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      AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

      A book, like a battle, is the product of a particular moment and situation. The Desert Generals was written at a time when the Montgomery myth held almost unchallenged sway over British opinion. Indeed the myth had just
         reached its apogee with the publication in 1958 of the Memoirs of Field-Marshal The Viscount Montgomery of Alamein, K.G., and his accompanying television performances; remarkable exercises
         in self-praise.
      

      According to this myth, all in the Western Desert was defeat, retreat and confusion until the War Premier, Winston Churchill,
         by a masterful stroke of policy replaced General Sir Claude Auchinleck as Commander-in-Chief, Middle East, by General Sir
         Harold Alexander, and Lieutenant-General Sir Bernard Montgomery became General Officer Commanding Eighth Army. The myth even
         alleged that Auchinleck was proposing to retreat from Alamein if attacked by Rommel again; and that Montgomery immediately
         quashed this defeatist strategy, drawing up instead with amazing speed a brilliant defensive plan for the Battle of Alam Halfa,
         his first success. There followed the Battle of Alamein in October 1942, which, so the myth had it, went exactly according
         to Montgomery’s “Master Plan”, demonstrated his military genius, marked the turning-point of the war and constituted one of
         the decisive battles of history. Churchill himself summed it all up in a phrase much quoted since: “It may almost be said
         [the “almost” tends to get lost in quotation]: ‘Before Alamein we never had a victory. After Alamein we never had a defeat’.”
      

      Thus the Montgomery myth as it grandly stood in 1958. But my own research convinced me that it had less foundation in fact
         than in ambition, political convenience and personal spite.
      

      It became clear to me that the myth unjustly neglected, indeed scorned, the achievements of the British Commonwealth forces
         in the Desert in the hard campaigns before Montgomery’s advent. That in perpetrating it Churchill and especially Montgomery
         had done a grave injustice to Sir Claude Auchinleck. For their memoirs failed to acknowledge the great and gallant victory
         he had won in the First Battle of Alamein in July 1942, when he stopped Rommel in full career for Alexandria, and so saved Egypt and the Middle East – the true turning-point in the Campaign. Moreover they failed to acknowledge that Montgomery’s crucial first success at Alam Halfa
         was based on an outline strategic plan conceived by Auchinleck and fought from a defensive layout designed and largely completed
         before Auchinleck left the Desert.
      

      Above all, I became convinced that Montgomery’s allegation that Auchinleck planned to retreat if seriously attacked was a
         cruel slander without basis of fact.
      

      I therefore wrote The Desert Generals in order to demolish a false but then generally accepted version of history. I wanted to remind readers that there had been
         three major British victories in the Desert before Montgomery’s Alam Halfa and Alamein. I wanted to portray earlier Desert
         generals, such as Sir Richard O’Connor, whose offensive against the Italians in 1940-41 was the most daring and brilliant
         of all British operations in North Africa. But most of all I wanted to redress the injustice done to Sir Claude Auchinleck
         and to puncture the inflated Montgomery myth. Such a purpose, in the prevailing climate of opinion, accounts for the polemical
         sharpness of the narrative that so enraged Montgomery’s fans. Were I writing the book today, with Montgomery reduced as he
         is to life-size, a Plumer rather than a Wellington and an eccentric rather than a genius, the tone would no doubt be cooler
         and more detached.
      

      Nevertheless there is little historical analysis itself in The Desert Generals that I would amend or retract. Most of the book’s main contentions, so outrageous in 1960, have been confirmed by later historians,
         including the authors of the official campaign history. Indeed the degree of uproar among Montgomery’s supporters at the time
         indicates how close to the target was the book’s fall of shot. For instance, it supplied a talking-point for the speeches
         of Field-Marshal Montgomery and General Sir Oliver Leese to the 1960 Alamein Reunion at the Albert Hall. And in 1961 Field-Marshal
         Earl Alexander of Tunis publicly acknowledged that he had decided to publish his own memoirs “almost entirely” because of
         The Desert Generals.

      I have therefore thought it right in this new edition to let the original text stand without alteration as the product of
         its time. However, I have added at the end of each Part of the book a fresh Commentary incorporating new material from the
         now opened official records in the Public Record Office, and summarising the conclusions reached by the principal works on
         the desert war to have appeared since 1960. Without question, the most important of these is Professor F. H. Hinsley’s official history, British Intelligence in the Second World War, which casts entirely new light on the generalship of British commanders in the Desert; above all, on that of Auchinleck and
         Montgomery.
      

      Eighth Army war diaries, signals and commanders’ conference papers in the Public Record Office prove beyond doubt, for example,
         that Auchinleck had indeed been planning to fight Rommel in the Alamein-Alam Halfa position, and not retreat as Montgomery
         alleged. They also prove beyond doubt that the defensive layout from which Montgomery fought his Battle of Alam Halfa had
         indeed been designed and largely constructed by Auchinleck. Professor Hinsley’s book shows that in the First Battle of Alamein
         in July 1942, Auchinleck’s counter-strokes were timed and placed according to Ultra decrypts of the German Enigma machine’s cipher signals detailing exactly where Rommel’s German and Italian units lay. This makes total nonsense of the
         allegations by Montgomery’s latest biographer, Nigel Hamilton, that Auchinleck neglected secret intelligence and that his
         counterstrokes were “fantasies”.
      

