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80 years ago this week
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7 April 1941 - Pacific
• On the 4th April Admiral Stark described the 

Atlantic situation in the face of German attacks on 
British convoys as "hopeless except as we take 
strong measures to save it". 

• Three days later he ordered the transfer of the 
battleships Idaho, Mississippi, and New Mexico; the 
aircraft carrier Yorktown; the light cruisers 
Philadelphia, Brooklyn, Savannah and Nashville; 
and two flotillas of destroyers from the Pacific to 
the Atlantic Fleet. 

• The move left the Pacific Fleet inferior to the 
Japanese in every category of combat ship. 

• In carriers the Japanese superiority was about one 
hundred per cent.

• The balance was roughly equal in all other classes 
of ship if the combined strength of the potential 
allies in the Far East were ranged against that of 
the Japanese.
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7 April 1941 – The Balkans
• On the afternoon of the 7th of April 

information arrived at the Greek army 
headquarters at Salonika that German 
armoured forces from Strumica in Yugoslavia 
were moving south towards the practically 
unguarded Doiran Gap, threatening to sweep 
round the Greek flank and down the Axios
Valley to Salonika. 

• The 19th Division which on the 6th had been 
hurriedly sent to counter the threat of a 
German advance east of Doiran was now 
reinforced with some anti-paratroop
companies from Salonika and ordered to 
extend its flank to the Axios, about 40 miles 
to the west. 

• The German advance-guards entered Doiran
on the evening of the 7th. 

• That day the Greek offensive in Albania was 
opened but made small gains. A Yugoslav 
division which was to have cooperated failed 
to do so, but its commander said that he 
would be ready next day. 
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7 April 1941 - Greece
• In Wilson's area the 19th Australian 

Brigade, less one battalion, was now 
coming forward. It had a battalion at Larisa
and one near Tirnavos.

• Its proposed role had been to go in on the 
left of the 16th Brigade at Veria, but 
Wilson now ordered it to concentrate near 
Kozani where it would be available to 
reinforce either Veria or the Florina Valley. 

• That day the 16th Brigade began to take 
up its positions in the Veria Pass, digging in 
above the snowline.

• The brigade was perched astride a 
mountain road some 3,000 feet above the 
sea, with higher peaks towering above 
them. Troops in positions on the heights 
above the pass had to carry all their gear, 
ammunition and rations, either by hand or 
on the backs of a few donkeys borrowed 
from the Greeks.
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7 April 1941 - Greece
• It took three hours to climb from 

one end of the 2/2nd Battalion's 
position to the other; the battalion's 
headquarters were at 4,200 feet 
along a foot track which took two 
hours to climb, and its left company 
was 2 miles farther on.

• The normal telephone equipment of 
a battalion—eight telephones with 
8 miles of cable—was quite 
inadequate for such conditions; 

• one battalion had increased its 
equipment to twenty-three 
telephones and 25 miles of cable by 
collecting Italian gear captured in 
Libya, and needed all of it. 
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7 April 1941 - Libya
• Cyrenaica Command HQ arrived at Tmimi soon after midnight 

on 6th April but moved on again to Gazala when it was 
learned that the enemy was in the vicinity.

• About 4 a.m. Morshead arrived at the Tmimi roadhouse to 
find Brigadier Harding there, very worried because Neame
and O'Connor had not arrived. 

• Morshead and Harding concluded that the two generals must 
have been intercepted and were probably captured, and that 
they must themselves determine the immediate action to be 
taken. 

• They decided to organise the next line of resistance at Gazala, 
where the escarpment defining the northern edge of the 
Libyan plateau rises from the desert and to order the force at 
Mechili to withdraw immediately to El Adem; 

• but the message conveying that order appears to have been 
addressed only to the 2nd Armoured Division and 3rd 
Armoured Brigade and does not appear to have been 
received by the Mechili garrison. Harding's and Morshead's
headquarters and the reconnaissance wing of the R.A.F. were 
withdrawn to Gazala. 
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Brigadier Harding, Brigadier 
General Staff XIII Corps



7 April 1941 - Libya
• At dawn on 7th April, the road that descends the 

pass into Derna and climbs the tortuous second 
pass east of the town was chock-full of crawling 
vehicles.

• For some hours all traffic had been diverted this 
way from the inland desert track. 

• A long line of vehicles, in many places three or four 
abreast, stretched from Giovanni Berta to Derna, 
thence south-east into the desert. 

• "A" Company of the 1/K.R.R.C. was blocking the 
track coming into Giovanni Berta from Mechili and 
the south, 

• the Tower Hamlets guarding the western pass-
head at Derna. 

• The 3rd Armoured Brigade was extended over a 
great distance, the foremost elements near Derna, 
the rearmost (including most of the tanks) almost 
as far west as Slonta.

• Brigadier Rimington, commander of the 3rd

armoured Brigade, tried to bypass the traffic 
stream by taking the desert route to Derna, drove 
into the German ambush and was captured. 

Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 7

Derna

Giovanni Berta

Slonta

Mechili

KRRC Tower Hamlets

Tmimi



7 April 1941 - Libya
• German reconnaissance units hovered around the edges of the column 

sometimes picking off small parties sometimes being beaten off.
• A party of the 2/15th Bn including Lieut-Colonel Marlan, and 182 others

and 23 of the 8th Lt AA Bty were captured after 2 AA guns had been 
destroyed and the other 2 had exhausted their ammunition.

• Companies of 1/KRRC and 1 Tower Hamlets were deployed to protect 
critical points.

• At Derna airfield 2 troops of 1RHA, an Australian anti-tank gun and a bofors
AA gun drove off a German party.

• The Luftwaffe struck in considerable strength at the Derna defiles, inflicting 
much damage and seriously delaying the withdrawal.

• While all this traffic was moving eastwards, important demolition work was 
being done behind the withdrawing units by both British and Australian 
engineers, under the efficient direction of Brigadier Kisch with the reliable 
protection of the 1/K.R.R.C.
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7 April 1941 - Libya
• Lt Col Cook had been appointed to take charge of 

the base sub-area to be established at Tobruk, then 
became area commander.

• The speed with which the fortress was organised 
into a working base and provisioned during the 
next month was remarkable. In the first fortnight 
two excellent water-pumping stations, one in the 
Wadi Sehel just outside the perimeter, the other in 
the Wadi Auda, were repaired, the electrical power 
system was put in working order and the bulk 
petrol storage system repaired: most of this work 
was done by the 2/4th Field Company. In the first 
fortnight of February, 8,000 of the 25,000 prisoners 
taken at Tobruk were removed. Much other work 
was done. 

• On 25th March, the 24th Brigade with two 
battalions, the 2/28th and 2/43rd, which Brigadier 
Godfrey now commanded, had taken over as the 
Tobruk garrison.

• By 6th April the perimeter defences in the west 
had been occupied in a wide arc from the Derna
Road to Post R19 . All available troops were used: 
Australian Army Service Corps men, unemployed 
because of the shortage of vehicles, took over 
prisoner-of-war guard duties, freeing a company of 
the 2/23rd Battalion.
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7 April 1941 - Libya
• General Neame issued his "Policy for Defence of 

Cyrenaica" on 20th March. The paragraph on the 
Tobruk defences stated: "Italian field guns will he 
placed in position for anti-tank duties.“

• Colonel Cook found that most Italian guns at 
Tobruk were not usable because of corrosion 
through exposure to the weather or damage 
before capture. He brought a large number of 
Italian 40-mm anti-tank guns from Bardia (in 
contravention of instructions issued by Neame's
headquarters) and gave the workshops the task of 
reconditioning them and the few usable field guns 
left in Tobruk. 

• Cook next organised a school to train the infantry 
in their use run by the Sherwood Rangers, who 
were manning the coastal defence guns. The 
object, as Cook later said, was "to run half-day 
classes in how to load, aim and fire an Italian gun 
with the least risk to the firer and the maximum to 
the enemy . . 

• On 7th April the 2/28th Battalion war diary  says: 

• Personnel of No. 6 Platoon did a good job on 
previous night … pulling into position of five Italian 
75-mm field pieces together with ammunition for 
the same. This brought total to 8 all manned by 4 
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STRIPPED TO THE WAIST, MEN OF THE 2/28TH

BATTALION AND 104TH ROYAL HORSE ARTILLERY, 
MANHANDLE A CAPTURED 149MM ITALIAN FIELD 
GUN.



7 April 1941 - Libya

• One patrol of three (Hurricanes) 
destroyed two Ju-52 transport 
aircraft found unloading supplies 
into lorries near Mechili shortly 
after noon on the 7th April.

• The same evening saw No. 3 
Squadron again on the road, 
now heading for LGE-79 about 
forty miles east of Salum and to 
the south of Buq Buq.
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Two British airmen inspect the tail of a Junkers JU52 
aircraft, tail fin no. 2965, shot down in Libya.



8 April 1941  Eritrea
• The 4th and 5th Indian Divisions had invaded Eritrea from the 

Sudan in January.

• The pass through the mountains at Keren was taken after a 
battle lasting 53 days, for a British and Commonwealth loss of 
536 men killed and 3,229 wounded.

• On 8 April, an attack on Masawa was launched.

• The 7th Indian Infantry Brigade Group was repulsed by the 
Massawa garrison but a simultaneous attack on the west side 
by the 10th Indian Infantry Brigade and the tanks of B 
Squadron 4th RTR broke through. 

• In the afternoon, the Italians surrendered and the Allied force 
took 9,590 prisoners and 127 guns. 

• The harbour was found to have been blocked by the scuttling 
of two large floating dry docks, 16 large ships and a floating 
crane in the mouths of the north Naval Harbour, the central 
Commercial Harbour and the main South Harbour. 

• The Italians had also dumped as much of their equipment as 
possible in the water. 

