
The War in North Africa
The Turning Point
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North Africa - 1939
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Desert – Dec 40 – Feb 41
• Operation Compass, a five-day British raid 

in December 1940, was expanded to 
achieve the complete destruction of the 
Italian 10th Army.

• The 4th Indian Division with the 7th Royal 
Tanks captured the forward Italian camps.

• The Australian 6th Division captured 
Bardia, Tobruk and Benghazi.

• The 2nd Battalion Rifle Brigade with a 
battery of the 106th RHA, C Battery 4th

RHA and 3 squadrons of armoured cars 
intercepted the retreating Italian 10th

Army at Sidi Saleh on 5 February 1941.

• The armoured Brigade came up the next 
day on the Italians flank and 25,000 men 
and 107 tanks were captured.

• The Rifle Brigade entertained 6 Italian 
generals for lunch in their mess.  Operation Compass December 1940 February 1941.
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London – 9 February 1941
• On 9 February, Churchill ordered 

the advance to stop and troops to 
be dispatched to Greece to take 
part in Operation Marita of the 
Greco-Italian War, since a German 
attack through Macedonia was 
thought imminent.

• By 9 March the experienced 6th 
Australian Division was withdrawn 
to go to Greece and relieved along 
the Cyrenaican frontier by the 
inexperienced 20th Australian 
Brigade of the 9th Division.
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Desert – 24 March 1941
• German reinforcements were sent to Libya to 

form a blocking detachment under Hitler’s 
Directive 22 of 11 January. These were the first 
units of the Afrika Korps of Generalleutnant
Erwin Rommel.

• By late March, it became clear that German-led 
Axis forces planned to launch an offensive in 
Cyrenaica and as a result, the 9th Division 
commander, General Morshead (photo), 
ordered the 20th Brigade, which had no 
transport of its own, to withdraw from the 
frontier, moving 160 miles back towards 
Benghazi.

• The offensive began on 24 March, quickly 
forcing the British units along the frontier back 
as it drove towards Benghazi. Two days later the 
26th Brigade took up positions in the west near 
the coast to support the 20th Brigade which was 
holding the pass at Er Regima. 
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Desert - March – June 1941
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Operation Sonnenblume, 24 March – 15 June 1941.



Desert – April 1941 
• The Axis advance threatened to outflank the 

units in Benghazi so the 9th Division was 
ordered to fall back in stages towards Tobruk. 
Lacking their own transport, they had to rely 
on that provided by other units. 

• Due to the speed of the Axis advance and the 
division's lack of transport, confusion reigned 
and part of the 2/15th Battalion, including 
most of its headquarters and its commanding 
officer, were captured.

• Covered by hard fought rear guard actions at 
the Er Regima Pass  and at Mechili, the 9th 
Division reached Tobruk on 9 April 1941. The 
7th Division's 18th Brigade had arrived two 
days earlier and together with a number of 
British artillery and armoured regiments and 
an Indian cavalry regiment, they were ordered 
to hold the port for at least two months while 
a relieving force from Egypt was organised.

Operation Sonnenblume, 24 March – 15 June 1941

Rommel reached the Egyptian frontier by the 
14th of April.
Meanwhile The Australian 6th, the New 
Zealand and part of the Australian 7th Divisions 
and an Armoured Brigade had been to Greece 
and then Crete where all their equipment and 
large numbers of men were lost in April and 
May.  
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Ultra and Convoys – June 1941
• The Italians began from December 1940 to transfer 

more and more of their naval traffic from the book 
code, which was not readable, onto a medium 
grade Swedish cypher machine, this traffic was 
officially designated as C38. It was broken into in 
the summer of 1941 and read almost continuously 
and currently thereafter. 

• At Bletchley enigma decrypts began to flow from 
hut 8, the home of the mathematicians. It was the 
task of hut 4 to exploit the fruits of their work and 
make them available in intelligible form to the 
naval intelligence division in the Admiralty. The NID 
people, in their turn, decided what, and in what 
form, and with what comment or 
recommendation, to make available to the 
operational and other decision makers.

• Intelligence from this source was, for security 
reasons restricted to the relatively few officers and 
officials who absolutely had to know.

• Ultra provided valuable insights into what the 
Germans and Italians were doing in the 
Mediterranean and supplied Allied naval and air 
commanders with detailed, specific information on 
the movement of Axis convoys from Italy to North 
Africa.
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Internals of the Hagelin C-37 cypher machine, 
predecessor to the C-38.



Ultra and Convoys – September 1941
• From the middle of September 1941 

Bletchley solved the German army 
Enigma keys in use within the Panzer 
army and between North Africa and 
Rome and Berlin. 

• It was sinkings of Rommel’s supply ships 
resulting directly from the Italian decrypts 
that prevented Rommel from continuing 
his advance before Auchinleck opened his 
own offensive (Operation Crusader) in 
November; and those sinkings rising 
before and during the offensive from 20% 
to 50% of all ships sailed, combined with 
the receipt for the first time of Ultra 
about the state and movements of 
Rommel’s formations to enable 8th Army 
to turn the tide during the Crusader 
battles and  force him back to El Agheila
by the end of 1941.
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Bletchley Park. Now home of the National Museum 
of Computing.



Desert – November – December 1941
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Operation Crusader, 18 November – 31 December 1941.



Desert – November – December 1941
• Operation Crusader (18 November – 30 December 

1941) was a military operation by Eighth Army 
against the Axis forces in North Africa. 

• The operation was intended to bypass Axis 
defences on the Egyptian–Libyan frontier, defeat 
the Axis armoured forces and relieve the 1941 
Siege of Tobruk.

• The dispersal of British armoured units led to them 
suffering 530 tank losses and inflicted Axis losses of 
about 100 tanks. On 23 November, the 5th South 
African Brigade was destroyed at Sidi Rezegh but 
inflicted many German tank casualties. 

• On 24 November Rommel ordered the "dash to the 
wire" and caused chaos in the British rear echelons 
but allowed the British armoured forces to recover. 

• On 27 November, the New Zealanders reached the 
Tobruk garrison and relieved the siege.

• The battle continued into December when supply 
shortages forced Rommel to narrow his front and 
to shorten his lines of communication. On 7 
December 1941, Rommel withdrew the Axis forces 
to the Gazala position. 

Operation Crusader, 18 November – 31 December 
1941
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8 December 1941
• 07.57 at Pearl Harbour (04.27 8th

December Melbourne): 14th Naval 
District broadcasts "Air raid Pearl 
Harbour—this is no drill."

• In England, Churchill heard about the 
Pearl Harbour attack on the BBC news, 
apparently news of the attack on Malaya 
had not reached him at that time.

• He phoned Roosevelt to confirm that 
the Americans had been attacked. 

• Then went to bed and slept the sleep of 
the saved and thankful.

USS Arizona
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15 December 1941 
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Rommel on 15 December ordered a 
withdrawal to El Agheila. 

Rommel conversing with his staff near El Agheila, 12 
January 1942



Far East - December 1941

• After the Japanese attacks on 
Malaya on 8th December 
reinforcements, replacements 
and supplies at sea on the way 
to the Army and the RAF in the 
Middle East had to be diverted 
to reinforce Malaya, Singapore 
and Burma.

• The Australian 6th and 7th 
Divisions and an Armoured 
Brigade were also transferred to 
the Far East from the Middle 
East.
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Washington – December 1941
• The ARCADIA Conference in late 

December 1941 decided that the 
defeat of Germany was the highest 
priority. 

• And that defeating Germany would 
involve a prolonged process of 
"closing and tightening the ring" 
about Fortress Europe. Operations in 
1942 would have to be defensive and 
preparatory, though limited offensives 
might be undertaken if the 
opportunity offered. Not until 1943 at 
the earliest could the Allies 
contemplate a return to the European 
continent "across the Mediterranean, 
from Turkey into the Balkans, or by 
landings in Western Europe.“
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President Franklin Roosevelt and Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill hold a joint press conference in the 
president’s office on December 23, 1941.



Washington – Dec 1941
• The conference also established 

the Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS). 
This was a committee consisting of 
the professional military chiefs of 
Britain and America, responsible to 
the President and Prime Minister 
for planning and directing the 
grand strategy of the coalition. 

• Its American members were the 
Army Chief of Staff, General 
Marshall; the Chief of Naval 
Operations, Admiral Ernest J. King; 
and the Commanding General of 
the Army Air Forces, Lt. Gen. Henry 
H. Arnold. 
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Combined Chiefs of Staff in Quebec – August 23, 
1943. Seated around the table from left foreground: 
vice Adm. Lord Louis Mountbatten, Sir Dudley Pound, 
Sir Alan Brooke, Air Chief Marshal Sir Charles Portal, 
Sir John Dill, Lt. Gen. Sir Hastings Ismay, Brigadier 
Harold Redman, Comdr. Coleridge, Brig. Gen. John 
Deane, General Arnold, General Marshall, Admiral 
Leahy, Admiral King, and Capt. Royal.