      The charge levelled in the original edition of The Desert Generals that Montgomery was needlessly slow and cautious in his pursuit of Rommel from Alamein to Tripoli is fully borne out by new
         evidence that thanks to secret signals intelligence (Sigint) Montgomery knew exactly from day to day the extent of Rommel’s weakness in men and tanks and his dearth of petrol; knew moreover
         Rommel’s future intentions as signalled to the German high command.
      

      In this new edition the original text of The Desert Generals therefore stands buttressed and vindicated by summaries of the documentary evidence opened since the book was first published
         two decades ago; and that text now begins with the original Author’s Preface.
      

      CORRELLI BARNETT

      November 1981

   
      
      AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO FIRST EDITION

      The theme of this book is the struggle of individual will against circumstance. The subject matter is human character. In
            these five uncommon men during the Desert Campaigns, as in the condensed action of a tragedy, were displayed nobility, frailty,
            resolution, loyalty, indecision, vanity, fear, simplicity, selfishness, greatness and littleness. The creation of literary
            portraits of living men is both easier and more difficult than with the dead. Some things that are known cannot be written;
            other things will not be known until death has opened all private records. Yet to meet and talk with the subjects of the portraiture
            and with their friends and colleagues is to gain vivid and detailed impressions that no correspondence of the dead, however
            copious, can yield. The shaping of these various impressions into accurate pictures is a complex process. They have to be
            balanced against one another, against the author’s own judgment of the main subjects, and against his own impression of each
            witness.

      Apart from human character, the Desert Campaign has other fascinations. There is the pleasure of seeking out the truth; there
            is the excitement of watching two men fight a battle, possibly the most complete human activity, since generalship involves
            all the intellectual, physical and moral power in a man. Historically, the Desert Campaign constitutes the last act of the
            British Empire as a great independent, and united, power. It ironically epitomises the suicide of the old Europe: today neither
            German, Italian nor Briton controls the Middle East for which they fought so bitterly. Again the Desert Campaign reveals clearly
            the twentieth-century national characters and talents of Germany and Britain—and confounds accepted images. The methods of
            thinking, organising and fighting of each side also adumbrate their industrial and commercial methods in the post-war era.

      Yet, above all, the Desert Campaign of 1940-43 is an addition to the great epics. It is the story, set in the wasteland, of
            how the men of ten nations strove for victory amid the mechanical tumult of a kind of battle never seen before, and likely
            never to be seen again.

      CORRELLI BARNETT
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      PART ONE

      THE FORGOTTEN VICTOR

      
      General Sir Richard O’Connor, G.C.B., D.S.O., M.C.
      

      
      
         I do not think a braver gentleman,

         
         More active-valiant or more valiant-young,

         
         More daring or more bold, is now alive

         
         To grace this latter age with noble deeds.

         
         SHAKESPEARE: First part of Henry IV, v, 1.
         

         
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      WHEN Richard O’Connor took the field in a year of disastrous defeat his spectacular victories exhilarated his countrymen and astonished
         the enemy. Yet they have won fame not for himself but for others. The campaign which cost Mussolini an army of two hundred
         thousand men and an imperial province within half a year of his declaration of war is remembered as ‘Wavell’s offensive’.
         Even in that guise its lustre is now dimmed by the later victories of the war, although none of them displayed an equal genius.
         O’Connor deserves better remembrance.
      

      
      In Jerusalem, on the 7th June 1940, Major-General R. N. O’Connor, who was then commanding the southern district of Palestine,
         received a signal ordering him to report immediately to Lieutenant-General H. M. Wilson, General Officer Commanding British
         Troops in Egypt. The signal gave no reason. O’Connor flew from Jerusalem to Cairo, and during the journey had time to speculate
         not merely on his personal future but on the significance of the latest news from France. The second phase of that battle
         had begun on June 5th with a violent German attack on the left flank of what the press and radio so foolishly dubbed ‘The
         Weygand Line’. Already the line of the lower Somme had gone and a deep German penetration had reached Rouen; another force
         was on the Aisne. It seemed at best doubtful whether the disorganised French could now hold with sixty divisions a front longer
         than that which they had failed to hold in Flanders with a hundred.
      

      
      If the French were beaten out of the war, it would reverse the balance of military power both in North Africa and the Levant;
         for the French were at present the senior partner in the defence against an Italian aggression that might come at any moment;
         British forces throughout the theatre numbered 50,000 against 500,000 Italians.
      

      
      In Cairo next day, O’Connor had an interview with Wilson. The two men made a sharp contrast. ‘Jumbo’ Wilson was big and cumbersome,
         with a majestic paunch under which was strapped his pistol belt; O’Connor sat poised on the edge of his seat like a bird about to take wing, a small, self-effacing man with the shy and gentle air of a scholar. Wilson told him that he was to go
         up to Mersa Matruh, the railhead in the Western Desert, and take command of the Western Desert Force, with the task of protecting
         Egypt from Italian attack. This news O’Connor received with “surprise, and of course pode.”1 So poor was the information about the future of the French and about the intentions of the Italians, and so rudimentary was
         the British Middle Eastern organisation, that Wilson could give little in the way of a directive. “My recollection,” O’Connor
         said later, “is that I was given very sketchy instructions as to policy”—which had its advantages— “I did not object really,
         as I don’t mind being left on my own.” The phrasing was characteristic of his diffidence and understatement.
      

