
The War in North Africa
The 2nd Battle of Alamein
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2nd Alamein
• Alamein was a big and disorganised battle after two years of a big and 

chaotic campaign.

• I have tried to put the battle in the context of the campaign and the 
war.

• I have also tried to tell the story of the battle from the soldiers point 
of view as well as that of the generals.

• My obvious source of individual soldiers’ stories is my family and their 
friends.

• Some of them have left written records, for some I have followed 
their story in regimental histories.
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Prelude
• My Father, Rifleman Bill 

McBrien, volunteered for the 
reserve after Munich. 

• Mobilised with the London 
Rifle Brigade 1 September 
1939.

• Posted to 2nd Battalion the 
Rifle Brigade, a regular unit, 
in Palestine, 1 December 
1939. 

• The Battalion had already 
been overseas for 6 years, 4 
years in Malta, 18 months in 
India and 6 months in 
Palestine.

• In Palestine they trained and 
re-equipped as a motor 
battalion and did internal 
security work against arab
and jewish terrorists. 
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Prelude
• The battalion moved to Egypt early in 

Jan 1940 to join the Support Group of 
the 7th Armoured Division. 

• They were installed in the Citadel in the 
centre of Cairo.

• “The Citadel was the dirtiest smelliest 
and most soul destroying billet we had 
yet experienced. When we arrived the 
first job was the removal of the dead 
carcasses of animals. It took us a week 
clean it up.” Rifleman Gregg, 2nd Rifle Brigade
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Prelude
• Arthur Lambert was one of 30,000 men who 

were the first ever to be conscripted by the 
UK in peacetime. He joined on the 15th July 
1939 for 6 months full time, on 10s 6d a 
week, to be followed by 18 months with the 
territorials.

• In September conditions became chaotic as 
the numbers mobilised exceeded the 
facilities available but the pay increased to 2s 
per day.

• When he passed out of training he was 
posted to the 5th Royal Horse Artillery and his 
pay was increased to 2s 6d per day.

• In April 1940 the 5th RHA went to France 
armed with 18 pounder guns and were 
posted near Armentiers.
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Prelude
• When the Germans attacked France it was almost 2 weeks before 

Arthur’s unit got the order to move.

• They moved to defend the line of a canal.

• After a week with no action they moved again. They moved quite 
a bit for a few days.

• “Then we were put in action, in a field with a farm behind us; a
hedge was in front in which we made a gap, to fire through. This 
time it was different. It was not long before Fire Orders came. We 
were kept firing all morning. 

• I think our fire must have been effective; we had started firing at 
extreme ranges and they got shorter as the day went by, and 
then they lengthened again. we also got shelled back, the 
farmhouse was hit but we were OK. B troop got hit in the next 
field and suffered the first casualties in our battery, including one 
NCO killed.”

• That night they got orders to move out, and in a hurry.

• They spent the next two or three days there but did no firing.

• They were next given an anti tank role.

• “A little later some bullets or anti tank shells started flying 
around; it was impossible to tell where they had come from or 
where they were going , but it was extremely uncomfortable.”
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Prelude
• “Shortly our wireless truck came flying around the 

bend in the nearby road. The officer was standing up 
in it shouting to us to hitch up the gun and limber
and follow him as fast as possible. We needed no 
encouragement and in no time were flying down the 
road.

• In fields as we went along we saw hundreds of British 
Army vehicles of all sorts parked close together and 
set ablaze. We knew then that things had gone 
wrong and the situation was serious.

• Most of the regiment seemed to be around this farm 
beside the road where we eventually stopped. Later
senior NCOs and officers were sent for by regimental 
headquarters and we were told of the evacuation 
from Dunkirk. The first party was to leave at about 
4:00 AM and I was told to be on it. The remainder 
were to stay behind to do rearguard action firing.” 
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Prelude
• After marching all day in an increasingly 

congested stream of retreating troops Arthur 
boarded a ship after dark and was landed at 
Dover in the morning.

• The next 9 months were spent defending 
England from a gunsite in a scrapyard on the 
Southend Road.

• “We were told we could get a gun quite soon. It 
was to be a WW1 6 pounder. It was to be bolted 
to a board about 6 foot square. Bolts and nuts 
were already in place, and we dug a hole for it.
Our gun did eventually arrive but we had to wait 
longer for ammunition.”

• It was March 1941 before the regiment started 
receiving modern equipment and could start 
training for mobile operations. 
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Prelude
• On the 2nd of May 1940 the 2nd Rifle 

Brigade moved out for the first time to 
take the field in the western desert.

• On 10th June, the day the Italians 
declared war on France and Britain, the 
battalion was ordered up to the Libyan 
frontier.

• The Italian frontier forts were quickly 
captured. The battalion’s loot included 
the Commander of Fort Capuzzo’s silk 
pyjamas.

• The Support Group continued to patrol 
the frontier area.    
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Prelude
• 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.

• Bill McBrien’s 2nd 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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Prelude
• The Brigades of the 9th Australian Division were raised in 

mid 1940 in a response to the disastrous defeat in 
France.

• They arrived in Palestine from October 1940 to February 
1941 where they were grouped in the 9th Division at the 
time when the 6 most experienced brigades were 
grouped into the 6th and 7th Divisions to be sent to fight 
in Greece.

• General Morshead (photo) was promoted to command 
the division.

• At that time Middle East Command were fighting Italians 
in Libya and preparing to fight the Germans in Greece.

• The 9th Division was sent to Cyrenaica in Libya in early 
March 1941 to complete their training and equipping as 
part of the garrison of that region, replacing the 6th

Division which was moving to Greece. 

• Short of equipment, most of the division's artillery and 
cavalry units did not accompany the infantry brigades to 
Cyrenaica.
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Prelude
• 2nd Rifle Brigade was sent back to the 

Delta to reequip. They were replaced in 
the forward area by a Territorial Unit, 
The Tower Hamlets Rifles.

• Bill McBrien was posted to Middle East 
Command’s Officer Cadet Training Unit 
(OCTU).
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Desert – April 1941 
• German reinforcements were sent to 

Libya to form a blocking detachment. 
These were the first units of Rommel’s 
Afrika Korps.

• By late March, it became clear that 
German-led Axis forces planned to launch 
an offensive in Cyrenaica.

• Skilful and determined leadership by 
General Morshead and hard fought rear 
guard actions by the troops ennabled the 
majority of the 9th Division to withdraw 
as far as Tobruk despite its lack of its own 
transport.

• The 9th Division reached Tobruk on 9 
April 1941.

• 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.
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Tobruk – April - October
• The first attack at Tobruk came on 10 April when an 

Axis force approached the port from the west but 
was repelled. The following day, Tobruk was 
effectively besieged when German forces cut the 
supply road to its east, encircling the Allied garrison.

• On 13 April the first major attack came in when the 
Germans launched an attack against the 20th 
Brigade west of the El Adem road. The attack was 
beaten off.

• Over the course of the next six months the 9th 
Division and the rest of the garrison repelled 
repeated attempts by Rommel's forces to capture 
the port. John Edmondson was awarded a 
posthumous VC for his part in repelling one of these 
attacks.

• The defence of Tobruk was anchored on the use of 
the pre-existing Italian fortifications around the port, 
aggressive patrolling and raiding of Axis positions by 
the infantry and the firepower of the garrison's 
artillery. 

• British attempts to relieve the fortress in May and 
June 1941 failed.

• In September and October 1941 after 5 or 6 months 
under siege the bulk of the 9th Division was 
withdrawn from Tobruk at the insistent request of 
the Australian War Cabinet. 

A patrol from the 2/13th Infantry Battalion at Tobruk 
8/9/41 (AWM 020779)
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Desert – June 41 – June 42
• Bill McBrien passed out of OCTU as a 2nd

Lieutenant on 22 June 1941 and was posted to 
the 9th Battalion the Rifle Brigade, formerly the 
Tower Hamlets Rifles, which had suffered 
heavy losses during Rommel’s advance to the 
Frontier.

