The War in North Africa
1st Battle of Alamein and the Pedestal
Convoy
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Alamein - 25 June
• On 25 June, General Auchinleck—(C-in-C)
Middle East Command—relieved Ritchie
and assumed direct command of the
Eighth Army himself.
• He concluded that his inferiority in
armour after the Gazala defeat, meant
that at the Mersa Matruh position he
would be unable to prevent Rommel
either breaking through his centre or
enveloping his open left flank to the
south in the same way he had at Gazala.
• He decided to withdraw a further 100 mi
east to a more defensible position near El
Alamein on the Mediterranean coast. 40
mi to the south of El Alamein, the steep
slopes of the Qattara Depression ruled
out the possibility of Axis armour moving
around the southern flank of his defences
and limited the width of the front he had
to defend.
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India – 25 June
• By 25th June, only four days
after the fall of Tobruk and two
days after receiving his orders,
Major-General Brereton (photo),
Commanding General of the
American Tenth Air Force in
India, was posting with all speed
to Egypt in company with his
nine available B.17’s.
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Alamein – 26 June
• While preparing the Alamein positions, Auchinleck fought strong
delaying actions, first at Mersa Matruh on 26–27 June and then
Fuka on 28 June.
• The late change of orders resulted in some confusion in the
forward formations and poor co-ordination between the two
forward Corps and units within them.
• Late on 26 June, the German 90th Light and 21st Panzer
Divisions managed to find their way through the minefields in
the centre of the front.
• Early on 27 June, resuming its advance, the 90th Light was
checked by British 50th Division's artillery. Meanwhile, the 15th
and 21st Panzer Divisions advanced east above and below the
escarpment.
• The 15th Panzer were blocked by 4th Armoured and 7th Motor
Brigades, but the 21st Panzer were ordered on to attack Minqar
Qaim.
• Rommel (photo) ordered 90th Light to resume its advance,
requiring it to cut the coast road behind 50th Division by the
evening.
• As the 21st Panzer moved on Minqar Qaim, the 2nd New
Zealand Division found itself surrounded but broke out on the
night of 27/28 June without serious losses and withdrew east.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 25 June
• … Combined Chiefs of Staff meeting where we examined the various alternatives of providing an American
Armoured Division for Middle East. A project both PM and president were very keen on. Marshall put
forward a new proposal to provide 300 Sherman tanks and 100 105 millimetre self propelled guns together
with two train ferry ships to take the lot out to the Middle East. …
• At 2.45 went round to the White House to put proposal before PM … Things went better than I expected and
I was able to convince PM that military aspect of this problem and its advantages outweighed the political
considerations. I then telephoned to Marshall who was delighted at the result. …
• … At 8:15 assembled at the embassy under Secret Service arrangements and motored to Baltimore where
we found our Clipper drawn up along the quay like a ship. By 11:00 PM we were off, having taken off in the
dark, and were flying over the lights of Baltimore heading for Newfoundland.
• 28 June
• The next week will be a difficult one, picking up threads and at the same time dealing with the Middle East
situation which is about as unhealthy as it can be. And I do not very well see how it will end. As far as I can
judge from here the trouble is due to our tanks being under armed as compared to the Germans. We have
been too slow in getting the six pounder and the three inch antiaircraft gun into tanks that are fit to be used
out of this country.
• 29 June
• … This evening very nice photo of Roosevelt arrived for me with specially nice inscription.
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Desert – 29 June
• On 29th June when Rommel was still coming
on fast, Tedder dictated a letter to Portal
which covered nearly four pages of closely
typed foolscap.
• … 'I think one of the most remarkable things
about the recent operations has been the way
in which the squadrons have cleaned up
behind them and left practically nothing
which can be of use to us, and literally
nothing which can be of use to the Hun.
• During the last stage or so this has become
progressively more difficult, since there has
not been a sufficient interval between moves
to allow the articulators and cranes to clear
the accumulations. On one fighter aerodrome
yesterday I saw about 100 men lifting a
Spitfire bodily so as to get the articulator
beneath it. There was no crane available
there but they were determined not to lose
this Spitfire, and that is the spirit one has
seen throughout--a full-out determination to
give the Hun nothing but knocks....

A salvage convoy approaching Cairo.

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 3

6

Alamein – 29 June
• On 29 June, Auchinleck ordered
XXX Corps—the 1st South African,
5th and 10th Indian divisions—to
take the coastal sector on the right
of the front and XIII Corps—the
2nd New Zealand Division and 4th
Indian divisions—to be on the left.
The remains of the 1st Armoured
Division and the 7th Armoured
Division were to be held as a
mobile army reserve.
• His intention was for the fixed
defensive positions to channel and
disorganise the enemy's advance
while mobile units would attack
their flanks and rear.
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Alamein – 30 June
• On 30 June, Rommel's Panzerarmee Afrika approached the
Alamein position. The Axis forces were exhausted and
understrength. Rommel had driven them forward ruthlessly,
being confident that, provided he struck quickly before Eighth
Army had time to settle, his momentum would take him
through the Alamein position and he could then advance to
the Nile with little further opposition.
• German air units were also exhausted and providing little
help against the RAF's all-out attack on the Axis supply lines
which, with the arrival of United States Army Air Forces
(USAAF) heavy bombers, could reach as far as Benghazi.
• Although captured supplies proved useful, water and
ammunition were constantly in short supply, while a shortage
of transport impeded the distribution of the supplies that the
Axis forces did have.
• Rommel's plan was for the 90th Light Division and the 15th
and 21st Panzer divisions of the Afrika Korps to penetrate the
Eighth Army lines between the Alamein box and Deir el
Abyad (which he believed was defended).
• The 90th Light Division was then to veer north to cut the
coastal road and trap the defenders of the Alamein box
(which Rommel thought was occupied by the remains of the
50th Infantry Division) and

• The Afrika Korps would veer right to attack the rear of XIII
Corps.
• An Italian division was to attack the Alamein box from the
west
War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 3

8

General Brooke’s diary
• 30 June
• … After this discussion he [Churchill] called me out into the garden
and informed me that he proposed starting for Cairo by air on Sunday
and that he wanted me to come with him! I told him that it would not
be fair on Auk to descend on him unless situation had stabilised a
little. I cannot imagine anything more trying than Winston descending
on one in the middle of a serious battle. …
• 2 July
• … Finally dined Dorchester to meet Eisenhower the new American
general who's come to replace Chaney.
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Alamein – 1 July
• At 03:00 on 1 July, 90th Light Infantry Division
advanced east but strayed too far north and ran
into the 1st South African Division's defences and
became pinned down.
• The 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions of the Afrika
Korps were delayed by a sandstorm and then a
heavy air attack. It was broad daylight by the time
they circled round the back of Deir el Abyad where
they found the feature to the east of it occupied by
18th Indian Infantry Brigade which, after a hasty
journey from Iraq, had occupied the exposed
position at Deir el Shein late on 28 June to create
one of Norrie's additional defensive boxes.
• 21st Panzer Division attacked Deir el Shein. 18th
Indian Infantry Brigade—supported by 23 25pounders, 16 of the new 6-pounder anti-tank guns
and nine Matilda tanks—held out the whole day in
desperate fighting but by evening the Germans
succeeded in over-running them.
• The time they bought allowed Auchinleck to
organise the defence of the western end of
Ruweisat Ridge.
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Alamein – 1 July
• The 1st Armoured Division had
been sent to intervene at Deir el
Shein. They ran into 15th Panzer
Division just south of Deir el Shein
and drove it west. By the end of
the day's fighting, the Afrika Korps
had 37 tanks left out of its initial
complement of 55.
• During the early afternoon, 90th
Light had extricated itself from the
El Alamein box defences and
resumed its move eastward. It
came under artillery fire from the
three South African brigade groups
and was forced to dig in.
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Desert – 2 July
• On 29th June Mussolini arrived at Derna to lead
the triumphal procession through Cairo. According
to a persistent legend for which there appears to
be no shred of evidence, he also brought with him
a white horse.
• On the evening of 1st July Rommel swept forward
against the Alamein line.
• That night the Wellingtons, flying over a hundred
sorties, attacked the enemy's concentrations and
communications in full force. 'The day was notably
lively', recorded the Africa Corps Diary, 'with many
successful bombing attacks by the British.... In the
night continuous [British] bombing raids met with
success, and the supply columns were blown up'.
All the next day this intense activity in the air
continued, and by dusk Tedder's pilots had flown
nearly 800 sorties within twenty-four hours.
'Throughout the whole of the day', reported the
enemy, 'there were heavy air raids, and our own
fighter defence was not nearly sufficient'.
• Thanks to the Eighth Army's stout resistance on the
ground and to this great effort in the air, the
enemy attack made little headway, and as darkness
fell the Wellingtons and Albacores again went out
with deadly effect.