      
      Later that day he drove over Kasr-el-Nil bridge, through Gezira and along the tram route to the Pyramids, and then right on
         to the desert road—the ‘barrel track’—to Alamein and Matruh. He arrived at his headquarters hot and dusty, and tired by the
         long journey over a road little smoother than the sleepers of a railway. His headquarters lay at Maaten Baggush, east of Matruh,
         in the dunes on the seaward side of the Matruh-Alexandria road. On the other side of this road was the headquarters airfield
         of the Western Desert Air Force. O’Connor found his new headquarters simple after the sophistication of Jerusalem, but comfortable
         enough. The headquarters offices were well dug-in beneath sandhills, and bomb-proofed. A one-storey concrete building housed
         the senior officers’ mess; everyone slept in tents. There were two charming bays for swimming.
      

      
      That evening in the mess those of his officers who were not old friends and colleagues had an opportunity of forming an opinion
         of their new commander. He was as small and neat as a bird. He had a fine head with an aggressive rake to it. The high, broad
         brow suggested great intellect; his eyes, large and deep with slightly hooded lids, powers of imagination. Command showed
         in the straight nose and mouth and thrusting jaw. O’Connor’s voice was light and clear, with a ghost of a lisp; his manner
         of conversing quiet and diffident. There was little here of the facade of greatness, yet no one could talk a quarter of an
         hour with him without being aware of unusual qualities of character and personality.
      

      
      In the thoughts of O’Connor and his officers, the question of Italy, and the three hundred thousand men across the Libyan
         frontier, hung like an army’s dust-cloud. A signal from Cairo two days later told them that Mussolini had answered the question
         by declaring war on Britain and France as from one a.m. on 11th June 1940. This news had a significance in Mersa Matruh far
         more immediate than in London or Paris or Cairo. For O’Connor himself it meant that he had entered the special loneliness
         of command of an army in the field—a small, ill-equipped army facing another ten times as great and of unknown fighting quality.
         The headquarters officers watched O’Connor; what would he do?
      

      
      * * * * *

      
      The desert war of 1940-43 is unique in history; it was fought like a polo game on an empty arena. With one exception, there
         were no roads, but as virtually the whole of the arena was good going, at least for tanks, movement was almost as free as
         that of a fleet. Apart from a few inhabited places along the coast there were neither towns nor villages to provide shelter
         or obstacles. There was almost no civilian population to get in the way of the battle. The desert campaign was therefore war
         in its purest form. Yet, equally, there was in this dusty arena no food and little water; all had to be imported. Supply was
         the major limit to free movement.
      

      
      The desert of the battles is a large arena; its northern limit stretches along the Mediterranean from the salt-white dunes
         of Alamein, past the bald escarpments to Derna, a distance of nearly four hundred miles. Inland its limits lie at the oases
         of Jarabub and Siwa, a hundred and fifty miles from the coast and on the edges of the great Sand Sea, a scorching waste where
         only Bedouin or British can live and move. To the newcomer the desert was featureless, coverless and trackless; to the veteran,
         the slight swell of its rock-ocean provided useful tactical features, while maps and compasses enabled him to navigate more
         surely than in Britain by signposting. Ancient cisterns and ruined tombs constituted features round which major battles raged.
      

      
      There is one dominating natural feature: the five-hundred-foot escarpment, facing north to the coastal plain, that leads down
         from the limestone plateau which is the arena of the desert battles. It is like the wall of a terrace that is broken by only
         a few flights of steps. It is everywhere a barrier to wheeled vehicles and in most places even to tanks. The gaps that are
         passable by all vehicles became therefore immensely important—Fuka, Halfaya and Sidi Rezegh.
      

      
      As scenery the desert of the battles has little to offer; a sandy, rocky plateau patched with scrub, dun-coloured—monotony
         made concrete. Yet it has its beauties: the beauties of silence and solitude; dust devils whirling in the morning, and the endless
         gravel and scrub showing black in the long rays of the setting sun. Near the coast, spring momentarily quickens the barrenness,
         and bright flowers bloom along the wadis; even after the most searing dead days of summer, there is the sumptuous African
         night sky, the brilliant moon, and the beauty of silence etched by the tiny sounds of vipers and scorpions as they move amid
         the sand and rocks.
      

      
      The desert became a battlefield in the Second World War because it was the western flank of the British defence of the Middle
         East and the Axis attack from Italian Libya had to pass over it. For the British the Middle East was only just less important
         to the waging of the war than their own homeland; for it contained round Mosul, in Iraq, and at the head of the Persian Gulf
         the oilfields without which the Royal Air Force, the Army and the Royal Navy would be paralysed. The Middle East had other
         strategic importances; as a support to Turkey, Russia and to action anywhere in the Mediterranean; as a half-way house to
         India—and Italy. However, the long campaign of 1940-43 was not fought for the Suez Canal (which bore little trans-world traffic
         at the time, and thus was not a ‘lifeline’), but for oil.
      

