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Autumn Meeting, on Wednesday 9th October 2002, at Larkhill

A Presentation by Robin Neillands esq, Military Historian

THE EIGHTH ARMY AND THE BATTLE OF ALAMEIN

The Autumn 2002 Meeting of the Royal Artillery Historical Society was held in the Mansergh Room of the RA Mess, Larkhill, on Wednesday 9th October 2002.  Lieutenant Colonel Townend too the Chair as Brigadier Timbers was stuck in traffic.

Lieutenant Colonel Townend introduced the Meeting.  After giving out domestic notices about the arrangements for the day, including the AGM in the afternoon, he announced that Firepower, the Royal Artillery Museum was mounting a commemorative exhibition about Alamein, with a lecture on 23rd October, the exact anniversary of the battle.  He also welcomed Colonel David Lyon, Commandant of the Royal School of Artillery, and a significant number of his staff as guests to the Meeting, and thanked him for allowing the Society to use the RA Mess.

The Secretary then went on to introduce the speaker, the writer and journalist Mr Robin Neillands.  Mr Neillands is a former Royal Marine Commando and one of Britain's most readable military historians.  He is the author of more than forty books including The Great War Generals on the Western Front 1914-18, D-Day 1944: Voices from Normandy, The Battle of Normandy 1944, The Conquest of the Reich 1945, The Bomber War: Arthur Harris and the Allied Bomber Offensive and By Land and Sea - The History of the Royal Marine Commandos.  He is a regular contributor to military magazines and the national press, lectures at the National Army Museum and to history groups worldwide and is a member of the British Commission for Military History.  He also conducts battlefield tours in Europe and North America, and is about to visit Alamein with the Sixtieth Anniversary Commemorations.

"Gentlemen; shortly after I agreed to give this talk I realised I was breaking the golden rule of lecturing – never give a talk to people who know more about the subject than you do.  Colonel Townend has ordered an address on Alamein with particular reference to the artillery, so – having come to my senses, I will labour the Desert Army rather more than the artillery – but the artillery will come into it as you will see – and the Desert War rather more than the Alamein battle – on which two fat new books have just appeared – but we can look at the battle in particular during the questions when the talents of the Desert Generals, Axis as well as Allied, and any other thoughts or queries on this campaign, can get an airing.

My qualifications for talking about Alamein at all, arise from the fact that for the last two years I have been writing a history of Eighth Army, beginning with the Western Desert Force in 1940 and proceeding through various forms to Eighth Army proper, which was so entitled from September 1941 and then on, to Tripoli and Tunis, Sicily and Cassino, to the Alps and Trieste – a saga as much as a history.  The pivotal event in the history of Eighth Army was Alamein and it is almost certain that with the 60th anniversary on the 23rd we will hear a lot more about that battle in the next few weeks.

I sold the idea of this book to the publisher on the basis that Eighth Army was one of great armies of history, one to rank with the Peninsular Army and Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia.  Imagine my horror therefore when after six months of research I came to the conclusion that until August 1942 Eighth Army was a terrible army.  Indeed, as I told the publisher last year, by Chapter 4 my subject was in deep trouble and if it did not sort itself out by Chapter 6 I would be in deep trouble.  I would therefore like to begin by talking about Eighth Army as a whole, before we move on to particular parts.

Lest you think this disparaging comment is simply my opinion, let me quote from the Official History:


‘Worse still, what was the matter with British arms?’


   Official History: The Mediterranean and the Middle East, Vol III, pp 274

What was the matter with Eighth Army in 1941 and 1942?  That something was the matter with this Army seems undoubted for success continued elusive.  After a string of defeats since Rommel arrived in early 1941 CRUSADER – also called the battle of Sidi Rezegh – has been a very narrow and expensive victory, which saw a great deal of courage but no great feats of generalship on the British side and the subsequent GAZALA battle ended with the fall of Tobruk.  It was increasingly obvious to all – from Winston Churchill to the lowest private soldier – that Erwin Rommel, with smaller forces and at the end of a long supply route, was able to run rings about Eighth Army whenever he wished and questions on why this should be now had to be addressed.

Rommel enjoyed certain advantages.  He commanded a homogenous force and his troops – especially his German troops – were well-trained and aggressive in action; his troops were apparently able to go into battle as soon as they stepped off the ship, unlike the months of training and acclimatisation that British and Dominion forces seemed to require.

