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THE BLACK WATCH

HEROIC STAND AT TOBRUK

PARAHUTISTS SLAUGHTERED

The Black Watch came into Tobruk on board a warship about the middle of October,
1941. They soon settled down in a part of the reserve sector. Although it was

known as the reserve sector, this area was in many ways more uncomfortable than much

of the front line. It was close to the harbour and therefore was idle object of a

great deal of bombing and shelling both by night and by day. The sand had been cut

up by motor transport and consequently sand storms were both thicker and more numerous

than anywhere else.

After about a week, the Black Watch took over a part of the eastern sector of

the front line. Here they carried out raids and patrols every night. The objects
of these patrols were to get information about the enemy’s strong points and mine-

fields, to inflict casualties, and to capture prisoners. While the Black Watch

patrols were very successful in collecting information, and undoubtedly inflicted many

casualties, they were unlucky in that they never brought back a prisoner. They had

instilled such respect in the minds of the enemy that none of the enemy would move

about on that front after dark.

On the fifth of November the Blank Watch returned to the reserve sector, having

acquired a full knowledge of the ground over which they were to attack in the early

stages of the break out by the garrison of Tobruk. The next fortnight was employed

completing the plans, making preparations, and carrying out rehearsals for their

attack. During the interval, amongst other duties, they had to carry out patrols
in areas where it was thought that parachutists might land, and along beaches where

the enemy sight land from rubber boats.

A DAWN ATTACK

On the evening of the 20th of November the Tobruk garrison received orders to

attack at dawn the next morning in an attempt to join up with the Eighth Army that

was advancing from the Egyptian border. There were many preparations to be made

which in the interests of secrecy could not be carried out before. During the night
the Black Watch were moved forward to an assembly area in the sector of the front

line which they had held previously. There was very little sleep to be had that

night. At five o’clock in the morning they moved forward to a start-line six

hundred yards in front of their defence line. At six-thirty after a. snail attack

by another unit against an enemy strong point to their north, the Black Watch

advanced with a battalion of tanks.

PIPES PLAYING

Soon the tanks were held up by minefields but the Black Watch went on in face

of very heavy machine-gun fire with the pipes playing. One of the leading

companies met particularly severs opposition, but finally captured the objective

which was held by Germans. All the officers of that company were either killed or

wounded and only the Company Sergeant Major and about twenty men reached the objective.

A very large part of the credit for the successful sally from Tobruk belongs to the

Black Watch who broke the crust of the enemy resistance.
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NEVER SHAKEN

For the regaining three weeks, before the opposition outside Tobruk finally

gave way, the Black Watch hold the position which they had captured in the first

attack. They boat off repeated counter-attacks, and, though constantly and heavily

shelled from both sides of the corridor which they had established out of Tobruk,

were nevershaken.

C.O'S GAĹANTRY

The commanding officer of the battalion, was awarded the D.S.O. after Tobruk.

His general praised his steadiness and devotion to duty and made special mention of

the staunchness of the Black Watch despite their severe losses on November 21 and

the following days. In the early stages of the attack the C.O. in his carrier was

blown up by an anti-tank mine. Immediately afterwards the truck to which he was

transferring was destroyed by a shell. Swept by hidden enemy machine-guns, many of

his men were killed and wounded; the officers suffered particularly heavily. The

Colonel boarded anothercarrier and drove through withering fire to find tank

support. He then extricated the battalion from the exposed position in which it

had been pinned and directed it to its final objective. Although wounded by shrapnel

he remained on duty.

AERODROME HELD

The Black Watch who broke outof Tobruk in November had given proof of their

courage and discipline in Crete sixmonths before. They held an aerodrome and tho

surrounding countryside from May 12 to 28 against an. enemy who was complete master

in the air and was able as the battle went on tobring to bear oh land much greater

numbers of men and weapons. For 17 days the Highlanders beat back every attack.

In spite of the odds against them they did more than make good their original

positions. When the order came to withdraw they were disappointed and surprised.

BOMBED AND MACHINE-GUNNED

May 12 the day on which the battle began was a brilliant morning. Having been

warned that "an air attack on the maximum scale" was on the. way the Black Watch were

waiting for the clouds of German aircraft which swept over them in the dawn. During

manyhours they were machine-gunned and bombed from both high level and low level.

