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“There must be a beginning of any great matter, 

but the continuing unto the end until it be thoroughly finished 

yields the true glory.”




Sir Francis Drake (1587)
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CHAPTER 38: TUESDAY 17TH DECEMBER 1946
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The face that looks back at Sir Robert Beresford-Smith from the mirror is older than it was. His moustache and goatee are white, as is the hair that remains on the shiny surface of his balding head; combed backwards from the temples, it ends in snowy curls at the nape of his neck. His teeth are yellow, stained by tea and tobacco; his face, leathery and dark from the pitiless sun of India and Arabia. A goatee is not a particularly fashionable form of beard in this, the fifth decade of the Twentieth Century, and his hair is a little longer than is the current style, but he fancies that it makes him look just a little like an Elizabethan adventurer, a man in the mould of Raleigh, or Frobisher, or Drake. A man from the days when England imposed its will upon the world with a conscience unclouded by remorse, unconstrained by myths of probity or warped by the malice of good intentions. His eyes are still bright, hard and penetrating and, whatever his failings of fashion, his face will do very well for the work he must accomplish today. If it resembles that of one of the buccaneers of old, then that is perhaps no more than appropriate.

He must compose that face carefully; it must be arranged into an expression that is conciliatory, regretful, benevolent and astute. It is not the first time he has been required to humour a prince towards a choice. Thirty years in the Indian Civil Service lie behind him and the management of skittish potentates is perhaps his speciality. He straightens his back and his tie, adjusts the handkerchief in the pocket of his jacket, and pulls the lapels into shape. Demeanour. In his profession, demeanour is everything. 

On top of the bureau next to the mirror, a telegram from the foreign office is addressed to him, Ambassador Plenipotentiary to the court of Sheikh Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah of Kuwait. Not for the first time, he muses that it is a ridiculously optimistic title. The Sheikh’s court is little more than a fly-infested room in a weather-beaten building, crowded with sycophants and mendicants of one sort or another. Sometimes ‘court’ is even held in a tent, with canvas flaps banging in the desert breeze and the stench of horse flesh, coffee and overcooked mutton permeating every nook. 

But then, should the truth be told, he is not really an Ambassador Plenipotentiary either. He is a salesman – or perhaps an extortionist, depending on your point of view – and if he were a weaker man, he might see his business today as perhaps a little disagreeable. Well, if it is disagreeable, it is also necessary.

The car is waiting outside, a closed car with two Union Jack flags on the front wings hanging limp in the heat. His wife brushes dust from his shoulders and asks:

“Will you be home for supper? I do hate to let the food spoil.” 

He shakes his head; “I don’t know dear, I expect so, do stop fussing.” As the car moves through the streets of Kuwait town, he reads the telegram again. It consists of only two words:

SPATE. CORINTHIAN.

‘Spate’ means that the military situation in Iran is extremely serious. ‘Corinthian’ means that the time has come to force Sheikh Ahmad to a choice. It is one that he does not wish to make, but the time to temporise is passed. History may judge both of them harshly, but hard times make for hard decisions and, frankly, Sir Robert Beresford-Smith has no time to fret over history’s verdict and little more than contempt for judgments made at a distance and with time on the side of the judge.
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The car moves slowly through the gated wall, past the Souk and the Street of the Storytellers. Curious, barefoot children run to keep pace and stare in through the window. They laugh and point at him, brilliant smiles and ragged clothes, until finally they pass through the crumbling, weather-stained gates of the Sief Palace. 

He is received in the private chambers; Sheikh Ahmad is alone. Beresford-Smith makes the customary obeisance and observes that the Sheikh seems more edgy than usual. The nervous movements of his horsehair fly swat are tense and constant. His face is the same as always – aloof, sceptical and proud – his smile is distant and tinged with just a hint of cynicism; it is a face composed as meticulously as Beresford-Smith’s own. 

The Ambassador places his feet carefully. Not too far apart, he must not bestride the room; not too close together, he must not give the appearance of weakness. He folds his hands in front of him, his head slightly bowed and to one side. In diplomacy, stance is as important as demeanour. The Sheikh does not wait for Beresford-Smith to begin. Though he speaks excellent English, he addresses him in Arabic:

“So, Sir Robert, you want an answer from me?” Beresford-Smith waits for a moment before responding.

“If it pleases your Highness, my government has asked if they may know your mind on the matter. It is important to us to have this issue settled so we may determine how to proceed, but of course, our action rests on your decision.”

“There are rumours that your army is being badly beaten in Iran and are in general retreat. What do you say to that?”

“I cannot speak with authority on the military situation, although I understand an orderly withdrawal has been undertaken and German progress has been checked. I will say that the sort of rumour that might spread is likely to be exaggerated, fantastical or both. We have beaten the Germans before and Insh Allah, God willing, we will beat them again. Whether we choose to do it here or elsewhere is another matter. I’m sure that I need hardly repeat that the Nazis regard Arabs as being another kind of Jew.” 

“They made promises to the Iranians; they said they were Aryans.”

“Herr Hitler is always making promises – it is even true that he sometimes keeps them – but he has reversed himself on the question of whether the Iranians are Aryan or not. He may reverse himself again; who knows what Herr Hitler will do? What we know to be fact is how he has treated those he has conquered. The Swiss, the Danes, the Norwegians are, according to Herr Hitler, pure Aryans, and he has murdered them by the thousand.”

The Sheikh’s face darkens with anger – he is not a man who likes to be coerced by circumstance – Beresford-Smith continues: “As we previously discussed, British forces may have to withdraw from the entire region. This would be regrettable, but if military necessity compels...” 

Sheikh Ahmad interrupts him: “And where will you get oil?” 

“From the Americans, Insh Allah.” Beresford-Smith pauses a moment, thinking to himself ‘and if we can pay for it’, before continuing. “As I say, we may have to withdraw, in which case nothing will stand between the German Army and your kingdom.” 

The Sheikh is suddenly shouting “The Germans will only triumph if God wills it!” yet the rage in his voice is undermined by the fear in his eyes. 

Beresford-Smith does not wait to respond. “That is true, your Highness, that is most certainly true. But which is the man who can say with certainty what is the will of God?” There is silence between them.

“What if I agree and the Germans beat you anyway?”

“As you say, your Highness, they can only beat us if God wills it. Surely, your Highness, the point is this: if we stay and fight, there is a good chance that we shall win. If we go, who will stop them? We can only stay if it is worth our while to stay, and that is a decision for you.”

Again there is silence for a moment, as Sheikh Ahmad considers his response. When he speaks, there is a cold fury in his voice.

“And why should I trust the British? Your Sir Percy Cox redrew the borders of the whole region; he gave those Saudi jackals a third of our territory!”

“That was regrettable. Regrettable , but necessary; Ibn Saud was determined to bring all of the Arabian Peninsula south of the Euphrates under his rule. We sated his appetite, and peace has prevailed for more than twenty years. Let us make no mistake: that peace is a British achievement.” Beresford-Smith hesitates a moment, he has stroked this man’s ego for long enough. He straightens his back. “My government authorises me to tell you that it is possible we may revisit the question of the borders, but we can only do this if we maintain a presence in this region. And you must have asked yourself the question: after this war is over, what will restrain Ibn Saud? And what of the Iraqis? We put down the coup of Rashid Ali Al-Gaylani in 1941, what if we are gone and there is another coup? What then? And what of Prince Abd al-Ilāh, the Regent of Iraq, and the boy King Faisal II – King Ghazi’s son – what are their intentions? Ghazi claimed sovereignty over half the region.” 