      
      The Western Desert was only a part of the vast responsibilities of the Commander-in-Chief, Middle East Forces. In 1940 these
         responsibilities were greater by far than at other times in the war; the allocated forces were of course exiguous. The ability
         of the commanding general had to supply the difference, and did; for the C.-in-C., M. E. in 1940 was one of the very greatest
         of British soldiers of any age, and certainly the greatest of the Second World War—Sir Archibald Wavell. O’Connor, Wavell—Britain
         was lucky that year, as she faced mortal danger almost unarmed through the lethal well-meaningness, gullibility and soft-heartedness
         of her people and politicians in former years.
      

      
      Set up in June, 1939, Wavell’s Middle East Command encompassed nine countries and parts of two continents, an area one thousand
         seven hundred miles by two thousand miles. To defend this theatre Wavell had, at the beginning, the un-formed equivalent of
         two divisions, two brigade groups, an armoured division well below strength, sixty-four field guns, and—to make up the weight—
         a camel corps of five hundred men. Wavell’s duties were conceived on a grand scale: the government’s directive enjoined him
         firstly to prepare war plans for the entire theatre, including arrangements for reinforcements in the case of emergency, and
         to share out troops and supplies among the subordinate commands. Secondly, he was to consult with the naval and air commanders-in-chief, and arrange
         for liaison with the French in Syria and North Africa. And thirdly, there were such things as consultation with His Majesty’s
         ambassadors in Egypt and Iraq, the Governor General in the Sudan, the High Commissioner for Palestine and Transjordan, the
         Governors of Cyprus, Aden and British Somaliland, and the Political Agent in the Persian Gulf. Wavell was given a headquarters
         staff of five officers.
      

      
      In 1939 there was no trace of the immense military base that Auchinleck was to find well on the way to completion in 1941,
         and Alexander to find complete in 1942. In the autumn of 1939 Wavell had a survey made of all Egyptian ports, and transport
         and other facilities with a view to turning Egypt into a base for an army of three hundred thousand men. This was his own
         idea; the Cabinet was still talking. When at last in December the politicians ordered him to begin building a base for nine
         divisions, Wavell’s survey was already complete. The most immediate military danger was from Libya, where there was an Italian
         army of well over two hundred thousand men (Wavell could not be sure of their strength because the politicians would not allow
         spying, for fear of upsetting Mussolini). One of Wavell’s first acts therefore was to instruct General Wilson, General Officer
         Commanding British Troops in Egypt, to prepare plans for an invasion of Italian Libya, with particular reference to the novel
         problem of supply in the desert. Nobody could call Wavell a pessimist.
      

      
      All through the winter of 1939 Wilson worked to create an army out of the military flotsam that Wavell could spare him, using
         such desperate expedients as making up the transport strength of the one armoured division by stripping other formations of
         their trucks. By the late spring of 1940 Wilson had collected together at Mersa Matruh a force composed of 7th Armoured Division,
         two regiments of the Royal Horse Artillery and a screen of motorised patrols. Matruh was a little white village by a copper-sulphate
         sea, known before 1936 only to Greek sponge-fishers and the middle-men who handled the export trade from Siwa Oasis. But it
         was the terminus of the railway and the metalled road from Alexandria and now it became a base and a fortress. In 1942 it
         was to give its name to Rommel’s most astonishing victory.
      

      
      As the French Army fell back in May and June, 1940, betrayed by a decade of traditionalism, it became more and more clear
         that Italy was at any moment going to buy a Roman triumph at an Italian price. Along the interminable frontiers of Somaliland,
         the Sudan and Kenya, Wavell posted his handful of troops. What would the Duke of Aosta, Viceroy of Ethiopia, do with his two hundred
         thousand men? Wavell hoped that at least he would not do it at the same time as Balbo in Libya. A commander was wanted for
         Western Desert Force: and the choice fell on O’Connor, who had a reputation for boldness and unorthodoxy, qualities which
         Wavell valued highly. Certainly mobility was O’Connor’s leitmotif as a soldier; his formative military experiences illustrated this. “I think,” he wrote later, “commanding a Brigade on the
         North West Frontier of India was great experience; and later commanding the southern half of Palestine during the Arab rebellion
         taught me a tremendous lot.”
      

      
      On the outbreak of the war with Italy Wavell stood on the strategic defensive everywhere; the uncertain future of the French,
         his ignorance of Italian capabilities and his own great weakness forced him to do so. O’Connor was therefore limited to choosing
         between the tactical offensive and the tactical defensive. His troops began attacking on the first day of the Italian war
         by cutting the frontier wire and taking seventy prisoners on Italian imperial soil. While the Italian command was mulling
         this over, the armoured cars of the Eleventh Hussars, together with some tanks, appeared out of the desert before Forts Capuzzo
         and Maddalena, white-walled evocations of Beau Geste. After R.A.F. bombers had missed the forts, the Hussars took them with
         the aid of a few rounds of delayed-action high-explosive shells from the 25 pounder field guns with the tanks. On the 16th
         June—when in France the Germans had reached Orleans, passed through Paris, and nearly reached the Swiss frontier behind the
         Maginot Line—an Italian column was rolling along the Bardia road in the sunshine. It included in its ranks General Lastucci,
         chief engineer of the Tenth Army. With the suddenness of a heart attack, the British were upon it. After a brisk action they
         withdrew, taking Lastucci and eighty-eight others, and leaving forty wrecked tanks.
      

