


45 THE 81-MM MORTAR 

Baseplates 
The baseplate incorporates a central socket allowing all-round 

traverse of the barrel by moving the mounting. 

Sight 
The standard C.2 sight unit is fitted, and internal illumination is 

provided. 

Ammunition 
The following natures of ammunition are in service: 
@ H.E. Anti-personnel. 
0 W.P. Smoke. 
0 H.E. Training. 

Practice Inert. 

The lirine pmilion 

Features Common to all Natures 
The 81-mm bombs have been designed for optimum accuracy and 

stability. All types are streamlined, and incorporate an obturating 
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ring at the maximum body diameter to reduce the bypass of propel-
lant gases. Standard percussion or proximity fuzes may be fitted. 
The tail assembly is accurately extruded aluminium alloy. 

SMOKE 
(Fuzed P O  \ 
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Propellant 
The primary cartridge is sealed in an aluminium tube within 

the tail. Increments. in horseshoeshaped combustible containers. 
are clipped onto the tail boom above the fins to reduce the chance 
of fin damage on firing. 

H.E. Anti-Personnel Bomb 
This H.E. bomb weighs less than 10 pounds, but the thin-walled 

ductile iron body and a high charge to weight ratio give a high leth- 
ality at 40 metres radius. 

Performance 
The current maximum service range is 4,700 metres. At this 

range 50 per cent of all bombs will usually fall in a zone 40 metres 
by 10 metres. Under average conditions, the probable error for range 
is unlikely to rxceed 1per cent. 

Trials a t  greater ranges have been fired successfully, and suitable 
charge systems are expected to be available in the near future. 

The British mortar is relatively expensive when compared with 
its predecessor, due to the high standard of steels and aluminium 
alloys used. Such cost, however, is offset by the improved mobility 
which the light weight of thc weapon gives. 

The ammunition is also relatively expensive due to the high 
standard of accuracy required to give a stable projectile. This, too, 
is offset by improved lethality, reduccd dispersion, increased range. 
and the confidence which troops will have in a mortar which does 
not drop sporadic short rounds. 

Conclusion 

The 81-mm L.16 mortar is impressive both in specification and 
performance. Both weapon and nmmnnition I?? expe.11si-.,e.h"t this 
disadvantage is offset by the many advantages: 

The improved mobility which must result from a weapon with 
a maximum one-piece weight of 27 pounds. 
The increased range, which means in increased potential target 
area per weapon. 
The improved lethality and reduced dispersion, which means 
that fewer bombs are  required for a given target effect. 
The complete confidence which troops have in a mortar which 
delivers its firepower accurately and consistently. 



TOBRUK AND EL ALAMEIN. by Barton Maughan. (Australian 
War Memorial, Canberra, 1967, $4.) 
Reoiewed bv MI.A. J .  H i l l .  lecturer in h i d o w  at the Royal MllitonJ College,  and 
f m e r l v  a eomwany m m o n d e r  in the 2/13 Bn and BM OJ 20 Bde.  

WHEN, twenty-six years ago, the 9th Australian Division moved 
westward along the austere North African coast, it was hardly more 
than a name, a fortuitous collection of units gathered from other 
divisions, on its way to relieve 6th Division and complete its training 
in a quiet theatre. Men looked with curiosity a t  Halfaya and Capuzzo 
and at the debris of battle still scattered near the coast road and 
they looked with more than curiosity at Bardia and Tobruk where 
the 6th had already made its name. Here was a division, one they 
could admire and hope to emulate, which had already proved that 
the new A.I.F. was not unworthy of the old. But the brigades and 
regiments of the 9th knew less about the other components of their 
own division than they did of the 6th with whom 20th Brigade mingled 
when staging at Tobruk. It was mercifully hidden that within a 
month the same brigade, still short of training, weapons and equip- 
ment, would be the first Australians to join battle with the German 
Army and that they would be forced back to defend Tobruk. It was 
in Tobruk and in battle that 9 Div, to use the old familiar tag, was 
first concentrated although still lacking two of its field regiments 
and a few other units; and it was under siege that the division came 
to know and respect its commander, Leslie Morshead. 

