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– Glossary –


.


Adjutant Had many functions, but mainly responsible for the Battalion’s paper-work, for example translating the commanding officer’s orders into written form and then circulating them to those concerned. He might be called (perhaps not very accurately) the commanding officer’s private secretary.


AP/AT Armour-piercing/anti-tank.


Battalion Infantry unit of 972 officers and men. It was divided into four rifle companies and a headquarters company administering various specialist sections and platoons such as signals, carriers, intelligence and mortars. Each rifle company was divided into four platoons, and each platoon into four sections.


Beating retreat Ceremony performed by pipes and drums.


BESA Heavy machine gun.


‘B’ Echelon The battalion’s supply and maintenance organisation.


Buffalo Amphibious armoured troop or general purpose carrier.


Brigade Three battalions and supporting arms.


Bazooka German hand-held anti-tank weapon.


Crocodile Flame-throwing tank.


COMPO Individual rations for fourteen men.


Division Three brigades and supporting arms.


Doover Australian term for a covered slit trench or foxhole (US).


FOO Forward observation officer. Artillery officer working well forward to observe the fall of shot and then radio corrections back to the guns.


HD Highland Division.


HE High-explosive.


IO Intelligence officer. Responsible for information, interviewing prisoners and route-finding, but in practice the CO’s dogsbody.


Kangaroo A tank, with its turret removed, used for troop-carrying.


Kapok Bridge Floating bridge stuffed with kapok.


LCI Landing craft infantry.


LOB Left Out Of Battle. Composition varied – usually included the second-in-command.


OP Observation post.


PIAT Projectile infantry anti-tank. British hand-held anti-tank weapon.


PIPIE Pipe-Major.


RAP Regimental aid post. The battalion’s own casualty station.


RSM Regimental sergeant-major.


Regiment The parent organisation to which the battalion belongs. Each regiment (the Seaforth Highlanders, the Black Watch, the Sherwood Foresters etc.) has a home-based headquarters which is responsible for the provision and training of recruits which it supplies to its battalions at home or abroad.


SP Gun Self-propelled gun.


Schumine German anti-personnel mine, made of wood to defeat mine-detectors.


Spandau German light machine gun.


Stonk Concentration of artillery or mortar-fire.


Tattie Masher German stick-grenade.


Tellermine German anti-tank mine.


TCV Troop-carrying vehicle.


Tiger tank German heavy tank equipped with an 88-mm. gun.


Weasel Light run-about with very broad tracks to support it safely over boggy ground and anti-tank mines.
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Captains Quentin Mackenzie, Hector Macrae (right) and Alastair Borthwick (centre) strike a victorious pose (British style) in Bremerhaven at the end of the war.


Photo: Regimental Archive.
















– Introduction –


.


An infantry battalion in the Second World War had nine hundred or so men, nearly all of them civilians in uniform; and their battalion was their home. Generals might think in terms of divisions or brigades but the infantryman’s war was fought by battalions.


This book tells the story of one of them, the 5th Battalion The Seaforth Highlanders. Starting at Alamein and ending on the Elbe, they covered three thousand miles and fought two dozen actions while they were about it; and this, from the battalion-eye viewpoint, is how they did it.


The trouble about writing this kind of book is that when a war is over the last thing anyone wants to think about is the past: while you wait to be demobilised you dream about the future. Then everybody goes home with tales untold and all the evidence – the how and the why and what it felt like – is scattered. This book was possible because John Sym, who commanded the 5th Seaforths at the end of the war, realised that it would happen as usual unless he did something about it. He knew I had written before the war. He knew the battalion would remain intact for the six months before demobilisation got under way. If he let me off all parades, would I write him a history? I found a cottage in Altenbruch near Cuxhaven and began writing, with the battalion billeted around me and eye-witnesses on call by the hundred. I finished on the day before I was demobbed. Soon after that everyone had gone.


The readers I had in mind were the men of the battalion and their relatives and friends – people who would want to remember who had done what. There was also the regiment, which would want a true account for its bookshelves. So it had to be a proper history, with the names and the times and the places. But it seemed a pity to leave out the way to brew tea in the desert, and the pipie’s beard, and what a barrage felt like, so I put these in as well. The book was published under the title of Sans Peur, the battalion motto. It was soon out of print, and has remained so ever since.


Looking at it now, half a century on, I am struck by the length of the tale. I set out simply to record the facts; but the facts piled up, battle after skirmish after battle, and there we were still slogging along, still with battles ahead, still regarding it all as normal. It is this, the endlessness of what we were called upon to do, that I hope comes through to the modern reader.


There was talk at one time of rewriting Sans Peur, but I was against it. The old story was true and it was told as we saw it at the time. There were passages that jar today (e.g. our attitude to sniping: we actually kept a game book, labelled as such), but that was how we thought then, these were the people we were. So I have added a glossary, subtracted nothing, and since only a handful of old men like myself cares what the battalion motto was I have given the book a new title to fit its modern purpose, which is to tell what it was like to live in a tightly-knit family and fight a war.





Alastair Borthwick


Barr, Ayrshire. 1994
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– Chapter 1 –


Before Alamein


It had been warm in the old Bergensfjord as we sailed up the Red Sea; but now, crammed into the tenders, we knew what real heat was. There were no awnings. The sun beat down on the mass of kit, and weapons, and men, and the thought of marching when we reached shore appalled us. Even the breeze caused by our progress over the water did not help: it was a hot breeze, and already it was bearing unbelievable smells. The Bergensfjord dwindled astern, for all its discomfort a last symbol of home; and Suez grew ahead. It was 14 August, 1942.


This history could begin at an earlier date – we had been mobilised since the beginning of the war – but no territorial battalion really wants to be reminded of those first dreadful days when all was chaos, when a pay parade occupied the concerted efforts of every officer for days on end, when we trained with wooden mortars and imaginary brens, and sergeant-instructors learned Lesson Two on the rifle while they taught Lesson One. Nor do we much want to remember the nights when we defended the coasts of Scotland against Germans who, thank God, never came; nor ponder too deeply over those ‘schemes’ where the sole military objective appeared to be to diddle the umpires. Let us say simply that the battalion was mobilised at Golspie in Sutherland on 1 September, 1939, that by dint of bitter training, extended over nearly three years, had been transformed from a collection of well-meaning civilians into a fighting unit, and that we were now going into action for the first time.


