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r.ers SECOND ADVANCE IN 70 EGYP‘

MAY - OCTOBER 1942

IN TRODUC TTION

Before entering into a_disouasioﬁ of this phase of the fighting in
North Afrioa it 1p necessary that we briefly review some of the important
svents that led up to the fighting in this area and eventually to Rommel's
second Advanes into Egypt In 1942.

World War II sterted in 1939 with Germany's oonquest of Poland. By
the end of June 1940 the Nazis had oooupied Norway and Denﬁa}k and had
completed their ocompaign against Belgium, Holland, and Frence, and wors
preparing to launch their serial blitz on England (1).

Ae soon as it was evident thet France was going'to fall and that
the time to reap the rowarda waes at hand, Italy Joined the confliot on
the side of Germany. Mis was on 10 Jins 1940, (2) Mussolini immedi-
'.ately etruck outwards from his basés in East Afrioma against the Britilsh

and by mid-August had overrun British Somaliland. (3) By 13 September |
Italy was ready to aot againat the British in North Afrios so Gen. Gra-
zianl started his invasion of Egypt. Thls offensive was launched from
inside the Libyan frontier end followed the coastal route eastwards.
Ey?Pgél The British, because of being greatly outnumbered, withdrew
aooording to plan to an organlized defense line near Merasa Matruh., Gen
Graziani deolded to rest on his laurels and helted at Sidi Barrani, (4)

In Deoember 1940 the British under Gen., Wavell launchad thelr at
tack on the Italians. (6) By early February 1941 the British foroes had
deatroyed.or.oaptursd praotioally the whole of Gen., Graziani's army.and
had advanced to Bl Agheila. Gen. Wavell's army was depleted in order te

send asgsistance tec the Greeks and he'was.therefore prevented from advan~
oing on toward Tripeli. (6) |
(1) A-1l, p.l; (2) A-1, p.8; (3) A-1, p.9; (4) A-1, p.10; (5) A-1, p.12;



In order to .vent Ttaly from losging the Axi‘oothold in ﬁorth
Africé, it was now neosssary for Germany to come to the ald of her weaker
hpartner. Hitler quiokly demonstrated his interest in keeping this theatre
of operatibns aotlve by sénding two Gorman light armored divislons and one -
of hls most able commanders; Gen. Rommel, who took over the oomm#nd of all
Axls foroes in the North Afriocan theatre. (7)

During March 1941 Gen. Rommel's Axls Army struck the British depleted
forces and by April had foroed them to withdrew to Mersa Matruh. On with-
dreawlng fram Tobruk, Gen Wavell had left a gafrison of some 10,000 men to
hold that port and oreats a thorn in the side of Gen Rommel's lonpg supply
line., (8)

On 16 June 1841 Gen Wavell initiated hls seoond offensive agalnat
the Axls forges in North Afriea (8). After thres days of bltter and costly
fighting the atteok expended itself with the two opposing forees ocoupylng
approximetely the same position as when the attack wms atarted. (10)

On 22 June 1941 Cermany started her invasion of Russia. (11)

After Gen Wavell's unsuooessful seocnd offensive he wes rellewved
of his oommand of Britlsh foroes in the Middle East. His successor was
Gan‘Auokinleok, who immediately,diviqe& his oommand into The Eighth Army
(North Afrioa) and the Ninth Army (Palestine and Trans-Jordan). ‘e BEighth
Army was plaoced under the oammand of Gen Sir Alan Cunningham. (12)

._ On 18 November 1941 Gen Auckinleolk launched mn offenslys with his
8th Army, whioh had by early January 1942 carried the British to within
a short distance of El Aghelila (13). During this advance Gen Ritohie
had replaced Gen Cunninghﬁm as ocommander of the 8th Army. (14)

Gen Rommel lmmedlately oarried out a short oounter-offensive in late
January which forced the British to retire tddiioinity.of Gazala where
they ranained wmtil Gen, Rommel struck with his Seoond Offensive on 26
May 1942, (15) '

(7) A-1, P.20; (8) A-1, p.20; (9) A-1, p.26; (10) A-l, p.31; (11} A-1,
2283 (12) A-1, p,34; (13) A=1, p.47s (14) A-1, p.40; (15) A-1, p.48
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Let us make lef s.-- udyofthe terrainove.r ‘ioh these North
African oompaigns had been fought. gygg_ﬁl,From Cairo to Tunisia, a
distance of approximately twelve huﬁdred miles 1s generally continuous
deaeft. This desert extends southwards for almost ons thousand miles.
Only elong the coastline is there suffielent rainfall to austa;p any
vogetatlon and this vegetatlon oonsisgtas of soattered gﬁ&ﬂ%ﬁd:;;istant
woeds and bushes, From Alexandria to Salum the oomstline is & flat
lejel plain inland for a distance of approximetely twenty-five miles.
This flét ooastal strip is oharacterized by belng either a dust bowl in
dry weather or a quagnmire after rains, Beginning about one hundred miles
- east of Salum this coastal strip ié separated from the inland degert pla-
teau by a rUggedlrooky wal)l or esoarpment, Thia esearpment varies in
heig;ht"s.nd steepness but is generally oonsldered an obstacle sufficient
to prevént the consideration of movement of large bodies of troops and
equipment to or from the Inland plateau exoept through five or six
passes. The coastal strip is generally muoh rarrower westward of Salum
end in seme gpots the inland plateau oloses in toward the sea and ends
in a steep rooky wall againét the ﬁaters edpe, Westward of Salum the
egoarpment 1s not so regular or well defined but 1s generally made up
of a series of steps leading up to the inland plateau. Westward from
Derna to south of Benghazi in northern Cyrenaica 1s found the rolling
hills of Jebel Achdar. This hiily country extends for about 180 mlles
and gradualiy levele off into an esdarpment which ourves to the southwest
end gradually deoreases in helght until 1t ia lost in the desert in the
area slightly south of Benghazi. (18)