Air Chief Marshal Tedder and Air Vice Marshal
Coningham.

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 3

12

Alamein – 2 July
• On 2 July, Rommel ordered the resumption of the
offensive. Once again, 90th Light failed to make
progress so Rommel called the Afrika Korps to
abandon its planned sweep southward and instead
join the effort to break through to the coast road
by attacking east toward Ruweisat Ridge.
• The British defence of Ruweisat Ridge relied on an
improvised formation called "Robcol", comprising a
regiment each of field artillery and light antiaircraft artillery and a company of infantry.
• Robcol was able to buy time, and by late afternoon
the two British armoured brigades joined the
battle with 4th Armoured Brigade engaging 15th
Panzer and 22nd Armoured Brigade 21st Panzer
respectively.
• They drove back repeated attacks by the Axis
armour, who then withdrew before dusk.
• The British reinforced Ruweisat on the night of 2
July. The now enlarged Robcol became
"Walgroup".
• Meanwhile, the Royal Air Force (RAF) made heavy
air attacks on the Axis units.
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Alamein – 3 July
• On 3 July Rommel ordered the
Afrika Korps to resume its attack on
the Ruweisat ridge with the Italian
XX Motorised Corps on its southern
flank.
• Italian X Corps, meanwhile were to
hold El Mreir.
• By this stage the Afrika Korps had
only 26 operational tanks.
• There was a sharp armoured
exchange south of Ruweisat ridge
during the morning and the main
Axis advance was held.
• On 3 July, the RAF flew 780 sorties.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 3 July
• Usual COS followed by a cabinet meeting at 12 noon. There the PM
examined the implications of the worst possible case in the Middle
East in the event of Rommel driving on to Alexandria and Cairo.
Luckily we had been studying this yesterday at the COS and I was able
to make a statement covering our first investigations. Also described
question concerning demolitions that might have to be carried out. …
After he left I had about 3/4 of an hour with Winston, first of all trying
to convince him that he should not try to fly out by Gib and the
Mediterranean in a Liberator. And secondly that he should wait till the
situation consolidates a little more in Egypt before flying out. As a
result we definitely do not start on Sunday, and I hope that the trip is
put off till Wednesday at the earliest. This should give more time to
see how events are going.
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Alamein – 4 July
• To relieve the pressure on the right and centre of
the Eighth Army line, XIII Corps on the left
advanced from the Qattara box. The plan was that
the New Zealand 2nd Division—with the remains
of Indian 5th Division and 7th Motor Brigade under
its command—would swing north to threaten the
Axis flank and rear.
• This force encountered the 132nd Armoured
Division "Ariete"'s artillery, which was driving on
the southern flank of the division as it attacked
Ruweisat. The Italian commander ordered his
battalions to fight their way out independently but
the Ariete lost 531 men (about 350 were
prisoners), 36 pieces of artillery, six (or eight?)
tanks, and 55 trucks.
• By the end of the day, the Ariete Division had only
five tanks. The day ended once again with the
Afrika Korps and Ariete coming off second best to
the superior numbers of the British 22nd
Armoured and 4th Armoured Brigades, frustrating
Rommel's attempts to resume his advance.
• By 4 July, the Australian 9th Division had entered
the line in the north
• The RAF once again played its part, flying 900
sorties during the day.
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Alamein – 5 July
• To the south, on 5 July the New
Zealand group resumed its
advance northwards towards El
Mreir intending to cut the rear
of the Ariete Division. Heavy fire
from the Italian 27th Infantry
Division "Brescia" at El Mreir,
however, 5 mi north of the
Qattara box, checked their
progress and led XIII Corps to call
off its attack.
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Alamein – 5 July
• At this point, Rommel decided his exhausted forces
could make no further headway without resting
and regrouping.
• He reported to the German High Command that
his three German divisions numbered just 1,200–
1,500 men each and resupply was proving highly
problematic because of enemy interference from
the air. He expected to have to remain on the
defensive for at least two weeks.
• Rommel was by this time suffering from the
extended length of his supply lines. The Allied
Desert Air Force (DAF) was concentrating fiercely
on his fragile and elongated supply routes while
British mobile columns moving west and striking
from the south were causing havoc in the Axis rear
echelons.
• Rommel could afford these losses even less since
shipments from Italy had been substantially
reduced (in June, he received 5,000 tons of
supplies compared with 34,000 tons in May and
400 vehicles compared with 2,000 in May).
• Meanwhile, the Eighth Army was reorganising and
rebuilding, benefiting from its short lines of
communication.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 8 July
• At 12:30 Cabinet meeting at 10 Downing Street at which PM ran down
Middle East army in shocking way and criticised Auchinleck for not
showing a more offensive spirit. I had an uphill task defending him and
pointing out the difficulties of his present position. Also the fact that any
rash move on his part at present would very quickly lose us Egypt. However
PM was in one of his unpleasant moods going back over old ground and
asking where the 750,000 men in the Middle East were, what they were
doing and why they were not fighting. After being thoroughly unpleasant
during the cabinet meeting, with that astounding charm of his he came up
to me afterwards and said to me “I am sorry Brookie if I had to be
unpleasant about Auchinleck and the Middle East!”
• In the middle of a cabinet meeting he would turn to me and say: “Pray explain CIGS
how it is that in the Middle East 750,000 men always turn up for their pay and
rations, but when it comes to fighting only 100,000 turn up!! Explain to us now
exactly how the remaining 650,000 are occupied!”
War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 3

19

Alamein – 8 July
• On 8 July, Auchinleck ordered the new
XXX Corps commander, General Ramsden
to capture the low ridges at Tel el Eisa and
Tel el Makh Khad and then to push mobile
battle groups south toward Deir el Shein
and raiding parties west toward the
airfields at El Daba.
• Meanwhile, XIII Corps would prevent the
Axis from moving troops north to
reinforce the coastal sector.
• Ramsden tasked the Australian 9th
Division with 44th Royal Tank Regiment
under command with the Tel el Eisa
objective and the South African 1st
Division with eight supporting tanks, Tel el
Makh Khad.
• The raiding parties were to be provided
by 1st Armoured Division.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 9 July
• At this morning’s COS we had invited Andy
McNaughton so as to give him the task of
examining the possibility of capturing N
Norway with the Canadian Corps! This was
according to the PM's orders it having been
suggested by Atlee that with his more
flexible and fertile brain he would find a way
out where the Chiefs of Staff and failed!
After lunch I sent for him to my office and
informed him privately how matters stood
as I did not want him afterwards to imagine
that we were suggesting that the Canadians
should undertake an operation which we
considered impracticable.
• Photo: Lieutenant General Andrew
War in North Africa
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McNaughton GOC 1st Canadian
Army.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 9 July cont
• Alexander turned up in the afternoon
having landed home after his trip to
Burma and the hard fighting he had
there. He looks as if he requires some
leave.
• Photo: Alexander just after taking
command in the Middle East, on 8
August.
• 11 July
• Finished up the COS fairly early but
after lunch had difficulties with an
unpleasant wire which the PM was
insisting on sending to Auchinleck and
which would have done no good. Pug
Ismay had spent morning trying to
stop him sending it without success. …
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Alamein – 10 July
• Following a bombardment which started at 03:30
on 10 July, the Australian 26th Brigade launched an
attack against the ridge north of Tel el Eisa station
along the coast (Trig 33).
• The bombardment was the heaviest barrage yet
experienced in North Africa, which created panic in
the inexperienced soldiers of the Italian 60th
Infantry Division "Sabratha" who had only just
occupied sketchy defences in the sector.
• The Australian attack took more than 1,500
prisoners, routed an Italian Division and overran
the German Signals Intercept Company 621.
• Meanwhile, the South Africans had by late
morning taken Tel el Makh Khad and were in
covering positions.
• Elements of the German 164th Light Division and
Italian 101st Motorised Division "Trieste" arrived to
plug the gap torn in the Axis defences.
• That afternoon and evening, tanks from the
German 15th Panzer and Italian Trieste Divisions
launched counter-attacks against the Australian
positions, the counter-attacks failing in the face of
overwhelming Allied artillery and the Australian
anti-tank guns
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Alamein – 11 July
• At first light on 11 July, the Australian
2/24th Battalion supported by tanks from
44th Royal Tank Regiment attacked the
western end of Tel el Eisa hill (Point 24).
• By early afternoon, the feature was
captured and was then held against a
series of Axis counter-attacks throughout
the day.
• A small column of armour, motorised
infantry, and guns then set off to raid Deir
el Abyad and caused a battalion of Italian
infantry to surrender.
• Its progress was checked at the Miteirya
ridge and it was forced to withdraw that
evening to the El Alamein box.
• During the day, more than 1,000 Italian
prisoners were taken.
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Ultra - 11 July
• From the 11th July, in one of the rare
exceptions to the wartime rules for Ultra
intelligence, the authorities allowed the
Panzerarmee key, the most voluble and
valuable of Enigma keys, to be decrypted in
Cairo so as to minimise delay in getting Ultra
to the commands.
• In the middle of July the key used by the
Germans in connexion with the air transport
of army supplies and reinforcements to North
Africa from Greece and Crete was broken.
• The British now had access with varying
degrees of speed and completeness, to every
enemy cypher in use in the African fighting.
• Photo – German Enigma cypher machine.
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Ultra - 11 July
• Auchinleck expressed the view that but
for Ultra “Rommel would certainly have
got through to Cairo” in the first round of
fighting at Alamein in July.
• It is certainly the case that Ultra showed
that the Axis authorities expected him to
do so: at the beginning of July the
decrypts show that the Panzer army had
requested maps of the chief Egyptian
cities, that the Italian Navy was preparing
to escort troop convoys to Egypt, and
that Hitler had ordered exceptional steps
to ensure Rommel received additional
troops.