Sheikh Ahmad’s face is distorted by rage as he shouts. “Of course he did! It was you British, that fool Lawrence, who put the Sauds and Hashemites on their thrones!” 

“That is true. Perhaps that was a mistake, perhaps not; if it was, how can we correct it if you compel us to leave? It is important for all the rulers of the Arabian peninsula to understand that their states exist at the pleasure of the British government, we cannot persuade them of this without a presence here – and if we go, what will happen to you? What will happen to your people?” Even as he says the words, he knows that the Sheikh, absolute ruler and petty despot, could hardly care less for his people, but he is shouting again,

“What of the other princes? What answer has Abdullah bin Jassim of Qatar given you? And what of Salman of Bahrain? What of the Seven Emirs of Trucial Oman? What of them?” 

Beresford-Smith’s demeanour changes again, it becomes hesitant, regretful. “Highness, they wait for you; they will follow your lead, Insh Allah, God willing.”

Again, there is a pause; in the silence, the buzzing of the flies, voices from outside and the trickle of running water can be clearly heard. Beresford-Smith knows that what he is doing here today will be damned as imperialism. The view that history will take will be warped by geography and the notion of race – yet what is distance, after all? What is race? What relevance does any of it have really? There is only survival; all else is vanity, delusion and conceit. The deal Britain is offering means survival for the people of Britain and for the people of the minor nations of the Persian Gulf. The only losers will be the rulers of these territories and the sycophants they surround themselves with and all they will lose is power they abuse over people who deserve better.

He risks a glance at the Sheikh. Ahmad’s eyes are downcast, his shoulders slumped. Finally he lifts his head, straightens his back; his face is composed once more. He enunciates each word carefully.

“Well then, Sir Robert, it seems that I must agree. My country will cease to be a British protectorate and become a full British colony. I shall reign as my fathers reigned, but I shall not govern as my fathers governed; Britain will take care of everything, leaving me free to do as I wish. How kind and thoughtful.” He pauses; his eyes seek the ambassador’s face. “Mash Allah – God has willed it.” 

Beresford-Smith shuts his eyes as if in prayer. His head is downcast, his bearing suggests quiet condolence. “Yes your Highness – Mash Allah.”

He bows low and walks out into the blinding sunlight. 
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CHAPTER 39: THE COURSE OF THE WAR, FROM THE ‘PRIMARY’ CONFERENCE TO THE BATTLE OF TANIMBAR
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From ‘Anglo–American Relations – A Study in Competitive Cooperation’ by Alan Drexel writing in the Economic History Chronicle volume 3, 1978

The first summit of the Allied leaders took place from 9th-18th July 1946 at Ponta Delgada in the newly-liberated Azores. Referred to by the code word ‘Primary’, it was the first of several wartime meetings between Britain’s Prime Minister, Archibald Sinclair and America’s President, Harry Truman. Although the talks were principally between the British Commonwealth and the United States, other countries and territories were also represented. These were the Government of Thailand, at the invitation of the British, and the governments of the Philippines, the Netherlands East Indies and the Free French, at the invitation of the Americans.
The summit was marked by a new confidence in the outlook of the democracies. The events of the preceding year had shown that the ‘invincible’ Germans could be defeated. The sense of futility, which had hung like a pall over much of what was to become the Great Atlantic Alliance after the War of 1940, was swept aside by the victories of 1945 and 1946. The British in particular had gained enormous prestige from stopping the Japanese onrush in the Pacific and the annihilation of Army Group England. The news of the capture of the Italian stronghold of Tobruk in the Western Desert and the continued resistance of the Fortress of Gibraltar to Spanish attack enhanced this perception. In fact, while America was still very much the greatest power in the Allied partnership by reason of its enormous wealth, large population and immense war potential, it was the British Commonwealth that could lay claim to moral leadership of the alliance. British representatives at Primary were able to influence policy with greater authority than they might otherwise have done because of the success of British arms.​[1]

It was secretly agreed that the Chinese and Russians would be classed as co-belligerents rather than full allies. Truman was uneasy about this, but was persuaded by the view that, as both would be heavily dependent on British and American support in the war, and neither were democracies, they should be treated as full allies in name only. This put Thailand in an ambiguous position because, though Thailand had an elected parliament since 1932, it too was not a true democracy. 

It was also agreed that the leaders of the resurgent Soviet Union and of China, Lazar Kaganovich and Chiang Kai-shek, would be fully apprised of the conference agenda and the resulting accords. Both countries were bearing the brunt of the fight against fascism ‘broken-backed’; they deserved to be invited to the next conference. Although the sovereignty of the Azores was not called into question, the government of Portugal was not invited.

The main focus of the talks was the Allies’ grand strategy; the Ponta Delgada conference saw the shape of the war decided. In addition to Truman and Sinclair, George C. Marshall, the U.S. Secretary of Defence, was a delegate, as were many other high-ranking officers in the forces of the Alliance, and the conference created a united statement of purpose for the Allied powers. This was the Ponta Delgada Declaration, which proclaimed to the world that nothing short of the ‘Unconditional Surrender’ of Germany and Japan would be acceptable to them. The other Axis powers were deliberately excluded from the declaration because it was believed that they could be persuaded to abandon the fascist alliance once its two main pillars were destroyed. The Allies also hoped that the declaration might prevent the Russians from negotiating a separate peace with the Nazis. Neither Truman nor Sinclair harboured any trust for Kaganovich or the other Soviet leaders, but keeping Soviet forces engaged with Germany on the Eastern front, thus depleting their strength, was a priority and was perceived as being absolutely vital to winning the war. It was agreed that all possible aid should be provided to the Russians. It was also felt that, with Germany and Japan subdued, the other Axis powers would be fatally weakened and would have to seek an accommodation with the Allies, a relationship within which the Allies would dictate the terms.

It was understood that Britain and America would have an equal role to play in any post-war international organization that would be based on the basic principles expounded in the Declaration. These were founded in an ideology that was based on Anglo-American internationalism and that invoked Anglo-American cooperation as a buttress to international security. However, initially there was some argument about Allied goals for the post war world.

The leaders of the United Kingdom and the United States disagreed on some of the objectives of the war. The American side wanted ‘No territorial enlargement; no territorial changes made against the wishes of the people of the territories involved; self-determination for all peoples; and a restoration of self-government to those deprived of it.’ The British viewed many of these ideas, though laudable goals, as being both politically naive and fatal to the British Empire as it was then constituted. They wanted to continue to work towards the same goals in the evolutionary way already in process within the established framework of the Commonwealth. In this, they were supported by the Free French and the Government of the Netherlands East Indies, though both were constrained by their obligations to their patron, the United States. No agreement was reached on the issue.

