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My name is Erie Escett Watts ard I was bern in Leonora,
Weho, on 27th August, 1916.

In answer +to an sdvertisement in the Pressz, I joined the
Coastal Artillery at Fort Queenscliff, Victoria, in August 1939.

In April 1940 the Commsnding 0fficer there called a parade
to advise all ranks that hé was to command & Medium Artillery
hegiment for A.I.F. service. He galled for volunteers to Jjoin
him ard beccme part of the 2/2th Medium Regiment. We trained on
World War Cme Sixty Pounder guns at Puckapunyal, Viectoria.

In Ootober 1940 the RHegiment was re-organised as a Fiegld Regiment,
and became the 2/12th Field Regiment, part of 9th Australian
Division, A.I.F. The unit,sailed sbtoard the HMT Stratheden to

the Middle Esst on 17th Fovember, and srrived safely at Fort Sues
on 15 December 1940,

1 Training in Palestine.

The unit travelled by train to our camp at Qastina, & |
tented cemp with some hutted accommedation, reasonably appointed.
On the re-organisetion, I had been promoted to Sergeant.

After Christmas the gunners were hardened up with route
marches, football matches and drill. We had not been igsued with
any gunz. Leasve to Jerusalem end Tel Aviv was on a rostered basis.

24 Move to Emyph.

Cn the 11th 4pril 1941 the 2/12 Field Regiment moved by rosad
to Egypt, went into camp at Ikingl Maryut. There we waited and
waited for orders to move to Tobruk, and inte action. Eecause
of enemy penetration, moves by road and rail were cancelled.

At last on 7th May my troop, Don Troop went on beard the
Austrelien destroyer, Waterhen, and sailed west to enter the
Tobruk harbour in darkmess, on 7 Hey 1941.

5 Tobruk.

Tue to the enemy baving air superiority, arrival of ships
wae timed generally for & moonless period and on reaching Tobruk
the ship weaved its way through the minefields in the harbour and
tied up alongside s sunken vessel, converted into a makeship jetty.

Iy sub unit, D Troep, was issued with five €0 pounders
{WWl vintage).

-




{a) The Terrain:-

Looking inland from the sea the coastal terrain is not
flst end sandy, the land risss in escarpments divided by
deep wadis (valleys) running down to the sea. Nothing
grew there except a thorny camel shrub. There was one
notable landmark, a solitary fig tree. Dust storms
{Fhamsgns) could last for days and whipped up the sand
burying equipment and reducing vigibility to a few feet.

There was no rain during the pericd the Regiment was part
of the defence.

{b) The Defensive System:-

The puter perimeter was 30 miles long and consiszted of
etrong defensive posts outside which was a barted wire
fence, Outside this the Itslisns had partly completed an
anti-tank ditch. Minefields had been laid interspersed
throughout the Rayout by the Italians.

L second line of defence within the fortress (the Blue line)
was esteblished by Major-Genersl Morshead,who commanded the
Tobruk Siege. He called his Commenders together and
explained that he had been ordered by Higher Coomand to
hold Tobruk for twe months. Morshead issued a definite
order:— "There will be mo Dunkirk here. If we should

have to get out we will fight our way out. There will be
no surrender and no retreat.” He adepted an agsressive
Gefence from the word "go". FPatrols were ordered into
no-mans -1and every night. The enemy becane jittery.

At the emd of April about 12,000 non-essential troops were
evacuated by sea plus 7,000 prisoners. Australian troops
comprised two-thirds of the garrison. e were fertunate
to be supported by scme excellent British gunners who
narned tkree 25 Pounders regimenmts. Other Eritish units
were anti sireraft regizents and the 3rd Armoured Tenk
Brigede.

(al The Eneny:-

Tobruk wee obviously & "thorn in the side" as the Germen
High Conmand needed a good port and sirfield, Eitler sent
his top General, Erwin Rommel +o North Africa tfo
re-capture Cyrenaica. e also expected Hommel to stiffen
the Ttalians' resolve. FHis sim to veach Edypt end the Suez
cansl sould not be achieved while Tobruk remained in the
Allies hands.

b, The Conditions in Tobrulk.

The troops found the greatest hardship was lack of water.
We each Teceived a water bottle of water each day. The ration was
1.25 litres which had to suffice for drinking, personel cleanliness,
clezning our teeth and shaving. Our Commanding Officer ordered
gll ranks to shave every second day. His uheur¥ was "keeping clean
roised morsle". We found it amaszing as to how fer a mugfull




of water would go. Lice and fleas were always a worry, finding
solece in the heiry parts of one's body.

