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Preparing for War

A war on two fronts had destroyed Germany in the First War, and Hitler was determined not to make the same mistake again. The Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact of August 1939, followed by the invasion and dismembering of Poland, had secured his eastern front; and he could now turn his attention to the west.

Britain and France, unprepared as they were, could only hope to hold Hitler off while they built up their own strength and supply base. This meant bringing oil from the Middle East, and men and materials from Canada, South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, India, and Indo-China. Whoever was in command of the Middle East was going to have to defend the Suez Canal, the Red Sea, and the Eastern Mediterranean, as well as prepare for war with the Italians. Their armies in Libya, Ethiopia and Italian Somaliland could not be expected to remain neutral for ever.

General Sir Archibald Wavell arrived in Egypt on 2 August 1939. He was fifty-six, and had served in France, Russia and Egypt in the First War. Behind his formidable reserve, which articulate and emotional people like Churchill found baffling, was a mind both lucid and profound. As Commander-in-Chief Middle East, a title confirmed in February 1940, he was responsible for the land forces in Egypt, Transjordan and Cyprus, which would be increased to British Somaliland, Aden and Iraq in time of war. He was to liaise with all the Ambassadors, High Commissioners and Governors General in that enormous parish, and co-ordinate Britain’s battle plans with those of her allies over an area that stretched from Syria to Ethiopia, and from the Western Desert to Baghdad. His force in Egypt consisted of one armoured division in the process of formation (later to win fame as 7th Armoured Division) and eight battalions of infantry. He was to concentrate on building up the defences of the Delta and the Western Desert, without in any way provoking the Italians.

Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia had shown that he was not beyond fabricating an excuse to go to war. And his maps would look much tidier if the Italian Empire in Africa, now in two pieces, were joined together by the inclusion of Egypt and the Sudan. The Italian forces in Cyrenaica were estimated at 215,000 men, and in Ethiopia the Duke of Aosta’s army numbered a quarter of a million. Wavell did not, however, expect the Italians to attack in the immediate future. Intelligence reports indicated that their men had no wish for a fight; but the fact remained that they outnumbered his men by five to one, and were considerably better equipped.

Lieutenant-General Sir Henry Maitland Wilson, more usually known as Jumbo Wilson, arrived a few weeks ahead of Wavell on 21 June to take up his appointment as General Officer Commanding British Troops in Egypt. His brief was to prepare plans for the invasion of Libya and build up the defences of Egypt, particularly Alexandria. He also had to prepare for the reception of an army of fifteen divisions, which would mean providing accommodation for some 300,000 men. Throughout that winter he worked tirelessly, hampered by slim resources and a sluggish administration.

As a large-scale military base, Egypt possessed a number of advantages. It had three deep-water ports, and a railway between Suez and Palestine’s deep-water port at Haifa. Cheap labour was plentiful. And, however inhospitable the desert, there was plenty of room for military installations without wasting precious agricultural land.

Almost all the military infrastructure the British had left behind in 1918 had been dismantled or let go to ruin, so new workshops and ammunition depots had to be constructed in the area of Tel el Kebir and Qassassin, to the west of Ismailia, where they could make use of the railway and the Sweet-Water Canal. New roads, airfields and lines of communication had to be built, pipes laid to take Nile water into the desert, and water-purifying plants installed to treat it. Training schools, permanent base camps, canteens, and field hospitals had to be organised. The unloading, handling and storage of cargo had to be drastically increased, and Egypt and Palestine were combed for desert-worthy vehicles, particularly trucks.1 Tanks designed for muddy European fields were found to seize up in the desert, their tracks torn by the rocky ground, their air-filters choked with sand.

Since Egypt had almost no raw materials except food, the problem of supply was enormous. GHQ Middle East lost no time in putting in all the orders they could, to the Far East, Australia, South and East Africa. All the British government funds available were turned into steel, pumps, pipes, tools, explosives, petrol, and heavy machinery for docks and workshops.2

 

When Britain declared war on Germany in September 1939, the Egyptian Prime Minister Ali Maher appeared to move swiftly. Diplomatic links with Germany were broken off, and the internment of adult German males and the sequestration of their property were begun at once.

There were under one thousand Germans in Egypt, most of whom were members of the Nazi Party; and those who were not, amounting to some 20 percent of the German community, had been under great social and economic pressure to join. All these people were now in the hands of the official sequestrator, Ahmed Bey Sadik – who was very pro-British and a familiar figure on the Anglo-Egyptian party scene. Members of the Nazi Party and their leaders were interned in the Italian School in Alexandria, and non-Nazis in the German School in Bulaq, Cairo. The two groups were united later on in the war, a decision which led to savage fights between the Nazis and the handful of German Jewish internees; but the latter were released in late 1942.

Martial law was established in Egypt, making the Prime Minister Lieutenant of the Realm. All railways and aerodromes were put at Britain’s disposal, communications and the press were censored. In accordance with the terms of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty, as Ali Maher kept telling Sir Miles Lampson, Egypt was co-operating fully with her ally: but she would not declare war.

In the new year, the men Wavell so desperately needed started to arrive: from India, New Zealand, England and Australia. The Indians, New Zealanders and British seemed well-behaved, but the Egyptians were very nervous of the Australians, whom they remembered rampaging through Cairo at the end of the last war. The Egyptian government insisted that the Australians be billeted outside the country – so, for the first few months, they were kept in Palestine. Work on the new military infrastructure was also making progress, for the British paid well. But, although things were beginning to move for Wavell, Sir Miles Lampson’s efforts to push the Egyptian government into a more active role were being continually thwarted by Ali Maher.