It can easlily be seen that from the Nile to El Aghella an army |
céuld orgenize a defenaive line with 1ts northern +ip snchored on tﬁe
Medi£arranean. There are only two spots along this entire distance
where natural southern anchors can be foumd, These two terrain feat-

I
Mb&Lw4¢j=

urgs are the Quattara Depression in the east and the Wadl el Feregh;qx

ot i O T o Awt—predy (16) A-1, p. 4-b
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Both of these fea's are composed of galt marshe‘nd terrain that _

can be traversed by man but prohibit the use of mechanized elements

or large bodies of troops and their sequipment. Both are.of suoh size

that 1t would be disastﬁrous for an army to attempt te go around thsm.
Therefore the areas betwesn the Quattara Depression and the Mediterranean,
and the arse betwsen ths Wadl el Feregh and the Mediterranean are the most
favorable spots for a defensive line, (17) It must be remembered.that in
this wast North Afriean area where the problems of supply are of such im-
-portanse:to any attaoklng force_fhat it 1s generally not possible for the
advanoing foroe to bypass the major opposing foroe by a southern route and
continve to advanoe, Possession of the desert pround in 1tself is of no
iﬁport&nce.‘ Clear supply llnes are of such great importanaes thaf the op~
posing foroe must be deatroyed. (18)

The primary route of land communloation through this entire desert
fighting arens was a macadam road following the coast from Alexandrisa to
Tripoli, (19) By the time that Gen Rommel launohed his seoond offensive
in May 1942, the Britlsh had extended the single line broad zuapge rell-
way wostward from Mersa Matruh to the vieinity of Tobruk. {20} Betwéen
Alexandria and Tripﬁli, Benghazl is the only port capable of handling
the suppllies negeasary to sustain an army operating in the fleld. Thers
are a numbef of amall harbors such as Tob;uk, Derna, Bardia, Salum, and
3i1di Barranl, but these have such poor harbors and facilitles that each
is capable of handlinpg only a sﬁall poftion of the nesds of a major
foroe, {(21) |

THE GENERAL SITUATION (7 February - 25 May 1942)

‘The early spring of 1942 was a period of intense preparation in
North Africa by both the Axis and the British, Xach side knew that
the opposing foroe was putting forth the utmost effort to.aoquira the
necessary replacemsnts and equipment to enable it to launch its aftack.
Gen Rommelts ﬁupply line was mush shorter then that of the British, He
(17) Ael, peboTs (18) A-1, p.206; (18) A=1, pe5;(20) Asb, p.217; (21)

A-1, p.b '
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wes uslng Ben'ghaz..nd Tripoli as ports to reoeive‘s ghipments from

~ aoross the Mediterransan. The Britiah were foroed to transport the

major portion of thelr suppiies by lend aorcses the desert from the Suez,
It required a four months transit period for equipment to be transported
frﬁm the faotory to the front lines. The Axls foroes required about four
weeks (22},

Durlng this pgriod of awalting supplles, each Army was re-grouping
and bﬁilding up g;;;%ﬁposition, Gen Ritohle reallzed that more than likely
Gsn Rommel would be ocapable of attaoklng prior to Ehﬂ earliest possible of-
fensive date of the .Britlsh, therefore he was'ziig to consentrate on shoos-
:ing and strengthening the most sultable ground to defend. {(23) -

Sinoe the strength of the British foroeas and their looation must de~
termine to a great extent Gen Rommelt's plan of attack, let us take a lodk
| et the foroes and equipment avallable to both ocommanders. At the time thﬁt
Gen Rommel attaoked, the British had numerieal superiority in both men and
equipment, The 8th Army had aepproximately 740 tanks against B7Q0 for the
Axis, and 125,000 men faoing Gen Rommelts 113,000, The British likewise
had numerical superiority in mireraft and artillery. (24) These figures
perhaps do not gilve a too acourate pleoture because in tanks, antitank
guns, ﬁnd airoraft 1t must be admitted that the Axls equipment as a whole
was superior to that of the British., The only tanke that the British had
that oould fight the German Mark II1 exd IV tanks on equal terms wers the
newly arrived U, S5, "Gen érant'a", and the Britlsh had only 150 of these
againgt Gen Rommel's 230 Mark iIi énd IVe., In entltenk guns the German
88 mm self-propelled all-purpose gun was oqual to or-superior %o eny anti-
tank gun of the British, inoluding the few recently acqulred slx-pounders
(25). (igfﬁakughese 88 mm guns(Eh;%'were_to"play(;ﬁd@ a declsive role in
the .fighting of this compalgn.

Gon Ritohle had decided to hold a defensive line running generally
(22) A-3, p.SQ; (23) A~2, p.114; (24) A-1, p.5l; (25) A-3, p.40
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south from Gazala.- s distance of some forty mil. (Map B) ‘The southern
end of the line was at Bir Hacheim. This entire line was protected by a

. heavy mine field extending from Gazale souﬁh around Blr Hacheim and thence
in a northeasterly direotion to the vlelnlty of Trig Capuzzo, Instead of
attempting to organiee and defend with troops the entire distaﬁoe of this
line he organized certain areas or "boxes" for allaround proteofion. These
boxes were reinforoed with artillery and those in the meost eritleal arscas
were enclosed with mine fields. The bulk of the British Armor and certain
infantry units weré held in mobile reserve In the rear of the line 1in the
general vioinity of ®l Adem. (26) (27) The primary units whioh Gen Ritchie
had .and their original locations wores (El;p_i) ls’q‘Sou’ch Afriocan Division
with the Z2nd Army Tank Brigade attaohed wns oooupying the northern seotor;
the 50th Infentry Division with the let Army Tank Brigade attached ocosupied
the oenter seotor and the Knightsbridge area; the Fighting French holding
the box at Bir Hhcheim; the 2nd South African Division was in position at
Tobrulkty the 5th Indien Divislon looated north of Bl Adem; the bulk of the
British Armﬁr, the 1lst and 7th Armored Division§¢%égfheld moblile in the
area south of Knlphtsbridge; the 7th Motor Briéade was looated near Bir

