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Letter from Lieutenant Paul Lunn-Rockliffe, written on the day the war ended in North Africa.







	13 May 43
	13 Field Battery



	
	17 Field Artillery, RA



 

Dear Margaret,

I find it very difficult to write about David as we were such good friends and got on so well together. His loss leaves a big gap in the Battery, where, beside his undoubted capabilities, he was most popular with officers and men alike. Death can be regarded as a catastrophe, but I prefer the old-fashioned outlook regarding it as an insignificant transition to another life and world. I know many find that faith very comforting, especially in battle. I mention this philosophy in case it is of any comfort as I fully realize that the hardest lot of all is for those left at home.

I was the last to see David. We were together on the assault of ‘Longstop’ on Good Friday. Casualties were heavy – several of our parties were wounded and killed, but David got to the top of the hill with me. I last saw him taking shelter in a trench. I was 30–40 yards away behind some rocks. When the fire had reduced I tried to contact him but failed at first. Later I found him. David’s end had been instantaneous – shot through the head. His grave, with others, is up in hills of Longstop. It has been cared for and is marked with a cross Dick had specially made. The campaign is over now and looking back, Good Friday and thereabouts saw some of the heaviest fighting. We lost 3 other officers at the same time.

I never was very good at writing, but if you want any more details or to know anything about David’s efforts in the previous part of the campaign then I shall endeavour to supply them. For the time being accept all my sympathy.

Yours very sincerely,

Paul Lunn-Rockcliffe


Part of a letter from Lieutenant Margaret Hornback, 128th Surgical Hospital, US Army Nurse Corps, Tunisia, to her childhood friend in Shelbyville, Kentucky, November 1943.

I don’t hear from Andy very often. He’s a sensitive sort of a boy and gets terribly depressed during battle. Some of his best pals and mine have gone on. It will be many years before we know the depth of the wounds to these kids’ souls. They’ll be longer standing, I know, than those we treat with sulfabromide. They have had it pretty rough and when you mention battle hazards, you’ve only just begun. There is continual rain, cold and dirt, cold food etcetera, with only your thought for company. I feel better almost when he’s in battle. He’s a captain of artillery and when in action, his thoughts are kept occupied. That picture doesn’t do him justice but he is good looking anyhow. To me it seems we as a nation and as individuals have been terribly short sighted, concerned with small things and letting them loom larger. I sometimes think we’re as much to blame for this mess … we at least knew better, but so engrossed were we in our own affairs that we didn’t help much. May gracious God give us the humility and wisdom to let Him use us in fashioning a lasting peace. I don’t believe civilisation can survive another war.


INTRODUCTION

In November 2003, George W. Bush was preparing to embark on the first state visit to Britain of an American president, an occasion that was seen as an opportunity to reaffirm the Anglo-US nexus. Before his departure, the president invited a few British journalists into the Oval Office, where the bronze bust of Winston Churchill by Sir Jacob Epstein – loaned by the current Prime Minister, Tony Blair – was on display. ‘I thought he was a clear thinker,’ Bush said of Churchill to the journalists assembled before him, ‘the kind of guy that stood tough when you needed to stand tough; he represented values that both countries hold dear – the value of freedom, the belief in democracy, [and the] human dignity of every person.’

Bush also likes to point out that he uses a desk that was once used by America’s wartime leader, President Franklin D. Roosevelt; as the two nations have stood shoulder to shoulder once more, Bush has drawn inspiration from the part both Roosevelt and Churchill played in forging this alliance and the ‘moral leadership’ he believes they both demonstrated.

Bush’s fascination with Churchill is telling. It would be inconceivable for an American president to have the bust of any other national leader on his desk. It was Churchill himself who first openly talked of a ‘special relationship’ between America and Britain, during his famous Iron Curtain speech of 1946. Yet, however deeply entwined many may believe the two nations to be, the truth is that the foundations of this alliance were laid down only comparatively recently, during the period outlined in this book. Before the Second World War, it would also have been unthinkable for an American president to have gazed at the bust of a British prime minister for inspiration. Until then, Britain was still seen by most Americans as the old enemy, the evil empire that had wished to stifle the American settlers under the yoke of imperialism. Britain was also the nation against which the United States fought its first two wars. In classrooms from Connecticut to California, schoolchildren were taught that the British redcoats had been the bad guys, the oppressors of freedom. True, the two nations had come together – briefly – during the First World War, but American troops entered the fray only at the end of that bitter conflict and even then were commanded by Americans only. There was little unity of command on the Western Front. Furthermore, Britain and America were culturally worlds apart, despite the link of a common language; there was no sense of an ‘anglosphere’ existing in 1939.

This point needs to be borne in mind when considering the birth of the Anglo-US alliance. There was much suspicion between the leaders and commanders of both nations and while there were undoubtedly considerable disagreements, the success of their partnership was, unquestionably, an extraordinary achievement.

Much has rightly been made of the close partnership of President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill; their friendship and mutual understanding was crucial to the success of Allied fortunes, yet considerable credit needs to be given to the military commanders, General Dwight D. Eisenhower especially, for establishing a joint command structure and unity of purpose between two nations that was unprecedented in history. Significantly, President Bush also has a bust of Eisenhower in the Oval Office, the man who led the first major Anglo-US combined operation – the invasion of Northwest Africa in November 1942 – and who later became the Allied Supreme Commander.

