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Dugout News: letter from Dugout Paybill 

Good Day All - The next quarterly Commanders' Meeting will be held on Sunday, 26 February 2012, 
when the National Treasurer, Moth Mike Adrain will be visiting us.  A number of you have indicated 
that you would like to discuss matters with him.  He has requested that we forward him a list of 
queries in order for him to prepare, as time would be limited and we obviously want to resolve as 
many issues as possible.  Also, if you want to go solo, let's register you beforehand.  I envisage the 
meeting to be on-line and inter-active. 

Moth Mike Adrain is a great example of a good Moth, always patient with the most menial of 
questions and responding remarkably quick to inquiries, considering the number of Paybills in the 
Order - the least we can do is to make his visit worthwhile and to not embarrass the POB and 
Dugout who sponsor this visit.  I therefore request that ALL Shellholes submit the following before 
noon on Tuesday, 14 February 2012 so that I can prepare these in Smartedge: 

1. Financials - complete from 1 July - 31 December 2011 
2. Copies of ALL bank statements (1 July - 31 December 2011) If you are not sure about which 

accounts are registered on Smartedge - let me know. 

I'd like to thank the following Shellholes who regularly submit their financials (WITH bank 
statements).  Battledress, Dawn Patrol, Marshal Smuts and Weskus Quartel 

 YUTTH  

Daphne Moreira Provincial Pay Bill- 

PS - Guys, take note: this is a MONUMENTALLY important visit.  Capitation Fees will go through the 
roof if we do not get rebates on our property rates; we may lose our "cash income" - the Bakoven 
Cottages as a result, etc., etc., etc. - YOU SIMPLY CANNOT BE COMPLACENT ON THIS ONE!!! 
 

GHQ News 

2012-01-31 The Full National Executive, all Provincial Dugouts, all District Dugouts and all 
Shellholes – MOTH 85th Anniversary 

The MOTH 85th Anniversary will be held at ATKV Natalia Holiday Resort from 1st to 6th May 2012 and 
all Moths are urged to do their utmost to attend all the festivities during this period.  
Accommodation is available at Natalia at reasonable rates, for Moths who are coming from afar. 

The main parade will take place on Sunday 6th May 2012 at Warriors Gate and as many Moths as 
possible should please make the effort to attend this important parade.  Seating will be arranged for 
those Moths who cannot walk or stand at the Gunner’s Memorial in the Old Fort grounds where the 
main wreath will be laid and a short remembrance service will be held.  

Dress for the parade will consist of black blazer, grey trousers, white shirt, MOTH tie, with medals 
worn above the left blazer pocket.  No regimental badges on MOTH blazers please.  Those Moths 
who wish to wear head dress – only black berets with embroidered MOTH emblem thereon, or the 
MOTH metal beret badge may be worn.  No other head gear will be allowed, such as golf caps, 
regimental caps, berets or regimental badges on MOTH berets.  We are Moths and proud of our 
own uniform and insignia as an Ex-Servicemen’s Organisation.  

All Moths are urged to refrain from drinking on the parade (this includes forming up).  Moths that 
are drunk and/or disorderly will be removed from the parade. 

Yours in True Comradeship – Moth Cas Aucamp – National Chairman  
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guns)  Simply put, Hindenburg saw no point in 
continuing Falkenhayn's pointless attacks. 

French casualties during the battle were 
estimated at 550,000 with German losses set at 
434,000, half of the total being fatalities.  The 

only real effect of the battle was the irrevocable 
wounding of both armies.  No tactical or 
strategic advantage had been gained by either 
side. 

 

 

Battle of Gazala and the fall of Tobruk – SA Military History Journal 

The war in Africa was to play a key role in the overall success of the Allies in World War Two.  The 
Battle of Britain gave British people hope after the despair of Dunkirk, but the first real 'taste' of 
success was to come in Africa with Montgomery's victory over Rommel's Afrika Korps.  The British 
Army was in Egypt to protect the Suez Canal.  The use of this canal allowed a vast amount of time 
to be cut for journeys taken from Europe to the Far East.  If Britain controlled the Suez then Nazi 
Germany and the other Axis powers could not use it.  Also if the Allies could build up bases in North 
Africa there was always the potential to launch an attack on what Churchill called the "soft 
underbelly of Europe" - Italy or Yugoslavia.  Hitler also feared this. 

The Battle of Gazala was fought in May 1942 and culminated with the Allies losing Tobruk – a 
defeat Winston Churchill called a “disgrace”.  The Battle of Gazala came after there had been a lull 
in the war in North Africa from February to mid-May 1942.  Erwin Rommel was keen to continue his 
campaign in the region while Churchill wanted his military commanders to show a more offensive 
approach.  The loss of Tobruk was a huge blow to the morale of the Allies and seemed to typify the 
different strategies shown in North Africa – Rommel’s willingness to go on the offensive and 
improvise his plans, compared to the conservative strategy adopted by Lieutenant-General Ritchie, 
commander of the Eighth Army. 