The Embassy soon realised that Ali Maher’s actions were designed to tell the Axis powers that, although forced to co-operate with Britain, he was covertly thwarting them wherever possible. Egyptian officials who had co-operated with the British (like the General Manager of the Egyptian State Railways, Shaker Pasha, who had sold them 17,000 tons of coal from his stocks) were soon replaced by Ali Maher’s men.3 By mid-January 1940, several civil servants and junior ministers had been sacked, and it was well-known that to be friendly with the British was to court political disaster under the present régime. A cartoon appeared, showing the Rector of the Egyptian University on his knees in front of Sir Miles Lampson, begging to be spared the KBE.4

Ali Maher was, however, forced to do something about Aziz el Masri, once tutor to Farouk and now Chief of Staff of the Egyptian Army. A patriot and idealist, now in his mid-sixties, he had always been a close friend of Ali Maher’s. Many of his officers were suspected of having contacts with the enemy. The Head of the British Military Mission, General Macready, found him impossible to deal with. He was always praising the French and German armies, while scorning that of the British. He manipulated appointments, criticised the Military Mission’s every move, and refused to answer letters.5 (According to Anwar Sadat, Aziz el Masri further infuriated Macready by saying that the British Military Mission was more interested in trade than in the defence of Egypt: an order for Bren guns for the Egyptian Army had been given to Britain, though the Czechs were offering them at far lower prices.)6 Lampson demanded that el Masri be removed from office – but Ali Maher would do no more than put him on indefinite leave.

Groups of Islamic fundamentalists were also adding to the general anti-British trend, especially the members of Young Egypt – whose leader, Ahmed Hussein, was an indefatigable pamphleteer and organiser of demonstrations. Ali Maher agreed with Sir Miles that Ahmed Hussein should be ‘stamped out like a poisonous beetle’,7 and left it at that.

On 9 April 1940, the Germans occupied Denmark and Norway; a month later, they launched their assault on the Low Countries. On 17 May they captured Brussels, and on the following day they were well on their way to Arras and Amiens. Events had moved with terrible speed, and Britain – now under the leadership of Winston Churchill – was in immediate danger. Mussolini had still not declared himself, but in a letter to General Sir John Dill of 22 May Wavell compared him to a man who has made his way to the top of a high diving board: ‘I think he must do something; if he cannot make a graceful dive, he will at least have to jump in somehow; he can hardly put on his dressing gown and walk down the stairs again.’8

On 30 May, Ali Maher drew up a proclamation declaring Cairo an Open City. This measure, designed by international law to protect the urban population of a neutral state from enemy bombardment, would not technically come into force while British troops were in the Citadel and the Kasr el Nil barracks, both inside the city limits. The Ambassador and the Service Chiefs, furious at being taken by surprise, had no intention of moving their troops; Cairo’s status remained ambiguous.

At the beginning of June, guards were doubled at the Palace and the Ministries, and there was another round-up of suspicious persons. Hundreds of people were banished from Alexandria to Upper Egypt, fourteen Germans were arrested for fifth-columnist activities, and a hundred cabaret artistes were deported. Six thousand children were evacuated from Alexandria, in anticipation of heavy air-raids.9

Mussolini waited until 10 June before declaring war on the Allies: twelve days after the BEF and 90,000 Frenchmen had been evacuated from Dunkirk. Canada immediately declared war on Italy, and was followed by Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. The Italian Ambassador, Count Mazzolini, was asked to leave Cairo, which he did – telling his servants he would be back in two weeks. Hundreds of Italian men of military age were interned, which caused great inconvenience to everybody since they were mostly mechanics and electricians. On 12 June, the press revealed that the names of several prominent Italian residents of Alexandria were found on a document outlining the post-war government of Italian-occupied Egypt, along with maps showing Egypt as an Italian possession.

Towards the end of the month, the Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie, in European exile since the Italian invasion of his country four years before, returned to Africa. To draw attention away from his arrival, the security forces provoked a demonstration in another part of Alexandria; for his presence was to be kept secret until he crossed the mountains into Ethiopia. At a private reception in the Royal Yacht Club, the Emperor gave a gold watch to the pilot who had brought him safely over the Mediterranean. He then urged his hosts to come and visit him in Addis Ababa, before being whisked off to his preliminary headquarters in the Sudan.10 From there he would enter his own land with a British force, and call on his people to join him in hounding the Italians out of East Africa.

For the Egyptians, it looked as if their country was threatened with a similar fate to that of Ethiopia. They were cheered by the news of 30 June, which announced that the Commander-in-Chief of the Italian Army in North Africa, Italo Balbo, had been shot down while flying over Tobruk two days before. This was seen as a bad omen for the Italian Empire; but the moment of hope was dashed when they heard that he was to be replaced by Marshal Rodolfo Graziani. Ten years before, Graziani had quelled the rebellion in the Fezzan in Libya with savage cruelty. Stories of the raping, burning and looting that the Libyans had suffered at the hands of Italian soldiers, who pushed them off their land to make way for the colonisers, lost nothing in the telling. Compared to the previous summer, when they had been shouting ‘L’Eggitto sarà a noi!’, the Italian Fascists in Suez, Alexandria and Cairo were suspiciously quiet.11

While the Egyptians were grateful for British help in keeping the Italians out of their country, they had no wish to be involved in the war between England and Germany. Nahas Pasha described the situation in terms of an Arab proverb: it was a war ‘in which we have neither a male nor a female camel’ – in other words, it has nothing to do with us.

But, whereas the Italian threat had been growing gradually since 1936, the surrender of France on 16 June 1940 came as a complete shock. Only a few months before, the Egyptian correspondent Mahmoud Abul Fath had gone on a tour of the Maginot Line. He had been very impressed, and described its invincible strength to the readers of the Misri and the Bourse Egyptienne. When the dreadful news reached the beaches of Alexandria, where people had gone to escape the unbearably hot weather in Cairo, they could hardly believe it. From now on, the Egyptians felt that they were caught up in a series of events over which they had little control.

To the Service Chiefs in Cairo, the military implications of the fall of France were disastrous. The co-operation of the French Navy in the Mediterranean, the French Army in Syria, and the air-bases in France could no longer be relied on. The only spark of hope came from General de Gaulle, and it was too early to estimate the success of his call to free Frenchmen everywhere.

