
The War in North Africa
23 November – 13 May

The End in Africa
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Tunis – 23 November
• The two Allied columns concentrated at 

Djebel Abiod and Béja, preparing for an 
assault on 24 November. 

• The 36th Brigade was to advance from 
Djebel Abiod toward Mateur and 11th 
Brigade was to move down the valley of 
the River Merjerda to take Majaz al Bab 
and then to Tebourba, Djedeida and 
Tunis.

• Blade Force, an armoured regimental 
group made up of 37mm gun M3 Stuart 
light tanks and 75mm M3 GMC self-
propelled anti-tank guns, was to strike 
across country on minor roads in the 
gap between the two infantry brigades 
towards Sidi Nsir and make flanking 
attacks on Terbourba and Djedeida.
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Libya – 23 November 
• “The battle sped away to the 

westward with the armour in full 
cry and the infantry pounding in 
pursuit, borne in three ton lorries. 
None who took part in it will ever 
forget the exhilaration of that 
chase across Libya. They took the 
desert track which cuts across the 
bulge of Cyrenaica. In places the 
advance was forced into defiles by 
rocks or saltmarshes; in others it 
spread itself into a great dusty 
sprawl of wheel marks where the 
vehicles could advance on a 
frontage of more than a mile, and 
still claim to be technically on the 
track.”

• The Black Watch and the King’s enemies.  
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Libya – 23 November 
• Reveille would be at 5:30 am at six would come the 

order “Prepare to move” 5 minutes later “Move”. A dim 
red light glowed on the navigator's vehicle and the rest 
would follow it. Soon there would be a little light; at 
7:15 am the chilly sun would pop into the sky; then 
there would be a halt, and the order “Brew up!” A 
hundred little petrol fires would spring into being, and 
there would be a delicious breakfast of sausages, 
bacon, biscuits, marmalade and tea. 

• While it was preparing everyone would wash and shave 
in a mug full of water each. Off again, faster now with 
the advantage of daylight, the battalions vehicles 
fanning out wide now that they could see each other; 
halt and brew up at noon, halt and brew up again just 
before dark; and then 5 miles on a slightly different 
course in case the enemy might make an intelligent 
guess at the location of the leaguer. Then the navigator 
would flash “Halt” on his red light, the convoy would 
pull up, everyone would climb stiffly from his place, his 
face rigid with its mask of dust; and each would dig his 
slit trench. By 8:30 all would be asleep except for the 
sentries.”

• The Black Watch and the King’s enemies. 

• Photo: 3 ton truck.
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Libya – 23 November
• Only three divisions, the 7th Armoured, the New 

Zealand and the Highland were engaged in the 
advance. The German withdrawal had not been so 
precipitate as to allow no time for demolitions; Tobruk 
harbour could accept a little shipping, but weeks must 
elapse before any vessels could use Benghazi. 

• The El Agheila position was naturally strong, it was 
protected by a profusion of saltpans and sand dunes 
leaving a front of only eight or ten miles from the sea 
to be held by the defence. Small scale outflanking 
movements are powerless to turn it.

• But bad though the supply situation was, General 
Montgomery had enough in hand to enable the New 
Zealanders to go far to the South by a route 
reconnoitered well beforehand by the Long Range 
Desert Group. The New Zealanders were directed not 
onto El Agheila itself, but fifty miles beyond to Marble 
Arch, a fantastic Fascist monument which would have 
made even Ozymandias blush. 

• The Black Watch and the King’s enemies. 
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Libya – 23 November
• By night our troops occupied the forward slopes of a line of dunes overlooking 

the village of Mersa Brega.

• It was here that the British made their first acquaintance with a new and 
nauseating type of antipersonnel mine- the “S” mine. The Germans realised that 
the door at El Agheila must be bolted against the inevitable pursuit. Elaborate 
mining was the quickest means of putting the El Agheila position into a state of 
defence. The whole area was a minefield, with “S” mines everywhere. This 
pestilential device leapt six feet in the air when it was set off, flinging a shower of 
metal in all directions and causing casualties many feet away. 

• They had been laid with cunning and imagination. One night a truckload of 
Middlesex hit an antitank mine at a point in the road when there was a deep 
crater. The survivors jumping clear found themselves in an “S” minefield and were 
killed. During the night some Camerons sent out a patrol to bring in the bodies; 
they were fired on, they took cover in the crater, they found it full of mines and 
six of them were killed. Once more the Camerons tried but this time the Germans 
had attached “S” mines to the bodies, and three more lives were lost. That 
particular spot is said to have cost 36 lives before it was finally cleared.

• The Black Watch and the King’s enemies.  
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Tunis – 24 November
• The northern attack did not take place because 

torrential rain had slowed the build-up. 

• In the south 11th Brigade were halted by stiff 
resistance at Medjez.

• Blade Force passed through Sidi Nsir to reach the 
Chouigui Pass. 

• North of Terbourba part of B Squadron Stuarts from 
Blade Force infiltrated behind Axis lines to the newly 
activated airbase at Djedeida in the afternoon and 
destroyed more than 20 Axis planes, but lacking 
infantry support, withdrew to Chouigui. 

• The understrength tank Squadrons and three M3 
GMC French 75s were to hold the pass. 

• A mixed unit of Panzer III and Panzer IVs and a small 
Italian scouting Force, around 15 tanks all told 
approached the pass. 

• Frontal attacks by the GMCs and Stuarts were 
ineffective losing 12 tanks, but allowed a rear attack 
by B Squadron firing into the weaker rear armour of 
the German tanks. The German commander, 
believing he had encountered a much stronger force, 
retreated.
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Tunis – 26 November
• Blade Force's attack caught Nehring by 

surprise and he decided to withdraw 
from Medjez and strengthen Djedeida, 
only 19 miles from Tunis.

• The 36th Brigade's delayed attack 
began on 26 November but they were 
ambushed with the leading battalion 
taking 149 casualties.

• Further attacks were driven back from 
cleverly planned interlocking defences.

• Early on 26 November, as the Germans 
withdrew, 11 Brigade were able to 
enter Medjez unopposed and by late in 
the day had taken positions in and 
around Tebourba, which had also been 
evacuated by the Germans, 
preparatory to advancing on Djedeida.
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27 November - JIC
• JIC Confirms German "definite defeat" 

at Stalingrad. 

• Adm de Laborde orders French fleet at 
Toulon scuttled to prevent it from 
falling into German hands.

• The naval strength of the Axis in the 
Mediterranean would have been 
greatly increased if the Germans had 
succeeded in seizing the French ships, 
but every important ship was scuttled 
in port by the French Navy before the 
Germans could take them.

• Map legend

• Light Green- Under German/Italian 
Military occupation since June 1940.

• Dark Green – Vichy French state until 
November 1942, when it was 
occupied by the Germans & Italians in 
response to Allied invasion of French 
North Africa.
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Tunis – 27/8 November

• On 27 November the Germans 
attacked in strength. 

• 11th Brigade tried to regain the 
initiative in the early hours of 28 
November, attacking toward 
Djedeida airfield with the help of 
US armour, but failed.
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Tunis – 29 November – 2 December
• On 29 November, Combat Command B 

of US 1st Armored Division had 
concentrated forward for an attack in 
conjunction with Blade Force planned 
for 2 December. 

• They were forestalled by an Axis 
counter-attack, led by Major-General 
Wolfgang Fischer, whose 10th Panzer 
Division had just arrived in Tunisia.

• By the evening of 2 December, Blade 
Force had been withdrawn, leaving 
11th Brigade and Combat Command B 
to deal with the Axis attack.

• The attack threatened to cut off 11th 
Brigade and break through into the 
Allied rear, but desperate fighting over 
four days delayed the Axis advance and 
permitted a controlled withdrawal to 
the high ground on each side of the 
river west of Terbourba. War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 7 11



Tunis – 30 November

• 1 Commando landed 14 miles 
west of Bizerte on 30 November 
to outflank the Jefna position, but 
failed and rejoined 36th Brigade 
by 3 December.
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Tunis – 30 November

• The German airlift carried over 
15,000 men and 581 tons of 
supplies and ships brought 176 
tanks, 131 artillery pieces, 1,152 
vehicles and 13,000 tons of 
supplies. 

• By the end of the month, three 
German divisions, including the 
10th Panzer Division, and two 
Italian infantry divisions had 
arrived. 
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Mediterranean – November 1942
• The 9th Division AIF had returned to Australia 

after Alamein but many Australians continued 
to fight in North Africa in the Air. Australian 
representation in the Mediterranean Air 
Forces was:   

• Headquarters R.A.F. Middle East
• Four squadrons (Nos. 451, 454, 459, 462) and 

approximately 230 aircrew and 200 ground staff 
serving with R.A.F. squadrons or maintenance 
units. 