The relationship has been tested since Churchill’s speech of 1946: during the Suez Crisis of 1956, and again when Britain resisted pressure to send troops to Vietnam. The US was angered by Britain’s withdrawal from the Far East during the 1960s, while British concerns over the US invasion of Grenada in 1983 were ignored. Nonetheless, for over sixty years, America has had no greater friend within Europe, and the two nations have, in recent years – in Iraq, in the Balkans, and in Afghanistan – rekindled the military alliance that was forged in 1942–43.

Studies of the North African campaign have traditionally been hindered by national bias. British historians have tended to give the impressioin that the fighting there was all over half an hour after the end of the Battle of Alamein in November 1942, the first decisive Allied victory on land against the Axis. American historians, on the other hand, have somewhat blanked any military operations in North Africa prior to November 1942, when US troops landed in Northwest Africa. Few realize that there were a number of American forces helping the British in the Western Desert of Egypt and Libya, or that they made a considerable contribution to the victory at Alamein. Similarly, many Americans could be forgiven for thinking the war in Northwest Africa was an entirely American show. Our preoccupation with the subsequent D-Day landings and the campaign in Northwest Europe has also tended to belittle the Allied achievements earlier in the war.

Yet our knowledge of what was to follow should not cloud our judgment of what was a critical period of the war. May–June 1942 marked the nadir of Allied fortunes in the war against Germany and Italy. America was still a comparatively young nation, ill-prepared for the fight ahead, while Britain, for all her experience and two-hundred-year empire, was also woefully equipped for the kind of warfare Germany had developed. Only when the extent of these deficiencies are examined can the true sacle of the remarkable turn-around that followed be properly appreciated. And this is the point: Allied fortunes turned only once Britain and the United States started to work closely together, and this only began in earnest during the summer of 1942. Materially, America’s contribution to the British campaign against Rommel in the Middle East cannot be underestimated, but it is also worth pointing out that at the time, the TORCH landings in Northwest Africa in November 1942 were the biggest seaborne invasion the world had ever seen. And they were planned and put into operation in just three months across thousands of miles of hostile sea.

It is also worth remembering that for all the trials and tribulations that followed the TORCH landings, by the time victory was finally achieved in May 1943, the Allies had reclaimed all of North Africa and had captured a quarter of a million men, more than the total number of troops in the US Army in 1939, and more than were captured at the great Russian victory of Stalingrad. Significant tactical and doctrinal developments had also been made, developments that were carried through to Sicily, Italy and Normandy. The use of air power in support of ground forces, as still used in Iraq and Afghanistan today, were developed during this period in North Africa; so too were many of the command structures.

This is why this critical period from the summer of 1942 to May 1943 is so important. In the corridors and offices of Washington and London, and in the sand, mud and mountains of North Africa, one of the great political and military alliances was born, an alliance that has had a lasting and profound effect upon the history of the world.
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PROLOGUE

Sidi Rezegh, Libya: November 1941

A little after 5.30 a.m., Friday, 21 November 1941. Reveille for the men of the 6th Royal Tank Regiment. Lance Corporal Sam Bradshaw was awake instantly. It was still dark, and cold, too, in the encampment. The other men of the regiment were stretching, stiffly getting to their feet and picking up their blankets. Surrounding the camp were their tanks, fifty-two in all, their barrels pointing outwards and forming a temporary steel barricade. This was the leaguer, as useful to the British Eighth Army now as they had been in the days of covered wagons.

In equally time-honoured fashion, a camp still needed guards through the night, and each troop of fifteen men would take it in turns to walk around their tanks in pairs, armed with pistols and a Thompson sub-machine gun, listening and straining their eyes for any sign of trouble. This was known as ‘Prowler Guard’, and the previous night Sam had been on duty with a friend of his called Wilkinson. They’d lived close to each other back home in Crosby, a small town near Liverpool on the Lancashire coast, and on being mobilized had even joined their territorial unit on the same evening, 1 September 1939, two days before war had been declared. Wilkinson’s mother was German, a fact he had always kept closely guarded; he’d also never told anyone that he spoke the language, and Sam was certainly not going to betray that secret. But that night, as they’d walked out ahead of their tanks, they’d heard the sound of digging, of picks hitting the rock, and voices too. In the stillness of the night it could be hard to estimate distances, but Sam guessed they were coming from no more than six hundred yards away. ‘They’re Germans,’ Wilkinson whispered to Sam. ‘That’s a German NCO giving instructions.’ Sam had hurried back to wake the Troop Officer but had been told to go back to guard duty and not to worry. But Sam had worried – and with reason. Before dawn, the newly arrived enemy troops, now dug in ahead of them, had opened fire with mortars and mobile 50-mm anti-tank guns. It had caused pandemonium: an ammunition truck was hit and blew up, and in the confusion one of their tanks had moved out of line and was hit by one of their own shells. Lieutenant Hancock and two of his crew had been killed. By 9.30 a.m., the regiment was withdrawing to the south.

They had then spent that day, 20 November, patrolling the western edge of the airfield they’d captured the day before. Artillery duels had continued throughout the morning and afternoon, shells whistling across the sky, and although ‘B’ echelon, the regiment’s supply unit, was sent well back to the rear, it had later come under attack from a number of Stuka dive-bombers. Sam’s troop from ‘B’ Squadron had been busy for much of the day, but this was not the major action. That was still to come.

Sam had discovered just what that would be at a briefing later that evening. Few of the men were told about battle plans, but as a tank commander Sam was put in the picture, despite being only a trooper in the ranks. As he’d suspected, they would be going into battle the following morning. Their task was twofold: firstly, they were to help the 2nd Rifle Brigade secure the enemy lines that ran along the ridge west–east to their north, all the way to the large white Bedouin tomb known as the ‘mosque’. Having done that, they were to drive over the lines and drop down the other side of the ridge, a fairly steep slope of some fifty feet, into the valley and across the desert track known as the Trigh Capuzzo towards Ed Duda. There, if all went according to plan, they were to link up with the troops breaking out of the besieged seaport of Tobruk.

