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THE ARMY

AND

THE SECOND YEAR OF THE WAR

AXIS PROGRAMME FOILED

NEW FORCE CREATED

The outstanding feature of the year as regards the Army has been its reconstitution

Since the epic of Dunkirk a new army has been built up at home, trained and equipped
from the factories of Great Britain and America in the light of experience in the most

recent campaigns. As a consequence, the Army has been in a position to act as a

stern deterrent to invasion; to make offensive raids by sea and air into enemy & enemy-

occupied territory; and to reinforce our forces in the Far and Middle East, with the

result in the case of that latter theatre that two Italian Armies have been destroyed
and the "Italian Empire in East Africa has been torn to shred and tatters.".

The attempt to succour Greece and Yugoslavia was unsuccessful, but the gallant

rearguard actions in Greece and Crete, and the timely and resolute treatment of the

situation in Iraq and Syria, succeeded in their primary task of consolidating our

position in the Middle East and thwarting Germany's cherished plans for a pincer
movement on the Suez Canal.

THE ARMY AT HOME AND ABROAD

(a) At Home.

The business of the Army at home has been to create itself, to train so that

the cadres filled with insufficiently equipped and incompletely formed masses of

men should gradually be welded into an efficient striking force. The process has

gone on from sections to platoons, from platoons to companies, and so to divisions,

corps and armies. This has meant a continual and severe training - in weapons,

in physical toughness, in intuitive discipline and in manoeuvre. It has entailed

a continuous adaption to new needs, for new weapons have been brought into use and

successive campaigns have taught their lessons. Exercises have been rigorous:
the Army is finding itself as a conscious unity, hard and confident.

Anti-aircraft successes

Some reward has come to the Anti-aircraft artillery for their long vigils in

lonely places. Out of the 2200 enemy planes brought down in this country during
the last year, over 400 have fallen victims to the Royal Artillery - victims to their

skill not only with the guns but also at the predictors, searchlights and detectors.

In the daylight portion of the Battle of Britain between August 11 and September 7

they destroyed over 200 aircraft.

Growing Canadian Force

The formation of a Canadian Corps was announced in December, 1940. It then

consisted of two divisions, one of which had recently arrived, but it has since then

been increased by the addition of its own Army Tank Brigade and the arrival of yet

another division. This, the third division, has come over provided with weapons,

vehicles and other equipment turned out in Canadian factories. The Corps is complete
in the many and various branches which go to make up an independent fighting force

including all Corps Troops.
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The Canadians have been training strenuously along the lines of the other forces

in the country, and have, besides, been taking their turn at manning the beaches.

The Canadians have also sent over a Forestry Corps, which utilises its knowledge of

tree-felling to provide the wood heeded for military purposes.

HOME GUARD

The Home Guard, which was formed after the collapse of France, has, during the

second year of the war reached a standard of efficiency which would have seemed

unbelievable 12 months ago, and its armament and equipment have been considerably
augmented.

Its co-operation with the Army has become much closer. Home Guard officers now

held the Kings 'Commission '; army officers and N.C.O.'s have been appointed to the

Home Guard for instructional duties, and regular staff officers for special duty with

the Home Guard are now attached to higher formations of the Army. Training has been

very much intensified by the opening of a second War Office school; by the intro-

duction of a number of travelling schools; and by the formation of Home Guard schools

under Commands, and through a great number of operational exercises carried out in

conjunction with the Regular Army. In order to ensure a flow of younger recruits,

the British National Cadet Association now affiliates its units to local Home Guard

Battalions. Railway Companies, the General Post Office, Utility Companies and

factories all over the country have formed their own Home Guard units.

The medical organisation and feeding of the Home Guard have been substantially

developed.

A.T.S.

The A.T.S. has become an integral part of the Army, subject to Military law.

It is now engaged on operational work with A.A. instruments such as predictors,

height-finders, and kine-theodolites, and has increased its numbers of cooks, clerks

and drivers, thus setting free men for more active fighting.