The Afrika Korps also had much better equipment than Eighth Army.  Even though much of it was in short supply, the kit Rommel had was reliable and could be used when it arrived without weeks of modification in the workshops.  Rommel also had the backing of strong Italian forces which, although despised by many Allied soldiers, could fight well on occasion, especially on the defensive.  Added to this is the fact that Rommel was a commander of genius fighting the kind of battle – a mobile battle – for which his talents were especially suited.  In the critical areas of troops, training, equipment and command, the Axis forces had a clear advantage.  True as this is, none of it fully accounts for the knife-edge of defeat constantly hanging over the British Army in the Western Desert until October 1942.

Eighth Army certainly had problems.  It was made up of many nationalities and contained units which arrived in the Desert in various states of training – it was not a homogenous force.  Although many divisions were of high quality, these troops and their units had first to be welded into a homogenous whole; it was not possible to send a British tank brigade to an Australian division and expect them to work in perfect harmony.  They had to learn to work together as a team, using equipment – especially tanks and artillery, but including infantry support weapons of even platoon weapons like the Bren light machine gun and the 2-inch mortar – that many had not seen and few had had the chance to train with before they arrived in Egypt.  In many ways, Eighth Army was untrained and had to learn on the job – at any time an expensive process.

Then, as already noted, much of the equipment was inadequate; the tanks were unreliable, thinly-armoured and undergunned.  The untracked transport was unsuited to desert conditions – two-wheel drive transport tended to bog down in the sand and became hopelessly stranded when it rained.  Even small items were inadequate – like the British 4-gallon petrol tins – which were a great drain on scanty fuel resources.  ‘My late father served with the 1st Armoured Division in North Africa’, writes Charles R Butt, ‘and envied the Germans their superior and more practical equipment.  One of his favourite examples was the ‘jerrican’, sturdily made and with a open or shut spout, which was far superior to our poorly designed and flimsy square petrol tins which were ever liable to crack and leak and most inconvenient to use’.

In matters of support, Eighth Army was well served by the Desert Air Force but this hard fighting Force did not have full control of the desert skies.  The Luftwaffe had plenty of aircraft, their fighters were more than a match for the British and South African squadrons and their Stuka dive bombers in particular were a menace to static forces on the ground.  

There are therefore a number of good reasons why Eight Army was not performing well – even when its soldiers were fighting well – but these reasons do not excuse the general and chronic failure to get a grip on the smaller Axis forces and drive them back to Libya and beyond.  For that one must look at the area of command.

Here too there are reasons for failure.  Wavell’s command had always been far too big and he had been forced to weaken his desert forces and call off successful campaigns in order to send troops and kit to other areas; to Greece and Crete, where losses had been high and to Syria and Iraq and Eritrea, where victory had been achieved but at a considerable cost in time, equipment and manpower.  Wavell – and now Auchinleck – had too much on their plates and this vast command should have been split.  

There was also continual interference from London.  Winston Churchill – War Minister as well as Prime Minister – was always urging attacks before the desert commanders were ready to make them.  Churchill had good reasons for urging action – pressure of events elsewhere, not least in the House of Commons – and the Allied commanders had good reasons for delay – a need for more training and a shortage of equipment – but such reasons, and such interference do not seem to have deterred General Rommel who was equally plagued from on-high.

Rommel was subject to calls from OKW, in his case usually calls for caution or restraint for with the Russian campaign on their plates, OKW regarded the desert war as a side-show.  Rommel was also subordinate to the Italian commander in North Africa and the Commando Supremo in Rome.  That at least was the theory but provided he was successful and kept the support of Adolf Hitler, Rommel was able to fight his campaigns much as he wished.

Churchill was able to harass the desert generals because he had access to ULTRA intelligence on German strengths and their supply situation – unfortunately, the Germans also had an excellent intelligence source, Colonel Bonner Frank Fellers, the US Military attaché in Cairo.  Colonel Fellers had access to all the Eighth Army command and carte blanche to go where he wanted.  Having done so, he would return to Cairo and send detailed cables to Marshall in Washington, reporting on Eighth Army’s strength, positions, supplies, kit, commanders, dispositions and intentions – a complete accurate summation of Eighth Army by a senior, professional officer.

Unfortunately for Colonel Fellers and rather more unfortunately for the Eighth Army command, the US diplomatic code, in the Black Code, which Colonel Fellers was using, had been broken by the Italians and Fellers messages were on Rommel’s desk, in full and glorious detail, long before they were slipped into General Marshall’s in-tray.  You will find reference to this fact in Rommel’s diaries – he refers to this intelligence as his Good Source or as the ‘little fellers’ and Rommel continued to get this information until the July of 1942 when, for some reason, the penny finally dropped.  So it could be that part of Rommel’s success was due to the regular provision of accurate and relevant information – we must not forget that the enemy too has sources of intelligence.