Desert – Jan – Feb 1942
• By the end of 1941 the tide was turning the 

other way. The elimination of Force K from 
Malta, which ran into an Italian minefield off 
Tripoli in mid-December and the arrival of 
Fliegerkorps II in Sicily, neutralised Allied air 
and naval forces in Malta, allowing more Axis 
supplies to reach Libya. Shipping losses had 
forced the Germans to dispatch U boats 
there, and these measures by neutralising 
Malta, cancelled out the value of the shipping 
decrypts.

• To make matters worse, the Army Enigma was 
lost from early in December, while Rommel’s 
field intelligence, which continued to outclass 
that of the British forces, was boosted by an 
Axis success with ultra: from January 1942 the 
Germans read the cypher used by the US 
military Attache in Cairo. 

• It was in these circumstances that Rommel, 
surprising the British by resuming the 
offensive on the 21st of January 1942 forced 
them back to the Gazala line by 6th February.

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 2 18

Retreat to Gazala 21 January – 6 February 1942



Strategy – January 1942 
• Late in January Brig. Gen. Dwight D. 

Eisenhower, then a War Department 
staff officer whom General Marshall 
had assigned to handle the crisis in 
the Pacific, noted, "We've got to go to 
Europe and fight--and we've got to 
quit wasting resources all over the 
world." 

• In the joint committees Army planners 
urged that as soon as the situation 
could be stabilized in the Southwest 
Pacific, U.S. forces should begin to 
concentrate in the British Isles for an 
offensive against Germany. Secretary 
Stimson and others were pressing the 
same views on the President. 
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General Marshal and Secretary of War Henry L. 
Stimson.
Stimson, a conservative republican, was appointed by 
Roosevelt in July 1940 when he was 73. He had 
previously been Secretary of War 1911-1913 and 
Secretary of State 1929-33.



Strategy – March 1942
• Logistical considerations heavily favored both the general strategy of 

concentration against Germany and the specific plan of invading 
northwestern Europe from a base in the British Isles. 

• Two to three times as many forces could be hurled against northwestern
Europe, with a given amount of shipping, as could be supported in 
operations against Japan. 

• Britain was a ready-made base for a land invasion and air attacks on 
Germany's vitals. 

• While invasion forces were assembling, moreover, they would serve to 
garrison the British Isles. 

• Finally, an attack across the English Channel would use the only short water 
crossing to the Continent from a base already available and would thrust 
directly at the heart of Fortress Europe.
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Strategy – March 1942
• However the Germans, too, would be strong there, close to their own 

heartland, served by the superb rail and road net of western Europe. 
• The limited range of fighter aircraft based in southern England narrowly 

restricted the choice of landing areas. 
• Much hinged on the USSR, where the bulk of Germany's land forces were 

engaged. If the Soviet Union collapsed, an invasion from the west would be 
a suicidal venture. The invasion must therefore be launched before the 
Soviet armies were crushed and, moreover, in sufficient strength to draw 
substantial German forces away from the Eastern Front in order to avert 
that very catastrophe.

• On the face of it, these two issues seemed to cancel each other. For Allied 
planners had little hope that the Russians could stand up under another 
summer's onslaught, and it was obvious, in view of the scarcity of shipping, 
that any attack the Western Allies could mount by the coming summer or 
early fall would be hardly more than a pinprick. 
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Strategy – March 1942
• The best solution General Marshall's 

planners could offer to this dilemma was 
to set the invasion for the spring of 1943 
(ROUNDUP), in the hope that until then, 
through air bombardment of Germany 
and a continued flow of materiel to the 
Soviet Union, the Allies could help the 
Soviet armies to stave off defeat. 

• If these measures should fail, and Soviet 
resistance seemed about to collapse, 
then, with whatever forces were on hand, 
the Allies would have to invade the 
Continent in 1942 (SLEDGEHAMMER)--and 
no later than September, before bad 
weather closed down over the Channel. 
The same course would be followed in the 
unlikely event that Germany itself showed 
signs of serious weakness in 1942.

• In the middle of March 1942 the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff approved this course of 
action, and in April, at the President's 
order, General Marshall and Harry 
Hopkins, the President's personal 
representative, went to London to seek 
British approval.
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News photo of Hopkins 
departing for Britain, Jan 1941

Marshall as Army Chief of Staff, 
1940.



Malta - 21 March
• Fliegercorps II was relocated from 

Russia to the Mediterranean on 15 
November 1941. The Axis’ renewed 
assault on Malta continued with 
mounting intensity throughout 
January, February and March 1942. 

• But on 21st* March fifteen Spitfires, 
the first to be spared from home, flew 
in from carriers.

• To take-off from HMS Eagle’s 660-feet 
long flight deck, the Spitfires needed 
take-off flaps. However, the Spitfire’s 
pneumatically-operated flaps have 
only one setting, 85 degrees (drag flap 
for landing). The solution was to 
wedge the flaps at a 25-degree setting 
with a wooden wedge. Once safely 
airborne, the flaps could be lowered 
to drop the wedges and then raised 
again.
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Spitfire Mk Vb BP844, the first of a further nine 
Spitfires to reinforce the RAF on Malta, taking off 
from the flight deck of HMS Eagle on 21st March 
1942. BP844 was shot down over Malta, with the loss 
of its pilot, on 2nd April 1942.



General Brooke’s diary
• In December 1941 Brooke succeeded Field 

Marshal Sir John Dill as Chief of the Imperial 
General Staff (CIGS), the professional head of 
the British Army, representing the British 
Army on the Chiefs of Staff Committee. In 
March 1942 he succeeded Admiral Pound as 
chairman of the Chiefs of Staff Committee.

• Throughout the war he kept a diary, which he 
subsequently published.

• London 8 April 1942
“Very difficult COS attended by Paget, Sholto
Douglas and Mountbatten. Subject - attempt to 
assist Russia through action in France. Plan they had 
put up was a thoroughly bad one!!
Then went to Hendon to meet Marshall (USA CGS)
and Harry Hopkins [FDR’s emissary] who had just 
flown from America.” 
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General Brooke’s diary
• London 9 April 1942

“Started COS at 9:00 AM as Marshall 
[photo] was due at 10:30. He 
remained with us till 12:30 and gave 
us a long talk on his views 
concerning the desirability of 
starting Western Front next 
September and that the USA forces 
would take part. However the total 
force which they could transport by 
then only consisted of 2 1/2 
divisions!! No very great 
contribution. Furthermore they had 
not begun to realise what all the 
implications of their proposed plans 
were!”
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General Brooke’s diary
• London 10 April 1942

“A very busy day which started with usual COS
meeting mainly concerned in trying to save India 
from the Japs. A gloomy prospect with loss of 
command of sea and air. . . . in evening had another 
COS meeting to discuss Joint Planning Staff report 
on Marshall scheme for invasion of Europe. Then 
out to Chequers for dinner and the night. Harry 
Hopkins and Marshall there also three Chiefs of Staff 
we were kept up till 2:00 AM doing a world survey 
but little useful work.”

• London 13 April
“Cabinet at 5:30 PM attended by Harry Hopkins 
Marshall and Casey [Australian minister to USA then 
minister resident in Middle East] afterwards COS
meeting to settle final details of reply to Marshall. 
Only got away after 8:00 PM and had Marshall to 
dine with me. The more I see of him the more I like 
him.”
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General Brooke’s diary
• London 14 April 1942

“Another very busy day. Marshall attended
our COS meeting at which I stated our reply 
to his memorandum and handed over the 
document to him. We then had a Cabinet
meeting to settle a new programme of 
arms for Russia.
[After dinner] back to Downing St for a 
Defence Committee attended by Hopkins 
[photo] and Marshall. A momentous 
meeting at which we accepted their 
proposals for offensive action in Europe in 
1942 perhaps and in 1943 for certain. They 
have not begun to realise all the 
implications of this plan and all the 
difficulties that lie ahead of us! The fear I 
have is that they should concentrate on this 
offensive at the expense of all else. We 
have therefore been pressing on them the 
importance of providing American 
assistance in the Indian Ocean and Middle 
East.”
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Harry Hopkins with President Roosevelt.



General Brooke’s diary
• London 15 April 1942

‘Usual COS in morning. After lunch I had 
Marshall for nearly two hours in my 
office explaining to him our 
dispositions. He is I should think a good 
general at raising armies and providing 
the necessary links between the 
military and political worlds. But his 
strategic ability does not impress me at 
all!! 
Later in the afternoon attended an 
American sherry party at Claridges to 
meet Marshall. Finally dined 10 
Downing Street where the King [photo] 
had been invited to meet Marshall and 
Harry Hopkins, also Pound, Portal, 
Mountbatten, Ismay and Hardinge
[private secretary to the King] and self.” 
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The Duke and Duchess of York (centre, reading 
programmes) at Eagle Farm Racecourse, Brisbane, 
Queensland, 1927



Malta – 16 April
• During March it was estimated that 2,850 

sorties had been flown against and 2,174 tons 
of bombs dropped on the island. Malta’s guns 
and fighters had between them claimed sixty 
enemy aircraft shot down.

• The ground crews numbered only 25% of 
those allowed in England. They were hungry, 
badly accommodated, badly equipped, and 
they worked under incessant attack.