• The battalion was for long periods in contact 
with the enemy. It visited every well known 
place in the desert from Alamein to El Agheila. 
The Riflemen were engaged like anyone else in 
night patrolling, in escorting guns and avoiding 
mines, in being bombed and shelled, in 
evading enemy tanks, in contracting desert 
sores and going short of water, in brewing tea 
in 20 minutes and cooking bully in 20 ways and 
in navigating across miles of desert. 
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Desert – November – December 1941

• In Operation Crusader (18 
November – 30 December 1941) 
8th Army, after fierce fighting 
and severe losses on both sides, 
finally reached the Tobruk 
garrison and relieved the siege.

• The battle continued into 
December when supply 
shortages forced Rommel to 
retire to El Agheila to shorten his 
lines of communication and to 
narrow his front. 

Operation Crusader, 18 November – 31 December 
1941
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Desert – Jan – Feb 1942
• At the end of 1941 

• Force K from Malta ran into an Italian 
minefield off Tripoli in mid-December and 

• Fliegerkorps II was moved from Russia to 
Sicily and U boats were dispatched to the 
Mediterranean to neutralise Allied air and 
naval forces in Malta.

• Allied ground, air and naval forces were 
diverted from the Middle East to try and 
rescue Singapore and 

• Bletchley lost the Army Enigma key from early 
in December, while Rommel’s field 
intelligence broke into the cypher used by the 
US military Attache in Cairo.

• In these circumstances Rommel, surprised the 
British by resuming the offensive on the 21st 
of January 1942 and forced them back to the 
Gazala line by 6th February.
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Gazala – 26 May
• On 26 May, Rommel personally 

led the Panzerarmee Afrika in a 
flanking move around the 
southern end of the Allied Gazala 
line. 

• The battle raged for three weeks 
with heavy losses on both sides.
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Gazala – 17 June
• On 17 June, the last two boxes of the 

Gazala position were evacuated ending any 
chance of preventing the encirclement of 
Tobruk. Ritchie ordered the Eighth Army to 
withdraw to Mersa Matruh. 

• The Africa Corps pursued the Eighth Army, 
forced it out of several defensive positions 
and were soon driving hard for Cairo and in 
front of them, or at any rate driving in the 
same direction, were three battalions of 
the Rifle Brigade. It was a time, not 
unnaturally, of the utmost confusion. … 
Every day fires appeared on the horizon as 
dumps of supplies and NAFFI goods were 
burnt. Beer and chocolate were unrationed 
if you happen to arrive at the right time. 

• The retreat became known to some as the 
Gazala Gallop.

• It was galling for the Army to be 
withdrawing when the RAF had complete 
control of the air.

Rommel (left) in his Sd.Kfz. 250/3 command halftrack.
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Alamein - 25 June
• On 25 June, General Auchinleck (photo)—(C-

in-C) Middle East Command—relieved Ritchie 
and assumed direct command of the Eighth 
Army himself. 

• He withdrew a further 100 miles east to the 
Alamein line where the steep slopes of the 
Qattara Depression limited the width of the 
front he had to defend to 40 miles.

• While preparing the Alamein positions, 
Auchinleck fought a strong delaying action at 
Mersa Matruh on 26–27 June. 

• 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.

• There is a story that the enemy crossed the 
minefield to the South of the town by driving 
a herd of camels before them. Whether that 
is true or not they didn't hesitate for long. 
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Alamein
• When the 9th Battalion was sharply attacked by 

tanks during the last days of the withdrawal a herd 
of camels, looked after by Bedouin Arabs, became 
involved in the battle and had the same ideas 
about withdrawing as the carrier platoon, which 
was nearest to the enemy. The carriers, having by 
then completed some 2,000 miles, had the worst 
of the race. As Mac McColl said: 

• “I didn't mind much when the camels going fast 
shot past me; it didn't really worry me when a wog 
galloped past us on a donkey-but I did begin to get 
a little anxious and think the carriers weren't much 
good when a wog passed me on his own two feet.”

• There are few more unpleasant situations than to 
be withdrawing with an enemy close behind you 
across an endless desert in an ancient and rickety 
truck. ….

• The Regiment, who had been among the first to 
meet the enemy on the 26th of May, had some of 
the credit for the successes of the first few days,
had been the last to withdraw and the last through 
the wire, were, in a collection of vehicles which 
would have disgraced a circus, among the last to 
reach Alamein.

• The Rifle Brigade in the Second World War 
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1st Battle of Alamein
• After its withdrawal from Tobruk in September and 

October 1941 the 9th Division had been 
redeployed to northern Syria to guard the Turkish–
Syrian frontier. 

• The Division also conducted some much needed 
training in mobile warfare during its stay in Syria.

• In early 1942 the Australian 6th and 7th Divisions 
were sent to the Far East and ultimately back to 
Australia to fight the Japanese. The Australian 
government reluctantly agreed to British requests 
to retain the 9th Division in the Middle East in 
exchange for an additional American division being 
sent to Australia. However the Division remained in 
Northern Syria.

• On 26 June 1942, five months after Rommel 
advanced from El Agheila and a month after the 
start of the Gazala battle,  the 9th Division was 
ordered to begin moving from northern Syria to El 
Alamein. 

• On 1 July, Rommel's forces made a major attack, 
hoping to take Alexandria, and open the way to 
Cairo and the Suez Canal. However, the Eighth 
Army had regrouped sufficiently to repel the Axis 
forces and launch counterattacks.

A patrol from the 2/13th Infantry Battalion at Tobruk 
8/9/41 (AWM 020779)
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1st Battle of Alamein
• In May 1942 the 5th RHA was issued with 

tropical kit and embarked at the Clyde, 
destination unknown.

• They disembarked at Port Taufiq on 4th

July and had collected Vehicles, guns and 
equipment and zeroed the guns by the 
17th then moved out into the desert for 
action in the first Battle of Alamein.
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1st Battle of Alamein
• On 6 July, the lead elements of the 9th Division arrived at Tel 

el Shammama 22 miles from the front, from where they 
would be committed to the fighting in the northern sector.

• Before dawn on 10 July, as Rommel focused his efforts on the 
southern flank of the battlefield, the 9th Division attacked 
the north flank of the enemy positions and captured the 
strategic high ground around Tel el Eisa. 

• In the following days, Rommel redirected his forces against 
them, in a series of intense counterattacks, but was unable to 
dislodge the Australians. 

• On 22 July, the 24th and 26th Brigades attacked German 
positions on the ridges south of Tel el Eisa, suffering heavy 
casualties taking positions on Tel el Eisa Ridge and Makh Khad
Ridge. It was for his actions during this fighting that Arthur 
Gurney was posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross. 

• The 2/28th Battalion attempted to capture Miteiriya Ridge on 
27 July as part of a complex series of night attacks. The 
2/28th suffered significant casualties and vehicle losses in its 
advance, but achieved its objective. However, the battalion 
was soon surrounded by German infantry. A planned advance 
by British tanks failed and German tanks arrived. 

• The 2/28th's positions came under a prolonged and 
methodical attack by the Axis forces. By the time they 
surrendered, 65 Australians had been killed. The vast 
majority of the 2/28th became prisoners of war.

• Following the fighting in July (the First Battle of Alamein), the 
9th Division remained in front-line positions around El 
Alamein, but were engaged in mainly static defensive duties 
for the next three months.

25-pounder guns of the 2/8th Field Regiment in 
action near El Alamein. They are being fired at a 
range of 9,800 yards on to enemy positions. 12 July 
1942.
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Command - August
• Auchinleck called off the attacks at the end of July 

to rebuild the army. 

• In early August Churchill and General Brooke, the 
Chief of the Imperial General Staff, visited Cairo 
and replaced Auchinleck as Commander-in-chief 
Middle East Command with General Alexander. 

• Lieutenant-General Gott was appointed to 
command the Eighth Army but was killed the next 
day when his transport aircraft was shot down by 
Luftwaffe fighters.

• Lieutenant-General Montgomery was then flown 
from Britain to replace him.