In June 1940 Baron de Benoist, the director of the Suez Canal Company which employed a large proportion of the Frenchmen and women working in Egypt, was determined that the fight should go on – as were most of the Company’s executives, including Capitaine de Vaisseau Lucas. ‘From now on,’ he told his children, ‘we must think of ourselves as British.’ His ten-year-old son remembers going out by himself into the garden of his family’s house in Ismailia, to sing the ‘Marseillaise’ for what he thought would be the last time. Thanks to the initiative of men like Lucas and Benoist, the majority of Frenchmen in Egypt rallied to General de Gaulle; they were one of the first overseas communities to do so. However, the French Minister in Cairo and the Consul at Alexandria were among those who remained faithful to Vichy. The latter was also profoundly anti-Semitic: in a secret report intercepted by Field Security, he wrote that the Egyptian newspapers in French were only pro-de Gaulle because they were in Jewish hands and under British influence.12

The French Navy in the harbour of Mers el Kebir, Algeria, was crippled by a British force on 3 July 1940. The reason for its destruction was that, though the armistice forbade the deployment of French ships against the Allies, Hitler would not have hesitated to force France to use her fleet had occasion demanded. The British did not take the decision lightly and, despite the loss of over 1,000 French lives, even General de Gaulle admitted it was necessary. What he found unforgivable was the way the British gloated over Churchill’s show of resolution. He condemned the action as detestable, but urged the French to understand why it was taken.

Until Mers el Kebir, pro- and anti-Vichy Frenchmen had indulged in heated arguments; now they were divided by a gulf of icy silence. Jeanne de Schoutheete (pronounced Skouteet), the French wife of the Belgian Minister, was disturbed to see how hatred of Britain had become so strong among the Levantine French in Beirut that their real enemy was quite forgotten. Mme de Schoutheete was told that the outrageous vandalism of the British at Mers el Kebir was inexcusable, in view of the scrupulously correct behaviour of the Germans in Paris.

Back in Cairo at the end of the month, Jeanne de Schoutheete found herself presiding at a lunch in the P’tit Coin de France Restaurant. Also present was Colonel de Larminat, recently escaped from Syria, and fifteen other Frenchmen. They had come from as far away as Russia and Tunisia to the one country where there was still an active front on which to fight, and had been turned away from the French Legation. Since it was so suffocatingly hot in town, Mme de Schoutheete decided to entertain these brave and bewildered men the following evening to a picnic in the desert, by which time their ranks had swelled to thirty. Once out in the open, their spirits rose a little with the food and wine, and they watched the spectacular Egyptian sunset. Le cafard was kept at bay, until a young lieutenant from Toulon started singing Provençal songs in the shadow of the Pyramids.

Of the 37,000 men of the French Army of the Levant, based in Syria and Lebanon, only a handful left Syria to continue the war beside the British. They arrived at the border of British-mandated Palestine with no idea of the real situation, since they had heard only Vichy broadcasts. All they knew was that they could not stomach the armistice. By the time they left Palestine for Egypt, they were about 1,000 strong. They were camped at Tahag near Ismailia, the administrative centre of the Suez Canal Company, where they were warmly greeted by the French community.

At the time of his first broadcast from London, de Gaulle had also contacted military commanders and administrative governors all over the French Empire. The only one willing to follow him was General Georges Catroux, who had been Governor General of French Indo-China, and the fact that a five-star general was prepared to put himself under de Gaulle’s orders gave the Free French movement weight at a crucial stage in its development. Catroux and his formidable wife, known as ‘la Reine Margot’, moved to Cairo in October. They had an apartment in one of the two blocks of flats in Zamalek known to British residents as Elephant and Castle. He was to be paid the salary of an ambassador en poste, which was appropriate, since he was more of a diplomat than a soldier. At first he was incognito, under the name of Monsieur Charretier (a name chosen because a cart has quatre roues). Within a short time he had resumed his real identity; and Adam (now Professor) Watson, the Embassy’s liaison officer with the Free French, put Catroux onto a very good Greek tailor from whom he ordered some uniforms. The Greek tailor was not convinced by Catroux’s rank, and thought it worth checking: ‘A general, sir?’ Watson assured him that Catroux was a general. ‘But five stars, sir?’

Catroux was a trim, fastidious man, whose tactful and courteous disposition contrasted sharply with de Gaulle’s. Soon after he arrived in Cairo he was received by Sir Miles Lampson, who liked him at once. However, his status as the Free French Representative in Egypt was not acknowledged by everyone. At a reception in the French Legation, the King’s uncle Prince Muhammad Ali asked if Catroux was received in diplomatic circles. There was an uncomfortable silence. The French Minister, Monsieur Pozzi, answered: ‘Although it seems incredible, a certain friendly legation [i.e. the British Embassy] does open its doors to a French general stripped of his rank, who has been condemned to death by his government, and to a rabble which would, in normal times, be shot.’13

One man who felt the humiliation of Mers el Kebir more than most was Admiral Godfroy, in command of Force X: this consisted of a battleship, four cruisers and three destroyers of the French fleet in Alexandria Harbour. Ever since the signing of the armistice, when he had been ordered home and Admiral Cunningham had refused to allow him to leave Alexandria, he had been co-operating with the British admiral whom he liked and respected.

Godfroy had begun discharging his fuel-oil, as a proof of his goodwill, when he heard about Mers el Kebir. The outflow of fuel-oil was stopped, he renounced every undertaking he had made to Cunningham, and the French ships began getting up steam and clearing their decks for action. Godfroy was evidently planning to smash his way out of Alexandria Harbour, which was the worst possible place for a naval battle as far as Admiral Cunningham was concerned. Quite apart from the damage that might be done to the docks and harbour facilities he did not want another Mers el Kebir on his hands, and begged Godfroy to think again.