• Jerry proceeded to properly plaster the 
'drome', noted a corporal new to the island, 
'and amongst the H.E.'s he dropped literally 
hundreds of 2 kg. incendiaries. After they’d 
gone we emerged into the open. All around 
us were patches of bright light where the 
incendiaries were burning. There was an 
immediate rush to fetch out what was left of 
our meagre daily bread ration, and the boys 
each picked their own incendiary and sat over 
it toasting their bread!'
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Italian Savoia-Marchetti S.M.79 bombing the Grand 
Harbor



General Brooke’s diary
• London 16 April

“Important COS meeting at which we discussed plans 
for this year's invasion of the continent in collaboration 
with the Americans and also plans for 1943. The plans 
are fraught with the gravest dangers. Public opinion is 
shouting for the formation of a new Western Front to 
assist the Russians. But they have no conception of the 
difficulties and dangers entailed! The prospects of 
success are small and dependent on a mass of 
unknowns, whilst the chances of disaster are great and 
dependent on a mass of well established military facts. 
Took lunch in car and went to see the organisation for 
breaking down cyphers - a wonderful set of professors 
and genii! I marvel at the work they succeed in doing.” 

• 17 April
“Short COS from which I went round to No. 10 
Downing St to say goodbye to General Marshall before 
his departure for USA. He was very charming as usual 
and hoped I would be able to return his visit.” 
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General Brooke’s diary
• 18 April

• An annoying COS meeting at which much 
time was wasted. Pug Ismay (photo) arrived 
in great excitement with wire from 
President to PM suggesting that owing to 
new Laval government French North Africa 
might shake loose! Pug had even gone so 
far as to imagine Petain would fly over to 
assume command. As a result we were 
asked to examine necessary steps to be 
taken in various eventualities (which to my 
mind seemed impossibilities). Finally we 
instructed joint planners to carry out 
examination to be ready by 5:30 PM. …
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General Brooke’s diary
• 23 April

• A very difficult COS connected with the 
proposed operation against Madagascar. 

• The Admiralty who were the original 
supporters of the necessity for such an attack 
are now adopting a different attitude and 
doubting the necessity! 

• I cannot see that the desirability of carrying 
out the operation (if it ever existed!) has in 
any way altered, but the change of 
government in France and the arrival of Laval 
puts a new complexion on the enterprise. 

• The repercussions are more likely and may be 
more serious, we have to take into account 
the possibility of Bizerta being handed over to 
the axis powers, or possibly the French fleet, 
or Gibraltar heavily bombed and the flow of 
aircraft interfered with, or Dakar falling into 
axis hands. All the above would have a serious 
adverse effect on our power to prosecute the 
war. … 
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Pierre laval (1883-1945). French politician, he was 
several times Prime Minister of France during the 3rd 
Republic and during WWII. Executed by firing squad 
for high treason in 1945. Photo Laval with the head of 
German police units in France, Carl Oberg



Malta - April
• April saw no slackening of the enemy’s 

attacks. 

• These now aimed even more heavily on 
the Harbour, and on Valetta, than on the 
airfields. 

• 200 sorties aimed against the island within 
twenty-four hours was nothing 
uncommon; on the 7th and the 20th there 
were over 300. 

• Under this attack Malta's destroyers and 
submarines perforce departed, and by 12th 
April Kesselring was able to report--a few 
days prematurely--that he had knocked out 
the island as a naval base.

• As he had not yet beaten down the 
resistance of the guns and fighters, he 
proposed to continue his attacks. 
Meanwhile, he urged, the Axis should rush 
reinforcements across to Africa while 
Malta was weak.
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Smiling Albert Kesselring, Wehrmacht Commander-
in-Chief South (OB South), with Oberst Ferdinand 
Hippel. 



Malta – 30 April
• In April the enemy flew 4,900 sorties 

against Malta and dropped 6,728 tons of 
bombs. 

• On 21st April a Spitfire returned from 
Sicily with news that the enemy had 
started to make a rectangular strip 1,500 
yards long by 400 yards wide at Gerbini, 
in the Catanian plain. 

• By the end of the month there were two 
more strips.

• In early May work on all three strips was 
complete. The explanation was clear. The 
enemy was preparing to invade Malta 
using gliders as well as paratroops.

• The Intelligence departments in London 
were able to assure the Malta 
Commanders, that the invasion was not 
quite as imminent as it appeared.
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A heavily bomb-damaged street in Valletta, Malta. 
This street is Kingsway, the principle street in Valetta. 
April 1942



General Brooke’s diary
• 1 May

• A short COS fixing final details as regards 
announcing carrying out of Madagascar 
attack next Tuesday morning. Had a fairly 
quiet afternoon which gave me the chance of 
working off back work.

• Sent for by PM in the evening to discuss 
Wavell's latest wire. He is protesting strongly 
at the fact that land, sea and air forces for 
defence of India are not being built up 
quicker. This is partly due to the Madagascar 
operation. Personally I wish we were not 
carrying it out. We do not stand to gain much 
by it as it is very doubtful whether Japs would 
ever go there. On the other hand with new 
Laval government we may suffer a great deal 
from the reaction. However I put the matter 
clearly to PM and Anthony Eden, and they 
said they did not apprehend any special 
reaction from Laval. On their heads may the 
responsibility for the decision rest!
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General Sir Archibald Wavell, Commander-in-Chief 
India, greeting officers and men of 20th Indian 
Division, 1942 (c).



Malta - 8 May
• But invasion was not the danger 

which Malta was chiefly concerned 
about. For now the defenders were 
haunted by the spectre of 
starvation. 

• No convoy could sail until Spitfires 
were present in sufficient quantity 
to win a measure of freedom in the 
skies above the island. 

• Malta must exist on what could be 
brought in by submarines, aircraft 
and fast minelayers. Without fuller 
supplies during the next two 
months Malta was doomed. 

• However in the opening days of 
May the greater part of Kesselring's 
bombers departed to Russia, to 
Cyrenaica and to France.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 4 May

• … PM then invited all the chiefs of staff to 
lunch at 10 Downing Street, where he 
arrived a little late from Chequers. He was 
in good form and said he felt elated, I 
think probably mainly with excitement at 
thought of attack on Madagascar! …

• 7 May

• I was sent for on way to COS meeting to 
see PM in bed about wire which had 
come in from Auchinleck about the date 
of his attack which he is again putting 
right on ahead to July or August. PM as 
usual very upset about the whole 
business, wishing to bring Alexander back 
to take over half of Middle East! Luckily 
news from Madagascar was better again 
and this took the edge off the trouble! 
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General Brooke’s diary
• 8 May

• An unpleasant day! Difficult COS meeting, 
first of all considering Auchinleck’s wire in 
which he proposes to put off his attack 
from May 15th to June 15th. I do not like 
his message - it is a bad one based purely 
on numbers of tanks and not on the 
strategical situation. He never takes into 
account danger Malta is exposed to 
through his proposed delays. 

• Next we had to examine the 
Sledgehammer operation, namely 
proposals for establishing a bridgehead 
across the channel [in 1942]. After an 
examination Home Forces and CCO 
(Mountbatten) had come to the 
conclusion that the landing craft were 
insufficient for the operation.

• Lunched with Adam and had a short walk 
to look at tulips in St James’s Park. 
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Chief of Combined Operations: Mountbatten 
inspecting naval ratings before the Bruneval Raid, 
February 1942.



General Brooke’s diary
• 8 May cont
• Then cabinet meeting at 3:00 PM to examine 

Auchinleck’s wire. I had to open the ball and 
stated that I did not consider that we could 
order the Auk to attack about May 15th against 
his advice. That we should give him till June 
15th and tell him to coordinate his attack with 
running of convoy to Malta, whilst being 
prepared to take advantage of any limited 
attack enemy might make as expected towards 
end of May. PM asked opinions of all attending 
meeting and finally drafted reply himself in 
which he said that COS, Defence Committee 
and Cabinet were unanimously of opinion that 
attack should if possible be delivered before 
the end of May. …
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Major-General "Jock" Campbell VC and 
General Auchinleck, C-in-C Middle East.
Winter 41/42. Campbell was killed in 
Feb 42.



Malta – 9 May
• On 9th May another 62 Spitfires had flown in 

from the Wasp and the Eagle. 

• Lloyd had arranged for their reception with 
care. 

• Servicing parties, soldiers as well as airmen, 
stood ready to receive the reinforcements 
with  petrol, oil, ammunition and food, and  
Malta pilots; 

• the first Spitfires were refuelled and ready for 
action within five minutes of touching down 
in Malta. 

• 'The tempo of life here is just indescribable', 
reported one of the newly arrived pilots. “… 
The bombing is continuous on and off every 
day. One lives here only to destroy the Hun 
and hold him at bay; everything else, living 
conditions, sleep, food and all the ordinary 
standards of life have gone by the board. It all 
makes the Battle of Britain and fighter-
sweeps seem child's play in comparison....” 
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Malta -18 May
• The departure of some of 

Kesselring's forces and the arrival 
of the Spitfires marked another 
turning point in the battle of Malta. 

• The attacks still continued, and 
Malta was still heavily bombed. But 
the assault was now on a much 
smaller scale--the Spitfires were 
there, with a further reinforcement 
of seventeen on 18th May--and the 
whole process was becoming very 
expensive for the enemy. 