We stepped ashore on a quay where the heat bounced off the stonework and hung quivering in layers; and after a delay of only three hours (practically on time, by Egyptian standards) we found ourselves in a train of sorts, ambling through strange and exciting countryside where there were camels, canals, water-buffaloes, and similar novelties. The afternoon passed quickly and we were soon at Quasassin Station. There we were met by guides, superior persons full of their three weeks’ service in Africa, who led us in trucks to our camp at El Tahag.


No one liked Tahag. Tahag was a hell-hole. It was a bare, bleak, flat, gritty stretch of desert inhabited in times of peace only by flies and ants. When it became a base camp, water-towers had been built every half-mile or so along the single tarmac road which ran from horizon to horizon, and round them colonies of tents had grown up, each tent dug a yard into the ground as protection against bombing. Parallel to the road and about half-a-mile from it ran a line of latrines. We were on the bare bones of the earth. We lived there for the next ten days in great misery.


As in our childhood we had had to pass through the successive stages of measles, whooping cough, and scarlet fever, so at Tahag we had our childish ailments. In the first place, we looked ridiculous: we had to wear topees, which branded us as new boys because after their first week all incoming troops were allowed to discard them. Our faces peeled, our lips cracked, and our bare knees itched. The flies were intolerable, settling in millions on any food which was left exposed for a second. Our eyes ached with the glare. Sand seeped down into our sunken tents, covering our clothes, our kit, and our food; and dust-devils came sweeping like waterspouts across the camp, smothering everything in their way and carrying stray garments far out into the desert. But these were lesser evils. Of all the plagues of Egypt, gyppy tummy was the worst.


In the politer histories, gyppy is written off in a sentence. This is wrong. It filled our minds, in some cases to the exclusion of anything else, throughout our early weeks ashore, and to anyone who fought with the Eighth Army it is a memory which will remain when much else has faded. Gyppy tummy was dysentery in any of its forms, but was most commonly used to describe the mild type which was a mortification of the flesh and spirit but was not positively crippling. It was spread by the multitudinous flies, and could develop within a few hours. One might eat a good tea, feel a little off colour at dinner, and be anything from uncomfortable to raving two hours later. The normal attack lasted three or four days, during which the victim had acute diarrhoea, no appetite, and a constant feeling of nausea; and, though the throat and mouth remained apparently normal, cigarettes had such a disgusting flavour that it was impossible to smoke them. Few of us escaped. Hundreds went to hospital, and life for the gallant few who remained was one long trek across the desert to the latrines. We never became immune to gyppy; but after the first fortnight only a few of us had it at any one time, and then seldom badly enough to remain off duty. Still, it was always there in the background, a nagging accompaniment to the day’s work, and the second-worst torture of the campaign was to have gyppy tummy and be compelled to drive in a truck over the bumps of the Western Desert. The worst torture was to drive a motorbike.


These difficulties notwithstanding, we trained at Tahag. There were route marches, tactical exercises, night compass marches. We paraded and drilled. We were visited by the Prime Minister, who had added a topee to his already remarkable collection of hats. And while these things went on we gradually began to learn about the desert. Meanwhile, let us have a look at the battalion. There were nine hundred and seventy-two of us, and we were one of the nine infantry battalions in the 51st Highland Division. We were nearly all from the far north of Scotland, from Wick, Lybster, Dornoch and the Caithness hinterland, with a sprinkling from Morayshire and a strong contingent from the west coast. We still had a high percentage of the Territorials, and many of us had known each other before the war. The commonest name was probably Macleod or Macdonald, and among the Gaelic names the Norse stock showed in the Isbisters and the Gunns. Our commanding officer was Lt Col. J. E. Stirling, a man who knew what he wanted. The men called him Jumbo. Thanks to his ability, drive, and explosiveness, the battalion was fit to fight. The second-in-command, Major J. H. Walford (‘Juicy’ to the men), was a less forceful character, with a quiet manner and a habit of taking time to come to the point. He tended to be overshadowed by the colonel. The third member of what might be called the staff was Capt. W. L. Mackintosh, the adjutant, who held that all successful adjutants made life hell for subalterns, and did his best to conform. These three were the fixed stars in our firmament. None of us could foresee that soon the colonel would be a brigadier, that Billy Mackintosh would have lost his life, and that quiet Major Walford was to lead the battalion with such success in battle after battle that by the end of the war he would be a legend.


Our transport arrived, and on 24 August we drove through Cairo to Mena Camp, which was on the Fayyoum road just beyond the pyramids. It was clean desert there, not previously occupied, and so the flies were not quite so bad as they had been at Tahag; but there were no water-towers on the Fayyoum road and for the first time we knew what a water ration meant. We each had two gallons a day, far more than we were to have again that side of Algeria, yet we grumbled. It was impossible, we said, to do anything with two gallons. The time was not far distant when we were to be happy on two pints.


As a battalion we were never able to taste the much-advertised delights of Cairo, though the city was only five miles away. A few leave passes were granted, and then there was an alarm. The moon was approaching the full, and it was thought that the Germans might take advantage of it to slip through and attack Cairo. At this time the Boche were within fifty miles of Alexandria, stretched from El Alamein on the coast to the Quattara Depression, an impassable salt-pan forty miles inland. Our main defensive line was holding this bottleneck, but there was always the chance that Rommel might send some of his Afrika Korps on a wide sweep inland round the south side of the Depression and make for Cairo. So we dug in, and prepared to sell our lives for the Sphinx. Alongside us were the other two battalions of our brigade, the 2nd Battalion The Seaforth Highlanders and the 5th Battalion The Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders, henceforth to be known in this narrative as 2nd Seaforth and 5th Camerons. However, nothing came of the scare. The full moon came and went, and nothing happened. We hoped for Cairo leave again, but before any could be granted we were off to the Western Desert.


They called it ‘going up the Blue’ in those days, a tribute equally to the vastness of the desert and to the sky which composed nine-tenths of its landscape; but the vividness of the phrase was lost on us. We spent the first night by the Cairo-Alexandria road, and on the second struck off into the desert along ‘C’ Track. There was nothing blue about ‘C’ Track.


It must be explained here that the desert in no way resembled those postcards in which camels trudge, with a fine eye for composition, along the crests of gigantic dunes. By far the greater part of the desert was flat or gently rolling country composed of rock, with only a thin layer of sand or dust on top of it. One result of this was that all desert tracks were bumpy, the sand hiding the rock ledges underneath: and another was that as truck after truck followed the same line of least resistance, the sand became ground to dust which, as Major Jack Davidson so excellently described it, was ‘so fine you could pour it like water’. This dust, orange in colour, was diabolical stuff. A truck driving in it threw up a bow-wave as if it were ploughing across an orange water-splash, and behind each vehicle it rose in a billowing cloud which was slow to disperse. It settled on the skin, smooth as face-powder; and before long skin, hair, and clothes were in colour and texture a uniform matt orange. Eyeshields of some kind were essential. If some hundreds of vehicles were driving along at once, and if the wind happened to be blowing from the head of the column towards the rear, the effect was cumulative and half way down the column there was certain to be a dust-cloud which would have put a London fog to shame.


