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PRE-GREECE 
 

Warrant Officer, First Class, William Alfred Williams, 6th Australian Division 
 

 
WO1 Bill Williams (later Captain) sailed from Sydney with the 6th Australian Division aboard the SS Orcades 
(requisitioned in December 1939). 
 

 
 

SS Orcades in her Orient Line livery 
 
The battalion had taken part in a farewell march through Sydney before sailing in the first troop convoy to 
leave Australia - on 10 January 1940.  They disembarked at El Kantara half way up the Suez Canal on 14 
February 1940. 
 

 
 

HMT Orcades with Australian troops ready to sail 



 2 

Bill was mentioned in despatches for his outstanding services during the period December 1940 – February 
1941.  At this time the Australian 6th Division was engaged in helping to drive the Italian 10th Army out of the 
Western Desert.  
 

     
 

Mentioned in Despatches (note ref. to ‘Artillery’ – as appears in the London Gazette) 
 
From Wikipedia: 
 
The 6th Division first saw action in early 1941, against Italian forces in North Africa, in the advance to 
Benghazi as part of Operation Compass. By this time, Major General Iven Mackay had taken over command 
of the division.  In June 1940, Italy had declared war on the Allies and began to build up forces in Libya. In 
September 1940, the Italian Tenth Army invaded Egypt, a British colony, threatening Allied control of the 
Middle East and most particularly, the Suez Canal and international supply routes.  British forces under 
General Sir Archibald Wavell expelled the Italians from Sidi Barrani and pursued them back towards the 
Libyan border.  In December 1940, the 6th Division was moved forward from training camps 
around Alexandria to relieve British troops around Bardia and at the end of December they were ordered to 
prepare to attack.  

 

 
 

Troops from the 2/2nd Infantry Battalion enter Bardia 
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On 3 January 1941, at Bardia, a small coastal town just inside the Libyan border, the first major Australian 
action of World War II took place.  Amidst a heavy artillery barrage and supported by British Matilda tanks 
and Bren carriers of the divisional cavalry, the 6th Division penetrated the defences of the Italian stronghold. 
Despite some heavy resistance the town fell to the Australians just two days later. The Australians captured a 
large amount of Italian war material as well as thousands of Italian prisoners of war (POWs), many of whom 
were shipped to prison camps in Australia. The fighting continued until 5 January when the Italian position had 
been cut almost into two. The Allies took nearly 40,000 Italian prisoners and considerable amounts of enemy 
weapons, supplies and equipment.  The battle for Bardia cost 130 Australian lives with 326 men wounded.  

 
On 22 January 1941, the Italian held port of Tobruk fell to the AIF and 25,000 Italians became prisoners. 
During January and February 1941, the 6th Division, together with British units, pushed the Italian army back 
across Libya, including actions at Derna, Barce and Benghazi.  The Italian Tenth Army was destroyed. 
Although Wavell initially planned to leave the 6th Division in Cyrenaica for defence, the 7th Division was still 
insufficiently trained and equipped.  As such in early April 1941, the 6th Division was withdrawn from North 
Africa to defend Greece and replaced by the 9th Division, which took part in the epic Siege of Tobruk between 
April and November 1941 against Italian and German forces.  Throughout the campaign, the division lost 241 
killed, 790 wounded and 21 captured.  

 

    
 

 
Mentioned in Despatches (note ref. to ‘Signals’ – why not ‘Artillery’?) 
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