• Under the reduced weight of attack 
Malta began to breathe again, and 
even to turn once more towards 
the offensive. 
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Radius of action of Allied aircraft operating from 
Malta in relation to Axis shipping routes.



General Brooke’s diary
• 22 May

• Left Belfast 9:30, good fly over, landing 
Hendon at 11:30. Found I had narrowly 
escaped being recalled last night for 
Defence Committee which went on till 
2:00 AM to prepare conference with 
Molotov [Soviet Foreign Minister]! Had to 
lunch 10 Downing St to meet Molotov. 
Maisky also there. … 

• 23 May

• Went round to 10 Downing Street at 
12:30 after COS where Mountbatten and I 
had long interview with PM discussing 
invasion possibilities. He was carried away 
with optimism at times and establishing 
lodgements all round the coast from 
Calais to Bordeaux, with little regard to 
strengths and landing facilities. We both 
lunched with him and did not get away till 
3:30 … 
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General Brooke’s diary
• 25 May

• Got back to WO by 9:00 AM usual COS 
and fairly quiet day only disturbed by 
one telephone call of PM after dinner 
to discuss telegram based on battle of 
Austerlitz which he wanted to send to 
Auchinleck and wanted my advice! I 
advised not to send but doubt 
whether he will take this advice as he 
wants to discuss further with me! 

• 26 May

• … Then went out to lunch at Russian 
Embassy to meet Molotov again. A 
memorable lunch party held prior to 
signing new Anglo-Russian Treaty. 
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Detail from: La bataille d'Austerlitz. 2 decembre 1805 
(François Gérard)



Gazala – 26 May
• A particularly heavy if more or less ineffective raid 

on our fighter landing grounds during the night of 
25th/26th May gave warning that the 'lull' was over

• At 14:00 on 26 May, the Italian X and XXI Corps 
launched a frontal attack on the central Gazala 
positions, after a heavy artillery concentration. 

• During the day, the bulk of the Afrika Korps moved, 
to give the impression that this was the main Axis 
assault. 

• When night fell, the armoured formations turned 
south in a sweeping move around the southern end 
of the Gazala line.

• In the early hours of 27 May, Rommel personally led 
elements of Panzerarmee Afrika, the Deutsches
Afrikakorps (DAK), Italian XX Motorised Corps and 
the German 90th Light Division, in a flanking move 
around the southern end of the Allied line, using the 
Allied minefields to protect his flank and rear. 

• The Ariete Division was held up for about an hour by 
the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade dug in about 4 mi 
south east of Bir Hakeim. The Indian position was 
overrun with the loss of 23 tanks, some of which 
were repairable on the field, 30 men killed and 50 
wounded, while the Indians lost 440 men killed and 
wounded and about 1,000 prisoners, and most of its 
equipment. War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 2 44

Axis advance, opening of Operation Venice.



Gazala – 26 May
• Further to the east, the 15th Panzer Division had engaged the 

4th Armoured Brigade of the 7th Armoured Division, which 
had been ordered south to support the 3rd Indian and 7th 
Motorised brigades. 

• In a mutually costly engagement, the Germans were 
surprised by the range and power of the 75 mm guns on the 
new M3 (Grant) tanks. 

• The 4th Armoured Brigade then withdrew toward El Adem
and spent the night near the Belhamed supply base, east of 
El Adem. 

• By late morning, the Axis armoured units had advanced more 
than 25 mi north but by noon had been stopped by the 1st 
Armoured Division in more mutually costly fighting.

• On the far right of the Axis advance, the 90th Light engaged 
the 7th Motor Brigade at Retma and forced it to withdraw 
eastwards on Bir el Gubi. Resuming their advance toward El 
Adem before noon, armoured cars of the 90th Light came 
upon the advanced HQ of 7th Armoured Division, dispersing 
it and capturing a number of officers including the 
commander, General Messervy, who pretended to be a 
batman and escaped. This left the division without effective 
command for the next two days. 

• 90th Light reached the El Adem area by mid-morning and 
captured a number of supply dumps. 
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M3 Grant with knocked out Panzer I, 1942



Gazala – 27 May
• The following day, the 4th Armoured 

Brigade was sent to El Adem and the 90th 
Light Division was driven back to the 
south-west.

• The tank battle continued for three days; 
lacking possession of Bir Hakeim, Rommel 
drew the Afrika Korps into a defensive 
position, using the extensive Allied mine 
belts to block an Allied approach from the 
west. 

• The British tanks attacked several times 
from the north and east against accurate 
defensive fire. 

• The Axis supply situation became 
desperate; defending the German rear, 
the Ariete Division repulsed attacks by 
the British armoured brigades on 29 May 
and during the first week of June.
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Gazala – 27 May
• The Bir Hakeim box was defended 

by the 1st Free French Brigade 
under General Kœnig (photo). 

• On 27 May, the Italian IX Tank 
Battalion of the 132nd Tank 
Infantry Regiment (Ariete Division) 
stumbled into the French positions 
and launched a hasty attack, which 
was a costly failure against the 
French 75 mm guns and mines.

• On the night of 1/2 June, the 90th 
Light and Trieste divisions were 
sent south to renew the attack on 
Bir Hakeim, where the battle 
continued for another ten days.
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Desert – 27 May
• During this first day the main concern of 

the Desert Air Force was to achieve air 
superiority. 

• Coningham's fighters flew over 150 
sorties on offensive and defensive patrols, 
broke up several heavily escorted raids by 
Stukas, and claimed a good bag of enemy 
aircraft. 

• The Boston and Baltimore bombers, 
followed by the Wellingtons at night, 
played their part by attacking the enemy's 
landing grounds. 

• In addition the bombers gave close 
support to our troops, while the fighter-
bombers--of which there were now four 
squadrons--attacked supply columns in 
the rear of the enemy's armour and put 
some 200 vehicles out of action.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 27 May

• At 5:30 went to 10 Downing St to discuss establishing of Western Front. PM in 
very good form and quite ready to appreciate that it is impossible to establish a 
front with landing craft only capable of lifting 4000 men in first flight. He was very 
amenable to reason but inclined to transfer the scene of action to northern 
Norway! Which we are now to examine. … 

• 28 May

• … Rommel has now started his expected attack and a large scale battle is raging in 
the Middle East.

• A great deal depends on it. The Auk ought to be able to get the better of it, and 
has great chances in pushing a counterstrike home. 

• 29 May

• … Came back [after dinner] to find new telegram from Middle East had arrived 
which required calling up the PM to give him later situation. Found that he is at 
Chequers looking at a film and not likely to be out till 1:00 AM!! I am therefore 
waiting for him to call before going to bed. 
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Desert – 29 May
• The next day, 28th May at the Eighth Army's 

request Coningham now virtually ignored the 
fight for air superiority--it was a tribute to his 
previous work that he could--and 
concentrated his entire force against the 
enemy columns. 

• Three raids by the Bostons and continuous 
low-flying attacks by the Kittybombers and 
the fighters helped our armour to hold its 
own and foiled Rommel's attempts to supply 
his forward columns round the south of Bir 
Hakim.

• From first light on 29th May Coningham's
squadrons were again active in close support. 
Particularly rewarding were the attacks by 
250 fighters and fighter-bombers against 
Rommel's supply lines south and east of Bir 
Hakim. Formations of Stukas were also twice 
forced to jettison their bombs. 

• But after midday sandstorms cut down our 
operations
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North Africa, c. 1943. A P-40 "Kittybomber" of No. 
450 Squadron RAAF, loaded with six 250 lb (110 kg) 
bombs.



Gazala – 29 May
• Early on 29 May, supply vehicles supported by the Trieste and 

Ariete divisions, worked through the minefield north of Bir 
Hakeim and reached the Afrika Korps. 

• On 30 May, Rommel (photo)pulled the Afrika Korps back 
westward against the edge of the minefields, creating a 
defensive position. A link was formed with elements of the 
Italian X Corps, which were clearing two routes through the 
minefields from the west.

• In the process, the Sidi Muftah box was overrun and the 
defending 150th Infantry Brigade was destroyed after brutal 
fighting. At one point, Rommel personally led a platoon of 
panzer grenadiers in the attack.

• “The attack was launched on the morning of the 31st May. 
German-Italian units fought their way forward yard by yard 
against the toughest British resistance imaginable.[...] 
Nevertheless, by the time evening came we had penetrated a 
substantial distance into the British positions. On the following 
day … after heavy Stuka attacks, the infantry again surged 
forward against the British field positions.[...] Piece by piece 
the elaborate British defences were won until by early 
afternoon the whole position was ours. The last British 
resistance was quenched. We took in all 3,000 prisoners and 
destroyed or captured 101 tanks and armoured cars, as well as 
124 guns of all kinds.” — Rommel
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May 1942
• U-class submarines operated from 

the Manoel Island Base known as 
HMS Talbot. Unfortunately no 
bomb-proof pens were available 
The new force was named the 
Tenth Submarine Flotilla.

• The Flotilla had much success. The 
estimated tonnage sunk by British 
U-class submarines alone was 
650,000 tons, with another 
400,000 tons damaged. 