These were the conditions we struck when we turned off the Alex road on to ‘C’ Track. The whole division was on the move and thousands of vehicles were ahead of us, throwing up a cloud that darkened the sky. Visibility most of the way was not more than five yards, and almost immediately we were covered from head to foot in the thick orange pall. Trucks lurched and bumped, the drivers able to see even less of the lie of the rocks than the sand usually permitted, and many drifted from the column and set out in little convoys of their own in the wrong direction. Occasional breaks would come in the cloud and the sky would show through. The stragglers would find themselves in a little patch of unmarked, trackless desert, and would turn and hurry back into the cloud again. The men, especially those in the backs of the trucks where there were only bare boards, were bounced about incessantly; and as we bounced we sweated. The sweat mixed with the dust to form mud, caking our faces like masks and streaking our shirts with patches of darker orange.


After nearly forty miles of this we reached International Corner, a piece of desert no different from any other piece of desert except that it was decorated with signposts and the dust was churned even more finely than usual. There we swung right to El Hammam station, where we picked up guides as darkness fell. They led us through minefield gaps, and in almost total darkness we found ourselves manning our first desert positions.


When daylight came we saw that we could have been very much worse off. Our area was clean, and the people who had been there before us had dug deeply and well. Also, the Boche were miles away. We were simply giving depth to the main defences ten miles ahead, and nothing short of a major breakthrough could touch us. It was a good place for us to find our feet and become accustomed to a life and a landscape unlike anything we had known before. The country round Hammam was a fair sample of our surroundings for many months to come – bare, wind-swept desert supporting only a little dwarf scrub, a few scorpions, and many flies. It undulated gently for a thousand miles and more, each hummock so like its neighbours that even the most accomplished map-readers were baffled and trucks had to be navigated by compass, like ships. The nights were clear and chilly, and a heavy dew fell. We slept in holes with bivouacs rigged over them, occasionally finding a scorpion sharing the warmth of our blankets. Half an hour before dawn we stood-to, huddled in greatcoats and feeling damp and chilly. The light grew. We could see a few vehicles dispersed around us, each with its crew standing dismally beside it. Shadows began to form in the lee of the rocks and the sun came up, striking so directly through the clear air that one could hold out one’s hands to it and warm them. The dew sparkled on the bivouacs and the scrub. Suddenly we were hot. The dew was disappearing as we watched, and the flies were out in clouds. We shed our coats and pullovers, and settled down to breakfast. We learned many things there, not the least of them being how to cook. The days of ‘Come and get it’ in the dining-hall were over, and we knew that soon even company cooking would be impossible. Much better, we thought, to learn now rather than later. Rations were issued down to sections (usually about ten men), and shortly after dawn each morning the desert was dotted with earnest little groups mastering the technique of the Benghazi cooker. The Benghazi was a simple device, and owed its popularity to the fact that petrol at that time was easier to come by than water. Each section carried a tin in which holes had been stabbed with a bayonet. This was half filled with sand, and a pint or so of petrol was stirred into it so that it formed a thick paste. A match thrown from a safe distance was all that was necessary after that. It would burn for half-an-hour with no more attention than an occasional stir with the point of a bayonet. On these fires we were soon cooking excellent meals.


Another of our important lessons was in the uses of the four-gallon non-returnable petrol can. The War Office in its wisdom had decided that the ideal container for petrol was one which could be thrown away after it had been emptied and to this end had caused to be manufactured out of the thinnest of tin many millions of square cans. These littered the desert wherever the British Army had fought, and many were their uses. They made excellent Benghazis, and half of one well cleaned made a pot which would hold ten men’s rations with ease. They could be used as seats, or cut into fly-traps, lamp-shades or wash-basins. Filled with sand they were indispensable: trench walls could be revetted with them and from them almost anything could be constructed. Commanding officers reared themselves mighty latrines dedicated to their sole use (there is a famous story of one colonel in the division whose palace collapsed about his ears at the ungodly hour of three o’clock in the morning); cookhouses were built; and there was even a case where a mess capable of seating fourteen was made from eight hundred cans and a tarpaulin. The four-gallon non-returnable petrol can was the desert brick, the basis of all architecture. It was ideal for almost anything except holding petrol.


Unfortunately the Germans had a much better design, the Jerrican, which could be refilled again and again and lasted a lifetime. Our own were so clearly useless (as much as half the petrol was apt to leak out before it could be used) that after Alamein we used nothing but captured German ones and had to exercise our ingenuity in new directions to find our building materials.


We learned to tolerate the heat, to save our shaving water for the washing of socks, and to drink in the morning and in the evening – the only times, we discovered, when the drink was not sweated out in minutes, leaving us thirstier than before, and with a fresh crust of salt on our already gruesome shirts. We learned one of the chief military lessons of the desert, which was that a man in the dark without a compass inevitably lost himself inside three hundred yards and had generally got well on his way round a circle inside one hundred. We learned that American tinned bacon was tastier than British, that empty beer bottles left lying about by our predecessors could be sold to the NAAFI at Hammam for a piastre a time, that the North African coast had the finest bathing beach in the world, that fresh green gherkins were good for neither man nor beast, and that if our weapons were to fire at all they must be kept absolutely free from oil. We learned how to lay and lift mines, and drive trucks in desert formation. We mastered the sun-compass. In short, we shook ourselves down, adapted ourselves, and began to acquire the desert soldier’s flair for travelling light and being at home wherever he might stop. We were not quite such new boys when we went up and relieved a Royal Sussex battalion in ‘E’ Box on 8 September.


We were in the forward defences now, though not quite in the front line. This was Rommel’s highwater mark before he fell back and consolidated on the Alamein Line, and all round us were burned-out tanks, crashed aircraft and the general litter of battle. The box itself was invisible, but it existed none the less. In country where tanks were free to roam anywhere, both sides were forced to adopt the box system whenever the line congealed for any length of time. Thousands of mines were dug in, forming a series of huge rectangles each big enough to hold a brigade; and these boxes could be entered only through carefully marked gaps. If an attack threatened, the gaps too were mined, and each brigade found itself in an invisible fort. There were many accidents in these places. In the dark, or even in the dusk, it was fatally easy to miss the gaps and drive into the minefields; and few battalions escaped without casualties.