General Auchinleck C.inC. Middle East and 8th Army
and Brigadier Garmoyle, 7th Motor Brigade.
Garmoyle was promoted to command the Brigade
19 June 42 and killed in action 3 July.

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 3

26

Alamein – 12 & 13 July
• On 12 July, the 21st Panzer Division launched a counterattack against Trig 33 and Point 24, which was beaten off
after a 2½-hour fight, with more than 600 German dead and
wounded left strewn in front of the Australian positions.
• The next day(13th), 21st Panzer Division launched an attack
against Point 33 and South African positions in the El Alamein
box. In the El Alamein Box, the Royal Durban Light Infantry
(RDLI) faced the full force of the German attacks. The RDLI did
not have adequate anti-tank guns and the German artillery
cut the South African telephone cables, disrupting their field
artillery support.
• The attack was halted by intense artillery fire from the
defenders. Although the South Africans repulsed the German
attack, by 16:10, German tanks and dive bombers advanced
up to 300 metres from the South African positions.
• The 9th Australian field artillery and 7th British Medium
Regiment had to assist in repulsing the German attack. At last
light, the 79th British Anti-Tank Regiment was deployed to
assist the South African forces but the German attack was
petering out.
• Rommel was still determined to drive the British forces from
the northern salient. Although the Australian defenders had
been forced back from Point 24, heavy casualties had been
inflicted on 21st Panzer Division.
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Alamein – 14 & 15 July
• As the Axis forces dug in, Auchinleck—having
drawn a number of German units to the
coastal sector during the Tel el Eisa fighting—
developed a plan—to attack the "Pavia" and
Brescia Divisions in the centre of the front at
the Ruweisat ridge.
• Signals intelligence was giving Auchinleck
clear details of the Axis order of battle and
force dispositions. His policy was to "...hit the
Italians wherever possible in view of their low
morale and because the Germans cannot hold
extended fronts without them.
• The 4th and 5th New Zealand Brigades would
attack north-west to seize the western part of
Ruweisat ridge and on their right the Indian
5th Infantry Brigade would capture the
eastern part of the ridge in a night attack.
Then 2nd Armoured Brigade would pass
through the centre to exploit toward Deir el
Shein and Miteirya Ridge. On the left, the
22nd Armoured Brigade would be ready to
move forward to protect the infantry as they
consolidated on the ridge.
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Alamein – 14 & 15 July
• The attack commenced at 23:00 on 14 July. The two New
Zealand brigades shortly before dawn on 15 July took their
objectives on Ruweisat Ridge, but minefields and pockets of
resistance left behind the forward troops' advance created
disarray among the attackers, impeding the move forward of
reserves, artillery, and support arms. As a result, the New
Zealand brigades occupied exposed positions on the ridge
without support weapons except for a few anti-tank guns.
• More significantly, the two British armoured brigades failed
to move forwards to protect the infantry.
• At first light, a detachment from 15th Panzer division's 8th
Panzer Regiment launched a counter-attack against New
Zealand 4th Brigade's 22nd Battalion. A sharp exchange
knocked out their anti-tank guns and the infantry found
themselves exposed in the open with no alternative but to
surrender. About 350 New Zealanders were taken prisoner.

• The Indian 5th Brigade made small gains on Ruweisat ridge to
the east. By 07:00, word was finally got to 2nd Armoured
Brigade which started to move north west. Two regiments
became embroiled in a minefield but the third was able to
join Indian 5th Infantry Brigade as it renewed its attack. With
the help of the armour and artillery, the Indians were able to
take their objectives by early afternoon.
• The 22nd Armoured Brigade had been engaged at Alam Nayil
by 90th Light Division and the Ariete Armoured Division,
advancing from the south. While—with help from mobile
infantry and artillery columns from 7th Armoured Division—
they pushed back the Axis probe with ease, they were
prevented from advancing north to protect the New Zealand
flank.
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Alamein - 14 & 15 July
• Seeing the Brescia and Pavia under pressure,
Rommel rushed German troops to Ruweisat. By
15:00, the 3rd Reconnaissance Regiment and part
of 21st Panzer Division from the north and 33rd
Reconnaissance Regiment and the Baade Group
comprising elements from 15th Panzer Division
from the south were in place under General
Nehring.
• At 17:00, Nehring launched his counter-attack. 4th
New Zealand Brigade were still short of support
weapons and also, by this time, ammunition. Once
again, the anti-tank defences were overwhelmed
and about 380 New Zealanders were taken
prisoner including Captain Charles Upham who
gained a second Victoria Cross for his actions
including destroying a German tank and several
guns and vehicles with grenades despite being
shot through the elbow by a machine gun bullet.
• At about 18:00, the brigade HQ was overrun. At
about 18:15, 2nd Armoured Brigade engaged the
German armour and halted the Axis eastward
advance. At dusk, Nehring broke off the action.
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Alamein – 15 & 16 July
• Another German attack was mounted
on 15 July but made no ground
against tenacious resistance. On 16
July, the Australians—supported by
British tanks—launched an attack to
try to take Point 24 but were forced
back by German counter-attacks,
suffering nearly fifty per cent
casualties.
• After seven days of fierce fighting, the
battle in the north for Tel el Eisa
salient petered out.
• Possibly the most important feature of
the battle was that the Australians
had captured Signals Intercept
Company 621, which had provided
Rommel with priceless intelligence
from British radio communications.
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Alamein – 16 July
• Early on 16 July, Nehring renewed his attack. The
5th Indian Infantry Brigade pushed them back but
it was clear from intercepted radio traffic that a
further attempt would be made.
• Strenuous preparations to dig in anti-tank guns
were made, artillery fire plans organised and a
regiment from the 22nd Armoured Brigade was
sent to reinforce the 2nd Armoured Brigade.
• When the attack resumed late in the afternoon, it
was repulsed. After the battle, the Indians counted
24 knocked out tanks, as well as armoured cars and
numerous anti-tank guns left on the battlefield.
• In three days' fighting, the Allies took more than
2,000 Axis prisoners, mostly from the Italian
Brescia and Pavia Divisions; the New Zealand
division suffered 1,405 casualties. The fighting at
Tel el Eisa and Ruweisat had caused the
destruction of three Italian divisions, forced
Rommel to redeploy his armour from the south,
made it necessary to lay minefields in front of the
remaining Italian divisions and stiffen them with
detachments of German troops.
• The War Diary of the Deutsche Afrika Korps tells
how our fighters nearly disposed of Rommel--or
rather, how they shot up the car in which he had
been sitting until they appeared. War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 -
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Alamein – 17 July
• To relieve pressure on Ruweisat ridge, Auchinleck
ordered the Australian 9th Division to make
another attack from the north. In the early hours
of 17 July, the Australian 24th Brigade—supported
by 44th Royal Tank Regiment (RTR) and strong
fighter cover from the air—assaulted Miteirya
ridge.
• The initial night attack went well, with 736
prisoners taken, mostly from the Italian Trento and
Trieste motorised divisions. Once again, however, a
critical situation for the Axis forces was retrieved
by vigorous counter-attacks from hastily assembled
German and Italian forces, which forced the
Australians to withdraw back to their start line with
300 casualties.
• Although the Australian Official History of the 24th
Brigade's 2/32nd Battalion describes the counterattack force as "German", the Australian historian
Mark Johnston reports that German records
indicate that it was the Trento Division that overran
the Australian battalion.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 15 July
• … We received news today that Marshall, King and Harry Hopkins were on
their way to discuss future operations. It will be a queer party as Harry
Hopkins is for operating in Africa, Marshall wants to operate in Europe, and
King is determined to strike in the Pacific! We are I believe all to go down to
Chequers next weekend to discuss these various alternatives.
• 17 July
• Spent most of COS meeting preparing for visit of Hopkins, Marshall and
King who are on their way over now, arriving early tomorrow morning.
They have come over as they are not satisfied that we are adhering
sufficiently definitely to the plans for invading France in 1943, and if
possible 1942. In my mind 1942 is dead off and without the slightest hope.
1943 must depend on what happens to Russia. If she breaks and is overrun
there can be no invasion and we should then be prepared to go into North
Africa instead. But Marshall seems to want some rigid form of plan that we
are bound to adhere to inWarany
case!
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General Brooke’s diary
• 18 July
• Went to Euston station at 7:50 AM to
meet Harry Hopkins, Marshall, King
and a few more. Fairly long COS
settling points for discussion with
American chiefs of staff. At 4:00 PM
when I was getting near end of work
and thinking of soon going home was
informed that all Chiefs of Staff were
wanted at Chequers for the night.
Arrived there just in time for dinner.
Pound, Portal, Mountbatten Ismay,
Cherwell and self. After dinner we had
a long sitting reviewing the whole war
and relative advantages of various
fronts. This lasted till 2:00 AM when
we were taken to see a film! Finally to
bed at 2:45 AM.