• The Italian surrender ended organised resistance in Eritrea 
and fulfilled the strategic objective of ending the threat to 
shipping in the Red Sea.
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8 April 1941 – The Balkans
• From the 8th onwards snow fell intermittently on the mountains and rain in the valleys, and sometimes a fog 

enveloped the mountains until about 10 a.m.; when the air was clear the Australians could see Salonika, and 
the mountains of Yugoslavia where the distant battles were being fought. For shelter each platoon had only 
a tent-fly which sagged under the weight of the snow. Lack of interpreters caused much delay. 

• Owing to rain and snow, there was little air reconnaissance, but throughout the day enough news of the 
German advance into Yugoslavia reached Greek and British headquarters to give a fairly clear picture. 

• A British patrol which thrust to the north of Monastir reported that the southern Yugoslav army had 
collapsed, Veles and Skoplje had fallen, three divisions had surrendered, and fugitive Yugoslav staff officers 
were collecting at Florina. The patrol led back three Yugoslav tanks and four anti-aircraft guns.

• Early in the day the German armour advancing through the Doiran Gap thrust back units of the Greek 19th 
Division and was approaching Kilkis. 

• Papagos requested that the 1st Armoured Brigade take immediate action to strengthen the few Greek troops 
in the Doiran Gap. It was too late for such measures. 

• Soon after midday the 4th Hussars, who formed a screen on the Axios plain, saw German tanks approaching, 
whereupon they damaged the railway bridge and blew up a road bridge across the river and, in the evening 
and during the night, in accordance with orders from Wilson, withdrew to Kozani. 

• A commando party destroyed the oil stocks at Salonika, in accordance with a plan secretly prepared. 

• The New Zealand divisional cavalry regiment blew the bridges over the Aliakmon and the 6th New Zealand 
Brigade blew up those on its front.  
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8 April 1941 - Greece
• At 11 a.m. on the 8th, at a meeting at 

Blamey's headquarters, Wilson decided that a 
force should be formed, including Lee’s 
Amindaion detachment and such troops of the 
6th Division as became available (except the 
16th Brigade), "to stop a blitzkrieg down 
Florina gap". 

• General Mackay (photo) would command it 
and would be directly under Wilson's 
command. 

• At the outset his force would include the 19th 
Brigade (only two battalions), 2/3rd Field 
Regiment, and Lee's detachment (3rd Royal 
Tanks, 27th New Zealand Machine Gun 
Battalion, less two companies, 2nd Royal 
Horse Artillery, 64th Medium Regiment, 2/1st 
Australian Anti-Tank Regiment).
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8 April 1941 - Greece
• At the same conference it was decided 

that the 6th Australian Division should 
not continue the relief of the 12th 
Greek Division at Veria; the Olympus-
Vermion-Amindaion line was now to 
be regarded merely as a rearguard
position which would give the division 
time to form up later on the Aliakmon. 

• Blamey was ordered to prepare for the 
occupation of the Aliakmon line, his 
command including the New Zealand 
Division, 16th Australian Brigade, and 
12th Greek Division.

• It was decided to transfer the 4th New 
Zealand Brigade to the Servia Pass; and 
to leave only mobile forces forward of 
Katerini in the New Zealand sector. The 
6th New Zealand Brigade was ordered 
to withdraw through the 5th, in the 
Olympus Pass. 

Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 15

Blamey Line
Wilson line



8 April 1941 – The Balkans
• From the Struma eastward the 

Eastern Macedonian Army was still 
holding firm, but the German 
column moving down the Axios
Valley reached Kilkis late on the 
night of the 8th. 

• The 19th Greek Division (scarcely a 
brigade strong) was swept aside, 
and nothing then lay between the 
invading army and Salonika. 

• That night the commander of the 
Eastern Macedonian Army sent an 
envoy to the German armoured 
division in the Axios Valley to 
propose an armistice, and 
informed his subordinates that he 
had done so, but ordered them to 
fight on until a decision had been 
reached. Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 16



8 April 1941 - Greece
• When General Mackay arrived at Lee's headquarters at Sotir a few minutes before 

midnight on the 8th to take command in the Vevi Gap there was no infantry unit in the 
area. 

• Brigadier Vasey of the 19th Brigade was present but his 2/4th Battalion was still moving 
forward, his 2/8th (in obedience to earlier orders) was in the Veria area, and his 2/11th 
had not yet landed in Greece. 

• The only units Lee commanded were the 64th Medium Regiment, 2/1st Australian Anti-
Tank Regiment, and the New Zealand machine-gun battalion. However, the 1st Armoured 
Brigade had been ordered to concentrate at Amindaion before dawn. 

• Mackay placed Vasey in charge of the defence of the gap, added the 1/Rangers, 2/1st 
Australian Anti-Tank Regiment and the New Zealand machine-gun battalion to his 
command, and placed the remainder of the armoured brigade in reserve. 

• He put his artillery commander, Brigadier Herring, in control of the three regiments of 
field and medium artillery.

• Mackay and his staff were handicapped by the lack of an interpreter. On the 7th he had 
managed to exchange some information with the commander of the 12th Greek Division 
in French, but it had been a slow and irritating process.  

Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 17



8 April 1941 - Libya
• Brigadier Tovell arrived at Tmimi with 

his headquarters, which he 
established in the roadhouse now 
vacated by Cyrenaica Command; 

• the main body of the 2/48th with 
Lieut-Colonel Windeyer in command 
followed. 

• Meanwhile orders had been sent to 
the 2/13th Battalion to withdraw from 
Martuba to Tmimi and take up a 
defensive position on the right of the 
2/48th Battalion, while 

• the 2/24th, 2/15th and 2/17th, as 
their columns passed through Tmimi, 
were told to proceed to Gazala, where 
the next line of resistance was being 
organised by the 20th Brigade. 
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8 April 1941 - Libya
• Burrows' battalion came back to a position on the right 

of Windeyer's battalion near Tmimi, on the edge of a 
small escarpment by the sea. 

• When the first company to arrive went out to their 
allotted area they found that there were five German 
armoured cars on a ridge some 2,000 yards away. 

• These were engaged by some men of the 2/48th with 
Boyes rifles; some appeared to have been disabled. 

• Two cruiser tanks arrived from somewhere and moved 
forward. The Germans did not attempt to try 
conclusions with them.

• Meanwhile Burrows, carrying a Tommy-gun, with his 
pockets bulging with grenades, stood by the road and 
intercepted groups of supporting arms as they came 
back, deploying them to thicken the defence. 

• Anti-tank gunners of "J " Battery of the 3rd R.H.A. 
willingly lent their aid. The 51st Field Regiment came in 
behind, and the 104th R.H.A. later paused to lend 
support. 

• The enemy kept his distance . 
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BRIGADIER MURRAY (POINTING)  AND 
HIS BATTALION COMMANDERS. FROM 
LEFT:- LT COL CRAWFORD (2/17TH), 
AND LT COL BURROWS (2/13TH).



8 April 1941 - Libya
• At Gazala, about 25 miles in rear, the 20th Brigade had organised a defence perimeter on the 

escarpment south of the road with the 2/17th and 2/24th Battalions and the rifle companies of 
the 2/15th Battalion. 

• Enemy armoured cars approached during the afternoon of the 8th, but did not come within firing 
distance. 

• Early that afternoon Morshead drove back into Tobruk, where to his surprise he found that, as 
well as the 24th Brigade (Brigadier Godfrey), the 18th Brigade (Brigadier Wootten) was in the 
fortress. 

• The two brigades were manning the perimeter defences under Wootten's competent direction. 

• After a discussion with Harding, who had moved command headquarters to Tobruk earlier in the 
afternoon, Morshead decided to withdraw closer to Tobruk that night. 

• He returned to Gazala and ordered a general withdrawal of the division to the Acroma area, 
about 20 miles west of the Tobruk perimeter. 

• About 5 p.m. the 26th Brigade group withdrew from Tmimi to Acroma. Two hours later, after the 
26th Brigade had passed through, the 20th Brigade withdrew from Gazala. This withdrawal, 
coming after a period of 48 hours with no rest, was most exasperating to the men and was in 
many cases ill-executed. 

• The diarist of the 2/15th Battalion noted that difficulty and delay were caused by the weariness of 
the drivers, who fell asleep at every halt. 
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8 April 1941 - Libya
• Near Acroma, the division took up 

position with the 26th Brigade (2/13th 
and 2/48th) on the right and the 20th 
Brigade (2/15th, 2/17th and 2/24th) on 
the left. 

• Morshead's headquarters had meanwhile 
moved inside the Tobruk perimeter. 

• The area occupied by the 26th Brigade 
was near a white house, known as a 
landmark to all soldiers of both armies 
who came that way. One of its walls had 
been decorated two months earlier by 
Sapper Dawes with a huge painted sign 
extolling the virtues of an Australian beer. 

• There Windeyer's battalion took up a 
position covering the road, the 2/13th 
Battalion took over the area from north 
of the road to the sea.

• About midnight the 20th Brigade came in 
on the left of 26th Brigade.
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LIBYA. 1942-01. MEMORIES OF HOME WERE REVIVED 
FOR AUSTRALIAN TROOPS WHEN PASSING THIS 
HOUSE ON THE ROAD BETWEEN DERNA AND 
TOBRUK. IT WAS PAINTED BY SX538 SAPPER "DOC" 
DAWES.



8 April 1941 - Libya
• Gambier-Parry at 10 p.m. on the 7th directed that Vaughan's brigade (3rd Indian Motor 

Brigade at Mechili) was to break out at first light next morning and move to El Adem, 
providing protection on the way to the 2nd Armoured Division's headquarters.

• The move was to be executed in box formation. The break-out plan required the 
advanced guard to charge the guns to the east of the perimeter before it was light 
enough for them to fire by sight. This was timed to start at 6.15 a.m.. The whole force 
was to break through to the east.