• Desert Air Force
• Two squadrons (Nos. 3 and 450), an ambulance 

unit (No. 1 A.A.U.) and 100 individuals. 

• Air Headquarters, Malta 
• One squadron (No. 458) and 25 individuals. 

• North-West African Coastal Air Force
• 12 individuals (rising in March to 50 with the 

transfer of No . 14 Squadron R.A.F.) from Middle 
East Command. 

• North-West African Strategic Air Force
• Eleven individuals. 
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A patient being loaded on a No. 1 Air Ambulance Unit 
aircraft. 



Ultra - November

• The influence of Ultra on the battle of 
Alamein was less than that of the 
decisive superiority, it was about 5 to 
1, which the British had acquired in 
tanks and in the air.

• The code breakers at Bletchley Park 
could not understand why, when 8th 
Army was receiving a continuous 
stream of Ultra, it failed to cut off 
Rommel’s retreat before he reached 
Tunisia. 
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Tunisia – 8 December
• Nehring, considered by most to be an 

excellent commander, had continually 
infuriated his superiors with outspoken 
critiques. 

• He was "replaced" when the command 
was renamed the 5th Panzer Army and 
Colonel-General Hans-Jürgen von Arnim 
(photo) arrived in Tunis unannounced on 
8 December, to assume command. 

• The Army consisted of the composite von 
Broich battlegroup in the Bizerte area, the 
10th Panzer Division in the centre before 
Tunis and the 1st Infantry Division 
"Superga" on the southern flank, 

• Hitler had told von Arnim that the army 
would grow to three mechanised and 
three motorised divisions.
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Hans-Jürgen von Arnim (right) Commander-in-Chief 
of Army Group Africa.



Tunis – 10 December

• The Allied force initially withdrew 
roughly 6 miles to the high 
positions of Longstop Hill (Djebel 
el Ahmera) and Bou Aoukaz on 
each side of the river. 

• Concern over the vulnerability to 
flanking attacks prompted a 
further withdrawal west. 

• By the end of 10 December, Allied 
units held a defensive line just 
east of Medjez el Bab.
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Libya – 11 to 12 December 
• The Axis made a fighting withdrawal 

to El Agheila but the Axis troops were 
exhausted and had received few 
replacements.

• Montgomery paused for three weeks 
to concentrate his forces and prepare 
an assault on El Agheila to deny the 
Axis the possibility of a counter-
attack. 

• On 11 December, Montgomery 
launched the 51st (Highland) Division 
along the line of the coast road with 
the 7th Armoured Division on the 
inland flank. 

• On 12 December the 2nd New 
Zealand Division started a deeper 
flanking manoeuvre to cut the Axis 
line of retreat on the coast road in the 
rear of the Mersa Brega position.
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Libya – 13 December
• On the late afternoon of the 13th the brigade was ordered to encircle Mersa Brega that 

night. The first battalion was to move between the village and the sea, the 7th along the 
edge of the salt marsh. There was no moon and the sky was heavily overcast when the 
7th battalion moved off at 10:30 pm with its transport moving close behind the reserve 
companies. There were 8000 yards to cover. After 3000 yards there was a loud bang 
when one of the leading vehicles went up on a mine which the marching infantry had 
missed; but it was an isolated brute, and the advance continued. 

• At 4:00 am they estimated that the road could not now be more than a few hundred 
yards ahead, and patrols went on to confirm or confute this calculation, while the 
battalion waited. The road was there alright but it and its verges had been heavily mined 
apparently during the last few hours. 

• If this, the enemy’s only escape route from Mersa Brega was mined, the inference was 
that he must indeed have pulled out. The sound of explosions a few miles further West 
seemed to confirm this theory: for what could they be but demolitions? A subaltern, 
Montrose, was sent back into Mersa Brega to see if it had been abandoned; but so 
thorough was the mining that every man of his patrol became a casualty and he himself 
was killed. When dawn came the battalion was in position, watchful and ready, with its 
anti tank guns and machine guns sited for action, though more men had been killed and 
wounded on mines in the process. But the enemy had gone.

• The Black Watch and the King’s enemies.
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Libya – 11 to 15 December 

• The Highland Division made a 
slow and costly advance and 7th 
Armoured Division met stiff 
resistance from the remains of 
the "Ariete“Division.

• By 15 December, the New 
Zealanders had reached the 
coast road but the firm terrain 
allowed Rommel to break his 
forces into smaller units and 
withdraw cross-country through 
the gaps between the New 
Zealand positions.
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Tunis – 22 - 26 December
• At Medjez el Bab, the Allies started a build up for 

another attack and were ready by late December 
1942. 

• The slow build up had brought Allied force levels up 
to a total of 54,000 British, 73,800 American and 
7,000 French troops. 

• A hasty intelligence review showed about 125,000 
combat and 70,000 service troops, mostly Italian, in 
front of them. 

• The main attack began the afternoon of 22 
December. Despite rain and insufficient air cover, 
progress was made up the lower ridges of the 900-
foot Longstop Hill that controlled the river corridor 
from Medjez to Tebourba and thence to Tunis. 

• After three days of to-and-fro fighting, with 
ammunition running low and Axis forces now 
holding adjacent high ground, the Longstop position 
became untenable and the Allies were forced to 
withdraw to Medjez, and 

• by 26 December 1942 the Allies had withdrawn to 
the line they had set out from two weeks earlier, 
having suffered 20,743 casualties.
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Russia – 23 December

• The Red Army trapped over a 
quarter of a million men in the 
Stalingrad cauldron.

• On 23 December, Manstein's
attempt to relieve Stalingrad was 
abandoned and German forces 
switched over to the defensive 
to deal with new Soviet 
offensives.
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Algiers – 24 December
• Though de Gaulle had no official 

power in Vichy North Africa, much 
of its population now publicly 
declared Free French allegiance, 
putting pressure on Darlan. 

• On 24 December, Fernand Bonnier 
de La Chapelle (photo), a French 
resistance fighter and anti-fascist 
monarchist, assassinated Darlan. 

• Giraud succeeded Darlan but, like 
him, replaced few of the Vichy 
officials. 

• He even ordered the arrest of the 
leaders of the Algiers coup of 8 
November, with no opposition 
from Murphy.
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Algiers – 26 December

• Bonnier de La Chapelle (photo) 
was arrested on the spot and 
executed two days later.
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Libya – 1 to 15 January

• Rommel conducted a text-book 
retreat, destroying all equipment 
and infrastructure left behind 
and peppering the land behind 
him with mines and booby traps.

• The Eighth Army reached Sirte 
on 25 December but west of the 
port, were forced to pause to 
consolidate their strung out 
formations and to prepare an 
attack at Wadi Zemzem, near 
Buerat 230 miles east of Tripoli.

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 7 25

SirteWadi Zemzem
Buerat



Libya – 1 to 15 January
• On 1st January five Me-109's dived on twelve 

Kittyhawks of No. 3 Squadron RAAF engaged 
on a reconnaissance sortie over the Tauorga-
Churgia road. Two Kittyhawks were shot down 
in the initial swoop but both pilots managed 
to regain their unit. The Messerschmitts did 
not wait for a full-scale battle.

• From 9th January the Desert Air Force began 
a period of intensive operations.

• The Australians' task was to bomb and 
machine-gun vehicles supplying the main 
enemy positions based on the Wadi Zemzem. 
After four days of this activity they began to 
attack German airfields in preparation for 
Montgomery's assault, timed for 14th 
January. On 13th January Sergeant O’Neil 
came down so low to strafe an enemy column 
near Tauorga airfield that his propeller hit a 
small rise, and as his engine rapidly 
overheated he was forced to land behind the 
German lines. Scantily disguised he worked 
his way eastward through enemy strong 
points and was back with his squadron on the 
15th. 
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No. 3 Squadron ground crew in front of a P-40 in 
1942.



Casablanca - 14 to 24 January
• The Casablanca Conference was 

held at the Anfa Hotel in 
Casablanca, French Morocco, 
from January 14 to 24, 1943, to 
plan the Allied strategy for the 
next phase of World War II.

• Roosevelt and Churchill decided 
and announced “Unconditional 
Surrender” of all the Axis 
countries as the War Aim of the 
United Nations.
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Casablanca - 14 to 24 January
• The Strategic decisions were:
• The defeat of the U-boat must be 

the first charge on Allied resources.
• Soviet forces must be sustained by 

the greatest volume of supplies 
that can be transported.