Chequers, near Wendover in Buckinghamshire,
England, the country house of the Prime Minister of
the United Kingdom since 1921.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 20 July
• Arrived War Office 9:00 AM. Found
mass of messages. Troublesome
COS with Mountbatten (photo)
again assuming wild powers unto
himself. At 12:30 we went round to
12 Downing St to meet American
Chiefs of Staff with PM. We had
originally intended to meet them at
10:00 AM “off the record” for a
private talk, but PM very suspicious
and had informed me at Chequers
that Marshall was trying to assume
powers of C-in-C of American
troops which was [constitutionally]
President’s prerogative!
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Egypt – 20 July
• After three weeks of steadily
growing disillusionment Il Duce
departed for Italy on 20th July.

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 3

37

General Brooke’s diary
• 20 July
• After lunch at 3:00 PM we met Marshall and King and had long argument
with them. Found both of them still hankering after an attack across
channel this year to take pressure off Russia. They failed to realise that
such an action could only lead to the loss of some six divisions without
achieving any results! Next argument was that we should take advantage of
German preoccupation with Russia to establish bridgehead for 1943
operation. Had to convince them that there was no hope of such a
bridgehead surviving the winter. Next discussed alternative operations in
North Africa which they are not much in favour of preferring the Pacific. …
After dinner put in two hours hard work and was then sent for to 11
Downing St. There I found Hopkins Harriman and Beaverbrook with the
PM. He kept me up alone with him after others had left till 1:00 AM giving
the results of my talk with Marshall and King.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 21 July
• A short COS which started at 10:00 AM leading up to a meeting at 11:00 AM with the American Chiefs of Staff.
• Disappointing start! Found ourselves much where we had started yesterday morning! Except that Marshall admitted that he saw
no opportunity of staging an offensive in Europe to aid Russians by September. He missed the point that by September the
Russians might be past requiring assistance and that the weather at any rate at that season was such as to make cross-Channel
operations practically impossible! We went on arguing for two hours, during which time King remained with a face like a Sphinx
and only one idea, ie to transfer operations to the Pacific. Finally we parted at 1:00 PM and I felt we had made a little headway. We
are to meet again at 11:00 AM tomorrow. …
• At 11:00 PM I had to go back to 10 Downing St. Both Eden and Hopkins there, I was not allowed to join them for fear that Marshall
and King should hear of it and feel that I had been briefed by Hopkins against them according to President's wishes!! PM therefore
came up to Cabinet room to see me and find out results about morning meeting. Got home by 12:30 AM.
• 22 July
• … At 11:00 AM met American Chiefs again. They handed in written memorandum adhering to an attack on Cherbourg salient as
the preliminary move for an attack in 1943. The memorandum drew attention to all the advantages, but failed to recognise the
main disadvantage that there was no hope of our still being in Cherbourg by next spring. I put all the disadvantages to them. They
did not return to the attack but stated they would now have to put the matter up to the President and wished to see the PM first. I
therefore fixed up for 3:00 PM meeting with PM and went round to explain to him how matters stood and to discuss with him the
most profitable line of action. …
• At 3:00 PM we all went to Downing St and remained there till 4:00 PM. PM informed American Chiefs that he was in agreement
with opinion of his Chiefs of Staff and would put whole matter before war cabinet at 5:30 PM. At the cabinet meeting I had to
open the ball by putting results of all our meetings before the cabinet, and then marshalling the case against the Cherbourg attack
in 1942. I had no trouble convincing Cabinet who were unanimously against it. American Chiefs are therefore wiring to America
and we are waiting for the next phase of our meeting. I hope they will not be as exhausting as the last seven hours of discussion!
This evening Chiefs of Staff gave dinner for Americans at Claridges. On the whole went well.
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Papua - 21 July
• About 2.40 p.m. on 21st July a float-plane machine-gunned the
government station at Buna.
• Two and a half hours later a Japanese convoy, reported to consist
of 1 cruiser, 2 destroyers and 2 transports, appeared off the
coast near Gona.
• About 5.30 p.m. the Japanese warships fired a few salvos into
the foreshores east of Gona.
• The convoy was attacked first by one Flying Fortress without
result and then by five medium bombers which claimed to have
scored a direct hit on one of the transports.
• Another formation of 5 medium bombers followed, but it was
then too dark for them to find the ships.
• At 5.30 p.m. on the 21st, Japanese landing forces went on shore
at Giruwa, three miles north-west of Buna, and at 7 p.m. they
also began landing at Basabua, five miles farther west.
• The Japanese were landing in these obscure villages because
there was a track which led from the coast to the village of
Kokoda the over the mountains to Port Moresby.
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Alamein – 21 July
• The Eighth Army now enjoyed a massive superiority in
material over the Axis forces: 1st Armoured Division
had 173 tanks and more in reserve, including 61
Grants while Rommel possessed only 38 German and
51 Italian tanks although his armoured units had
some 100 tanks awaiting repair.
• Auchinleck's plan was for Indian Infantry 161st
Brigade to attack along Ruweisat ridge to take Deir el
Shein, while the New Zealand 6th Brigade attacked
from south of the ridge to the El Mreir depression. At
daylight, two British armoured brigades—2nd and the
fresh 23rd Armoured Brigade—would sweep through
the gap created by the infantry.
• The infantry night attack began at 16:30 on 21 July.
The New Zealand attack took their objectives in the El
Mreir depression but many vehicles failed to arrive
and they were short of support arms in an exposed
position.
• At daybreak on 22 July, the British armoured brigades
again failed to advance. Nehring's 5th and 8th Panzer
Regiments responded with a rapid counter-attack
which quickly overran the New Zealand infantry in the
open, inflicting more than 900 casualties. 2nd
Armoured Brigade sent forward two regiments to
help but they were halted by mines and anti-tank fire.
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Alamein – 21 July
• The attack by Indian 161st Brigade had mixed
fortunes. On the left, the initial attempt to clear
the western end of Ruweisat failed but at 08:00 a
renewed attack by the reserve battalion
succeeded. On the right, the attacking battalion
broke into the Deir el Shein position but was driven
back in hand-to-hand fighting.
• Compounding the disaster at El Mreir, at 08:00 the
commander of 23rd Armoured Brigade ordered his
brigade forward. The brigade found itself mired in
mine fields and under heavy fire. They were then
counter-attacked by 21st Panzer at 11:00 and
forced to withdraw. The 23rd Armoured Brigade
was destroyed, with the loss of 40 tanks destroyed
and 47 badly damaged.
• At 17:00, Gott ordered 5th Indian Infantry Division
to execute a night attack to capture the western
half of Ruweisat ridge and Deir el Shein. 3/14th
Punjab Regiment from 9th Indian Infantry Brigade
attacked at 02:00 on 23 July but failed as they lost
their direction. A further attempt in daylight
succeeded in breaking into the position but intense
fire from three sides resulted in control being lost
as the commanding officer was killed, and four of
his senior officers were wounded or went missing.
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Alamein – 22 July
• To the north, Australian 9th Division
continued its attacks. At 06:00 on 22 July,
Australian 26th Brigade attacked Tel el Eisa
and Australian 24th Brigade attacked Tel el
Makh Khad toward Miteirya. It was during
this fighting that Arthur Gurney performed
the actions for which he was posthumously
awarded the Victoria Cross.
• The fighting for Tel el Eisa was costly, but by
the afternoon the Australians controlled the
feature. That evening, Australian 24th Brigade
attacked Tel el Makh Khad with the tanks of
50th RTR in support.
• The tank unit had not been trained in close
infantry support and failed to co-ordinate
with the Australian infantry. The result was
that the infantry and armour advanced
independently and having reached the
objective 50th RTR lost 23 tanks because they
lacked infantry support.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 23 July
• … Difficult COS at which we discussed the necessary measures to guard against
German attacks through Persia on Abadan oil field should Russian resistance
break. Then lunched at Ritz with Turkish ambassador, he spent most of the meal
explaining to me the various reasons why Turkey could not under any
circumstances throw in her lot with the Germans! He did NOT entirely convince
me. Whilst lunching received message that PM wanted Chiefs of Staff to meet
him at 3:00 PM. Arrived there to be told the latest developments in our
negotiations with Americans. Roosevelt had wired back accepting fact that
Western Front in 1942 was off. Also that he was in favour of attack in North Africa
and was influencing his Chiefs in that direction. They were supposed to be
working out various aspects with their staff and will probably meet us tomorrow.
Winston anxious that I should not put Marshall off Africa by referring to Middle
East dangers in 1943. Told him I must put whole strategic position in front of
Americans. Foresee difficulties ahead of me!!
• Auchinleck started new attack day before yesterday and not very happy with
progress he is making.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 24 July