• The operation miscarried badly. The initial attack was 15 minutes late but did achieve a 
good measure of success. It was light when they set off; yet they appeared to achieve 
surprise. They passed the guns, turned, and charged straight at them, all 24 vehicles in 
line. As they reached the gun-line the squadron divided—one troop to the left, one to 
the right—and halted; the men jumped down, attacked with the bayonet, threw the 
entire battery of 12 guns and their supporting infantry into confusion, then returned to 
their vehicles and drove off.

• The 2nd Armoured Division headquarters, which was to have followed after Vaughan's, 
had not appeared at the starting point; the others held back waiting for them.

• It was now the zero hour for a planned German attack, guns to the east, south-east and 
south opened a rapid bombardment, machine-guns raked the break-out route, and 
German tanks approached from the south and east.
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8 April 1941 - Libya
• The guns of "G" Troop 2/3 A-Tk Regt were to remain in action in dug gun-

positions until the rearguard's movement began. 
• German tanks now approached the perimeter from the south-east. One 

tank pushed on towards the perimeter just opposite Bombardier Rayner's 
anti-tank gun, manned by Lance-Bombardier Ledingham (gunlayer) , 
Gunner Howe (loader), Gunner Galvin (ammunition number) and Gunner 
Gros (driver). Rayner has described the action:

• “Then suddenly I saw our convoy coming back in at a fairly smart pace, and 
next thing about half a dozen enemy tanks lined up a few hundred yards 
away. One tank which appeared to be much larger than the rest moved 
away to the right, turned and came straight at us. . . . We fired shell after 
shell at this tank and still it came on. We fired at it side on—must have 
been only fifty yards away—followed it around, and I can remember the 
last order I gave. All thoughts of army drill were forgotten. I just gave the 
order: give him another one.” 

• At this moment, a shell from one of the German tanks blew the gun to 
pieces, wounded Rayner (badly in the legs) and Galvin, and killed Howe.
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8 April 1941 - Libya
• Other German tanks were now engaged by another Australian gun, in charge of Sergeant Kelly. 

• Since the tanks were not within the section's zone of fire, Kelly had first to move his gun to fire in 
their direction. As the tanks crossed the re-entrant, Kelly engaged them. His crew comprised 
Bombardier McIntosh (layer), Gunner Coppock (loader) and Gunner Campbell (ammunition).

• McIntosh has described their experiences:

• “As the first one came up the bank we had our first success with a shell right into the belly. We 
lined up three tanks almost side by side as they attempted to come up the bank. We kept firing as 
they came to the wadi hitting some going down the bank, some coming up. I have no idea what 
damage we did or how many we stopped or disabled but we did notice that some of those we 
stopped moved off again up the wadi away from us.” 

• During the action Sergeant Kelly was wounded by a burst of machine - gun fire and became 
paralysed. McIntosh took charge.

• “The tanks were closing in rapidly and one at about 50 to 60 yards away stopped. I was directing 
Ted Coppock to fire at it when I saw the barrel of a gun swing round on us and evidently it fired 
before we did because, when I regained my senses, Ted Coppock had been blown right from his 
seat back on top of me.”

• The shell had killed Coppock, wounded Campbell and given McIntosh concussion.

• "The shell had completely destroyed our gun. . When I regained my senses there was a German 
standing over us and right beside us was a tank . .”  
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8 April 1941 - Libya
• General Gambier Parry and the 

Headquarters of the 2nd Armoured 
Division and elements of the Indian 
3rd Motorised Brigade were captured.

• Some 3,000 prisoners were taken by 
the Germans, including 102 
Australians. 

• Scarcely less serious, was the loss of 
vehicles and of the dumps of 
undestroyed supplies—sufficient to 
maintain the armoured division for 30 
days.

• Those elements of the Mechili
garrison who escaped immediate 
capture became scattered fugitives in 
the desert. 
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General Neame (centre), Brigadier Combe (left), and 
Major-General Gambier-Parry (right) following their 
capture in North Africa.



8 April 1941 - Libya
• Late in the morning Morshead visited 

Cyrenaica Command headquarters and 
found that General Wavell had just arrived 
from Cairo by air, bringing with him Major-
General Lavarack (photo). 

• Wavell was already in conference with 
Lavarack, the chief staff officers of 
Cyrenaica Command and the local naval 
and air force commanders. 

• Morshead had not been invited but was at 
once shown in. He reported that his 
division had had few casualties and was in 
good order, deployed defensively near 
Acroma. 

• Wavell announced that General Lavarack 
had been appointed Commander-in-Chief 
of Cyrenaica Command and proceeded to 
give directions for the future conduct of 
the campaign: Tobruk was to be held, if 
possible, for two months. 
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Lavarack and Wavell on a later occasion in Syria with 
general Allen (centre)



8 April 1941 - Libya
• General Lavarack decided to divide his combatant forces into three groups. 

• General Morshead would command the first group responsible for the defence of Tobruk fortress. Its main 
components would be the 9th Division AIF with its eight infantry battalions, the 2/1st Pioneer Battalion, and 
other attached troops, the four British artillery regiments, the 1/Royal Northumberland Fusiliers (medium 
machine-guns) and the 1/King's Dragoon Guards (as a reconnaissance regiment). 

• The second group would be the mobile force, under Brigadier Gott's command—a reorganised Support 
Group strengthened by some units just arrived in the forward zone of which the most important were the 
11th Hussars (less one squadron) and the 4th R.H.A. (less one battery): it was to operate outside the 
perimeter. Gott was ordered to harass the enemy south of the main coast road. 

• The third group, which would constitute Cyrenaica Command's force reserve, would comprise the 18th 
Brigade with a battery of anti-tank guns ("J " Battery, 3rd R.H.A.) and an improvised armoured force 
containing all the available tanks.

• The only tanks the division had got back into Tobruk were one light tank and two cruisers. But the 1st Royal 
Tank Regiment had just arrived with 11 cruisers and 15 light tanks, and there were in the Tobruk workshops 
18 serviceable light tanks and some 26 medium undergoing repair. These were organised into a formation to 
be known as the 3rd Armoured Brigade, in which there were two tank units: the 1st Royal Tanks, and a 
composite unit. The composite unit was immediately equipped, out of the workshops, with 4 cruisers and 18 
light tanks. 

• Lavarack visited Morshead on the afternoon of the 8th and instructed him that the rest of the division was to 
be withdrawn within the perimeter

Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 27



9 April 1941 - Greece

• At 1 p.m. on 9th April the Greek 
Commander in eastern 
Macedonia capitulated.

• Although  his troops had yielded 
little territory from the Struma 
eastward, despite three days of 
vigorous attack by far stronger 
German forces, his army was 
now isolated.

• On the morning of the 9th 
Wilson issued orders for 
withdrawal to the Aliakmon line.
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9 April 1941 - Greece
• In his detailed instruction of the 9th April Wilson 

had defined his "rear defensive line", as it was now 
called: from the Olympus defiles, via Servia to the 
escarpment to the west of it, and thence along the 
south bank of the Aliakmon. 

• On this line a "protracted defence" was to be 
offered. 

• The Vevi position was to be held as long as possible 
to gain time for the Greeks to adjust their forces 
both in Macedonia and Albania, and for the 
Aliakmon line to be prepared. 

• The Aliakmon front was to be divided into three 
main sectors. On the right Blamey's command 
would include the New Zealand Division, the 16th 
Australian Brigade and the 12th Greek Division 
except for two battalions on the left; on the left 
Karassos would command the 20th Greek Division 
and the remainder of the 12th; 

• to the north was Mackay's force, in which the 
whole of the 1st Armoured Brigade would now be 
included. 

• Blamey's forces in the Veria area had the 
responsibility of holding until the 20th Greek 
Division and Mackay's force had fallen back.
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9 April 1941 - Greece
• During the 9th the New Zealand Division 

began to adjust its positions. On the right 
the newly-arrived 21st Battalion was now 
at the Platamon tunnel in the narrow pass 
between Olympus and the sea. 

• Warning orders to withdraw into reserve 
were given to the forward battalions of 
the 6th Brigade. 

• By the evening of the 9th the 4th Brigade 
had arrived in the Servia area.

• Also on the 9th, British armoured cars 
drove forward to a point 5 miles north of 
Monastir and saw a column of German 
vehicles accumulating on the north side 
of the River Crna where the bridge had 
been demolished. 

• By 4.50 p.m. the German advance-guard 
had still not entered Monastir and it was 
evident that they could not reach the 
positions occupied by Mackay's force that 
day. 
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9 April 1941 - Greece
• During that day the 1st Armoured Brigade 

and the two battalions of the 19th 
Australian arrived and began to deploy.

• On their right was the Dodecanese 
Regiment in the area of Lakes Vegorritis
and Petron. 

• The 2/8th Battalion was next to the left, 
then the 1/Rangers, astride the road, and 
the 2/4th on a four-mile front along the 
hills to the west. 

• The three battalions had travelled in 
trucks along the greasy roads all night; 
and the 2/8th had spent the previous 
night on the road, and the night before 
that in crowded railway waggons in which 
sleep was almost impossible. 

• After leaving their vehicles the weary 
men, fully laden, made long marches to 
positions allotted to companies and 
platoons above Xinon Neron where they 
spent the night of the 9th in the snow 
without shelter. Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 31



9 April 1941 - Libya
• On 9th April, General Lavarack, in company with 

General Morshead, Brigadier Harding and Brigadier 
Wootten, made an extensive reconnaissance of the 
fortress area.

• Lavarack quickly concluded that there was no 
practicable alternative to holding the Italian 
perimeter defences, which were some 28 miles in 
length, protected as they were in great part by 
wire, anti-tank mines and ditches.

• After a quiet morning, an enemy column 
approached the Acroma positions in the early 
afternoon and reports from the air force indicated 
that about 300 vehicles were approaching Tobruk 
from the west while other columns of vehicles 
were setting out eastwards from Mechili. 

• The withdrawal of the two brigade groups from 
exposed positions outside the perimeter had 
become urgent. Morshead ordered them to retire 
from Acroma that night. 