That said, the reasons for Rommel’s successes lie as much with failures in the British command as with his own undoubted talents and Colonel Fellers misfortunes.

First there is the matter of tactics.  The normal rules of attack and defence did not often work in the desert where there were only a few positions – the Alamein line, the Halfaya Pass, some of the ridges and high ground as at Sidi Rezegh – where the ground offered a defensive line with fairly secure flanks.  As a rule, any position could be outflanked so these desert battles were rather like Fleet engagements at sea.  The outcome depended on which general could keep his force together and under control; each side aimed to split the opposing force and destroy it in detail, rather as Nelson split the Franco-Spanish fleet at Trafalgar.

One other tactic, deployed so often and so successfully by Rommel was to create a defensive line using anti-tank guns.  The British tanks were lured onto the enemy anti-tank positions time and again – and aided their own destruction in detail by deliberately splitting their force, enabling Rommel to bring his forces against them and defeat them in detail.  The tactic to deal with such a situation was simple in theory, tough often more difficult in practice.  On running against a dug-in, anti-tank position the tactic was to hold back out of range and pound the anti-tank gunners with field artillery using high-explosive; once the anti-tank gunners had been killed or dispersed, the tanks could move forward.  Tanks, anti-tank guns, field artillery and infantry had to work together, but the need to fight the ‘all-arms’ battle was not grasped at this time.  Douglas Hodge, an officer in the 2nd New Zealand Division is quite correct when he states that, ‘the main reason why the British Army bungled hopelessly in its tank battles was it pernicious habit of scattering its resources and denying the tank units proper artillery support’.

This view is confirmed by a German officer, General Major Von Mellenthin who, when writing of the CRUSADER offensive and the struggle at Sidi Rezegh, says:

‘The commander of 7th Armoured Brigade decided to leave the 6th RTR, with the Support Group on Sidi Rezegh airfield and took the 7th Hussars and the 2RTR to meet the advancing Panzer divisions.  This was typical of British tactics at this time – their commanders would not concentrate their tanks and guns for a co-ordinated battle.  In a short while most of the tanks of 7th Hussars were on fire and 15 and 21 Panzer had reached the high ground overlooking the airfield from the South.  The Afrika Korps then attempted to overrun the airfield by launching attacks from the south east.  These attacks failed owing to the magnificent resistance of the 7th Support Group and 6RTR commanded by Brigadier Campbell and – You will enjoy this – the British Artillery was the best trained and best commanded element in the British Army and the quality of these gunners was fully proved in the desperate fighting at Sidi Rezegh on 21st November.'

Again, part of the problem may have been with the kit.  The British tanks were outgunned and outranged by the German tanks and anti-tank guns.  The 2-pounder was virtually useless and my research uncovered many veteran accounts of 2 pdr shells simply bouncing off the frontal armour of enemy tanks.  The 6-pdr arrived in 1942 and was a great step forward, but it was not until the 17-pdr arrived in 1943 that the anti-tank gunners had a really powerful piece of kit.  The British 25-pdr, an excellent piece of field artillery was not used well, too often deployed in batteries rather than regiments and frequently outranged by German artillery.  Not until Auchinleck took command of the Desert Army in 1942 did the artillery start to wield its full and awesome power – at least on the Allied side.  The finest gun on the battle field was the German dual-purpose (anti-aircraft and anti-tank) 88mm and it remains a matter of wonder that the British did not equip their own anti-aircraft gun with anti-tank ammunition.  This action was certainly contemplated; in July 1941 Alan Brooke attended a meeting with Beaverbrook, “concerning the production of A/T ammunition for our 3.7 and 3-inch AA guns, to deal with large tanks should they be landed”.  (Alanbrook’s War Diaries 1939-1945, entry for July 21, 1941 pp 173).

The British commanders had not yet grasped the basics of armoured warfare in the desert, the need to match mobility with a concentration of force at the crucial point in time and space.  For CRUSADER, Cunningham, in defiance of Auchinleck’s clear orders, had first split his two Corps, then split the divisions of XXX Corps, and finally split the brigades of 7th Armoured Division into three brigade columns.  Whatever good reasons he had for this – or so it must have seemed at the time – this dispersion ignored a basic military rule – that a force should not be split in the presence of the enemy – and it enabled Rommel, who had concentrated his forces, to descend on the British brigades at Sidi Rezegh and elsewhere and crush them in detail.  When such concentration was important, one has to ask why Auchinleck did not insist that his order to concentrate was obeyed?