At the end of June our Regimental ledicel Officer reported:—
There hes been s moderste amount of sickness from stomach trouble
and desert fever. With the rotten weather the flies were becoming
worse, Eating was with one hand as the obther was needed to gawipe
the flies away, as fooed was inserted into one's mouth.

During any 1lull in activities some men were sent by vehicle
to a Rest Cemp (Happy Valley) whiech was a secluded beach, out of
range of the enemy's artillery, but still subject to Stuks
bombing, occasionelly.

lie managed to get by on pretty terrible rations. The main
mesls comprised tinned bully beef, or tirned M and V (meat and
vegetable stew). The chief steple was Tobruk bresd, baked in a
cave near the town. The weevils somehow survived the cooking.
The dog biscuits split quite easily so the weevils, grubs etc.
could easily be brushed away. As for tea, we all had only black
tes, no doubt it is & drug for it gave us a "1ift" when we were
somewhat exhausted.

We slept in our slit trenches to reduce the risk when there
was night shelling by the enemy.

B The Reole of Artillery.

The 2/12th Field Regiment wes the only Australien Field
Regiment in Tobruk during the Siege. The officers and gunners,
through their past training, were sufficiently skilled to use
azainst Rommel, a mixed bag of antiguated BEritish and captured guns.
I think I was luckr to be appointed a Sergeant in charge of e
60 pounder, World Wer One wintage. The Italian guns wWere
dangerous, in that often shells burst st the muzzle or the barrel
recpiled violently causing death or injury to meny guncrew menbers.

The &0 pounder had a range up to 9 miles therefore thelr
large shells hed a devasteting effect on rear areas, concentrations
of vehicles, and dug in troops. The Germans however had a lerge,
long renge heavier gun, kmown ss "Bardia Eill". It waes well
conceeled., In an effort te pinpoint this gun, infantry patrols
were sent out., flash spotting and technical caleulations used,
and we considered we had a Fair idea re "Bardia Bill's" exact
lecation., It erssted a serious nuisance firing on the herbour,
especially when & ship had arrived offloading stores, ammunitien
and Te-infercements. The task of the &0 pounder treoop was to
engage him, snd we usually managed to stop the firing, so we must
have been close to his position. Our officer was awarded the
MEE in reccgnition of the suceess D Troop had, in at least
silencing "Bardis EBEill".




Other missions allocated te us invelved one gun being used
eway from the main troop positiom, in a roving role. This gun
fired rounds at varying times to h&srsss the enemy positioms at
night. When our gun was pinpointed we "up sticks" and got out
guickly. Due to lack of sleep we felt somewhat harggsed curselves.

Cn the last day of July & heavy concentration of shells fell
on I Troop &nd & large group of men sheltered in & cave.
An B8 mm shell burst in the mouth of the cave, curiously, those
killed =nd injured were in the resr of the cave. LA sergesnt and
one gunner were killed snd many wounded. It hore out the belief
emong wen in aetion "if your name's on it, you'll cop it'.

One tlack day for the regiment occurred when enemy guns,
directed by their air obszerver on to one of our vehicles loaded
with men, got & direet hit, 10 gunners were killed including the
Warrant Officer in cherge. "Herman" tke spotter plane responsible,
cruised around unoppesed, and was often able to bring fire to
bear by wateching our gun flashes. T can't remember seeing any of
our plenes over Tobruk during my time there.

Cur Commanding Officer realising that we must adopt a gunner
role in Tobruk, ordered that the captured Italien World War (me
guns must be put into service against their crizginal owners,

He was sufficiently skilled to convert the range tables end other
metric instruments over to Imperisl measurement.

One ironical fact concerning the Italian shells which I
ghonld mention, was notable,because in the Czechoslovakian
factories many anti-Hitler workers ssbotaged the ammunition in
the manufacturing stage so that on impsct they failed to explode.
We felt that, although we fired many defeetive shells at the
enemy, we were comforted to find many fired at us were guifte
useless, hitting the sand with a thud.

Ba Cur Honourable Enemy.

We had a high respect for the German soldiers which is
underlined by an inecident during the attack by 2/28th Hattalicn
and 2/43rd Hettslion on post 26 and 87 plus 27 in the salient.
We provided vital artillery support. The 2/28th hed 83 casualties
anéd the 2/43rd four officers and 97 men. It was a disappeinting
and costly business. A Padre, Father Gard, stood up in a truck
and during s lull approzched HY, helding a big Red Cross flag.
When asbout 250 yards awey & German steod up in full view alsc
belding & similar flag. Not & shot was fired. The German
shouted "Haltern Minen" indiceating that ocur party was on the edge
of the minefield. The bodies of about 13 of cur fellows lay on
the ground., The Germans then produced a mine detector and a
German doctor and officer appeared through the gap made in the
minefield. Hoth sides then removed their deed and wounded.