The strategy of prioritising the war in Europe and the defeat of Nazi Germany first was agreed upon, but the American focus was the Pacific and they urged the British to renew the offensive against the Japanese in concert with the growing power of the United States. Truman emphasised the importance of supporting China to wear down the Japanese ground forces, and the question of how to begin reducing the Japanese perimeter was also addressed. 

As well as the President of the Philippines, Sergio Osmena, Field Marshal Douglas MacArthur, Commander in Chief of the Philippines’ Army, was at the conference. Macarthur had been put out of a job after the Japanese invasion. He was sixty-six years old and therefore past the mandatory retirement age for the U.S. Army, nevertheless the Philippines government in exile wanted to retain his services. This was partly because they felt that the Americans would be more likely to listen to one of their own. They did not realise that MacArthur’s bombastic style irritated Truman and Marshall profoundly, and in fact MacArthur had initially been encouraged to take the Philippines Army post in 1935 so that the American Army be could be rid of him. 

Osmena and MacArthur argued for a strategy to retake the Philippines at the earliest possible date on a vector from Borneo across the Sulu Sea, towards the islands of Panay and Negros in the Philippines. In contrast, a western route from the Hawaiian Islands towards Japan was the one favoured by the United States Navy. Admiral Husband Kimmel, Commander in Chief of the USN, wanted to bypass the Europeans’ territories and go straight for Japan via Tarawa, Wake Island, Saipan, the Marshalls and Guam. In this, he was expounding the basic tenets of War Plan Orange, which had always been the locus of USN plans for a Pacific war; the French, British and Dutch wanted the Japanese ejected from their territories as soon as possible. The French in particular backed the Borneo/Sulu Sea route, realising that it would be supportive to a seaborne landing on the coast of Annam to retake Indochina. The Thais also realised that this was a possibility, they wanted to consolidate the gains they had made at French expense in 1941 and consequently backed Kimmel’s strategy. Truman supported the decision to advance along the northern and eastern Borneo coasts, from Bandjarmasin towards Balikpapan and from Brunei towards Jessleton simultaneously. This had the advantage of opening the Sulu Sea vector, but it must be noted that the USN decided to continue with their western advance from Hawaii, ostensibly to push back the Japanese perimeter.​[2]

Throughout the conference, there was significant friction between the Thai and French delegations because of Thai opportunism after the War of 1940 which saw a large part of Cambodia annexed by Thailand (this area was now in the hands of the Japanese). General De Gaulle was a lonely figure at the conference; he had no other high-ranking French military leaders to support him and was somewhat marginalised. He had not got on well with President Willkie, although he had been able to form a working relationship with Truman. Privately, he regarded Truman as ‘a shopkeeper,’ but he was wise enough to keep his conceits to himself. He understood that at Primary his role was to support the Americans as much as possible where their interests did not clash with those of the Free French. 

The American liberation of Dakar in May had meant a sharp increase in the wealth controlled by the Free French. A large quantity of gold from the French national gold reserves had been stored there in 1940 and never repatriated. The Americans saw this as a Free French war chest, and expected the money to be spent largely on supporting the American war effort. At that time, the Free French controlled too few troops to become a serious fighting force in their own right, though this was to change much sooner than anyone realised.

Apart from De Gaulle’s impressive military record, it was quickly apparent to all who came in contact with him that he possessed considerable political acumen, formidable strength of will and a marked eloquence (though this was only readily evident to those who spoke French). However, at that time it was difficult to see what help the small Free French forces could be to the Allies, and many of the senior British and American delegates at the conference saw him as a somewhat preposterous figure. He was certainly bothersome, touchy and vain, and he epitomized a French intellectual tradition and French virtues that were alien to the Anglo-Saxon cohort of officers who made up the leaders of the Allied militaries, but his disciplined mind and reserved private character struck a chord with Prime Minister Sinclair, the quiet, authoritative Scot, and they got on well from the beginning. De Gaulle, Truman and Sinclair had all served in the armies of their respective countries in the Great War. 

De Gaulle demanded an immediate invasion of Europe. Planning was then well advanced for the American landings in Morocco which were to take place the following month. Consideration was given to the invasion of Spain once the Western Sahara was cleared. The British argued for a peripheral strategy and were squeamish about the prospects for war on the continent. They were supportive of the idea of an invasion of Spain to relieve the Fortress of Gibraltar and reopen the Mediterranean to allied sea traffic, pointing out that a convoy from Liverpool to Singapore using the Suez route could be expected to reach its destination much more quickly than one going round the Horn of Africa. 

In reply to this, the Americans pointed out that, even if the entire Iberian peninsula and the North African littoral were bought under Allied control, convoys would still have to run the gauntlet of the central Mediterranean and the Straits of Sicily. This was a bottleneck that could cause severe attrition on any convoy that tried to pass through it, as the recent AM21 convoy to Malta and the subsequent Battle of Cape Akritas had demonstrated.​[3] They also stated that any allied campaign in Spain should try to ‘liberate’ the Republican dominated areas of the south-east first (because these areas were historically the heartlands of opposition to Franco), so a coastal campaign with several seaborne landings was seen as desirable.

Marshall had to force through the policy of invading France at the earliest possible date against resistance from the entire British delegation. The American position, strongly backed by De Gaulle and the Government of the NEI, was that the invasion of northern France and the Low Countries had to be the priority. This was, as Marshall put it, “the shortest route to Berlin”. In the end, the British, who were somewhat overconfident after their victories, agreed and it was decided (against the advice of several of the senior officers of the Royal Navy, who felt that eleven months was insufficient time) that the invasion should take place in June 1947. It was also decided that, once North Africa was back in Allied hands, the capture of Corsica, Sardinia and the Balearic Islands as stepping stones to the South of France would be desirable.

There was an analysis of the reawakening power of Russia, and the robustness of the Russian economy and military were emphasised despite some initial scepticism. It was noted that, less than three years after the revolution of 1917 and the civil war of 1917 to 1919, they were able to mount a military campaign against the Poles, and the treaty that had created the USSR was forged a mere five years after the collapse of 1917.

Announced on 18th July 1946, the same day as the announcement of the fall of Benghazi to British and Commonwealth forces, the Ponta Delgada Declaration made clear that the United States and the United Kingdom were in general agreement regarding their mutual principles, their hopes for a peaceful post-war world and the policies they had decided to pursue once the Axis had been defeated. Many of the clauses were focused on the peace that would follow the war. The main points of the Declaration were:


1.)  That the Axis must be defeated and aggressor nations must be disarmed;

2.)  That Germany and Japan were required to surrender unconditionally; 

3.)  That the other Axis powers must hand over their leaders, disarm their militaries and submit to oversight by the Allied powers;

4.)  That after the war there would be general disarmament and abandonment of the use of force;

5.)  That after the war there was to be global economic cooperation and trade restrictions were to be reduced;

6.)  That the participants would work for a world free of want and fear;

7.)  That the participants would work for freedom of the seas.



The news that the war was to be fought until the total defeat of German and Japanese forces was not greeted with unanimous praise. This had been decided by Truman and Sinclair with little consultation, and many American and British diplomats were gravely concerned that such an unequivocal and inflexible stance left no room for political manoeuvring and would be morally debilitating to any German and Japanese resistance groups that might spring up. (It was known that there were small and ineffectual resistance groups in Germany, and it was assumed that there must also be some in Japan.)