• The fortress had meanwhile received two 
important reinforcements by sea—the 107th 
R.H.A. (bringing the fortress's field artillery up to 
four regiments) and four infantry (heavy) tanks of 
the 4th Royal Tank Regiment. 
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9 April 1941 - Libya
• The enemy column that had approached Acroma in the early afternoon 

halted just out of range of the British guns. German armoured cars nosed 
forward as though to determine the limits of the ground held. There were 
signs that an attack was being prepared. 

• Towards sundown an enemy gun to the west opened up and lightly shelled 
the 26th Brigade —for many of the men their first experience of battle-
fire—while enemy vehicles appeared over the skyline. 

• The 51st Field Regiment replied at once; soon afterwards the 1st R.H.A., 
having turned their guns through 125 degrees, joined in the bombardment. 
The enemy vehicles hastily retreated, the 51st pushed forward a troop to 
engage them, and the enemy replied with mortars. 

• Firing continued till after dark. 
• As soon as the enemy had ceased firing, the 1st R.H.A. moved back to 

Tobruk and took up a position in the Pilastrino area, facing south. One by 
one the other units at Acroma followed during the night; the 2/48th 
Battalion, which stole away at 4 a.m., was the last to move.
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9 April 1941 - Libya
• Before Wavell left for Greece, he 

told the Chiefs of Staff in London 
that he had decided to hold 
Tobruk, to place a mobile force on 
the Egyptian frontier and to build 
up the defences of Mersa Matruh.

• The distribution of his force so as 
to gain time and yet not risk defeat 
in detail would be a difficult 
calculation; it would be a race 
against time. 

• That message reached London just 
as another exhortation from Mr 
Churchill urging that Tobruk be 
held was about to be dispatched: it 
was not transmitted.
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10 April 1941 - Greece
• On the 10th Wilson conferred with Mackay and General Karassos in command of the 

Central Macedonian Army. When he returned to his headquarters he learnt that General 
Papagos had been informed of the proposal to withdraw and had approved it. 

• Papagos had asked that Wilson should meet him at Pharsala on the 11th. 

• As a result of these decisions Papagos ordered preparations for a withdrawal by stages 
from both Albania and central Macedonia to his third line of defence. This line would, on 
the right, include the Olympus-Aliakmon position, but it would omit the passes west of 
the Florina Valley. 

• From the British left westward it would follow the Venetikos River, and thence run more 
or less due west to the sea. 

• This withdrawal would entail the loss not only of nearly all the territory gained in Albania 
but of practically all Macedonia. The removal of supplies from the base at Koritza was 
begun. 

• Papagos ordered that the retirement of the Greek forces in the Vermion area across the 
valley into the mountains to its west was to be "concealed until its completion by means 
of a vigorous defence by the (British) forces in the Kleidi position". 

• These Greek divisions — the 12th and 20th—were to hold the Siatista and Klisoura
Passes, while the Cavalry Division held the Pisoderion. 
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10 April 1941 - Greece
• At Vevi the Monastir Valley narrows. To 

the west steep hills rise to more than 
3,000 feet; east of the pass, the lakes 
Vegorritis and Petron lie across the path 
of an advance over the foothills. The pass 
itself varied in width from 100 to 500 
yards and followed a winding course 
through a defile flanked by steep rock-
strewn hills. It was a strong natural 
position, but on each flank the front was 
so extended that it was necessary to 
separate platoons widely, and some could 
keep in touch only by patrolling the 
considerable gaps between.

• Strung out along a front of about ten 
miles the three battalions waited for the 
German attack. 

• The Germans were already in Salonika 
and the Greek armies to the East of 
Salonika had surrendered.
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10 April 1941 - Greece
• Snow had fallen on the hills flanking the Vevi Pass 

during the night, and when the men at infantry 
posts awoke next morning they found three or four 
inches of it lying on the greatcoats and blankets 
that covered them. 

• In the pass below, a stream of Greek and Yugoslav 
refugees was moving through the British line, as 
they had been for several days, some on foot 
carrying a few possessions, some with donkeys or 
little brightly-coloured farm carts. In this slow 
procession were groups of Yugoslav soldiers.

• Two patrols of New Zealand armoured cars drove 
forward, saw the head of one German column six 
miles north of the Vevi line and another at Sitaria, 
and returned intact after exchanging fire with the 
enemy. 

• The air force reported a large collection of vehicles 
waiting on the north bank of the Crna River in 
Yugoslavia for the bridge to be repaired. 

• About 10 a.m. on the 10th, after German trucks 
had been seen near Vevi, it was decided that the 
last of the Greek artillery had passed through the 
Vevi position, and the Rangers blew up the road 
ahead of their minefield. 
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10 April 1941 - Greece
• From about 1 p.m. onwards the 

British and Australian guns fired at 
long range on German vehicles.

• From their posts overlooking the 
plain observers watched the 
column of German vehicles moving 
south "like a dark grey caterpillar 
on a great green lawn", and in mid-
afternoon saw infantry and tanks 
deploying behind the Sitaria-Lofoi
ridge three miles to the north. 

• The defending artillery continued 
to fire intermittently at German 
vehicles and infantry but there was 
no German fire. 

• It appeared that there would be no 
coordinated attack that day.
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10 April 1941 - Greece
• General Wilson met General Karassos and 

General Mackay at 2 p.m. on the 10th April to 
plan the withdrawal from the Vermion-Veria
position. 

• They decided that three nights would be 
required for this operation, largely because 
the Greeks lacked motor vehicles. 

• The Greeks would withdraw across the valley 
and occupy the passes to the west of it. 
Mackay's force would withdraw to the south. 

• Three Greek battalions would withdraw that 
night, three on the 11th-12th, and the 
rearguards and the Dodecanese Regiment, 
which was on Mackay's immediate right, on 
the 12th-13th, after which Mackay's force 
would withdraw. 

• These orders imposed on the raw Greek 
divisions a wearying march, and on Mackay's 
thin line of infantry the duty of holding an 
increasing German force for three nights and 
two days.
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10 April 1941 - Greece
• In the afternoon of the 10th Wilson sent a 

"warning order" to Blamey defining the new line 
and informing him that his junction with the 12th 
Greek Division would be in the Kerasia area on the 
high ground north of the Aliakmon, not south of it 
as Blamey had anticipated.

• Blamey's staff protested that it would be extremely 
difficult to maintain part of their force north of the 
river that could be reached only along rough tracks 
and an improvised bridge.

• Blamey ordered the 16th Brigade to send the 
vehicles across the Aliakmon that night and to 
march the men across the mountains to their new 
sector in the Servia Pass. On their vehicles they 
would have had an easy march of five miles or so 
to their new position. Climbing through the 
mountains, they would have to cover 30 miles on 
the map and considerably more in fact—up a 
3,000-foot range, down the other side to the river 
then another climb to heights above 3,000 feet. 

• Blamey feared a break-through at Vevi might catch 
the 16th Brigade withdrawing along the main road. 

• To march over the hills was safe, though 
exhausting. It was believed that the infantrymen 
would have time to rest before they were engaged 
in battle. 
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10 April 1941 - Greece
• During the day the New Zealand 

Division completed its withdrawal to 
the Olympus passes, taking all its 
supplies and leaving only the cavalry 
screen on the Aliakmon. 

• The 5th Brigade was now astride the 
main Olympus pass with the 6th in 
rear of it; and the 21st Battalion had 
completed preparations to demolish 
the Platamon tunnel in the pass 
between Olympus and the sea.

• The 4th Brigade was digging in at the 
Servia Pass.

• The divisional cavalry regiment (with 
armoured cars and Bren carriers) and 
a troop of field guns was left to fight a 
delaying action from the river back to 
the Olympus positions. Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 41



10 April 1941 - Libya
• General Lavarack sent for Brigadier 

Gott (photo) on the morning of 
10th April to settle with him what 
the Support Group should do in the 
likely event that enemy forces in 
strength should threaten to 
embroil it in its present position at 
El Adem.

• He instructed Gott that if it was 
pressed by the enemy, it was to 
retire towards the Egyptian 
frontier. 

• For the aim, expressed in Wavell's 
orders, of holding the enemy 's 
advance at Tobruk Lavarack had 
substituted an intention to hold 
Tobruk against an encircling force, 
encirclement being regarded as 
almost inevitable.  
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10 April 1941 - Libya
• The 10th April, for many men of the 

9th Division their first day in Tobruk, 
began quietly. 

• Patrols going out at first light had 
nothing to report. A patrol of the 18th 
Cavalry mounted the escarpment 
overlooking the Derna Road along 
which the enemy's first approach was 
expected but saw nothing. 

• As the sun rose, a searing wind-storm 
blew up, which reduced visibility to a 
few feet: "the filthiest day ever," one 
unit diarist called it. 

• Units moved out to take up their 
allotted positions along the perimeter 
but the men could not see the terrain; 
as they shovelled sand from trenches, 
the wind relentlessly filled them up 
again.
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10 April 1941 - Libya
• The 28 miles of perimeter were to 

be taken over on this day by the 
three brigades of the 9th Division—
from right to left, the 26th, 20th 
and 24th Brigades—using six 
battalions to man the perimeter.

• One regiment of field guns was 
allotted to each brigade sector and, 
pending the development of a 
communications network to enable 
the artillery to be coordinated from 
fortress headquarters, the 
regiments were placed under the 
command of the infantry brigades.

• In the southern sector (20th 
Brigade) the 107th R.H.A. was 
superimposed on the 1st R.H.A. 
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10 April 1941 - Libya
• Before these positions were occupied, 

and while battalion commanding 
officers were reconnoitring the areas 
allotted to them, reports were 
received that the enemy was 
approaching. 