      
      Behind this continual skirmishing on Italian desert, O’Connor began to shape his small army. He did not make a calculated
         or dramatic impact in his first few days, for “I had not studied the ground … I made no changes until I knew a bit more about
         the situation.” He set out to make good his knowledge on both counts. O’Connor’s system of studying ground was much like Wellington’s
         or Rommel’s—a personal reconnaissance dangerously far into enemy country, with sudden alarming appearances among his own forward
         troops.
      

      
      
         One night about three weeks after the first Libyan campaign commenced, while I was commanding all our forward troops beyond
            the frontier wire,
         

      

      
      wrote Brigadier Gaunter later,

      
      
         it was reported to me by 11th Hussars that one of their forward patrols had reported that General O’Connor had, in his staff
            car, come on the armoured car patrol from the west, i.e. from the enemy’s direction.
         

      

      
      Brigadier Caunter commented:

      
      
         I did NOT like this.

      

      
      At the same time as he studied the ground, O’Connor, in his own words, “took the first opportunity of seeing the local commanders
         and my small divisional staff.’’ He found the most able and thoroughly professional command and staff that any British Force
         enjoyed in the war, on a scale small enough to permit personal orders and an easy flexibility. The entire Western Desert Force
         was of regular long-service troops; the senior officers and staff officers of O’Connor’s force were old personal friends.
         Galloway, Brigadier General Staff to General Wilson, and O’Connor had both been Staff Instructors at the Camberley Staff College;
         and Beresford-Peirse, 4th Indian Division, had served with Wavell’s experimental motorised infantry brigade at Blackdown in
         1932. Thorough training was O’Connor’s principal concern:
      

      
      
         You can’t spend too much time on training. A well-trained unit pays dividends every time in the way it gets things done, and
            saves itself casualties. The training of formation H.Q.’s is just as important as other training: cf. a corps headquarters.
         

      

      
      On June 22nd, with the Compiègne Armistice, the French became neutrals: the Italian forces in Libya that had been watching
         the Tunisian frontier were now free to join the Tenth Army in concentrating for an offensive into Egypt. But the British forward
         troops continued to skirmish aggressively throughout July, achieving a moral ascendancy over the Italian army that had an
         effect on the coming battle.
      

      
      O’Connor and his men were, in this novel business of war in a desert, explorers; they found the snags and the solutions to
         them; they made themselves at home in the wasteland; and those who followed in later campaigns benefited from their experience. Now O’Connor, receiving reports of wear and tear on his vehicles,
         learned that in the desert mobility costs dear both in terms of replacements of all kinds and in terms of supply; and he was
         the first desert general, British or German, to try to square the circle of finding enough trucks to feed, and move, the forward
         operations; the first to learn that victory depended on the three-tonner. He decided at the end of July to withdraw his tanks
         in order to conserve equipment for a major battle. The frontier was now to be covered by the motorised infantry and guns of
         7th Armoured Division Support Group.
      

      
      This expected major battle would follow the offensive now being methodically organised by Marshal Rodolpho Graziani, who had
         replaced Balbo—shot down by his own anti-aircraft batteries—as Governor-General and Commander-in-Chief in Libya. Graziani
         was a ruthless and fervent Fascist who had done well in Abyssinia in 1936, but now, faced with the British, he was in no hurry
         to advance. Graziani believed strongly in establishing a firm base, and all through August, while Mussolini prodded him and
         pointed along the road to glory, the Marshal methodically arranged himself. Graziani’s idea of a firm base included a motorised
         brothel. No one could tell the Italians anything about mobile war. Graziani, at this time perhaps shrewder at debate than
         combat, suggested to Mussolini that his grand offensive should follow the expected German invasion of Britain; the disheartened
         British in Egypt would then offer only feeble resistance. Unfortunately for Graziani, Operation Sealion was postponed and postponed; and the idea began to grow in Rome that the Marshal’s appetite for glory was smaller than his
         military discretion. On the 7th September Mussolini gave him a final order to attack within two days, Sealion or no Sealion. On 13th September, Graziani moved.
      