The handling of armoured forces was also poor.  The British concept seems to have involved a kind of fleet engagement, with groups of tanks, even single regiments like the 8th and 7th Hussars, cruising about in flotillas, seeking and engaging enemy tanks where found; since the German tanks had better armour and guns with greater hitting power and longer range, this tactic rarely worked to the British advantage.  The Germans did not see it that way at all; they preferred to fight tanks with anti-tank guns and since the German anti-tank guns were both numerous and effective they were able to wreck great execution on the British armoured forces without great loss to themselves – and those losses they did sustain were reduced by the work of their excellent tank recovery and repair teams.  The overall impression is that British amateurs were fighting German professionals and taking regular beatings while they learned their trade.

On the infantry front there is less to criticise – which again points the finger at the kit since there is no reason to suppose that armoured soldiers were less proficient or less gallant than infantry soldiers.  The Germans had to rely mainly on Italian infantry which was not match for the Australian, British, Indian or New Zealand infantry, which was outstanding and – except in anti-tank guns – well equipped.  There were some problems here for this wonderful infantry lacked mobility and needed more transport  - and reliable tank support – but when push came to shove on the battlefield, the British and Dominion infantry carried the day, usually with the bayonet.  This, alas, was achieved at considerable cost and did not in itself prove enough to compensate for the other failings.

Finally there is the matter of ‘grip’. ‘Grip’ is one of those military qualities that are hard to define but most noticeable when absent. ‘Grip’ is best imagined as a tight control of events and units.  From Beda Fomm in 1940, until the battle at Alam Halfa in mid-1942, there was a distinct lack of ‘grip’ in the higher echelons of British command in North Africa.  A ‘well-gripped’ military formation knows the presence of command because things work.  The soldiers are conscious that the Powers-That-Be know what they are doing and are working to some logical, strategic plan, one that allows for unforeseen emergencies; such ‘grip’ was lacking in the British Army and all-too-apparent in the German Army – all the British soldiers recognised that Rommel had ‘grip’.

So much is obvious but the larger question is why should this be?  What is the root of these continued failures?  It is possible that one reason for this lack of grip – apart from the distractions listed above – lay in the command structure of the pre-war British Army.  This tended to be slow, ponderous and confined by routine; everything has to be done by ‘The Book’ – by existing laid down rules and procedures – and the old Service adage that ‘The Book is for the guidance of wise men and the obedience of foools’ – seems to have been forgotten; the book became the Bible.  The generals, or most of the generals, were trying to use systems of command that were simply too slow for the fluid conditions of modern was in the desert.

Radio communications in the desert were poor and the commanding generals did not help matters by placing themselves well in the rear – Cunningham was at Cupuzzo, sixty miles from his Army when it went into battle at Sidi Rezegh – and unable to come up quickly or keep a grip on the situation as it developed.  This ‘staying back’ was normal procedure; according to ‘The Book’, a general must stay out of the detail in order to understand and control the big picture.  Though a valid doctrine, the point is that this procedure simply did not work in the desert in 1941-94.  The forces were too evenly balanced; the army that moved first and fastest and was the more tightly commanded would usually carry the day.  Rommel worked well forward and gave orders that were instantly obeyed.

Nor, see above, was their any real understanding of the armoured or all-arms battle at the Corps or Army level.  The pre-war British Army was too small to provide the commanders with any experience of command above the divisional level of British training areas were too small to permit the deployment of large forces for tactical manoeuvres; the limitations imposed on Hobart’s attempts to train up the Mobile Force in the desert before the war have already been recorded.  The Germans, on the other hand, had the vast plains of Prussia and North Germany to test their tactics and many of their commanders had direct experience of modern, either in the Spanish Civil War of 1936-39 or in the 1939-40 campaigns in Poland and France, where speed and mobility were the paramount factors.  These German officers seemed to be highly professional soldiers with flexible minds and they had the backing of Adolf Hitler who wanted a large, well equipped and well trained professional army before he went to war – and was prepared to pay for it.

The British should not apologise for this neglect of their armed forces – except perhaps to the officers and men of those armed forces.  Hitler was a dictator, planning and aggressive war and the subjugation of Europe and training his armies to achieve that purpose.  Much of what was wrong with the British armed forces in the early years of the Second World War can be attributed to the fact that the British, while apt for war when provoked, are not aggressively inclined and had no desire to occupy the territory of their neighbours.  The price of appeasement in the 1930s was paid by the British soldier in the 1940s.