• Invade Sicily by July.
• The heaviest possible air offensive 

against the German war effort.
• Assemble the strongest possible 

force in the UK for a cross Channel 
landing.

• Maintain pressure on Japan 
without prejudicing possibility of a 
cross Channel landing.
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Casablanca - 14 to 24 January
• The Casablanca Conference also agreed to 

reorganise the air forces in the 
Mediterranean to integrate them more 
closely.

• Air Chief Marshal Tedder was made 
commander of Mediterranean Air 
Command and Major General Spaatz 
(photo) became commander of the 
Northwest African Air Forces under Tedder, 
with responsibility for all air operations in 
Tunisia. 

• By 23 February, Air Marshal Coningham had 
succeeded Kuter at the Allied Air Support 
Command, which became Northwest 
African Tactical Air Force under Spaatz, with 
the Desert Air Force supporting Eighth 
Army, under its operational control.
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Libya – 14 to 23 January
• On the 14th, after an early-morning attack on Tauorga, 

the Australians had set out at 11.30 a.m. with eighteen 
Bostons to bomb Bir Dufan. The first seaward leg was 
uneventful, but as the formation turned south it was met 
by twenty Me-109s and MC-202's which attacked 
repeatedly and with spirit. The Bostons successfully 
bombed their target and withdrew unscathed, but only at 
the cost of nine Australian and two other Kittyhawks. 
Only six Messerschmitts were claimed destroyed. 

• Later the same day another Kittyhawk of No. 3 was shot 
down during a skirmish with German fighters. Fortunately 
Squadron Leader Gibbes and two pilots of No. 450 
rejoined their units by 20th January, while another was 
later rescued at Tripoli, but only one of the other six pilots 
survived as a prisoner of war.

• By the evening of 15th January the Buerat line had been 
breached, and as the Axis forces fell back towards the 
hilly country covering Tripoli, they were harassed 
relentlessly from the air.

• On 21st January the Australians flew forty-eight sorties 
losing one pilot. Next day, against stiffer opposition, they 
increased their effort to sixty-six flights, claiming five 
enemy fighters destroyed for the loss of three Kittyhawks. 
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Squadron Leader Gibbes as commanding officer 
of No. 3 Squadron, North Africa, shortly after 
being awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross in 
July 1942



Libya – 15 to 23 January
• On 15 January 1943, the 51st 

(Highland) Division made a frontal 
attack while the 2nd New Zealand 
Division and the 7th Armoured 
Division drove around the inland 
flank of the Axis line. 

• Weakened by the withdrawal of 
21st Panzer Division to Tunisia to 
strengthen the 5th Panzer Army, 
Rommel conducted a fighting 
retreat. 

• The port of Tripoli, 150 miles 
further west, was taken on 23 
January as Rommel continued to 
withdraw to the Mareth Line, the 
French southern defensive position 
in Tunisia.
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Gordon Highlanders marching into Tripoli.



Mediterranean – January 1943
• The Allies had tried to prevent the 

Axis build up with substantial air 
and sea forces but Tunis and 
Bizerte were only 120 miles from 
the ports and airfields of western 
Sicily, 180 miles from Palermo and 
300 miles from Naples, making it 
very difficult to intercept Axis 
transports which had the benefit of 
substantial air cover. 

• From mid-November 1942 to 
January 1943, 243,000 men and 
856,000 tons of supplies and 
equipment arrived in Tunisia by sea 
and air.
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New Guinea – 22 January 1943
• By 16 November, two brigades of 

the Australian 7th Division had 
crossed the Kumusi River at 
Wairopi, and advanced on the 
Japanese beachheads in a joint 
Australian and United States 
operation. 

• The Japanese forces at Buna–Gona
held out in appalling conditions 
inflicting heavy casualties on the 
Allies. 

• The Japanese Buna-Gona enclave 
was finally eliminated on 22 
January 1943.
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Mediterranean – January 1943
• The Australian anti-submarine squadrons, both in the air and 

on the ground were kept consistently busy. Friendly rivalry 
between Nos. 454 and 459 gave added interest to featureless 
patrols, and even the most laborious ground jobs were done 
with enthusiasm in an endeavour to outshine each other.

• Wing Commanders Howson and Campbell, both long 
experienced in desert conditions, encouraged the squadrons, 
once operations were on a sound basis, to make their 
encampments as comfortable as possible. Much was done 
illegally under the smiling but unseeing eyes of higher 
authorities; much was done by hard common effort of all 
ranks in off-duty periods; both in creating and enjoying new 
amenities the squadrons raised their own morale and 
proofed themselves against many of the inevitable 
discomforts of life in the desert. 

• No. 459 commandeered two German hangars for the officers' 
and sergeants' messes. The airmen's mess was a substantial 
structure of eight E.P.I.P. tents backed by two others housing 
the main kitchen. Cement was "found", and all latrines, sick 
quarters, operations room, gunnery tent, signals section and 
parts of the maintenance section were duly floored. Living 
tents were made secure against the dust storms and rain 
common at Gambut, and even bitumen appeared 
miraculously to provide hard-standings for the rainy season 
which turned parts of the camp into a swamp. 

• This purposeful attitude extended to general activities; as 
many as ten cricket teams were formed and "The First Grand 
Annual Western Desert Dog Show" was held.
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Members of 459 Squadron RAAF with one of the 
squadron's Martin Baltimore aircraft in the Western 
Desert of Libya, 1944



Tunisia – 18 – 23 January
• During the first half of January, Anderson had with mixed 

results kept constant pressure through limited attacks and 
reconnaissance in strength. 

• Von Arnim did the same.

• On 18 January, von Arnim launched Operation Eilbote I. 
Elements of the 10th Panzer and 334th Infantry divisions 
attacked from Pont du Fahs to create more space in front of 
the Italian Superga Division and forestall an Allied thrust east 
to the coast at Enfidaville, to cut Rommel's line of 
communication. 

• The westward thrust against the right wing of the British V 
Corps at Bou Arada had little success but further south his 
attack against French positions around the "hinge" of the 
Western and Eastern Dorsals succeeded, advancing 35 miles 
south to Ousseltia and 25 miles south-west to Robaa. 

• The poorly equipped defenders resisted well but were 
overwhelmed and the equivalent of seven infantry battalions 
were cut off in the mountains. 

• Anderson sent the 36th Brigade to Robaa and requested 
Lloyd Fredendall to send Combat Command B from 1st 
Armored Division to Ousseltia, to come under Juin's orders 
on arrival. Fierce fighting lasted until 23 January but the front 
was stabilised.
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Libya - – 23 January - 4 February
• Rommel had made plans for forces retreating through Libya to 

dig-in in front of the defunct French fortifications of the Mareth
Line.

• The Axis forces would control the two natural entrances into 
Tunisia in the north and south, with only the easily defensible 
mountain passes between them. 

• In January, the Axis forces on the Mareth defences were 
renamed First Italian Army (General Messe), separate from the 
units he had facing the Western Dorsale. 

• On 23 January 1943, the Eighth Army took Tripoli, by which 
point the army retreating through Libya was already well on its 
way to the Mareth position.

• Part of the II US Corps crossed into Tunisia through passes in 
the Atlas Mountains from Algeria, controlling the interior of the 
triangle formed by the mountains. Their position raised the 
possibility of a thrust eastwards towards Sfax on the coast, to 
cut off the First Italian Army at Mareth from Arnim's forces to 
the north around Tunis.

• Progress on land was slow after the capture of Tripoli, for that 
port had been so blocked by bombing and enemy demolition 
that it could not immediately be used for supply convoys. 
Rommel was thus able to withdraw at his own pace and his 
rearguards did not cross the frontier until 4th February. 
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Tunisia – 24 January
• The obvious lack of Allied co-ordination 

led Eisenhower to change the command 
structure. On 21 January Anderson was 
made responsible for the co-ordination of 
the whole front, and on 24 January his 
responsibilities were extended to include 
"the employment of American troops".

• That night, Juin (photo) accepted the 
command of Anderson, confirmed by 
Giraud the next day but with forces 
spread over a 200 mile front and poor 
communication (Anderson motored over 
1,000 miles in four days to speak to the 
corps commanders) the practical 
difficulties remained. 

• Eisenhower appointed an air support 
commander, Brigadier General Kuter, for 
the whole front on 21 January.
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Generals Clark (left) and Juin (right) in Siena, Italy, 
July 1944.