Fl Guibi; and the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade and the 29th Indian Brigade

wore loecated south of E1l Adem. The purPopelof the last th£é§ separate
units was for the proteotion of that ;E:;;fAtEB)

General Rommel's Army was composed of the following: five Italian
Infantry divislona {Bologna, Sabrate, Trento, Bresioa, and Pévia); one
Italian motorized division (Trieste); one Italian armored division
(Ariete); and the German Afrika Corps conslsting of the 15th and 21st
Armored Divisions and the 90th Light Motorlzed ﬁivisipn. (29) Gen Rormel's
plan of attack on the Gazala line oalled for a frontal attack by the five
Iﬁalian infantry divisions on the northern ssetor of the line to oover
the main attack of the Afrike forps which was to be a "short right hook"
around the southern end of the British line. The Italian Trieste motor-
(26) A-3, p.40; (27) A-5, p.200-201; {28) A-a,"p.4o; (29) A~1, Map 12
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ized Divisien and.alie.n Ariete Armored Division 'e to follow closely
behind the Afrikn Corps and destroy the Fighting French at Bir Hacheim.
(30) T™e Afrike Corps, after enveloping the British left flanf,was to
deatroy the British Armor in the area south of El Adem, The Italien
Motorleed Corps was to oomplete the destruotion of the Fighting Frenoh
at Bir Haoheolm and Joln the Afrika Corps in a coordinated attaok toward-
the west to destroy the remaining Britlsh forces in the Gazala - Trig
Capuzzo area, Gen Rommel's time schedule called for the offensive to
begin on the night of 28 - 27 ¥ay and for the ooordinated attack by
the Afrikalorps and Itallan Motorlzed Corps on the nerthern British
forgea to be launohed on 28 May, (z1)

THE ATTAGK ON THL GAZAIA LINE

During the efternoon of 26 May the British realized that the Axils
offensive was about to be launched, Large movements of Axis tenks and
troops were observed moving toward the southern seotor of the line. (32)
At the same time Gen Rommel was carrying out extensive movements in rear
of his northern seotor for the purpose of oonfusing the British as to the
direotion from which to expeot the main thrust, (33) The Axls forces wgre
suocessful in achieving the goal of sonfusing the British as to the di=
rection of the main attack because 1t was not until the morning of 27
May that the Britich oommend fully reallsed that the mein effort was be-
ing made to the south, (34) One fault in the British communioation system
wag realized during the early phase of the operation, Gen Ritohie’s'head~i

-+

quarters was the only command echelon tled in by radio with several of the .

4,-:.‘_3,,

h

amaller units under its direot control and with the RAF and as a result, z e
some of these amaller British units who were protesting the southern flank \
‘were not informed of the latest information on movement of the Afrike corps.
(36)

By the morning of 27 May the Afrike Corps had cirocled Bir Hacheim,
and by using the Britlsh mine field to proteat their left flank.and om-

ploylng the 90£h Lt Mtz Divislon, which was heavy in antitank guns, to
(Bt rwitiop—3d (30) A-1, p.51; (31) A3, p.42; (32) A-3, p. 4-4; (33)
A-1l, p.5l; (34) A=3, p.44; (35) A~l, p.52
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protect their rig.‘flank, wes headed in the direo‘m of El Adem. {36)
(Map €) It had already struck and destroyedlthe 3rd Indien Brigade and
foroed the 7th Motor Brigade to withdrew. (37)

Mejor elements of the British let and 7th Armored ﬁivisions rushed
into position to pive battle to the Afrika Corps, and during the day a
great tank battle was fought Iln a large area aouthwéat-of El Adem. This
tank battle was very confussd and quiokly.bfoke up into a number of flerce
small unit engagements, The logses of armor on both sidesa;;:igreat. (38)
(39) | \

- The Itallan Ariete and Trlieste Divisions whioh had struck at Bir
Haoheim ran into & stone wall, The Fiphting French simply olosed the
doors to their box and had stopped every attaock the Itelians threw at
them. The mine ficlds around Bir Hacheim took a heav;} toll 'Sé,.i Italian
armor (40)., Likewise éhe Ttalian infantry divisions attacking on the
northern sector were repuléad without too much difficulty by the Britiah
let South African and 60th Divisions. (41)

At the end of the first day of fiphting the Afrike Corps, less the
90th Lipht Motorized Division was between the Knightabridge box and El
Adem, The 90th Light Motoriezed Division was three or four miles south
of El Adem, The Itallan Arlete and Trieste Motorized Corps had their hands
full trying to dent the Fighting Frenoh stronghold at Bir Hachelm. The
bulk of the Britlsh Armor had withdrawn to the vlolnity of El Adem ahd
Ed Dudﬁ, with other smaller armored wnlts to thq south and sast of the
Knightsbridge aree, (42) {43) .In all the British position was not bad..
They atill had numerleal superiority in all arms end equipment and the
mine flelds had not been pierced, The British felt that they had a good
chance to destroy the Afrike Corps if they could prevent relnforcements
and supplies from reaching it, and oould keep their mine field intaot.
(44) S
(36) A-1, p.62; (37) A-3, psad); (38) A-1, p.62; (39) A-5, p.208; (40)
A2, p.115; (41) A-2, p.1l4; (42) A-1, p.52; (43) A-3, p.dd; (44) A2,

p.115;
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The fight:l.ng. the 28th May was very 1ntense‘d confused, (1;;;.3‘_ D)