*
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For Russia, the cancellation of the German Raubzug Ost (Eastern Raid) in 1946 gave the regime some breathing space. The re–opening of hostilities, followed by the German defeats, had stimulated a massive increase in partisan activity in the conquered territories of the Soviet Union. This further reduced the German ability to convert garrison and occupation troops to formations ready for conventional combat against the British and Americans, which was a pressing need after the disaster of June 1946. In the period 1943-45, the German Army had become tremendously adept at counter-insurgency operations, to the detriment of its ability to fight major ground battles against other great powers.

Stalin had been assassinated in January 1943 when Kaganovich had taken over as leader, with Nikolai Bulganin as his deputy. In the wake of the collapse of 1942, Russian politics (always inexplicable to outsiders) bordered on the bizarre. What evolved was a personality cult revolving around Kaganovich, who wanted a role analogous to the absolute rule and idolisation of the Czars. Kaganovich tried to present himself as an almost messianic figure, a kind of atheist living saint, this was successful in part, but what united the peoples of Russia was the war of racial survival that had been imposed upon them. They were locked in a struggle to exist against a merciless foe bent on genocidal murder, a foe who sought to obliterate them. That this enemy had to be resisted until absolute victory was achieved was a message whose proof was self-evident. 

The reconstitution of the Red Army was a natural progression from this imperative. As in 1917-19, most military units stayed together despite the political collapse of the country; military discipline and the external pressure of Nazi aggression ensured it. At first there were three distinct polities that formed after the 1943 collapse; two were in the north, with nominal centres of government at Vorkuta and Kotlas, though both were weak. Kaganovich ruled the much stronger southern entity, with its capital at Sverdlovsk. It was Sverdlovsk that received the aid channelled through Iran. 

By early 1946 Kaganovich effectively controlled an area bounded by the southern Ural mountains and the Caspian Sea to the west, the Iranian, Afghan, Chinese and Mongolian borders to the south, and the length of the Trans-Siberian railway from Omsk to Lake Baikal in the east. The two northern satrapies were short-lived. Kotlas collapsed in the summer of 1944, while Vorkuta was too small to prosper and too far north to even feed itself; by early 1947 it too had disintegrated. A wave of refugees and most of the surviving military units streamed south into areas controlled by Kaganovich.

There was little dissent in what was left of Russia; the entire society knew that it must prevail or die. Even so, the usual vicious Communist house-cleaning occurred, even as the Party sought to reassert its authority over the rump of the Soviet Union. A wave of political assassinations saw the deaths of many officials. Life in Russia was a grim universal servitude to the State to prosecute the war; yet, surprisingly, Communist ideology began to fade. Much of it had become unnecessary in the pursuit of a national cause so absolute it transcended Marx and Lenin. 

Partly because of this, the Orthodox Church underwent a renaissance; Kaganovich enlisted it as an ally to stir Russian patriotism against the foreign aggressors. Thousands of churches were reopened; the regime permitted religious publications and church membership grew. Kaganovich realised that people were more likely to lay down their lives for the cause if they could believe in an afterlife. 

The Herculean task of moving the Soviet Union’s manufacturing industry behind the Ural Mountains had been accomplished in 1941 and 1942, before the economic collapse of the country. Some of these factories had stood idle for years; now, with the growing influx of Allied aid, more and more of them sprang back to life. Tanks, warplanes and artillery began flooding out of them. Although many of the designs were obsolescent, the quantity of weapons and the Russian genius for producing them cheaply and quickly meant that the Soviet Armies were rapidly being re-equipped. Towns near German held areas were transformed into a labyrinth of defensive positions and tunnels. The Russians rightly regarded their army as being among the world’s best winter fighters, and a winter offensive in western Kazakhstan was planned to commence in January 1947. 

Although rapidly healing, the Russian economy was unable to support research into high technology fields such as jet engines and atomic bombs. A German refugee who was also a Soviet spy, Klaus Fuchs, had insinuated himself into the British atomic bomb program, but when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1942 his handler, Ursula Buerton, had no way to pass on the information he was gathering. He were transferred to the USA when the British and Americans amalgamated their atomic bomb programs in 1946 and was unmasked by an FBI ‘sting’ operation where an FBI agent posing as a GRU operative pretended to try and recruit him. He was detained, imprisoned and eventually deported to Russia after the war. 

Soviet laboratories were actively researching chemical weapons. The main thrust of the work was toward rapid-lethality, low-persistence agents to facilitate an armoured breakthrough of German lines. The Red Army was mentally prepared (though not physically equipped) to fight on a chemically-contaminated battlefield.

For the Russians to increase their level of economic mobilisation in 1946 was impossible and would have resulted in another economic collapse, with Allied aid however, they could stabilise the economy and contemplate offensive operations in 1947. American aid to the Soviet Union grew in volume and scope throughout 1946 and continued until the end of the war. It was on a massive scale and amounted to roughly $12 billion in value.​[4] This aid served to balance the economy and ameliorated the shortage of manpower. The Soviets were able to transfer men from factories to fighting formations due to the ability to use American goods to make up for limited supplies. The manpower thus freed had the economic effect of swelling the ranks of the army. Manpower also came from regions of the Soviet Union not under Kaganovich’s control. Many of the people outside it were starving, whereas Red Army soldiers would always be fed. On its own, the Soviet Union might have been able to support an eight-million-man army by 1948; with American aid the army was actually able to grow to eleven million strong.​[5] 

Of the Great Powers which took part in the Second World War, all except two relied heavily on foreign supply to supplement their national assets. Only the United States was wealthy enough to supply large quantities of food and materials to its allies; the British Commonwealth was internally supporting and accepted some American help, although much of this was offset by trade. Britain itself finished the war owing the United States some money, but was nominally self-sufficient.​[6] The rest – Italy, Japan, Germany and the Soviet Union – all imported a wide range of goods. Germany and Japan did this by looting their occupied territories and by acquiring large cohorts of slave labour. 

While Russian factories provided most of the materiel vital to the war, one in five combat aircraft and one in seven armoured fighting vehicles supplied to the Red Army were American.​[7] Russian battlefield communications came to rely upon American field telephones, while the Soviet Armies consumed large quantities of fuel that came along pipelines from British territories, as well as canned and concentrated foods that were American-supplied. Pre-war Soviet oil production had been 32,168,000 tons annually; in 1945 only 2,000,000 tons of oil from Central Asia and Western Siberia was available. Pre-war coal production had been 146,700,000 tons, this was now reduced to 84,100,000 tons. In many uses, coal could be replaced by wood, but the Soviet ability to pursue the retreating German armies thousands of kilometres from the Ural River to western Poland was dependent on American vehicles, American food and British fuel. 

Although still materially supportive of the Soviet Union, the British regarded Communist Russia with suspicion and disdain. The true nature of the regime had been made plain by the stories and experiences of British observers in 1941 and 1942, as well as refugees who had come to the UK with a very jaundiced view of the place from which they had escaped. There was a shift in attitudes in the press, and even sections of the Labour Party had become disillusioned with what had been touted as the Soviet ‘Socialist Paradise.’​[8] A similar sea change in attitudes dominated perceptions in the United States in the wake of the Ware Wolves scandal.​[9] The British and Americans were agreed that, while the manpower of Russia was vital to winning the war, it would be a calamity if Soviet barbarity simply replaced the fascist variety that was proving so difficult to destroy.

