libya

Operation Compass ©Jerry McBrien Feb 2021 85



7 February 1941
• On the 7th February, the new 

Greek Government asked Britain 
what help she could give to Greece 
in the event of a German attack.

• The British War Cabinet told Wavell 
that no operations were to be 
undertaken beyond the frontier of 
Cyrenaica "which should be held 
with the minimum possible force 
necessary to secure the flank of 
our Egyptian base", and that 

• the largest possible army and air 
forces must be sent from the 
Middle East to Greece.
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After action
• As soon as the operations were over, 

commanding officers were ordered to resume 
training "to overcome (as one divisional order 
said) weaknesses noted during the campaign and 
recapitulate operations in which the units have 
not been fully tested, e.g. air action.“

• Mackay was fully aware that in later campaigns 
attack from the air was likely to be severe. 

• "The German," said a brigade instruction, "will 
exact heavy payment if some of the gross errors 
(skylines, etc.) witnessed at Bardia and Tobruk are 
repeated." 

• Mackay, in an instruction to officers, denounced 
the "ambiguity, inaccuracy, vagueness, irrelevancy 
and sometimes exaggeration" which he had 
observed in their messages and reports.
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January 1941
• 1st advance in Western Desert | 

Australian War Memorial 
(awm.gov.au)

• https://www.awm.gov.au/collect
ion/C188836

• Australian soldiers advance 
through heavy sand and storm.

• Scenes of Italian POW's and 
captured equipment.

• 9 minutes
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January 1941
• Derna action, 1941 | Australian 

War Memorial (awm.gov.au)

• https://www.awm.gov.au/collect
ion/C188691

• On 23 January 1941, members 
of the Australian 6th Division 
started their advance towards 
Derna. 

• On 30 January, 1941, an 
Australian patrol entered Derna.

• 4 Minutes
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Video

• Fall of Bardia 1940 | Australian 
War Memorial (awm.gov.au)

• https://www.awm.gov.au/collect
ion/C188687

• The advance of the AIF from 
Salum to Bardia with shots of 
infantry advancing and 
Australian and British Artillery 
Bombardment. 

• Italian soldiers surrendering, 
abandoned Italian equipment 
and enemy dead litter the 
desert.

• Units identified are: 2/2 Infantry 
Battalion and 6th Division 
Engineers.

• 15 minutes 
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• Thanks for your attention.

• The overheads of this talk are available to review on my website at 
jerrymcbrien.com

• They include links to some original movie film from the campaign.

• You can follow the story to Greece, Crete, Syria and Tobruk at

• “Australia’s War – 80 years ago this week” 

• on my website at jerrymcbrien.com 
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