      
      After a loud bombardment of the empty British frontier posts, the Italian Tenth Army lumbered into Egypt with four divisions
         and groups of tanks. As they moved along at twelve miles a day, keeping close together in a noisy Italian crowd, the British
         hung about their dusty flanks, stinging and disappearing. On the fourth day, Graziani halted at Sidi Barrani, sixty miles
         into Egypt and still eighty miles from the British army at Matruh. He spread his army into a semicircle of defensive camps
         and began to build a metalled road up from the frontier, construct water-pipelines and accumulate stores well forward. He
         also erected a monument alongside the road in Sidi Barrani to commemorate the glorious feat of arms achieved by the Italian
         army in advancing sixty miles into Egypt. When this firm base was ready, Graziani proposed to move methodically on Mersa Matruh. But he was still in no hurry. He displayed rare
         instinct—for O’Connor had a model defensive battle ready for him:
      

      
      
         We hoped he would try and advance to the neighbourhood of Matruh, as we had prepared a full-dress counter-stroke with all
            our armour. We worked this out on the ground, and I was greatly disappointed that he never came far enough to put it into
            execution.
         

      

      
      Through October and November 1940 both armies lay apart in preparation. In October the arrival of two tank regiments brought
         7th Armoured Division to full strength. Next month 4th Indian Division was also at full strength. Behind Western Desert Force,
         in reserve between Matruh and Alexandria, were 4th New Zealand Division, consisting of one brigade, and 6th Australian Division.
         Most important of all accessions of strength were the fifty-seven heavy ‘I’ tanks of the 7th Royal Tank Regiment. This growing
         army now brightly reflected the qualities of its commander. It was high-spirited, alert, aggressive and full of dash. Its
         affection for O’Connor, its loyalty, and its confidence in him were genuine and profound. O’Connor had achieved this ascendancy
         without any of the advantages of what television calls ‘personality’. O’Connor’s expositions of his plans were modest and
         tentative. His plans spoke for him. In contrast to Montgomery he had not been an able lecturer at the Staff College. His public
         manner was always reserved, low-keyed. Comparing him with Montgomery, General Galloway, a friend of them both, wrote:
      

      
      
         The difference between O’Connor and Montgomery was that O’Connor detested publicity and Monty lived on it—not only lived on
            it, but began it: and for a very good reason.
         

      

      
      But even the unsophisticated are more aware of the genuine quality in their leaders, whether advertised or not, than is sometimes
         believed in this age of contrived publicity; and O’Connor, as General Galloway put it, “had the complete confidence of the
         troops.” For there was a subtle magnetism in this brave and gentle man. Major-General (then Brigadier) Dorman-Smith found
         “something boyish about him,” a quality of intense life: “He was always springy and alert, even when still—always alive and
         vibrant.”
      

      
      In Cairo, Wavell was about to begin that inspired strategic juggling which by its timing and finesse was to suggest to the
         Italians that the same British soldiers were defeating them in simultaneous battles a thousand miles apart. The Duke of Aosta in Italian East Africa was to be his principal victim; for although that
         officer commanded a large and powerful army, it was a wasting one, being quite cut off from Italy. But before Wavell could
         concentrate his small forces against Aosta, he must deal with Graziani’s threat to the Delta. On October 18th, 1940, he ordered
         Brigadier Dorman-Smith, Commandant of the wartime Middle East Staff College at Halfa, to visit O’Connor, spend a few days
         with Western Desert Force, and report on the possibility of successfully attacking Graziani in his present position. Dorman-Smith,
         who had a high reputation as an original military thinker, was an old colleague and friend of Wavell’s, having been Brigade
         Major in his experimental infantry brigade in 1932. He was also an old friend of O’Connor’s; they had gone on a walking tour
         together in the Italian Alps soon after the First World War and had been instructors together at Sandhurst. On October 22nd
         Dorman-Smith brought back to Wavell the opinion that an early offensive should be a success. Wavell, as usual, said nothing,
         but simply took out of his drawer a directive that he had just drafted to Wilson and O’Connor ordering them to prepare for
         attack.
      

      
      The objects set out in the directive were modest: “We were simply told,” wrote General O’Connor, “to carry out a five-days’
         raid. … This in fact started the campaign.” Wavell suggested a plan: attacks on both Italian flanks; direct on the coast road,
         enveloping in the south. O’Connor and his officers sat down in the underground operations room at Baggush to consider the
         problem. He did not like Wavell’s conception, with its turning movement round the Italian extreme right flank. “This was the
         obvious way from the map,” wrote O’Connor, “but the ground to the south of the enemy positions was quite unsuitable for tanks,
         so it was not considered.” Equally, he was not keen on splitting his forces as Wavell had suggested; and he considered that
         the separate advances might be difficult to co-ordinate. A better way must be found.
      

      
      The Italian Tenth Army now lay in a series of camps echeloned in depth between Maktila, on the coast some fifteen miles east
         of Sidi Barrani, and the Libyan frontier. There was a forward line of camps stretching from Maktila fifty miles inland to
         Sofafi, garrisoned by the Group of Libyan Divisions which was estimated to contain three and a half divisions with a powerful
         tank group, but which in fact had three divisions with the tanks mingled with the infantry. Behind this line of camps, at
         Sidi Barrani, headquarters of the Group of Libyan Divisions, was a Blackshirt Division and part of another. Further back still were the 21st and 23rd
         Corps with five divisions between them. By a peculiar arrangement of the command, Sofafi, the camp on the extreme right flank
         of the forward line, did not come under the Group of Libyan Divisions, but 21st Corps. The Italian equipment was mixed in
         quality. The Italian tanks were so thinly armoured that even the British anti-tank rifles could penetrate them; and the heavier
         models had their guns in fixed casemates so that to aim the gun the tank itself had to be trained on the target. However,
         there was a trickle of a new type with a forty-seven millimetre gun and a machine-gun mounted in a revolving turret. But the
         Italian artillery, the best trained and equipped arm of the Italian service, outnumbered the British two to one.
      