From ‘The Hitlerian Wars’ by Jason Corell, Tormeline 1973

Before the armistice of 8th November 1940 called a halt to hostilities, the Italians had put ‘Operazione E’ into effect. This was an advance into Egypt, which began on 13th September. In three days, they advanced 59 miles (95 kilometres), halting at Maktila, 10 miles (16 kilometres) east of Sidi Barrani. Here, they dug in and constructed five fortified camps in a crescent from Maktila on the coast to Sofafi, on the escarpment to the south-west, roughly 24 miles (38 kilometres) from the sea.

This small lodgement was ceded to Italy in the Treaty of Leamouth . Following this Italian land-grab, General Archibald Wavell, the British General Officer Commanding in the Middle East, ordered the commander of his forces in Egypt, Lieutenant-General Sir Henry Maitland-Wilson, to prepare a strategy to eject them. This was code named Operation Compass and was initially planned in January 1941 as a five-day raid. Wilson’s successor, Major-General Richard O’Connor, modified the plan significantly in the light of the lessons of the campaign in France. O’Connor had left the job in 1942, now a Lieutenant-General, he was reappointed to it in early 1946 when it became apparent that a renewal of the war with the Axis powers was inevitable. It was felt that, as the main architect of Compass, he would be the best person to implement it. O’Connor spent two months modifying the plan and exercising his forces. Now, instead of a raid, the objective was breakthrough and exploitation. The Operation itself was renamed ‘Plantagenet’. 

O’Connor’s 8th Army consisted of three infantry and two armoured divisions. This included a South African division and an African Colonial division, the rest being British. This force had been built up steadily after it became apparent that war was once again imminent. By June 1946, it numbered some 75,000 men, 300 tanks (Mostly A27 Cromwells and A22 Marlboroughs ​[10]), 140 anti-tank guns and 200 field guns. This was supported by 200 front line aircraft, about half of which were bombers, the rest were either Typhoon I fighter-bombers or Spitfire VIII fighters. About fifty more Spitfires were based around Cairo and Alexandria as interceptors. A substantial quantity of supplies and provisions, as well as a large number of lorries, had been accumulated in Egypt to support a prolonged offensive. Maitland-Wilson, now a General, was Commander-in-Chief Middle East Command and helped O’Connor ensure that his forces were as well equipped as possible.

Ranged against them was the Italian 10th Army, commanded by Generale di Corpo d’Armata (Lieutenant General) Annibale Bergonzoli, whose force numbered some 120,000 soldiers with 750 tanks (including about 400 of the modern M26/43s) and 1600 artillery pieces concentrated in two armoured, two motorised and five infantry divisions. This substantial force was also supported by about 300 combat aircraft of the Regia Aeronautica, including CANT Z1007 bombers, Macchi 205 and Fiat G55 fighters, Breda Ba 201 dive bombers and Caproni Ca 365 light bombers. 

Bergonzoli’s plan was to stand on the defensive and absorb any British attack. Although Italian forces had a preponderance of numbers, the quality of their weapons was largely inferior to that of the British (though, on paper at least, the British Cromwell and Italian M26/43 tanks were quite evenly matched). Furthermore, although Italian soldiers were usually brave and dedicated, their training had left them less well prepared for modern warfare than the British. The lessons learned by the Italians on the Russian Front had largely been absorbed at unit level and the formations that had participated in Operation Barbarossa, the cream of the Italian Army, were those tasked with the invasion of Malta.​[11] Libya was a backwater and both General Mario Berti, who had commanded the 10th Army in its successful 1940 advance, and Bergonzoli held a low opinion of the ability of their officers. 

Before Libya gained independence in 1953​[12] it was a territory fractured by fault-lines of tribal and regional loyalties. Only the various empires which controlled the country at different times ever bought unity. The Italian colonial reign was brutal in the extreme. Much of the 10th Army’s efforts were spent in ‘police’ work, limiting the amount of time available for training.​[13]

The 10th Army’s lack of training was to prove an enormous advantage to the attacking British.The subsequent campaign saw repeated badly-coordinated frontal attacks by Italian armoured forces. Cooperation between armour and infantry was poor both in attack and defence. Small unit tactics were haphazard and often unsuitable to the terrain. Defensive positions rarely had depth and were inadequately concealed. There was little in the way of mutual support or effective positioning of weapons. Fire discipline was non-existent and a lack of training caused the 10th Army’s infantry to generally fire their weapons too high.​[14]


*
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The opening moves of the North African campaign took place on the night of 9th-10th June 1946. As the Germans launched their attack on the United Kingdom and other Italian forces were en route to invade Malta, frogmen of the Decima Flottiglia penetrated the harbour at Alexandria on manned torpedoes. They intended to sink as many British warships as they could, but they found the harbour empty; the British Mediterranean Fleet was at sea and sailing towards Malta.

Operation Plantagenet was launched on the night of 12th June. Fighting was fierce, but by sunrise the following day British forces had broken through all along the front, the enemy was in retreat and large numbers of prisoners had surrendered. 

By 23rd June Fort Capuzzo in Libya had fallen. On the 28th, as news of the Italian defeat at the Battle of Cape Akritas reached both sides,​[15] the British were fighting in Bardia, which fell on 1st July. Tobruk was taken on the 3rd. Both positions fell with the loss of enormous numbers of prisoners and a huge quantity of equipment and supplies.

And so the campaign continued. Position after position fell to the British advance: Gazala on 5th July, Mekili on the 7th, Derna the following day, Beda Fomm on the 15th and Msus and Benghazi on the 18th. At Benghazi, the British again captured large amounts of war matériel. General Bergonzoli mounted a desperate counter attack from his position at El Agheila on the 23rd, but after two days of hard fighting he was forced to surrender the remnant of his command. The Italian 10th Army had been completely destroyed and the way to Tripoli was open. 

The British now paused to consolidate their advance by opening the port of Benghazi and the Benghazi-El Agheila railway line, both of which had been mined and sabotaged as the Italians retreated.​[16]More heartening news arrived on the 20th of July, when the French colonies of Syria and the Lebanon declared for the Free French and invited British forces from neighbouring Iraq and Palestine to help them reinforce against any Axis attempt to regain control. The French Army of the Levant numbered some 40,000 men, most of them soldiers drawn from French colonies. Though poorly-equipped, this was a substantial force and its men were disciplined and well-trained.

All over the continent, Axis forces seemed to be collapsing before the Allied onslaught. The French colonies of Burkina Faso, Madagascar, Mauritania, Mali, Niger and Senegal had all made a declaration of allegiance to the Free French by April 1946. The Americans landed in Dakar on 25th May where they were greeted by cheering crowds and a Senegalese military band.

The next task for the Americans was the invasion of the Canary Islands, which took place on 22nd June when the American 2nd Marine Division was landed by Task Force 21. The Spanish garrison put up some resistance but, cut off as they were from any prospect of aid, surrendered after barely more than thirty-six hours.