• Soon after 9 a.m. Lieutenant 
Bamgarten of the 2/3rd Field 
Company demolished the bridge over 
the wadi at the western gateway of 
the perimeter just as the first troops 
of a German column, which had been 
pursuing a look-out patrol of the 
King's Dragoon Guards, came down 
the road towards it. 

• The German column consisted of 
about two companies of infantry, with 
machine-guns, some light field guns 
and seven light tanks.
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10 April 1941 - Libya
• Artillery engaged the German vehicles 

as they came into sight through the 
screening dust-storm, causing them to 
withdraw and deploy. 

• Captain Jackman of the 1/Royal 
Northumberland Fusiliers, 
reconnoitring the area at this 
moment, saw the enemy approaching 
and called up two platoons of 
machine-gunners, who engaged the 
enemy at a range of two miles as they 
deployed.

• Some of the vehicles moved south of 
the road, mounted the escarpment by 
a track and turned in towards Tobruk 
above the escarpment, only to bump 
into the perimeter defences at Post 
S17.
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10 April 1941 - Libya
• The Germans did not try to assault 

across the wadi near the Derna
Road but took up positions on the 
far side and, reinforced during the 
day, brought machine-guns, 
mortars and light artillery into 
action. Desultory firing continued 
throughout the day. 

• Growing more intense in the early 
afternoon, it interfered with the 
2/24th Battalion's occupation of 
the sector and eventually forced 
two troops of field guns to 
withdraw. Two gunners and one 
infantryman were killed; more than 
30 men (including 19 gunners) 
were wounded.
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Firing continued in the western sector 
for the rest of the afternoon and 
evening.



10 April 1941 - Atlantic

• In April the other No 10 Squadron 
aircraft and crews were united with 
the detachment at Pembroke Dock, 
only the squadron maintenance 
section remaining at Mount Batten.

• A very comprehensive patrol 
pattern had been instituted off 
Brest and, from 10th April, the 
Australians' duty was to maintain, 
in conjunction with Hudson aircraft 
from St Eval, a daily Crossover 
patrol from one hour after dawn 
until two hours after dusk.
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Pembroke Dock, Wales. Sergeant Crockford in the 
pilot's seat of a Sunderland aircraft of No. 10 
Squadron RAAF at an RAF station.



10 April 1941 - Atlantic

• Coastal Command aircraft began to operate from Iceland early in April 
1941, and several New Zealanders flew with the first Sunderland squadron 
and the detachment of Hudsons sent there from the United Kingdom. 

• As well as escorting convoys and hunting U-boats, these aircraft flew 
regular ‘ice patrols’ over the Denmark Strait as far as Greenland in order to 
watch the extent and movement of pack ice in that passage, through which 
German raiders might enter the Atlantic. 

• On the Iceland airfield the Hudsons had to be protected from the fierce 
and sudden gales by mooring them to concrete blocks and providing 
windbreaks of lava rock faced with turf. Even so, on one occasion a gale 
blew six aircraft from their dispersal point, each machine dragging the 
concrete mooring blocks along with it. A Nissen hut is reported to have 
‘taken off’ and ‘crash-landed’ on a runway.
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11 April 1941 - Greece
• The morning of the 11th was fine in the Florina 

Valley, but it was still snowing on the heights; the 
weary infantrymen were wet through and 
miserably cold, and throughout the day snow and 
mist made it impossible to see more than 50 to 
100 yards. 

• The men of the 2/8th were worn out, having 
marched all the previous day and reached their 
positions only at dusk. The necessity for linking 
with the Rangers compelled them to take up 
exposed positions on the forward slopes. 

• When they began to dig in they found the ground 
so rocky that only shallow trenches could be made.

• They had been in position a few hours when they 
heard voices in the darkness calling in English 
"Stand up, Steve", "Friendly patrol here" and the 
like. 

• Before it was discovered that these calls came from 
German patrols probing among their widely-
spaced platoon positions, five Australians, a 
section of New Zealand machine-gunners, and six 
of the Rangers on their left had been taken 
prisoner. Brushes with these patrols continued all 
night, and again the men in the forward companies 
had little sleep. 
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11 April 1941 - Greece
• Later in the morning a few German tanks 

appeared; one and then another were 
disabled by mines in the field forward of 
the Rangers*. 

• The field artillery fired intermittently on 
German vehicles unloading infantry round 
Vevi, and on German infantry seen 
digging in along the road to Kelli. 

• In the late morning German artillery 
arrived and opened fire. As the day went 
on fire from heavy mortars and machine-
guns sited behind the Lofoi ridge became 
heavier, causing casualties particularly 
among the Australian anti-tank gunners 
on the forward slope.

• A little before 5 p.m. German infantry, 
seemingly two battalions, attacked 
astride the road, but their advance was 
stopped by artillery fire when they were 
half a mile from the forward posts. 
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German Panzer IV of the 11th Panzer Division advancing into 
Yugoslavia from Bulgaria as part of the Twelfth Army.

* While this minefield was being laid a pack donkey trod on a 
mine whose explosion detonated all mines within 100 yards. 
The mines had been placed three yards apart; thereafter it 
was considered that five yards would be safer.



11 April 1941 - Greece
• During the next four hours the Germans 

continued to press forward cautiously 
feeling for the Australian line and, in the 
dark , still under well-aimed fire from the 
Royal Horse Artillery, dug in in dead 
ground on the lower slopes a few 
hundred yards forward of the defenders. 

• The snow was now from six inches to a 
foot deep over the whole of Hill 1001—
the 3,000-foot ridge on which the 2/4th 
were deployed— and there was snow on 
the hills on the right flank, where from 10 
p.m. the Germans made sharp attacks on 
the 2/8th. 

• In one night affray two wounded 
Germans were captured and found to 
belong to the "Adolf Hitler" motorised 
division of the S.S.

• The night fighting and the intense cold 
further wearied the 2/8th, whose men 
were near the limit of their endurance.
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11 April 1941 - Yugoslavia
• On 11 April, the Italian 2nd Army 

launched its offensive on 
Yugoslavia, capturing Ljubljana, 
Sušak and Kraljevica on the same 
day. 

• On 12 April the 133rd Armoured 
Division Littorio and the 52nd 
Infantry Division Torino took 
Senj, 

• on 13 April they occupied 
Otočac and Gradac, while Italian 
naval forces occupied several 
Dalmatian islands.
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Italian soldiers entering Yugoslavia



11 April 1941 - Libya
• Tobruk has one of the best 

harbours on the North African 
coast, which is the key to its 
value in a Q war.

• But the harbour is only useful if 
it can be defended.

• On 11 April the cargo ship Draco 
(2,018 GRT, 1922) was bombed 
and damaged at Tobruk, Libya by 
Junkers Ju 87 aircraft and Italian 
aircraft. 

• She was beached with the loss 
of one crew member. 
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11 April 1941 - Libya
• By noon it was apparent that the 

enemy was astride the El Adem
Road opposite the southern sector 
in considerable force and was 
continuing to move east to 
complete the encirclement. 

• At 12.20, 10 enemy tanks 
approached Post R59, on the 24th 
Brigade's front, and came within 
1,000 yards of the post; the 24th 
Anti-Tank Company engaged them, 
putting five out of action and 
forcing the rest to withdraw. 

• Towards 1 o'clock between 20 and 
30 trucks appeared outside Post 
R63. Guns of the 104th R.H.A. 
forced them to disperse. 
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11 April 1941 - Libya
• But other vehicles continued to 

appear, moving round towards the 
Bardia Road; they were engaged by 
the 104th as they went. 

• A platoon of enemy infantry, which 
had dismounted from their 
vehicles, then attacked R63 on 
foot. They were repulsed, but two 
Australians were wounded, one 
mortally. 

• A similar fray took place near the 
boundary of the 2/28th and 2/43rd 
Battalions.

• Meanwhile the enemy had cut the 
Bardia Road. The siege had begun.
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At 1.30 p.m. Gott ordered his mobile forces to 
withdraw to the frontier. The group's supply 
vehicles, which happened to be within the 
Tobruk perimeter when the road was cut, were 
compelled to remain there.



11 April 1941 - Libya
• About 3 p.m., enemy infantry had begun 

advancing towards the perimeter in front of 
the 2/13th Battalion. The Australians and 
supporting British machine-gunners opened 
up with all arms, when the enemy were 
within 400 yards. The enemy went to ground.

• Soon afterwards six enemy lorries drove 
down the El Adem Road towards the 
perimeter. The 1st and 104th R.H.A. brought 
down fire which forced their withdrawal. 

• A group of seven tanks then appeared in front 
of Post R31 and began to advance towards 
the perimeter, but were hotly engaged by the 
guns of "B/O" Battery.

• At 4.15 p.m., artillery observers reported that 
deployed infantry were advancing towards 
the 2/17th Battalion near R33 from about a 
mile to the south. Major Goschen of the 1st 
R.H.A. engaged them with 25 rounds of 
gunfire, which put a stop to the infantry 
advance. But 20 tanks passed through the 
barrage and made straight for the perimeter 
in front of Captain Balfe's company. 
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11 April 1941 - Libya
• Captain Balfe described the action: 

• “About 70 tanks came right up to the anti-tank ditch and opened fire on our forward 
posts. They advanced in three waves of about twenty and one of ten. Some of them 
were big German Mark IV's, mounting a 75-mm gun. Others were Italian M 13's and 
there were a lot of Italian light tanks too. The ditch here wasn't any real obstacle to 
them, the minefield had only been hastily re-armed and we hadn't one anti-tank gun 
forward. We fired on them with anti-tank rifles, Brens and rifles and they didn't attempt 
to come through, but blazed away at us and then sheered of east towards the 2/13th's 
front.”

• The 1st Royal Tanks—with two squadrons, one of cruisers, and one of light tanks—were 
sent in the direction in which the German tanks had last been observed.