• After the disaster of Tobruk and the retreat from 
Gazala the army was described as “Brave but 
Baffled”.

• Montgomery arrived, took command two days 
earlier than ordered and demonstrated energy, 
determination and confidence, which produced a 
visible improvement in morale throughout the 
army.

• He took urgent action to get all available forces in 
Egypt up into the front line. 

Montgomery, the new commander of the British Eighth 
Army, and Lieutenant-General Brian Horrocks, the new GOC 
XIII Corps, discussing troop dispositions at 22nd Armoured 
Brigade HQ, 20 August 1942. The brigade commander, 
Brigadier George Roberts is on the right (in beret).
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Reinforcement - Aug to Oct 
• My mother had been seeing a young officer in the Black 

Watch, Lieutenant George Morrison.

• The 1st, 5th and 7th battalions of the Black Watch sailed 
from the Clyde on the 21st of June, none of these 
Battalions had previously been in action. 

• On the 23rd the wireless announced the fall of Tobruk, 
on the 25th it told them that Rommel was 75 miles 
inside the Egyptian frontier; on the 2nd of July they 
heard that he was close to the outskirts of Alexandria.

• From then on there was little doubt in anybody's mind 
that they were bound for Egypt if Egypt could last that 
long. They disembarked in Suez on the 12th of August.

• Axis attacks in the First Battle of El Alamein (1–27 July) 
had been defeated.

• Eighth Army counter-attacks in July also failed, as the 
Axis forces dug in and regrouped. 

Lieutenant George F. Morrison, 
Black Watch.
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Reinforcement - August to October 
• Between 1st August and 23rd October 

41,000 reinforcements joined the 
Eighth Army and, Alexander recorded, 
over 1,000 tanks, 360 carriers and 
8,700 vehicles were sent forward. 

• In September and early October the 
army's artillery was strengthened by 
the divisional artillery of the newly-
arrived 8th Armoured and 44th and 
51st Infantry Divisions and by two 
medium and six field regiments. 

• By the third week of October the guns 
in the Eighth Army included 832 25-
pounders, 32 4.5-inch guns, 20 5.5-
inch, 24 105-mm; also 735 6-pounder 
and 521 2-pounder anti-tank guns. 

Soldiers of the Black Watch listen to a piper. North 
Africa 1942. The 1st, 5th and 7th battalions of the 
Black Watch formed part of the recently arrived 51st

Highland Division.
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• The Eighth Army commanded a powerful 
superiority of tanks  On 23rd October 1,029 
were ready for battle and there were some 
200 replacements standing by and about 
1,000 in the workshops. 

• The Germans had only 218 serviceable tanks 
(and 21 under repair) and the Italians 278. 

• In the first half of September 318 Sherman 
tanks had arrived at Suez. For the first time 
the Eighth Army had been given tanks which 
could match the enemy's in range and 
manoeuvre and outshoot all his tanks except 
the Mark IV Specials, of which he had no 
more than 30.

• These Shermans had already been issued to 
the US 1st Armoured Division, when, 
following the disaster at Tobruk, President 
Roosevelt had ordered them sent to the 
Middle East. 
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American instructor at a training camp near Cairo

Reinforcement - Aug to Oct



Alam Halfa, 30 Aug to 5 Sept 
• Panzerarmee Afrika attempted an envelopment of the 

British Eighth Army. 

• In Unternehmen Brandung (Operation Surf) Rommel 
intended to defeat the Eighth Army before Allied 
reinforcements arrived.

• Montgomery knew of Axis intentions through Ultra 
signals intercepts and left a gap in the southern sector of 
the front, knowing that Rommel planned to attack there 
and deployed the bulk of his armour and artillery around 
Alam Halfa Ridge, 20 miles behind the front.

• Unlike previous engagements, Montgomery ordered that 
the tanks were to be used as anti-tank guns, remaining in 
their defensive positions on the ridge.

• When Axis attacks on the ridge failed, short of supplies 
as a result of air and submarine attacks on his supply 
convoys, Rommel ordered a withdrawal. 

• The 2nd New Zealand Division attacked Italian positions 
in Operation Beresford, which was a costly failure.

• Montgomery stopped further operations to prepare for a 
new battle.
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Alam Halfa, 30 Aug to 5 Sept 
• Despite their foreknowledge the British 

didn't defeat Rommel in the field at Alam
Halfa, but he was forced to abandon the 
battle after two days on the 2nd of 
September because a renewed offensive 
against his supply shipping made possible 
by the replenishment of Malta and again 
guided by Ultra, had destroyed 33% of the 
cargo dispatched and 41% of the fuel in the 
second half of August.

• Wing Commander Patrick Gibbs’ (photo) 
Beauforts sank three ships and one of the 
Malta based submarines sank a fourth.
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Alam Halfa, 30 Aug to 5 Sept 
• “In mid August intelligence sources found 

out that an enemy attack was planned, and
they also had a good idea which part of the 
front it was coming in so it was decided to 
prepare gun positions at the places they 
were most likely to be needed. This entailed 
digging gun pits and slit trenches at each 
position. We dug one of these sites every day 
for a week, seven in all. It was hard and tiring 
work under a burning hot sun, water was 
always rationed; one gallon per man per day 
was the maximum … you could please 
yourself if you drank it or washed in it.”

• When Rommel made his push at Alam Halfa 
“We used two of the positions we had 
prepared and we took a major part with our 
guns in repelling the attack.”
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Deceptions before battle
• Before the battle the Commonwealth forces 

practised deceptions. Dummy tanks consisting of 
plywood frames placed over jeeps were built and 
deployed in the south.

• In August the 9th Battalion of the Rifle Brigade had 
been disbanded to bring the other Battalions up to 
strength. Bill McBrien went to the 1st Battalion. His 
friend John Clay has left a record. 

• “Early in October we had to go out at night to 
protect a bulldozer as it excavated pits for dummy 
tanks which were to be positioned in the South, so as 
to deceive the enemy into thinking that the main 
attack would come from there, whereas it would 
come from the north.

• We had to go some hundreds of yards west of the 
working bulldozer for its protection and one’s ears 
stood out on stalks as one strained to hear if an 
enemy patrol was approaching while the noise of the 
machine dominated the noises of the night.”

• Lieutenant John Clay, 1st Rifle Brigade
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Deployment of forces on the eve of battle
• Montgomery's plan (operation Lightfoot) was for a main 

attack to the north of the line and a secondary attack to the 
south. 

• Montgomery intended to cut two corridors through the Axis 
minefields in the north. One corridor through the New 
Zealand Division sector towards the centre of Miteirya Ridge, 
and the second north of Miteirya Ridge across the 9th 
Australian and 51st (Highland) Division sectors. 

• The 1st and 10th Armoured Divisions would then pass through 
and defeat the German armour.

• Diversions at Ruweisat Ridge in the centre and also the south 
of the line would keep the rest of the Axis forces from moving 
northwards.

• Montgomery expected a 12-day battle in three stages: the 
break-in, the dogfight and the final breaking of the enemy.

• For the first night of the offensive, Montgomery planned for 
four infantry divisions to advance on a 16 mile front to the 
Oxalic Line, over-running the forward Axis defences. 
Engineers would clear and mark the two lanes through the 
minefields, through which the armoured divisions would pass 
to gain the Pierson Line. 

• The British tanks would then advance to Skinflint, astride the 
north–south Rahman Track deep in the Axis defensive 
system, to challenge the Axis armour. 

• The infantry battle would continue as the Eighth Army 
infantry "crumbled" the deep Axis defensive fortifications 
and destroyed any tanks that attacked them.
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Deployment of forces on the eve of battle
• “On the 22nd of October we were told 

that an attack would be going in on 
the following evening at 10:00 o'clock.
Our job was to protect the engineers 
while they cleared gaps in the German 
minefields.

• There were three gaps and ours was 
called Star and the other two were 
called Sun and Moon.

• We spent the rest of the day punching 
star shaped holes in old petrol cans. 
The cans would have lighted hurricane 
lamps put in them and would be hung 
from posts driven into the ground 
along the edges of the Star gap. 