      
      The Italian Air Force also heavily outnumbered the British, and O’Connor had to make his plans in expectation of violent Italian
         air attacks on British troops in daylight. Genius makes the difficult seem easy; so it was with the British Command and the
         Battle of Sidi Barrani. Beforehand, however, the Italians appeared formidable enough in numbers and some forms of equipment.
         No one knew how a Fascist army would fight; the Italians’ performance in the Spanish Civil War and Graziani’s in Abyssinia
         suggested that they would be more dangerous than in the First World War. On the British side, it was the first offensive battle
         since 1918, and they were employing for the first time the untried ‘I’ tanks. Defeat of O’Connor’s small force would have
         handed Egypt to Mussolini.
      

      
      The Italian dispositions, which O’Connor considered extremely unsound, were curiously similar to those of Eighth Army at Gazala
         in the spring of 1942—a fortified and fixed forward ‘line’ in the desert, with a large part of the army pegged in it and at
         no great distance from the enemy. O’Connor, in contrast, had held his troops in loose mobile groupings well back from Graziani,
         protected from an Italian stroke both by distance and by a screen of covering troops. Now, looking at these Italian camps
         or ‘boxes’ each out of supporting distance of the others, O’Connor conceived a plan of attack great in imaginative boldness;
         one which Rommel was to copy twice, each time successfully. He would penetrate the gap between Sofafi and Nibeiwa camps, thus
         cutting the Italian defences in two, and, while Sofafi was masked, swing north, behind the Italian front. Part of his forces
         would attack Tummar and Nibeiwa camps from the rear and then Sidi Barrani; part would drive to Buq Buq on the coast, across
         the Italian communications.
      

      
      [image: image]
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      On November 2nd Wavell accepted this plan of battle, but his strategic intention remained a five-days’ raid followed by withdrawal
         to Matruh.
      

      
      Still wearing the Italian Silver Medal for Valour, awarded to him while fighting alongside the Italian Army in 1918, O’Connor
         began to plan in detail the victory of Sidi Barrani. But neither his judgment nor his resolution were softened by his continuing
         affection for his old comrades. He now saw beyond Wavell’s directive to total victory. “I felt that they did not plan for
         a success,” he put it with characteristic understatement, “only for mediocre results.” As a planner, he was absorbed and intent:
         “he worried to get things right—but never showed his worry,” said Galloway. Round him he had that group of officers who were
         so close to one another as to give almost the character of a conspiracy. There was what he called “his race of dwarfs in the
         desert”: himself, John Harding (now Field-Marshal Lord Harding) the Brigadier General Staff, and General Michael Creagh, the
         Irishman who commanded 7th Armoured Division. General N. M. de la P. Beresford-Peirse, of 4th Indian Division, made up some
         of the weight: he was an extrovert, plain-spoken, orthodox soldier who chain-smoked Indian cheroots, which he kept in a kind
         of reticule. “B.P. was a very genuine personality,” wrote Dorman-Smith. Brigadier Galloway, Wilson’s Brigadier General Staff,
         who was ‘lent’ for the planning, was a keen, hard man; restless, quick-tempered, able, and equipped with a caustic sense of
         humour.
      

      
      On October 30th, Mussolini invaded Greece; but the Greeks in a victorious counter-stroke established themselves in Italian
         Albania. This Greek victory, won before O’Connor took the field, was destined to be the ruin of his campaign.
      

      
      On November 19th an important preliminary operation took place in the desert. O’Connor’s strategy for the coming battle depended
         on the gap between Nibeiwa and Sofafi camps being neither garrisoned nor patrolled by the Italians. He therefore pushed forward
         the Support Group into the gap, where they fought and defeated some Italian battle-groups and established British domination
         of the area. On November 26th there was a full-scale rehearsal of an attack on a desert camp, planned and carried out by Beresford-Peirse
         and 4th Indian Division. It was a completely orthodox operation, inspired by the official pamphlet The Division in Attack.

      
      After the division reached its assembly area, it waited patiently for two hours in full daylight while supporting artillery
         registered the enemy defences. Then, following the barrage, the infantry made a frontal assault on foot, in conjunction with the ‘I’
         tanks. Timings had to be exact to ensure that tanks and men arrived on the Italian defences simultaneously. O’Connor held
         a conference to decide whether in fact this Cambrai-style attack would produce decisive results. The tank men, especially
         Colonel Gatehouse, second in command of 7th Armoured Brigade and chief tank umpire of the exercise, were sharply against it;
         so also was Dorman-Smith—sent down by Wavell to witness and comment on the exercise. They criticised the two hours’ waiting
         time during which the entire striking force would be exposed to attack by the much larger Italian air force. They pointed
         out that in aerial photographs there was what looked like a minefield covering the breastwork of the camp on the front of
         the rehearsed attack. To succeed against superior numbers on the ground and in the air, Western Desert Force would need in
         their opinion all the speed and surprise that mechanised warfare made possible. Victory lay, therefore, in the unorthodox.
         O’Connor, though not himself a tank officer, agreed. Close reexamination of air photographs of Nibeiwa camp revealed that
         all vehicle tracks led into the north-west corner of the camp. This suggested absence of mines. The final and daring plan
         was now evolved.
      