• The German infantry came forward again—about 700 men—advancing in a mass, 
shoulder to shoulder. Although the British gunfire fell right among them, still they came 
on. The Australians in the perimeter posts saw them and waited. When the infantry were 
about 500 yards out (Balfe said later) we opened up , but in the posts that could reach 
them we had only two Brens, two anti-tank rifles and a couple of dozen ordinary rifles. 
The Jerries went to ground at first, but gradually moved forward in bounds under cover 
of their machine-guns . It was nearly dusk by this time and they managed to reach the 
anti-tank ditch. From there they mortared near-by posts heavily. We hadn't any mortars 
with which to reply and our artillery couldn't shell the ditch without risk of hitting our 
own posts.
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11 April 1941 - Libya
• The enemy tanks, after they had left the 

2/17th Battalion front, had moved along the 
perimeter, shelling the forward posts as they 
went. 

• Near the El Adem Road, men of the 2/13th's 
mortar platoon, who were manning two 
Italian 47-mm anti-tank guns, knocked out 
one Italian medium tank and hit several 
others. 

• An Italian light tank disabled by small-arms 
fire was knocked out by one of the anti-tank 
guns and its crew captured. 

• At the El Adem Road the enemy tanks 
encountered a minefield the engineers had 
laid on the preceding night and were turning 
away from the perimeter just as the 1st Royal 
Tanks arrived. There was a skirmish at long 
range between the British tanks and the last 
wave of 10 enemy tanks. Three light and one 
medium Italian tanks were knocked out by 
the British tanks and a German medium tank 
was destroyed by gunfire; two British medium 
tanks were lost. The enemy force then 
withdrew. Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 59



11 April 1941 - Libya
• Meanwhile a detachment of mortars 

under Sergeant O'Dea had succeeded in 
bringing down fire on the anti-tank ditch 
in front of Balfe' s company. Later, strong 
fighting patrols from the 2/17th's reserve 
company found that the enemy had 
departed.

• After dark a standing patrol in front of the 
2/13th Battalion's wire reported the 
approach of a strong enemy party. The 
patrol engaged the enemy with such good 
effect that they fled. The intercepted 
party's task had apparently been to make 
a breach in the antitank ditch and wire, 
for it abandoned demolition charges, 
Bangalore torpedoes, tools and a pack 
radio transmitter.

• During the 11th Morshead issued an 
operation order, which decreed that 
active infantry patrolling should be 
carried out in all sectors with the utmost 
vigour.
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11 April 1941 - Libya
• Meanwhile the engineers with the 

three forward brigades were busy on 
all fronts, strengthening the perimeter 
defences. The 2/3rd Field Company 
laid more than 5,000 mines that night 
on the 24th Brigade front; by morning 
the front of the entire sector was 
protected by antitank obstacles. The 
feat was recorded in verse by Sapper 
Bingham: 

• "Dooley" scratched his tousled locks and 
racked his puzzled brain 

• Then called his long lieutenant in, to ease 
his mental strain. 

• He said "Now listen, Ray, we must 
strengthen all our lines 

• So tonight you take 9 Section and lay Five 
Thousand Mines; 

• And when you get them finished, report 
straight back to me 

• In the meantime I'll have more work from 
the acting C.R.E." 
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11 April 1941 - Washington

• On 11th April the President, 
following the surrender of the 
Italians at Masawa, rescinded 
the status of the Red Sea as a 
combat zone, under the 
Neutrality Acts, so that American 
supplies might be carried direct 
to the Middle East in American 
ships.

• In the same month the indefinite 
extension of United States 
patrols into the Atlantic was 
announced.

Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 62



12 April 1941 - Greece
• During the 12th April the Greek Western Macedonian and Epirus Armies 

withdrew to positions covering passes on each side of the Albanian frontier. 

• On the morning of the 12th two of the three nights during which Mackay had 
been ordered to hold at Vevi had passed without the line being seriously 
threatened. 

• Yet it was now becoming apparent not only that a concerted German attack 
would soon be made, but that fatigue and cold would begin to cause serious 
casualties; already infantrymen were being taken out of the line suffering from 
exhaustion and frost-bite.

• In his detailed orders to the 19th Brigade Mackay said that the 2/4th and 2/8th 
Battalions were to begin thinning out at 7.30 p.m. on the 12th and to begin 
embussing at 8; and the Rangers (being astride the road) were to cover the 
withdrawal. All were to be in their vehicles by 4 a.m. on the 13th. 

• Part of the armoured brigade, including one company of the Rangers, withdrawn 
earlier, was to occupy a position at Sotir astride the road six miles to the south to 
cover the main withdrawal. 

• The rest of the brigade was to occupy a final rearguard position three miles south 
of Ptolemais, through which the Sotir force would withdraw.  
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12 April 1941 - Greece
• At 8.30 a.m. on the 12th, supported by intense 

mortar and machine-gun fire, the Germans 
advanced with determination on a wide front east 
of the road against the left companies of the 2/8th 
and at the junction of the 2/8th and the Rangers. 

• Their grey-clad infantry moved in close formation 
and, near the left flank of the 2/8th, succeeded in 
overrunning the foremost platoon (Lieutenant 
Oldfield’s*) all but six of whom were killed or 
captured. 

• The remainder of this company (Robertson's), 
supported by enfilade fire from the company on its 
right, held and inflicted casualties on the attackers. 

• About 11 a.m., however, Captain Coombes' 
company on the Australian left saw the Rangers in 
the valley below begin to withdraw. Robertson's 
remaining platoons fell back to positions farther up 
the slopes and Coombes' men also were moved 
about 150 yards back. The low ground forward of 
the 2/8th was now alive with tanks and troop-
carrying trucks and guns, but for several hours the 
Germans made no concerted attack. 

• *Oldfield had added three years to his age on 
enlistment in Oct 1939, and had enlisted at 18, 
been commissioned at 19, and killed at 20. 
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12 April 1941 - Greece
• After six hours of intermittent fighting in the pass and on the slopes to the east, the 2/8th still held the 

heights though their left had been mauled. The Rangers, however, were rallying astride the road about two 
miles to the rear, but five of the six supporting guns of the 2/1st Anti-Tank Regiment had been left without 
protection and abandoned. 

• The withdrawal of the Rangers left no infantry forward of the supporting artillery of the 2nd RHA except a 
platoon of New Zealand machine-gunners. This was reported to Vasey's headquarters by Captain Grant of 
the New Zealand machine-gunners and Lieut-Colonel Aikenhead of the R.H.A. but brigade headquarters 
insisted that the Rangers were still in position. 

• About 3 p.m. Vasey ordered the Rangers to hold until dark, keeping in touch with the 2/8th on their right; 
but in fact the Rangers were far to the rear of the 2/8th.

• Soon afterwards the Rangers made a second withdrawal, this time to the pre-arranged rearguard position. 

• On the right about this time a concerted German attack was made. By 4 p.m. the last of the Dodecanese had 
withdrawn and not only was Mitchell's left being hard pressed but his battalion was under machine-gun fire 
from heights on his right. 

• Mitchell’s telephone wire, which had run through the Rangers’ to Vasey's headquarters, went out of action 
about 4.30 because of the Rangers' retirement, and his line of retreat along the main road was cut.

• Mitchell had summoned the company commanders to issue orders for the withdrawal that evening: to the 
south-east since it was impossible to withdraw along the road on which German tanks were then moving. 
Because signal communication at least to some of the companies had been broken Mitchell could not now 
have countermanded the order to attend a conference even if he had wished.
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12 April 1941 - Greece
• About 5.30, as the company commanders were returning to their men, German tanks and 500 infantry 

reached the Australian positions along the whole front, and particularly on Coombes' company on the left. 

• Efforts were made to organise a withdrawal but the tanks, impervious to the fire of anti-tank rifles, were 
now deep into the Australian position and, in the search for cover, sections were separated from platoons 
and platoons from companies.

• When the men reached the floor of the valley behind them, they came under heavy machine-gun fire; 
dispersed they made their way over the next ridge. 

• Some officers and men decided that if, in their weary condition, the men tried to carry out their weapons 
and equipment they would be cut off and captured, and that their only chance of escape was to move fast 
and use what cover the hills offered. 

• In McDonald's company on the right "the men were simply too tired to withdraw carrying weapons, and 
perhaps 20 per cent threw away Brens and even rifles". A platoon commander in another company ordered 
his men to drop their equipment. Weapons were lost not because of disorganisation—though the 
withdrawal became confused as darkness fell— but because of sheer weariness. 

• When darkness fell the men marched on through heavy mud. The leading companies reached the reserve 
position at Sotir, ten miles from where they had set out, about 9 p.m., and two hours later were at the 
forked roads at Rodona where their vehicles awaited them. Small parties of weary men arrived to rejoin the 
battalion at intervals during the night, until about 250 had assembled; about half of the officers and two-
thirds of the men were then still unaccounted for. 

• Meanwhile in the central sector astride the road the guns of the 2nd Royal Horse Artillery with two 
Australian anti-tank guns filled the gap during the late afternoon and held the German infantry and tanks 
there. They engaged the advancing enemy over open sights until they were under small arms fire from less 
than 400 yards, and then were coolly withdrawn . 
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12 April 1941 - Greece
• Vasey, about 5 p.m., warned Dougherty on the left, who had not 

been attacked, that the front had lost all cohesion and ordered 
him to withdraw to his embussing point and shortly afterwards 
told him to withdraw immediately.

• Dougherty could only communicate with McCarty’s and Barham’s 
companies by runner because the battalion had never enough 
wire to reach Barham's positions, five miles from the main road 
and about 1,500 feet above it, and the wire to McCarty's company 
was broken.

• Some messages about the route for withdrawal failed to get 
through and after dark some parties failed to find the right track.

• Some parties were cut off in their withdrawal down the main road 
and were captured, about seventy Australians amongst them.

• The 2/4th had only three rifle companies at the outset and the 
equivalent of one of those companies had now been captured.

• That night only 250 of the 2/8th were assembled, and many had 
no weapons. The Rangers also had lost heavily. 