Rommel either did not have a ‘Book’ or had thrown it into the bin on arriving in North Africa.  He led from the front, he appeared in the line at the crux of any battle and his orders, given on the spot, were swiftly executed.  In the British Army, situation reports and requests for help or orders were relayed up the line – to battalion, brigade, division and corps – and the resulting decisions were often out of date before they could be relayed back and implemented.  The desert war was a new kind of war and British command and control systems, evolved pre-war, were simply not fast enough to copy with it.  That lesson was not learned at Sidi Rezegh or Gazala and had only just begun to dawn on the commanders when they were driven to the edge of defeat at Alamein.

And so, finally to Alamein – we have all seen the newsreel film Desert Victory, starting with the great barrage that struck the Panzerarmee Afrika at 21.40hrs on October 23.  The anti-tank regiments were getting the new 6-pdr anti-tank gun and the infantry battalions the 2-pdr or where possible the 6-pdr; by the time the battle began Eighth Army’s anti-tank gunners had 850 6-pdr anti-tank guns, with each motorised battalion now having sixteen 6-pdrs to hold off the panzers; no longer would the British gunners see their shells bouncing off the enemy tanks.  The medium artillery had doubled its guns to 52, the field artillery increased from 616 guns to 832 guns (Carver, Alamein, pp78-79).

This barrage by nearly 1000 guns – accounts vary – was designed to batter the enemy defences before the infantry went forward and cleared a path for the tanks to breach the enemy minefields and exploit.

Alf Curtis of the 9th Australian Division remembers the waiting:

‘The 23rd October dawned no differently from other days – sporadic firing along the front, movement of vehicles and the odd aircraft.  The skies were blue and enhanced by vapour trails from the circling fighters.  Then, as dusk approached, two searchlights – ours – reached up into the sky which was unusual but conveyed nothing to us – then about ten, the beam of roving light came to rest over the stationary one and at that the whole Allied front erupted into flame.  Over 1,000 guns opened up and the intensity of the firepower was beyond what we had experienced, the whole night sky lit up by flashes and explosions… the battle of Alamein had stated’ ( letter to the author, 2001).'

Allan Austin remembers the opening barrage; (account supplied to the author, 1995)

‘The main barrage at El Alemein began at 21.40hours on October 23.  The relative quiet was suddenly torn apart as a thundering, crashing barrage of shells from over 1,000 guns rained down on the enemy positions.  This was the first major artillery barrage of the war, the first since the massive artillery bombardments of the Western Front during the First World War, and shattering.’

Montgomery was fighting the all-arms battle here but there is some evidence that not all the arms were pulling their weight – the tank divisions were sticky and Montgomery has to threaten Lumsden of X Corps with the sack, telling him that if he and his divisional commanders were nor prepared to move forward, he would find commanders who were.

The stickiness came as no surprise to the infantry.  The crux of this attack was for Lumsden’s X Corps to get through the enemy minefields and establish itself ‘on ground of its own choosing’ (Alamein, Carver pp 82) on the far side; the armour was to press on to that place and not become involved in any of the fighting inside the Alamein position.  Once through, X Corps were pivot north, turning on the Miteirya Ridge, which lay in front of the New Zealand position and which the New Zealanders were to seize and hold and so get across the enemy supply lines.  Monty calculated that this would provoke Rommel into committing his armour; once his armour had been destroyed, the rest would be easy.

This view did not attract much support from Morshead and Freyburg, who were still vastly disillusioned with the performance of the armoured units.  When Monty declared at his commanders briefing that if the infantry divisions were unable to clear the minefields the armour brigades must fight their way through, both generals called out loudly, ‘They won’t’!  As we shall see, these two officers were almost correct in this assumption – but not entirely.

It would be wrong to say that the first attack failed, but it was certainly held.  A battle of attrition developed among the enemy positions and it was necessary to mount another attack, SUPERCHARGE, and put more weight in the north, where the 9th Australian Division were doing so well, before numbers and guns finally overpowered the enemy and he began to fall back – in spite of Hitlers express orders to hold every metre of ground.  We will here many criticisms of Montgomery, that he promised more that he delivered but he predicted that the Alamein battle would probably last 12 days – and he was right – the fact is that it ended with Rommel in full retreat and Eighth Army beginning an advance that only stopped when they crossed the Po Valley and stood at the foot of the Alps.