The "Knightsbridge Box" became the orucial point in the fighting, This
WEll-orggnized high ground, hercically defended by elements of the Bri-
tish 60th Infantry Division, quickly beceme the foeal point of the Axls
attaok, Gon Rommel realized that he must destroy thls backbone of Bri-
tish reslstance before attempting to proceed any farther with hls Afrika
Corps, The British moved thelr armor into position to glve assistance to
the "Enightsbridge Box"., Twe armored Brigades moved in to attack froﬁ the
Wﬂst; while elements of-the 7th Armored and lst Armored attacked from area
of El Adem - Ed Duda. The 7th Armored Division struck the 90th Light
Motorized while it wes in the aot of reforming to strike the El Adem area
and spllt it wp intd several fragments whioh wlthdrew to join the remainder
of the Afrika Corps. The Arlete Armored Division started moving up fram
the eouth to join the Afrike Corpe but waé struck heavily by a brigade
from the lst Armored Division and was also broken up into disorganized
pleces whioh\to fight their way up to & union with the Afrika Corps. (45)
The Italien Irieste Motorized Division, less slements to oontain the
P1ghting French at Bir Hacheim, moved up wasé<of the mlne fleld to the
vicinity south of Tripg Capuzzo. Severe tenk battles raped throughout the
day around the Knightebridge position, and by the end of the day the
Britieh had lost 150 tanks ami the Axls 90, (46)

- A dugt storm blanketed the area on 29 May but this did not etop the
fighting, The Brltlish launched a ocordinated attaock from the east gen-
erally along the Irip Capuzko, and suodseded ln driving Gen Rommel's

foroes back toward the mine fleld, and compressing them into the area

B ¥ T TR TS Py A
i g '

ﬁyt¢*'7¢Af#99,4iéf%u.ﬂ“a;f
Gon Rommel's pogitlon was repidly beooming precarious. His supply

known as the Cauldron. (47}

line around the southern flenk had been subjected to ocontinuous attecks
by the RAF, His supplies were ruﬁning low and he reallzed that he could
quickly loss his Afrika Corps when exhaustion of fuel rendered it im-
(45) A-3, D+46; (46) A-1, p.58; (47) A-1, p.53
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mobile; (48) .Clhe.ndator_-m whioh prevailed throug't ‘the day allowed
| tﬁe'Italian Trieste Motorlzed Division to make his position e bit lesé
' dritioal by opening two small paps in the mine field at his rear. (49)
o Fighting oontiﬁued in the Cauldron area during 30 May wilth the |
.'British_exerting maximuﬁ preasﬁre from the east, with their armor, lesv-
ing thelr infantry in their organized posltions, By the end of the day
it was noticed that Gen Rommel had started a withdraval of asome of his
forees baock through the mine field, Oh the followlng day, 31 May, the
fighting followed about the same pattern as on the preceding day with
the British trying unsucoessfully to close the pooket. {60) It is ine
tereating to note that on this day the British Armored “ivision Come
manders engagsd in the fighting strongly reoommended thét all available
RAF plenes be used to pulverize the Axis In the Cauldron, but this was
not done, Instead the bulk of the RAF was used to raid Derna. ({51)

By 1 June Gen Ronmel had widened the gap in the mine field and he
had aet up'a ring of 88 mm guns around the Cauldron which enabled him
to sucoessfully continue his withdrawal. The British oontinued to
exsrt terrifio pressure from the east, bub on 2 June they obsefvad that
Gen Rommel's withdrawal hed slackened and that he was bringing reinfcroe-
ments eastwards into the Cauldrom area. {52)

At thils stage.of'tha fighting the British position was still good.
Although they had lost very heavily in armor during the fighting slnoe
26 May, it was knovn thet Gen Romme]l had llkewlse suffered heavy losses.
During the period of fighting the Britlsh hed recelved considerable re-
placements in tanks and the 10th Indian Division had arrived from Iraq to
strengthen the British foroes. It was estimated that Gen Rommel nbw ha&
250 tanks mgalnst Gen Ritohle's 330. (535

A blinding sendstorm raged throughout the battle area on 3 - 4 June
end prevented either side from attecking, but both foroees made vigorbus
(48) A-8, 0,38; (49) A-l, p.b63; {50) A-l, p.53; (B1l) A-11, p.8; (52)
A-1, p.b4; (53) A-1, 0.b4
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'E}k&i%p\ ring of 88 mm antitenk guns around the Cauldron, and these weapons took .
ghf“”pcf/ , ® terriﬂc t0ll of British armor. Sme of' Gen Ritohle's infantry units
'ﬁj}f?{#}}y;mre oomp letely overrun. By the end of the dey four ocmplete reglments
’,ﬂé;ncx of British artlllery had boen overrun and destroyed or captured by Gen

N Rormel's Army, (656)
'Wme, After bitter fighting on 6-7-8 June during whioht he Axis foroes
t}ﬁfﬂ;’;"éo gradually pushed the Briltilsh back, _Gén Rommel decided he would malke

preparations to J.Jme the attack as soon as the v‘;her permitt{ed.
Gen Rommel took advantage of the conoealing storm to widen the gap in
the mine field, organize his position, and to strengthen his foroes in
the.Gauidron by bringing in the Trieate,.Breéica, and Pavia Infantry
Divisions. (64) | |

-On 5 June the sandstorm ﬁubaided and Gen Ritohie launched a co-
ordinated attack to olear the Cauldren, (Map E) The Infantry met with

slight sucoess at several points but the 8th Army suffered extremely

'} ‘heavy losses in Armor and artillery. Gen Rommel had strengthened the

another effort to destroy the Fighting French at Bir Hacheim. He dis-

N

patehsd the 90th Light Motorized Division to do the job. Although the !

. i
(R TR Y

hereolo Frenoh wlthatood repeateﬂ attaocks by the Germens just as they had !