(b) Abroad

ICELAND

In Iceland a large British force has undergone with credit one of the most

wearisome experiences of the war. The troops were landed in the island during the

summer of 1940 when Germany was giving proof after proof that no neutral countries,

no matter how unoffending or how anxiously conciliatory they might be, were safe from

her attacks. The violence of the German protests which followed showed that there

had been a real danger.

In Iceland a deadly blow was parried, but although vitally important, the

service which the garrison was called upon to perform was not exciting. There was

very little for the troops to do. Living in cramped quarters, in a climate of heavy

rains, frequent mists and almost continuous gales, and amongst a population who

resented their arrival, they had to improvise their employments and their pleasures
on the spot from whatever material chanced to come to hand. It says a great deal

for them that their morale has been consistently high and their health excellent,
and that as the months have passed their relations with the Icelanders have improved

until now soldiers and civilians, especially in the country districts, are good
friends.

On July 7 it was announced that United States forces had reached, the island to

supplement and eventually to replace the British garrison. Some of the British

units had then been more than a year in the country; a few Canadians shared in the

occupation at the start but were seen withdrawn to rejoin their division in Great

Britain. The Prime Minister, on his way home from his conference with President

Roosevelt, visited Iceland. The cheering crowds who welcomed him and the cordial

articles in the local press were evidence how far the troops have won over their

involuntary hosts.
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GIBRALTAR

Gibraltar guards the western gate of the Mediterranean and flanks the sea-

ways to the Southern Atlantic and the Indian and Pacific oceans, as Iceland flanks

the northern route to Canada and the United States.

During the second year of the war the already powerfull defences of Gibraltar

have been systematically strengthened. Entrenchments and shelters have been con-

structed on plans dictated by recent events. Large numbers of guns, great and

small, have been placed in position. The Rock is now a fortress ready to repel

any kind of attack.

The Rock Anti-aircraft artillery has driven off several attacks by French and

Italian planes. Theraiders have been too hasty in their retreat to inflict

casualties or do damage. On their last visit the Italian Air Force dropped bombs

on Spanish territory at La Linea and killed a number of Spaniards. They attempted
to put the blame on the R.A.F. but the proof was too clear to be denied and the Rome

Government was compelled to express regret and promise compensation. The civilian

inhabitants of the Rock are now reduced to those men who are doing essential work;
the garrison is many thousand strong.

MALTA

Malta, in mid-Mediterranean half way from Gibraltar to Alexandria, is the

sister-fortress to the Rook. It, too, has been immensely strengthened during the

past year. Like Gibraltar, Malta is now a nut hard enough to resist the utmost

pressure of the Axis. It has undergone far more severe tests than any to which

the Rock has yet been subjected. The Italians attacked it by air on the morning

after their entry into the war. Since then Malta has had over 500 raid warnings

and has been visited by enemy planes more than 350 times. On 150 occasions bombs

have been dropped in greater or fewer numbers. After the establishment of German

air bases in Sicily the air attacks developed more weight than the original hit and

run incursions of the Italians. In January, when the aircraft-carrier "Illustrious"

was lying damaged in harbour, German dive bombers attacked in large numbers twice

on the same day. They were driven off with a loss of 29 planes destroyed by British

fighters and anti-aircraft batteries. On July 26 Italian light torpedo craft

and fast motor boats launched a sudden, attack on Malta Harbour. Within five minutes

9 motor boats and eight torpedo craft were destroyed. In the retreat the re-

maining enemy vessels were destroyed by British fighters. The Royal Malta

Artillery, British machine gun detachments, and anti-aircraft guns manned by Maltese,

played a decisive part in smashing the Italian assault.

WEST AFRICA

The colonies of West Africa are amongst the earliest overseas possessions of

Great Britain. To-day they are amongst the most valuable. They watch and guard

the sea-ways southwards from Gibraltar to the wider world. Before the war their

garrisons were little stronger than police forces for the maintenance of internal

order. During the past year they have been powerfully reinforced. Local troops,

led by British officers and N.C.O.s, have been multiplied in numbers, equipped with

new weapons, and trained in the methods of fighting devised since 1939. They have

become a formidable army, able to hit hard both in defence and attack. The dash

and courage shown by West African troops (the Nigerian and Gold Coast Regiments) in

the conquest of Italian East Africa have justly excited the pride of all the West

African colonies.