So, to sum up – over the next few weeks we are going to hear a great deal about the Desert War and the Alamein battle – I hope that today I have been able to sketch in the background to that battle and explain some of the problems of the desert was – only some of them for the list is endless.  The fact remains that – in Churchill’s much-quoted comment ‘Before Alamein it seemed we never had a victory – after it we never had a defeat’.

That victory was due in very large part to General Montgomery who took Eighth Army by the scruff of the neck and played to its strengths.  Every arm played its part in that battle but – since I am talking to the gunners – it is right and fair to say that one of those strengths throughout the desert war was in the artillery – and curiously enough, the German gunners, even the Italian gunners, were also noted for their skill and tenacity; no one speaks badly of the Italian gunners – I don’t know what you teach people down here at Larkhill but as old infantryman, I am grateful for it – keep up the good work – and thank you."

Mr Neillands then invited questions from the audience.

Big Ryan:
What was wrong with the South Africans?

Speaker:
The South Africans were very good troops, and well led (by Peinaar).  The commanders of the Empire contingents - Morshead with the Australians, Freyberg with the New Zealanders and Tuker with the Indians - were all very good and these divisions made up the majority of the XXX Corps infantry.  But the South Africans were not very happy - their armoured division was better - but this can be partly explained by the loss of their division at Tobruk.  It is interesting to note that the British High Command refused to promote good divisional commanders in theatre and insisted on sending generals out from the UK to command corps, such as Leese to command XXX Corps.  XIII Corps was less experienced with 50 Div, which was to do well in Normandy, 44 Div, which was broken up, and the Free French.

Lt Col Gower:     What was the effect of special forces; were they a side show or were they useful?

Speaker:
With characters like Admiral Sir Walter Cowan, who had fought at Omdurman, and was captured by the Germans and been returned as being too old to fight, then promptly attached himself to raiding forces, the British special forces were nothing if not colourful.  Compared with the battles fought by the main forces they did not make a great deal of difference.  Montgomery tolerated them and found the intelligence they provided useful.

Major Braisby:   How did the infantry deal with the minefields?  Did they take a chance or clear lanes?

Speaker:
Rommel was very keen on mines.  The infantry had to clear the British minefields, then the German minefields.

Major Smith:     His recollection of his service with 11 HAC of 1 Armd Div Arty supporting 51 (Highland) Div was that they were trained to clear mines.  It took them three days to get forward, passing through lanes surrounded by dead engineers and infantry.  The Royal Engineers had mine detectors but the infantry only had bayonets.  They were required to be through the minefields by dawn and almost made it; as dawn broke they spread out to deal with the 88s for the 9th Lancers.  The British had started the war four years behind the Germans.  They had no equipment and no training.  There was no production of anti-aircraft and anti-tank guns.  The New Zealanders were very good, but were volunteers as opposed to the British who were conscripts.  In particular, the recovered New Zealand wounded always returned to the New Zealand Division, unlike the British who were sent where they were needed.

Mr Brown:   His recollection of service with 44 Div under Colonel Anderson Smith was that they were not Montgomery's favourites, having served under him in the UK.  It was probably not helped by incidents such as occurred when visiting the Division in the desert, Montgomery had asked a Gunner officer to name a general and received the answer "Rommel".  There was a story that on arriving he had rejected a room in Shepheards Hotel because he wanted to get forward to join the Army.  The troops dealt with jaundice with whisky; dysentery was much worse.  They were also very aware of Luftwaffe aircraft, Messerschmitts and Stukas, so the guns were dispersed.  Food was all tinned.  There was a fear of a repetition of Crete that led to large numbers of troops being kept in the rear areas to protect the Nile.

Lt Col Townend:   Churchill's first choice to replace Auchinleck was Lt Gen Gott.  Is there any indication that he would have done as well as Montgomery?

Speaker:
It is difficult to say.  There is no doubt that Gott was, by his own admission, very tired.  We'll never know, as he was shot down on his way to take command, but the answer is probably not.  Montgomery was nasty, but a good general who did not waste time on unsuccessful enterprises and did not lose many battles.  He was a good self-publicist but, unlike Eisenhower, did not seek popularity.

In conclusion, the Speaker addressed the point that Alamein has been described as an unnecessary battle, coming at the same time as the TORCH landings and Stalingrad.  However, his view was that had Alamein not been fought when it was, it is certain that Malta would have fallen and the course of the war in North Africa would have taken a different turn. 

Lieutenant Colonel Townend thanked Mr Neillands on behalf of the Members.  The Meeting closed at 12.35pm.