9 Div held Tobruk in good company. It is one of the many
virtues of Barton Maughan's Tobruk and El Alamein that it shows in 
full measure the fighting qualities of the Royal Artillery. of the Royal 
Tank Regiment, of the Rcyal Northumberland Fusiliers - those 
unsurpassed machine gunners - of the 18th Cavalry of the Indian 
Army, of the R.N. and the R.A.N. w-hose worn ships and weary crews 
brought in all that  was needful and carried back to  Alexandria the 
wounded and the sick. The Navy was supported in its supply missions 
by the men in the small ships; if their devotion is remembered by all. 
some of their adventures in support of Tobruk will become known 
to many for the first time in Maughan's pages. From the beginning 
of the siege, Wootten's 18th Brigade of the 7th Division, the best 
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trained and best equipped infantry of the garrison. was a rock on 
which Morshead felt he could lean until, in August, they were relieved 
by the Polish Carpathian Brigade under Major-General Kopanski. The 
Poles were soldiers as tough as those whose place they took and they 
were consumed with a hatred of the Germans which only other 
Europeans of those days can fully grasp. If the R.A.F. appears but 
little in the Tobruk story, this reflects the scarcity of aircraft in the 
Middle East, the isolation of the fortress and the difficulty of main- 
taining even a reconnaissance flight in an area no part of which was 
out of reach of the enemy's guns. A year later, 9 Div was to know 
the power of close air support and to see the Luftwaffe fade from the 
sky above El Alamein. 

9 Div learnt its trade as  an apprentice on the job. Two factors 
played a vital part in its apprenticeship - the fortune of war and 
the quality of its own commanders. Luck and the fog of war ~~~ 

sometimes well thickened with desert dust -helped in the withdrawal 
to Tobruk and, in view of the German superiority in the air, in 
armour and in training for mobile operations, i t  was fortunate that 
the Division could fall back on a position already held by two 

~Australian brigades 18th and N t h  - and partly developed for 
defence. Here the Australians could fight in a way for which they 
already had some qualifications as  the 2/13th Battalion had demon- 
strated in its spirited fight a t  Rcgima. Maughan emphasizes not 
only the resolution of Morshead and his brigadiers but also the value 
of thcir experience in positional warfare in France. From the 
beginning. the keynote of the defcncr was aggression and forward 
battalions patrolled incessantly; as the siege wore on, patrolling 
became more skilful and more highly organized so that by August 
Colonel Williams, the commander of 1st R.H.A., could write to 
Brigadier Thompson, commanding the artillery of the fortress, 
drawing his attention to the conflrrnation of patrol reports by air 
phntngrapha 2nd Qtrrtinz that h e  ~iijrhec!?he e ~ ~ l r r n c " ~img"r::cr: & 
deep patrolling by infantry to be placed on record. 'Although having 
had experience of various theatrcs of operations in the past (he wrote) 
I have never seen the great value of decp patrolling so forcibly brought 
out before. The continuous failure of air support, either by obser- 
vation or photographs, added to the featureless nature of the desert, 
set an apparently hopeless prospect of correctly deducing the cnemy 
dispositions and activity beyond our limited zone of obsrrvation.' 
Williams then went on to describe how the 2/9th Battalion's patrols 
had given most valuable information to the limit of the guns' range. 
The 'climax' had been reached when the 2/13th Battalion 'prnduced 
a series of most convincing detailed reports of the enemy dispositions, 
and it was highly satisfactory on receipt (after waiting nearly five 
months) of an air photo of that area to see with what astounding 
accuracy those dispositions had been flxed.' The 'continuously brilliant 
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patrolling’ had enabled the gunners ‘to strike deeply and accurately’ 
and had ‘persistently impressed’ them as ‘regular soldiers’. The book 
abounds in descriptions of these reconnaissance patrols and of the 
daring fighting patrols which gravely upset the enemy. They became 
the hallmark of the defence. 

Rommel’s first attack on Tobruk, the Easter Battle. is vividly 
described; indeed it is one of the best chapters in a history which never 
flags throughout its 750 pages. In this battle, the first Australian 
V.C. of the war was gained by Corporal Jack Edmondson of t h e  
2/17th Battalion and for  the first time, steady infantry (2/17th
Battalion) showed how to deal with an armoured thrust. Maughan 
points out that  the German defeat on 14 April must he attributed to 
their failure ‘to reinforce the bridgehead promptly and strongly’. 
He offers an English gunner’s view of the outstanding features of 
the battle which most Australians would he  content to accept: ‘ ( i )  A/E 
Battery’s tank shoot, which finally stopped the tanks. (ii) The 
infantry in D Company remaining in their positions comp!rtely 
unperturbed by thc tanks and then attacking the ensuing infantry, 
together with an excellent counter-attack by B Company.’ 

Rommel’s second and more elaborate attempt to take Tobruk on 
1-2 May failed of its object but established the Axis forces in the 
perimeter, thus creating the Salient of unhappy memory. Maughan 
shows clearly the difficulties under which our counter-attccks were 
mounted, first by the 2/48th Battalion and on the night of 3-4 hiay 
by 18th Brigade; inadequate communications and lack of support, 
lack of time and lack of experience and training in night attacks told 
against the infantry who were set tasks beyond their powers. Never- 
theless, Morshead’s aggressive reaction to Rommel’s blow sealed off 
the penetration, inflicted heavy casualties and stabilized the position. 
The description of this battle is a most evocative and skilful piece of 
writing; the tension and the uncertainty are built up as the fncus 
shifts from the infantry posts on the perimeter to Fortress HQ and 
Brigade HQ then back to platoons and sections of the ill-fated 2/24th 
Battalion. 