They exchanzed good wishes, cigearettes and drinks. The battle
began again when esch party returned to their wespon pits.




This temporary truce end others which occurred in Tobruk
produced a werm feeling and our infantry experienced a feeling
that kis oppositien were just crdinary fellows like themselves.
The tGermans respected us and we admired them also. Our
regimental medical officer at this stage reported to the
tommanding Officer that the health cf the gunners was only
fair, desert sores and stomach troubles were rife. rmut luekily
50 pe-inforcements arrived on July 16th end 5 mere the next day.
They scon became indoctrinated inte the routine, continual
dust storms, srtillery duals end the stuka dive-bombers.

The flies, especially in the infantry posts, were worse than ever.

On the 17th July our regiment fired 1200 rounds in suppors
of a large scale raid by the 2/28th Battalion, If completed its
task at % am. next morning. Lack of smmunition plegued the guns
of the Pritish artillery regiments, and as we had ample Italian
shells left behind in caves etc. we were required to make up the
deficiency.

P Harzards Fxperienced By Defenders.
{g) The Infantry Hole:-

During Easter in 1941 Rommel began probing to find weak
spots in the perimeter defenses. On Easter Bunday he made
his firet real attack but the defenders dreve him back

with basyonets ani grenades. By dawn the enemy hed
penetrated % §&%§ ut Hommel's tanks had passed over.

Our infantrﬁ”& “E#P%Eches and the following Germans

troke ranks.) The 38 tanks continued on but ram inte our
concealed anti-tank guns and 25 pounders. Seventeen German
tanks were kneoked out. Their infantry, without any support
and pounded by our artillery and machine guns, turned
retreat inte rout.

However it had cost Rommel 110 dead and 25% weunded.

He made ancther attempt with his storm troopers, At dusk on
30 April he succeseded in capturing Hill 209 and establishing
a bridgetead one mile wide. Thus the Salient was in

German hands snd renained so for the extent of the Siege.

The agsressive defence cordered by Morshead began to tell
on the infantry bettalions, which were required every night
to send out petrols inte "No Man's Land". To see them
paseing our gun position wearing send shoes, sneaking out
on & fighting patrel with a lock in their eyes thet was

hard to fathom, it was a lock almost of resignation.




(b)

{e)

Eseh desy was like yesterday, hot and dry and the

pccasional sandstorm. Vieibility became difficult due

to dust, sand and heat haze. Sometimes these storms

lasted two or three days. Driving wehicles wes a danger
when movement caused the German gunms to open up. Desplte
the econditions dive bombing stukas were relentless in their

attacks on the harbour.

The Fear Aspect:-

After the troops baptism of fire ememy shelling was mever
guite so hard to take: Generally the men displayed little
outward sign of fear, for they were unwilling to appear
less a man than their peers. A few found the fear
unbesrable snd suffered personmal torture, but many, through
determinetion, stuck it out. Others had to be sent to a
rear arez or out of the fortress altogether. I realised
that, ss & sergeant, I was required to encourage a'den't
care “attitude and adopt it myself. It was imperative that
2l]l members of the gunerew understood that the Jjob in hand
haed to take precedence.

Protection: -

When deploying guns in the Regiment the first task at the
selected gun position was the digging of slit trenches

for our personsl protection. WNext came the safety of the
guns. HNo sleep was permitted until gunpits had been dug.
Because of rock formations under the sand we built walls of
rocks above the ground. These were called ssangars.

Vostly we got below ground level with our slit trenches

and mede +them comfortable to slezep in. This mearnt if an
eneny shelling concentratiom was put down on us it took =&
direet hit to destrory us.

For the gunner officers and men manning the observation
posts where our infantry wes located, it was essential that
they kept their heads in the slit trench to aveld sniper
and mschine gun fire. Urinating was done using a2 supply cf
empty tina. A latrine ares wes used mainly at night so
that men ecould squat comfertably.

Eropaganda,

& diversien oceurred a weel after the British attack
{Operation bBattlesxe) was repulsed. German planes
seattered leaflets over Tobruk. 4 sample is hereunder.
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This endeavour by the Germans to wesken the resolve of
their enemy failed miserably snd was not guite what the
enemy psychologicel department intended.

Bombing Reids,

While the bombing of the fortress occurred relentlesszly,
development of Allied strength in Egypt was almost
uninterrupted by enemy eir stteck. There were 500 enemy
bombing raids on Tobruk between April 10th end Nowvember 13th,
1941, and less then 100 on British bases and airfields in

Hgypt.