>_ 4 IR \_.-‘._f_ I

( 5 Lo
ebility to supply the garrison et Bir Hachelm and his wige healtanoy to ’

withstood the efforts of the Itallans, Gen Rltchle, because of his in-

‘fall into Gen Rommel's trap by sending portions of hls preolous armor _ﬁ
to thelir support, ordered the Fﬁghti?g*irﬁ?fh evacuated. Thls evaou-
ation was carried out on nightlgf?ioggune. (88) :

Gen Rommel, hils right flank now free, was ready to oomplete the Job
to be done around theo "Knightebridge Area',
. On the mornlng of 12 June the opposihg foroes were ln positlon as
indioated on Map F. It was quiockly apparent to Gen Ritohie that it was
Gen Rommel's plan to envelop the British right by seﬁding the 90th Llght
Motorized and the Trieste Motorized Pivisions around the El Adem area,
end that the mlsslon of these two units would be to eut off the lat South
(64) A-l, p.54; (55) A-3, p.48; (86) A-5, p.463
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Afrioan and the 5' Infentry Divisions. In order‘_ allow these two
units time to withdrew Gen Ritohie decided to attack from the line
along the Trig Capuzzo in order to pin dowm the Axis foroes. Gen Rom=-
mel used his 88 mm gune and his tenks masterfully during this engage-
ﬁent. Beocause of being outranged by Axls armor, the British tanks had
to depend upon rapid movement in order to get within effeotive range 6f
Gen Rormel's tanks. Repeatedly the Axis tanks would retire drawing |
British tanks onto 88 mm guns hidden among wrecked vehloles and in'dug-
in positions. These 88's took a heavy toll on Gen Ritechie's tanks.
When the British remained in position snd refused to attack, Gen Rommel
would send forward one or two of his tanks which would weave baok and
forth just outside effeotive range of British gms. This would create
e heavy goreen of dust and by the time the oloud of dﬁat hed finally
sottled 88 mm guns would havé been rushed forward and would open their
deadly fire on the British, (57)

By 14 June the Britiah had , uﬁder great préssure bﬁ'the Axis foroes,
begun the;r gradual withdrawal from the Trig'Capuzzo line, and by 18
June, only a rearguard force oconsisting of elements of the lst Armored
Viyigion remailned in position around Acroma, Maaﬁtime the lst South
Afrioan Division had withdrawn east of Tobruk., On 14 June the EOth
. Infantry Division, finding itself out off, split up inte small unite
and under cover of darknegs struck toward the west and broke through
the surprised Ttalians and finally rejoined the r;.em}fg%pyg of the 8th
Army during their withdrawel along the coast, This unit suffered heavy
losses during this operation, (68)

| Gen Ritchle had not made definite plans to attempt the retention
of Tobruk by leaving a garrison there as Gen Wavell hed dons in the
spring of 1941, but there were sufflolent supplies in Tebruk %o sustain
a large garrison for several months., The withdrawal of the 8th Army from -
the 9fazala Liﬁe was made under very diffioult.aonditions, transportatibn
(67) A-1, p.55-56; (68) A-1, p.563 . |
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was soaroe, and E.ish higher headquarters was ex.:'mg terrifio pres-
sure on Gen ftghio and Gen Auckinleck to duplioate tﬂa ections of the
heroic Tobruk Garrison of 1941, Finally Gen Ritohie wag ordered to leave
qtﬁ; garrison (59) ocomposed of the 2nd South Afrioan Division, supplemented
by a tank brigade and twe separate infantry brigades., This garrison to-
taled over 25,000'mep. It was felt that this foroe wouid be able to.hold
out untii the British oould reinforoe the 8th Army and launch another of-~
1,)2 fensive.from the east. Gen Xommel had learned from his.expensive experi-
,WJL}\‘ "~-enoe of the preceding yoar. After gending his armor streaking in pursuit
| -0f the Britlsh for soﬁe thirty miles, he left a skeleton foroe to maln-
tain contaot with the 8th Army rearguard and quiockly atruck at Tobruk
with an overpowering foroe. IHe launched the attack on the morning of
20 June with the support of pulverlzing bombardment from the elr. By
mdd-artefnqon 15bruk had fallen. {60} In addition to the zs,doo troops,
he céptured vast quantitlies of supplieé inolwling gasoline and vehioles,
(81) |
' THE PURSUIT TQ EL ALAMEIN

Gen Rommel quickly turned to the'pufsuit of the depleted 8th Army.
A oaméarison of the strength of the two armies at this polnt glves a
olear picture of the results of the fighting. Gen Rommel now had ap-
proximetely elght divislons In feirly good fighting sondltlon, and-the
British had about four divisions of dlgoerganlzed and poorly equipped
troops. The Axis had over 100 tanka.and wero adding to this number at
the rate of 6 dozen per day from their repalr sheps, Te British armor
strength was so(ﬁgg% inferior in numbers and in quellty that it oould
hardly be considered. (62) To complete the ploture of Gen Rommel 's
viotory at this stage of the oompaeign, it is interesting to nbte that
Gen Ritohlie had received betwean 26 May - 8 June over 400 tanks to re-
place his losses at the front., (83) |
(69} A-2, p.l22; (60) 4-3, p.52; (61) A~2, p.123; (62) A-5, p.2ET;
(83) A-l, p.64; |
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The RAF rend.d gallant servics to the 8th A during its retreat,
retarding Gen Hommsl's pursuit and oovering the long British bumper-to-
bumper colums. The British deoided to retire to Mersa Matruh befors
moking a steand. (Map A) By 24 June practioally all of Gen Ritchie's
depleted foress had reached Mersa Matruh and were haatily petting in-
defenslve positions prepared during preceding oompaigns. On 26 June
Gen Remmel's foroes made coﬁtaot with the British oofering foroes and
immedlately prepared to attaok. (84)