• … American Chiefs of Staff produced a paper containing almost everything we had asked them to
agree to at the start. We sat with them till 1:30 PM and only made minor alterations to their
draft. We then parted till 3:00 PM when we met again to examine the redraft then settled that
the British COS would present paper to PM and Cabinet for their approval, before final signatures
by them and Americans as a Combined Chiefs of Staff document. They all agreed to giving up
immediate attack on the Continent, to prepare plans for attack on North Africa to be carried out if
re-entry into Europe was impossible next year. In order to obtain this we were prepared to accept
an American armoured division in Persia and to stand certain cuts in proposed air allotments.
• 25 July
• … Saw Andy McNaughton to find out how his planning of the North Norway expedition was
getting on. Found out that he was asking for five divisions, 20 squadrons and a large fleet!
• Was then sent for by PM who wanted to hear results of our morning meeting with Marshall and
King. I told him that we had fixed up question of North Africa. USA to find Supreme Commander
with British deputy. Under him two Task Force Commanders, one USA for Casablanca front, and
one British for Oran front. I wanted Alexander for Task Force Commander. He wanted him to do
both Deputy Supreme Commander and Task Force Commander! Had an hour's argument with
him from 6:00 to 7:00 PM about, finally had to stop as it was time to start for Chequers!!
• Arrived there at 8 pm. … After dinner the American Chiefs left by special train for Scotland to fly
to America.
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Torch – 25 July
• On 25 July the Combined Chiefs of Staff named the
prospective operation TORCH and agreed to a
system of command to be in effect in one phase
during the planning, and in another, "after the
decision to mount."
• But the President (photo) disregarded the
conditional nature of the Combined Chiefs'
decision, and on the same day informed Secretary
of War Stimson, Admiral Leahy and Generals
Arnold and McNarney that he had already
committed the United States unconditionally to
the North African operation.
• After General Marshall and Admiral King returned
from London, the former apparently still believing
that the final decision to mount the North African
invasion was to be reached on 15 September, the
President repeated "very definitely" to a special
conference of representatives of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff at the White House "that he, as Commanderin-Chief, had made the decision that TORCH should
be undertaken at the earliest possible date.
• He considered that this operation was now our
principal objective, and the assembling of means
to carry it out should take precedence over other
operations. . . ."
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Alamein – 26 & 27 July
• On 26/27 July, Auchinleck launched Operation
Manhood in the northern sector in a final attempt
to break the Axis forces. XXX Corps was reinforced
with 1st Armoured Division (less 22nd Armoured
Brigade), 4th Light Armoured Brigade, and 69th
Infantry Brigade.
• The plan was to break the enemy line south of
Miteirya ridge and exploit north-west.
• The South Africans were to make and mark a gap in
the minefields to the south-east of Miteirya by
midnight of 26/27 July. By 01:00 on 27 July, 24th
Australian Infantry Brigade was to have captured
the eastern end of the Miteirya ridge and would
exploit toward the north-west.
• The 69th Infantry Brigade would pass through the
minefield gap created by the South Africans to Deir
el Dhib and clear and mark gaps in further
minefields. The 2nd Armoured Brigade would then
pass through to El Wishka and would be followed
by 4th Light Armoured Brigade which would attack
the Axis lines of communication.
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Alamein - 26 & 27 July
• The Australian 24th Brigade managed to take their
objectives on Miteirya Ridge by 02:00 of 27 July. To
the south, the British 69th Brigade set off at 01:30
and managed to take their objectives by about
08:00.
• However, the supporting anti-tank units became
lost in the darkness or delayed by minefields,
leaving the attackers isolated and exposed when
daylight came.
• There followed a period during which reports from
the battlefront regarding the minefield gaps were
confused and conflicting. As a consequence, the
advance of 2nd Armoured Brigade was delayed.
• Rommel launched an immediate counter-attack
and the German armoured battlegroups overran
the two forward battalions of 69th Brigade.
• Meanwhile, 50th RTR supporting the Australians
was having difficulty locating the minefield gaps
made by 2/24th Battalion. They failed to find a
route through and in the process were caught by
heavy fire and lost 13 tanks. The unsupported
2/28th Australian battalion on the ridge was
overrun. The 69th Brigade suffered 600 casualties
and the Australians 400 for no gain.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 27 July
• A COS where we decided next steps necessary to start active planning for North African venture
and for the necessary deception plans. Afternoon started all necessary plans for my departure for
Egypt next Thursday or Friday. Cabinet meeting at 5:30. Just before starting message from the Auk
that he had launched new attack.
• 28 July
• … At 10:00 PM meeting with PM at which we again discussed Madagascar and operations against
Rangoon, also convoys to Russia. PM in very depressed mood as result of Auk’s second attack
being repulsed. Pouring out questions as to why Auk could not have done this or that and never
giving him the least credit for doing the right thing. He is quite heartbreaking to work for. It is very
trying having to fight battles to defend the Auk, when I am myself doubtful at times why on earth
he does not act differently.
• 29 July
• A short COS when we again reviewed the Middle East situation, relative importance of Egypt as
opposed to Abadan oil fields etc. Busy afternoon finishing off odd jobs before my departure for
the Middle East. At 6:30 pm PM sent for me to 10 Downing St where I spent an hour with him in
the garden discussing the points he wishes me to look to whilst in the Middle East, Persia, Iraq
India etc. He is evidently very intent on following along close behind me if possible and wishes me
to report what journey is like.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 30 July
• I was sent for by PM at 12 noon and told that after I left him
yesterday he decided at dinner that he would fly out on Friday. Since
then wire from ambassador in Moscow had been received suggesting
visit from Winston to Stalin was advisable! He was therefore
contemplating going on to Russia and wanted me to go with him. All
my plans upset. Whilst [at dinner] call from PM to go to 10 Downing
St at 11:30. Kept there till 1:00 AM discussing details of his journey.
He now starts on Saturday and arrives Gib day after me. He then flies
direct to Cairo so that we arrive there same day. Proposal now is for
us to meet Stalin at Astrakhan.
• Shall start new book tomorrow as I dare not risk being caught with
this should we be caught or crash.
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Malta - July 1942
• The submarine base at Manoel Island was a priority target for Axis
aerial attacks and was heavily bombed in 1942 which forced a
temporary withdrawal of the flotilla from Malta to Alexandria from
May.
• The submarines started returning to Malta in July.
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Alamein – 31 July
• The Eighth Army was exhausted,
and on 31 July Auchinleck
(photo) ordered an end to
offensive operations and the
strengthening of the defences to
meet a major counter-offensive.
• The Desert Airforce continued to
support the Army during the
week, from 1st July to 7th July,
when the El Alamein line was
withstanding the initial shock,
they flew 5,458 sorties.
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Desert - July
• At the end of July the 57th
Fighter Group USAAF, armed
with P.40's (Warhawks), crossed
the Atlantic in a carrier and
thence flew along the Takoradi
route to Egypt.
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Pedestal - August
• Malta, 1942
• By August rations on Malta for an adult male worker provided 1,690 calories a
day and women and children received 1,500 calories. In August a mass slaughter
of livestock began on the island to reduce the need for fodder imports and to
convert grazing land for crop growing.
• Malta would be forced to surrender if fuel, food and ammunition were not
delivered before September and Air Vice-Marshal Park, the local air commander,
warned that there remained only a few weeks' supply of aviation fuel.
• The Admiralty had the fast minelayer HMS Welshman converted to carry fuel and
submarines were pressed into service to run supplies of aviation fuel, anti-aircraft
ammunition and torpedoes through the blockade, to keep the remaining aircraft
operational.
• To prevent the loss of Malta the Admiralty prepared a new convoy operation from
Gibraltar, with an unprecedented number of escorts using ships taken from the
Far East and from the Home Fleet, which had vessels to spare since the
suspension of Arctic convoys, following the Convoy PQ 17 disaster.
War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 3

54

General Brooke’s diary
•

3 August – Cairo after three night flights and days of meetings at Gibraltar and Malta.

•

Went over to GHQ after breakfast and had long talk with Corbett the CGS. The more I saw of him the less I thought of him - he is a very small man. …
After lunch snatched 3/4 of an hour sleep before going to meet Auchinleck who was coming back from the front. Had a short talk with him before we
attended one of his C-in-C meetings. At 5:30 PM he came over to embassy and we had a long interview with the PM, after which he called me in for
further talks. He is fretting at the thought that there is to be no offensive till September the 15 th. I see already troublesome times ahead.