When Godfroy remained adamant, an appeal was made to the officers and ships’ companies – a message written on large placards, which were set on boats that floated round the French ships. The officers and men were in favour of accepting the terms offered to them; and in the face of this pressure, and that of the French Minister in Cairo, Admiral Godfroy yielded.

The consideration with which Force X was treated, thanks to Admiral Cunningham, was generous. Godfroy was allowed to use Vichy codes to transmit information from the Levant. His men were fed and paid by the British, and they had permission to take shore leave in Alexandria. For over two years, during which the British fleet saw victory at Matapan, suffered massive losses in Crete, kept Tobruk supplied in the face of terrible danger and fought to control the Eastern Mediterranean, Admiral Godfroy stuck to his principles and played tennis. Without so much as a scratch on their paintwork, the French ships looked brazenly sleek and shiny compared to the battered British fleet. However, Godfroy never failed to send a courteous message of congratulation or sympathy to Admiral Cunningham, after every British naval engagement.

The men of Force X went on leave in Syria and Lebanon, where the company of the pro-Vichy French Army of the Levant refuelled their hatred of the Free French. The feelings of the latter were equally hostile, and resentful: the men of Force X not only lived a soft life, but they could send money home – which no Free Frenchman could do through the regular channels. Fights were common in the streets of Alexandria, where the Free French would taunt the sailors – ‘Vous avez des moules ou des huîtres à vendre?’ – at which point la bagarre would begin in earnest.

A more thought-provoking challenge came from Georges Gorse, who broadcast radio programmes aimed at converting the sailors of Admiral Godfroy’s fleet to Free France. One of these featured the results of a competition to find the greatest absurdities of the war (Gorse had in fact composed all the entries himself). He declared a tie between the crowning of Tomislav II of Croatia, and men of Vichy singing the ‘Marseillaise’.

The soldiers of the British Empire cultivated a heroic flippancy, which expressed cheerfulness, and – when things got rough – bravery and endurance. This was reflected in the hearty colloquialism of the propaganda movies: ‘Well, we certainly gave Jerry a pasting that time, he won’t be coming back for more in a hurry!’ This tone was in marked contrast to that of the Free French, whose heroic mode was far more serious.

Poles, Belgians, Yugoslavs – all the nationalities who fought in the Middle East while their country was occupied by the Germans longed for the day of liberation as much as the Free French did; but the Free French were the only ones to be utterly repudiated by their home government: they had disobeyed authority, and were not only outlaws, but traitors. Though they could be seen relaxing and joking, usually among themselves, their commitment to the cause was so fervent that there seemed little room for frivolity.

 

The speed of events had brought a measure of confusion to Anglo-Egyptian relations. While the strength of the Axis made the Egyptians uncertain of the extent to which they should commit themselves to Britain, the British were equally uncertain about how much they should expect from Egypt. After the defeat of France, Whitehall felt the need for more fighting allies, and looked to Egypt. But though the Service Chiefs and Sir Miles Lampson agreed in principle with their superiors in London, and urged Egypt to declare war, they had reservations about the prospect of Egypt as a combatant ally.

The Service Chiefs felt that nationalist elements in the Egyptian Army might cause trouble and refuse to fight under British officers, while Lampson knew that full participation would make Egypt vulnerable to indiscriminate bombing. If that happened to Cairo, one of the sacred cities of Islam, the rest of the Islamic world would undoubtedly blame Britain for forcing Egypt into a war against her will. The British could not afford to lose the goodwill of neighbouring Arab countries. There seemed no good reason to coerce Egypt into war, when the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty already pledged her full co-operation.

The British were very concerned, however, when Ali Maher stated that even if Egypt were invaded by Italy he would not declare war straight away but would have the matter debated in Parliament. Diplomatic relations with Italy were broken on 12 June; but the Arabic press was not allowed to print any anti-Italian propaganda. Only a handful of Germans had been interned, and their firms – particularly the Dresdner Bank – seemed to be taking a long time to liquidate.14 Despite their protestations, it was obvious that both the King and Ali Maher wanted to stay friends with the Axis; and Lampson and the Service Chiefs knew that, sooner or later, they would have to get rid of the Prime Minister.

Luckily for the British, Ali Maher was very unpopular. He had not been elected, but appointed by the King; and, with martial law, he became more powerful than any previous Egyptian Prime Minister. Ali Maher had incurred a good deal of resentment in his few months of office. He governed by intrigue, threats, and the manipulation of administrative posts, rather than through ministers, for whom he held a barely concealed contempt. Thus Parliament made little attempt to defend him when the British demanded his dismissal, and King Farouk reluctantly accepted his resignation on 23 June.

Despite the Wafd’s occasional bouts of anti-British fervour, Lampson knew that it was the only party that could keep the country stable during the course of the coming war. The British Ambassador therefore asked the King to summon its leader, Nahas Pasha, to form a government. Farouk hated Sir Miles, and he hated Nahas, who had impudently tried to curb his power. He quibbled and prevaricated with such persistence that it became obvious that he had no intention of asking the Wafd to take office. But Egypt could not go on indefinitely without a government, and Hasan Sabry Pasha – who represented a compromise – was appointed Prime Minister. Over the next few months his administration saw to the sequestration of Italian property, increased the Egyptian Army by 5,000, and passed a law giving the police powers to arrest anyone spreading false rumours.

The false rumours spreading in late August, however, were entirely due to GHQ, which at that time decided to evacuate the wives and children of all British military personnel stationed in Egypt – only wives involved with official war work were allowed to stay. Service families were not in immediate danger; but it was thought that a soldier could better concentrate on winning the war if his wife and children were safely out of the way. It was bitterly resented by the women, especially when they saw exceptions being made for those with the influence, income, or sheer determination to stay put. These became known in Cairo as the ‘illicit wives’, though that term rarely included the most blatant exceptions of all – Lady Wavell and her daughters. Brigadier McAndlish, who dealt with the evacuation, said later that he had had a dreadful war. First he had to separate the ‘clingers’ – families and newly-weds for whom separation was intensely painful; and, when the fighting was over, his was the job of reuniting people who would have been much better left apart.