The Americans could now concentrate on the planned invasion of Morocco and Spanish Sahara. This was to be named Operation Sideline and a date of 5th August was set for the landings. Rolling up Axis territory in Africa was vital to support the British advance in the Western Desert, consolidate the blockade, relieve Gibraltar and keep enemy forces engaged while the Allies built up their own forces for a knockout blow aimed at the continent of Europe.

The Spanish knew that the invasion of their North African territories must be imminent, but requests for substantial ground forces from their allies to be deployed in Morocco met with a limited response. The Italians were trying to build up their own position in Libya following the catastrophic losses they had suffered in Malta and Cyrenica. They turned the Spanish down entirely. The Germans, who had suffered dreadful losses of their own, said they could only spare one Panzer and one infantry division under the command of Generalleutnant (Lieutenant General) Hasso von Manteuffel. These they transferred to Morocco. Six more divisions were ordered to the Spanish mainland. One was directed to restart the stalled attack on Gibraltar; the other five were deployed around Cadiz and Seville, in case the Allies should try to mount an invasion of Spain itself.

The objective of Operation Sideline was to seize the key ports and airfields of Morocco. The Americans were to land at Mogador, Safi, Casablanca and Port Lyautey, and were under the command of Lieutenant General Omar N. Bradley. The landings were successful; by 13th September the Axis were in retreat and the Spanish commander, Teniente General (Lieutenant General) Antonio Barosso Sánchez-Guerra, was relieved of command and replaced by Manteuffel. On 19th September, the Americans, launched a major assault northward that took Rabat by 1st October. ​[17]

In Tripoli, the Italian 6th Army under Generale di Corpo d’Armata (Lieutenant General) Pietro Maletti prepared to confront the renewal of the British offensive. Maletti’s task was an unenviable one; the losses of military equipment in Malta and Cyrenica had severely depleted Italy’s war-fighting capability. Far from knocking Britain out of the war in a cheap and quick victory, the Axis had found an enemy reinvigorated and well prepared. Italy in particular was woefully unready for war in 1946; like Franco, Mussolini had permitted wishful thinking and German promises to lull him into a false sense of security.

Maletti’s force was weak and resupply from Italian factories was slow (the Axis defeats had caught Italian industry flat-footed and factories were frantically converting operations to the manufacture of weapons rather than consumer goods). The ports at Tunis and Tripoli were small and under constant air attack. The trickle of supplies and reinforcements he received was completely inadequate. Worst of all, he had barely 100 aircraft. The British, bolstered by reinforcements from the UK, had more than 400 by this time.

––––––––
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From ‘The Fall of Gibraltar’ by Nigel Wintergarden, Journal of Twentieth Century History, Volume 1, April 1985

Generalissimo Francisco Franco (or ‘El Caudillo’ – the Leader – as he liked to be known) was always mindful of his own prestige and very much wanted to be seen as the man who brought Gibraltar back under Spanish control. However, in 1945, after the loss of the Azores, Spain found its army spread thin. Fearing American invasion, it was stationed around the north and south-west coasts; now, with the Axis’ shift in emphasis towards Britain, Franco ordered his forces to redeploy to the south of Spain and to Morocco. The Spanish had declared war on Britain on 10th June 1946, but in the wake of the disaster of Operation Schausteller, Hitler demanded that they take Gibraltar at once. This was no small undertaking; Franco had hoped that a British collapse would see Gibraltar ceded with a minimum of operational commitment by his forces; this strategy had failed and Berlin was now expecting a show of allegiance – and a positive result. 

After several reconnaissance missions conducted by German officers in civilian attire prior to 1939, as well as close study of the Rock from Spanish territory and the sea, the Wehrmacht had drawn up the first detailed plan for the assault on Gibraltar in the summer and autumn of 1940. This was Operation Felix. The plan was for two Corps to move into Spain in January 1941; one of these would guard the flank of the assault against British intervention, while the other would execute the actual attack. The assault forces would comprise two infantry regiments, twenty-six artillery battalions, three observation battalions, three engineer battalions, two smoke battalions, a company of Brandenburgers (German special forces) and up to 150 radio-controlled midget tanks packed with high explosives. These were called ‘Goliaths’ and were to be used against British strongpoints. Substantial air support was also a feature of the plan. Two more divisions were to cross the Straits of Gibraltar to garrison Morocco; and, because of the limited capacity of the Spanish rail system (which was not the standard European gauge), most of this force would be transported by road. 

This plan was, in character, a First World War-style operation, throwing infantry against fixed defences. A massive barrage was to knock out the British gun emplacements on the Rock. This was to be followed by an air raid by dive bombers to subdue any remaining defensive positions. The assault troops would then attack under a creeping artillery barrage while smoke-generating units shrouded the attackers. Due to the extremely limited frontage of the British position, only two regiments and their supporting engineers would be committed in the initial assault. Meanwhile, the Brandenburgers were to create a diversion, disguising themselves as sailors abandoning a sinking ship and then landing inside the British defences in small craft.

With the Treaty of Leamouth in late 1940 and the subsequent realignment of German forces towards the east, the plan was shelved. Revived in late 1945, it was updated to use Spanish forces and given the new name Operation Melusine. The man tasked with implementing Melusine was the former commander of the Blue Division, General Agustín Muñoz Grandes, who undertook a detailed revision of the plan with the help of General Helmuth Weidling and Colonel Otto Skorzeny of the Wehrmacht. Essentially the plan was the same as Felix, except that two Spanish infantry battalions were substituted for the two German infantry battalions in the original. Support would be provided by twenty-four Spanish Panzer IV tanks. German artillery was to be deployed and the Spanish were to train with the ‘Goliath’ remote-controlled mini-tanks. 

Two companies of Brandenburgers were again to be the special forces component of the operation, but with an important deviation from Felix. Instead of disguising themselves and using the ruse of a sinking ship, they were to be inserted by ninety-six helicopters.

Perhaps because the Spanish had failed to take the fortress in a five-year siege from 1779 to 1783, the British were guilty of some complacency in planning the defence of Gibraltar in the period before the War of 1940. In September 1939, the garrison had comprised two battalions of infantry, in January 1941 four infantry battalions were in place and this strength was not reduced during the interbellum. By 1946, emplaced artillery included eight 9.2-inch guns, seven 6-inch guns and many smaller pieces. There were also five anti-aircraft batteries which were radar-controlled and guided by searchlights at night. 

As well as these, sixteen 17-pounder anti-tank guns were dug in along Devil’s Tower Road, where they commanded fields of fire over the airfield and the northern approaches. Another thirty-two were emplaced along the border, as well as a similar number of twenty-five-pounder field guns. Plans to enhance the border defences with a trench system and concrete bunkers had never been implemented and the border defence consisted of revetments and sandbagged positions. However, between 1942 and 1945 new docks had been constructed on the eastern side of the peninsula,​[18] significant modifications were made to the interior tunnel system, and the defences of the fortress were modified and improved. A large quantity of food, medical supplies and ammunition was stored in a network of caves and tunnels underneath the rock itself. It was believed that, if under siege, Gibraltar could hold out for twelve to eighteen months. 