Tunisia – 30 January
• On 30 January 1943, the German 21st Panzer 

and three Italian divisions from the 5th Panzer 
Army met elements of the French forces near 
Faïd, the main pass from the eastern arm of 
the mountains into the coastal plains.

• Fredendall did not respond to the French 
request to send reinforcements in the form of 
tanks from 1st Armored Division and after 
desperate resistance, the under-equipped 
French defenders were overrun.

• Several counterattacks were organised, 
including a belated attack by Combat 
Command B of the US 1st Armored Division 
but all of these were beaten off with ease by 
Arnim's forces which by this time had created 
strong defensive positions. 

• After three days, the Allied forces had been 
forced to pull back and were withdrawn into 
the interior plains to make a new forward 
defensive line at the small town of Sbeitla.

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 7 38



Mediterranean – January 
• During Jan 1943 15,000 men, 4,700 tons of arms and 

150 tons of fuel arrived by air in Tunisia.

• As early as 6th January 1943, this reinforcement had 
been so successful that Eisenhower represented to 
the Combined Chiefs of Staff in Washington that 
"unless this can be materially and immediately 
reduced , the situation both here and in the Eighth 
Army area will deteriorate without doubt".

• German strategy in Tunisia was primarily defensive. 
The immediate aims were to prevent any junction 
between the powerful Allied armies deployed in 
Algeria and Tripolitania, and to ensure that Rommel 
would not be taken in the rear. 

• Long-range intentions were a conscious attempt to 
prevent any all-out attack on a war-weary Italy and 
to deny the Mediterranean passage to British 
convoys which would add an invisible 5,000,000 tons 
to the Allied merchant navies, and thus 
counterbalance a whole year's effort of the U-boats, 
the main German strategic weapon.

• Photo: North Africa, February 1942. Kesselring (right) meets with Erwin 
Rommel (left) and Fritz Bayerlein of the Afrika Korps.
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Mediterranean – January & February
• The torpedo - bomber force at Malta was strengthened in January.

• On 6th January three Australian Wellingtons reached Malta and others followed throughout the 
month until eighteen aircraft and crews of 458 Squadron were detached to Malta

• No. 221, a specialised night radar-search Wellington squadron arrived from the Middle East on 
the 10th, to be followed on the 23rd by the Beauforts of No. 39, whose crews were now retrained 
for night operations. 

• On 6th February No. 458 became established at Malta in its own name, at the same time 
absorbing the original elements of No. 69 Special Duties Flight. 

• To make room for this striking force, the two Wellington bomber squadrons were withdrawn from 
Malta but they continued to attack Italian ports from bases in Libya.

• During January the Australians flew twenty-two armed night patrols over the Tyrrhenian Sea and 
Sicilian Narrows. Despite bad flying weather and occasional unreliability of radar sets, two 
effective attacks were made. 

• On 18th-19th Flying Officer Prior damaged one of two merchant ships in a convoy located west of 
Marettimo Island. 

• Five nights later a composite force of six Wellingtons (Nos. 221 and 458) and four Beauforts (No. 
39) found two more ships to the north of Sicily. Wing Commander Johnston (CO No. 458) 
torpedoed one vessel amidships and it finally sank after other aircraft had also scored hits. Later 
in the night a second Beaufort strike broke the remaining vessel in two. 
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Russia – 2 February

• The Red Army had trapped over 
a quarter of a million men in the 
Stalingrad cauldron.

• On 2 February 1943 the last 
Germans in Stalingrad 
surrendered. Only 91,000 
exhausted, ill, wounded, and 
starving prisoners survived to be 
taken prisoner including 22 
generals.
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Solomons – 7 February 1943
• The Japanese made several attempts 

between August and November to 
retake Guadalcanal’s Henderson Field. 

• After three major land battles, seven 
large naval battles (five night time 
surface actions and two carrier 
battles), in which the Allied Navies 
suffered disproportionately high 
casualties, and almost daily aerial 
battles in December, the Japanese 
abandoned their efforts to resupply 
their forces on Guadalcanal. 

• They evacuated their remaining forces 
by 7 February 1943, in the face of an 
offensive by the U.S. Army's XIV Corps.
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Transport Kinugawa Maru beached at Guadalcanal in 
November 1942.



Tunisia – 7 -16 February
• On the 7th February advance parties of No. 3 & 

450 squadrons went forward to Sorman, forty-five 
miles west of Tripoli to establish a base nearer the 
frontier. 

• Here they spent a most unpleasant week trying to 
put the marshy landing ground into flying 
condition, but the attempt was abandoned on the 
14th when they moved on to El Assa. 

• The heavy rains hindered both ground and air 
activity and only on 16th February were the 
Australians able to fly with any intensity. On that 
day sixty sorties harried road transport around Ben 
Gardane and Medenine. 

• Rommel (photo) had already withdrawn the 21st 
Panzer Division for the western Tunisian front, and 
was now able to retreat without serious 
interference from the air into the Mareth line.

• His successful rearguards had given time for the 
old French military fortifications to be greatly 
strengthened. 
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Tunisia – 14 – 17 February
• In Operation Frühlingswind, Arnim ordered four armoured 

battle groups forward on 14 February in the area of Sidi 
Bou Zid held by 34th Infantry Division's 168th Regimental 
Combat Team and 1st Armored Division's Combat 
Command A. 

• The defenders' dispositions were poor, with 
concentrations dispersed so that they were unable to be 
mutually supportive. 

• By 15 February, CCA had been severely damaged leaving 
the infantry units isolated on hilltops. 

• Combat Command C was ordered across country to 
relieve Sidi Bou Zid but were repelled with heavy losses. 

• By the evening of 15 February, three of the Axis 
battlegroups were able to head toward Sbeitla, 20 miles to 
the northwest. 

• Pushing aside the remains of CCA and CCC, the 
battlegroups were confronted by Combat Command B in 
front of Sbeitla. With the help of air support, CCB held on 
through the day. However, the air support could not be 
sustained and the defenders of Sbeitla were obliged to 
withdraw and the town lay empty by midday on 17 
February.
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Tunisia – 15 – 18 February
• To the south, in Operation Morgenluft, an 

Italian First Army battlegroup made up of the 
remains of the Afrika Korps had advanced 
toward Gafsa at dusk on 15 February to find 
the town deserted, part of a withdrawal to 
shorten the Allied front to facilitate a 
reorganisation involving the withdrawal of 
French XIX Corps in order to re-equip. 

• II US Corps withdrew to the line of Dernaia-
Kasserine-Gap-Sbiba with XIX Corps on their 
left flank vacating the Eastern Dorsal to 
conform with them.

• By the afternoon of 17 February, Rommel's 
troops had occupied Feriana and Thelepte
(roughly 15 miles southwest of Kasserine) 
forcing the evacuation on the morning of 18 
February of Thelepte airfield, the main air 
base in British First Army's southern sector.
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Tunisia – 19 February
• On 19 February 1943, Rommel, having now been given 

formal control of the 10th and 21st Panzer Divisions, the 
Afrika Korps battlegroup as well as General Messe's 
forces on the Mareth defences (renamed Italian First 
Army), launched the Battle of Kasserine Pass. 

• Hoping to take the inexperienced defenders by surprise, 
he sent the light armour of the 3rd Reconnaissance 
Battalion racing into the pass. 

• Colonel Alexander Stark's Stark Force, a brigade group 
made up of US and French units, was responsible for the 
defence of the pass. It had not had time to organise 
properly but was able to direct heavy artillery fire from 
the surrounding heights which brought the leading 
mechanised units of the Afrika Korps battlegroup to a 
halt. 

• Before they could continue, infantry had to be sent up 
into the high ground seeking to eliminate the artillery 
threat. 

• A battlegroup including tanks from 21st Panzer were 
advancing north from Sbeitla toward the Sbiba Gap. In 
front of the hills east of Sbiba they were brought to a 
halt by 1st Guards Brigade and 18th Regimental Combat 
Team which had strong field and anti-tank artillery 
support and were joined by two infantry regiments from 
34th Infantry Division.
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Tunisia – 20 February
• By the morning of 20 February, the bitter hand-to-hand 

fighting in the hills above Kasserine was continuing while the 
Afrika Korps Kampfgruppe and a battalion from the 131st 
Armoured Division "Centauro" and more artillery, prepared 
for another attack through the pass, once it had been joined 
by a 10th Panzer Division battle group from Sbeitla. 

• The morning attack made slow progress but the intense 
pressure applied during the renewed attack that afternoon 
triggered a collapse in the Allied defences.