• The artillery had remained in action until the enemy was only a 
few hundred yards away. The 2/3rd Field Regiment had lost two 
guns and the 64th Medium one. The Australian anti-tank gunners, 
who had been a target for German artillery and machine-gun fire 
all day—had suffered heavy casualties and lost sixteen guns, ten of 
them in Captain Crawford's 2nd Battery which had been cut off by 
a demolition in the road and some eighty officers and men 
captured.
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12 April 1941 - Greece
• In the original plans the New Zealand Divisional Cavalry Regiment was to have opposed 

the crossing of the Aliakmon and then, with a series of delaying actions, was to have 
withdrawn through 5 Brigade astride Olympus Pass. 

• On 10 April, however, General Freyberg had warned Lt-Col Carruth that it was no longer 
necessary to get seriously involved. So when rain fell that night and left the roads almost 
impassable for heavy traffic, the armoured cars were withdrawn from their 
emplacements along the river bank and moved to cover the more likely crossing places.

• On 12 April observers on the hillsides reported sunlight flashing from windscreens and 
then long columns of motor vehicles “across the front to our left.” A Squadron, from its 
position on the river bank opposite the ruins of the road and railway bridges, opened fire 
about 2 p.m. on the motor-cyclists who were confidently leading the way. 

• The troop hastily dispersed, leaving one man and two motor-cycles lying on the road. 
After that the Germans advanced more cautiously.

• At 7.15 p.m., when the forward vehicles of the columns were between Niselion and the 
demolished road bridge, one gun of E Troop 5 Field Regiment sent over the first two 
rounds fired at the enemy by the Divisional Artillery during the war. The Germans 
thereupon withdrew out of range.
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12 April 1941 - Yugoslavia
• On 12 April the Hungarian Third Army 

crossed the border into Yugoslavia 
with one cavalry, two motorized and 
six infantry brigades. 

• By the time the Hungarians crossed 
the border, the Germans had been 
attacking Yugoslavia for over a week. 

• As a result, the Yugoslavian forces 
confronting them put up little 
resistance, except for the units in the 
frontier fortifications, who held up the 
Hungarian advance for some time.

• That day, after a march that had been 
impeded less by Yugoslav fighting 
troops than by boggy roads and some 
demolished bridges, German troops 
entered Belgrade from the west, the 
north-east, and from the south. 
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12 April 1941 - Mediterranean
• The Italian tanker Persiano (2,474 

GRT) was torpedoed and sunk in the 
Mediterranean Sea 30 nautical miles 
north east of Tripoli, Libya (33°29′N 
14°01′E) by HMS Tetrarch, a T class 
submarine.

• The British tanker Marie Maersk 
(8,271 GRT, 1921) bombed in convoy 
to Greece on the night of 21/22 March 
had been kept afloat and got into 
Suda Bay, Crete by a salvage party 
from HMAS Waterhen. 

• She had subsequently reached 
Piraeus, Greece where she was 
bombed and sunk by Heinkel 111 
aircraft of the Luftwaffe on 12th April.
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12 April 1941 - Libya
• During the morning of 12th April, a few tanks 

had approached the wire in front of the 
2/17th Battalion, apparently looking for gaps 
in the anti-tank ditch. Farther out dust clouds 
rising from hollows betrayed the movement 
of vehicles. The 1st R.H.A. heavily shelled one 
concentration for an hour and a half, three 
Blenheim aircraft bombed another; when the 
shelling stopped, many ambulances appeared 
and began picking up casualties. 

• Other R.A.F. aircraft strafed a concentration 
farther east, on the 24th Brigade front. 

• An intense, hot wind then blew up and swept 
clouds of thick dust across the front. Under its 
cover, enemy infantry began to advance 
towards Posts R33 and R35. From Post R32 
Major Loder-Symonds brought down fire 
upon them from both troops of "B/O" Battery, 
and put most of the enemy to ground about 
500 yards from the wire; but after about an 
hour they resumed their advance. 
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12 April 1941 - Libya
• The battery shelled first their flanks 

and then their centre, breaking up 
most of the attack.

• Many took shelter in the anti-tank 
ditch but one group prepared to 
attack R33, and engaged in a fire 
fight with a section of 
reinforcements who had arrived in 
Tobruk on the preceding day. 

• Stimulated by the good spirits of 
their leader Lance-Corporal 
Dunbar, the section fought back 
with a will and broke the attack.
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12 April 1941 - Libya
• Lt-Col Crawford had asked for air support. 

From the higher ground farther west, held by 
the 2/48th, about 125 vehicles could be 
indistinctly seen through the dust and haze to 
the south of Crawford's sector. 

• Lavarack asked the R.A.F. to bomb this 
concentration. At 4 p.m. the defenders were 
elated to see six bombers of the R.A.F. come 
over and drop their bombs on about 60 tanks 
and other vehicles then, in the improving 
visibility, becoming clearly visible near the El 
Adem Road.

• The wind ceased as the sun set, and the 
moon rose early, giving good visibility. About 
10 p.m. Captain Balfe saw two groups of 
vehicles crossing his front—29 lorries filled 
with troops and 12 vehicles towing guns. 

• From the artillery observation post at R32, 
from which Loder-Symonds had departed 
after directing his guns' fire all that long 
summer's day, Balfe himself directed a 
moonlight shoot by the British guns on the 
vehicles. More than 400 rounds were fired. 
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12 April 1941 - Libya
• from the 12th onward, the Tobruk defenders 

had to endure an increasing weight of air 
attack. 

• No. 73 (Fighter) Squadron R.A.F. and No. 6 
Squadron R.A.F. were operating from the 
small Tobruk airfield at the south of the port 
but had only 12 Hurricanes. No replacements 
could be expected.

• In the early afternoon of 12th April 15 dive 
bombers, with a fighter screen, pressed 
home an attack on ships in the harbour. 

• The British anti-aircraft artillery put up a 
strong barrage and shot down three; the 
ships escaped damage. 

• Later, an enemy aircraft crash-landed in the 
2/43rd Battalion area, and the two aircrew 
were taken prisoner.  
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13 April 1941 - Moscow
• After a visit of the Japanese Foreign 

Minister, Matsuoka, to Berlin he 
moved on to Moscow where  he 
negotiated a Non Aggression Pact 
between the Soviet Union and Japan. 

• The treaty was signed in Moscow on 
April 13, 1941, by Foreign Minister 
Matsuoka for Japan and People’s 
Commisar for Foreign Affairs Molotov 
for the Soviet Union.

• On the same day, they also signed a 
declaration regarding Mongolia and 
Manchukuo. The Soviet Union 
pledged to respect the territorial 
integrity and inviolability of 
Manchukuo, while Japan did the same 
for Mongolia.
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13 April 1941 - Greece
• With Piraeus degraded by the Clan 

Fraser explosion and Salonika 
captured, the port of Volos was 
used to an increasing degree.

• On 13 April the cargo ship Brattdal
(4,968 GRT, 1935) was bombed and 
severely damaged at Volos, Greece 
by Luftwaffe aircraft with the loss 
of one of her 28 crew.

• The cargo ship City of Karachi 
(7,139 GRT, 1937) was also 
damaged in the bombing and was 
beached.
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13 April 1941 – Greece
• The German attack on the New Zealand Cavalry was launched next morning, 13 

April, about 9 a.m. when concentrations of shells and mortar bombs fell upon the 
areas opposite the demolished bridges. 

• A Squadron, well protected by the high floodbanks, suffered no losses and 
withheld its fire until the Germans attempted to cross near the ruins of the traffic 
bridge. 

• Then, with the support of E Troop 5 Field Regiment, the crews opened fire with all 
they had—rifles, anti-tank rifles and machine guns—and scattered the groups 
attempting to launch kapok floats. 

• One enemy gun received a direct hit as it was being loaded on to a float, several 
men were wounded, some ammunition was hit, ‘the detonations adding to the 
dangers of the crossing place.’ But downstream the enemy were more successful 
and by nightfall had established a secure bridgehead.

• Long before then the New Zealanders had withdrawn. 

• By nightfall C Squadron was astride the main road overlooking the ditch, B 
Squadron was along a ridge to the west and A Squadron near Stavros. E Troop 5 
Field Regiment was close to Regimental Headquarters, but 3 Section 6 Field 
Company, having fired all prepared demolitions, was well to the rear.
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13 April 1941 - Greece
• The withdrawal of the 16th Brigade had been 

proceeding. Some donkeys had been collected from 
the Greek villagers to act as pack animals in the long 
march over the mountains. 

• When the brigade received orders to march back to 
Mount Olympus the infantry destroyed much gear 
which had been brought forward by the trucks and 
was too heavy for the donkeys to carry away. 

• In some companies, all greatcoats and all blankets but 
one a man were burnt. It snowed at Veria for twenty-
four hours before the withdrawal began. 

• Four companies of the 2/2nd and 2/1st left their 
positions in the pass on the 11th, the remainder of the 
2/1st and 2/2nd on the night of the 12th. 

• They carried 100 rounds and 5 days' rations, greatcoat, 
blanket, groundsheet and haversack, with donkeys 
carrying the heavy weapons. 

• At 6 a.m. they were at the top of the pass and could 
see the Aliakmon 3,000 feet below and only four miles 
distant.  

• Now nearly exhausted, they rested in the snow for five 
minutes in every fifteen, and when a man seemed 
likely to collapse his mates would distribute his gear 
among them and help him along. 
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13 April 1941 - Greece
• At the river they were met by seven sappers of 

the 2/1st Field Company under Lieutenant Cann
and Corporal Smeal who ferried them across 
from 8 a.m. onwards in a punt guided by a wire 
rope and propelled by the force of the river. 

• When they had climbed to the village of 
Velvendos, it was estimated that they had 
marched 34 miles from their positions in the 
Veria Pass. 