Our area in Box ‘E’ was called Stuka Valley, probably in memory of some outstanding dive-bombing attack rather than the shooting down of a dive-bomber, because there was no sign of a Stuka in it. It was hardly a valley at all, but even a slight depression in the flatness of the desert counted as a valley there. On one side rose a bare rocky promontory called Abu Shamla’s Tomb, and down in the dip were a few lonely wooden crosses. A small wind blew most of the time we were there, carrying a shifting carpet of grit over our trenches. Occasionally a ‘plane came out of the blue sky and machine-gunned us, and on one unlucky occasion near ‘M’ training area a bomb near our carriers caused our first casualties. The training and hardening process continued. We began to feel confident.


On the last day of September Colonel Stirling held a conference and told us that on 2 October we were going up to relieve the Australians in the front line – the next stage in our pilgrimage towards real action. There had already been a series of attachments of officers and NCOs to the Aussies and experience had been gained thereby, but this was the first time that the battalion as a whole was due to go up. Advance parties went off next day, and late on the afternoon of 2 October we followed in a fleet of RASC lorries.


It was a simple enough job we had to do and nothing untoward happened while we were doing it; but it was our first time and so has left a deeper impression on our minds than probably it should have done. We had been waiting for something like this for three years, and took it all very seriously. Now, looking back, it is strange to remember how excited we were. Major J. H. Davidson, OC ‘D’ Company, wrote an account of it afterwards, and as it is both vivid and typical it will tell the story for all the companies.


‘I remember embussing, and the company sergeant major giving a last reminder about silence and no smoking,’ he wrote. ‘Off we went along a bumpy, pot-holey route which called itself ‘O’ Track and led to a distinguished and dusty highway known as the Bombay Road, which in turn led to the overworked and decaying tarmac of the coast road, which runs uninterrupted from Alexandria to Algiers … The night was dark and, of course, there were no lights. We were due to meet our Australian guides near Alamein Station, and sure enough they were there awaiting us. I shall always remember ‘D’ Company’s guide – a figure in the dark with a huge slouch hat and a very pronounced Australian accent. I never saw him, but his confident attitude and cheerfulness were infectious; and as he stood on the step of my truck navigating us through gaps in minefields, along dusty and almost non-existent tracks and past slit-trenches, I felt a sort of inexplicable feeling of confidence and almost jealous admiration for that little Australian figure in the dark. If I remember correctly, he was the company commander’s batman.


‘“Much farther to go?” I asked presently.


‘“Nearly there now, sir,” came the answer, and with that reply came the most frightful explosion and blinding flash – from underneath the truck, it seemed to me. I nearly jumped out of my skin, and wondered if I had been seen. There was another explosion, and then another.


‘“Reckon that’s our mediums. Just pulled in to shoot up the Quattara Track tonight,” said the calm nasal voice at my side …


‘At last we halted, and another Australian voice came out of the darkness asking: “Is that the Scotties?” This time it was the commander of the Australian company we were to relieve.


‘By some freak of good fortune I found that our company was present, and the unmistakable figure of the CSM was strutting about asking for the Aussie CSM. My platoon commanders were taken over by the Australian opposite numbers, and they creaked off one by one in the darkness to their new platoon areas. I was taken to the company HQ, a unique one: an upturned three-tonner provided the roof, and the ground underneath had been dug out to form quite a roomy little office-cum-bedroom. There was a light there which enabled us to study jointly the layout of the company – the positions of ammunition dumps and so on. I found a most complete picture laid out before me clearly …


‘Presently noises outside announced the arrival of the Australian platoon commanders: the relief was almost complete. After a cup of tea had been produced it was deemed quite complete; and standing outside my company HQ I regretfully watched our Dominion friends clamber on board our three-tonners and disappear into the night, again guided by my figure-in-the-dark. I can still hear the exact words of the Aussie company commander as he shook me by the hand:


‘“Well, good luck. It’s all yours now.”


‘“It was quite still as I stood there, eerily still. There was the noise of the troop carriers growing fainter in the distance. The outline of my headquarters loomed behind me. I could distinguish the dim shapes of some men of Company HQ moving about uncertainly. I knew that the platoons were there, there, and there; and that the Boche was there, four thousand yards away. It was all mine. I don’t think I was filled with the pride of ownership, but I longed for the dawn so that I could see my new possessions. I looked at my watch. About 0230. Then my platoon commanders appeared. Lieutenant Robertson assured me that the guard on the minefield gap was in position. No, he doubted if he could find the place again in the dark: better not go in case we got lost. Ian Houldsworth said he would show me 16 Platoon area, and boldly we set out. He was certain that it was “just down here” – but it wasn’t. After a bit we gave up, and not without trouble found Company HQ again. It was quite clear that nothing could be gained from these fruitless expeditions. The CSM and myself talked until the sun came up, and then all the mysteries became simple. There was 16 Platoon only a few hundred yards away, 17 over on its left, and 18 just visible at the far end of the barbed wire fence. And there, plain as a pikestaff, was the track to the minefield gap.


‘We were not under observation and could move about freely. The CSM was just remarking that it was a quiet bit of the line when half-a-dozen shells landed about a hundred and fifty yards behind us, obviously aimed at the mediums, but then they had pulled out before first light. A sliver of hot metal churned up the dust quite near. Then I remembered I had to send shelling reports to Battalion HQ, so I seized the hot sliver of shell and despatched it to Pat Naime, the intelligence officer. After all, these were our first “malice aforethought” shells, and this was our first time in …


‘We improved our slits, relieved our guard, and I had got back to Company HQ A quiet voice at my elbow, Corporal Aird’s, asked me what I wanted for lunch. I realised that the day was passing: in fact it was mid-afternoon. I said: “Corporal Aird, can you make some really good porridge?” My lunch-cum-afternoon tea this day consisted of porridge made only as Corporal Aird can make it, with ration biscuits, and honey which I had bought in Alex, and tea.


‘We had found our feet … Confidence grew, and we just blinked the next time some shells came over … A few days later found us due to be relieved by another fresh unit. We modelled ourselves on the Aussies, and one would have thought we had been in the line for years if the way in which the men of the company handed over was any guide. The figure in the dark was there, this time a Seaforth; and as I drove away I said to the incoming company commander:


‘“Well, good luck. It’s all yours now.”’