• Having rolled through the Kasserine Pass on the afternoon of 
20 February, units of the Centauro Division headed west 
toward Tébessa, meeting little or no resistance. Following 
them came the von Broich battlegroup from 10th Panzer, 
which forked right onto the road to Thala where they were 
slowed by a regimental armoured group from 26th Armoured 
Brigade (Gore Force). 

• Their tanks outgunned, Gore Force sustained heavy losses 
but bought time for Nick Force, a composite force from 
British 6th Armoured Division with tanks from the 2nd 
Lothians and Border Horse of the 26th Armoured Brigade 
with extra infantry and artillery (which Anderson had ordered 
the previous day to leave the Kesra area to bolster the Thala 
defences) to prepare defensive positions further up the road.

• Meanwhile, Fredendall had sent 1st Armored Division's CCB 
to meet the threat to Tébessa.
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Tunisia – 20 February
• At the Casablanca Conference, it had been decided 

to appoint General Alexander as Deputy 
Commander-in-Chief of the Allied forces in French 
North Africa. In order better to co-ordinate the 
activities of his two armies in Tunisia, Eisenhower 
brought First and Eighth Armies under a new 
headquarters, 18th Army Group, which Alexander 
was to command.

• The 18th Army Group was formed on 20 February 
1943 when British Eighth Army advancing from the 
east and British First Army advancing into Tunisia 
from the west came close enough to require 
coordinated command during the Tunisia 
Campaign.

• The 18th Army Group’s principal formations were 
the British Eighth Army, under Montgomery and 
the British First Army under Anderson.

• Eighth Army had three British Army corps under 
command; British X Corps, British XIII Corps and 
British XXX Corps. 

• First Army had four corps under command; British 
V Corps and IX Corps, U.S. II Corps and French XIX 
Corps.
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Tunisia – 21 & 22 February
• By 1pm on 21 February, Battlegroup von Broich

was in contact with the dug-in tanks of B Squadron 
2nd Lothians and Border Horse on the Thala road 
and making slow progress. 

• Rommel took direct control of the attack and 
forced the defences by 4pm. However, 26th 
Armoured Brigade were able to withdraw in 
reasonable order to the next, final, defensive line 
in front of Thala. 

• Fighting at this position started at 7pm and 
continued at close quarters for three hours with 
neither side able to gain a decisive advantage. 

• Nick Force had taken a heavy beating and did not 
expect to be able to hold out the next day. 
However, during the night a further 48 artillery 
pieces from US 9th Infantry Division arrived after 
an 800 mile trip from Morocco on poor roads and 
in bad weather. 

• On the morning of 22 February, as Broich prepared 
to launch his attack, his front was hit by a 
devastating artillery barrage. Rommel told Broich
to regroup and assume a defensive posture, so 
surrendering the initiative.
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Tunisia – 23 February
• Rommel was appointed to 

command the new Army Group 
Africa on 23 February.
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Tunisia -21 – 25 February
• The 21st Panzer battlegroup at Sbiba was making no 

progress. 

• Further south, the Afrika Korps battlegroup on the 
road to Tébessa had been halted on 21 February by 
CCB's armour and artillery dug in on the slopes of 
Djebel Hamra. 

• An attempt to outflank them during the night of 21 
February was a costly failure. A further attack early 
on 23 February was again beaten back. 

• In a dispirited meeting on 22 February with 
Kesselring, Rommel argued that faced with stiffening 
defences and the news that the Eighth Army's lead 
elements had finally reached Medenine, only a few 
kilometres from the Mareth Line, he should call off 
the attack and withdraw to support the Mareth
defences, hoping that the Kasserine attack had 
caused enough damage to deter any offensive action 
from the west.

• Kesselring was keen for the offensive to continue but 
finally agreed that evening, and Comando Supremo 
formally terminated the operation.

• The Axis forces from Kasserine reached the Mareth
line on 25 February.
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Tunisia - 26 February
• Middle East bombers, including Halifaxes of No. 462 

Squadron, were now established at Misurata, and on 
23rd-24th they began to attack Gabes airfield, 
previously bombed repeatedly by American aircraft. 

• The familiar pattern of ensuring local air supremacy 
before a land battle thus began, and reverting to the 
tactics so successful at Daba in October, these night 
raids were followed by dawn Kittyhawk attacks. The 
Australians substituted six 40-lb bombs instead of a 
single 250-lb bomb in order to increase the damage 
among dispersed aircraft. 

• Early morning visibility was bad and on occasion 
alternative road targets were attacked, but the 
general success may be gauged by the strenuous 
efforts made by the Germans to oppose them. 

• Shortly after 8 a.m. on 26th February, after Gabes-
West airfield had been bombed, Nos. 3 and 450 
were intercepted by fifteen Me-109's and lost two 
Kittyhawks with three more damaged. 

• Later the same day over Bordj-Touaz, an advanced 
enemy airfield south-west of Mareth three enemy 
fighters were claimed shot down for the loss of one 
Kittyhawk, whose pilot returned safely to El Assa.
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Personnel of No. 462 Squadron operating in RAF 
Middle East Command, September 1942.



Mediterranean – February
• The Wellingtons flew seventy sorties during February mostly 

around the northern and western shores of Sicily. Only twice 
did the Australians find enemy ships, and their own attacks 
failed although on 24th-25th February, a following wave of 
Beauforts sank one of two ships reported by the Wellingtons. 

• This action typifies the determination of Air Headquarters to 
hunt to the death any vessel within range. During the evening 
of 24th February Flying Officer Taylor found two ships escorted 
by three destroyers between Ustica Island and Palermo. He 
remained circling and dropped flares for an initial strike by 
three Beauforts which damaged one vessel. At midnight eight 
Wellingtons of No. 458 left Malta for a second attack. In bad 
weather two returned early to base and five failed to find the 
convoy but Pilot Officer Withecomb attacked with bombs and 
damaged but did not disable one of the ships. An hour later 
came the final and successful Beaufort attack.

• Squadron Leaders Milson and Marshall and Pilot Officer Fraser 
of No. 39 all took part in one or more of the attacks culminating 
in the sinking late on 21st February of the transport 
Thorsheimer (9,955 tons) twenty miles south-west of Marsala.

• During the first two months at Malta No. 458 suffered heavy 
losses. Four Wellingtons were lost at sea and another four 
crashed on return to Malta.
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Bone, Algeria. c. 1943. A Vickers Wellington aircraft of 
No. 458 Squadron RAAF based in North Africa having 
a routine inspection on a waterlogged airfield from 
which the squadron is operating.



Tunisia – 6 March
• The Americans studied the battle and 

relieved several senior commanders while 
issuing several "lessons learned" 
publications to improve future 
performance. 

• On 6 March 1943 command of the II US 
Corps passed from Fredendall to George 
Patton, with Omar Bradley as assistant 
Corps Commander.

• Commanders were reminded that large 
units should be kept concentrated to 
ensure mass on the battlefield, rather 
than widely dispersed as Fredendall had 
deployed them. 

• This had the intended side effect of 
improving the fire control of the already-
strong US artillery.

• Photo: Patton (l) and Bradley (centre) 
with Montgomery in Normandy 7/7/44. 
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Tunisia – 6 March

• On 6 March 1943, three German 
armoured divisions, two light 
divisions and nine Italian 
divisions launched Operation 
Capri, an attack southward in 
the direction of Medenine, the 
northernmost British strong 
point. 

• The Axis attack was repulsed 
with massed artillery fire; 55 
Axis tanks were knocked out.
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Tunisia – 15 - 19 March
• The 7th Motor Brigade passed through all the 

administrative areas of the army skirted the 
town of Tripoli crossed the border into Tunisia 
and on the 15th, 13 days after they had left 
Jebel Akhtar, they passed through Medenine
and took over a part of the front. 

• It was typical of the methods of command in 
the army that on the 19th, four days after their 
arrival, General Montgomery came to visit the 
2nd and 7th battalions and spent some two 
hours going round and talking to officers and 
riflemen in each position. He now had three 
battalions of the regiment under command, 
the first battalion being with the 22nd 
Armoured Brigade as a central reserve.

• In this spring the country looked surprisingly 
refreshing to these new arrivals from the 
desert proper, with a wonderful profusion of 
wildflowers. 

• The war from now on, until Tunis was captured, 
was fought on a carpet of wildflowers such as 
few had ever seen.