Sam had pulled the short straw that night: Prowler Guard at 2 a.m., or ‘Dead Man’s Hour’ as they called it – the time of night when their exhausted bodies should be sleeping their deepest. Not that he found it easy to sleep the night before battle, no matter how tired. It had been quiet, though, in their corner of the desert that night. Nothing had stirred. Twenty miles away to the north-west, however, he could see Tobruk being bombed. The sky was lit with orange flashes and then, moments later, he heard the distant crump of explosions and anti-aircraft fire as the sound carried its way across the empty desert air. He thought of all the Allied troops trapped there, as they had been for two hundred and forty days. ‘Don’t worry,’ he thought, ‘we’ll have you out of there tomorrow.’

Returning to his bedding within the square of the leaguer, Sam struggled to get back to sleep. Too much nervous energy. In a few hours they would be joining battle again, and God only knew what that would bring.

It was now 6.15 a.m. on the morning of the 21st, and the camp was alive once more. The air was still dark, sharp, and fresh. Sam could see his breath in the day’s first glimmer of light; he’d slept fully clothed and wearing his greatcoat. He kept it on now, as he walked over to his tank. The dull metal glistened with morning dew and Sam picked up his towel, now sodden. This was something of a ritual – a damp towel always proved a godsend later on, for although in November temperatures remained cool throughout the day, it didn’t take long for the inside of a tank to turn as hot as an oven.

His tank was called Ferret. They all had a name, and all began with the letter ‘F’: Felicity, Fearless, Flippant. The reason for this was simple: they were the 6th Royal Tank Regiment and ‘F’ was the sixth letter in the alphabet. Ferret, like all the other tanks in the regiment, was a Nuffield A15 Crusader. Certainly it was sleek and, as tanks went, speedy and nimble enough to deserve the name. But what advantage it had in speed, it lost in armament. The 2-pounder main gun and Besa machine gun were adequate weapons so long as they didn’t come up against German Mark IV tanks, with their 75-mm gun, or the dreaded 88-mm anti-aircraft gun, adopted to great effect by the Germans in an anti-tank capacity. Both had greater range, and could fire larger shells with greater velocity than either the Crusader or any other British tank. In practical terms, this meant they could knock out a Crusader with ease at 2000 yards (1828 metres), while the Crusader had to get within six hundred to make any kind of impression. Such was the velocity of the 88 mm, you simply couldn’t hear it coming; the saying was, if you heard it you were already hit.

There were only a few tasks to do now: testing the machine gun, running up the engines, and brewing some tea and a bit of breakfast. All mechanical checks had been done last thing the previous evening: oil levels checked, track bolts tightened, fuel and ammunition loaded. The supply echelon usually came up at night, so if there were any problems the mechanics would usually be able to sort them out. This was the task of ‘A’ echelon, which provided the close support for the tanks and included fitters, signals, doctor, reserve crews, as well as the fuel and ammunition lorries. With the exception of the food wagon – which, whenever possible, arrived at the leaguer with hot food in insulated containers – ‘B’ echelon, the main support base for the regiment, was much further back. On this particular night, Ferret was in good mechanical order, however, despite the ninety-mile march – a regimental record – three days before and the action of the previous two days. On the 19th, the regiment had easily overwhelmed their first objective, the enemy landing ground of Sidi Rezegh. Three aircraft had managed to get airborne as ‘C’ Squadron had stormed onto the airfield, but seventeen had been captured on the ground and then destroyed. The tanks had rolled over the tailplanes, crushing them as easily as cheese crackers.

John Billyard, Sam’s driver, lowered himself into his seat and began running up the engines. He was new – he had only arrived the night before straight from the depot. He was older, too, than the others, married with two children. John had arrived with new packets of cigarettes and had made himself popular by offering them around. Turned out he was from Manchester too, only down the road from Crosby. ‘Have you got any advice for me?’ John had asked Sam. ‘Yes,’ Sam had told him. ‘When you find your marker, make straight for it, and if we have to make a run for it, for God’s sake don’t stall.’

The sound of engines shattered the early morning quiet as the tanks rumbled and clanked forward a short way to allow the 3-ton lorries, ambulances and other soft-skinned vehicles that had leaguered within the camp enough room to move out. Their place was a mile or two back, well away from the front line. At the same time, machine-gun fire tore into the sky, as each crew tested their guns.

A quiet stillness returned once more. Sam sat on the flat flight deck above the engine at the rear of the tank, drinking his tea and eating some breakfast: bully beef and biscuit. It was now about 6.45 a.m. – more than two and a half hours to go before they started up their engines again. An hour later in the east, the sun was beginning to rise, casting a tangerine glow across the scrub. Without anyone really noticing it happen, the mist had gone and with it the cold of the night. Within the hour, the dew would have evaporated and the metal would start to bake once more. Sam hated this waiting; it was the worst thing about battle. He started to think about home, then chided himself and tried to think about something else: football, leave in Cairo. Anything but home and his family. Then, glancing down at the ground, he noticed a spider crawl out from underneath the sand. He wondered whether, given the opportunity, he would want to swap places with the spider. ‘By tonight,’ he thought, looking at the spider, ‘you will most likely still be alive, and I will probably be dead.’ He tried not to think about death too much, and for the most part felt a strong, overwhelming belief that, somehow, he would be all right. But before going into battle, it was easy for such self-belief to be shaken.