During this tour of duty in the line, patrols were going out nightly to discover all they could about the German positions and minefields; and once again we learned our lessons. It was nervy work. The usual dress was pullover, shorts, and desert boots or sandshoes. Faces were blackened, and no equipment was worn: a few rounds in a shirt pocket were sufficient. A woollen cap-comforter was preferred to a steel helmet, partly because it was less conspicuous but mainly because the slightest wind playing on the overhanging steel brim made hearing difficult; and hearing, on a dark night, was the sense upon which a patrol most relied. When the men were close to the enemy they crept forward twenty or thirty yards at a time, then lay still in a circle, facing outwards and listening for as long as half-an-hour before moving on again. Sound travelled far in the desert, and this method always gave them warning of the enemy: a cough, a clink of equipment, a few words spoken quietly in German could be picked up a long way off. Sometimes it was the enemy we were looking for, sometimes their mines. The patrols would lie out in the minefields, tracing the boundaries and scraping away the sand to discover which types had been laid. The big tellers, the anti-tank mines, were not dangerous; but there was always the chance of meeting S-mines, anti-personnel mines which jumped into the air before exploding. We were lucky, and had no casualties. We lost only one man, and then in a manner which may seem odd to anyone who has not been on patrol. It is a fact that prolonged nervous strain induces sleep: the brain, being stretched to breaking-point, seeks some means of escape. Sleep is the most convenient one. This subconscious desire for escape grows until the victim, unless he has been forewarned and is putting up a conscious resistance to it, reaches a state in which his natural sense of fear is completely overcome. He will then fall asleep anywhere, no matter how great the danger. This happened to the ‘escape-man’ at the tail of one patrol. He just disappeared and was never seen again. We could only assume that he had dozed over during one of the listening halts, failed to wake until after the others had gone, and then wandered into the German lines.


On the night of 7-8 October we moved back to Stuka Valley, where we stayed until the 18th. Then we moved back into the line again, and prepared for the battle of El Alamein.eping me like a race-horse forever. At this crucial moment a way suddenly opened up in front of me.







– Chapter 2 –


El Alamein
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The El Alamein dispositions.











There was a time when a man could stand on a hilltop from dawn until dusk, and in that narrow scope of space and time see a battle. He could watch every move and counter move; the pattern of the attack would be clear; and he could be certain that before he slept the fighting would be over.


Modern war has its pattern too; but it is so vast that it is only within the range of the senses after it has been plotted on a map. No man can see it all, and no single day can hold it. Each separate move in the master-plan is a battle in itself, and the flank attack which was once launched by a handful of men in a matter of minutes is now an affair of divisions or even corps. It follows from this that any unit so low in the order of battle as a battalion seldom has any but the most slender idea of what is going on over the whole front. The ‘big picture’, the plan for the army front as a whole, is a few lines on the commanding officer’s map-board; and once the battle has been joined even these will probably be inaccurate, for few battles are fought as they are planned. The battalion fight, the thing the infantryman sees, frequently bears no resemblance to the big picture he reads in the newspapers afterwards, and is often difficult to reconcile even with the story told by the battalion on his left or right. The battle of El Alamein was not one battle but many; and, like every other unit taking part, we have our own particular version of it.


The battle began on 23 October, 1942, with the German Afrika Korps under Field-Marshal Rommel almost at the gates of Alexandria. It ended on 3 November with the Afrika Korps in headlong retreat, started on its long trek which was to end in annihilation two thousand miles to the west.


The big picture showed two small armies of roughly ten divisions apiece facing each other on a line running north and south from the Quattara Depression to the sea. On one side were Germans and Italians; on the other British, Australians, New Zealanders, South Africans, Indians, and a few Frenchmen and Greeks. The details of the big plan need not concern us here.


The essence of it was that, by means of troop movements, dummy tanks, and diversionary attacks, Rommel was to be led to believe that our main blow was coming against his south flank whereas it was in fact going to come frontally on the northern half of the line. While his attention was engaged in the south by a junk-yard collection of old trucks mocked-up to look like tanks, we were going to breach the minefields near Alamein, form a bridgehead on the far side, and hang on until our armour (lying behind us and disguised for the time being as trucks) could pass through. If that could be done, we had won: no army in the desert could survive with tanks running amok in its rear. It would be a hard fight, because the line was nowhere lightly held; but if, once the battle had begun, the German armour could be kept facing the ancient wrecks in the south, convinced that our northern attack was only a diversion, we would be able to establish our bridgehead before a decisive counter-blow could be launched against us. This plan was successful. Rommel held his armour until it was too late.


The little picture, our own, is easily described. The Highland Division was part of the force which had to break through and form the bridgehead. There was desert for four thousand yards, and after that there were minefields and Germans. No subtleties of ground or cover existed. The desert was absolutely flat, and on the map the drawing of our lines of advance was a draughtsman’s job. A straight line was not only the shortest distance between two points: it was the best route as well. We had two tasks to perform in the battle, and the first of them was a direct result of this flatness.


Obviously, the initial attack would have to take place at night: we should be slaughtered to no purpose if we tried to advance in daylight. Equally obviously, many thousands of men trying to form up without landmarks and in darkness on our start-line (which was a thousand yards out in No Man’s Land) would become hopelessly lost before the battle began unless steps were taken to prevent it. Our battalion’s first task was to lay white tape along the whole of the Highland Division start-line, a distance of two thousand five hundred yards, and from there tape back nine separate routes by which the other battalions could advance on to the line. After that their fate would be in their own hands, but at least they would start in order.


It was not an easy task. If we laid all the tape – and there were nine miles of it – on the night before the attack, any German patrol stumbling on it would know what we were up to. If we waited until the night of the attack before laying it and then spent too much time over the job, the assaulting troops would be caught by daylight before they had dug in on their objectives. However, by planning and much practice, a solution had been found. We and the rest of the division had already fought the battle three times in ‘M’ Training Area behind our lines, and after a good deal of trial and error a drill had been evolved.


We began work on the night of 19-20 October. The first difficulty was to pinpoint the ends of the start-line. If they were wrongly placed the whole layout would be wrong; and the only way to fix them in surroundings as featureless as the ocean was to have several officers start with compasses in their hands from known points behind our trenches and pace carefully along on bearings until they converged. Once these key points had been fixed, a drum of signal cable, invisible in the dark, was unrolled along the start-line and tied to short metal pickets which we hammered in every fifty yards. It was unlikely that the Boche would find the cable, and if they did it would not tell them much.


Sixty men finished this part of the job in one night. On the night of 21-22 October we were out again; and by dawn the nine routes had been plotted, the nine cables laid, and the pickets driven in. We still had a night in hand before the attack; and Colonel Stirling, who had practically lived in No Man’s Land since the taping began, spent it in guiding representatives of the other battalions along the cable to show them the layout and allow them to mark their own boundaries and centre-points. It was found by pacing that the routes delivered units on to the start-line very accurately throughout its length.