      
      The artillery would not wait to register; from the east, it would bombard the whole area of the Italian camp of Nibeiwa with
         the aim of causing panic and confusion rather than material destruction. Simultaneously the ‘I’ tanks and infantry would attack
         from the west, the Italian rear. The infantry would follow the tanks in their trucks and only leave their trucks for the close
         assault on the northwest corner of Nibeiwa. Since the British attacking force would lie in the middle of the Italian army,
         it would run less risk of air attack than in an advance from the east. The plan involved an approach march through the enemy’s
         defence zone and a startline in its rear; a daring and imaginative manoeuvre that broke every rule of staff college orthodoxy.
         It has few rivals in the history of war.
      

      
      In preparing the operation O’Connor had to contend with a shortage of every kind of equipment, but especially of that specialised
         equipment which enabled later armies to move economically in the desert. There were no tank-transporters and no tank-towing
         vehicles. Tanks moved always under their own power, shortening the lives of tracks and engines. If they were stopped in action
         by slight damage, they could not be immediately recovered for repair. There was the question of nourishing an approach march
         of a considerable distance, and a battle at the end of it, in the face of a transport famine; and of transporting the troops themselves. O’Connor
         solved the problem by establishing magazines of petrol, food, water, and ammunition for a five-day battle in the open desert
         between the British and Italian armies. All transport was first devoted to stocking these magazines; and then, during the
         battle, to carrying the troops. It was another example of O’Connor’s cool nerves and professional skill.
      

      
      Yet the approach march of sixty miles, followed by a battle, would still throw a great strain on the transport and on the
         fighting men—too great a strain. O’Connor decided to divide the approach march into two stages. For one day and night his
         entire army would lie out in the open desert halfway from his base towards the Italians.
      

      
      Of the complete plan for Sidi Barrani, with its litany of risks boldly accepted, and of his state of mind as the moment of
         action arrived, O’Connor wrote later:
      

      
      
         I can’t describe my feelings, other than to say that I was sure it would be successful. It was a sound plan, a bit complicated
            perhaps, but I had every reason to rely on my commanders, their staff and the troops—all who were in very good heart.
         

      

      
      The date of the offensive was fixed for 9th December. On November 28th, Wavell, with the astonishing military intuition that
         lay behind his continual silence, wrote to Wilson, O’Connor’s superior:
      

      
      
         The difficulties, administrative and tactical, of a deep advance are fully realised. It is, however, possible that an opportunity
            may offer for converting the enemy’s defeat into an outstanding victory … I do wish to make certain that if a big opportunity
            occurs we are prepared morally, mentally and administratively to use it to the fullest.
         

      

      
      On 5th December, Wavell issued his formal orders to Western Desert Force for Operation Compass. Next day O’Connor gave his own final orders. A year of difficult and ingenious preparation and six months of training and
         planning had brought O’Connor’s small force to a peak of professional skill and fighting dash that was never again reached
         by the British in the desert. The army began to gather; the routine of camp was over.
      

      
      O’Connor had two divisions. Fourth Indian Infantry Division, with the fifty-seven ‘I’ tanks, formed the close assault force;
         7th Armoured Division provided the corps de chasse. There was also a heterogeneous group, called ‘Selby Force’ after its brigadier. The entire command numbered thirty-six thousand
         men.
      

      
      On the night of 7th December the long wait was over. The convoys rolled away through the darkness of no-man’s-land, the lurching
         trucks full of soldiers wrapped thickly against the cold. The army had gone. O’Connor waited in the concrete ops room at Maaten
         Baggush as the hours of daylight on the 8th crept slowly past, wondering if his men would be discovered by Italian air or
         land reconnaissance as they lay out in the desert. It was a bright, cold day, with clear visibility.
      

      
      During the night of December 8th/9th, 1940, the full moon, huge and white, and sharply delineated as a saucer, served for
         the first time as a lamp to light men into a desert battle. Beyond the shapes of trucks and tanks the desert stretched away
         silver, black and empty. It was bitterly cold. At last engines were started up, and the trucks and tanks lumbered off towards
         the rear of an army more than twice as large as the attacking force. In the doomed camp of Nibeiwa, the Italians were restless,
         as if they sensed the danger of which they knew nothing. Their flares flamed against the stars, but they illuminated nothing
         but an infinity of sand and scrub. Shots crashed out against the silence. Then the Italians quietened down.
      

      
      In Baggush, O’Connor waited. It was too late for doubts now. Happily, he did not know—for Wavell had deliberately not told
         him—that in five days’ time, whatever the state of the battle, he must relinquish half his command. For Wavell wanted 4th
         Indian Division for an attack on Eritrea.
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