At 8.05 a.m., 7th Armoured Brigade HQ received word that considerable numbers of enemy tanks were concentrating to the southeast of their position. As a result, it was decided that the 7th Hussars tank regiment would stay behind to face them, while the 6th Royal Tanks, along with ‘A’ Company of the 2nd Rifle Brigade and one battery of the Royal Horse Artillery, would press ahead with their northern attack as planned. Command for these northern operations was handed over to Brigadier Jock Campbell. That was something in their favour, for Campbell was already something of a legendary figure within the Eighth Army, known for his charisma, courage, and daring leadership.

At 8.15 a.m., Sam and his crew started up Ferret and a quarter of an hour later began moving across the start line. Firing the main 2-pounder and Besa machine gun repeatedly, they soon reached their initial objective, the enemy lines along the ridge from Point 167 to the ‘mosque’. Inside the tank, the noise of the firing was deafening, resounding around the cramped metal hull and turret. The cramped fighting chamber was also thick with smoke and the smell of fuel and cordite. Strictly speaking, Sam was supposed to keep inside the turret, alongside the gunner and loader, with a short periscope for seeing what was going on. In practice, however, this meant he could see next to nothing, his only view a narrow aperture clouded by sand and smoke, and so he frequently stuck his head through the hatch to try and get a better idea of where they were and what was happening. Even so, any action was always horribly confused, and this was no exception. And although he was wearing earphones and was still in radio contact with the squadron and troop leaders, Sam could only guess from the number of explosions and burning tanks around him that things were not going as well as planned.

What Sam certainly did not know, nor the British Command, was that earlier that morning, at 6.30 a.m., while it was still dark, the Axis commander himself, General Erwin Rommel, had stepped out of his command car a mere three miles north of where Sam was curled up on the ground trying to sleep. It was here, at Belhamed Ridge, with its commanding position over not only the Trigh Capuzzo valley, but also the forward lines around Tobruk to the north-west, that the artillery of General Bötcher was dug into prepared gun pits. Rommel, aware that the British were massing their forces both at Sidi Rezegh and at Tobruk, ordered Bötcher to turn the guns around, away from Tobruk and towards to the airfield to the south – where Sam and various formations of the 7th Armoured Brigade would shortly be readying themselves for battle. Even worse, as the 6th Royal Tanks began moving over the start line two hours later, Rommel ordered four 88-mm flak guns from a nearby German reconnaissance unit to take up position on the Belhamed Ridge alongside Bötcher’s field artillery.

Against such well-trained firepower, the Crusader tanks were sitting ducks, and so it was that half an hour after the attack had started, Regimental Headquarters of the 6th Royal Tanks had almost ceased to exist. The commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Lister, and his adjutant were captured after their tank was destroyed. The second-in-command, Major Warren, and his intelligence officer were killed. The regiment continued forward without its headquarters. Soon after, Major Laing, commanding ‘C’ Squadron, was badly wounded – he would lose his arm. Major Miller, Sam’s commanding officer in ‘B’ Squadron, was also captured. Tank after tank was stopped in its tracks. Some blew up completely, and many of those who tried to escape were machine-gunned as they fled the burning wrecks. Others were incinerated where they were hit.

By late morning, however, both Ferret and the other two tanks in the troop were still in one piece, and in the course of their repeated attacks, Sam reckoned they must have done a fair amount of damage, with many men killed or wounded and several of the 50-mm anti-tank guns along the first ridge destroyed. He was now left with just six 2-pounder rounds from the 110 he had begun the morning with, and was down to just one box of machine-gun bullets out of an original twenty-two. As far as Sam was aware, they were the only three tanks left in the squadron – he had by now lost all radio contact with any of the others. He hoped not all had been destroyed; it was easy to lose your way in the heat of battle or to simply break down, but of the fifty-two they had set out with, his troop were the only two he could now see. Nor could he say how far they’d advanced – with all the dust and smoke and carnage around him, it was too difficult to tell. What he did know, however, was that they had broken through two lines of defence and were now approaching a further ridge. Although the ground was generally gently rising, it was also pockmarked with small dips and rises, large enough to offer some protection. Pausing behind a slight dip in the ground, he had manoeuvred them into a classic ‘hull-down’ position, whereby the majority of the tank, save the turret and gun, was shielded from enemy fire. Gingerly, he raised his head out of the hatch. Slightly ahead of him and to one side was the Troop Commander’s tank. The second tank was on Sam’s other side, on more open ground. Peering through his binoculars, he could also see the enemy guns up ahead on Belhamed Ridge. At that moment, the tank on his right was hit and erupted into flames.

It was against orders to pick up crew of another tank – too many had sacrificed movement or good defensive positions trying to help others. But at that moment, a court martial was the last thing on Sam’s mind. He could see some of the crew jumping from the burning wreckage – good mates of his – and he wasn’t going to let the Germans machine-gun them while he stood watching. ‘Pull out and pick them up,’ he told Billyard, and so Ferret swung out of their safe position and raced across towards the two men running in their direction. The first jumped onto the front and swung himself up by the Besa barrel, while the other leapt onto the flight deck behind the turret.

