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Conway and his men were among the more than nine hundred
officers and soldiers from the Australian 9th Division who were
captured in Libya in the days preceding and during the siege of
Tobruk in 1941. For many Australians, Tobruk has become a story of
defiant victory. As the Rats of Tobruk Memorial on Anzac Parade in
Canberra states in bronze, it was at Tobruk that the German forces
received their “first major reverse on land’ in World War I1. Here too
Australian soldiers ‘confirmed and enhanced’ the ‘reputation for
heroism won by their fathers on Gallipoli in 1915". The memorial on
Anzac Parade also incorporates a stone from the original memorial
built by Australian engineers in the Tobruk war cemetery during the
siege. This is inscribed with the words: “This is hallowed ground for
here lie those who died for their country.’ Clearly the memorial is
dedicated to the dead and to the garrison’s heroic achievements,

However, in 1941 more of the 9th Division’s casualties became
prisoners of war than were killed in action. Conway’s 2/28th
Battalion, for example, suffered 78 men killed, 150 wounded and 79
taken prisoner. The 2/24th Battalion suffered the heaviest casualties,
with 70 men killed, 82 wounded and 259 taken prisoner. Indeed, ten
of the twelve Australian infantry battalions in Tobruk, as well as a
pioneer battalion, lost men as prisoners.? The large number of
Australian prisoners taken at Tobruk is often under-appreciated.
However, it should not be assumed from the numbers captured that
Tobruk’s garrison was passive. On the contrary, one of the key tactics
for successfully holding Tobruk was the aggressiveness of its defence,
and through its constant patrols and raids on the enemy, the garrison
captured over two thousand Italian and German soldiers,

This chapter draws on soldiers’ personal papers, translated
documents, and intelligence summaries to examine the experiences
of Australian, Italian and German prisoners of war within the context
of the siege of Tobruk. Beginning with a brief summary of the siege
and a survey of the existing literature, the chapter discusses the

~ soldiers’ typical response to the shock of surrender, the process for
- Bvacuating prisoners from the Tobruk battlefront, and the importance
; of prisoners of war as sources of intelligence for both the besiegers
~ and the besieged at Tobruk. In contrast to many other theatres of war
inWorld War I1, Tobruk was a place where captivity was moderated by

the conventions of law and some sense of shared humanity.
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The story of asiege
The year 1941 was one of both victory and defeat for the British and
Commonwealth forces in North Africa. In January, Australian troops
spearheaded the British advance into Libya, pushing back the Italian
forces that had invaded Egypt in September 1940. By the month’s end
the Australian 6th Division had reached Benghazi, and captured the
Italian fortresses at Bardia and Tobruk. However, when the 6th
Division was deployed to the defence of Greece, it was replaced by
the partially trained and inexperienced 9th Division. Meanwhile the
huge Italian defeats in Libya caused Adolf Hitler to send a German
force to Tripolito preventa complete Italian collapse in North Africa.
The first German troops of Lieutenant-General Erwin Rommel’s
Afrikakorps arrived in Tripoli in mid-February 1941. Quickly realising
that the British in Libya were overstretched, Rommel went on the
offensive in March 1941. The Commonwealth forces were forced
back, with the 9th Division taking up a defensive position in the port
of Tobruk. Lying 130 kilometres west of the Egyptian border, Tobruk
was the best natural harbour in North Africa. After their invasion of
Libya in 1911, the Ttalians had developed the port into a modern
fortress. Its outer perimeter, over 45 kilometres long, known as the
‘Red Line’, was a series of concrete posts, anti-tank ditches, barbed
wire and land mines.

Tobruk’s garrison in April 1941, commanded by the Australian
Major-General Leslie Mo rshead, included 14000 Australians from the
9th Division and the 18th Australian Infantry Brigade. British artil-
lery, machine-gunners, a handful of tanks and armoured cars, and an
Indian regiment supported the Australians. A second defensive line,
the ‘Blue Line’, was gradually dug and wired. A third line, the ‘Green
Line, was also prepared closer (o town. “If we should have to getout,
Morshead ordered, ‘we shall fight our way out. There is to be no
surrender and noretreat.”

Hoping for a rapid victory, Rommel recklessly attacked Tobruk
on 14 April, Easter Sunday, butwas repulsed with heavy losses. During
the night of 30 April a well-coordinated German and Ttalian attack

captured a section of Tobruk's outer perimeter, the high ground
around the Ras el Madauuar feature. By 4 May, after four days of
intense fighting, the Germans held apocketabout 5.5 kilommetreswide
and 4 kilometres deep. Throughout May and August the Australians
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941 prisoners. More men became prisoners of war than were killed in

action.’