•

After dinner when I was dropping with sleepiness PM again called me in and kept me up till 1:30 AM. Back to the same arguments that Auk must
come back to the command of the Middle East and leave 8th army. Exactly what I have always told him from the start! Then argued strongly for Gott
to take over, whilst I know that Gott is very tired. Finally suggested that I should take it over!! I shall have a job to convince him that I am unsuited for
the job, having never been trained in the desert.

•

4 August

•

After lunch returned to GHQ for long discussion with the Auk. A most useful one. I fortunately found that he was in agreement as to the necessary
changes ie:
•
•
•
•

A) new commander for 8th army Montgomery
B) new CGS to be selected vice Corbett
C) Jumbo Wilson [b 1881] too old and to be replaced by Gott
D) Quinan unsuitable for 10th army to be replaced by Anderson.

•

These changes should lead to improvements but I must still pass them through the PM and there will be the difficulty.

•

Came back to embassy at 5:45 pm for large conference under PM. PM reviewed the whole situation and explained plans for offensive in North Africa
with Americans and its relation to western attack in Middle East. On whole he was fairly sound in most of his arguments. Finally cross questioned
Auchinleck as to the probable date of his offensive. I could see that he did not approve of his replies! He is again pressing for an attack before
Auchinleck can possibly get ready!

•

After dinner I was dragged off into the garden by PM to report results of my day's work. As I expected my work was not approved of. Montgomery
could not possibly arrive in time to hurry on the date of the attack. I told him no one else could. He then pressed for Gott. I told him Auchinleck did
not consider him up to it, and also that he was too tired. I then told him about the project to move Wilson as too old. He then said that I was failing to
make use of the two best men Gott and Wilson. He then said that he knew neither of them but that Eden had told him so!! I got level with him this
time by suggesting that it was not astonishing that Eden should select old green jacket officers! This went home alright and he saw the logic of it and
was very nice. However he kept me arguing till 1:00 AM!! and we have got to get up at 4:45 AM tomorrow!!!
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General Brooke’s diary
• 6 August
• Whilst I was dressing and practically naked the PM suddenly burst
into my room and informed me that his thoughts were taking
shape and that he would soon commit himself to paper. I rather
shuddered and wondered what he was up to. … When I went
round he made me sit on the sofa while he walked up and down.
First of all he said he had decided to split the Middle East
command in two. The Near East taking up to the canal and the
Middle East taking Syria, Palestine, Persia and Iraq. He then went
on to say that he intended to remove the Auk to the Persia Iraq
command as he had lost confidence in him and he wanted me to
take over the Near East command with Montgomery as my 8th
army commander! This made my heart race very fast!! He said he
did not require an answer at once and that I could think it over if I
wanted. However I told him without waiting that I was quite
certain that it would be a wrong move. I knew nothing about
desert warfare and could never have time to grip hold of the show
to my satisfaction before the necessity to attack became
imperative.
• Another point which I did not mention was that after working with
the PM for close on nine months I do feel at last that I can exercise
a limited amount of control on some of his activities and that at
last he is beginning to take my advice
• Was sent for by the PM to meet him and Smuts and read their final Morshead (centre) with Winston Churchill (left) and
decision. The telegram was to the War Cabinet recommending a
splitting of the Middle East into Near East and Middle East. Auk to General Auchinleck (right) 5 August 1942
vacate the former and take over the latter. Alexander to take over
Near East Gott to take over the 8th army. Ramsden to leave,
Quinan to leave, Corbett and Dorman Smith also to go.
Considering everything this is perhaps the best solution. I accepted
it. Alexander is to fly out at once to take over Middle East and for
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us to see him before we leave.

General Brooke’s diary
• 7 August
• Just as I was starting for home for dinner I
received the news that Gott (photo) had
been killed this afternoon being shot
down whilst flying back from Burg el
Arab! A very hard blow coming on top of
all the planning we had been doing. He
was one of our linkpins! I do feel sorry for
Mrs Gott. After dinner PM, Smuts and I
had conference as to how the matter
should be settled, Had some difficulty.
PM rather in favour of Wilson. However
Smuts assisted me and telegram has now
been sent off to Cabinet ordering
Montgomery out to take command of 8th
army. I hope we get Alexander and
Montgomery out soon that I may settle
details of Corps Commanders and Chiefs
of Staff with them.
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Desert – 7 August
• In the first week of August the
B.24's (Liberators) (photo) of the
98th (Heavy) Bombardment
Group USAAF followed across
the Atlantic and along the
Takoradi route under their own
power.
• An HB group usually consisted of
4 squadrons of 10 aircraft each.
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Solomons – 7 August
• After the victory at Midway Marshal and
King, seeking to take the initiative in the
South Pacific, ordered Ghormley and
MacArthur to counterattack in the
Solomons.
• Ghormley and MacArthur complained of risk
and lack of resources and sought delay.
• On 10 July King replied to MacArthur re his
joint signal with Ghormley about the
dangers of WATCHTOWER.
• “I can sanction no delay.” . . .”The Japanese
advance southward must be stopped now.”
• On 7 August the 1st Marine Division landed
on Tulagi and Guadalcanal.
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Torch – 9 August
• The first product of the Combined Planning Staff
was a Draft Outline Plan (Partial), Operation
TORCH, of 9 August. It prescribed a D Day of 5
November in order to make possible simultaneous
landings both inside and outside the
Mediterranean, at Bône, Algiers, Oran, and
Casablanca.
• The basic problem in this connection was to
determine where the Axis powers would resist the
Allied expedition. Would they appropriate airfields
in Spain and neutralize Gibraltar by air attack?
Would the Spanish assist them in a ground attack
on Gibraltar? Or would the Germans and Italians
focus their resistance in the Sicilian straits and
northeastern Tunisia?
• The British concluded that the Spanish would do
nothing and that the enemy's main opposition
would come in Tunisia.
• The Americans were far less confident that the
Spanish Government would actually remain
neutral if the Germans wished to use Spanish
territory, and far less certain that the German Air
Force would not interfere with the vital activities
planned at Gibraltar.
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Pedestal - 10 August
• The Pedestal convoy comprised 14 merchant vessels, the most important being
Ohio, the only large, fast tanker available, a US ship loaned to the British, with a
British crew. As insurance against the loss of Ohio and its 12,000 tons of oil, the
other ships were to carry fuel in drums. The convoy was to be protected by two
battleships, Nelson and Rodney, three aircraft carriers, Victorious, Indomitable
and Eagle, seven cruisers, thirty-two destroyers and seven submarines.
• HMS Furious would carry out Operation Bellows, to reinforce Malta with Spitfires
at the same time as Operation Pedestal.
• The convoy sailed from the River Clyde on the night of 2/3 August, escorted by
Nigeria, Kenya and destroyers, to rendezvous with the other escorts the following
morning.
• The convoy made an uneventful passage of the Straits in dense fog during the
night of 9/10 August.
• At about 08:00 on 10 August, German reconnaissance aircraft detected the
convoy and at 12:45 reported that the convoy was about 70 nmi north of Algiers.
• Despite Axis submarines, three cruisers and twenty-six destroyers refuelled from
the tankers Dingledale and Brown Ranger of Force R by dawn of the 11th.
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Pedestal - 11 August
• Furious flew off 38 Spitfires between
12:30 and 15:15 for the 555 to 584
nmi flight to Malta and then turned
round with her escorts for Gibraltar
(37 of the aircraft reached Malta).
• Sightings by aircraft and Uboats
continued all day.
• Four torpedoes hit Eagle at 13:15.
She sank eight minutes later 80 nmi
north of Algiers. The destroyers
Lookout, Laforey and the tug Jaunty
rescued 929 men of the
complement of 1,160 but 231 men
and twelve Sea Hurricanes were
lost, about 20 percent of the fighter
cover for the convoy.