Sam neither saw nor heard the shell coming; all he was aware of was a sensation of everything stopping. His world, his existence, that moment in time, ceased. Then he felt a pain in his side, as though someone had taken a hammer and smashed it into him, and saw blood on his shorts. He fell from the commander’s seat to the floor of the fighting chamber. When he came to, he wasn’t sure whether he’d been out for minutes or only a few seconds. He was aware of the tank moving but not being driven, just jolting along very, very slowly. He looked around him, but the gunner and loader were both gone. Then he peered into the driver’s chamber and saw that John Billyard was still there, in his seat. The problem was that there was no way for Billyard to get out; the fighting chamber, which included the turret, operated independently from the rest of the tank. If the gun barrel was pointing straight ahead, there was a wide enough aperture between the fighting and driving chambers for the driver to get out; but the barrel was not dead straight; rather it was pointing at an angle – about 2 o’clock – and the gap was not wide enough for escape through the fighting chamber. The only way was through the hatch directly above the driver’s seat at the front of the tank. ‘Come on, Billy!’ shouted Sam. ‘Get out, son, we’re going to burn!’ Sam stretched his arm through the gap between them, but when he pulled it back he saw his hand was covered in blood. ‘Shoot yourself, Bill!’ he shouted. Conscious of his own urgent need to get out of there as quickly as possible, he hoisted himself up, only to discover his leg was completely numb, as though it had been amputated. Despite this, he managed to clamber back onto the commander’s seat, and from there push himself up and out of the hatch. As he did so, he rolled down the back of the tank and ended up lying next to a severed leg and buttock, still fully booted.

The tank was still gently rolling forward, and Sam could clearly see the German guns ahead. Machine-gun fire spat out nearby – the Germans were always most efficient at finishing off fleeing crews. Realizing he needed to keep the tank between himself and the enemy, he slid off the back and began to run towards the cover of a small hillock and some scrub, although he hadn’t gone far before he could run no more. His leg gave out and he was forced to cover the rest of the ground by crawling on his hands and knees.

He managed to reach the rise in the ground and hid behind a bush. He realized he was still wearing his beret – an obvious target in the desert – so took it off and put it inside his shirt. Ahead of him, Ferret was still trundling forwards, but now billowing smoke and flames. ‘My God,’ he thought, ‘I hope he’s not still alive.’ He felt terrible about Bill, but what else could he have done? He’d never have been able to get him out.

Sam lay still for a moment. It was midday, the sun high in the sky. He still had his pistol, which he pulled out of its holster, but no water. He could see some knocked-out and burning tanks nearby, but otherwise not a soul. The battlefield suddenly seemed deserted. His wound was bleeding, but not too badly; even so, the hole was big enough to put two fingers in. Since his shorts were already fairly ragged, he tore off a piece and clutched it over his side. It didn’t hurt; rather, he still felt numb. And terrified. His mind was frantic. Should he stand up and surrender? Without water he would soon be finished. But he couldn’t do that, couldn’t just hand himself over like that.

While he was still agonizing over what to do, he saw a patrol of nine men appear over the ridge in front of him, and pass the still-burning tanks. The soldiers were German, but with them was a small two-man Italian tank. At each tank they stopped and looked around it. Sam thought they were bound to see him. Then that would be the end: they would see him, walk over and shoot him. Or worse, bayonet him. He’d heard that’s what a lot of Germans did. He lay there with his pistol clutched tightly in his hand. He thought: ‘If they try to shoot me, I’ll shoot them, because I’m going to die anyway.’ Or perhaps he should shoot them first? Or just shoot himself now and get it over with? No, he would shoot the German first. Then one of the Germans did start walking towards him. Sam froze, petrified. This was it. Surely this was the end. He closed his eyes and heard the German’s steps getting closer, crunching across the stony ground. About fifteen yards from where Sam was lying, the German stopped. At last he shouted, ‘Ein toter.’ He’s dead. And then he walked back.

Sam initially felt elation, then cursed himself for being such a fool. He should have surrendered, of course he should. Watching them go back the way they’d come until they were out of sight once more he felt another wave of despair, until suddenly from behind he could hear artillery firing once more – British artillery. Shortly after, tank engines began rumbling too, and so he sat up.

‘Are you wounded too?’ said a voice behind him. Sam turned and saw a ginger-haired lad hobbling towards him with a sub-machine gun. ‘I was shit-scared,’ said the soldier, ‘but I would have shot them.’

‘You’d never have killed all of them,’ said Sam.

‘No, but I’d have had a good go at them.’ He’d been wounded in both legs. ‘Can you walk?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Sam told him. The shock was now wearing off and his wound beginning to cause him pain.

‘There’s an attack coming in,’ the lad told him. ‘Let’s wait here and try and attract some attention.’ The tanks were getting nearer, so with his new companion’s help, Sam stood up and waved his beret until a Crusader rolled up beside them. It was from Sam’s own squadron.

Two of the crew jumped down and helped Sam onto a Campbell-stretcher – a form of hammock made from bamboo and canvas – which they then strapped onto the back of the tank. Trussed up in this manner, Sam listened as the tank commander – a man he knew well – radioed for permission to take Sam back. It must have been granted, as the tank began to turn around. Soon they were travelling over the German lines of defence that Sam and the rest of the regiment had crossed earlier that morning. There were Germans in their trenches, and they were still armed, even though they had been all but overrun. One soldier stood up and pointed his rifle at Sam. Sam stared at him, once more sensing the worst. The German stared back then slowly lowered his barrel. ‘Good luck,’ he said, as the tank rumbled past. ‘Danke,’ mumbled Sam.

They crossed the first ridge, ahead of where the German first line of defence had been, and where the 2nd Rifle Brigade had made their attack. The dead lay everywhere. On they trundled until they reached a mustering point away from the battle. One of the men from the regiment – another Scouser like Sam – saw him and said, Are you bad?’

‘I think so,’ Sam told him. ‘I can’t walk; I can’t use my leg.’