• The post driving teams would work 
just behind the engineers who were 
clearing the mines.”

• Rifleman Gregg, 2nd Rifle Brigade 
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Deployment of forces on the eve of battle
• “On the night of the 22nd October all troops 

destined for the fight moved up into prepared 
assembly areas. These had been made ready with 
the greatest secrecy: they consisted of quantities of 
slit trenches, each constructed to shelter two men 
and to conceal them by careful camouflage from the 
air. 

• Dawn on the 23rd disclosed no sign to the enemy 
that the desert in front of the German positions was
any more populated than it had been the evening 
before; but now, in every slit trench, were huddled 
two men, each with his full complement of 
ammunition, hard rations and water; and each ready 
to go.

• All day they lay there, waiting for nightfall and the 
advance: movement out of their hiding places was 
forbidden.”

• The Black Watch and the King’s Enemies. 
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Deployment of forces on the eve of battle
• “Monty sent round his order of the 

day to pep us up.” 
“When I assumed command of the 8th 
army I said that the mandate was to 
destroy Rommel and his army, and I 
said that would be done as soon as we 
were ready.
We are ready now. 
The battle which is now about to begin 
will be one of the decisive battles of 
history, it will be the turning point of 
the war. 
The eyes of the whole world will be on 
us, watching anxiously which way the 
battle will swing.
We can give them their answer at once: 
it will swing our way . . . “

Montgomery watches British tanks advance 
(November 1942)
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Deployment of forces on the eve of battle
• “And so we sat, all with our private 

thoughts. This was to be the like of 
nothing we had yet experienced.
Everybody tried to cheer 
everybody else up while 
attempting to hide their own 
private fears.

• It may have been easier for the 
troops who had just come up, but 
us old hands were under no 
illusions. We were all shit scared 
and trying not to show it.

• Once the flag went up it would be 
easier, that we knew. 

• In the meantime we waited and 
cursed, and waited and cursed 
some more.”

• Rifleman Gregg, 2nd Rifle Brigade 
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Ultra - July
• From July the British had access with varying 

degrees of speed and completeness, to every 
enemy cypher in use in the African fighting.

• The intensification of the anti shipping 
offensive, which, guided by Ultra, sank 45% of 
the cargo sailed in October had gravely 
reduced Rommel’s freedom of movement by 
the time British launched their own offensive 
from Alamein on the 23rd of October. 

• Ultra further contributed to Rommel’s defeat 
by establishing the precise effect of the 
shipping losses on his logistics and manpower 
situation and his defence preparations. 

• Photo – German Enigma cypher machine. 
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The 8th Army attack: 10pm- October 23rd, 1942
“In the evening of 23rd October we were loaded up with 
ammunition food and water, this latter was to be strictly 
rationed to 3/4 of a gallon a day. As darkness approached we 
lined up in formation ready to move at a moment's notice when 
the attack got underway. We were to follow the tanks through 
the gaps made in the minefield and give them support as 
required. We knew the time the barrage was to start and we 
stood outside our vehicles watching for it.

At 2140 precisely in front of us the whole horizon erupted in 
gun flashes as far as one could see, and then as the sound 
reached us, the tremendous rumble. Even the ground seemed 
to vibrate and we were still four or five miles behind the lines. 
The firing continued throughout the night. 

It was some time before we started to move but slowly we 
progressed forward and the noise of battle got louder and 
louder. It was approaching dawn before we passed through the 
minefield gaps. These had been clearly marked with white tape 
on iron stakes by the Royal Engineers or infantry. What an awful 
task they must have had. The area available to us was very 
limited and we found ourselves mixed up with all sorts of other 
formations. 

We did eventually find a gun position and were soon required 
to give support to the forward troops. The noise of battle was 
pretty intense because by now the enemy was shooting back.”

Gunner Arthur Lambert, 5th RHA. 
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The 8th Army attack: 10pm- October 23rd, 1942
“A very light soared up into the night sky and, as it began to 
descend, the first guns opened up. The whole 25 mile 
stretch of front shook with the concussion, and a 
thunderous roar enveloped us as shells began to churn up 
the earth over which we would soon be advancing. Then the 
bigger guns to the rear opened up, the heavy shells going 
over with a strange swirling sound. A continuous stream of 
heavy metal passed over our heads. Then we could see the 
flashes out to sea as the guns of the warships added their 
weight to the fray. Fear vanished. We, along with thousands 
of other men, waited for the barrage to lift. After about 20 
minutes of this infernal din we were given the order to 
advance. 

I remember the cheers which went up, as if the whole 
company had been released from a hidden restraint. In front 
of us and around us were the engineers, lying down on their 
stomachs searching for mines, prodding away with 
bayonets, desperately feeling for the touch of metal upon 
metal. We moved slowly forward, the lads behind us 
banging in the metal rods and hanging up lighted tins. Soon 
the whole area was lit up like Piccadilly Circus. 

By now we were being mortared and machine gunned quite 
heavily. The word got through that we would have to get in 
front of the engineers to give them greater protection. We 
were not to stop and help if a carrier went up; we must keep 
going forward. 

Our eleven carriers went straight through, much to our 
relief. The poor sods around us who were taking a beating, 
even though they were keeping themselves lower than a 
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The 8th Army attack: 10pm- October 23rd, 1942
We had been at it for about an hour when our carrier lifted 
up on its haunches, and came back down with one almighty 
thump. A track had been blown off. All three of us burst out 
laughing, a nervous reaction to the realisation that we were 
all still intact. Reggie and I got down to cover Albie as he 
tried to repin the broken link. It doesn't sound much, but 
remember that we were marooned in the noise and 
confusion of the bombardment. We felt very vulnerable. It 
was a horrific experience. 

By now the battle was going full blast, and there was us, 
completely disabled, moving about in the open trying to get 
the unwieldy track back on its runners. If it had been a 
normal skirmish a couple of the other carriers would have 
come to our aid, but not tonight. Everybody was going 
forward - you don't stop for anyone, that had been the 
order and that's how it was. The repair seemed to take 
hours but I suppose it was only about 30 minutes. When it 
was fixed we frantically drove forward to take up our 
position with the rest of the platoon.

As soon as we had cleared the first line of minefields we 
witnessed something that none of us will ever forget. Lit up 
in the sporadic flashes of the guns, moving forward without 
any hesitation, came a solitary piper, walking slowly as erect 
as a flagpole. We watched this apparition appearing out of 
the smoke behind us and slowly disappearing into the rising 
crescendo of battle that raged to our front. Following right 
on the heels of the piper came his mates, the jocks, in full 
line abreast, fixed bayonets and all, straight through us and 
into the inferno of smoke and fire.”
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The 8th Army attack: 10pm- October 23rd, 1942
• The 9th Australian Division was 

positioned in the northern sector 
of the front, nearest the coast, as 
part of British XXX Corps. This 
sector was to effect the main 
thrust of the Allied attack. 

• The 9th Division gained 
considerable momentum, attacking 
both frontally and executing a wide 
"left hook" from their original 
positions with one Axis outpost 
after another falling to them.

• Together with the 51st (Highland) 
Division, and the 2nd New Zealand 
Division, they had mauled the 
Italian Trento Division and the 
German 164th Division. 
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The 8th Army attack: 10pm- October 23rd, 1942
• We had to wait while the first minefield was cleared and then we 

advanced and spread out. I was told that my platoon Sergeant had 
been wounded. The Sergeant had been shot so taking the stretcher off 
my vehicle I started off into the desert shouting for someone to “take 
the other end”. Someone did. We found Sergeant Mulford and put him 
on the stretcher but heard later that he had died from his wounds. 