The news that all military families were leaving for South Africa caused consternation in the civilian community. Sir Alexander Keown-Boyd had already written a paper on the evacuation of British women and children, which ended with a plea that arrangements should not be left to the last minute. What was the Embassy going to do? Lampson managed to reassure the British Community Council without actually committing himself to an answer. In his opinion the military had needlessly provoked alarm – not only in the British community, but among the local population as well.15 As for the evacuation, he later described it as ‘illogical, inconsistent and unfair’.16

As the British geared themselves for war, the Egyptians could say that they had honoured their commitments under the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty. If anyone should be criticised for not adhering to it it was the British, for the agreement guaranteed Egypt’s rights to order her own internal affairs – a term the British chose to gloss over when they ousted the Egyptian Prime Minister. But, with the Italians on the doorstep, this was not the time to argue.


The Benghazi Handicap

At midnight on 10 June – the moment at which Mussolini decreed that war against the Allies would begin – the 11th Hussars made the first move in the Desert War by cutting out their way through the Wire. This was the frontier fence between Egypt and Libya, which consisted of metal posts and coiled barbed wire three lines deep, and ran for hundreds of miles in a straight line across empty wastes of sand and rock. Once inside Libya, they launched a series of raids on the camps at Fort Capuzzo and Fort Maddalena that took the Italians completely by surprise. As well as destroying a number of guns, tanks and lorries, their prisoners included General Lastucci, the Engineer in Chief of 10th Army. He was captured in his staff car, with two ‘lady friends’.fn1

The British continued their harrying tactics; but the Italians, apart from carrying out regular if not very effective air-raids on Egypt and Palestine, made no serious move till 13 September. On that day, with much trepidation, Marshal Graziani moved his 10th Army sixty miles into Egypt, occupying Sollum and Sidi Barrani. Here he stopped, and built a series of semi-permanent defensive camps. It was hardly the sign of an offensive strategy; but the Axis radio broadcast that the Italian Army of Liberation, inspired by Mussolini who dubbed himself ‘the protector of Islam’, was on its way to free Egypt from the British oppressors.

The Egyptians were under no illusions. Newspaper reports estimated the Italian strength at 250,000 men, supported by nearly a thousand aircraft; censorship prevented them from estimating British numbers, but everyone knew they were less than 50,000. Wavell, under increasing pressure from Churchill to begin the campaign, refused to be hurried. The RAF kept the Italians under constant attack and, to demonstrate its effectiveness and reassure the local population, a captured Italian plane was exhibited in Alexandria. The idea was that the spectators would be filled with admiration for its British captors; but, in their eyes, the aircraft only confirmed the power of the Italian Empire. There was a general mood of what the British called ‘defeatism’, which their unimaginative propaganda could do nothing to dispel. On the night of 19 October Italian planes roared over Cairo, and the suburb of Maadi was bombed.

Wavell had placed Western Desert Force under the command of Lieutenant-General Richard O’Connor. Over the next two months, this small, wiry, unassuming commander established a number of supply-dumps in the open desert, so that his limited transport could be used exclusively for the troops, when all was ready. Secrecy was vital, for Cairo swarmed with enemy agents. To keep up the impression that nothing was happening, the Commander-in-Chief, Lady Wavell and their two daughters went to the races at Gezira on the afternoon of Saturday, 7 December. That evening, Wavell gave a party for senior officers at the Turf Club. His guests said he had looked very relaxed.

The Italians in their camps were no match for the light, mobile forces that O’Connor unleashed upon them on 9 December. After three days’ fighting, O’Connor had retaken Sidi Barrani.

This came as a tremendous boost to morale in Cairo and London. For the last few months, Churchill had been extremely impatient with Wavell, who refused to move until he was ready. All that had vanished in the glow of victory, but the Prime Minister’s delight prompted two rather ill-judged statements. The speech in which he said that the Italians had invaded Egypt ‘which was under British protection’ infuriated the Egyptians, for whom the word ‘protection’ had humiliating associations.1 There was a flurry of embarrassed apologies from the Embassy. Another speech led Wavell to believe the Prime Minister was being incorrectly briefed, an impression the CIGS Sir John Dill made haste to rectify in a signal to Cairo:

‘21 December 1940. Yes of course I realise Australian Light Horse Regiment is mechanised. Fear that PM having seen reference to Australian cavalry … in a moment of exuberance, and forgetting desert, distance and water, jumped to conclusion that dashing cavalry charge had taken place and said so in the House.’2

A little later, a serious breach of security was discovered. A copy of a secret memorandum from General Wilson, concerning the British defence of Siwa Oasis, was found among papers belonging to the captured General Pescatori. Dated October 1939, it had been sent to the Egyptian Minister of Defence. But those suspected of passing it on to the Italians were Ali Maher, then Prime Minister, or Aziz el Masri, in his capacity as Chief of the Egyptian General Staff.3 Since both were out of high office and under surveillance already, there was little Lampson could do; but the incident served to silence protests, however, when the British took back equipment they had promised to the Egyptian Army.

The new Prime Minister Hasan Sabry had no chance to prove himself, for he dropped dead of a heart attack while reading the Speech from the Throne to the assembled Parliament on 14 November. Lampson was not surprised to find that the King still baulked at appointing Nahas – but he was extremely displeased when he heard that Farouk wanted to reinstate Ali Maher. The only candidate acceptable to the Embassy, Parliament and Farouk was Hussein Sirry Pasha – an engineer who had been Minister of Public Works and Commerce. Sir Miles was not very impressed; but Sirry seemed willing to co-operate with the British, and was also the King’s uncle by marriage. The Embassy hoped he would exert a certain influence on His Majesty, if only by keeping Ali Maher as far as possible from the Palace.