At this point, Gen Aucklinleok took persbnal command of the 8th
Army. He deoided to leave the 2nd New Zealand Uivision, which had Auet
Joined the 8th Army, to aot as a rearguard foroé, and to withdraw his
foroes to El Alaﬁein; The New Zealanders, a great fighting division,
atopﬁed the Axis aassault for two days before retiring, thus enabling
the 8th Army to hastily organlze a defensive position at El Alamein.
(65} Te situation was grave for the British and ripe fof.the*Axis
foroes, but the bitter and continuous fightingiyat the Gazala_line and
Tobrggl the foroed pursuit under continulng bombardment and strafing
by the RAF, and the fighting at Mersa Matruh had rendered Gen Rommel's
Army inompeble of effectlve attack., His Army was exhausted., He had
the necessary troops and equipment, but hls men had reached thelr limit
of endurance., Gon Rommel weuld not let thils great opportunity slip by
without an ettempt and during the early days of July tried several plece-~
meal attacks on the British position. These attacks were without powgr.
end by the end of July botﬁ sldes had settled down to an i::;tense;’’t{aéla’f}vwL
ghort peried of bringing up reinforcements and supplies, and in improv-
ing their dafenéive positiong, (66)

THE SITUATION AT EL ALAMETN

Both aides realized th&t=the peribd of lnaotivity would be a short
.one. Each slde wanted to attack as soon &s it felt.that its foroes were
gtrong enough to promlsee viotory, 1t was anobher race for supplies.
(84) A-1, p.57; (85) A-3, p.54; (66) A-3, p.58;
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| Even though Gen l.el's supply lines (factory to .nt line)} ware

§till shorter than those of the Britlsh, he realized that the British
were now olose to their blg bases of Gﬁiro'and Alexandria and that
supplies were reaching the 8th Army in great qﬁantipiea. He therefore
realized that In order to have the best chance of ﬂotory he was going
to havé.to attaok before he was fully prepared. Also, the RAF was grow-
ing rapldly and from its nearby buses was oconcentrating on his supply
‘lines with very effective results. (67) |

On 13 Auvgust Gen Bernard L Monﬁgoﬁery became the new oommender of
thg 8th Army, (68)

By the middle of August Gen Montgomery's foroes were in fair eon-
dition, The Bth Arpy had been very rapidly re-equipped and reinforoed.
The 44th British and 9th Augtralian Divisions had arrived, {69) Most ime-
portant, replacements of tanks and aﬁtitank gwns had been received, In
fhe next battle the Britlsh were going t§ be able to fight the Axls with
greatly improved weapons., lhey had received a large shipment of "Gen

- Grant"” and the more 1mprovad "Gen Shermen" tanks from the U.S. and thelr
replacements of antitank guns oonsisted primarily of the British six-
pounder. (70)

Gen Montgomery felt that he elther ha@ %he choloe of attacking be-
fore he wae fully reedy and with éhgﬁforoéiﬂélgelt was nacessary to oom-
pletely destroy Gen Rommel's Army or %o bulld up a strong defensive po=-
gltion and allow his opponent t;ﬂ;ttaak. He f'elt that his Bth Army was
now sfrong enough to stop any attack it might reoeive, The terrain they
wore defending was the choloe defensive terrain f;gmnﬂlexandria to Tripoldl.
It had the neocessary southern anchor whioh necessitated the enemy forecs
making a penetration. He dedided to a.l]:ow Gen Rommel to do the attacking,
(n) |
' Gen Montgomery had at his disposal the equivalent of two armored
divisions and six Infantry divisions. They'were: the 9th Australlan,
(87) A-3, p.88; (88) A-3, p.68; (69) A-4, p.l; {70) A-3, p.68; (71) A-1,

p.SO
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lat South Afrioal.5th Indian, 2nd New Zealand, 6Qak and 44th Infentry
Divisions, and the 7th and 10th Armored Divisions. (72) His plan of de-
fense of the Bl Alamein line was to oooupy with troops the strongly or-
ganlzed infantry defenses from El Alamein to Ruweisat Ridge. (Map G) He
placed his prized 2nd New Zealand Division on the dominating approaches
to Ruwelsat Rldge. The southern seotor of the line was protected by two
parallel mine flelds which were patrolled by motorized infantry end light
armor. The bulk of the Britieh armor was held in rear of thia seotor. (83)
Gen Montgomery oonsidered the high ground of Alem El Helfa to be the key
terraiﬁ of the entire defense line, He reasoned that Gon Rommel would
mﬁke his main effort with his armor betwesen Ruwelsat Ridge and Quaeret

El Himeimat and if he succeeded in making a pénetration that this hlgh
ground would be thg oontrolling terrain for the baockbone of the British
positions along Ruweleat Ridge. He therefore placed his 22 Armored Regl-
ment, which was the battle teated-baokbone of hls armored strength, in
exoellent hull-.down positions on the important southwestern slope of Alem

El Helfa, and placed the 44 Infantry Division In organlzed position on
. k"l\_ ,rB '
Gen Rommel had also reosived reinforoements sinee hefaast attaoked,

the ridge, (74)

He had received the German 164th Infantry Divigion and the Italian Litterlo
I Armored Division, (Map G) His plan of attack was to meke the major effort
on the aﬁuthern geotor and, after passing through the mine flelds with his
armor, to destroy the British Armor when it ocame out to meoet his thrust to
- the east, (75)

'GEN ROMMEL'S ATTACK AT EL ALAMEIN (30 Aug - 6 Sept)