The ‘Rats of Tobruk, as the defenders were known, became
some of the most revered veterans of World War I1. In late 1941 the
war correspondent, and later general editor of the official history,

Gavin Long, predicted: ‘Whatever happens in the future, Tobruk

must always be as proud a name as any in the story of Australian
soldiering’® In 1945 the veterans of Tobruk formed a high-profile and
influential worldwide organisation, the Rats of Tobruk Association.
In subsequent decades the achievements of Tobruk’s garrison were
celebrated not only in the naming of two Australian warships HMAS
Tobruk but also in countless novels, books, films and public memo-
Charles Chauvel’s film The Rats of Tobruk (1944) and Eric
Lamberts bestselling novel The Twenty Thousand Thieves (first
published in 1951) helped to malke the ‘Rats of Tobruk' a household
name. Lambert’s novel alone sold around 750000 copies by 1954 .7 Yet
these works made meagre, if any, reference to the more than nine
hundred Australians who became prisoners of war in the weeks
before and during the siege itself.
It is an omission that began

rials.

with the earliest wartime publica-
ubject, such as John Devine's memoir The Rats of
Tobruk (1943), and the 1944 novels Sojourn in Tobruk and We Were
the Rats by soldier authors G.H. Fearnside and Lawson Glassop, and
war correspondent Chester wilmot's Tobruk (1945). Decades later
Frank Harrison's Tobruk (1996) and Robert Lyman's The Longest Siege
(2009) continued to ignore the experiences of those men captured at
Tobruk, as did Peter FitzSimons's bestselling tome Tobruk (2006).°
Until Peter Monteath’s POW: Australian Prisoriers of Warin Hitler’s
Reich (2011), the experiences of Australian prisoners in North Africa
had been discussed only in an appendix in the official history, in
some unit histories, and in a few soldiers memoirs.’
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his first day as a prisoner as the saddest and longest of his life.
Loaded onto a vehicle for the drive to Tripoli and captivity, he felt
“utterly dejected and pumb with despair’’® Private James Giddins
harboured similar sentiments when he and the 2/15th Battalion’s
headquarters company were captured on 7 April. What hurt most, he
later confessed, was thatafter almost twelve months of training, their
attempt to damage the enemy had probably resulted in nothing
more than a few dents and scratches on some German armour vehi-
cdes and, he hoped, a few casualties. But Giddins thought the main
German force had noteven bothered to slow down."’

Mixed with the prisoners’ fear and despair was often a sense of
shame at their having surrendered. The 2/28th Battalion'’s Private
Harold Gaby was taken prisoner inthe Salient with Captain Conway'’s
company on 3 August. Despite having fought in the bloody action,
Gabyappears tohave felt guilt at being captured. Perhaps his family’s
tradition of military service added to the young soldier’s burden.
Gaby’s father had served as a sergeant in the Boer War while his
uncle, Lieutenant Alfred Gaby, was posthumously awarded a Victoria
Cross in World War 1. Writing Jater from a prisoner-of-war camp in
[taly, Harold Gaby’s first letter began: ‘Dear Dad, I must start this
letter by apologising for any worry | may have caused you. By now
you will have been told I am a Prisoner of War. I hope you are not too
ashamed of me, butwe took the only sensible course open tous. " As
it happened, according to family sources, Gaby's parents felt no
shame in theirson’s capture.'? Gaby's older brother, who served with
him in the 2/28th Battalion, was captured at El Alamein in July 1942.

The decision to surrender, of course, was one thatwas taken by
many men (though not all) when death seerned the only alternative.
For example, when the Germans attacked Tobruk on 14 April,
Ponath’s Machine Gun Battalion 8 lost 280 men killed or captured
when breaking through the outer perimeter and becoming pinned
down in anti-tank ditches or wadis.? According to one German
source, many of the battered survivors ‘cried as they were led away
into captivity’ after surrendering to the Australians.? Ponath,
however, refused to surrender. When some of his men began to give
up, he and another man rushed back into a trench and recom-
menced firing. Both were killed almost immediately. Their deaths, a
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cold’, though he described his guards for the journey as ‘thorough
gentlemen’?®
The treatment prisoners received in places such as Derna,