• We were opposed by one of the best Italian divisions the Folgore and 
it was well dug in. As dawn began to break Bill was wounded and so 
was Hugh and I found myself the only officer left in the company. the 
Colonel ordered me to disperse the vehicles from the mouth of the 
minefield through which we had come so that when it was daylight we 
should not form a tempting target for the enemy Air Force. This meant 
that we must drive unarmored vehicles towards the enemy in well 
prepared positions, so I asked if the tanks could come too. He said he 
would see what he could do so I put up the Blue Flag and waving it 
continuously backwards and forwards started towards the enemy. As 
we advanced the desert in front appeared in a state of convulsion as 
more than 100 Italians rose from their positions and made towards us 
with their hands up. One of them however didn't raise his hands so 
laying aside my Blue Flag I picked up a rifle and put a shot above his 
head – and that had the desired effect! We just drove through the 
surrounding hordes leaving those behind to collect them as prisoners. 

• Suddenly I saw a line of wire lying at right angles to our line of advance 
and thinking it might be indicating the edge of a minefield I asked on 
the wireless if we had gone far enough as there could be a minefield in 
front of us. The Colonel said we could stop so we took a position and I 
found what was presumably an Italian command post as there was a 
bigger hole than anything we had ever dug. 

• We were still overlooked by the enemy on Himeimat but the day 
passed peacefully although in the afternoon a small party from 
battalion HQ arrived and seeing a small Italian gun thought it would be 
a good idea to fire it towards the enemy. I was annoyed because a 
reply seemed probable and unnecessary casualties might be caused to 
the company, but fortunately the reply did not hurt anyone, and the 
party departed back to battalion HQ.
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The 8th Army attack: 10pm- October 23rd, 1942
• The 5th battalion the Black Watch moved off at 

10:00 pm. Captain East, in charge of the navigation 
led unerringly ahead through the shellfire and the 
mortar bombs, watching his compass, counting his 
paces.

• The battalion was in square, with two companies 
up, two back and headquarters in the middle.

• They moved forward, gingerly but surely, at a pace 
of 50 yards a minute. Insistence had been laid 
during training in the Delta, that each man must 
move at several yards from his nearest comrade; 
that all men must press close behind the barrage.

• The Spandaus opened up, and casualties were 
increasing: the battalion pressed on.

• Piper McIntyre was hit three times as he played; he 
played as he lay dying on the ground; when he was 
found next morning the bag was still in his oxter
and his fingers upon the chanter; he was not yet 20 
years of age.

• By 1:30 AM all companies had reported 
themselves as being on their objectives and a 
battalion of Gordon's was passing through. 

• Dawn broke; the battalion was established and dug 
in; and a major tank battle was raging in front.
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The 8th Army attack: 10pm- October 23rd, 1942
• The 7th battalion the Black Watch was to pass through the 

objectives of other battalions of the Highland Division, and to 
thrust at the northern end of Miteiriya Ridge.

• They found the battalion of Camerons through which they 
were to pass, and pressed on beyond them. 

• They lost six navigating officers that night. One was killed and 
five were wounded, and there were many casualties also 
among the little group detailed to escort them.

• There were few enemy to be seen, but there was heavy 
mortaring and shelling, which increased as the advance 
progressed; and the second minefield was a mass of booby 
traps.

• All companies had suffered considerably from the shelling 
before they reached the first objective. 

• It fell to Captain Charles Cathcart to thrust over the crest with 
a small force consisting of the survivors of his own and 
another company. There was considerable opposition; the 
enemy was met with in person; and when the objective was 
reached there were only 30 men left to occupy it. 

• They were to remain exposed without relief on the forward 
or western slope of Miteiriya Ridge for the whole of the day 
that was now dawning. 

• Thereafter everybody was to realise how apposite was the 
name which General Montgomery had applied in advance to 
the second phase –”the dog-fight.” But no one had quite 
realised what an uncouth and confused week was to follow 
the successful opening stage. 
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Axis Armour counter-attack: 6:00 p.m. 24 October
• Panzer units counter-attacked the 51st 

Highland Division just after sunrise, 
only to be stopped in their tracks. The 
Black Watch history describes 
“unrehearsed tank battles raging” in 
their front.

• At dusk, with the sun at their backs, 
Axis tanks from the 15th Panzer 
Division and the "Littorio" Division 
swung out from the Kidney feature, 
often wrongly called a ridge as it was 
actually a depression, to engage the 
1st Armoured Division and the first big 
tank engagement of El Alamein began. 
Over 100 tanks were involved and half 
were destroyed by dark; neither 
position was altered.
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Australian Progress 24 October

• XIII and most of XXX Corps failed 
to meet their objectives on 23rd 
October.

• Overnight (24/25th) the 9th

Australian Division managed to 
reach their objectives for the 
previous night.  
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Allies attempted break through: night of 24/25 Oct
• The thrust that night by the 10th Armoured 

Division from Miteirya Ridge failed. The lifting of 
mines on the Miteirya Ridge and beyond took far 
longer than planned and the leading unit, the 8th 
Armoured Brigade, was caught on their start line at 
22:00—zero hour—by an air attack and were 
scattered. By the time they had reorganised they 
were well behind schedule and out of touch with 
the creeping artillery barrage. By daylight the 
brigade were caught in the open, suffering 
considerable fire from well sited tanks and anti-
tank guns. 

• The 24th Armoured Brigade had pushed forward 
and reported at dawn they were on the Pierson 
Line, although it turned out that, in the dust and 
confusion, they had mistaken their position and 
were well short.

• The attack in the XIII Corps sector to the south 
fared no better. The 131st Infantry Brigade cleared 
a path through the mines but when the 22nd 
Armoured Brigade passed through, they came 
under heavy fire and were repulsed, with 31 tanks 
disabled.
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Axis counter-attack and attack by 9th Australians: 
afternoon, 25 October 
• On the night of 25/26th the Australians 

attacked and took Point 29 a 20 ft high 
Axis artillery observation post south-west 
of Tel el Eisa, surrounding the Axis coastal 
salient containing the German 164th Light 
Division and large numbers of Italian 
infantry.

• This was the new northern thrust 
Montgomery had devised earlier in the 
day. The 26th Australian Brigade attacked 
at midnight, supported by artillery and 30 
tanks of the 40th Royal Tank Regiment. 
The Australians took the position and 240 
prisoners.

• Fighting continued in this area for the 
next week, as the Axis tried to recover the 
small hill that was so important to their 
defence.
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Folgore Division attacked from three directions: 
night 25/26 October
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Littorio counter-attacks: 17.00/26 October
• The 15th Panzer and Littorio divisions 

had prevented the British tanks from 
breaking through but this had been a 
costly defensive success,

• Rommel was convinced by this time 
that the main assault would come in 
the north and determined to retake 
Point 29.He ordered a counter-attack 
against it by the 15th Panzer Division 
and the 164th Light Division, with part 
of the Italian XX Corps to begin at 
15:00.

• Despite constant allied artillery and air  
this attack forced the bulk of the 
2/17th Australian Battalion, which had 
defended the position, to retreat.
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26 October
• Around noon on October 26, Bristol 

Beauforts of 47 Squadron, together with 
Bristol Bisleys of South Africa’s 15 
Squadron, attacked an Axis convoy 
heading for Tobruk with torpedoes, 
setting the Proserpina, a 4,809-ton oil 
tanker, on fire. Another tanker in the 
convoy, the 5,809-ton Tergestea, escaped 
damage and continued. Out of ten aircraft 
in the operation, six were lost.

• At dusk three Vickers Wellington torpedo 
bombers of 38 Squadron, lead by Flt Lt 
Wiggins RAAF,  destroyed the oil tanker 
Tergestea as it approached Tobruk. One 
aircraft piloted by Sgt Viles failed to 
return.

• These losses removed the last hope for 
refuelling the Panzerarmee.

The commander of 47 Squadron, Wg Cdr Richard 
Spague DFC, in front of his Bristol Beaufort DE108, 
which was damaged in the attack on the tankers.
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Both sides redeploy: night of 26 to 27 October
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Axis fails to retake Kidney Ridge: 08:00/27/10
• A mile north-west of Kidney 

Ridge was Outpost Woodcock 
and roughly the same distance 
south-west lay Outpost Snipe.