Operation Tracer was a secret mission that was only to be put into action if Gibraltar were to fall. Six men, with supplies for a year, were to be sealed into a compartment and left to operate an observation post, with a single small observation slit looking over the west to the harbour and a concealed outdoor terrace to the east over the Mediterranean. The team would then communicate all movements in the harbour to the Admiralty. The men were to be volunteers; two doctors, three signalmen and a commanding officer. There would be no escape; if one or more of them died within the chamber, the bodies would have to be cemented into the floor. 

Work for Operation Tracer began in 1942. The site chosen was adjacent to Lord Airey's Battery, which was on one of the highest points on the Rock. The practical matters of diet, exercise and sanitation were considered and a group of men who were deemed psychologically suitable selected. All was ready by the summer of 1944. 

The RAF contingent at Gibraltar consisted of a wing of maritime patrol aircraft as well as a squadron of torpedo bombers and another of fighters. It was understood that, because the airstrip was next to the border, these would be a liability in any ground attack. All aircraft, except the maritime patrol contingent, were evacuated shortly after the declaration of war on 10th June 1946. Anti-aircraft guns were to be the only defence against air raids. 

The Governor of Gibraltar and Commanding Officer of the Gibraltar Garrison was Lieutenant General Sir Ralph Eastwood. He had won a Military Cross at Gallipoli in the First World War and a Distinguished Service Order in the Russian Intervention in 1919. He ensured that every British serviceman stationed in Gibraltar knew the defences, including the vital interior tunnels, very well. He also fully understood the precariousness of his position. A glance at the map showed that, in any war between Britain and the Axis, Gibraltar would be hard pressed to survive. Axis territory surrounded it on all sides, and it was realised that if it came to war there was only the slimmest chance of relief and the fortress would, in all probability, be lost. He was, however, absolutely determined that if the garrison were to succumb, it must go down fighting.

He made the decision to hold the border itself with only a thin crust of infantry and a few field guns. The geography of the peninsula compelled attackers from the north to funnel into a progressively narrower frontage. The isthmus at the border was less than two-thirds of a mile in width; half a mile to the north (the probable start line for an attack) it was over a mile wide. Once this outer position had been abandoned by British troops, the attackers would be forced to advance across the airfield which lay athwart the isthmus, next to the border itself. To gain the British second line of defence, they would have to cover almost a thousand yards of open ground covered by dozens of machine guns on high ground in front of them and swept by pre-ranged artillery. 

The First Battle of Gibraltar

Although Gibraltar came under intermittent bombardment by artillery and occasional air attack from 10th June onwards, the Spanish were slow to fully organise their attacking force. However, by 1st July 1946 everything was ready. All the Axis powers had stopped using the codes they had used before June 1946, so the British did not have advanced warning; however, an Axis attack was expected, most of the civilians had been evacuated and the defences were fully alert.

It was still twilight at 06:30 when the radar post at Gibraltar’s northern crest picked up a large formation of aircraft approaching rapidly along the coastline from the north-east. The alarm was sounded; four minutes later, just as the last men of the garrison took their action stations, the enemy aircraft were overhead.
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This was a mass strike from seven squadrons of the Ejercito del Aire and a Luftwaffe Stuka Gruppe. The raid consisted of fifty-four Luftwaffe Focke-Wulf FW 171 dive-bombers, forty-two Ejercito del Aire Heinkel He 111 medium bombers and seventeen Ejercito del Aire Junkers Ju88 medium bombers. They were escorted by seventy-two Messerschmitt Bf 109 and CASA HS 50 single-engined fighters. Heavy opposition was expected. Axis intelligence reports suggested that Gibraltar had thirty-six fighters, twenty-four bombers and fifty-six other aircraft, where in fact the British had fewer than three dozen aircraft, all of them Maritime patrol types.

The raid put the radar station out of action, struck installations at Europa Point, Devil's Tower Camp and the port area, and destroyed most of the airfield, cratering the runway in the process. This was not only to prevent the British from reinforcing the garrison by air, but also to provide some cover on the open ground for the attacking troops. 

As the Axis aircraft flew away, the crews looked back with some satisfaction on the many columns of smoke rising from the harbour, airfield, town and barracks areas. It looked a scene of complete destruction. They were unaware that, as far as reducing Gibraltar’s fighting potential went, their attack had been largely ineffective. The British had taken refuge in the tunnels deep below the bulk of the Rock and returned to their positions to find most of their guns intact. 

The main assault began at 07:30 with an artillery barrage and the laying of smoke screens. The smoke was not as effective as had been hoped; the defenders had a clear view of German helicopters landing on the North Mole of the western harbour, as well as the level ground on Windmill Hill Flats in the south of the peninsular. They poured a withering fire into the attackers and many of the helicopters were shot from the sky. As the advancing Spanish tanks and infantry became visible through the clearing smoke, their ranks too were raked by British fire. 

The Devonshire Regiment held the outer perimeter for an hour and succeeded in destroying most of the Spanish tanks before spiking their guns and retreating with the wounded who could be moved. They used two trenches dug at either end of the runway for the purpose; these were then blown up once the last of them had got through. The Spanish paused at the ruins of the border while their guns re-ranged to hit the British second line. The British returned fire as they pressed forward again. The Spanish showed great courage, but very few of them managed to get to Devil’s Tower Road or the North Front Cemetery which were the outermost British lines. The Spanish attack, having suffered more than 75% casualties, faltered and broke, the survivors retreating by 11:00. The Goliath explosive mini-tanks had proved ineffective and the Panzer IV tanks had all been knocked out.

The Brandenburgers fared little better and were quickly pinned down in isolated pockets on the moles and in the ruins of South Barracks. They fought on, while their positions were pounded by British artillery throughout the day. At nightfall, the few survivors on the Moles escaped by dinghy, while the 4.5” howitzer battery on the southern tip of the peninsular kept up a steady bombardment of the South Barracks, reducing them to smoking rubble. At first light, South Barracks was attacked by two companies of British infantry and the last few German survivors surrendered by 08:00.

The Second Battle of Gibraltar

In the light of 1st July’s failure, Muñoz Grandes and Skorzeny called in Generalleutnant Fritz Schlieper, who had taken the Brest Fortress in Russia in the first few days of Operation Barbarossa. The three men revised the Melusine plan and set 12th July as the date for a second attack. Until then, the artillery barrage was to continue day and night while heavier guns were to be brought from Germany, as well as specialised assault and flame-throwing tanks. Air raids were also to continue daily and, in addition, it was decided to use German mountain troops to scale the eastern face of the Rock in a second assault.

Skorzeny planned a ruse whereby two German destroyers, ZH1 and ZH2, were modified to resemble British destroyers. Both had been part of the Dutch Navy and built to a British design. Ceded to the Kriegsmarine in 1941, they had seen little use and it was a simple matter to disguise them by removing their aft funnels and modifying their gun shields and bridge structures so they would resemble Royal Navy warships. They would then pretend to be damaged British units and attempt to enter the western harbour. Each would have some 300 infantrymen on board who would land ashore as the ships docked; after this, the destroyers would provide fire support. A request for help was passed to the Italian Navy and two cruisers were sent to bombard Gibraltar from the south-east while the second assault was underway.