This, however, was easier said than done. Farouk had not dismissed any of his Italian servants, through whom he maintained links with Ali Maher and Rome. There were rumours of a powerful radio-transmitter at the palace of Inchasse, and Sir Miles once had to warn the King that, despite the blackout ordered in Alexandria, powerful lights had been seen coming from the palace at Montazah. The King smiled, and said it would not happen again.4

By 23 December 24,000 Italians had been taken prisoner, and O’Connor seemed unstoppable. Not only had the Italians been pushed out of Egypt, but during that autumn they had also failed to take Greece. When the Italians declared war on Greece in October 1940, fights between the two communities in Egypt had at once broken out. The enthusiasm of the Greeks in Egypt to rush to the aid of the homeland had been remarkable: fourteen thousand had enrolled at once and sailed home to fight; while the newspaper el Mussawar stated that, in one night, the Greek community had raised more money than the whole of the national defence budget for Egypt, a country of sixteen million people. El Mokkatam reported that a high-minded Greek had broken off his engagement to an Italian girl.5 Among the men, this patriotic fervour tended to overlook the conditions the Greek Army would be facing in the mountains. The women showed more foresight: Madame Capsalis, the wife of the Greek Minister, urged all Greek women to start knitting jerseys and socks for the brave troops in the coming winter. A month later the Italian advance had collapsed, and on 18 December the Greek Army launched its offensive, driving the Italians back into Albania. In December 1940, the Greeks and British in Egypt celebrated their triumph; it seemed that Cairo had never been so glittering and carefree as it was that Christmas.

Although the smart restaurants of Cairo were full of people congratulating each other, Britain’s successes in the desert had led to a worsening of Anglo-Egyptian relations. The Egyptian newspapers were full of articles saying that Wavell could never have done it without Egyptian co-operation, and in return they wanted to see some concession towards their ultimate goal of Istiqlal-el-tam – complete independence. The British, on the other hand, thought that Egypt should be eternally grateful for having been saved from the Italians.

After a huge tea party for two to three thousand soldiers in the Gezira Club, with tea served by Lady Lampson, the Ambassador and his wife repaired to Upper Egypt for a few days’ holiday with the writer and traveller Freya Stark. They visited the desert tombs and temples on donkeys, and danced in the evening with pashas in the ballroom of the Winter Palace Hotel – ‘both the good ones,’ wrote Freya, ‘and the bad ones who looked as though they had backed a favourite and lost’.6

Jacqueline Lampson rejoiced in the desert victory as much as anyone in the British community, but the war had put her in a difficult position, for she was half Italian. Her father, Sir Aldo Castellani, was a distinguished Italian physician with a Harley Street practice. He had done valuable work on tropical diseases in Africa, was Surgeon General to the Italian forces during the Ethiopian War of 1935–36, and became Medical Adviser to the Italian High Command in 1942. For Lampson, the only real embarrassment came when Farouk made remarks like ‘I won’t get rid of my Italians till he gets rid of his’ – a story that went round Cairo like wildfire.

Sir Miles’s first wife had died while they were en poste in China, and he met Jacqueline when she came out on a visit to Egypt as a friend of his niece Miranda. Despite the considerable difference in their ages they were married in December 1934, when he was still High Commissioner. Dark and pretty, Jacqueline Lampson barely came up to her husband’s shoulder. She was energetic and bossy, both excellent qualities in a diplomat’s wife; and she also had the invaluable gift of being able to talk confidently and brightly to everyone, from the King to Tommy Atkins.

Chips Channon arrived to stay at the British Embassy in Cairo on New Year’s Day 1941, on his way to Yugoslavia. ‘I am exultant; the Cairene scene is just my affair, easy, elegant, pleasure-loving, trivial, worldly; me, in fact …’7 Channon attended a race meeting at Gezira with his hosts, and was delighted by the ceremonial formal ities – ‘God Save the King’ played as the Ambassador entered his box, dressed in a grey frock coat and topper, with Lady Lampson in a dress of silk ruffles and a picture hat. ‘The paddock was crowded and it reminded me of Newmarket, with Aly Khan leading his horses and Charles Wood [later Lord Halifax] wandering about with Hughie Northumberland.’8

Not surprisingly, Wavell was the toast of Cairo and Channon was determined to meet him through Peter Coats, the General’s ADC. Lady Wavell was not a natural hostess; and since his arrival in early 1940, Major Coats had taken over the organisation of the Wavells’ social life, with great success. Both the food and the conversation at the General’s table showed a marked improvement, and even the General himself seemed a little more talkative.

Peter Coats was delighted to see Channon again; but was rather nervous of introducing this professional socialite and bon viveur to Wavell, whose long bouts of silence were uncomfortable for those who were not used to them. On 4 January the Wavells gave a cocktail party for a hundred people at their house overlooking the Gezira race-course. Wavell had evidently taken a shine to Channon for he was asked to stay on for dinner, and he and Wavell had a long conversation after that. Channon told him he was a hero in England, ‘… and when I told him he was a second Nelson (a foolish remark) he retorted “Why? because I have only one eye?” We really made friends.’9

A few weeks later, on his way back from Yugoslavia, Channon made himself a firm friend of Lady Lampson, who was then involved with the Red Cross and Red Crescent Ball. Gala occasions took place almost every Saturday in aid of one war charity or another, and the organisers of this particular party were Lady Lampson, the Prime Minister’s wife Mme Sirry, and the wife of the Greek Minister Mme Capsalis. They each took one third of the tickets to sell, and Lady Lampson sent a hundred to Lady Wavell, asking her to help distribute them. Lady Wavell immediately sent them back, without so much as a covering note. After much argument through intermediaries she could only be persuaded to take four – but, luckily for Lady Lampson, Channon cheerfully bought a hundred.10

The good news kept up in January: O’Connor captured Bardia on the 4th, and forged on to take Tobruk and Derna. The East African campaign began, and Kassala was in British hands on the 19th. However, there were alarming reports from Greece: her heroic but ill-equipped army was trapped in the Albanian mountains, enduring one of the fiercest winters in living memory. The Greek dictator Metaxas, who had declined Britain’s offer of help, died on 29 January. By now the Germans were massing in Rumania, and Metaxas’s successor Koryzis immediately asked the Allies for every possible assistance.