• The submarine base at Manoel
Island was a priority target for Axis 
aerial attacks and was heavily 
bombed in 1942 which forced a 
withdrawal of the flotilla from 
Malta to Alexandria in May 1942.
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British U class submarine HMSM UPHOLDER 
underway. She was commanded for her entire career 
by Lieutenant-Commander Wanklyn, and was the 
most successful British submarine of the Second 
World War. Upholder failed to return from a patrol on 
14 April 1942 



Strategy - June
• Admiral King (photo) did not contest in principle the 

"Germany first" strategy. But he was determined not to 
allow preparations for the cross-Channel invasion to 
jeopardize "vital needs" in the Pacific, by which, as he 
stated early in May, he meant the ability of U.S. forces "to 
hold what we have against any attack that the Japanese 
are capable of launching." Only the President's 
peremptory order on May 6 that the invasion build-up in 
Britain must not be slowed down (it had scarcely begun) 
prevented a large-scale diversion of forces and shipping to 
the Pacific to counter the Japanese offensives towards 
the Solomons and Midway.

• The President himself made it clear, on the other hand, 
that aid to the Soviet Union would have to continue on a 
mounting scale, whatever the cost to Bolero (the build-up 
in the United Kingdom) in materiel and shipping. 

• Even Army leaders were unwilling to assign shipping for 
Bolero until the scheduled build-up of garrisons in the 
Western Hemisphere and various other overseas stations 
had been completed, which, it was estimated, would not 
be until August at the earliest.

• Not until June 1942, therefore, did the first shipload of 
Bolero troops set sail for England in the Queen Elizabeth. 

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 2 53



Desert – 1 June
• Three raids by the Bostons and repeated attacks by 

the Kittybombers on the 30th soon helped to bring 
the 'Cauldron'--as it became known--to the boil, 
and our pilots returned to report a stupendous 
confusion of vehicles shelled, bombed, colliding and 
running on to mines. 

• Two attacks by the fighter bombers, operating from 
6,000 feet but bombing from 1,000, were much 
remarked upon by our ground forces: both reduced 
some fifty or so enemy vehicles to blazing wrecks.

• Attacks against the supply line to the south of Bir 
Hakim were claimed no less successful.

• On 31st May and 1st June the fog of war, in the 
form of violent sandstorms, descended over the 
battlefield. For two days the Royal Air Force was 
unable to operate with the same freedom; and as 
the enemy air force, profiting from our previous 
concentration against military targets, began to 
show an unwelcome degree of activity, Coningham
(photo) had to apply much of his effort defensively. 

• During these two days Rommel managed to regroup 
his forces, strengthen his hold on the minefield 
gaps, and generally improve his position at the 
expense of the Eighth Army. 
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Desert – 4 June
• On the morning of the 3rd, Coningham switched part of his 

fighter force over from the Knightsbridge battles to protect 
the harassed garrison of Bir Hakim. 

• During the day three raids by Kittybombers on enemy 
concentrations south of the fort put some sixty vehicles out 
of action; while our fighters, flying over a hundred sorties, 
repeatedly broke up the enemy's air attacks. 

• One particularly hard-fought combat occurred at noon, 
when Tomahawks of No. 5 Squadron, S.A.A.F., intercepted a 
formation of strongly escorted Stukas (photo) and claimed 
seven for the loss of five of their own aircraft.

• On 4th June the Kittyhawks and Tomahawks again wrought 
havoc among enemy transport and frustrated the attempts 
of the Stukas to dive-bomb the garrison into submission. 

• The highlights of the day were a direct hit on a large 
ammunition wagon, and the bomb planted by Squadron 
Leader Drake, of No. 112 Squadron, in the midst of a party 
of enemy troops 'who were listening to a pep-talk by one of 
their Colonels’. 

• In the evening the commander of the French garrison  sent 
Coningham a message: 'Bravo! Merci pour la R.A.F.’ 

• Not until 4th June could--or did--Ritchie attempt the 
counter-stroke that was so obviously needed.
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Gazala – 5 June
• Acting on mistaken reports about German tank 

losses, Auchinleck strongly urged Ritchie to 
counter-attack along the coast, to exploit the 
absence of German tanks and break through to 
Timimi and then Mechili. 

• Ritchie was more concerned by Tobruk, brought 
reinforcements up to the El Adem box and created 
new defensive boxes opposite the gaps in the 
minefield. 

• Ritchie ordered the Eighth Army to counter-attack 
against the Afrika Korps on 5 June but they were 
met by accurate fire from tank and anti-tank guns 
positioned in the cauldron. 

• In the north, XIII Corps made no progress but the 
attack by 7th Armoured and 5th Indian divisions on 
the eastern flank of the cauldron at 02:50 initially 
went well. An important element of the plan was 
the destruction of the Axis anti-tank screen with an 
artillery bombardment but because of an error in 
plotting its position, the bombardment fell too far 
to the east. 

• When the 22nd Armoured Brigade advanced, it 
was met by massed anti-tank fire and checked. The 
32nd Army Tank Brigade, advancing from the 
north, joined the attack at dawn but also ran into 
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Neil Ritchie (centre, with pipe), 31 May 1942. Also 
pictured are  Willoughby Norrie, XXX Corps left and 
William Gott, XIII Corps right.



Gazala – 5 June
• By early afternoon on 5 June, Rommel split his forces, attacking 

east with the Ariete and 21st Panzer divisions and sending 
elements of 15th Panzer Division northwards against the 
Knightsbridge Box. 

• The eastward thrust dispersed the tactical HQs of the two 
British divisions, as well as the HQs of the 9th Indian Infantry 
Brigade, the 10th Indian Infantry Brigade and other smaller 
units, which caused command to break down.

• The 22nd Armoured Brigade, having lost 60 of its 156 tanks, 
was forced from the battlefield by more attacks from the 15th 
Panzer Division. 

• Three Indian infantry battalions, a reconnaissance regiment and 
four artillery regiments of the attacking force were left behind, 
unsupported by armour and overrun. 

• Rommel retained the initiative, maintaining his strength in the 
cauldron while the number of operational British tanks 
diminished. A number of probes were sent to test the various 
opposing strong points and from 6 to 8 June, further attacks 
were launched on Bir Hakeim and repulsed by the French 
garrison. 

• The 7th Motor Brigade and 29th Indian Infantry Brigade 
continued to harass the Axis lines of communications.
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Abandoned British Valentines are inspected for maps, 
code books and tins of food



General Brooke’s diary
• 5 June

• At this morning COS we discussed 
again the various possibilities of 
helping Russia by proceeding to 
France, either as a lodgement or as a 
raid. Prospects not hopeful. 

• We then turned to examine the PM’s 
pet attack on northern Norway which 
appears even more impossible, except 
possibly for limited operations to 
secure Petsamo in combination with 
the Russians. 

• Monty came to lunch and I discussed 
with him his large exercise which he 
has just completed to try out the new 
divisional organisation. 
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Senior officers discuss operations during Exercise 
'Bumper', 2 October 1941. On the left the Chief 
Umpire, Lieutenant-General Montgomery, talks to 
the C-in-C Home Forces, General Sir Alan Brooke.



Ultra - 7th June

• Bletchley began to read both of 
the Panzerarmee Afrika keys 
with an average delay of 24 
hours from the first week of 
June 1942. From the same date 
it broke a new Army-Air force 
liaison key, also with little delay. 

• Photo – An Enigma machine in 
use in a Panzer Division 
command halftack. Note one 
soldier is keying in text while 
another writes down the results.
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Desert – 10 June
• More help was given the Free French on 5th and 6th June, but 

by then the Knightsbridge area, where our counter-attack was 
taking place, demanded most of the available air support. 

• On 8th June it became evident that Rommel had decided to 
reduce Bir Hakim at all costs. The bulk of Coningham's
squadrons were accordingly switched back to support the Free 
French. 

• The 90th Light Division had now joined in the siege and the 
fortress was being subjected to ceaseless attack by infantry, 
tanks, artillery, and an ever growing number of enemy aircraft.

• Despite continuous shooting-up by our fighters and good work 
by No. 6 Squadron's new Hurricane IID 'tank-busters' (firing 
40-mm. shells), the enemy pressure increased. 

• On the 9th June supply drops by two Hurricanes and a Bombay 
of No. 216 Squadron could not compensate for the lack of 
adequate support and supply on the ground. 

• On 10th June Hurricanes and the first squadron of Spitfires to 
appear in the desert saved the garrison from a heavy raid, but 
two other enemy attacks penetrated to their objective. Raids 
of this kind might have been endured even when delivered (as 
they were) by as many as fifty or sixty bombers; but shells 
from the enemy guns were now pouring in without respite.
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Hurricane IID 'tank-buster’ note 40 mm cannon 
under each wing. 



Gazala – 10 June
• At Bir Hakeim the battle had 

continued for another ten days.

• Reinforced with a further 
kampfgruppe, the Axis attacked Bir 
Hakeim again on 9 June and overran 
the defences by the following day.

• Ritchie ordered the remaining troops 
to evacuate as best they could, under 
the cover of darkness. Under fire 
through the night, many of the French 
were able to find gaps in the line 
through which to withdraw. 