Eagle listing to port and sinking, 11 August 1942
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Pedestal - 11 August
• The Luftwaffe attacked just after
sunset at 20:56, when the
convoy was about 200 nmi from
Sardinia, with 27 Ju 88 bombers
and three He 111 torpedobombers. The Heinkels flew low
to drop torpedoes and the Ju
88s attacked out of the dusk in
shallow dives, that evaded the
fighters but anti-aircraft fire
from the convoy shot down two
Ju 88s for no loss and then
damaged several British fighters
as they landed on.

The convoy under aerial attack, 11 August; Rodney is
at the left
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Pedestal - 11 August
• During the night the
Axis airfields on
Sardinia were attacked
by B-24 Liberators and
Beaufighters, which set
a hangar on fire and
destroyed several
aircraft.
• Enigma intercepted a
message from
Hermann Göring, the
commander in chief of
the Luftwaffe, ordering
that the Luftwaffe “...
will operate with no
other thought in mind
than the destruction of
the British convoy ...
The destruction of this
convoy is of decisive
importance.”
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Pedestal - 12 August
• At 00:54, HMS Wolverine, which had been
detached from the escort force for Furious, for
anti-submarine patrols, detected a submarine at
4,900 yd, accelerated, obtained a visual contact at
700 yd and rammed the Italian submarine Dagabur
at 27 kn, sinking the submarine with all hands
• At 09:15 about 130 nmi south-south-west of
Sardinia, 19 Ju 88s dive-bombers were intercepted
25 nmi out. Four Ju 88s were shot down and
another two were claimed by navy anti-aircraft
gunners for the loss of one FAA fighter. The
bombers did little damage. Three Italian
reconnaissance aircraft were also shot down.
• Beaufighters returning from a raid on Sardinia saw
Italian Cruisers at sea and raised the alarm.
• Around noon a wave of ten SM.84 bombers and
eight CR.42s with 14 MC.202 escorts, followed
after five minutes by nine SM.79s and ten SM.84
torpedo bombers attacking the starboard side of
the convoy, escorted by 12 Re.2001 fighters and 21
SM.79s and 12 Re.2001s from the port side, all the
bombers aiming for the merchant ships. The
bombers were met by a big anti-aircraft barrage,
the merchantmen took evasive action and none
was hit.

An S.M.79 of the 193ª Squadriglia Bombardamento
Terrestre
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Pedestal - 12 August
• A pair of Re.2001G/V fighter-bombers attacked
Victorious, and both hit, one bomb killing six
sailors and wounding two, the other bouncing off
the deck and exploding over the sea.
• Between the second and third waves of Italian
aircraft, 32 Ju 88s attacked, with 21 Bf 109 fighter
escorts. They evaded four Fulmars. Deucalion was
hit and forced out of the convoy, escorted by HMS
Bramham.
• The quantity of anti-aircraft fire had led many
aircrew to release their bombs and torpedoes early
but several Axis aircraft continued to shadow the
convoy.
• At 16:49 a submarine contact was depth charged
by HMS Ithuriel while at periscope depth, forced to
the surface, engaged by gunfire and rammed by
Ithuriel, sinking at 17:02. Ithuriel lost two crewmen
who had boarded to try keep the submarine afloat.
Ithuriel was badly damaged, lost its Asdic, was
slowed to 20 kn and had to make for Gibraltar.
Syfret had two destroyers on each flank of the
convoy drop depth charges every ten minutes to
deter submarines.

Reggiane Re.2001
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Pedestal - 12 August
• Italian Ju 87s arrived in poor visibility
but at 18:35 the clouds parted. The
Italian formation had been detected
by radar while 40 nmi out and three
Martlets, twelve Sea Hurricanes and
three Fulmars were airborne but
faced MC.202 and Bf 109 escorts.
• The dive- and torpedo-bomber attacks
were well synchronised, the Ju 87s
diving as the torpedo bombers
approached in three waves at 1,200 ft
The Ju 87s managed a near miss on
Rodney with the 500 kg bomb
exploding in the sea, one Stuka being
shot down by a Hurricane and one by
anti-aircraft fire.

RN Fighters Sea Hurricane top Fairey Fulmar bottom.
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Pedestal - 12 August
• As the ships manoeuvred to evade the
torpedo-bombers, another wave of Ju 87s
arrived at 9,000 ft and bombed Indomitable
from out of the sun, hit the flight deck twice
and near-missed three times, with 1,000 kg
bombs, killing fifty and wounding 59 men and
seriously damaging the ship, which caught fire
and slowed to 17 kn, leaving Victorious as the
last operational carrier.
• By 20:30, Indomitable had worked up to 28.5
kn but the damage to the flight deck left it out
of action. Aircraft landed on Victorious but
those that could not be accommodated were
thrown overboard.
• Charybdis, Lookout, Lightning and Somali gave
assistance to Indomitable and the SM.79
torpedo-bombers were met with
concentrated anti-aircraft fire. Only twelve
SM.79s were able to drop torpedoes, at the
long range of 3,000 yd; Foresight was hit on
the stern, sending crewmen flying through
the air. The ship was scuttled on the following
day.

12 August 1942: Indomitable on fire after being
bombed. HMS Charybdis is screening the carrier.
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Pedestal - 12 August
• A final Axis attack with twelve SM.79s and 28 Ju 87s cost two Ju 87s
shot down and two damaged for no Allied loss.
• After returning to Pantelleria, the Axis aircraft were strafed by three
Beaufighters, which flamed a Luftwaffe fuel depot, destroyed a Ju 52,
damaged two SM79s and an SM.84.
• The Axis air forces had flown 180–220 escorted bomber sorties during
the day the British counted 39 aircraft shot-down against the true
figure of 18 Axis aircraft lost; 3 Fulmars, 3 Sea Hurricanes and 1
Martlet had been shot down.
• The loss of Eagle with its 16 aircraft and the damage to Indomitable
which kept its 47 aircraft out of action, reduced the number of
operational fighters to 8 Sea Hurricanes, 3 Martlets and 10 Fulmars.
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Pedestal - 12 August
• Force Z, the battleships and aircraft
carriers with their escorts, turned back to
remain outside the range of Axis aircraft
based in Sicily. They turned 20 minutes
early at 18:55 to get Indomitable out of
danger. Rodney was having boiler trouble
which slowed Force Z to 18 kn.
• At 19:38 torpedoes hit Nigeria with 52
men killed, Cairo and Ohio blowing a hole
23 ft × 26 ft in its side and starting a fire;
the crew put out the fire and were soon
able to make 7 kn.
• The torpedoing of HMS Nigeria and Cairo
(eventually sunk by the British), the
diversion of HMS Ashanti to become
Burrough's new flagship and the
detachment of four Hunt-class destroyers
to stand by the damaged cruisers,
temporarily deprived Force X of its
commander, the two columns of the
A distant view of Nigeria stopped and on fire after
leaders and deprived the convoy of nearly being torpedoed
half its escort.
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Pedestal - 12 August
• On hearing that Nigeria and Cairo, which were
equipped as Fighter Direction ships had been
torpedoed, Syfret (photo) ordered Force Z to
send back HMS Charybdis also fitted for fighter
direction, with HMS Eskimo and HMS Somali to
reinforce Force X.
• Nigeria and the other damaged ships turned
back to Gibraltar, escorted by Derwent, Wilton
and Bicester.
• 30 Ju 88s with seven He 111 torpedo-bombers
escorted by six Bf 110s were detected by radar
at 20:35. The destroyers were still with the
damaged ships but six long-range Beaufighters
of 248 Squadron arrived though they were also
fired on by the convoy gunners. Ashanti and
HMS Penn laid a smokescreen to cover the light
western horizon, the sun having set at 20:10 but
the reduced anti-aircraft firepower of the
convoy and escorts failed to prevent the attack.
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Pedestal - 12 August
• After thirty minutes Brisbane Star was stopped,
hit in the bows eventually to continue at 5 kn.
Clan Ferguson was torpedoed and set ablaze,
later to be destroyed by an ammunition
detonation, Rochester Castle was damaged and
Empire Hope was sunk by a destroyer after
rescuing the crew.
• At 21:05 the tracks of four torpedoes were seen
on Port Chalmers and reported. Kenya turned
sharply and avoided three of the torpedoes but
the fourth hit aft on the starboard side; Kenya
was able to keep up but this left Force X with
Manchester as the only undamaged cruiser.
The captain of Kenya described the state of the
convoy as "chaotic".
• Photo:
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Pedestal - 12 August
• At 23:56, the convoy passed
south of Zembra Island
towards Kelibia on Cap Bon,
to avoid the minefields
between Africa and Sicily, still
out of formation.
• Three minesweeping
destroyers sailed ahead,
followed by the cruisers
Kenya, Manchester and two
freighters.
• Charybdis and the destroyers
Eskimo and Somali from
Force Z were still some hours
behind and Ashanti was
steaming fast to overhaul the
main body.
• Three destroyers remained
with nine of the
merchantmen and Bramham
was en route after Deucalion
had been sunk.
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Pedestal - 12 August
• Brisbane Star damaged in the
bow, could make only 3 knots, so
she rounded Cap Bon and
anchored in the Gulf of
Hammamet. There the harbour
master of Sousse in Vichy French
Tunisia boarded the ship,
declared her unseaworthy and
ordered her to be detained and
enter port.
• Brisbane Star's Master, Captain
Frederick Riley, refused and the
harbour master eventually
withdrew.