• An attack was planned on these 
areas using two battalions from 
7th Motor Brigade. At 23:00 on 
26 October 2nd Rifle Brigade 
would attack Snipe and 2nd KRRC 
would attack Woodcock. 

• The plan was for the Armoured 
Brigades to pass through them 
the following dawn. 
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Outpost Snipe
• The 2nd Rifle Brigade advanced at 11:10 p.m. and 

met little opposition apart from dust, which lay 18 in 
deep in the lanes through the minefields, for the 
first 1,000 yd and then came upon barbed wire, 
which turned out to line a dummy minefield. 

• Over the next 1,000 yd, the battalion took twenty 
prisoners, scattered several parties of Axis infantry 
and moved for about 500 yd beyond a ridge, to what 
was thought to be Snipe, after a smoke shell was 
fired to mark the position by the British artillery. 

• Turner ordered the battalion to dig in at 12:15 a.m. 
and fired the rocket signal for the heavier weapons 
to be brought forward. The lorries and Chevrolet 
portées carrying the anti-tank guns, encountered 
long sandy ridges which slowed the journey but 
nineteen of the twenty-seven 6-pounders and the 
ammunition were unloaded and dug in by 3:45 a.m.

• An enemy column headed straight towards the 
south-west part of Outpost Snipe. The column was 
led by a Panzer IV Special, which was knocked out 
and set on fire by a C Company 6-pounder at 30 yd 
range, as A Company hit a Panzerjäger, the column 
turned aside. 

• The British Forward Observation Officer (FOO) went 
out to reconnoitre at 4:00 a.m. and disappeared.

A 6-pounder anti-tank gun in the Western Desert, 29 
October 1942 (E18802)
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Outpost Snipe
“After that their infantry attacked and all hell was let 
loose. They were mown down, some of them no more 
than 20 feet away from our guns. 

Then there was one of those lulls. The Germans pulled 
back, we lowered our sights and made a brew. 

They sent in another attack, to no avail. Then another 
lull, another brew-up. 

The position to our right had gone very quiet. Reggie 
crawled over to them; they were all goners, they had 
taken a direct hit from a mortar. Dickie Bird came over 
and told us to move our position further right to cover 
the guns. This we did and on the way we helped 
ourselves to all the ammunition and any food and water 
left by the unfortunate lads who had copped it.

A white flag went up from the German lines. A German 
NCO came to a point about 40 yards away from us. Over 
went one of our officers as cool as a cucumber. The 
Germans asked if we would allow them time to recover 
their wounded. We agreed. The German medics 
collected the wounded, leaving the dead scattered 
where they had fallen. Not a shot was fired, we made a 
brew and the CO repositioned the anti tank guns.”
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Outpost Snipe
• Conditions inside Snipe worsened in the 

midday heat as the number of casualties 
increased, with little more than shell-
dressings and water to tend them. 

• Just before noon, six Bren Gun Carriers 
were hit and caught fire; the heat and 
smoke drifting over the guns making the 
visibility even worse. 

• Many of the gunners were among the 
casualties and guns were kept in action 
with improvised crews and by men 
moving from one to the other. Only 
thirteen guns were still operational to 
cover the 2,500 yd perimeter and the 
guns along the south-west face became 
so short of ammunition that two men 
drove Jeeps back and forth to share out 
the remainder.

• Eight Italian M13/40s, a self-propelled 
gun and infantry appeared over a ridge to 
the south-west, where only one 6-
pounder was still in action.

M13/40 tanks advancing across the desert, April 1941
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Outpost Snipe
• Turner (photo) and another officer joined the 

sergeant in command of the gun and waited until 
the tanks were within 600 yd, then knocked out 
five tanks and the self-propelled gun before the 
Italians had closed the range to 400 yd.

• With only two rounds left and the last three 
M13/40s pressing on, Lieutenant Toms left the gun 
to drive a jeep to the nearest knocked-out gun for 
ammunition and arrived back at the gun through 
machine-gun fire, which set the jeep petrol tank 
alight. 

• Turner and an NCO rushed over to help unload the 
jeep, by when the tanks were 200 yd away, firing 
machine-guns at the gun crew. 

• Sergeant Calistan, the gun-layer, hit the three tanks 
and set them on fire, from which none of the 
crews escaped. 

• After the attack there was a lull, apart from 
shelling which caused more casualties. Turner had 
been wounded unloading the jeep but visited the 
gun positions until the effects of his wounds 
became too serious.
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Outpost Snipe
• About thirty German and ten Italian tanks advanced 

towards part of the 2nd Armoured Brigade. They passed 
by the 239th Battery, with seven of the tanks only 200 yd 
away. The anti-tank gunners knocked out nine tanks, 
damaged several and a 6-pounder crew from A Company 
claimed four more, after which the tanks withdrew to low 
ground near Kidney Ridge. 

• A second wave of tanks attacked and fifteen Panzer IIIs 
turned towards the north-west perimeter of Snipe, where 
only two guns were operational. A third gun was hauled 
round in time to join in but there were only thirty 
armour-piercing rounds left. The tanks advanced 
cautiously along routes with cover and machine-gunned 
the 6-pounders as they came into view, driving the crews 
into slit trenches.

• When three tanks were 100 yd away, a sergeant crawled 
50 yd to one of the guns and operated it alone, hitting 
the leading tank twice, despite the machine-gun fire, 
then knocked out the next two, the third tank being hit by 
a shot which went through the second tank. The third 
tank drove into cover, about 800 yd back, where the rest 
of the force rallied, less six tanks knocked out. The tanks 
machine-gunned the position, without exposing 
themselves to return fire from the anti-tank guns, for the 
rest of the day. British soldiers inspecting a captured 

German PzKpfw III tank, 2 May 1941.
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Outpost Snipe
“When at last it seemed that they were going to beat us, they 
hurled their tanks at our few remaining guns. The gun to our 
right was now only manned by one lad Sergeant Callaston. Vic 
Turner in full view and without any cover whatsoever, 
managed to reach the gun and worked as loader to help keep 
it firing. . . 

After it got dark, Dickie Bird came round to tell us that from 
midnight onwards we were to make our way to the rear as 
best we could. We gathered what kit we could manage then 
we drifted back the 1,000 odd yards to the safety of our own 
lines.

A company of the Service Corps had been detailed to dish out 
a hot meal for us. A lot of the lads had been wounded and 
wore bloodstained bandages. I remember that when Vic 
Turner addressed us we all gave him a big cheer.

A senior Brigadier was also present and proceeded to spout 
the thanks of the High Command for what we had done. The 
Colonel, Vic Turner was to be recommended for the VC ,which 
would be regarded as a battalion honour.”

Rifleman Gregg, 2nd Rifle Brigade. 
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Allies attempt to push back Trento Division: 28/10
• On 28 October, the 15th and 21st Panzer made a 

determined attack on the X Corps front but were 
halted by artillery, tank and anti-tank gun fire. In 
the afternoon, they paused to regroup to attack 
again but they were bombed for two and a half 
hours and were prevented from even forming up.

• On the night of 28/29 October, the 9th Australian 
Division was ordered to make a second set-piece 
attack. The 20th Australian Infantry Brigade with 
the 40th R.T.R. in support would push north-west 
from Point 29 to form a base for the 26th 
Australian Infantry Brigade with the 46th R.T.R. in 
support, to attack north-east to an Axis position 
south of the railway known as Thompson's Post 
then cross the railway to the coast road and 
advance south-east to close on the rear of the Axis 
troops in the coastal salient. 

• The 20th Brigade took its objectives with little 
trouble but 26th Brigade had difficulty. The 
infantry lost touch with the tanks, encountered the 
125th Panzergrenadier Regiment and a battalion of 
Bersaglieri and the advance came to a halt. The 
Australians suffered 27 killed and 290 wounded.
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Rommel redeploys forces: 29 October
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Australians attack 30/31 October
• To keep Rommel's attention on the coastal 

sector, Montgomery ordered the renewal of 
the 9th Australian Division operation on the 
night of 30/31 October.