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘We’ll get you on a stretcher. You’ll be all right.’

But Sam’s nightmare was far from over. He was put on a stretcher alongside another wounded tank man, who was clearly in a very bad way indeed: severely burned and covered in bandages. He told Sam his name was Ashbridge and that he’d been with the 7th Hussars fighting the Germans to the south-east of Sidi Rezegh airfield. The Advanced Dressing Station, just out of the battle area, was heaving with the wounded and dying. Doctors and medical orderlies were rushing from one case to another, applying dressings and injecting morphine. Sam and Ashbridge were taken to a tent and a man in a white coat came over and asked Sam whether he’d been given any morphine. ‘No,’ Sam told him, ‘but I think the feller next to me needs it more than I do.’ The doctor looked at Ashbridge and said, ‘He’s gone.’ Then he called over the padre and said, ‘This one’s for you,’ and pulled the blanket over Ashbridge’s head.

The morphine made Sam pass out. When he came to he was cold; all he had on was his shirt and a blanket. A vast convoy of some eighty ambulances arrived at the dressing station and Sam was picked up and loaded into the back of one of them, along with five others, two stretchers one above the other on one side, two on the other and two sitting wounded in the well. By now, with the morphine wearing off, Sam was in absolute agony, but as soon as the ambulance started off with the rest of the convoy, the pain became unbearable. Had Sam still had his pistol, he was certain he’d have shot himself there and then; the pain was more than he could stand. The man above him was moaning; another had had his nose shot away and had a large pad covering his face; and there was also a blond major, from the 1st Royal Tanks, who had almost severed his arm. It turned out that he, too, was from Liverpool.

All of them were in bad shape and the ambulance began to smell terribly, and not just from the festering wounds: a couple of them had soiled themselves. Sam watched the major wincing with pain; he looked deathly pale. The convoy stopped for food and water, then off it went again, throughout the night, onwards and onwards, bumping over the rough North African scrub, each jolt bringing with it new agonies.

When first light showed on the morning of 22 November, there were no other ambulances with them. During the night, they’d somehow become detached. Now they were alone in the middle of the desert: six wounded men, writhing in pain, with just a driver and one other. The major went mad. ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ he shouted at the driver. ‘Do you know where you are? Do you have a map?’

‘No, sir,’ the driver told him.

‘How the hell did you lose the convoy?’ The two men shrugged. What could they say? It was dark, they’d had no lights, the desert was a big place …

They drove helplessly around the desert all that day and all the next, the driver and his companion arguing over which way they should be headed. At one point Sam fell asleep. When he woke up the stench was even worse and his body was damp. At first he thought the man above him had pissed himself, then he realized it was blood, and that he was dead. Bled to death, all over Sam.

At last he heard the two up front shouting: they’d seen armoured cars ahead. Sam didn’t care any more whether they were Germans; he’d happily turn himself in. He’d had enough. But they weren’t Germans, they were men from a Rhodesian armoured patrol. ‘Come on,’ said one of the men, ‘we’ll get you out of here.’

Following the Long Range Desert Group armoured cars, they at length reached another dressing station. It was too late for another of the men in the ambulance, however. The two bodies were lifted out, but Sam was increasingly aware of his own worsening condition; his wound was beginning to stink. Two orderlies told him to lift his shirt and turn on his side and then they applied a steaming poultice to the open wound. The pain was so intense he passed out.

Shortly after, Sam and the other three men were heading off in the ambulance again – not along any marked desert track, but over the battle area once more with its slit trenches and sand bars. With every jolt Sam was flung into the air and landed back on his wound. He’d thought he’d already reached unbearable levels of pain, but now discovered there were even greater depths of agony.

Near nightfall they reached an American Volunteer Field Hospital, where Sam was given more morphine and a clean bed for the night. He’d no idea there were Americans in the desert; they weren’t even at war. The American doctors removed the shrapnel, but his wound was becoming gangrenous. He needed better help than they could provide, and soon. So back he went into an ambulance and after a further day’s driving they came to the railhead that by now extended some eighty miles west of Mersa Matruh in Egypt. Unfortunately, the day before, German dive-bombers had mistakenly attacked a train full of German prisoners of war. At the dressing station, there was chaos; the medical staff could not cope with the sudden increase in numbers. Sam was put in a tent full of wounded Germans. One of them had gone mad and was jumping on some of the others. The men were all screaming and shouting, but Sam kept quiet, terrified the madman would attack him for being English. Then he heard voices outside and plucked up the courage to call out. An orderly came in and said, ‘You shouldn’t be in here. We’ve stopped bothering about them.’

More doctors examined him. Unsurprisingly, his condition had deteriorated further: in addition to his gangrenous wound, he now had a huge swelling of pus between his legs. But at last, at long, long last, there would be no more ambulance rides across the desert. Sam was placed on a plane and flown to an underground hospital in Mersa Matruh, a place he’d never even realized existed.

The first person he saw there was an English nurse. She was so beautiful and clean, and he so stinking and filthy and unshaven, that he felt ashamed.

‘How old are you?’ she asked.

‘Twenty-one,’ Sam told her.

‘I thought you were older,’ she told him. ‘We’ll put you on a bed and clean you up, and get a barber to shave you and cut your hair.’ Sam lay back, relief surging through his mind. He’d made it, he’d survived the war! Now he could go home at last – after nearly two whole years of fighting back and forth across the desert.

But in November 1941, there was still three and a half years of war to come, and the British Army was not quite so eager to let go of its men. A smartly dressed tank officer came over to Sam and began asking questions. How had the battle been going when Sam had left? Not so well, Sam admitted. ‘Your whole brigade has been wiped out,’ the officer told him flatly.