The spade-work was now complete. On the night of the battle, parties went out at dusk with drums of white tape, unrolled them, fixed the tape to the cable at intervals so that it could not be blown or dragged away; and ninety minutes later the nine miles of start-line and routes were clearly marked.


Our job was done. Our own brigade was not taking part, but was acting as a firm base from which the other brigades could be launched. The long lines of infantry began to move through us. We added the finishing touches to our doovers (Australian, derivation obscure, for slit trenches with roofs on them) and settled down to watch. The night was cool now, but we all had raging thirsts and were tempted to drink more than we could spare from our waterbottles. There was little shelling from either side. The silence was oppressive, and for some reason we had taken to talking in whispers. We thought of the thousands shuffling into position on the start-line. As 2140 hours approached we sat with our watches in our hands, then swung round and looked to the east where our gun-lines lay.


Captain A. Grant Murray was out with a patrol, covering the start-line while the attack formed up.


‘The hands of my watch seemed to creep round as we lay listening and watching,’ he wrote afterwards. ‘To our front all was quiet apart from a verey light or two and some machine gun fire … As zero drew near I twisted round and looked back towards our own lines. Suddenly the whole horizon went pink and for a second or two there was still perfect silence, and then the noise of the Eighth Army’s guns hit us in a solid wall of sound that made the whole earth shake. Through the din we made out other sounds – the whine of shells overhead, the clatter of the machine guns … and, eventually, the pipes. Then we saw a sight that will live for ever in our memories – line upon line of steel helmeted figures with rifles at the high port, bayonets catching in the moonlight, and over all the wailing of the pipes … As they passed they gave us the thumbs-up sign, and we watched them plod on towards the enemy lines, which by this time were shrouded in smoke. Our final sight of them was just as they entered the smoke, with the enemy’s defensive fire falling among them …’


We were shelled that night but took no hurt, and on the following night moved forward to the first enemy minefields and dug in again. We stayed there until the 27th, taking no part in the fighting which was still going on to the north of us, but simply remaining in reserve and keeping our heads down. We had a few casualties from shelling, but although the battle had been raging for four days we still could not say we had been in it. At this stage the front was being consolidated. Our infantry had punched the hole in the line and formed their bridgehead; but an unmarked minefield on Miteraya Ridge had held up our armour when it tried to fan out beyond, and the front had stiffened again. A second assault was being prepared, and while this was going on our neighbours were holding German counter-attacks and cleaning up the odd pockets of resistance which still existed in the bulge which was now British territory.


The Battle of Alamein for us was to be this second attack, the breakout from the bulge; but before it took place we had to play another passive role, this time not so pleasant. On the night of the 27th we moved up to Sniper Valley, near Tel el Eisa, and relieved the 2/27 Battalion of the 20 Australian Brigade. We remained there until the 30th in a purely defensive position. Sniper Valley was a demoralising place, as are all places where one is hit without being allowed to hit back. We were accustomed by this time to moving about as little as possible during daylight, but here we could not move at all.


‘It was about midnight when we arrived to take over,’ wrote Corporal G. S. Parkinson, ‘D’ Company’s clerk, ‘and, being only a few hundred yards away, Jerry became suspicious. In a few minutes the sky was lit by his flares and spandaus began to clatter, the bullets passing dangerously close. One man was hit in the chest, and thenceforward all movement was restricted to a minimum.


‘The Australians seemed quite cheery, but it had been a costly position for them, and the night we took over one of their officers had been killed by a sniper. Company HQ had quite good trenches but there were hardly enough of them; and, as the snipers were beginning to get accurate and we could not dig fresh ones, three men had to share a trench. I was with a runner and a stretcher-bearer. Immediately in front of our trench was a big oil-drum, and any movement was clearly outlined to the enemy and brought bullets whistling about our ears.


‘During our period in this sector we developed a really healthy respect for the German snipers. They were expert marksmen and we were forced to keep our heads well down all day long, the only time we dared to venture out being at night. The forward platoons were even worse off …


‘Our platoon commanders tried to pinpoint the snipers’ positions and sent fire orders by telephone to Company HQ, where we had a mortar detachment. Scores of mortar bombs were hurled into their lines, but all to no avail: a careless movement still was answered by the snip of an automatic rifle fitted with telescopic sights. Nerves became frayed, and even at night one became fearful to move. One chap was so bad that he lay for two days at the bottom of his trench afraid to move and too fearful to come out for food. He was taken to hospital on the third night and we never saw him again.


‘Private Holmes of 18 Platoon was hit in the eye by a bullet and required immediate attention. Private ‘Happy’ Third, always willing to be in the thick of things, volunteered to run across to Company HQ for a stretcher-bearer. He arrived flushed with excitement, and then set off back to his platoon area with the stretcher-bearer. We saw him hesitate a little as he tried to get his bearings, and then he made a final dash, closely followed by Piper Duff, the stretcher-bearer. There was the inevitable staccato report of the rifle, and we saw Happy fling his hands into the air and drop to the ground, shot through the temple. He died within a few minutes …


‘Later the same day a sergeant on a nearby gun peeped over his trench to talk to one of his gun crew; and, though he only showed his head, he was hit squarely between the eyes … We had to eat, sleep, and live in our trench for three days … We could neither wash nor shave, and we had about a week’s growth on our faces … It was with a sigh of relief that we learned we were to be relieved by the New Zealanders on the 30th.


‘As we prepared for the take-over, Jerry got the wind up and sent up his flares. Bullets once more whistled past our heads, and for part of the way we had to crawl on our stomachs. As we passed Battalion HQ I well remember the CO and the adjutant standing there giving us encouragement. The latter said: “Cheer up, lads. You’ll get a smack at them tomorrow night.”’


They say a man’s first battle is always his best, that he does not have the experience to assess risks accurately, and so does far more than is expected of him. This is probably true. Most of us have felt immortal the first time: the people who fell were not real people; the shells which exploded were not real shells; the din, the whining, the crashes, the dust were at once confusing and exciting, and we did things we were never to do again so lightheartedly. The night of 1-2 November was the first time, not for a few, but for all of us. We were to fight more skilful actions and achieve more for less cost. We were to learn guile. But never again were we to go in as we did that night, with so much verve.