• It was 10 p.m. on the 13th before the last 
platoon of the 2/3rd crossed the river and 
Corporal Smeal sank the punt and led the last 
men up to Velvendos. 

• It had been a gruelling march even for men 
hardened by months of severe campaigning and 
they themselves were surprised that they had 
been able to endure it. No equipment had been 
lost and there were few stragglers—only sixteen 
were counted at Leventes after the first two 
battalions had passed. 
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13 April 1941 - Greece
• After General Mackay left the 1st Armoured 

Brigade at the Sotir rearguard position on the 
morning of the 13th, he had driven south to take 
command of the sector of the new line occupied 
by the 16th, 4th and 19th Brigades.

• Blamey had already ordered a New Zealand 
battalion—the 26th—to cross the river to reinforce 
the 19th Brigade.

• Mackay reached the Aliakmon bridge and 
remained there until 3.20 p.m., when he ordered 
Captain Heugh of the Australian engineers to blow 
the bridge.

• In the Servia Pass, overlooking the bridge and the 
river, the 4th Brigade had been digging in for three 
days. On the heights three field  regiments were in 
position—the 6th New Zealand, 2/2nd and 2/3rd 
Australian—though the two Australian regiments 
were to support the Australian brigade on the 
opposite side of the river.

• The 26th Battalion had moved to Rymnion, south 
of the Aliakmon on the left of the 4th Brigade. 
When it arrived it had no indication of its role but 
at length Lt-Col Page managed to contact Vasey 
and learnt that he must join the Australians north 
of the river. 
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13 April 1941 - Greece
• On the morning of the 13th, 

the British rearguard was 
astride the road at Sotir
across a neck of land five 
miles wide between Lake 
Vegorritis and a marshy 
area on the left. 

• Charrington had obtained 
Mackay's leave to add the 
2/4th to his force to 
strengthen his infantry of 
which he still had only a 
company of the Rangers.

• Soon after dawn the 
German infantry advanced 
in open order supported by 
machine-gun fire. 
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13 April 1941 - Greece
• The Germans were effectively shelled by the R.H.A., 

but by 7.30 had penetrated the Rangers' position. 

• A squadron of the Royal Tanks then moved forward 
and stemmed the advance. 

• During the next two hours the rearguard withdrew, 
unit by unit, while the tanks held the enemy down 
and finally themselves retired to a position already 
organised a few miles south of Ptolemais. 

• Lt MacDonald’s New Zealand machine-gunners came 
out without any casualties. They had fired the last of 
their 10,000 rounds, dismounted the guns and 
carried them back to the trucks in which they 
travelled to the rearguard position.

• The 2/4th, which at Vasey's suggestion was 
withdrawn first, now left the armoured brigade and 
travelled in its trucks to Kozani and thence south to 
take up its pre-arranged position with the remainder 
of the brigade on the left of the Aliakmon-Olympus 
line. 

• The Armoured Brigade held another line further back 
until dark then a small rearguard stood astride the 
road at Mavrodendri until 1.30 a.m. on the 14th.
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13 April 1941 - Greece
• Charrington's brigade had been reduced almost to impotence. Its armoured regiment 

had been depleted, chiefly by mechanical breakdowns, to one weak squadron. Its 
infantry battalion had lost half its men; its antitank regiment had lost six guns. There was 
no possibility of replacing the tanks. 

• Nineteenth Australian Brigade had also lost heavily.

• On 12 April Wavell was in Larisa discussing with Wilson the problems of W Force. It was 
difficult to co-operate with the Greek armies, the German armoured divisions were 
rushing south, the tank tracks of 1 Armoured Brigade were not standing the strain and 
because of the difficulty of using wireless in the mountains it was not always possible for 
commanders to have an exact picture of the swiftly changing front. 

• The generals consequently decided that W Force must be withdrawn still farther to the 
south to a position which the British Imperial troops could hold without reliance on 
Allied support; this position was at Thermopylae, about 100 miles to the south.

• It was a drastic decision. When it was made the Anzac Corps was not in serious contact 
with the enemy at any point. 

• Wavell returned to Athens justifiably concerned about the future of W Force. If the 
Greeks continued to fight the force must remain and play its part; it was morally 
impossible to leave without the assent of the Greek Government. 

• On 13 April before he left Athens, Wavell discussed evacuation with de Guingand and 
arranged for the problem to be studied in Cairo.
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13 April 1941 - Mediterranean

• On the 13th of April 
Cunningham received his first 
intimation that the withdrawal 
of British troops was imminent 
from Rear-Admiral Turle, the 
Naval Attache in Athens.
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13 April 1941 - Libya
• Enemy aircraft scattered leaflets over the 

fortress. These read: 

• “The General Officer Commanding the 
German forces in Libya hereby requests 
that the British troops occupying Tobruk 
surrender their arms. Single soldiers 
waving white handkerchiefs are not fired 
on. Strong German forces have already 
surrounded Tobruk and it is useless to try 
and escape. Remember Mekili. Our dive-
bombers and Stukas are awaiting your 
ships which are lying in Tobruk.”

• Morshead commented that because of 
the prevailing dust and of the need to 
ration water for essential purposes, no 
white handkerchiefs were available. 

• Until mid-afternoon, however, the enemy 
appeared to be less active than usual. 
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13 April 1941 - Libya
• The Germans were not attempting to disguise their intentions. 

Armoured cars next probed the southern perimeter and lorries 
brought up troops to an assembly area some 4,000 yards out from 
the perimeter wire, where they dismounted and remained bunched, 
making no attempt at concealment until the British artillery caused 
them to scatter. 

• Then very small detachments were brought forward to about 1,500 
yards from the perimeter wire and there set up machine-guns, which 
brought fire to bear on the perimeter posts, opening up whenever 
movement occurred.

• There could be no doubt that the enemy was paying special attention 
to the sector held by the 2/17th Battalion. At 4 p.m. Colonel Crawford 
moved his reserve company up behind Captain Balfe 's company 
(holding Posts R30 to R35) through which he expected the thrust to 
be made.

Australia's War 7 April 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 9 86



13 April 1941 - Libya
• At 5pm heavy artillery concentrations 

were brought down on Balfe's 
company. Half an hour later, heavy 
small-arms fire was directed across 
the same area, and enemy infantry 
with a few tanks were seen to be 
advancing about 500 yards from the 
wire.

• The guns of the 1st and 107th R.H.A. 
fired into their ranks with such good 
effect that they did not press on. After 
darkness fell, two or three enemy 
tanks cruised singly along the anti-
tank ditch, possibly looking for the gap 
that should have been made. 

• The air force's evening reconnaissance 
reported that there was a 
concentration of 300 vehicles astride 
the El Adem Road.
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13 April 1941 - Libya
• At 11 p.m. about 30 infantrymen with two small 

field guns, a mortar and eight machine-guns broke 
through the wire, dug themselves in about 100 
yards to the east of  Post R33 and brought all their 
weapons into action against it. But Lieutenant 
Mackell, commander of the post set about 
dislodging them. 

• At first he returned their fire, but when that failed 
he took Corporal Edmondson and five other men 
to attack the enemy party at the point of the 
bayonet. 

• First they headed north, away from the post, 
intending to take the Germans in flank, while the 
men in the post kept the Germans under fire. Soon 
the enemy turned their weapons upon them, but 
by sprinting in bounds Mackell managed to get his 
men without harm into position for an assault. 
Mackell later said:

• “We'd arranged with them that, as we got up for 
the final charge, we'd shout and they would stop 
firing and start shouting, too. The plan worked. We 
charged and yelled, but for a moment or two the 
Germans turned everything onto us. It's amazing 
that we weren't all hit. 
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13 April 1941 - Libya
• As we ran we threw our grenades and when they burst the 

German fire stopped. But already Jack Edmondson had been 
seriously wounded by a burst from a machine-gun that had 
got him in the stomach, and he'd also been hit in the neck. 
Still he ran on, and before the Germans could open up again 
we were into them. 

• They left their guns and scattered. In their panic some 
actually ran slap into the barbed wire behind them and 
another party that was coming through the gap turned and 
fled. We went for them with the bayonet. In spite of his 
wounds Edmondson was magnificent. As the Germans 
scattered, he chased them and killed at least two. 

• By this time I was in difficulties wrestling with one German on 
the ground while another was coming straight for me with a 
pistol. I called out—"Jack"—and from about fifteen yards 
away Edmondson ran to help me and bayoneted both 
Germans. He then went on and bayoneted at least one more.”

• Edmondson continued fighting till he could no longer stand. 
The seven Australians accounted for at least twelve Germans 
and took one prisoner; the rest fled, leaving their weapons. 
The men helped Edmondson back to the post. He died there 
in the early morning. 

• Photo: Corporal John Hurst 'Jack' Edmondson
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13 April 1941 - Libya
• A message from General Wavell to 

General Morshead was received in the 
evening. The defence of Egypt, Wavell 
told Morshead, now depended largely on 
holding the enemy on the Tobruk front 
and inflicting loss on him while forces 
were organised in rear. 

• "I am glad," he continued, "that I have at 
this crisis such stout-hearted and 
magnificent troops in Tobruk. Am very 
heartened by what I have heard of their 
fighting spirit and conduct during these 
operations. I know I can count on you to 
hold Tobruk to the end. My best wishes to 
you all." The message was promulgated 
to all ranks next day.  

• Wavell also reported to London. "I can 
see no hope, " he said, "of being able to 
relieve Tobruk for at least several 
months." 
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13 April 1941 - Libya

• After four days at LGE-
79, it was necessary, 
on 12th April, when 
German troops had 
reached the Egyptian 
frontier, to retire still 
farther to Mersa
Matruh.

• On the 13th No. 3 
moved to Sidi Haneish
leaving a small 
refuelling party at Sidi 
Barrani which was to 
act as an advanced 
base.
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Tobruk

Bardia

Sidi Haneish

Mersa Matruh

Sidi Barrani



• Thanks for your attention.
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