• The Rifle Brigade in the Second World War War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 7 56



Tunisia - 19 – 22 March
• Montgomery launched Operation 

Pugilist against the Mareth Line on 
the night of 19/20 March 1943. XXX 
Corps of the Eighth Army commenced 
Operation Pugilist along with the 50th 
(Northumbrian) Infantry Division. 
They penetrated the "Giovani Fascisti“ 
Division-held line and established a 
small bridgehead west of Zarat on 
20/21 March. 

• The terrain and rain however 
prevented the deployment of tanks, 
aircraft and anti-tank guns, which left 
the infantry isolated. 

• A determined counter-attack by 15th 
Panzer Division and the Giovani 
Fascisti Division on 22 March, 
recaptured much of the bridgehead. 
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Tunisia – 23 – 27 March
• The reorganised US II Corps advanced from 

the passes again and got behind the Axis 
lines; 

• the 10th Panzer Division counter-attacked at 
the Battle of El Guettar on 23 March. The 
German tanks rolling up lead units of the US 
forces ran into a minefield, and US artillery 
and anti-tank units opened fire. The 10th 
Panzer Division rapidly lost 30 tanks and 
retreated out of the minefield. 

• A second attack supported by infantry in the 
late afternoon was also repulsed, and the 
10th Panzer Division retired to Gabès. 

• The US II Corps was unable to exploit the 
German failure and each attack was stopped 
by the 10th Panzer Division or 21st Panzer 
Division counter-attacks up the road from 
Gabès; co-ordination of Allied air and ground 
forces remained unsatisfactory. 
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Tunisia – 24 - 26 March
• Montgomery then decided to reinforce his 

outflanking movement and force a way between 
the Djebels Melab and Tebaga. 

• Throughout 24th and 25th March while tanks 
threaded their way through the difficult tracks of 
the Matmata Hills the Desert Air Force struck 
repeatedly at enemy forces south of El Hamma. 
Five Kittyhawks were damaged by heavy ground 
fire and two were forced down, although both 
pilots were rescued by the New Zealanders.

• Despite all these efforts, enemy concentrations 
were strong enough to make the passage between 
the Djebels most difficult, so it was decided to 
employ the entire resources of the Desert Air Force 
in a series of concentrated low-flying attacks 
immediately before the Eighth Army made its 
attempt to break through the defile. 

• The usual pattern of air interdiction began on 25th 
March with daylight attacks against Axis airfields, 
followed that night by a maximum bomb load on 
enemy positions. 

• Next day while North-West African Air Force 
resumed attacks on the airfields , the Desert Air 
Force flew 412 sorties in just over two hours during 
the afternoon. 
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Tunisia – 27th March
• It was clear that efforts would be made all along the Mareth line to distract the enemy's attention from the 

increased weight of armour to his rear. On the 1st Rifle Brigade’s front an attack on the Jebel Saikra was ordered.
Saikra was one of the foothills of the Matmata hills rising sharply out of the plain but overlooked by higher 
ground to its West, it was found to be strongly held by the enemy.

• The attack was made at dawn on the morning the 27th of March by I Company under Geoffrey Fletcher on the 
right and C Company under Noel Kelly on the left. The battery and the Sherman squadron were to concentrate 
their fire on the feature for 5 minutes before the attack went in. At 4:45 all the companies had arrived on the 
start line on foot, A Company to remain there as a reserve and a firm base in case anything went wrong. 

• At 5:00 o'clock the barrage lifted. The companies went straight in at speed and without hesitation up the steep 
bare slopes of the hillside in the face of heavy machine gunfire from the deep dug positions at the top. They 
went through two unmarked minefields, over a double apron wire fence and straight at the opposition. By 7:00 
o'clock the south buttress of the feature was in our hands: it consisted of a narrow ridge running North and 
South and on it were captured about 200 Italians and all their equipment. By 9:00 o'clock the remains of the 
regiment, 3 battalions of the Italian army, had decamped and we were in possession of the entire feature. 

• It was a distinctly unpleasant place, precipitous and isolated from the rest of the brigade to the east, a difficult 
problem for maintenance with food, water and ammunition through a single lane in a minefield. Looked at from 
the enemies position it was remarkable that we had succeeded in taking it. Owing to the pace at which the 
battalion attacked, our casualties were only five rifleman killed and nine wounded. But the loss of officers was 
grave. 

• Noel Kelly, described by his Colonel as “the best commander of a Motor Company I have ever seen,” was killed 
in the hour of success, just as his men reached the summit. Geoffrey Fletcher, who seemed to have a brilliant 
career as a scholar and athlete in front of him, was killed early on in the attack. The loss of two such leaders 
seemed intolerable. Further Timmy Cohen, though not killed, was desperately wounded in the minefield, losing 
a leg and breaking both arms. Yet none could deny the success of the attack, without great fire support and 
against long prepared seemingly impregnable positions on a rocky and horrible hill. 
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Tunisia – 27 March
• This approach must rank with the 

greatest of the desert marchs, 160 
miles of strange desert had been 
covered and the weight of the 8th 
Army punch had shifted decisively 
to its left.

• The ground attack which followed 
the air bombardments swept 
through the dazed troops holding 
the defile and by dawn on 27th 
March the 1st Armoured Division 
was within a few miles of El 
Hamma.

• But the enemy improvised antitank 
defences for El Hamma and the 
advanced bogged down.
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Tunisia – 28 - 31 March
• On 25 March, Alexander ordered a 

counter-attack on the V Corps front 
and on 28 March, Anderson 
attacked with the 46th Infantry 
Division, with the 138th Infantry 
Brigade, 128th Infantry Brigade in 
reserve and reinforced by the 36th 
Infantry Brigade, 1st Parachute 
Brigade and French units including 
a tabor of specialist mountain 
Goumiers (photo), the artillery of 
two divisions plus more from army 
resources. 

• In four days, it succeeded in 
recapturing all lost ground and 
took 850 German and Italian 
prisoners. 
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Ultra - March 1943
• During the campaign in Tunisia Ultra was much 

less complete than in the battles at Alamein. 

• The new Enigma key for communications 
between the German army and Rome was soon 
broken, but was read with considerable delay. 
The key introduced for use within the army in 
Tunisia was not read till February 1943, and then 
irregularly. 

• In March the old keys in use by Rommel’s 
formations gave good notice of the enemy’s plans 
before the battle of Medenine and full details of 
his strength and dispositions during the battle of 
Mareth. 

• But their evidence was not decisive; other 
sources - field intelligence and air reconnaissance 
- were providing adequate information. And on 
the other fronts in Tunisia, where other sources 
were also performing poorly, Ultra exerted little 
influence on the fighting. 
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Mediterranean – January to March
• The Allied air forces waged an increasing 

offensive against enemy sea and air traffic 
between Italy and Tunisia. 

• The air strength of Malta permitted the return 
there of British cruisers and destroyers. Other 
light naval forces were based at Bone, and after 
a heavy air attack against Naples which 
crippled three Italian cruisers, no surface 
challenge was possible. 

• Consequently the threat of naval action forced 
Axis convoys to sail a direct route with only 
flanking minefields as protection, and they had 
to run through Allied submarine and air patrols. 

• In January 1943, of 51 ships dispatched to 
Tunisia, 24 were sunk and 7 damaged; in 
February 13 out of 34 ships were sunk and one 
damaged; in March 17 out of 44 ships were 
sunk and 6 badly damaged.

• Twenty-seven of these ships were sunk either 
at sea or in harbour by air attack, and all the 
ships damaged fell victims to air attack. The 
loss was 226,500 tons of shipping or 54 per 
cent of the total dispatched.
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Thorsheimer,formerly Norwegian, 1940 seized by the 
Italians, was torpedoed by British Beaufort aircraft 
and sank 20 miles SW of Marettimo. 21/2/1943.



Tunisia – March 1943
• Eisenhower transferred further units from 

Morocco and Algeria eastward into Tunisia. 

• In the north, the British First Army received 
three more British divisions, the 1st, 4th, and 
46th Infantry Divisions, joining the 6th 
Armoured and 78th Infantry Divisions. 

• By late March the British IX Corps HQ 
(Lieutenant-General Crocker) had arrived to 
join the British V Corps (Lieutenant-General 
Allfrey) in commanding the expanded army. 

• On their right flank, the basis of a two-division 
French XIX Corps (General Juin) was 
assembling.

• In the south was the US II Corps (General 
Patton), consisting of the 1st and 34th 
Infantry Divisions and the 1st Armored
Division (although the 34th Division was 
attached to the British IX Corps to the north). 
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Lieutenant-General Anderson (walking in front) 
during a visit to 78th Division's HQ in Tunisia, January 
1943. To his right is Major-General Evelegh, GOC 78th 
Division, and to his left is Lieutenant-General Allfrey, 
GOC V Corps.