• The survivors then made their way 
some 5 mi to the west, to rendezvous 
with transport from the 7th Motor 
Brigade. About 2,700 of the original 
garrison of 3,600 escaped.
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General Ritchie (holding pipe) addressing his 
commanders, 31 May 1942. Norrie holding map, 

Gott to right of Ritchie.



Desert – 10 June
• Though at the time the garrison of Bir Hakim appeared to have fought 

in vain, in fact they had helped to change the whole course of the 
struggle. 

• The enemy's intention was to defeat our forward forces, capture 
Tobruk, and advance to the Egyptian frontier. The offensive was then 
to be broken off while Operation HERCULES was mounted against 
Malta. 

• The timetable for all this was based on capturing Tobruk by 1st June 
and halting on the Egyptian frontier by 20th June. It was on this 
supposition that supplies and fuel had been sent across to Africa. The 
Axis had allowed no margin of reserves for unexpected setbacks; for 
apart from their customary difficulty in running their ships across the 
Mediterranean they had been hard pressed to amass sufficient fuel in 
Sicily and Italy for the expedition against Malta. 

• Rommel, then, began his attack on 26th May with less than a month's 
supply of petrol. The resistance of the Free French at Bir Hakim and of 
the armour at Knightsbridge, sustained so vigorously by the Desert Air 
Force put the enemy advance entirely out of joint. 

• Bir Hakim alone absorbed some 1,500 sorties by the enemy air force--
and even then, thanks to Coningham's fighters, shelling rather than 
bombing settled the issue. 

• Like the rest of the Gazala line, Bir Hakim was timed to fall between 
28th May and 1st June. No subsequent progress could atone for the 
fact that it held out till 10th June. 

• “This meant a nine days' gain for the enemy', wrote a staff officer of 
the Luftwaffe Historical Section, 'and for our Army and Air Force, nine 
days of losses in material, personnel, armour and petrol. Those nine 
days were irrecoverable'.
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Erwin Rommel and Adolf Hitler in 1942



General Brooke’s diary
• 9 June

• … Last thing before leaving an aide 
memoire came round from Pug for me to 
use tomorrow at our interview with 
Molotov concerning what we are doing 
to assist Russia. 

• 10 June

• COS meeting for which I had prepared a 
statement to be made at an interview we 
were to have had with Molotov who is on 
his way through from USA to Moscow. 
But apparently PM had covered all 
necessary points last night. 
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Molotov signs the German-Soviet non-
aggression pact (Ribbentrop and Stalin 
in the background).



Gazala – 11 June
• On 11 June, Rommel pushed the 15th Panzer and 

90th Light toward El Adem and by 12 June had 
begun forcing the 201st Guards Brigade out of the 
Knightsbridge Box to Tobruk. 

• The 29th Indian Infantry Brigade repulsed an attack 
on the El Adem box on 12 June but the 2nd and 
4th Armoured Brigades on their left were pushed 
back 4 mi by the 15th Panzers and had to leave 
their damaged tanks on the battlefield. 

• On 13 June, the 21st Panzer Division advanced 
from the west and engaged the 22nd Armoured 
Brigade. The Afrika Korps demonstrated tactical 
superiority, combining tanks with anti-tank guns in 
the attack and Rommel acted rapidly on 
intelligence from Allied radio traffic intercepts. 

• By the end of the day, the British tank strength had 
been reduced from 300 tanks to about 70 and the 
Afrika Korps had established armour superiority 
and a dominating line of positions, leaving XIII 
Corps on the Gazala line vulnerable to being cut 
off.

• By the end of 13 June, the Knightsbridge box was 
virtually surrounded and it was abandoned by the 
Guards Brigade later that night after their 
commanding officer Thomas Bevan had been killed 
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Axis attack from the Cauldron, 12–13 June



General Brooke’s diary
• 11 June

• COS meeting at 10:00 AM, followed by 
Cabinet meeting in the House to 
review the prospects of establishing 
Western Front, of retaking Rangoon, 
of capturing North Norway or of 
taking Spitzbergen! PM in good form 
and carried Cabinet with him in his 
proposed policy that we do not land in 
France in strength except to stop 
there, and we do not go there unless 
German morale is deteriorating.

• Dashed off to Hendon after Cabinet 
and flew to near Catterick to visit 
42nd Div. Then flew on to 
Northumberland to spend night with 
Allendales. Went out after dinner and 
caught 3 trout. 
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Churchill's ministers on 24 October 1941. Back row (l 
to r): Sinclair, Alexander, Cranborne, Morrison, 
Moyne, Margesson, Bracken. Front row (l to r): Bevin, 
Beaverbrook, Eden, Attlee, Churchill, Anderson, 
Greenwood, Wood.



Malta - 12 June
• The Spitfires were now firmly established and it was at last 

possible to risk another convoy.

• Air operations in support of the convoys began on 24th May, 
No. 104 Squadron began intensive attacks from Malta against 
the airfields and harbours of Sicily and Southern Italy. 

• These the Wellingtons attacked every night until 11th June, 
when they were withdrawn to make room for six torpedo-
Wellingtons of No. 38 Squadron and some reconnaissance 
Baltimores for No. 69 Squadron. 

• That same day aircraft from Gibraltar, Malta and Egypt began 
the full programme of reconnaissance to detect the Italian 
fleet. 

• During the previous fortnight, the Eagle had flown off 
another sixty-three Spitfires, fifty-nine of which had reached 
Malta. This brought the total Spitfires on the island to over a 
hundred, of which ninety-five were serviceable. 

• In addition there were sixty other aircraft serviceable on 
Malta , including two squadrons specially brought in for the 
passage of the convoys--No. 235 (Beaufighters) and No. 217 
(Beauforts). 

• On 12th June the east-bound convoy, direct from the Clyde, 
passed Gibraltar in the morning. The following day the main 
part of the west-bound convoy would assemble off 
Alexandria.
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Gazala – 14 June
• On 14 June, Auchinleck authorised Ritchie to 

withdraw from the Gazala Line. 

• The defenders in the El Adem and two 
neighbouring boxes held on and the 1st South 
African Division was able to withdraw along 
the coast road, practically intact. 

• The road could not accommodate two 
divisions and the remaining two brigades of 
the 50th (Northumbrian) Division could not 
retreat eastwards, because of the Axis tanks 
and attacked south-west, breaking through 
the lines of the "Brescia" and "Pavia" Divisions 
then headed south into the desert, before 
turning east. 

• London would not contemplate a withdrawal 
to the better defensive positions on the 
Egypt-Libya frontier so on 14 June, Auchinleck
ordered Ritchie to hold a line running south-
east from Acroma (west of Tobruk) through El 
Adem to Bir El Gubi. 
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Mediterranean – 14 June
• The convoy from Alexandria consisted of 

eleven merchant ships escorted only by 
cruisers and destroyers. 

• The duty of meeting a challenge by the 
Italian fleet therefore fell on our 
submarines and aircraft. The air striking 
force available consisted of two 
squadrons of torpedo aircraft (Beauforts, 
Albacores and Wellingtons) in Malta, one 
squadron of torpedo aircraft (Beauforts) 
in the Western Desert, and some two 
dozen Liberators based near the Suez 
Canal. 

• The Wellingtons of No. 205 Group and 
the light bombers of the Western Desert 
Air Force would be available to attack 
airfields, the aircraft of No. 201 Group 
would fly reconnaissance and anti-
submarine patrols, and fighters from 
Palestine, Egypt, Cyrenaica and Malta 
would in turn provide protection for the 
convoy. 
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Two RAF Beauforts.



Mediterranean – 14 June
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The cover from 
Cyrenaica, 
however, could not 
be stretched to 
meet that from 
Malta and the gap 
was getting wider 
as the Desert Air 
Force was forced 
to withdraw.

As a further aid 
small parties 
would sabotage 
enemy airfields in 
Crete.

Crete

Tobruk



Mediterranean – 14 June
• On the 14th the westbound convoy had reached 'Bomb Alley’ 

(between Crete and Cyrenaica). Soon some forty Ju.87s and 
88s, escorted by Me.109s, attempted to attack; but they 
were intercepted by twenty-three Kittyhawks and 
Tomahawks specially ' scrambled' by Coningham (despite the 
crisis in the desert battle), and were forced to jettison their 
bombs. 

• Throughout the afternoon and evening of the 14th the 
enemy's attacks persisted; between 1630 and 2115 there 
were seven, each by some ten or twelve aircraft. But though 
the defence of the convoy now rested on the ships' guns and 
a few Beaufighters and long-range Kittyhawks, only one more 
merchant ship was sunk and one damaged. The merchant 
vessels, however, were now reduced to seven; and as night 
came on, enemy submarines and E-boats took up the attack.

• A large Italian naval force including two battleships and four 
cruisers had been spotted by a Malta Baltimore leaving 
Taranto, and was now steaming south to intercept.

• During the night of 14th/15th this threat caused the convoy 
to be put about. 