Of course it was a wasteful action. It had to be. We were raw troops with more spirit than sense, and we chose a bad night to grow up. There was nothing wrong with the plan: men just threw their lives away. Yet it is a night we may look back upon with pride and not a little wonder. It had a quality. Out of the death and mutilation came a corporate courage, something solid, and heartening, and unselfish, which was felt from one end of the battalion to the other: we had trained for years, and this was it, at last. It was very difficult to be a coward.


It was to be a two-brigade attack, 151 on the right and ourselves (152) on the left. We were to advance two thousand yards, pause for half-an-hour, then advance another two thousand yards and dig in. Then the armour would come through. The attack was successful. The armour did get through, and the Afrika Korps broke and ran.


On the morning before the attack Colonel Stirling had his arm in a sling: he had cut it on a signal cable, and it had gone septic. After breakfast he gave out his orders sitting in his jeep with the company commanders gathered round. He looked worn and tired and in pain, but his voice was as incisive as ever: ‘The battalion will attack … ‘C’ Company right forward; ‘B’ left forward; ‘A’ and ‘D’ right and left rear … Transport will move under command of Captain J. L. Butler … Battalion HQ will move between the two reserve companies … The ground is flat and very little is known about it: our objective is just a pencil line the General has drawn on the map. We may meet anything or nothing … ’


Afterwards there was a brigade conference, and a hurried lunch. It was hot, dusty, hectic, everyone trying to hide his excitement and appear businesslike and normal. At 1630 hours, Captain Farquhar Macrae, the MO, had another look at Colonel Stirling’s arm, and shook his head. It would not do. He had hung on too long already, and these things moved fast in a hot climate. With only two-and-a-half hours to go before we moved up to the assembly area, the Colonel was packed off to hospital; and Major Walford, at that time miles to the rear with the LOB (Left Out of Battle) personnel and clean out of the picture, was sent for.1


The battle had almost started before he reached us. Billy Mackintosh and Jack Davidson were the only ones with a firm hold on the plan, and thanks to them we were shepherded on to the start-line in time and in order. The moon was ten days on the wane, and there was not much light. The men knelt ten yards apart along the white tape, black silhouettes against the sand; and among them officers and NCOs moved, whispering last instructions … don’t bunch … keep close in to the barrage … don’t lose sight of your neighbours. We gripped our rifles and waited. It was 0055 hours on 2 November. Suddenly the sky was bright with flashes, our barrage was moaning overhead, and we were walking forward.


A barrage, even if it is not one’s first, is a difficult thing to write about. It cannot be taken apart and described in detail, and in the mass it is so overwhelming that no broad picture of it can possibly be convincing. The noise is unbelievable. If one shell be fired from one twenty-five-pounder gun at night, the infantryman first sees a flash far behind him and a few seconds later hears the sound of the gun. Again there is a slight pause; and far overhead a shrill sound, somewhere between a whine and a sigh and a small wind blowing across the strings of a harp, grows in volume and deepens in tone until the shell roars into the ground ahead of him. There is a red flash, and an explosion which has a distinct metallic clang in it. If the shell falls at some distance, the clang has an almost bell-like quality. Most of the fragments travel forward, and raise long scuffs of dust which are distinct from the dust of the explosion itself. The noise of the explosion is very great.


When some hundreds of guns are firing at once, the high shrill sound grows until the whole sky is screaming; and when the first shells land the earth shakes, clouds of dust and smoke arise, and the immense crash drowns the approach of the shells which follow. The infantryman is a fly inside a drum; and only occasionally, when for a few seconds the guns seem to draw breath, can he hear the twanging of harps which heralds the next salvo. The uproar swells and fades and swells again, deafeningly, numbing the brain; and through it comes the enemy’s reply. That night, for the first time, we heard the crump of mortars around us; and, ripping through everything, the crack of bredas and the vicious pup-turrrr, pup-turrrr of the spandau, the German light machine gun.


Clouds of dust and smoke arose, blotting out the desert which so short a time ago had seemed so vast. Each man found himself in a diminished world inhabited by himself and at most three or four others. Somewhere near him was an officer or sergeant with a compass, trying to walk a straight course through the inferno for more than two miles to an objective which was only a pencil line on the map. Inevitably groups divided and subdivided. Some companies remained intact, moving on their appointed courses. Others lost a section or two. Some lost a platoon. But there was a compass in nearly every group, and most of those who survived the barrage did reach the objective. It was, unfortunately, a question of surviving the barrage. Through inexperience, the forward companies took too literally the injunction which had been drilled into them, and kept so close that until they reached the halfway line they were under our barrage instead of behind it. German shells and mortar bombs were landing too, and casualties were heavy. Therefore of the battalion as a whole it can be said only that we reached our objectives without meeting a great deal of opposition, and dug in. The real story of the battle can only be told through the small groups which fought it, each in its own small dusty world, and each with its own adventures.


Here, for example, is an instance which could be duplicated a dozen times, the story of Sergeant Camduff. Camduff, a big, slow-speaking, able fellow who ended the war as a company quartermaster sergeant, was at that time sergeant of 14 Platoon under Lieutenant A. B. McLeod.


‘We had only gone four or five hundred yards,’ he said, ‘and the stuff was coming down all round us, when Lieutenant McLeod was killed. A shell burst fairly close to him; and from the way he fell we thought he was getting down deliberately, to let the barrage move away from us. So we got down too. After a while I thought there was something queer about it, so I went over to him. He was dead, lying on his face with his hands under him. It was dark, but I knew he was dead. He had the only compass in the platoon, and it was in his hand. I had a hell of a job getting it out from under him. By that time, of course, the rest of the company had disappeared, so we set off on our own, extended to ten paces in a long line.


‘We’d done about two thousand yards when the section on the left shouted “Tank in front”. I couldn’t see the damned thing, so I told the others to lie down while I went to see what was happening. It was a tank all right. It was dug in, with its gun sticking out just above ground level; so we crawled round the back, where we could get at it easier. It was very dark, and we couldn’t see much; but all at once someone started screaming. Three Ities were crawling out from under the tank. God knows what they were doing there; but anyway they seemed to think they were going to be murdered, and one of them was screaming like a woman. We took them prisoner and were feeling pretty pleased with ourselves, when all at once the tank machine gun opened up. The gunner inside can’t have seen us, because he was firing straight ahead and we were behind him. He must have heard the screaming and shouting, I suppose, and just loosed off. He wasn’t so lucky. He’d left the hatch open, and we’d plenty of grenades, so that finished that off.