The war in the desert had been ongoing since June 1940 with neither side able to deliver a 
knockout blow.  The terrain made a cohesive strategy nearly impossible as a victory was difficult to 
follow up.  The sheer distance between each side’s headquarters in North Africa – 1300 miles – 
gives some indication that communication was also a major issue.  A campaign in the desert tended 
to go in fits and starts.  The Afrika Korps was a poor cousin to the forces being readied for 
Operation Barbarossa in terms of the equipment they were given.  Rommel had a constant battle 
getting OKW to supply him with enough fuel and modern equipment despite his apparent success.  
In late-January 1942, Rommel had re-captured western Cyrenaica and had advanced his two 
divisions to within 26 miles of Gazala and 64 miles from Tobruk; then came a lull in fighting during 
which both sides reorganised their men and equipment.   

Rommel's attack on Gazala came at an interesting time during the war.  To all intents the Axis 
forces were doing well in mid-1942; most of Europe was under Axis control, the Germans seemed 
to have recovered from their failure to capture Moscow and were developing their forces for a 
massive attack on Stalingrad.  In the Far East, British and Indian forces were in retreat in Burma 
while the Japanese were consolidating their power in the huge region they had conquered.  The 
success of the Axis forces may well have led their leaders to become overconfident.  OKW believed 
that Rommel had the necessary forces to take Egypt and the Suez Canal.  The value of the capture 
of such a target for the Germans was massive.  The lull between January and May allowed for both 
forces to regroup.  Churchill became a major critic of General Auchinleck (C-in-C of the Middle East) 
for his failure to be more aggressive.  Churchill had his reasons for taking this stand.  The Allies 
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were not doing well against the Axis forces - and he needed a victory or at least signs of an 
aggressive campaign - to bolster Allied morale.  There was also a real fear that Malta would be 
invaded. 

Malta was a serious problem for the Germans.  Their air force and U-boats were dominant in the 
western Mediterranean but the RAF bases in Malta and the naval force stationed there did a great 
amount of damage to the Germans attempt to supply the Afrika Korps in North Africa.  Malta took a 
pounding from the air and was awarded the George Cross by George VI for the heroism shown by 
the whole population.  However, by late spring 1942, there was a real fear that the island would be 
invaded and that the Germans would have a near free-hand with regards to supplying the Afrika 
Korps; hence why Churchill wanted Auchinleck to be more aggressive with regards to his strategy.  
In particular, Churchill wanted Cyrenaica retaken as planes from the RAF could use the air bases 
there to attack Axis shipping if Malta did fall. 

Auchinleck did not share Churchill's viewpoint - and many senior commanders in North Africa 
agreed with the 'Auk'.  If any Allied attack was to take place, Auchinleck believed that it should be 
well planned and the force involved well equipped for the attack.  Such an attack would need time 
to prepare.  This attitude put him on a collision course with Churchill who sent him a 'comply or 
resign' telegram.  Auchinleck promised an offensive in June.  Ironically, Rommel faced a different 
problem.  His superiors wanted him to be more cautious in his approach.  OKW's mind was no 
doubt on Barbarossa but on May 1st they did give Rommel permission to attack Tobruk when they 
realised that success here would greatly help 'Operation Hercules' - the planned invasion of Malta.  
By the middle of May both sides were planning an offensive campaign - the British to recapture 
Cyrenaica and the Germans to capture Tobruk. 

British forces in the region known as the Gazala Line numbered 100000 men.  The Eighth Army was 
led by Lieutenant-General Ritchie and was made up of the XIII Corps, led by Lt-General Gott, and 
the XXX Corps led by Lt-General Norrie.  The Eighth Army was served by 849 tanks, made up of 
Grants, Stuarts, Crusaders, Valentines and Matildas. Of 320 planes in the region, only 190 were in 
service. British forces in Gazala and Tobruk were protected by the Gazala Line - a massive 
defensive barrier that consisted of huge minefields (one extended for 43 miles inland from the 
coast) and a series of inland 'keeps' which housed a complete brigade. 'Keeps' or 'boxes' were 
designed to house a large number of men and equipment - the most important were at Bir Hakeim, 
which housed the Free French, and at Knightsbridge, which housed the 150th Brigade of the 50th 
(Northumberland) Division. On paper, the Gazala Line was a formidable defensive barrier. However, 
it had serious weaknesses. British planners assumed that Rommel would attack along the coast 
road; therefore a disproportionate amount of men and equipment was held in the coastal region, at 
the expense of inland positions. The 'keeps' in particular had less artillery ammunition than they 
wanted. When some was 'acquired' from Tobruk for the 'keeps', senior officers ordered its 
immediate return to Tobruk. Rommel's intelligence suggested quite clearly that the British strength 
in the south of the Gazala Line was not as strong as the British wanted to portray. 