It was an odd trick of fate that thc employment of 9 Div should 
have given rise to friction between the British and Australian Prime 
Ministers twice in the space of little more than a year. The contro- 
versy over the withdrawal of Australian troops from Tobruk is told 
in full from the documents of both sides thus redressing the balance 
of Churchill‘s partial account. Obeying Sir Keith IIancock’s injunction 
that  the historian’s business is to ‘write coolly of hot stuff’, Mauchan 
lets the facts speak for themselves with a minimum of comment. 
One cannot help fw-ling sympathy for Auchinleck. An Indian Army 
officer, he was strange not only to the British Army which ran the 
Middle East but even more so to the exasperating Dominion forces 
whose commanders could, and did, invoke iheir charters when they 
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believed the interests of their forces to be in jeopardy. Auchinleck 
was caught between the Scylla and Charybdis of Churchill and 
Blamey, neither of whom was noted for meekness. He was also in 
the unhappy position of having in Blamey a Deputy C-in-C whose 
advice was perforce accepted in preference to his own. Hetherington's 

1X:l F-I 
,4 ~ o i l - w ~ rnhotnernph of Pm1 R N  in the vliithrrn m n r  nf the Tnhr~km r i .  
IIICIEI. The perimeler delencer hclween R33 and R35 (then held by the 2/17 

Uttlalion) were hreached hy (he Germans in lhc FAsIer allack on Tohruk. 

account in The Blaniey Papers (pp.119-123) shows that their relation- 
ship had become explosive; after Blamey and the Australian govern- 
ment had forced the issue, Auchinleck even sought to resign. 9 Div 
was brought out by the Navy without loss until the night of 25 
October when the last convoy, which was approaching Tobruk, was 
hombed and H.M.S. Latona was sunk. The other ships rcturned to 
Alexandria. The last details, except the 2/13th Battalion, were taken 
out in November; thus the 2/13th became the only unit of the Division 
to return to Egypt by road after taking a notable part in the heavy 
fighting for Ed Duda during the Crusader operation. Maughan 
indicates that there is doubt about the decision to retain the 2/13th in 
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Tobruk: his inference, based on the lack of references in the 
documents, is that G.H.Q. M.E.F. 'decided not to seek Australian 
concurrence but to present A.I.F. Headquarters with a fait acconlpli'. 

The total losses of 9 Div and its attached troops in this campaign 
from 1 March to 15 December 1941 were 832 killed, 2.177 wounded 
and 941 taken prisoner. the very great majority being borne by the 
infantry of 9 Div and 18th Brigade. If the price was high it was 
more than matched by the achievemcnt, and the units, which in 
February had moved to Cyrenaica to train, returned to Palestine in 
October a division. In a just conclusion, derived not only from his 
mastery of the material but also from his six months' service in 
Tobruk as an infantry officer, Maughan writes: 'If the greatest single 
factor in repelling the German assaults and holding the besiegers off 
was the steadfast, efficient and brave work of the field artillery which 
for  some of the time was solely and for the whole time preponderantly 
from the British Army: if the greatest call on deep rcsources of 
courage was laid most often upon the anti-aircraft gunncrs who stood 
to their guns day and night even when they themselves were the direct 
target of the strike: if the most dreadful burdrn borne by the 
defenders was the constant manning of shallow and sun-scorchrd 
diggings and weapon-pits in the regularly bombed, bullet-raked 
Salient, in which to stand in daylight was to stand for the last time; 
these judgments only illustrate that each man had his own job in thr  
conduct of the defence. The spontaneous respect of all arms and 
services for the performance of the others and the loyalty with which 
they combin4 were the things that made Tobruk strong in defence 
and dangerous to its besiegers.' 