Gen Rommel iaunohed his attack on the night of 30 - 31 August. The
~attack took the foim of three simultaneous thrusts; one against the nor-
thefn,eeotor. one in the oentrel ssotor, and the major effort in the
south. The northern thrust was easily repulsed. The effort in the center
made some gain but was driven back by a counterattack, The major thrust
(72) A-4, Map 1 (p.4-5); (73) A-1, p.80; (74) A-4, p.3; ('?5) A-4, p.B;
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in the south waa‘de by the Afrike Corps and th_e‘a.lian Armored Corps
(Map é). By 1000 hours on 31 Auvgust, the German 15th and 21st Armored
Divisions had penetrated the mine field near Quaret El Mimeimat and by
mid-aftornoon, the German 90th Light Motorized Division had breached the
mine fleld ngar Ruweisat Ridge. The Trieste Motorized Division was the
only Italien division that ever penetrated the ming field. (768) During
the afternoon of 31 August mobile elements of the British 7¢h Armored
Divielon had been hit by slements of the German 15th Armored Division
and had withirawn to the east acoording +to plan, The German 2lst Ar-
mored Y1vision had turned towmrd the northeast after passing through
the mine field and had run lnto the British 22nd Armored Brigade lo-
oated in their prepared position on the southeestern glope of Alem El
'Helfa, Tis German unit suffered heavy losses and withdrew after dark.
During the night Gen Rommel's spearheads were hit hard by the RAF, (77)

On 1 Sept the 15th and 21st German Armored Divigions attacked the
Alem El Helfa posltlon, and as soon as Gen Montgomery deoided that this
was the maln armored thrust he moved elementé_of-the 10th Armored Divi-
sien from the east and the 23rd Armored Regiment from the nerth albng-
eide the 22nd Armored Division. (78) British armor had learned their
lesson at the Gazala line, lhis time they fought from their well pre-
parod posltions under +the prﬁteotion of their artillery and antitank
guns, (79) The Germans suffered heavy losses in armor, and during the
next fwo days General Rommel seemed undeoided as to where to attack with
his tanks, The refusal of the Britlsh armor to leave their positions was
an aotion he had not contemplated, and the longer range of the new Bri-
tish tanks and antitank guns presented a different problem than the ong
he had_aoivad so effeotively at the Gazala line, The mobile British
armored units on the south ocontinued to deliver haraseing attacks from
that direotion and the RAF was hitting him continuously. (80)

On 3 September the British launohed an attack to the south with
(78) A-1, pe62; (77) A=d, p.6; (78) A=l, p.63; (79) A-12, p.3; (80)
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the Znd New Zeal‘ Division that was succesgsful ‘advancing & short

distance but was not suocessful in oLoszng the gap in the mine field.

(81)

This attack by the Britlsh seemed to be the final factor that

. oonvinced Gen Rommel that his offensive hed failed, On 4 September

"~he began hlg withdrawal to the west, The British continusd to press

home aettacks with the 2nd New Zealand Division and mobile armored
wnits from the south, but the bulk of the British armor remained in
position along Alem El Helfa pidge. (82)

The Axis bitterly oontesfed each yard of thelr foothold east of
the mine field. On 8 Séptembér they still retained a small noss thru
the mine fi;ld, and Gen Montgqmery decided to allow them %o keep it as
1t had no materinl effect on ﬁis own position. After having allowed
Gen Rommel to expend his pfaoious supplies and equlpment, Gen Mont-
gomery was now ready to make his. final preparation for the'offénsive

that was to end in the destrudbtion of the Axis forces in North Africa.

(83)

ANALYSIS AND CRITICISM |
The primery reason_fhat ﬁrumpted Gen Ronmel. to attack the Gazala |
Line on 26 May 1942 undoubtedly was that he wms ordered to do so by
Hitler, The British captured German documents that proved that Gen

Rommel had planned to econduct an off'enalve during this perled that

would ocarry him as far as Tobruk, and that he was surprised that he

“was able to almost destroy the 8th Army. It must be remembered that

Gen Rormel end the Afrika Corps were in North Africa for definite rea-
eoneg that fitted in to Hitler's plan for world conguest. The Germansa
had thelr handa full with the Ruasiaﬁs in the Spring of 1942, and Hit-
ler realized that the surest way for him to delay the Alllee in an at-
tempt at opening a second front on the European Continent was to have
Gen Roﬁmel keep the British forces in the dqsert actively engaged.
(81) A~l, ﬁ.as; (82) A-4, p.8; (83) A-4, p.9
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It is obvim.hat neith:er Gen Rommel's nor G'Ritohie's pre-
battle intelligence wns too accurate. The British were effedtively
surprised by the strength of the Axis armor and antitenk guns. Gen
Rommel's forces were stumned by the fire power of the newly arrived
British six-pownder guns and the Gen Grant ‘tanks, Probably the one

 féotor that came near resulting in the total destruction of Gen Rom-
o 'lzmel's armor wag the strength and fighting ability of the Fighting
French at Bir Hacheim, If the British had%m\been able to keep
thelr mine fields intact a few days longer, or if they had W&de
a suogessful concentrated air-ground attaock on this small gap in the
mine field on 31 May and 1 June, Gen Rommel's armor would have un-
doubtedly been rendered immobile beoausse of.axhaustion of gaéoline.
It is interesting tec note how the element of luck played on the side
ﬁf the Axis forees, It was under the oover of a sandstorm that the
Itglians were able to.breabh the mine field, and it was under the
cover of anothér gandstorm on 3-4 June that Gen Rommel waé able to
re~supply and reinforce his foroes in the Cauldron area.,
In & study of the Axis attack on the British at the Gazala line,
I;one is immediately impressed by the boldness and daring of Gen Rormel's
plan of attack, By sending his armor over the long route around the
gouthern f'lank in order to hlt at the British armor in the Knightsbridge;
ares inatéad of first opening a gap in the mi%S fields to insure his be=-
ing able to supply his foroes, he‘?iékédqﬁﬁgxé}éve d&ﬁég; of losing his
armﬁr beocause of lack of gasoline and ammunition., Ths elements of the
Axigs forces that enveloped the British left oarried water sufficient
for a four-day operation, We must also remember that he did not have
aerial sup?riority, in fact the British had numerioal superiocrity in