They replied with machine-gun and rifle fire, which was so well aimed that some of

the attackers were riddled with bullets and not a few turned away from their target.
Slit trenches saved the battalion from severe losses. Only a direct hit was

dangerous. One heavy bomb exploded within 10 yards of a company H.Q. The officers

and men in the post were temporarily deafened and pelted with showers of earth and

stones but no one was seriouslyhurt.

Day after day the raids continued. The worst time for the defenders was the

chill, dim hour before sunrise. Then they could not see either the high level

bombers or the bombs falling from them. The low level, attacks delivered in full

daylight they welcomed. Jumping from their trenches the Highlanders "blattered

away” gaily will their automatics. Every hit, and they scored many, gave them new

eagerness to score another.

TROOP CARRIERS ARRIVE

On May 20 the German tactics changed. About 4 o’clock in the afternoon the air

bombardment became much more intense. One of the Black Watchofficers has described

it as "the most hellish blitz". A report was received that "very large numbers of

aircraft" were on the way, and soon the drone of the big Ju. troop carriers filled

the sky. At 6 o' clock the first carriers were overhead and the blit z slackened to

allow theparachutiststbo jump: the great moment had arrived.

AIR FULL OF ENEMY

The Scots officer who has already been quoted wrote:

"I must say the Nazis have little to learn about effect! The troop

carriers are huge black beasts with yellow noses. They fly slowly and almost

sluggishly and with a wealthof experience and confidence in their very

appearance. It is, of course, just too easy for them when they have local

(I hope temporary) air superiority.
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As these aircraft came in, every ground A/A device,

heavy, medium, light, opened up on them. Mark you, there

seemed to he hundreds of then, although in fact I don't

suppose there were more than 120 or so. They were, spread

over an area of 4 or 5 miles.

Then the air seemed to he filled with white and

camouflaged parachutes coming down from only 500 feet,
and the fun really started.

PARACHUTISTS SLAUGHTERED

The slaughter was terrific. Many aircraft were hit by
Bofors and plunged towards us in flames with parachutists with

blazing 'chutes falling helplessly. In other oases, a following
aircraft was driven out of formation by ground fire, and got

tangled up with paratroops from the preceding aircraft. I saw

several cases of aircraft going homewith wretched, creatures

draped over their wings. Some of the parachutists fell ever

telegraph wires and were picked off; others fell in trees

and were similarly dealt with. In fact, every chap who fell

inside or anywhere near our position was either killed or taken

prisoner. But the snag was the apparently endless supply of

parachutists and aerial supply conveys which followed on day

after day, apparently without let or hindrance."

NEVER OVERWHELMED

Some of the parachutists fought, to the death. Others wandered about

helplessly for hours and at last gave themselves up with cries of "Water!

water!" They had been told they would meet with no resistance and wore

resentful of theirwarm reception. After a while the Germans learnt that they

could not overwhelm the Highlanders by swarming, down upon their positions and

began dropping reinforcements three or four miles away. But the new plan was

no more successful than the old. The Black Watch still held their ground when

the evacuation was ordered on May 28.

IN OTHER FIELDS

In Belgium, France and Somaliland also the Black Watch have done good

work. In May 1940, a year to a day before the climax of the fighting in Crete,

a Black Watch battalion made a most gallant bayonet charge in a new battle of

Ypres, flinging back superior German forces across theComines canal. Later the

regiment played its part in the gallant struggle of the 51st Division which

ended at St. Valery,

In Somaliland during the brief Italian occupation, a company of the

Black Watch, facing overwhelming odds on the road to Berbera, held up the enemy

advance by a dashing use of the same traditional weapon.

The Black Watch, the Royal Highlanders, the old 42nd Foot, in the 200

years since their foundation, have a battle record unexcelled by any regiment

in any army. Not the corps of one Highland clan but of all, they have fought

bravely in every part of the world. From Fontenoy to Tobruk, on a hundred

battlefields, they have displayed the same contempt of odds and death in victory
or defeat.

Canada in the Seven Years' War, Alexandria in 1801, Busaco and Fuentes

d'Onor in the Peninsula, Waterloo, Sebastopol, Luoknow, Egypt are amongst the

historic fields inscribed on their colour. From 1914 to 1918 twenty-five
battalions fought in every theatre of war.

MILITARY AFFAIRS
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