SINGAPORE

Singapore has been transformed since the beginning of the war. Especially

during the past year has its military development been rapid and thorough. To-day

it is no longer only a powerful fortress capable of prolonged defence against the

largest air, sea and land forces. It is a military centre from which active

operations can be directed, undertaken and supported in defence of British interests

in any part of the Far East. Singapore is now rewarding the efforts made there by

Great Britain and the Empire since 1920. Burma, Malaya and the East Indies, which

are essential to the security of Singapore itself, are firmly held.
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AUSTRALIA'S SHARE

Australia has played a great part in the transformation of Singapore, making

good her declaration that the fortress and the neighbouring British territories

are included in the defences of her own continent. She has sent to Malaya thousands

of excellent troops, of whom the last reinforcements arrived a few days ago.

Selected members of the Australian contingents in Malaya have joined the forces de-

tailed for the defence of the Thai border of Burma. Australia is also producing
ammunition and weapons of many different kinds in rapidly increasing quantities.
Anti-aircraft guns manufactured in Australia with all their equipment have arrived

at Singapore and are now in position.

While contributing so largely to the general defence of the Empire, Australia

has not forgotten her own territories. She has very greatly strengthened her

forces. In the north, which might be the object of an attack from farther Asia,
Port Darwin has become the centre of a large military camp.

NEW ZEALAND'S PART

New Zealand also is taking her share in the general rally of the Empire against

any aggressor. She holds her mandated territory of Samoa in strength and has sent

a considerably body, of troops to defend the Fiji Islands. In Fiji the New Zealand

Officer Commanding and his staff are doing valuable service by organising and

training the now numerous local volunteer forces.

AN EMPIRE LINE

From Singapore to Wellington runs a great defence system some 4, 000 miles in

length. This is held by a large army of British, Indian, Australian and New

Zealand troops. A key bastion is Borneo, which maintains contact with the United

States region of interest in the Philippines on the one flank, and Malaya on the

other. From Borneo a close watch can be kept over the South China Sea and the

approaches from the Asiatic mainland to the United States, Dutch and British island

and peninsular territories. In Borneo there is a considerable garrison ready for

an emergency. Novel and difficult conditions have not damped its spirit or de-

feated its enterprise and energy.

The Singapore-Wellington line is an example of whole-hearted Imperial co-

operation in defence of the Empire’s common interests. All parts of the Empire

have rallied to the task of making good this bulwark. It has grown rapidly stronger

during the past year and its reinforcement goes on apace. It is now so strong that

an attack upon it would tax the strength of any possible enemy to the utmost.

The Malay princes and peoples are cooperating with all their resources in the

Empire's effort.

THE MIDDLE EAST

(a) Western Desert

In the Middle East this has been an eventful year. In December, 1940, after

a phase of patrol warfare on the Cyrenaica frontier, General Graziani had nearly

completed his preparations for the invasion of Egypt when, on December 9, General

Wavell attacked. The striking victory at Sidi Barrani was followed by the capture

of Bardia, Tobruk, Derna and Benghazi, and the battle at Beda Famm concluded an

astonishing campaign. The whole of General Graziani's army of 250,000 men had

been destroyed at the cost of under 2,000 Australian, British and Indian casualties.

(b) East Africa

Meanwhile, in East Africa, events moved almost as quickly. On January 18,
Kassala, on the Sudan-Eritrea border, was re-occupied by British, Indian and Sudanese

forces. On February 1 Agordat was taken, and on March 1 the siege of Keren began,
Keren fell, then Asmara and Massawa, and by April 9 the whole of the Italian colony
was in our hands, except Assab which was captured on June 11.
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Similarly, in the south, South African, Rhodesian and East and Wes t African

forces based on Kenya began the invasion of Italian Somaliland and Abyssinia:

valuable assistance was also given by a Belgian contingent. Kismayu was occupied
on February 15, and then followed a lightning advance through Harar to Addis Ababa,
which fell on April 6. On May 19 the Due of Aosta capitulated: on July 4
the remaining Italian forces in South East Abyssinia surrendered and only the posts

of Walchefit and Gondar were left.