• Meanwhile four torpedo-Wellingtons of No. 221 Squadron 
from Malta were hastily directed against the Italian vessels. 
They found them but were foiled by the enemy's smoke 
screen. 
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Ju 88 preparing for take off, Tunisia, c. 1942–43



Mediterranean – 14 June
• The eastbound convoy, six merchant ships under a powerful 

escort which included a battleship and two aircraft carriers, had 
one day in peace after passing Gibraltar, and a second during 
which it was shadowed but not attacked. 

• Then Italian aircraft from Sardinia appeared in force. Four times 
during the morning of 14th June escorted Savoias and Cants 
made determined attacks, but the ships' gunners and the Fleet 
Air Arm fighters kept the losses down to one merchant ship. 

• A damaged cruiser, however--the Liverpool--had to be sent 
back to Gibraltar under tow (photo), and this unfortunate 
vessel attracted most of the enemy's effort from Sardinia for 
the rest of the day.

• Evening then brought the convoy within range of aircraft from 
Sicily. Ten German Ju.88's attacked at 1820, a larger number of 
escorted S.79's, Ju.87's and Ju.88's at 2000. Both assaults broke 
down before the ships' fighters and guns. An hour later, as the 
convoy approached the Narrows between Tunisia and Sicily, 
four long-range Beaufighters arrived from Malta, 200 miles 
distant. 

• Shortly afterwards, in accordance with plan, the main escort 
turned back for Gibraltar. The five freighters and their 
attendant destroyers sailed on; and at 2200 the Beaufighters
beat off yet another attack by Ju.88's.
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General Brooke’s diary
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13 June
…PM also called me up on telephone and told me he was 
thinking of starting for Washington on Thursday next and would 
like me to come with him. He considered Roosevelt was getting 
a bit off the rails and some good talks as regards Western Front 
were required. Escaped home about 4:45 PM.

14 June
A Sunday disturbed by many calls from the PM who was much 
disturbed at bad turn taken by operations in the Middle East. 
Rommel certainly seems to be getting the better of Ritchie and 
to be out generaling him.

15 June
A real unpleasant Monday! Left Ferney Close at 8:00 AM. Drove 
straight to Huntsman where I ordered thin clothes for 
Washington. Then to War Office where PM called up during 
briefing for COS and delayed me badly. … 
5:30 PM Cabinet meeting and very gloomy owing to bad news 

from Libya and from Malta convoys lasted till 7:30. …

16 June
…Went to dine with Bertie and was called up 
whilst I was there to be told that PM contemplated 
starting tomorrow!! None of my thin clothes will 
be ready and all money and coupons will be 
wasted! 



Mediterranean – 15 June
• By dawn on the 15th nine Beauforts of No. 217 Squadron 

from Malta were also on the job. They came up with the 
Italian fleet at about 1600 hours; and though their crews did 
not (as they thought) hit both battleships, they utterly 
crippled the cruiser Trento. This vessel was afterwards 
finished off by our submarine P.35.

• The reported success of the Beauforts caused the convoy to 
be turned again in the direction of Malta. 

• Meanwhile, a co-ordinated attack on the Italian ships had 
also been arranged from Egypt. The two formations, seven 
American and two British Liberators from the Canal and 
twelve Beauforts of No. 39 Squadron from the Western 
Desert, started from bases 500 miles apart. 

• So good was their navigation that the attacks duly 
synchronized to within a few minutes. One of the American 
Liberators hit the battleship Littorio, but its British 500 lb. 
S.A.P. bombs (the largest available) did little damage; 

• the Beauforts, now a gallant band of five which had fought 
their way through a formation of Me.l09's, may also have 
scored one hit. 

• But no further vessel was sunk, and the Italian fleet held to 
its course. Meanwhile the convoy, having learnt that the 
enemy was still standing on, had once more turned back 
towards Alexandria.
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Trento (center) and Bolzano (background) underway



Mediterranean – 15 June
• It was now midday on the 15th, and our ships were retiring 

through 'Bomb Alley’. 

• Four times between noon and dusk they were fiercely 
attacked by escorted Ju.87's and Italian torpedo S.79’s. 

• Twice these formations were intercepted by our fighters. 

• Darkness at last brought relief. 

• Then it was learned from our shadowing aircraft that the 
Italian fleet, either nervous of carrying the pursuit closer to 
Alexandria or disliking the treatment it had received from the 
Beauforts and Liberators, had turned about during the 
afternoon and was making back towards Taranto. 

• But the harassed escort was by now too short of ammunition 
to face yet another voyage through 'Bomb Alley', to say 
nothing of the final approach to Malta. 

• The Italian fleet, however, had still to reach port. In the mid-
afternoon of the 15th, No. 217 Squadron's Beauforts had 
taken off from Malta--for the second time that day, and after 
continuous stand-by or operational flying for more than 
thirty-six hours. Failing to find their target, they returned to 
face the nerve-racking task of landing at Luqa in the dark 
after an air raid. All got down safely. 

• A last strike by Malta's Wellingtons was more successful. five 
aircraft of No. 38 Squadron found the Italian ships. A further 
ninety minutes of shadowing and one of the bombers, 
captained by Pilot Officer Hawes, put a torpedo into the 
Littorio.
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Vittorio Veneto and Littorio



Mediterranean – 15 June
• Meanwhile, an Italian surface force of two cruisers 

and four destroyers was on its way to intercept the 
convoy. It was spotted by a Spitfire as it put to sea 
from Palermo that night. 

• At 0620 on 15th June the convoy's escorting 
Beaufighters reported these vessels only fifteen 
miles away, and an engagement then ensued 
between the two naval forces. 

• Both sides suffered damage, but the merchant ships 
meanwhile kept out of range, and it was from 
Ju.87's, at 0705, that they suffered their second loss. 

• Four freighters then remained, of which one was 
disabled; and the Italian warships, though held off 
by our destroyers' action, were still threatening.

• Owing to the even greater danger of the convoy in 
the Eastern Mediterranean, only six 'strike' aircraft 
were available in Malta. Two of these were 
Beauforts with inexperienced crews, the other four 
obsolescent naval Albacores (photo). All six were at 
once despatched under Spitfire cover to attack the 
Italian ships. 

• What damage they did is problematical; but the 
Italians withdrew. On their way home the enemy 
were attacked again by some of the same gallant 
crews.
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Command - June
• In the [northern] spring of 1942 Britain and 

the United States agreed on a worldwide 
division of strategic responsibility. The U.S. 
Joint Chiefs of Staff were to be primarily 
responsible for the war in the Pacific, and the 
British Chiefs for the Middle East-Indian 
Ocean region, while the European-
Mediterranean-Atlantic area would be a 
combined responsibility of both staffs.

• In June Maj. Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower 
arrived in England to take command of the 
newly established European Theater of 
Operations.

• The British and the Americans had decided at 
the ARCADIA Conference that Allied forces in 
each overseas theater would operate, as far 
as possible, under a single commander, and 
this principle was subsequently applied in 
most theaters, although belatedly and 
reluctantly in British controlled theaters. 
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Eisenhower as a major general, 1942



Mediterranean – 16 June
• At 1040 the Luftwaffe delivered a fresh attack, just 

after the first long-range Spitfires had arrived from 
Malta over the convoy. This assault the Spitfires 
beat off, but half an hour later, when they had 
turned for home with their ammunition exhausted, 
and before the relief flight could arrive, an attack 
by ten Ju.87's damaged another of the precious 
vessels. Two were now intact, two crippled; and 
the convoy had still 150 miles to cover. 

• Long-range Spitfires were soon overhead, repelling 
the enemy; but to enable the two good ships to 
make full speed the officer in charge of the escort 
decided to sacrifice the cripples. 

• They were left behind to be sunk by our 
destroyers. 

• The last two merchant vessels sailed on; and 100 
miles from Malta the short-range Spitfires took 
over. These beat off three more attacks; then, as 
night fell, Malta at last loomed ahead. 

• Mines took a further toll of the escort; but in the 
early hours of 16th June the two remaining 
merchantmen berthed safely in Grand Harbour. 
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SS Kentucky, the only tanker in the convoy, carrying 
14,000 tons of fuel, on fire, after hits from Raimondo 
Montecuccoli on 15 June; it was later torpedoed and 
sunk by the destroyer Oriani



• By the 16th Rear Admiral Vian, 
who would certainly have fought 
the convoy through if anyone 
could, was back in Alexandria.
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Off Normandy, 12 June 1944: Admiral Sir 
Philip Vian aboard HMS “Kelvin,” on D-Day 
+6.



Mediterranean – 16 June
• The cost of fighting these two 

vessels through to Malta was the 
loss, in the twin operations, of a 
cruiser, five destroyers, two 
minesweepers, six merchant ships 
and over twenty aircraft, besides 
damage to another thirteen 
vessels. 

• As against this the enemy had a 
cruiser sunk, a battleship put out of 
action for several months, three 
other warships damaged, and 
many aircraft shot down--the 
number cannot be precisely 
determined but was thought at the 
time to be sixty-seven. 
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Gazala – 17 June
• By the evening of 15 June, the 

Point 650 box had been overrun 
and on 16 June, the defenders at 
Point 187 had been forced by lack 
of supplies to evacuate. The 
defensive boxes at El Adem and 
Sidi Rezegh were also attacked by 
the Afrika Korps. 