The siege developed into a pattern, fierce skirmishes
congtant stuks dive bombing, especially cover the harbour

and artillery bombardment from both side=s. The absence of
the HAF and RHAAY caused almost total dependence con the
anti-aireraft gunners who were absolutely superb. I remember
on May 29th 50 Btukas, 6 MELO9= and 4 CRU42s attacked the
harbour. Your were shot down by the A/4 and 4 more hit.




1a.

I2.

The Navies.

There is no doubt that without the Navy there would have
been no Tobruk Biege. The supply line was kKept open by
the gallant efforts of EAN and HN ships (known as the Serap
Iron Flotilla). SBoth navies succeeded in bringing intoe
Tobruk 29,000 troops snd evecuating 23,000, plus 34,000
tons of supplies. This was only possible due to the
timing of their run so that the ships were protected by
darkness from & point within Stuka range. The destroyer
in whieh I went into Tobruk, the Waterhen, was however
gunk on its next foray to the fertress. Australian
destroyers used were Vendetta (28 trips) Stusrt Vampire
Voyager Mapier Nestor and Nizam, I came out on the Jackal
on 27th September. It was & Eritisgh destroyer. Of the
little ships, the auxilisry lighters which ferried in
tanks and guns were militarily the most important.

The Name "Rets Of Tabruk”.

A British traitor who broadeast over German radic each
night, was known as Lord Haw Hew. He used the scornful
tag "Tcbruk Hets" and called the defenders "self supporting
prisoners of war. Post war the British made sure he was
executed. .

(& BEY
the title "Hats" intended as & slur, has been carried with
pride by those who took part in the 242 day siege.

Departure.

In July the harsk conditions were beginning to tell,

In particuler the infantry and Ack Ack gunners were guite
war weary. The strength of our regiment was now down to
40 afficers and 452 other ranks.

Wastage from those killed, wounded and evacuated because of
zickness was 130 all ranks. We gunners a2t the "blunt end"
mainly hed to contend only with shelling and bombing
whereazs the infantry in their wespon pits did the hand to
hand fighting, and in daylight had to keep their heads
down te aveid machine gun fire.

It would be remiss of me not to mention the strain of
continuous night patrolling carried out by the infantry -
they were superb.

The Higher Command decided that 9th Australien Division
end Slet Hritish Regiment R4 would be relieved and replaced
by the Polish Carpsthian bHrigade Group and the 0th

Hritish Division. One Australiasn Battalion, the 2/13th,
remained in Teobrul until 10 December becsuse destroyers
were not available to evacuate it,
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Siege inec.

withdrawal

All Middle

Tast
Campaizgns.

14,

In Don Troop we had %o stay ss long ss wee necessary to
familisrise the British gunners with observatiom posts,
end the &0 pounders generslly. BSince its arrival in the

fortress, the regiment had fired cver 55,000 razyas,
while the Italisn guns had expended 2?'5GD"?# rixd?ﬂ45*£3::

Casualties.
Tustralien.
Filled in Action ‘Wounded in Misging. Prisconers Total
or died of Aetion. af War.
wounds., S
776 2,112 * 85 954 3,907

. .0m Benghezi.

3,147 8,317 L43F 6,806 13,713

* Most were presumed to have been killed.

The relative strengths of the garrison is shown in the
following table:-

21st Aprdil 1941, ALIL.F. 14817 British 18292 (inc. about
550 Indians ).

30th Junse 1941, A.L.F. 14326 British 7979 {ine. 500
Indizns).

Conclusion.

During the siege Prime Hinister Churechill sent the following
tribute to Major General Forshead, "The whole Empire is
wetching your stesdfast and spirited defence of this
important outpost with gratitude and admiration.”

It was at Tobruk that the Germans suffered their first
defeat on land. The defence proved that the Blitekried
brealk-through tactics used in Europe in 1939 and 1940
could be defeated by resclute infantry, supported by
minefields and artillery.
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The Regiment moved back to Qastina camp. In view of the
possibility of Turkey's entry inte the war in support of
Germany, the complete 9th Australian Division was ordered
to move to Lebanon inm Jannary 1942, In June it was
ordered back to Egypt to be part of the defence line at

Fl Alapmein to stop Hommels advance to Egypt &nd the Suez
Osnal. After the messive attack on 23rd October and the
breakout by the Allies in November, the division moved

to Palestine and sailed back to Australia in February 1043,

As for myself, after the El Alsmein battle I was sent to
a gchool to become an officer. I returned home in the
Ile De France. After taking leawve, and getting married,
1 was posted to 2/11th Aust. Field Regiment, and finished
the war on Bougeinville I=land.

T served cn after the war in the ZFegular Army, was promoted
te Captain and trensferred to the C.M.F. where I finally

became a Major. I resigned from the Army in 1963 after
24 years service.

Eric E. Watts

10 Merch 2005.
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