Channon was sad to leave the gaieties of Cairo on 8 January, and anxious about his visit to Belgrade. His mission was to try and persuade the Regent Prince Paul, whom he had known for years, to join the Allies and stand by her neighbour Greece; but Paul could not bring himself to hand over a country at war to his young nephew Peter, who would reach his majority in a few months’ time.

Back in North Africa, O’Connor cut off the Italians’ escape south of Benghazi at Beda Fomm on 7 February. The exhilarating gallop across the desert, which the men of Western Desert Force had dubbed ‘the Benghazi Handicap’, was over. Five days later, on 12 February, General Erwin Rommel arrived in Tripoli.


Disaster in All Directions

When Rommel stopped off in Sicily on 11 February on his way to North Africa, he learnt that Rome had forbidden the bombing of British-occupied Benghazi because too many influential Italians had houses there. He promptly told the Luftwaffe commander General Geisler not to pay any attention to such ridiculous obstructions to military priorities. Air-raids on Benghazi began at once.

In Cairo that same day, Wavell received the instructions he had been expecting with such grave misgivings. From now on, Cyrenaica was to be held with the bare minimum of men and equipment, and the East African campaign was to be wrapped up as soon as possible. The defence of Greece was the highest priority.

Rommel wasted no time. His intelligence reports confirmed that the British position was weak and over-extended, and he knew that Wavell would be under pressure to send aid to Greece. Work was to proceed at full speed, round the clock, to get his troops and equipment unloaded and sent forward. However, the German High Command was considerably less enthusiastic. The demands of the huge army with which it was planning to invade Russia had relegated the Western Desert to a side show, and Rommel was told not to move until the arrival of the 15th Panzer Division in May.

Wavell, his attention now focused on the problem of putting 60,000 men into Greece, also thought he had a couple of months in which to build up his defences before the Germans made any serious moves in Cyrenaica. When Rommel attacked in late March, the British were as unprepared as the Italians had been in December. Both the Italians and the German High Command were dismayed by this headlong charge, but they were overruled by Hitler himself who gave Rommel his blessing. Confounded by the speed of the German advance, Western Desert Force began to disintegrate into confusion. On 3 April, General O’Connor – who had been enjoying some well-deserved leave – was sent up to assist Lieutenant-General Philip Neame VC, who had taken over command of Cyrenaica when General Jumbo Wilson was assigned to lead the Greek campaign.

Early on the morning of 6 April, Germany invaded Greece and Yugoslavia. Belgrade was subjected to an aerial bombardment comparable to that which Hitler had unleashed on Warsaw and Rotterdam, and the country fell within a week. In Greece, Wilson’s little Allied force of Australian, New Zealand, English and Polish troops had barely assembled beside the defending Greeks, when twenty German divisions marched over the border from Bulgaria. The Allies found themselves fighting a rearguard action from the very beginning.

In the Western Desert that same night, after two days of fruitlessly trying to co-ordinate the movements of the British and Australian forces, Neame and O’Connor decided to pull back their headquarters. Since O’Connor had no car of his own, Neame gave him a lift in the huge white Cadillac that he had inherited from Jumbo Wilson. They set off in the main stream of British vehicles pouring east of the Jebel Akhdar, but before nightfall realised they were on the wrong track. After midnight, the car suddenly hesitated, and stopped. O’Connor woke up. Lights were flashing in their direction, and the voices behind the lights were German. Of all the commanders who might have been captured, O’Connor was the one who could least be spared; and it was not until Montgomery arrived a year and a half later that the British had a general of his calibre in the Western Desert.

When the Axis announced their invasion of the Balkans and the capture of Neame and O’Connor, GHQ tried to emphasise the good news – Addis Ababa had been taken with 10,000 Italian prisoners. But the success of the campaign in Ethiopia was of little interest as the Germans got closer, and Anglo-Egyptian relations got worse. The deterioration was largely due to conflicts arising from the war, public discussion of which was frozen by censorship; but the feeling of mutual hostility found expression in reactions to a proposal that all commercial accounts should be kept in Arabic. It was widely supported by Egyptians who were well aware of the upheaval it would cause, while it exasperated the British community, who dismissed the idea as the work of ungrateful fanatics.1

The British could hardly hide their anxiety, despite strong exhortations not to appear alarmist or defeatist – particularly in front of Egyptians. In darker moments they wondered what would happen when the Germans reached Cairo. The Chief of Staff, General Sir Arthur Smith, admitted to Lampson on 13 April that he thought the Germans would be at the Pyramids, only eight miles west of the capital, at any moment.

On that very same day, Rommel encircled Tobruk. The town had been well-fortified by the Italians, and the Australians inside had had time to organise their defence – which was far fiercer than the Germans had anticipated. Rommel seemed to be everywhere at once, furious at the lack of progress and driving every unit beyond the limit of its endurance. He spent nine days trying to force his way in until blinding sandstorms, heavy tank losses and the death of two of his most effective commanders obliged him to let up. The fact that he had failed to take Tobruk turned the fortress and its defenders into a powerful allegory which captured the Allied imagination. Only a month later, the troops’ magazine Parade dedicated an issue to ‘The Spirit of Tobruk’, and every week that the siege continued made the myth more powerful. Although forced to leave the best harbour in eastern Cyrenaica in British hands, thus placing a considerable strain on his supply lines, Rommel was determined not to lose the initiative. By mid-May he had taken Sollum, on the westernmost edge of Egypt.