‘I’m not surprised,’ Sam told him.

‘Well,’ said the officer, ‘you’ll get a few days leave, then we’ll have you back at the front.’

The British offensive of November and December 1941 brought victory, in the end, albeit a pyrrhic one. The Battle of Sidi Rezegh, on 21 November, was the most intense fighting the 6th Royal Tank Regiment had experienced in their short history. By nightfall that day they had just one tank left out of fifty-two that was wholly fit for action. Four Victoria Crosses were won by the 7th Armoured Brigade, including one by Brigadier Jock Campbell, who had led the British effort to the north of the airfield at Sidi Rezegh.

The breakout from Tobruk was also successful – so ending the 242-day siege. That alone lifted British spirits. Over the ensuing weeks, Rommel’s mixed forces of Germans and Italians were pushed back some three hundred miles, out of the Libyan bulge of Cyrenaica, as far as El Agheila – the very place Rommel had started his campaign on arriving in North Africa the previous February.

For a brief month, the huge effort seemed worth it. Then, on 21 January 1942, the German general launched a counter-attack. Back went the British, back almost as far as Tobruk, to a small coastal village called Gazala. They were still holding the Gazala Line when, in March, Sam Bradshaw rejoined ‘B’ Squadron of the 6th Royal Tank Regiment – a mere four months after being severely wounded and a hair’s breadth away from death. Eighth Army needed experienced men like Lance Corporal Sam Bradshaw for the next round of the War in North Africa.


PART I

Nadir
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‘I think a new Higher Command is wanted.’

CORPORAL BILL EADIE, 2nd South Africa Infantry Brigade


CHAPTER 1

Calm Before the Storm: Monday, 4 May 1942

The Second World War affected the lives of almost every man, woman, and child of every country that was involved in this truly global conflict. For many millions, this meant they were uprooted from the tiny corner of the world in which they had lived before the war and flung to far parts of the globe – places that, before the war began, they would never, in their wildest dreams, have imagined visiting. Never was this more the case than for those who fought in Egypt and Libya. Apart from a few towns along the Mediterranean coastline, this was a vast tract of largely inhospitable land: stony scrub, home to only the hardiest of living creatures and plants, almost bereft of trees and water, with sizzling daytime temperatures and freezing nights. Whether you were from Nepal or New Zealand, London or Paris – or even California or Calcutta – the Western Desert was an alien place, and certainly seemed like a long, long way from home.

The majority of men – and women – who were there in May 1942 were only temporarily in uniform. Before the war they had been civilians, not professional soldiers or airmen; the war not only uprooted people from their homes, it meant they also ended up doing things they had never imagined they would do. The very fabric of life was utterly and completely turned on its head.

Few people, for example, would have thought the photographer Cecil Beaton would be wearing uniform, least of all the sandy cloth of










































































OEBPS/images/fxxiii-01.jpg
Snipe and Woodcock, 2627 October 1942

7 i
/ /
/ [—r
/ / £

/3

My <

3 e

o Tell el Aqqaqir
/
/

21120 HQ
0900 hrs.
27th Ot -
- iy =™ %
NZbiv

Encmy positions on evening 265
and Britsh on morning 270

b Main lines of enemy attack,
planned for afternoon 27t

0 2 miles






OEBPS/images/fxxiii-02.jpg
=== Forward positions, 0700, 9 November

== Forward positions, 2400, 9 November

o) -
s o
/ To Marrakech N}, Mediouna i}

Positions reached 0730, 11 November

French defence perimeter, 0730, 11 november






OEBPS/images/fxxxiv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/fxiii-02.jpg
Gazala, 28-29 May 1942

50DivHQ

ST
[ Harmag _

=== 29" May / 10 miles






OEBPS/images/f0xiv-02.jpg
Knightsbridge 11-14 Junc 1942

m i
m/‘////Ul///////I///ll(lj/II/hl

= \ |
O

Action )
=== 11 June

[ S | =12 June






OEBPS/images/f0xiv-01.jpg
ﬁz The Cauldron 56 June 1942
% m :{‘y
% ny,
% iy, /S

o o

“H““hlllhlm'“||“uﬂ‘hum“,“mm .
Qﬂ LT

Knightsbridge
Box /
;;;;; i
7

/ s
/ o e
P T ac

P2.Group g

aier?

Nk

,
/& st wapviq
[/ T 7 AmaivHQ






OEBPS/images/f00xv-01.jpg
/
i
10 miles {
i

Retma®

Retreat from Gazala Line 1415 June

22 ok B

J Acroma.

&ng\mhndge ( 2sftnd) ek
hrete
i

v

\
\
l
i
\

\
|
|
\
i

‘\{ ir el Gubi

N

\
\






OEBPS/images/f00xv-02.jpg
Fall of Tobruk 21 June 1942

& g

"4, g sy g,
el ag%

Trewe  Anae
20 Corps.

0 4 miles
A |

Bl Adem






OEBPS/images/fxxxviii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0xxi-01.jpg
— [ Operation LIGHTFOOT, 23-24 October 1942 (northern half of Tinc)

Plan of sttck with inended.
davn 24 Octobe abjeciver

s

P Tl el Bisa

RN
N

3o O

;| e

o 5w lioro

woonne/f Coulpow g
s/

N

OXALIC XXX Corps Final Objecive

PIERSON X Corps Fitst Objective

SKINFLINT X Corps Final Objective
= o o e Divisonsl bosndary

0 4 s






OEBPS/images/fxxiv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/fxvii-01.jpg
Y

o5 s ey

et

2ret sdas e o






OEBPS/images/fxiii-01.jpg
First day at Gazala, 27 May 1942

gy e
& “”“ Py W,\wmm ]

ek Eluet et Tarfar
.