4,004 GRT Blue Star liner MV Brisbane Star, built 1937
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General Brooke’s diary
• 13 August, Moscow, after 13 hours
flying from Tehran
• At 11:00 PM we were due to go
and meet Stalin in the Kremlin. We
remained there till about 1:45 AM
when I was dropping in sleepiness
having been up since 3:30 AM. …
Altogether I felt we were not
gaining much ground, and were
being accused of breaking our
word, lack of courage to open a
second front, incapable of realising
the importance of the Russian
front, only giving them that
equipment which we did not want,
etc, etc.
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Pedestal - 13 August
• The main part of the convoy was attacked
at 00:40 by seventeen torpedo boats, the
long line of merchant ships and the
reduced number of escort ships providing
an easy target. The convoy was
vulnerable because the lighthouse at Cap
Bon revealed their position about 10 nmi
offshore.
• At 01:02 near Ras Mustafa south of
Kelibia, two boats attacked Manchester
from close range and each scored a hit,
flooding its boilers, fuel tanks and
magazines and wrecking three of its four
propeller shafts. The ship took on a 12°
list until counter-flooding reduced the list
to 5°. Power was restored on Manchester
and 156 men were taken on board
Pathfinder but at 05:00, the captain
ordered the ship be scuttled and the
remaining crew to make for the Tunisian
coast.

Camouflaged World War II MAS (Italian torpedo boat)
in the Mediterranean Sea
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Pedestal - 13 August
• Between 03:15 and 04:30
about 15 nmi off Kelibia, the
torpedo boats hit and sank
Wairangi, Almeria Lykes,
Santa Elisa and Glenorchy, as
they took a short cut to catch
up with the convoy.
• Rochester Castle was
torpedoed but escaped at 13
kn and caught up with the
main body by 05:30, by when
Charybdis, Eskimo and Somali
had arrived, increasing the
escort to two cruisers and
seven destroyers around
Rochester Castle, Waimarama
and Melbourne Star.
• Ohio and its destroyer were
slowly closing the distance
and further back were Port
Chalmers and two destroyers.
Dorset was sailing
independently.
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Pedestal - 13 August
• 26 Ju 88s attacked in several waves
and at 09:15, 16 Ju 87s escorted by
eight Bf 109s and eight Bf 110s
attacked. Ten Ju 88s near missed Ohio
and hit Waimarama which
disintegrated; the aviation fuel on
deck burst into flame and one of the
bombers was destroyed in the
explosion. HMS Ledbury passed
through the fires, rescuing 27
survivors of the ship's complement of
107 men.
• The explosion of Waimarama
showered flaming debris on
Melbourne Star and several of her
crew abandoned ship prematurely,
some of whom were later rescued by
Ledbury.

13 August: Air Attacks: The merchant ship
WAIMARAMA explodes after being bombed.
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Pedestal - 13 August
• At 09:23, eight Italian Ju 87s with ten MC.202
escorts attacked and a Stuka was shot down and
crashed onto Ohio, another was shot into the sea
and a Spitfire was shot down, either by a MC.202 or
navy anti-aircraft fire.
• Rochester Castle was damaged by a near miss from
a Ju 88 and Dorset was hit by Stukas and
abandoned. The attackers lost two Ju 87s and a Bf
109 and a Beaufighter was shot down.
• Port Chalmers was hit and at 11:25, five SM.79
torpedo-bombers, with 14 MC.202 escorts,
attacked and the crew found a torpedo caught in
the starboard paravane, which exploded
harmlessly. An SM.79 was shot down by a Spitfire.
Two destroyers were left behind with the disabled
ships.
• Photo: An aerial torpedo caught in Port Chalmers's
paravane.
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Pedestal - 13 August
• The remnants of the convoy
steamed on to meet the
minesweepers of the Malta
Escort Force.
• When the main body was within
80 nmi of Malta, 18 Ju 88s were
recalled in the face of 407
Spitfire sorties from the island.
• Admiral Burrough had turned
Force X for Gibraltar at 16:00
with the cruisers Charybdis,
Kenya and five destroyers.
• Photo Vice Admiral Burrough.
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Pedestal - 13 August
• Melbourne Star, Port
Chalmers and
Rochester Castle
reached Grand Harbour
at Valletta at 16:30,
where Operation Ceres,
the immediate
unloading of the ships
began.
• Another air attack at
dusk by 14 Ju 87s, sank
Dorset.
• Penn tried to tow Ohio
but the tanker was
listing and snapped the
tow line; in a later
attack, a bomb hit the
same area as a previous
torpedo hit and broke
Ohio's keel.
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Pedestal - 14 August
• At daylight on the 14th minesweepers Rye and Ledbury arrived to help
Penn with Ohio along with some motor launches from Malta. With the
Ohio settling deeper and deeper in the water and German bombers
complicating matters by parting the tow cable with a lucky bomb hit, this
maritime cortege struggled slowly but gamely towards Malta.
• The tanker was towed in by the destroyers Ledbury and Penn lashed on
either side, with the minesweeper HMS Rye acting as a stabiliser at the
stern. More air attacks disrupted the towing formation, until it was reestablished with Bramham replacing Ledbury for the remainder of the
journey.
• The enemy airforces made a maximum effort against Force X, which was
attacked by 35 Ju 88s and 13 Ju 87s, achieving only a near-miss on Kenya
for a loss of a Ju 88 and a Stuka. The Regia Aeronautica attacked with 15
bombers and 20 torpedo-bombers for no loss and during the afternoon,
Force X met Force Z. Foresight was scuttled by Tartar when it could no
longer steam.
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Pedestal - 14 August
• Eventually Malta sent Spitfires to
escort Brisbane Star the 200
miles to Valletta. Off Tunisia, she
was attacked by two SM.79
torpedo bombers, whose
torpedoes turned out to be
duds. She and her cargo safely
reached the Grand Harbour on
14 August.

Brisbane Star reaches the Grand Harbour at Malta,
14 August 1942
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14 August
• A week later the B.25's
(Mitchells) (photo) of the 12th
(Medium) Bombardment Group
USAAF also winged their way
across the Atlantic and Central
Africa.
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Pedestal - 15 August
• Ohio was towed into Grand Harbour at 09:30 on 15
August, to cheering crowds and a band playing
Rule Britannia. The tanker discharged oil into two
tankers and water was pumped in at the same
time, to reduce the chance of structural failure.
Ohio settled on the bottom just as the last of the
fuel was emptied.
• The arrival of about 32,000 short tons of general
cargo, together with petrol, oil fuel, kerosene and
diesel fuel, was enough to give the island about
ten weeks' supply beyond the few weeks that the
existing stocks would last.
• Eskimo and Somali, carrying survivors from
Manchester were the last to reach Gibraltar at
17:30 on 15 August.
• The safe arrival of five ships in Operation
PEDESTAL, carrying the largest bulk of stores to
reach Malta since September 1941, enabled the
Navy once more to operate cruisers, destroyers
and submarines from the island. The combined
attentions of these and Malta's aircraft soon drove
the enemy's North African convoys back into the
old fantastic detour by way of Greece and Crete.

The stricken SS Ohio enters Grand Harbour, Malta, on
15 August 1942
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Mediterranean – 16-18 August
• From 16 to 18 August, HMS Furious
made another run from Gibraltar and
dispatched 29 Spitfires to Malta in
Operation Baritone.
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Ultra – 17 August
• The British had appreciated before the
end of July that Rommel must know
that their situation was improving and
would want to attack again by the end
of August, while he retained
superiority in effective tanks.
• On 13th August Montgomery had
already appreciated that if Rommel
was to be thwarted it was essential to
garrison the Alam Halfa Ridge but it
was still an enormous advantage that
decrypts confirmed the accuracy of
these appreciations from 17th of
August by disclosing the approximate
date and exact operational plan for
the German offensive.
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• Thanks for your attention.
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