• The night of 30 October saw the third 
Australian attempt to reach the paved road 
and by the end of the night they were astride 
the road and the railway, making the position 
of the Axis troops in the salient precarious. 

• A battlegroup from the 21st Panzer Division 
launched four attacks against Thompson's 
Post on 31 October, all being repulsed. 

• Sergeant William Kibby (2/48th Australian 
Infantry Battalion) was awarded the Victoria 
Cross for his actions from 23 October until his 
death on the 31 October, including a lone 
attack on a machine-gun position at his own 
initiative. 
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Operation Supercharge 
This phase of the battle began at 01:00 
on 2 November, with the objective of 
destroying enemy armour, forcing the 
enemy to fight in the open, reducing 
the Axis stock of petrol, attacking and 
occupying enemy supply routes, and 
causing the disintegration of the enemy 
army. 

The intensity and the destruction in 
Supercharge were greater than anything 
witnessed so far during this battle. The 
objective of this operation was Tel el
Aqqaqir, the base of the Axis defence 
roughly 3 miles north-west of the 
Kidney feature and situated on the 
Rahman lateral track.
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Operation Supercharge night of 1/2 November  
“The initial attack was called operation Lightfoot but it seemed 
to run out of steam and a new assault on the enemy was 
planned this was called operation Supercharge.

Another big barrage was planned. We had to unload and 
prepare 700 rounds per gun - it was heavy work and by now my 
already weakened back was beginning to give me problems
again.

The attack went in at night and it all got pretty hectic. At one 
point a bomb or large shell landed 6 feet in front of our gun. The 
blast blew me off the gun layer’s seat and blew the others to the 
ground but fortunately none were hurt. 

We continued with the fire programme and then after 170 
rounds the gun’s breach seized up. It was probably caused by 
overheating; the softer metal in the cartridges may have melted 
and reset, sticking the breech shut. We had saved our washing 
water to pour down the barrel to cool it down, but our Sergeant 
delayed too long in using it. The gun fitter was called but 
nothing he could do would free it so our programme came to an 
early close. In the morning the REME officer was called but he 
had no more luck. It was decided that it should be taken back to 
a field workshop.

I was detailed to go with our quad driver. I was pleased to go for 
a break out of the action. We set off with the ration truck when 
it had unloaded; we had to go via “B” Echelon and the stores 
NCO lead us to the field workshop. As soon as they could they 
had a go to open the stuck breech but they were no more 
successful than we had been. One of the workshop Officers 
pointed to a row of new guns and told us to hook one up and 
take it back to the battle. It was duly docketed and signed for 
and we set off back to “B” Echelon.”
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Operation Supercharge
• A force of 87 bombers opened the bombardment at 

9.15 p.m. there were big explosions and fires

• The attacking battalions of the 151st (Durham) and 
152nd (Seaforth and Cameron) Brigades, under the 
command of the New Zealand Division, moved from 
the start-line on time at 1.5 a.m. on the 2nd with the 
8th and 50th R.T.R. close behind. 

• The supporting four and a half hour barrage was fired 
by 192 guns in depth on a front of 4,000 yards, and 
an additional 168 guns shelled positions in front and 
on the flanks. 

• The 152nd Brigade on the left took its objectives by 
3.44 a.m., on time, but the 151st met strong 
opposition and it was 5.53 before it was able to 
report with certainty that it was on the final 
objective. 

• The Maori battalion also had taken its objective—the 
strong-point west of Trig 29—after hard fighting, and 
on the left flank the 2 and 5/Sussex had taken the 
enemy strong-point "Woodcock " on Kidney Ridge.
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Operation Supercharge
• By the time the three armoured regiments of the 9th 

Armoured Brigade had reached the infantry 
objectives, however, their strength had been reduced 
from 132 tanks to 94.

• The 3rd Hussars were to attack on the right, the Royal 
Wiltshire Yeomanry in the centre, and the 
Warwickshire Yeomanry on the left.

“We all realise that for armour to attack a wall of guns 
sounds like another Balaclava, it is properly an infantry 
job. But there are no more infantry available. So our 
armour must do it.”

 Lieutenant General Sir Bernard Freyberg

• The three regiments destroyed at least 35 enemy 
guns but of their 94 tanks 75 were lost that day, most 
before the arrival of the 2nd Armoured Brigade, in 
the van of the 1st Armoured Division.

• The 9th Armoured Brigade had perforated and 
fractured the enemy gun-line but had not broken 
through it. 

• The Royal Dragoons (armoured cars) did break out 
into the open, got well behind the enemy's lines and 
began destroying dumps and vehicles and cutting 
telephone lines. 
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Tank Battle of Tell el Aqqaqir: 2 November; Axis 
forces begin retreat:
• The 2nd Armoured Brigade arrived late after an 

advance of great difficulty and confusion—too late 
to help the 9th in its hour of greatest need or to 
sustain the momentum of its thrust and exploit it. 
The orders were to still follow the same path, but 
General Briggs and Brigadier Fisher decided to 
deploy to meet an enemy counter-attack.

• The enemy did attack in force in the late forenoon 
in the way Montgomery had planned from the 
outset. The battle continued through the day, and 
by nightfall it was believed that 66 enemy tanks 
had been knocked out.

• In the evening two southward attacks speedily 
mounted by the 51st Highland Division were 
successful. One was made by the 2/Seaforth 
Highlanders and the 50th R.T.R. and the other by 
the 133rd Brigade, the former against a defended 
locality on high ground almost two miles west of 
Kidney Ridge, the other against the area of the 
Snipe episode. No German forces were 
encountered but 160 prisoners from the Trieste 
Division were taken at Snipe. 
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3 November
“The desert is famous for getting lost in, and as a rule 
I can confirm that it is, but for the Alamein battle 
there was no excuse. The tracks were all given names 
and a symbol to go with it, so there was sun track and 
tracks called half moon, bottle, boat and top hat. Tin 
shapes were cut out of old flimsy petrol tins fixed to 
iron stakes which were stuck in the sand along the 
appropriate track. We were told which track to 
follow. When you came to a cross track a big board 
told you the name of that track. We made good 
progress until we ran into soft sand at the side of a 
track. There was nobody about to help get us out so 
we got our bed rolls out and finished off our nights 
sleep. 

We made a brew of tea and cooked some breakfast 
and we were just working out how we were going to 
get the quad and gun out when another vehicle came 
along and offered to help and in a few minutes we 
were on our way again. It was no trouble to find the 
battery - they were straddled across the track we had 
been told to take. The battery commander was 
delighted to see us with a new gun and sent us off to 
sleep. The chaps we left behind had the task of 
cleaning the thick layers of grease off exposed steel 
to prepare the gun for action.”

Gunner Arthur Lambert, 5th RHA. 
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British forces break through: 7:00 a.m. 4 November
• The Eighth Army's operations on 4th November opened at 

1.30 a.m. with the long advance of the 5th Indian Brigade 
which mounted a speedily prepared attack and quickly 
reached the Rahman track on a four-mile front, piercing the 
softer part of the screen to the south. 

• The dawn attack on Tel el Aqqaqir by the 7/Argyll and 
Sutherland Highlanders succeeded with only light casualties 
suffered. A headquarters was captured. 

• The 1st Armoured Division turned north-west and was held 
up by tanks and anti-tank guns not far beyond the Rahman 
track. 

• The 10th Armoured Division's 8th Armoured Brigade thrust 
west but did not push far past Tel el Aqqaqir. 

• The 7th Armoured Division on the left crossed the Rahman 
track, struck north-west and fought and won a battle against 
the XX Italian Corps, including the Ariete Division. 

• The 4th Light Armoured Brigade also debouched about Tel el
Aqqaqir. 

• The New Zealand and Highland divisions and other units 
appointed for the chase pressed with much mingling through 
the minefield gaps to get into the open. About midday the 
commander of the German Africa Corps, General von Thoma, 
was captured. 

• By nightfall the armoured cars of the Royal Dragoons and the 
4th/6th South Africans were both in the Fuka area, doing 
great damage and taking many prisoners. 