On 7th July, the British mounted an air attack on the Spanish artillery positions north of Gibraltar. This was a strike by some 120 naval aircraft flying from the aircraft carriers Ark Royal and Audacious, who were operating in the Atlantic. The following day, the carriers struck the airfields of southern Cadiz and western Malaga. There was significant air fighting; the British lost twenty-three aircraft, while the Spanish and Germans lost twenty-nine aircraft in the air and seventy-eight on the ground. There was also substantial damage to the airfields. A B39 raid from the Azores hit the port of Cadiz on the 10th, while the same target was struck by 150 RAF bombers on the night of the 11th.

The second ground attack went ahead as planned on the 12th. Gibraltar’s defences had, by this time, been seriously degraded by air attack and constant bombardment. The unceasing artillery fire, frequent air raids and the fact that the men had been forced to evacuate underground had also taken a psychological toll on the defenders. Private James Haslett of the Devonshire Regiment remembers: 


“Twenty-four hours a day we lived with the pounding, you only saw the light when it was your watch and all day and all night we had to listen to the thump of bombs and shells landing above. We inhabited a ghostly, twilight world of flickering electric lights and dim candles. We hardly slept, we hardly ate. Waiting, waiting for the attack we knew had to come...”



At 03:00 on July 12th, ZH1 and ZH2, flying British colours and making smoke to resemble damage, began proceeding slowly towards the harbour from the south-west. At 03:10 Spanish shore installations appeared to open fire on ZH1 and ZH2. In reality, they were firing blank charges and to complete the ruse the crews of ZH1 and ZH2 projected mines and explosives overboard to resemble the shell splashes of near misses. The German ships increased speed and began firing their weapons (also loaded with blank rounds) towards the Spanish shore. They got to within three minutes’ passage from the harbour entrance at 03:25 when both were illuminated by searchlights from Gibraltar and a signal lamp demanded their identification. ZH1 replied in plain language that they were HMS Southdown and HMS Badsworth and had been damaged in an attack on Spanish shipping. The British again demanded a coded response and the German ships again replied in plain language. Despite this, the British were fooled; they doused the searchlights and opened fire on the Spanish shore batteries at 03:31. 

The deception permitted the Germans to enter the western harbour between the South Mole and the Detached Mole at 03:38. They pulled alongside Coaling Island and, to the astonishment of the defenders, began firing on the shore installations as the German commandos stormed ashore. As the searchlights were re-illuminated and the sirens began to sound, the German ships struck their British colours and raised the battle ensign of the Kriegsmarine. One of the searchlights was knocked out as the defenders began to return fire. Oberleutnant Heinz Grohmann wrote of the assault:


“Gibraltar town had been reduced to rubble, it had been cratered by constant shelling and bombing and resembled the ruins of Leningrad after the siege of 1941-42. As our assault teams disembarked, we came under intense fire from the high ground to the East. Our ships were being hit from all sides. The British had searchlights trained on them and had fired flares to illuminate the scene... ”



By sunrise both ZH1 and ZH2 were shattered, sinking wrecks, but the Germans had established a lodgement in Gibraltar town and held the Dockyard Zone and King’s Bastion. The Luftwaffe and Ejercito del Aire again made concentrated low-level attacks, and the Italian cruiser Abruzzi bombarded the eastern side of the fortress as fifteen Sturmtiger assault tanks, accompanied by two battalions of Spanish infantry, began to cover the cratered ground on the northern border. The British had comprehensively mined and booby-trapped the area in front of their positions, but most of these devices were destroyed by the preliminary bombardment. Worse still, only six of the defender’s seventeen-pounder anti-tank guns were still in working order, and these found their ammunition ineffective against the Sturmtigers’ massive frontal armour until the range was closed.

Nine of the Sturmtigers were knocked out as they traversed the airfield, some by heavy shells from Gibraltar’s naval guns. In spite of this the Axis assault troops reached Devil’s Tower Road and infiltrated the North District. Furthermore, a company of Spanish infantry had landed at the North Mole in small boats and had gained a foothold, though suffering heavy casualties. 

In mid-morning Lieutenant General Eastwood ordered a counter attack into the North District which pushed the Spanish back and blocked the causeway that led from the North Mole to the shore. The enemy troops in that position were able to direct artillery and mortar fire onto the key positions of the defence line and the waterfront roads. The Brandenburgers holding out in Gibraltar Town were a serious problem too, they threatened to outflank his northern defences if he failed to keep them contained. 

By early afternoon, Axis forces were besieging Devil’s Tower. Two companies of the Somerset Regiment, defending the police station and Devil’s Tongue Battery, had to surrender at 16:20, leaving Line Wall Road into Gibraltar Town open and permitting the Spanish infantry to link up with the Germans holding out at King’s Bastion. 

By the early evening, enemy aircraft were again massing above and the British could no longer move troops around on the surface. Fortunately, the tunnels inside the mountain fortress permitted rapid movement from one place to another so the defenders on the northern perimeter could be reinforced. All afternoon the battle raged. At Devil’s Tower Camp, two companies of the Black Watch made a stand, inflicting heavy losses on the enemy before retreating along Sir Herbert Miles Road which ran along the eastern side of the peninsular. They were planning to fall back on a tunnel entrance near White Rock, but discovered that elements of the 6th SS Mountain Division had rowed past the frontier in small boats and come ashore at Catalan Bay. Instead of being able to withdraw into the tunnels, they found themselves in a vicious fire fight and did not gain the safety of Williams Way (one of the internal tunnels) before being almost wiped out.

Sporadic fighting continued through the night, and the second day brought little in the way of good news for the defenders. Eastwood had the equivalent of two battalions of troops left, and Devil’s Tower fell late in the morning after the assault was renewed. He had sent two companies of the King’s Regiment out from a sally port called Macfarlan’s Gallery, behind Devil’s Camp, to reinforce the position and compel the Spanish to retreat, but a strike from FW 171 dive bombers, followed by a renewal of the ground assault, compelled the British to fall back into the interior of the Rock. 

Muñoz Grandes now initiated the next phase of the attack. He committed fresh troops in a drive along Line Wall Road into Gibraltar Town and the South Bastion, while, the men of the 6th SS Mountain Division began climbing the Rock’s eastern face. Eastwood used the Somersets and the King’s Regiment to defend the town and the attackers became bogged down, being forced to clear the area house by house in vicious hand-to-hand fighting. An attempt to move an armoured column along Sir Herbert Miles Road was beaten off with heavy losses.

By nightfall, the Axis infantry were beginning to make progress in Gibraltar Town and were closing in on the Upper Town and the Botanical Gardens. These were secured by morning and they began to prepare to attack along the steep switchback roads that led to the top of the Rock. The British, however, had other ideas. Concealed by the cover of darkness and the parapet of the South Mole, a team of artillery observers paddled dinghies to the remains of the battery that had occupied the tip of the mole. At first light, as the Axis forces tried to advance, they were able to direct artillery fire from the undamaged batteries around Europa Point onto the enemy; this bombardment broke up the attack.

The third day of the battle continued with elements of the King’s Regiment and the Devonshires counter-attacking into the town and forcing the Axis back to the Sandpits area by nightfall. Again, the observation post established at the tip of the South Mole proved invaluable. Meanwhile, the men of 6th SS Mountain Division resumed the assault on the Rock’s eastern face, having been beaten back
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