British Somaliland had been recovered in April.

The East African campaign had resulted in the complete destruction of an

Italian army of about 300,000 men. Also it had made the Red Sea safe for neutral

traffic, so that munitions and stores from America could be despatched directly to

the Suez Canal.

From the moment of the Italian attack on Greece, help to Greece had been

despatched from the Middle East. With the growing threat of German intervention

that help had to be greatly increased, and a heavy drain was made on the forces

under General Wavell's command. While the attention of our Mediterranean Fleet was

necessarily concentrated on the protection of these reinforcements, (British,
Australian and New Zealand), transported to the Greek mainland, Germany sent con-

siderable forces, including an armoured division, from Italian harbours to Tripoli.
On March General Rommel, who had taken command of the Axis forces in North Africa,
invaded Cyrenaica and, overcoming the resistance of our weakened garrisons, overran

the whole northern part of the province up to the borders of Egypt. Of all General

Wavell's territorial gains of the winter, we retained only the all-important post of

Tobruk and the Egyptian frontier area, between Mersa Matruh and Sollum.

(c) Greece.

In Greece our action was defensive throughout. The German attack on

Yugoslavia came before the Yugoslavs had had time to organise the defence of the

south of their country, and the enemy was therefore able to break through the

mountain passes, to isolate the Greek any in Thrace, and to out-flank that operating
against the Italians in Albania. His air superiority and the threat to the left

flank of our positions, necessitated the withdrawal of the British Forces. From

this moment operations in Greece, though orderly and involving some magnificent

actions, never ceased to be a withdrawal. On April 25 our troops began to re-

embark, and despite almost unhindered German air attack reminiscent of Dunkirk,
about 46,000 men were safely brought away; but some 11,000 were left behind dead

or prisoners, and all our heavy equipment was lost.

(d) Crete.

In Crete our forces, lacking air support, were unable to hold the island against
an air invasion conducted on a scale never before attempted. During the first

half of May, 1941, the enemy persistently bombed the island, and finally made a very

heavy attack on May 19. Next day, air borne troops began to arrive, both by
parachute and by glider, and unsuccessful attempts were made to land troops by sea.

Although strong parties of the enemy were able to establish themselves in certain

areas, the situation was kept fairly well in hand for the first few days. Thereafter

it deteriorated rapidly, for every additional foothold secured by the enemy enabled

him to bring over more and more men and materials in safety; and on the night of

28/29 May we began to evacuate the island. Crete was lost and some 10,000 of our

men remained as prisoners of war, but our troops had put up a magnificent defence

and had taken a very heavy toll of the enemy.

This defence, without doubt, had a great effect on German plans in the Middle

East, and prevented the enemy from putting into execution a plan to gain possession
of Cyprus, Syria and Iraq.

(e) Iraq.

In Iraq the Government of Rashid Ali had long made it clear that they had no

intention of acting up to the teams of the treaty of alliance concluded with

Great Britain. When, in accordance with the terms of that treaty, Britain proposed
to send troops to open up lines of communication through Iraq, Rashid Ali demurred.

Troops were landed at Basra on April 19, without incident, but on the arrival of the

second contingent on May 2, Rashid Ali revolted against the Regent and attacked the

R.A.F. aerodrome at Habbaniya.
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Only part of the Iraqi army, and only a section of the population, sided with

Rashid Ali, but he had promises of Axis support, and German planes, using bases

in Syria, shared in the fighting. The movement might therefore have been serious,
but Habbaniya put up a gallant defence and reinforcements arrived from India and

from Palestine: by June 1st the rebels were in flight, the Regent had returned,
and British troops were in Baghdad.

(f)Syria.