Benghazi and Tripoli varied almost on an individual basis. Private Bill
Cousins, another 2/24th Battalion prisoner, spent several weeks
recovering from wounds in a German hospital in Benghazi. He found
that the medical staff treated him just as they treated their own
wounded, as the Geneva Convention required. Cousins’ greatest
causes for complaint were the poor quality of food and the ‘real Nazi
type’ of Germans, who were bullies.? Captain Conway, however, had
a very different experience. His troubles began as soon as the
Germans handed the Australian prisoners over to the Italians. In a
newspaper interview given during his repatriation to Australia in

1945, Conway argued that the Italians never forgave the Australians

for the ‘rape of Benghazi’—referring to the 6th Division’s occupation

of Benghazi in early 1941 when there were numerous reports of
drunkenness, theft and bullying. (Members of the 9th Division

committed similar offences in Derna in March, and, before his own
capture, General Neame chastised Morshead for these ‘numerous
disgraceful incidents’)* Conway thought this poor Australian behav-
iour gave the Italians cause to carry out retribution, ‘and we shared in
some rough treatment’. On one occasion he witnessed an Australian
sergeant tied to the floor and beaten by his guards.?'

[fnot hospitalised with wounds or injuries, officers tended to be
transported to Italy quickly. The other ranks, however, could be used
as labour for work parties. Here some Australian prisoners carried
out various acts of sabotage in an attempt to frustrate the enemy.
Working on the docks in Tripoli, the 2/15th Battalion's Private Garven
‘Snowy’ Drew recalled how he and his mates dropped the occasional
artillery shell into the sea and slipped odd handfuls of sand into
petrol and oil cans when working in a petrol dump. Stealing food was
popular, too.* Sergeant Williams and Private Cousins described how
they would attempt to spoil rations or leak petrol from 44-gallon
drums and ‘Jerry cans. With acts such as this, Cousins later
commented, ‘we at least felt that we were still contributing towards

: defeating the enemy’3

Eventually, like other Australian prisoners, Conway and his men

Were sent to camps in Italy and ultimately, when Italy broke with
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Germany and joined the Allies, to Germany. When being transported
to Germany in August 1943, Conway and the Australian fighter pilot
Squadron Leader Nicky Bair escaped by jumping from the train.
Conway broke his shoulder blade but remained free for eighty-eight
days before being recaptured.* Barr evaded capture and eventually
made contact with Allied forces. Private Gaby, however, died on
4 June 1944 in Poland, where he been employed as forced labour in a
mine. The Germans permitted his brother to attend his funeral.®®

After surrender: prisoners of the Allies
Australian and British troops were not the only ones to be captured
in the desert war. When the Australian 6th Division first took Tobruk
in January 1941, twenty-five thousand Italians were captured. In
addition to the more than two thousand prisoners who remained in
Tobruk from the earlier campaign, from late-April to mid-October a
further 2100 prisoners—319 Germans, 1754 Italians and 27 Libyans—
were captured. Most of the enemy soldiers were taken prisoner in the
first three weeks of the siege, in the Easter battle and in the early
fighting for the Salient. Sorne 190 Italian civilians were also interned
and evacuated, as were some 3,000 Libyans.3®
The Italians captured in January were herded together into a
prisoner-of-war cage, measuring 700 metres by 400 metres near the
junction of the EIAdem and Bardiaroads. Conditions in the exposed,
over-crowed enclosure, originally established by the Italians, were
miserable. Initially there was no sanitation and it took hours to
distribute the daily rations.¥ Another prisoner-of-war cage was
established in town, closer to the harbour, and by mid-April most of
the Italians were evacuated to Egypt by road and by sea.

With the start of the siege in April it became a high priority to
evacuate enemy prisoners as quickly as the availability of shipping
allowed. This was as much a practical consideration as a humani-
tarian observance of the Geneva Convention.® As long as prisoners
remained within the fortress they were not only a security risk but
also exposed to some of the same dangers as the garrison. Anywhere
in Tobruk could be bombed by German and Italian aircraft while the
harbour was within the scope of a long-range German gun. During

an air raid on 8 June, the 2/4th Australian General Hospital's pris-
oners’ ward was bombed, killing two Ttalians and wounding two
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such as maps, reports or personal diaries were often vital sources of
information on an enemy’s order of battle, the distribution of their
forces or their tactics. Translating this material, however, could be a
slow process, and prisoners were a more immediate and important
source of intelligence. In addition to statements made during ques-
tioning, the insignia on a soldier’s uniform, which identified him as
infantry, artillery, armoured or other corps, provided hints as to the
enemy’s plans and intentions, The presence of an elite unit in the front
line, for example, could be associated with plans for an offensive.