Mediterranean – March
• Squadron Leader Marshall was killed while on a 

strike flown during 3rd March.

• Squadron Leader Milson and and Pilot Officer Fraser 
of No. 39 shared in damaging another large tanker 
off Cape Stilo at 3.30 p.m. on 17th March, although 
Fraser was forced down and taken prisoner. 

• Flying Officer Gales of No. 221 navigated a 
Wellington which sank the motor vessel Manzoni 
(3,955 tons) near Capri on 22nd March.

• To replace losses on 3rd March it was necessary to 
transfer sixteen aircrew members from No. 38 
Squadron in order to maintain operational strength. 
This further increased the cosmopolitan, rather than 
national, character of No. 458 which was forced to 
absorb whatever torpedo-trained men were 
available. 

• Another three Wellingtons were lost during sixty-
nine patrols conducted in March. The only visible 
success was damage to an Italian destroyer and a 
merchant ship during a joint attack with aircraft of 
No. 221 Squadron and No . 812 Squadron (Fleet Air 
Arm) on 13th-14th March and to another vessel on 
20th-21st. 
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A No. 39 Squadron Bristol Beaufort II at RAF Luqa, 
Malta, in June 1943.



• The true value of this constant pressure 
by Wellingtons was that it forced the 
enemy to discontinue large convoys from 
Naples, and to attempt daylight passage 
to Tunis from Palermo and Trapani under 
cover of heavy naval and air escort. 

• This not only had a disastrous effect on 
German offensive air operations but also 
gave excellent opportunities for attacks 
by American Fortresses and Marauders 
against both the over-crowded Sicilian 
ports and the convoys at sea. 

• Actual sinkings were henceforth mostly 
achieved by bombers, but success was 
really due to the complementary pressure 
exerted by several elements of the Allied 
air forces.
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Mediterranean – February & March



Tunisia – 29 March – 3 April
• During the three succeeding days, while the 

enemy extricated his outflanked troops from 
the Mareth line and retired to the Wadi 
Akarit, Nos. 3 and 450 Squadrons became 
more active, and on 29th March made eighty-
three low-level attacks against vehicles 
moving north from Gabes. 

• Thereafter targets became more widely 
dispersed and the Australians were released 
from operations to move forward to El 
Hamma and prepare for the next battle.

• As at Medenine, No. 239 Wing found itself on 
3rd April at El Hamma within twelve miles of 
enemy positions and suffered discomfort 
from shell fire and the presence at night of 
enemy aircraft which dropped flares but no 
bombs. Shell fire destroyed one Kittyhawk 
and wounded three men of No. 450 
Squadron.
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Kittyhawk of No. 450 Squadron, loaded with six 250 
lb (110 kg) bombs, in North Africa, c. 1943



Tunisia – 6 – 12 April
• Shortly before dawn on the 6th the Eighth Army began its assault on 

the strong natural positions manned by a determined enemy. Air 
assistance was given at first light with fighter and fighter-bomber 
reconnaissances followed by a shuttle service of bombers against 
German forces grouping to counter-attack. 

• The Australian squadrons were airborne nine times, mainly on small 
armed reconnaissances aggregating seventy-five flights. Only one 
fighter-bomber attack resulted when towards dusk a group of vehicles 
was attacked north of Cekhira. A single Mc-202 encountered on these 
patrols was promptly shot down but one Kittyhawk was also hit by 
anti-aircraft fire and crashed in flames. 

• By dusk, pressure both against the Akarit line and by II Corps in the El 
Guettar sector was heavy enough to influence the Italian First Army's 
decision to retire. 

• The forcing of the Wadi Akarit positions unhinged the entire enemy 
southern front. For the next few days Axis troops fell back rapidly, 
harassed at night by medium and light bombers which struck at vital 
points on the line of retreat, and during the day by light bombers, 
fighter bombers and fighters which hampered all road movements.

• Pichon fell on 8th April, Kairouan and Sfax two days later, and Sousse 
on 12th April, by which time with Axis forces behind a new defence 
line hinging on Enfidaville, the whole Tunisian plain had been won by 
Allied armies thrusting from the south, south-east and east.

• The 2nd New Zealand Division and 1st Armoured Division pursued the 
Germans 140 miles northwards into defensive positions in the hills 
west of Enfidaville, which were held until the end of the campaign.
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• On 7 April, Anderson tasked the 
78th Infantry Division with 
clearing the Béja-Medjez road. 
Supported by artillery and close 
air support, they methodically 
advanced 16 km (10 mi) through 
difficult mountain terrain over 
the next ten days, clearing a 
front 10 miles wide. 

• The 4th Infantry Division joined 
the fighting, taking position on 
the left of the 78th Division and 
pushing toward Sidi Nsir.
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Tunisia 7 - 17 April



Tunisia – 12 – 18 April
• Anderson had received orders on 12 April from 

Alexander to prepare the large-scale attack, 
scheduled for 22 April, to gain Tunis. 

• By this stage, Allied aircraft had been moved 
forward to airfields in Tunisia to prevent the 
aerial supply of Axis troops in North Africa.

• British destroyers operating from Malta and 
motor torpedo boats based at Bone and Sousse 
prevented marine supply, reinforcement or 
evacuation of Tunisia by sea (Operation 
Retribution). Admiral Cunningham issued 
Nelsonian orders to his ships: "Sink, burn, 
capture, destroy. Let nothing pass". 

• By 18 April, after attacks by Eighth Army from 
the south and flanking attacks by IX Corps and 
French XIX Corps, the Axis forces had been 
pushed into a defensive line on the north-east 
coast of Tunis, attempting to protect their 
supply lines but with little hope of continuing 
the battle for long.
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Mediterranean – 18 -22 April
• Towards the end of March the daily 

average of supply flights between Sicily and 
Tunisia rose sharply with a peak daily total 
of 143 sorties on 26th March. 

• On 5th April bombers from North-West 
African Strategic and Tactical Air Forces 
began to attack the main air terminals of 
this route, and on 13th April the Desert Air 
Force joined in the task.

• Meanwhile fighter aircraft swept the air 
routes and in three terrific clashes on 18th, 
19th and 22nd April claimed the 
destruction of 120 Ju-52 or Me-323 
transport aircraft. 

• On the 18th in the battle that became 
known as the "Palm Sunday Massacre“ 
actual German losses were 24 Ju 52s, nine 
Bf 109s and one Bf 110 with another 35 Ju 
52s damaged.

• The beaches and sea around Cape Bon and 
the Sicilian coastline were littered with 
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Air Chief Marshal Tedder, C-in-C, Mediterranean Air 
Command (left), in conference with Major General 
Spaatz, Commander of the North-West African Air 
Forces, at Tedder's Headquarters in Algiers.



Mediterranean – 23 April
• Between 16th April and 9th May the R.A.A.F. 

squadrons flew 840 sorties over the Gulf of Tunis. 
These fighter-bomber formations employed two or 
more squadrons, one squadron acting as top cover 
while each remaining aircraft carried a 500-lb 
bomb, which was released at between 1,000 and 
3,000 feet after diving from 6,000 or 10,000 feet, 
the height in each case being determined by 
antiaircraft opposition. 

• At first these speculative sweeps brought little 
result, but after 25th April, when the enemy was 
trying to send in supplies by all the small vessels it 
could commandeer, interceptions occurred almost 
daily. 

• On 26th April two direct hits and some near misses 
were scored on three ships near Zembra Island and 
four days later in the same locality a stationary ship 
was set on fire.

• The sole casualty during this period was Flying 
Officer Reginald (Rusty) Kierath (photo) who was 
shot down by gun fire and captured on 23rd April.

• Kierath, a bank clerk from Narromine, NSW, was 
one of 50 air force officers murdered by the 
Germans on 25 Mar 1944 after the mass escape 
from Stalag Luft III.
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Tunisia – 22 – 30 April
• On the morning of 22 April, the 46th Division 

attacked on the IX Corps front, creating a gap 
for the 6th Armoured Division to pass through 
by nightfall, followed by 1st Armoured Division, 
striking east for the next two days but not quick 
enough to forestall the creation of a strong 
anti-tank screen which halted their progress. 

• The battle had drawn the Axis reserves of 
armour south, away from the central front. 
Seeing that no further progress was likely, 
Anderson withdrew the 6th Armoured Division 
and most of the 46th Infantry Division into 
army reserve. 

• The V Corps attack began on the evening of 22 
April and the US II Corps launched their 
offensive in the early hours of 23 April in the 
Battle of Hill 609, in which the hill was 
captured, which opened the way to Bizerte. 