 

In late April, 21,000 British, Anzac and Greek troops were evacuated from Greece to Crete, to join the 6,000-strong garrison already there. These men were tired, and desperately short of guns, ammunition, signalling equipment, vehicles and tools; but the New Zealander General Freyberg estimated that if more convoys got through successfully, and if he had the full support of the Navy and the RAF, it would be possible to hold Crete.

From 14 May onwards the Germans launched repeated air attacks on the island and the convoys trying to reach it. This softening up process culminated on 20 May. Early that morning, the attack was fiercer than usual; then, through the dust and smoke, the defenders saw the sky speckled with parachutes. Hundreds of paratroopers were shot like so many pheasants; but, despite an enormous casualty rate, 5,000 Germans had landed safely on the island by sundown.

The capture of Maleme airfield the next day provided the toehold that the Germans needed, and the psychological strain of the next week’s incessant fighting and air attacks brought the Allied troops to the edge of nervous exhaustion. On 26 May, Freyberg admitted that his forces were at breaking point, and the order to pull out was given the following day.

In a heroic effort which claimed over two thousand lives and five ships, the Navy managed to rescue 18,000 men from Crete between 28 May and 1 June;2 12,000 men remained on the island and were taken prisoner. From Cairo, the situation looked disastrous. Not only were the Balkans and Crete in enemy hands, but Rommel had now trumped all Wavell’s winter victories. ‘I don’t think,’ wrote Lampson in his diary on 29 May, ‘I have ever seen our Archie look quite so gloomy.’

The news that an Italo-German force was on the Egyptian border raised considerable alarm, but nothing like the panic provoked by the very heavy bombing raids on Alexandria in mid-June. There was a mass evacuation of between fifty and seventy thousand people from Alexandria and Port Said, and the flight of dock-workers, in large numbers, caused chaos at a critical time for the military administration. Hussein Sirry did succeed in calming the country with reassuring speeches; but the Egyptians no longer had much faith in Britain. A month earlier the expeditionary force to Greece was assumed to be much greater than it actually was, and no one imagined that it had been raised by stripping Cyrenaica and leaving Egypt exposed to attack.

The airborne invasion of Crete proved so ruinously expensive in lives and resources that the Germans were never tempted to try anything like it again – but it did have the advantage of giving their prestige in the Middle East a tremendous boost. ‘The fall of Crete,’ wrote Lampson, ‘… has created a profoundly defeatist impression among the Egyptian public, which is inclined to regard this German overseas success as a serious blow to the hitherto unquestioned legend of British sea power. Explanations of aviation difficulties, lack of aerodromes nearby, etc., have not sufficed to counteract this impression.’3 There was a general feeling that though the British were capable of beating the Italians, they would not be so successful against the Germans.

As well as directing three different fronts at once, Wavell also had to deal with constant harrying, prodding, bullying and questioning from the Prime Minister, whose ideas about warfare differed sharply from his own. All fire and action, Churchill thought a man was ready for the front as soon as he had been issued with a rifle. He believed in heroism, whereas Wavell relied on strong supply lines, sound equipment and good planning. This careful attitude made Churchill rank Wavell’s remarkable abilities with those of ‘a good chairman of a Tory Association’.4

The gulf between them grew wider over the Iraq crisis, which erupted at the same time as the Greek campaign. In the first days of April, four Iraqi generals known as the Golden Square seized power with the aid of the nationalist politician Rashid Ali el Ghalani. They searched the palace in Baghdad for the pro-British Regent, Emir Abdul Ilah (it was said that the search party included four doctors, who had already completed a certificate of death from heart failure); but the Emir had fled, and taken refuge on board a British ship in Basra. The rebels besieged the main air-base at Habbaniya, and surrounded the British Embassy in which 300 people had taken refuge. Since the aim of the coup was to free Iraq from British control it had the wholehearted support of Germany, which promised substantial military aid.

London felt that a brisk military intervention was the best way to bring Iraq to heel. General Sir Claude Auchinleck, recently appointed C-in-C India, offered to send a force to Iraq which would be up to division strength within a month; he was also willing to command the operation. Churchill accepted the first part of his offer, but insisted that Iraq was Wavell’s responsibility.

Over-extended on every front, Wavell was extremely unwilling to launch another campaign for which he had neither the men nor the equipment, and felt that a diplomatic solution should be found for the Iraqi problem. However he scraped together various units to make Habforce, which entered Iraq through Palestine in mid-May. Wavell’s force moving from the west towards Auchinleck’s in the south-east succeeded in quelling the rebellion. The Iraqis were obliged to move before they were ready, and the reinforcements they had been promised by the Axis failed to materialise. On the night of 29 May, Rashid Ali, his colleagues and the German and Italian Ministers fled into Persia.

While he did not entirely blame Wavell for the disasters of the Greek campaign, which was undertaken for political rather than military reasons, Churchill could not forgive the reluctance and pessimism he had shown over Iraq. Sooner or later, Wavell would have to go.

The time that Britain had taken to get Iraq under control was seen in Egypt as yet another sign of military weakness. While many Egyptians would have wished Britain stronger to protect them from invasion, Rashid Ali’s rebellion found some support in Egypt. On 16 May Huda Shaarawi, who had devoted her life to feminism and, in 1923, was
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The Benghazi Handicap

fn1 The Italian Army routinely supplied their larger garrisons with prostitutes. Fourteen of them were found in Tobruk when the Australians captured it in 1941; and, since the women could not be put in the prison cages along with the POWs, they were sent to Alexandria. Here, to his acute embarrassment, they were handed over to the Roman Catholic Chaplain of the Forces, who found a convent in Cairo prepared to take them in. Their clothes were taken away and replaced by shapeless gingham uniforms, they had no sweets or cigarettes, and were utterly miserable – but neither the Church nor the Army could bear the moral responsibility of turning them out on to the streets.
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