The 9th Division’s intelligence bulletins frequently included
updates on troop movements and activities gleaned from prisoner
interrogations and captured documents, Prisoner statements, such
as the following from an Italian captured in late July, were circulated
with the stated objective of providing an insight into the enemy’s
morale while also encouraging the garrison: ‘We have all been forced
into the war—we do not want to fight and hope that it will end soon.
We are suffering like Hell from fever and general stomach troubles
caused by swallowing sand ... we are waiting for you to tell us to put
our hands up.’¥ Sentiments such as this confirmed Morshead’s
personal view that the Italians ‘were just poor fighters—they showed
no enthusiasm’,

Other prisoners provided valuable tactical information.
Corporal Hans Kuhl, for example, was captured on the night of 27
July in the Salient by a patrol from the 2/ 43rd Battalion. Interrogated
at battalion headquarters, he mentioned he had been wounded
during the invasion of France in 1940 and freely discussed the organ-
isation and make-up of his Motorised Infantry Regiment 115. He
pointed out and provided map references for the location of the regi-
ments units, including those for his battalion and regimental
headquarters. Kuhl even sketched the layout of his battalion’s
machine-guns, barbed-wire entanglements and entrenched posi-
tions. Although the information provide by the German corporal was
treated with ‘reserve’ by the interrogating officer, this case demon-
Strates the potential significance of prisoners of war as sources of
intelligence.” Three months later, Kuhl was sent to Australia (minus
awatch, jewellery or any trinkets he may once have owned).5

As the Afrikakorps intelligence officer Captain Hans-Otto
Behrendt has pointed out, German soldiers were not instructed on
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reply: ‘I cannot answer that' to any other question.!
In late April 1941, a routine order was issued to Tobruk's
garrison on the conduct expected of British soldiers, if taken pris-
oner. ‘All ranks are reminded’, the order began, that in the event of
their capture ‘they will seriously endanger the lives of their comrades
if they give any information to the enemy other than their number,
rank and name. British personnel were not to give any parole and it
was ‘their duty to try and escape’’ The duty to escape was a new
requirement of prisoners of war. It had not been expected of British
and dominion soldiers in World War [, and Aaron Pegram has shown
that some Australian prisoners of the Germans in this conflict spoke
quite freely and openly to their captors.” The obligation to escape
had been formally articulated only in late 1939 with the creation of
the British intelligence section MI, one of whose aims was to develop
‘escape-mindedness” within the military.* This notion was not
formalised in the Australian army until October 1941, with the publi-
cation of the pamphlet, Instruction and Guide to All Officers and Men
of the Army Regarding the Duties of Perform and Precautions to be
Taken by Prisoners of War. This explicitly stated that escaping was a
prisoner’s ‘most important duty’ The pamphlet’s real focus, however,
was on preventing prisoners from disclosing any information beyond

quantities of weapons
ecific area of Tobruk

?v;;pr;mation of Tobruk or jf they influence
Y. Rommel's most relj i
‘ iable intelljoe

n
wireless and radio signals,5 50 o,
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layout and Organisation of the

their name, r:'ank and Reruics xllun?.ber. It su.ggested techniques to assessed. as opposed to other sources, can b
evade answering questions during interrogation and how to behave ’ R
when under surveillance. These techniques included talking in whis- Conclusion

pers, and singing and whistling as much as the prisoners liked.*®
Issued in late 1941, this pamphlet was too late to have any influence
on those Australians serving in Tobruk or for those captured in
Gieece, Crete and Syria. In July 1941 an Australian from the 9th
Divisional Cavalry Regiment captured in the Syrian campaign is
known to have given an outline of the regiment’s structure and

¥

110 Beyond Surrendler
Thope you are not too ashamed of me’

111




new complexity to what has often been a simply heroic narrative. For
the men taken prisoner themselves, there was some commonality of
experience across their national groups. Each had a potential value
as a source of intelligence for their enemy. Each was also subject to
feelings of fear, disappointment and even shame at the moment of
capture. Although the encounters between prisoners and their
captors varied, and at times simply reinforced existing prejudices,
they also had the potential to invoke a sense of shared humanity. In a
war that is far better known for its unrestrained brutality and viola-
tion of international norms, the treatment of prisoners in the Tobruk

theatre therefore merits greater attention.
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