• By late afternoon the enemy was in full retreat .
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Requiem
• Captain Michael Carver was a staff officer 

in HQ 7th Armoured Division from the 
outbreak of the war in Africa to Alamein. 

• In 1962 he published a history of the 
battle.

• In the intervening period he commanded 
an armoured regiment in North Africa 
and at the landings at Salerno and 
Normandy and an armoured brigade in 
North West Europe and became a Field 
Marshal and Chief of the Defence Staff.

• He seems well qualified to comment on 
the battle. 
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Requiem
‘That Montgomery on the one side and Rommel on the other were the 
decisive figures is never at anytime in doubt. They decided every move; but 
their own power evaporated when it came to the execution of their 
decisions in the front line. There decision lay at the level of the battalion or 
the company commander. He could and did decide whether to struggle on 
and, if so, how: to stop or, occasionally to go back.

His superiors at brigade, division or corps . . . No longer had any say and, in 
the case of infantry attacks little power to control events.  . . 

To the infantryman in the attack or sitting it out day after day in his slit 
trench in the frontline; to the tank crew, grinding forward in the dark and 
dust among the mines or trying to edge forward by day towards the ridge 
from which the anti tank guns were firing; to the Sappers clearing the mines, 
the anti tank Gunners and, to a lesser extent, the other Gunners it frequently 
seemed a chaotic and ghastly muddle.” 
Field Marshal Lord Carver
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Requiem
“The area of the salient east of Kidney Ridge was the worst of all. The whole 
place was knee deep in dust. Nobody knew where anybody or anything was,
where minefields started or ended. There was always somebody firing at 
something and usually somebody being fired at, but who and what it was 
and why was generally a mystery. To try and find out led from one false clue 
to another. The information one gleaned would probably be wrong anyway. 
In the end one gave up trying to ‘tie everything up’ and went one's own 
sweet way, hardening ones heart to the inconvenience, annoyance or anger 
it might cause to somebody else. 
The longer the battle went on, the less patient one became, the less inclined 
to obey orders and generally take trouble. The sudden glimpse of daylight, as 
the front began to break in the first few days of November, blew all this 
weariness of spirit away. Now it was a race for who should be first out, 
tempered by the feeling that, having miraculously survived the ever-present 
dangers of the battle among the minefields it would be folly to fling away 
one’s life too recklessly when victory was at hand.”
Field Marshal Lord Carver
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Requiem
“8th Army’s casualties of all kinds had been 13,500 just under 8% of the forces engaged.

In the modern army and particularly in the desert where every necessity of life had to be 
provided and made mobile, the number of men who actually took part in the fighting in
sight of the enemy was a very small proportion of the whole.

The average infantry battalion would cross the start line with twenty officers and 400 men:
a further 130 or thereabouts would join them on the final objective bringing supporting 
weapons, wireless and the like. About 250 men of the battalion would take no part in the 
active fighting. If the 420 of the original attacking force fell to 300, the battalion became 
incapable of carrying out a further serious attack until reinforcements had been received, 
absorbed and trained.

In armoured regiments the number who went into battle was even smaller. With the full 
complement of tanks the tank crews of a regiment numbered less than 200. Casualties to 
tanks and to their crews, which on the whole were light, might appear small in number; 
but they could nevertheless quickly reduce fighting strength. 

It was chiefly on this small proportion of fighting men with their accompanying Sappers 
and antitank and other Gunners on whom the great majority of losses fell. There is no 
doubt that of the true fighting strength of the divisions engaged, a very high proportion 
suffered casualties.” 
Field Marshal Lord Carver
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Requiem
“500 tanks had been put out of action but only 150 were destroyed beyond repair

The fact that only 150 tanks were damaged beyond repair indicates, as appears also 
from contemporary accounts, that a large number of tanks were not ‘knocked out’
by tank or antitank gunfire, but only ‘disabled’ by mines. In such a case the 
casualties to the crew were normally light, if any, and the damage, broken tracks 
and smashed suspension, was easily repaired as soon as the tank could be moved 
from the minefield. 

Although the antitank mine might not do much lasting damage, it was in fact the 
dominating feature of the battle. In restricting the employment of tanks both in 
direct support of the infantry and in the more independent and mobile role, it 
determined both the general and the detailed pattern of the battle. 

The night attacks on enemy defences in areas of vital importance to the whole 
position drew the Panzer Armee, and particularly Rommel when he arrived, to 
throw in counter attacks in daylight against the massive firepower of the 8th army 
and the Desert Air Force. This wore away their mobile forces while the constant 
pounding from artillery, combined with infantry attacks wore away their static 
troops. It was a battle of attrition rather than movement.”

Field Marshal Lord Carver
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Requiem
“For Montgomery and for his eighth army it was indeed a great victory.

The victory was won by the determination, realism and professional skill of 
Montgomery; the greatly superior material at his disposal, particularly in 
terms of firepower delivered by gun, tank and aircraft; his superiority in 
numbers of men, and the courage and dogged persistence in the firing line of 
a comparatively small number of soldiers, chiefly infantry, tank crews, 
sappers and anti tank gunners.

The contribution of others, soldiers, airmen and sailors, was essential; but it 
was upon this smaller body of men that the burden of battle and its 
inevitable casualties fell. Many of them still lie beneath the sand at El 
Alamein.

As in all battles the dead and the wounded came chiefly from the bravest 
and the best.”

Field Marshal Lord Carver
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Requiem
• It remains to find out what became of the units and soldiers that we've 

been following in the battle.
• The four months that the 9th Australian Division had been involved in the 

fighting around El Alamein cost them 1,225 killed, 3,638 wounded and 946 
captured, for a total of 5,809 casualties out of a strength that ranged from 
16,000 to 18,000.

• In October 1942 the Australian government had requested that the 9th 
Division be released from service in the Middle East and returned to 
Australia to be utilised against the Japanese in the Pacific. Although both 
the British prime minister and the American President argued persistently 
and strongly against this, the Australian prime minister John Curtin insisted 
and by mid December the decision to bring the division back to Australia 
was confirmed. In late December the division concentrated at Gaza.

• The Division began embarking for Australia, on 24 January 1943. The 
division arrived at Fremantle on 18 February. After three weeks leave the 
Division began re-organising and re-training for jungle warfare in April 1943 
on the Atherton Tablelands. 
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Requiem
• Arthur Lambert survived the battle. He 

was retrained and moved to a role in the 
Battery Headquarters that put less strain 
on his back and he survived the 
remainder of the war in North Africa.

• He continued in action in Italy and then in 
northwest Europe all the way to 
Germany.

• He was even called back to the colours 
briefly during the Korean War. 
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Requiem
• Rifleman Victor Gregg, having 

survived Alamein went on to 
survive many more dangers 
during and after the war.

• His final action in the war was to 
parachute into Arnhem with the 
1st Airborne Division where he 
was captured.

• His adventures during and after 
the war are described in his 
book.
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Requiem
• My father Bill McBrien survived Alamein 

and the rest of the War in North Africa 
after which he returned to the UK then 
spent the rest of the war instructing in 
various infantry training schools where 
he again served with his friend John 
Clay. 

• They were both mentioned in 
dispatches for the campaign in North 
Africa and went on to successful civilian 
careers. 
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Requiem
• My mother's friend George 

Morrison did not survive.

• I have few details. I have two 
column inches of a newspaper 
reporting his death. I don’t know 
which paper or from what date.

• He was reported killed in action in 
the Middle East. There are some 
biographic details from before the 
war but no details of his death; no 
date; no location.

• I presume this was due to war time 
secrecy. 

• He was 21 
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Requiem
• In addition to the 

newspaper report 
of George’s death 
my mother had kept 
this formal but 
anguished card 
from his family.

• The date, 
November 1942, 
indicates George 
must have been 
killed at Alamein or 
very soon 
afterwards. 
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• Thanks for your attention.

• I will put the overheads up on my website at jerrymcbrien.com 
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