Rommel's forces numbered 90000 men. He had access to 560 tanks of which 332 were German and 
228 were Italian. He also had available 497 serviceable planes. Rommel attacked on May 26th 1942. 
He sent a decoy attack along the coastal route while he planned to send the majority of his force, 
his famed Panzer units, in a sweeping arc south and attack the Gazala Line primarily from the south 
and drive north to Tobruk. So confident was Rommel of success that he only gave his armoured 
units food, water and fuel for four days - as he assumed that the battle would be over by the end 
of May 30th. Rommel’s initial success nearly overwhelmed the British forces behind the Gazala Line. 
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However, the Afrika Korps’ success had one major problem – Rommel’s armoured columns were so 
successful that they moved too far from their supply lines – primarily fuel (whereas the British 
forces were in close proximity to their supplies). The superior armour that Rommel had access to 
(in terms of quality) could not work without fuel. The British M3 General Grant tank was well suited 
to the desert but inferior to the Panzer Mark III’s and VI’s, especially the III and VI Specials. 
However, in the second phase of the battle, these tanks had fuel supply problems whereas this was 
less of a problem for the Grants. 

By May 28th, Rommel’s success was almost his downfall. His armoured units had moved too far 
from his fuel supplies. British Intelligence had also concluded that Rommel only had 250 tanks at 
his disposal to Ritchie’s 330 - quite a disparity. On the night of May 28th, Rommel himself searched 
for his supply convoy. After he found it, he personally guided it to where his Panzer divisions were. 
Critics of Ritchie claim that if he had been more aggressive in his strategy he could have taken 
great advantage of Rommel’s precarious position. However, by the 29th, the time had passed. 
Rommel was, by this time, in a better position in terms of supplies but he was not in a position to 
do what he wanted to do – attack and take Tobruk. Therefore, after a series of inconclusive battles 
on the 29th, Rommel decided to go on the defensive. He placed his armoured divisions within a 
formidable defensive barrier surrounded by feared 88-artillery. However, he had placed his forces 
near a huge British minefield and near the 150th Brigade Box – one of the heavily armed ‘keeps’ 
placed away from the coast that gave Ritchie a major military presence inland. By any standards, 
Rommel’s tactics were unconventional. The area in which he had placed his troops and vehicles was 
to be called the ‘Cauldron’ for very good reasons. 

German sappers worked tirelessly from May 29th to the 30th to clear a path through the minefield. 
Their success meant that Rommel could at least have a clear line with the Italians forces supporting 
him. Though Rommel appeared to be in a better position, he himself recognised the fact that they 
were still in danger. When a POW, Major Archer-Shee complained to Rommel about water rations 
for POW’s, Rommel stated that POW’s were getting the same ration of water as men in the Afrika 
Korps – half-a-cup a day. Archer-Shee later stated that Rommel said: “But I agree that we cannot 
go on like this. If we don’t get a convoy through tonight I shall have to ask General Ritchie for 
terms.”   

The Eighth Army did not exploit this vulnerability and only launched a major attack on Rommel on 
June 3rd, thus allowing the ‘Desert Fox’ to reorganise his forces. It was this perceived hesitancy by 
Ritchie that was to induce the anger of Winston Churchill. In later years the Afrika Korps’ General 
Bayerlein claimed: “We were in a really desperate situation, our backs against a minefield, no food, 
no water, no petrol, very little ammunition, no way through the mines for our convoys; Bir Hakeim 
still holding out and preventing our supplies from the south. We were being attacked all the time 
from the air.”  

While Ritchie decided on what the Eighth Army should do, Rommel used the full might of the Afrika 
Korps to attack the 150th Brigade Box commanded by Brigadier Haydon based at Got-el-Ualeb. The 
150th held out for 72 hours but finally succumbed on June 1st. The attack on the 150th Brigade Box 
was all-or-nothing for Rommel. If he lost the battle, he would have had little choice but to retreat. 
General Bayerlein admitted after the war: "It all tuned on the 150th Box Brigade at Got-el-Ualeb. If 
we had not taken it on June 1st, you would have captured the whole of the Afrika Korps."  