It was not until the end of Jun? 1942 that 9 Div, moved back 
to the Western Desert and to a part in a campaign which was hasten- 
ing from disaster to disaster as Eighth Army fell back towards 
Alexandria. The Division was still deployed around El Amiriya, just 
forward of Alexandria, when the exhausted Africa Corps was stoppcd 
by the South Africans, New Zealanders and other elements of thr 
Eighth Army. This clearly emerges in Tohruk and El Alamein and 
the point is worth stressing if only beeausc one occasionally hears 
assertions that 'the Australians stopped Rommel at the gates of 
Alexandria'. Indeed, the first Australian engagement in 1942 too!: 
place between Morshrad and Auchinleck over the question of piecc- 
meal employment of 9 Div which seems to have been taken as a 
matter of course at Army Headquarters. Morshead's recollection of 
the occasion as quoted by Maughan is strongly reminiscent of the 
confrontation between Auchinleck and Blamey quoted by HetherinE. 
ton. Nor was this the only occasion when Morshead crossed swords 
with his Commander-in-Chief as a lengthy quotation from his diary 
for 21 July reveals: he 'was extremely critical of the tzsks laid upon
his division in the operation' (22 July) 'and took strong exception to 
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the plan’, No general was more concerned for his soldiers; if he  
demanded sacrifices and ceaseless exertions from them when the 
situation warranted this, he nevertheless sought always to launch 
them into operations soundly conceived. That no detail escaped him 
and that he had not forgotten his own experience as a junior officer 
is shown in his letter to General Leese, Commander XXX Corps and 
quoted at length on p.663. In  it Morshead argued against the proposed 
earlier H hour (Zero Hour as it was then) for Second Alamein. He 
wanted the men of the assaulting companies who would have to lie 
in slit trenches well forward of our positions for an entire day, to 
have time for relaxation and ‘those very last instructions which a 
platoon commander gives to the whole of his platoon’. 

In First Alamein the Division suffered 2,552 casualties, practically 
all of them in the period 7-27 July, from the successful raid by 2/43rd 
Battalion to the loss of the 2/2Sth Battalion on Ruin Ridge. 
Maughan’s account of these hard and costly attacks is evidence of 
the value of the training carried out in Syria; after First Alamein 
he considers that  the Division was ‘a more self-confident formation 
than before and a more efficient one’. All brigades were now ex-
perienced in the attack and the infantry knew that their own artillery 
could answer their calls with the same power and promptness as the 
British gunners in Tobruk. But there was a genuine distrust of the 
armoured regiments - shared by 2nd New Zealand Division -which 
to  the infantrymen appeared always to  be late and unable to  get 
forward. The point is made that there were faults in both arms in 
the July fighting and that new techniques had yet to be developed 
for getting the armour through minefields. The real trouble lay not 
in the tank crews but in ‘the commanders and , the methods used’. 
This divorce between the commands of armour and infantry fighting 
the one battle had been apparent long before and had led to  the 
confused melees into which the Crusader operation had degenerated 
and to the utter disaster at Gazala in May. But faults in command 
stemmed from the highest levels in Eighth Army. Morshead’s diary 
and conversations with him recorded by Maughan reveal a lack of 
confidence in Ramsden, then commander of XXX Corps, and in the 
C-in-C himself. These were still the days of columns - Rohcol, 
Squeakcol, Wall Group and the like; an Eighth Army cynic is said 
to have defined a battle group as a brigade group which had been 
thrice overrun by German tanks. Auchinleck’s great qualities of 
calmness, decision and resolution saved the Army a t  the eleventh 
hour but he appears to have lacked those other qualities of the great 
captain which would have enabled him to fight Eighth Army as an 
army and employ its superiority in men and armour to defeat his 
opponent. Morshead wrote on 6 August: ‘No stability, a wealth of 
plans and appreciations resulting in continued TEWTs. Fighting 
always in bits and pieces and so defeats in detail. Formations being 
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Chapter 9 is titled the ‘Key to Victory’, and being Virtually a 
review of the book thus provides further repetitive detail. O’Ballance 
has made no real effort to  deduce those lessons which may have 
application to  other insurgency situations under differing circum- 
stances as in South Vietnam. I feel that  he has thus missed an im- 
portant area which could well have been included. 

Notwithstanding the above criticisms the book is a valuable con- 
tribution to any library on counter-insurgency warfare, and is 
recommended for general reading. 0 

INTENTION CLEARLY EXPRESSED 
The resporkihilily will immedialely fall upon each line unil 
therefore: not only 10 mainloin inlacl the line and territory which 
it lakes over; hut also to put in hand st once a policy of aggression 
against the enemy; to exert and mainlain B superiorily of morale 
ovw him; 10 syRematically wipe out his forward posts and 10 occupy
with ils own troops the same ground, and thus inccsrantly 10 exert 
pressure upon the esemy and relentlessly drive him hack hit hy hi1 
on hatIslion fronls. under arrangements made within battalions. 
It is to bo madc pcrfeclly clear 10 all ranks that we are 001 simply
there to hold a line; bul lhal we am lhere definitely with the 
purpose and intenlion of regaining ground previously lost, and of 
id i e t ing  loss on the enemy by wcry mcms in our power. 
- 18th Brigadc Mcrnorandum to Commanding Omcers on the 

conduct of tho dcfcncc at Tobruk (quoted in Barton Maughan,
Tobruk and El Alamein, 1967) .  

.i 