• On 17 June, both boxes were 
evacuated ending any chance of 
preventing the encirclement of 
Tobruk. Ritchie ordered the Eighth 
Army to withdraw to Mersa
Matruh, about 100 mi east of the 
frontier, leaving Tobruk to threaten 
the Axis lines of communication as 
in 1941. 

• The retreat became known to 
some as the Gazala Gallop.War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 2 80



Gazala – 19 June
• In February 1942, the army, navy and air force 

commanders-in-chief in Cairo had agreed that 
Tobruk should not stand another siege. 

• The defences at Tobruk had not been maintained 
and it was garrisoned by inexperienced troops. 

• Auchinleck viewed the defence of Tobruk as a 
lesser matter and told Ritchie that he did not 
intend to hold it at all costs.

• An immense store of supplies of every description 
had been accumulated around the port for an 
Allied offensive and Auchinleck expected it to be 
able to hold out for two months with the supplies 
in the fortress. 

• Churchill had placed great store on the symbolic 
value of Tobruk and there was an exchange of 
ambiguous signals, leading to the port becoming 
surrounded and besieged, rather than evacuated 
as originally planned.

• Gott garrisoned Tobruk with the two brigades of 
2nd South African Division (Major-General 
Klopper) along with the 201st Guards (Motorised) 
Brigade, 11th Indian Infantry Brigade, 32nd Army 
Tank Brigade and the 4th Anti-Aircraft Brigade.
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General Brooke’s diary
• 17 June

• Decided early that by 10:30 AM final decision was to be given as to whether we started for America at 12:15 
AM. Attended COS when we received verdict that we were off! Travelled up  to Stanraer, Scotland in PM’s 
special train - very comfortable had meals alone at table with him and thus able to settle many points in 
anticipation of talk with Roosevelt. Arrived Stranraer about 10:30 Then went by motor boat to the Boeing 
Clipper. Huge flying boat beautifully fitted up with bunks to sleep in, dining saloon, stewards, lavatories etc. 
Slept very comfortably.

• 18 June

• Landed on the Potomac after being 26 1/2 hours continuously in the air.

• 19 June

• At 12:30 AM attended combined chiefs of staff meeting at which I gave a statement of reasons for our visit 
which were connected with some of the doubts expressed by President to Mountbatten. Had another 
interview with Marshall and his staff at which we made further progress towards defining our policy for 1942 
and 1943. Found that we were pretty well of the same accord as to our outlook. On the whole made fine 
progress today, but I'm a little doubtful as to what the PM and President may be brewing up together. 

• 20 June

• Attended another chiefs of staff meeting at 11:00 AM. Here I met Admiral King for the first time. Meeting 
was I think a success, at least as a military man he was in agreement as to policy we should adopt. But we 
fully appreciated that we might be up against many difficulties when confronted with the plans that the PM 
and the president had been brewing up together at Hyde Park. We fear the worst and are certain that North 
Africa or North Norway plans for 1942 will loom large in their proposals, whilst we are convinced that they 
are not possible.  
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Gazala – 20 June
• The assault on Tobruk opened at 5:20 a.m. on 20 June with an intense 

air bombardment on the south-eastern perimeter. The Luftwaffe flew 
588 sorties and the Regia Aeronautica flew 177. The total weight of 
bombs dropped was more than 365 tons. 

• The German infantry began its attack at 7:00 a.m., which coincided 
with the opening of the artillery barrage, a breach in the line between 
two strong points had been made by 7:45 a.m. 

• The German 900th Engineer Battalion was able to make crossings over 
the anti-tank ditch, using prefabricated bridging equipment; the first 
German tanks were across the ditch by 8:30 a.m. By then, several 
strong points had been taken by the infantry, creating a bridgehead a 
mile wide. 

• The Mahrattas committed their reserves in an abortive counter-attack 
and although they had been given to understand that a tank battalion 
would be coming to their assistance, this never materialised. 

• The Ariete Division, the spearhead of XX Corps, had failed to penetrate 
the line held by 2nd Battalion, Cameron Highlanders and were 
redirected into the breach made by the Afrika Korps and then sent 
westwards towards Fort Pilastrino.

• After initially thinking that the attack in the south-east was a feint, 
Klopper's headquarters gave orders for a counter-attack by the 32nd 
Army Tank Brigade, supported by whatever elements of the Guards 
and Indian brigades they required. 

• The orders were misunderstood at the tank brigade headquarters and 
they ordered only the 4th RTR to attack. The assistance of a 
battlegroup from the 3rd Battalion, Coldstream Guards was declined 
through lack of orders. The counter-attack might have succeeded if it 
had been made with greater force.
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Gazala – 21 June
• Panzerarmee Afrika had penetrated a weak spot on 

the eastern defensive perimeter and had taken the 
port within twenty-four hours. 

• The garrison of 33,000 men was captured, many of 
those on the western perimeter not having been 
engaged but having been separated from their 
vehicles and supplies by the axis advance. 

• Over 1,000 vehicles in working order, 5,000 tons of 
food and 1,400 tons of petrol were captured. 

• The surrender was the largest capitulation of 
British Empire forces in the war after Singapore in 
February 1942. 

• A Court of Inquiry found Klopper to be largely 
blameless for the surrender and ascribed the 
defeat to failures among the British high 
command. 

• The findings were kept secret until after the war, 
doing little to restore the reputation of Klopper 
and his troops.

• Hitler made Rommel a field-marshal, the youngest 
German officer ever to achieve this rank. Rommel 
said he would have preferred another panzer 
division.
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Allied prisoners are marched out of Tobruk



General Brooke’s diary
• 21 June

• Had planned a nice quiet morning with Dill but it was not to be! As we dropped into 
office we were warned that I had to lunch at White House with President. Shortly
afterwards Pug Ismay called up to say that PM wanted to see me and that he was very 
upset at the decisions we had come to with the Combined Chiefs of Staff meetings. 
Found him a bit peevish, but not too bad and after an hour's talk had him quiet again.

• Then went with him to see President I was much more impressed by him - a most 
attractive personality. Harry Hopkins and Marshall also turned up and we had a general 
discussion of all possible offensives in France Africa and the Middle East. …

• … After lunch we had another long conference. Churchill and I were standing beside the 
Presidents desk talking to him when Marshall walked in with a pink piece of paper 
containing a message of the fall of Tobruk! Neither Winston nor I had contemplated such 
an eventuality and it was a staggering blow. I cannot remember what the individual 
words were that the President used to convey his sympathy, but I remember vividly 
being impressed by the tact and real heartfelt sympathy that lay behind these words. 
There was not one word too much or too little. 

• Marshall at once got to work to see what he could do to furnish some tangible signs of 
their sympathy in the shape of active assistance. He proposed in the first place sending 
the first American armoured division to the Middle East. 
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General Brooke’s diary
• 21 June

• “As I was walking out of the presidents room 
Hopkins said: “Would you care to come round 
to my room for a few moments talk? I could 
give you some of the background which 
influenced the president in the statements he 
is just made and the opinions he is expressed” 
I went with him expecting to be taken to his 
office instead we went to his bedroom where 
we sat on the edge of his bed looking at his 
shaving brush and toothbrush while he let me 
into some of the presidents inner thoughts! 

• I mentioned this meeting as it was so typical 
of this strange man with no official position, 
not even an office in the White House, and 
yet one of the most influential men with the 
President. A man who played a great and 
nebulous part in the war as the President's 
right hand man. A great part that did him all 
the more credit when his miserable health is 
taken into account.
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Rome – 22 June
• On 22nd June, as soon as he had Tobruk, Rommel 

signalled Italian Supreme Headquarters at Rome: 

• 'The first objective of the Panzer Army in Africa, to 
defeat the enemy army in the field and take 
Tobruk, has been attained.... The condition and 
morale of the troops, the present supply situation 
improved by booty, and the momentary weakness 
of the enemy will permit pursuit into the heart of 
Egypt. 

• Request the Duce to effect the suspension of the 
former limitation on freedom of movement ... so 
that the campaign may be continued’. 

• This request was at once supported by Hitler, to 
whom Mussolini replied that he was 'in complete 
agreement with the Führer's opinion, and that the 
historic moment had now come to conquer Egypt, 
and must be exploited’.

• Photo: Mussolini with Adolf Hitler in Berlin, 1937
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Gazala – 24 June 
• After their defeat at Gazala in June, the 

Eighth Army, commanded by Lieutenant-
General Ritchie, had retreated east from 
the Gazala line into north-western Egypt 
as far as Mersa Matruh, roughly 100 mi 
inside the border.

• Ritchie had decided not to hold the 
defences on the Egyptian border, because 
the defensive plan there was for infantry 
to hold defended localities and a strong 
armoured force behind them to meet any 
attempts to penetrate or outflank the 
fixed defences. Since General Ritchie had 
virtually no armoured units left fit to 
fight, the infantry positions would be 
defeated in detail. 

• The Mersa defence plan also included an 
armoured reserve but in its absence 
Ritchie believed he could organise his 
infantry to cover the minefields between 
the defended localities.
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Battle of Gazala, 26 May – 24 June 1942



• Thanks for your attention.
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