The attack on the 150th was important because victory meant that Rommel had secure supply lines 
for the first time in months. Fully equipped, he could select when to attack the Eighth Army. 
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Auchinleck advised Ritchie to launch an attack on Rommel's position with due speed after June 1st, if 
only to let the Afrika Korps know that the Eighth Army was still a formidable fighting force. 
Auchinleck was also concerned that no action would allow Rommel too much time to consolidate his 
position: "I view the destruction of the 150th Brigade Box and the consolidation by the enemy of a 
broad and deep wedge in the middle of your position with some misgiving." Severe desert sand 
storms meant that the Eighth Army could do little on June 1st and 2nd.  

However, patrols sent out to hinder the Afrika Korps were successful. Sergeant Q Smythe of the 1st 
South African Division won the Victoria Cross for action against the Germans in one such patrol. A 
major attack by the Eighth Army against Rommel started on June 5th - 'Operation Aberdeen'. 
Unfortunately it was poorly managed and coordinated and led to large scale losses in the Eighth 
Army - 6000 killed or wounded, 150 tanks lost and 4000 POW's. Tank units felt the full force of 
expertly placed German 88's and without proper armoured cover, the infantry units that followed on 
suffered accordingly. Rommel next turned his attention to the French based at Bir Hakeim. Short of 
supplies and attacked from the air by Stuka's, the French, on the orders of Ritchie, withdrew on 
June 10th. With this success, Rommel had destroyed 50% of the Gazala Line. Just two days later, 
XXX Corps, with just 70 tanks remaining, was on the verge of collapse after being attacked by the 
Afrika Korps.  

With total control of the 'Cauldron' to the south of Tobruk, Rommel had control of the coastal road 
that led to Tobruk. By June 14th, Ritchie contemplated withdrawing to the Egyptian frontier to give 
the Eighth Army time to reorganise. However, such a move would have made Tobruk very 
vulnerable. Auchinleck sent out an order from Cairo - "Tobruk must be held". Ritchie decided to 
withdraw to a position that was meant to have protected Tobruk and the withdrawal started on 
June 14th. Rommel was so confident of success as a result of the seeming disarray within the Eighth 
Army that on June 15th he signalled: "The battle has been won and the foe is breaking up." 

Ritchie ordered that a defensive perimeter was to be put around Tobruk which extended out to 
30km from the city. 'Fortress Tobruk' was placed under the command of Major-General Hendrik 
Klopper, commander of the 2nd South African Division. Klopper had at his disposal about 35000 men 
and a total of 2000 military vehicles of various types. Supplies of all sorts were designed to last for 
three months. However, Klopper also faced a number of serious problems.  

The Desert Air Force had moved to bases that were too far away from Tobruk to give it any form of 
air cover when the attack was to come from Rommel. Secondly, he had no modern anti-tank 
weapons at his disposal as he was primarily equipped with about 40 outclassed 2-pounders against 
Rommel's tank force. His third serious problem was that there were very large gaps in the mine 
fields that surrounded Tobruk.  

At 08:00 on June 20th, Rommel attacked Tobruk. By 10:00, the Afrika Korps had penetrated nearly 
3km into the 30km perimeter put around Tobruk. Defensive positions crumpled and by 19:00 the 
XXI Panzers were actually in Tobruk. The capture of Tobruk had taken less than one day. Klopper 
formally surrendered to Rommel on the morning of June 21st and all fighting had ended by the end 
of that day.   

Why did 'Fortress Tobruk' fall so quickly? The initial air onslaught followed by a massive mechanised 
attack did a great deal of damage in a very short space of time. News of the Afrika Korps success 
led to Klopper ordering the destruction of all the signalling equipment in his headquarters. Without 
this equipment, Klopper could not communicate with his subordinates. The breakdown in the chain 
of command was an undoubted assist to Rommel's victory.  
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The capture of such a major North African base was a great psychological blow to the Allies. 
Rommel captured 2000 tons of petrol, 5000 tons of supplies and 2000 serviceable military vehicles. 
He also had to take care of 33000 POW's. According to German records, the Afrika Korps lost 3360 
men but 300 of these were officers (70% of the officers who fought in the attack on Tobruk). 
Rommel himself was made a Field-Marshal by a delighted Hitler. Churchill was later to write: "This 
was one of the heaviest blows I can recall during the war. Not only were the military effects grim, 
but it affected the reputation of British arms.......Defeat is one thing; disgrace is another." 
Ironically, the defeat did have some positives. It was to propel into the limelight Bernard 
Montgomery. The defeat also led to Roosevelt sending 250 new Sherman tanks to help out in the 
desert war.  

 
Interesting reads on the Internet: 
www.samilitaryhistory.org  www.dod.mil.za    www.firstworldwar.com 
www.secondworldwar.com  www.raf.mod.uk    www.61mech.org.za 
www.redsockfriday.com   www.30degreessouth.co.za  www.cwgc.org 
www.ninefoxtrot.org    
 

 