Tepaned

Saepuree |






OEBPS/images/f00xi-01.jpg
Wit

Minefield: main aligament only
Dummy minefield alignment only
Full extent of mine field

Road

Track

Railway

Ridge

Oasis

Salt Lake
Marsh
Salt marsh

Allied defence perimeter
Inter Army boundary
Tnter Corps boundary
Inter Divisional boundary
Inter Brigade boundary

©h WM Mororiscd Infantry
4 Ity

& & Amoued

= A Aniley

T T Airbome troops

4 Airfore

e Ships

<t~ A~ Airfields and landing grounds

i Highpoint
= Allid movements
== Axis Movemenss

Arabic terms
Dahar = plateau, lt. ‘back’
Hagiag

Masbu
Trigh
Bir

American Forces I French Forces






OEBPS/images/fxxxiii-01.jpg
Von Armin’s Offensive in the North, February—March, 1943

oukt

K

——— Allied posiions at start o axack 26¢h Febroary






OEBPS/images/fxxvi-01.jpg
SEEE R T

&

PQUIBRON [ ‘e e






OEBPS/images/9780008138424_Cover.jpg
%)
X
o
Q
£
w
%)
£
°
Q
[
Q
=
«
at

Together We Stand

North Africa 1942-1943: Turning the
Tide in the West

u
-

James Holland





OEBPS/images/f0xvi-02.jpg
First Ruweisar 1415 July 1942

-
DAK Corps i 2miles
55 ", v 7
s o Do S

v

1522 Div

i Myeir

Nagh Abu
A

<= Axesof Advance
== Objectives 2amg i
i it D
Inter Corps boundary 'ﬁg,,‘,g,,",,.um.m oy T
© Defensive box’

| /
H /






OEBPS/images/f0xvi-01.jpg
End of Rommel's Advance 1=2 July 1942

andh

=" Elmaid

}isapivio

“Alumel Onsol XXX

P & «k”t“
Waem

\\\\\\\\\ "HQ’

iovig (W e

D AW o

—+ Intended course of attack, as
shown on captared enemy map

mm== Positions reached by
‘morning 2nd July

Defensive ‘box’

British dispositions are as on the
‘morning of Ist July






OEBPS/images/f0xxv-01.jpg
g,

R

=
DA Corpr
£y

Ao

[ —
@ Objecne

o 2miles






OEBPS/images/f0xii-01.jpg
Middle East Theatre of War

Preven
IMOROCC
=

J L1B YA
§ rznn

2N
N
!
S
AFRICA | 5o
/

// ErENCH
EQUATORIAL
ad AFRICA

i

i
Ve

[ ke
<

St

ade
\ ETHIOPIA






OEBPS/images/f0xii-02.jpg
PANZE]
ARMY

»
\ 2 Army T e

Eluet et Tamarg,
50 Div

X
o

g

W““ i fm‘W‘\X‘Z:‘_”;W‘wx““'w"““‘

wHQ

* e, i Ry

T

»
280k pc

b
g

i

sy
S o ] O

7 Koighonrtige
irel
’Hnm\ar

1 Ay Tiende

: /?,;x

Lefa

-
Bir Beuids 7 Armd >,

Gazala Line, 26 May 1942

it mg

V250,
\corms i
|

DY 4 o e
Bir ol
= Gubi
7 Mortac M
|
10 miles S Retma® |
g \

D

o

sl Cappuzge.






OEBPS/images/fxxxii-01.jpg
Kasserinc, 14-22 February 1943






OEBPS/images/fxxii-01.jpg
[Operation LIGHTFOOT, early 24 October 1942 (northern half of linc)

1592/ Lt

=

£ is
1smn e/,
Pl i

e it of the Alliod Advanee
— — lnter Divisional boundary
tocer Brigade boundary

s miles






OEBPS/images/f00xl-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
TOGETHER WE STAND

Turning the Tide in the West:
North Africa 1942-1943

JAMES HOLLAND

HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/fxxix-01.jpg
o7 T

s






OEBPS/images/f00xx-01.jpg
s b

TH61 33010 £7 “URWIELY [ JO 5

fa—

S—
-

mary"X






OEBPS/images/f0xix-01.jpg
The1 BNy H Wy Jo ouey






OEBPS/images/linep.jpg





OEBPS/images/fxxvii-01.jpg
VINVLITOdINL \ Lo souivos
v s, | i
R =
PP

.:Hﬂw.?m

NVIDO
DILNVILY

sdutpur] HOYOL






OEBPS/images/fxxxvi-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0xxx-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/fxviii-01.jpg
Second Ruweisat 21 July 1942

st

£y . I
\ uwnmnmuuuumj“m“,.\u\i“
i ummlm |-
=, I Bttty
‘,,, ’u amn i
’r

@ Objecrives Ist phase
@ Objectives 2nd phase
<= Start lines and axis of advance

Inter Corps boundary

— — Inter Division boundary






OEBPS/images/fxxviii-01.jpg
(/T
s

i j0 amzg [ ——






OEBPS/images/fxviii-02.jpg
Axis Sea and Air Transport Routes to North Africa, October1942-May 1943

%

Cagtasi

1 Nov 010 Moy,

=

Birerte

Tl
Lust e o Eav i N
L2 el o Ve End D

—— Sea routes, showing arrival dates
of last mechant vessels

Ai routes Bl Agheils