| WKERK
the Alr and that they were able to:ggga\heavy destruotion on hir sev=-

enty mile supply line around Blr Hachelm.
It isalso important that we note the difference in the conoept
of the use| of air power by the two forces as demonstrated by the type
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The use of n.#ank guns by Gen Rommel's foro’ms exosllent
.during the £ight1ng at the Gazala Line. Especially was this true
whan_he rinpged the Cauldron with 88 mm gwns and thereby preventsd
the British from eliminating the pocket., Ala‘o, his employment of
thoee gune as & proteotlon for his armor during the severe fighting
on b June and 12-13 June resulted in heavy logs of armor by the Bri-
tish, The Axis foroes alwaya.dsed their 88's fdf gtrong frontal and
flgﬁk protection during halts for re-fueling orjwhen forced ﬁu halt by
enamy action, When the armor was asdvanoing, any potential armored
threat from the flank was met by strong entitank proteotion while the
armor oontinued on itsimission. A good example of this is noted dur-
ing the early stage of the oampaign when the Afrika Lforps oireled Bir
Haochelm and started north. Their right flank was proteoted by the 90th
Light Motorized Division whidh wag exceptionally heavy in 88 mm éuns.

In looking back over the three weeks fighting at the Gazala Line
'it ig fel£ that Gen Hitohie walted about one week too long to decide
to wlthdraw, After the fighting on 5 Jwne, with the Gazala Line def-
initely split, and with the Axis forcaé rapldly achieving numerical
superiority in all arms, it is my opinion that he ghould have lmmedi-
etely initiated steps to withdraw his foroes oh the Gazala secfor, and
the Fighting Frenoh at Bir Haoheim. If the Britlsh had started their
withdrawal at this time, the foroces around the Trig Capuzzo were still
. atrong enough to hold the opposing foroes ;nd the bulk of the Bth Army
(inoluding the -Tobruk Gérrisan) oould have besn suooessfully withdrawm
to the emst, It must be remembered that the poeaesgion of tﬁe desert
.itseif was of no importancs, but that the deciding faotor in this area
of fighting was the destruotion of the enemies armor. The problem of
supply wes so great that it often diotated the battle deoision, and had
in the past oompalgns deoided the viotor. DBy withdrawing to a defensive
position muoh closer te his base of supplies, Gen Ritehle would have
robbed Gen Rommel of this great advantage and would have foreced Gen
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Rommel to oonter.dth a long desert supply line ‘;jec'ted to RAF at-
tacks. Host important he would have had his precious 8th Army intaot
to fight apain, ’

| The deoision to hold Tobruk, regardless of whether the deolsion

was made by Gen Ritohle, or by higher authority, was an unsound one.

The RAF and the Royal Navy, on whose shoulders the burden of protsc-

tion and supply would fall, advised azainst the deoision. The garri-

.gon left to defend Tobruk was suffloiently strong in numbers, but they
did not have tlme to orgenize tha defense, and did not have the neces-
~sary artillery and antitank guﬁs for its defenae,.

The support rendered by the RAF to the 8th Army, during 1ts rapld
| withdrawal to the east, was superb. All roads were jaﬁmed wlth vehloles,
but due to the air oover provided by the RAF, the 8th Army suffered only
.minor losses from the enemies attempted alr attacks.
Gen Montgomery's plan for the defense of the El Alamein lineland

the exeoution of this plan was ocertainly proof that the British had
profited by oxperienoce, It is aocknowledged that the equipment, espseoi-
ally in tanks and antitank guns in the posaessi&n of the British during
the fighting at El Alamein (31 Aug - é Septl'was mueh superior to the
great bulk of that at their disposal on 26 May, but the use of the
equipment and the plan for battle was much better, Gen Montpomery em-
ploysd his tanks in é oonoentrated effort and with the maximum support

of other arms, Alr-ground cooperation showed much 1mproﬁement. Tiis
employment of tanks in the defense from a proviocusly ohosen and organi-
zed position proved very effective as well as oonfusing %o Gen Rommel .

LESSONS
(/fy'l. Afmorhshould be employed in a oonoentrated effort and within

‘olose support of antitank guns, infantry, artillery, and air,

2, The employment of a large armored thrust around the flank of
2 strong enemy defensive position involves great risks. If the at-
tacker does not have ocomplete aerial superiority the problem of supply
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quiokly beoomes .e.mount. ‘.’ .

Se A foroe in a position properly organized for all tound defen-

M%\m—‘:ﬁ P‘E—‘-’.’-&\#\ Gy e ’ Caer”
sE%qqoan withstand tﬁg};ttaoks of vastly superior foroes for a oonsid-

erable time. (Bir Haoheim)

s

e 4. close ooordin&tioﬂ at high level is necessary in erder for the

_/

i

Alr erm to mosat effeotively fulfill the misslon of oloso support to the-

o T

Ground foross.

“"s;' Units of brigede and regimental size should be fought under

Division and Corps control and not under direot Arqy gontrol.

I 6. When the organized defensive line is effectively penetrated

by the enemy and ohanoos for re-estsbllshing the 1ine are ‘not favor-

r

/5\1\ : able, the oommandsr of the defensive position should immsdiatoly oph-~-

A S ITTL )
e

gider withdrawing his force to & new defensive line rather than risk

destruction of his foree by fighting the attacker on ground not of his .

I own ohoosing.
;ﬁ 7 In fighting over vagt desert terrain norﬁally oossession of

iﬁ any portion of the desert 1s of no importance, the opposing foroe must

‘\Ji? bo destroyed.

M._,‘ e

‘B, In fighting(over vast dossrt torra1% the ability to reoover

I

and repair damagsd equipmsnt oan oaslly moan tha differenocs betwsen

-viotory and dsfeat.

9, In the defsnss it is possibls to employ Yanks effeotivaly

P

from prepared positions.”

10. Wumarioal superiority in weapons and equipmsnt oan be quiekly
' st e 0 A G :
overoome by the enemy if he hos‘pqpipment that is supsrior in quality.

e e TR T e

*'iil Troops subjeoted to gxtreme desart oonditions ocan, if properly

 trained and supplied maintain a high standard of fighting effiolency over

long periods of tims.
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