• In grim hand-to hand fighting against the 
Hermann Göring Division, 334th Infantry and 
15th Panzer Divisions, it took V Corps eight 
days to penetrate 9.7 km (6 mi) and capture 
most of the Axis defensive positions.
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Tunisia – 26 April
• On Easter Monday evening the 7th 

Battalion’s six pounder antitank guns 
were following an advance by the 
infantry when they met six German 
tiger tanks blocking a defile at 200 
yards range and protected by an 
infantry company. Sergeant Barrett, 
who was in command of the guns, 
immediately went into action and 
exchanged shot for shot with the 
tigers every time a flare was put up. 
Even at this short range the six 
pounder shells could not penetrate 
the front plates of the tigers. The two 
guns were most gallantly handled but 
inevitably both were knocked out by 
direct hits. Sergeant Barrett was twice 
wounded.

• The Rifle Brigade in the Second World War 
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Tunisia – 27 April
• The next day General Crocker, 

commander of 9th Corps, visited the 
battalion and discussed the short 
night battle with the tigers. He 
suggested that the Piat might have 
been used. This infantry anti tank 
weapon was quite unknown to the 
8th army. 

• The Corps Commander therefore sent 
for one and offered to demonstrate its 
use against a derelict tiger which 
stood near the battalion’s area. 
Results were to say the least 
spectacular. The weapon set a 
neighbouring cornfield on fire and 
sent it’s spring flying in such an 
unorthodox direction that it wounded 
the Corps Commander sufficiently 
badly to necessitate his evacuation to 
hospital.
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The British PIAT anti tank weapon. This particular gun 
is part of an interactive display at the Museum of 
Army Flying, Hampshire, UK.

PIAT HEAT (High Explosive Anti Tank) Projectile, 
Canadian Military Heritage Museum, Brantford, 
Ontario (2007)



Tunisia – 30 April
• On 30 April it had become clear to 

both Montgomery and Alexander 
that an Eighth Army attack north 
from Enfidaville, into strongly-held 
and difficult terrain, would not 
succeed. 

• General Alexander gave 
Montgomery a holding task and 
transferred the British 7th 
Armoured Division, the 4th Indian 
Infantry Division and the 201st 
Guards Motor Brigade from the 
Eighth Army to the First Army, 
joining the British 1st Armoured 
Division which had been 
transferred before the main 
offensive.
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Tunisia – 3 May
• The 7th Battalion again took over the Argoub position on the 30th of April. 

• Mortaring and sniping cost the battalion various casualties. There were 
many night patrols. 

• On one of these on the 3rd of May Henry Beckwith was killed and Ken 
Rogers was taken prisoner.

• Sergeant Perrin too of D Company was killed when trying to worm his way 
to a better position of observation from which to shoot his mortars. He had 
just dropped a bomb directly on top of a Mark III tank and this success had 
perhaps inspired him to take one risk to many. 

• The enemy made one attempt to penetrate the position in a night attack 
which was driven off with the loss to them of two prisoners from the 
Hermann Goering Division.

• The Rifle Brigade in the Second World War 
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Tunisia – 5 May

• V Corps, under Lieutenant-
General Allfrey, had made a 
preliminary attack on 5 May, to 
capture high ground and secure 
the left flank of IX Corps. 

War in North Africa ©Jerry McBrien 2022 - week 7 79



Tunisia – 6 May
• The final assault was launched at 

3:30 a.m. on 6 May by IX Corps, 
commanded by Lieutenant-
General Horrocks who had taken 
over from Lieutenant-General 
Crocker, who had been 
wounded. 

• The 4th British and 4th Indian 
Divisions, concentrated on a 
narrow front and supported by 
heavy artillery concentrations, 
broke a hole in the defences for 
the 6th and 7th Armoured 
divisions to pass through.
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Tunisia – 6 May
• On the evening of the 5th of May the motor companies of the 1st Battalion joined their Armoured 

regiments and moved up ready to pass through the gap to be made by the 4th Indian division. At 
03:00 on the 6th of May the barrage opened up. It was concentrated on a narrow front and by 
nine o'clock 350 guns had fired 250 rounds each. The RAF too had put in an appearance in the 
greatest strength that we had yet seen. From earliest light there was hardly a moment when 
medium bombers and fighters were not passing over us. 

• The Indians, known first to the second battalion at Sidi Barrani, famous at Keren and in all the 
recent victories in the desert, whose silent night attack had driven the enemy from the hills at 
Akarit, reached their objective this time by 9:00 o'clock in the morning. 

• The 7th Armoured Division had a clean break, hardly hampered  even by mine fields. All the 
morning they advanced, meeting isolated tanks or self propelled guns and small parties of 
infantry. By two o'clock a thousand prisoners had been taken and we were halfway to Tunis. 
Progress would have been even faster but for a curious feeling that the situation was too good to 
be true. We had been prepared for desperate fighting: the realisation of the extent of our success 
took all that day to sink in. 

• While the leading regiments with their companies were cruising forward there were continual 
cries from the rear to be ready for a German counter attack from the north and all day we looked 
towards the distant hills beyond the Medjerda river, half expecting the Herman Goering division 
to appear. But for the existence of this threat, which put a brake on our progress, we might even 
have reached Tunis that night. As it was the battalion leaguered at St Cyprian 12 miles short of 
Tunis.

• The Rifle Brigade in the Second World War 
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Tunisia – 7 May
• On the 7th of May the advance was resumed and by shortly after 9:00 o'clock we were in 

the suburbs of Tunis. It was the 1st Battalion, led by “I” company with the 1st Royal Tanks 
who entered the city. A troop of the 11th Hussars had driven right through the town to 
the docks before the Germans had realised what was happening. 

• They were now besieged by crowds of French and Arabs and sniped at by Germans from 
the houses nearby. At about 4:00 o'clock “I” Company started to enter the town proper. 
The way was blocked by cheering crowds of French men and women, greeting the 
Riflemen with flowers and fruit, wine and kisses. 

• At the same time individual Germans would wake up to the presence of our troops in the 
town and, being good soldiers, would reach for their rifles and begin to shoot. The 
confusion was unbelievable- at one moment cheers and laughter, the next rifle fire from 
the buildings, and tanks firing at point blank range into houses across the street. German 
vehicles would drive out of side streets at high speed into the stream of traffic firing all 
their weapons or hoping to slip by unobserved. 

• At last light the 22nd Armoured Brigade except for “I” Company were withdrawn to the 
hills outside the town and slept in comparative comfort out of range of the shots and 
shouting and fires, which continued until 3:00 am By that time Bill Apsey had collected 
5,000 prisoners and more were coming in. 

• The Rifle Brigade in the Second World War 
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Tunisia - 7 May

• On 7 May, British armour 
entered Tunis and American 
infantry from II Corps, which had 
continued its advance in the 
north, entered Bizerte.
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Churchill tank moves through Tunis during the 
liberation, 8 May 1943.



Tunisia – 8 May
• “The 1st Battalion then turned north to the river Medjerda. It had been in 

contact with the enemy, except for a short rest at Mrassas and a week at 
Tripoli, since December, 1941, taking part in every battle, every withdrawal, 
every advance. It had retreated from Agheila to Gazala and by a more 
protracted process from Gazala to Alamein; it had advanced from Alamein 
to Tunis.

• There were 200,000 prisoners to be collected. The booty far exceeded 
anything we had seen before or would see again. Whole regiments of 
artillery, whole parks of vehicles, infantry brigades, workshops stores and 
the administrative machinery of the German and Italian armies were laid 
out for the taking. The air force hammered at the enemy on the morning of 
the 8th but there was no longer the power or the will to resist. Only some 
senior officers, a few generals and some of the staff, had slipped quietly 
away by air. 

• The 1st Battalion in their battered vehicles set about the sorting and 
collection of this defeated army.” 

• The Rifle Brigade in the Second World War   
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Tunisia – 13 May
• Six days after the fall of Tunis 

and Bizerte, the last Axis 
resistance in Africa ended with 
the surrender of over 230,000 
Germans and Italians who 
became prisoners of war. 
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General Eisenhower with (foreground, left to right): 
Air Chief Marshal Sir Tedder, General Alexander, 
Admiral Andrew Cunningham, and (top row): Mr. 
Macmillan, Maj. Gen. Bedell Smith, and unidentified 
British officers.



Alamein was just a railway stop in the middle of 
the desert. 
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• Thanks for your attention.

• That is the End of Term.

• Anyone for a cold drink?
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