The use made of Syrian aerodromes by German aircraft operating in Iraq, and

the growing infiltration of Syria by Axis agents and military specialists, could

not be overlooked by us, and since the Vichy Government was obviously lending itself

to the Axis coup already in preparation, an advance into Syria was made by British,
Dominion and Free French troops on June 8th. Damascus was captured on June 21st,
and when the Dominion forces were at the gates of Beyrouth General Dentz

capitulated, and the control of Syria passed into Allied hands.

(g)Iran.

In Iran the British Government had for long been impressing upon the Govern-

ment of the Shah the danger constituted by the presence of large numbers of Germans,
many of whom had key positions in the industries and communications of that country.
In August, 1941, these warnings were urgently repeated by the British and Russian

Governments. Since the Iranian Government was unwilling to offend Germany by

expelling any reasonable proportion of the Germans, the Allied. Government felt

obliged to safeguard their own interests.

(h) Consolidation of our position in the Middle East.

While the past year has seen in the Middle East a succession of events of

varying importance, so loosely knit as to seem unconnected, and while some of those

events have individually been unfavourable for us, the fact is that they are only

distinct phases of one general action wherein we have scored an unqualified success.

PINCERS WHICH DID NOT MEET

German strategy had planned for 1941 a Middle East campaign which was to have

driven the British out of the Mediterranean and the Middle East. This was to be

achieved by the habitual 'pincers'movement, directed against Egypt. One arm of

the pincers was General Rommel's army in Libya. For the other arm, Germany was to

overrun Greece and seize Crete, after which Cyprus was to be taken. A revolt was

to break out in Iraq, supported by Axis aircraft based on Syria, and to secure the

Axis hold on that country German forces were to be flown to Syria, via Rhodes,
Crete and Cyprus, even if Turkey, by that time completely isolated, still refused

to facilitate the German movement by granting land transport through Anatolia.

By early June the stage was to be set for a simultaneous advance on Egypt from

Libya and from Syria.

THE TOBRUK THREAT

As events proved, by June 1st General Rommel was on the border of Egypt, but

in a less favourable position than Graziani had been on December 1st 1940, for our

troops also were still in the frontier area, and our forces on his flank in Tobruk

constituted a permanent threat to his lines of communication, which virtually
immobilised him. The indecisive tank action fought at Sollum on June 16/17 had

weakened him as much as it had weakened us, but we could more easily recuperate
while the incessant offensive action of the Royal Navy and the R.A.F. was making

heavy inroads on the Axis resources and hampering his chances of reinforcement.

PROGRAMME HELD UP

German losses in Greece had been considerable, but in the attack on Crete,
where the defence was prolonged far beyond their expectations, they had lost a

very large proportion of just those highly-trained specialised forces, parachutists
and air-borne troops on which they had depended for successful action against Cyprus
and Syria. In Iraq, thanks to the timely landing of our forces at Basra, the

revolt had broken out three weeks before the scheduled date and German help to the
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rebels, reduced thereby to a minimum, had been ineffective. By June 1 Iraq

was definitely under our control and, since untimely action had given full

warning of German designs on Syria, Hitler could have no doubt regarding our

intentions of anticipating him there also. His attack on Egypt could not be

delivered, and all hopes of securing the oil supplies of Iraq had at least to

be postponed. Hitler was not only confronted with a failure which could

scarcely be disguised from his people, but he was hard put to it to provide
his armies with the oil, now, after the expenditure of the Balkan campaign,

more than ever essential.

On June 3 Hitler met Mussolini on the Brenner Pass to discuss the

situation. On June 22 Hitler attacked Russia.

WE STAND ALERT.

The result cf the year's war is therefore that we have built up a mighty

army at home which has shielded us from invasion; that we stand on guard with

alertness and vigour in all points of the Empire; that we have destroyed two

Italian armies. We have removed the threat of an enemy power being

established on the Red Sea littoral and have reduced to the defensive the Axis

army of invasion in Cyrenaica. We have consolidated a defensive bloc

embracing the whole of the Middle East which brings us into direct contact

with our ally Turkey; and, by defeating the Germans’ scheme of Mediterranean

conquest, have driven them into the costly Russian adventure while gaining for

ourselves an invaluable ally.

MINISTRY OF INFORMATION (MILITARY AFFAIRS.)
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