‘We were close up to the barrage by this time, but we still couldn’t see any of our chaps. We pushed on for a long time, and I began to wonder where the hell we were. We hadn’t seen a soul except Italians for over two hours. Lieutenant McLeod’s batman was with me, a wee lad from Kilbarchan … Smith, I think his name was … and he said to me: “Sergeant, I think you’re passing trenches with folk in them.” I asked him how he made that out, and he said: “Well, I’m positive something moved in that last slit we went by.”


‘So we went back, and found a slit, and there was a man in the bottom of it with his head under a blanket. You could just see him and no more, but you could make out that the blanket was shaking a wee bit. We hunted about on that line and found eight more, all the same. Well, the boys had been moaning about having to carry the big anti-tank grenades. So we got rid of them.


‘After that we carried on again, and pretty soon we saw people, and there was Colonel Meirs of the Camerons. He didn’t know where half his own companies were, never mind ours. He said to dig in with him until we knew the form. It was the following night before we got back to ‘C’ Company. When we arrived, all that were left were Lieutenant Robertson and seventeen men … ’


The companies all had similar stories to tell – of dust, and moonlight, and shells, of Italians coming out of the darkness with their hands up, and tracer bullets streaming through the night. Captain Gaston of ‘B’ Company was wounded almost on the start-line, carried on, and was wounded again: on the halfway line Lieutenant Laurie McGillivray (his front teeth knocked out by a bullet) gathered the remnants and found the company was down to half strength. ‘C’ Company, which had started a hundred strong, was in even worse shape: five of the seventeen men who reached the objective were strays from Battalion HQ However, the two rear companies had not suffered so badly and reached their objectives almost intact.


One of the best accounts of the advance comes from George Green, commander of HQ Company, who by the end of the battle was the only captain left on the field apart from the medical officer. George makes no bones about it: he was lost. This being so, his story has a wider range than most of the others, because he wandered so industriously that by dawn he had visited half the companies in the battalion and, although he started in the rear, it seems highly probable that at one stage he led us all.


‘I remember a rum bottle,’ he said. ‘I’d been dishing out the ration on the start-line, and then the barrage opened up, and there I was with this bottle in my hand. It was still half full. I couldn’t possibly drink it all. I took one good swig out of it, and then laid it down very carefully all by itself in the middle of the desert. I’ve often wondered what happened to it.


‘Donnie Munro was on my right when we started. The dust was so thick you couldn’t see ten yards either side, but up above it wasn’t so bad and you could still see the moon. The noise was simply hellish. I kept on going, and after a while Donnie had disappeared and so had everybody else. I must have gone too quickly, because all at once the barrage was coming down on top of me: it seems impossible, but I could actually see big silver slivers of metal flying about. The bursts were all round. I lay down and began to crawl backwards. Then I saw Jack Davidson of ‘D’ Company lying about three yards away. He heaved his flask over to me, and I was glad of it. It seemed we were on the halfway line. The barrage was to halt in front of us for half an hour, forming a screen while we re-organised; so if I’d gone on I would have had it.


‘I tried to make my way back to Battalion HQ and landed in the middle of ‘C’ Company, who were roaming around blazing away with tommy-guns into every hole and corner they could find. I decided this was no place for me, and set off again. It was a cold night, but I was sweating like a bull. The sand made walking very tiring.


‘The next one I ran into was Farquhar Macrae, who was in a little scoop of sand working on the casualties. There were a lot of wounded Ities in the background, howling dismally; and I found about twenty of my own chaps near them, unwounded but lost. How Farquhar worked out in the open, with the racket and the dust and the darkness, I don’t know. He just had to, I suppose. He was even doing amputations. I gathered my chaps and we set off, leaving him to it, and had another shot at finding Battalion HQ. The barrage was moving again, so we moved with it and went to where we calculated our objective should be. We hadn’t worked it out too badly, either because the verey success-signals went up not far away. This business sounds chaotic; but it wasn’t, really. We were nearly all split up into smaller groups than we had planned to move in – it was inevitable with visibility the way it was – but the battalion was still holding direction and we weren’t far apart. We just couldn’t see each other. Later on, when daylight came, we found that the plan had been carried through to the letter – much to our surprise, I admit, but carried through it was.


‘However, that came later. At that time we imagined we were alone. We began to dig in, but before we had got down any distance a German armoured car appeared and went around and round us, blazing away with a machine gun. I don’t think he could have seen us clearly, because most of his shots went wide. Then he belted off at a tangent, still firing, and disappeared into the smoke. It was that kind of battle: things kept popping on and off in a casual sort of way. I heard later that the same car bumped into Farquhar and his medical orderlies next. They were unarmed, of course. They tried to get away, but Private Gallacher was killed and the rest were taken prisoner. They escaped before dawn – trust Farquhar!


‘Anyway, it was 0430 hours by the time we reached the objective, and the whole battalion was digging in. The dust had subsided, the sun would soon be up, and the German guns were feeling for our range. This was when the real trouble began. The ground was like iron, and it was almost impossible to dig down more than two feet without striking solid limestone.


‘We couldn’t get down at all. For the next five hours my group just lay as the shells came over, heavily and accurately. They were dead on the range. All this time we were trying to dig. It was the worst ever. Stuff was landing continually within twelve yards of us, and some shells were as close as four feet. I never got my head right down: it was just level with the surface. We began to have casualties. One or two went bomb-happy about the second hour and started to scream. There was a chap hit in the mouth, and we couldn’t move him. In the afternoon we found some Italian trenches fifty yards behind us – we’d never had our heads up far enough to see them before – and after that it wasn’t too bad … ’


Lieutenant H. S. Robertson, the only surviving officer of ‘C’ Company, tells the end of the story. ‘I dug in a shellhole where the limestone crust was broken,’ he said. ‘My batman and runner were sharing it with me, and I left them to get on with the digging while I tied up our front with Laurie McGillivray who was still in great form with all his teeth knocked out. A bonny sight he was, too. When I got back my batman was dead and the runner was knocked stupid. A shell had burst on the lip of the trench. I shook some sense into the lad – a sandbag had hit him a crack on the head – and we dug the deepest doover on the battlefield. We were glad of it. At dawn our tanks came up and began fighting their battle right in amongst us, manoeuvring for position and firing while what seemed like every tank and anti-tank gun in the Afrika Korps fired back. Solid shot was ricocheting all over the place, and there was HE too. The whole show was fantastic. Some of our lads had to skin out of their trenches several times to avoid being run over. One Sherman backed towards me. The tankie saw me, worked round my trench, and stopped a yard or two away. I looked up, and there was a ruddy great gun-barrel hanging over my head. There was one hell of a bang, and showers of sand came down on top of us. The Boche fired back, but missed: we heard the shell go by a few feet away. I thought my runner was going to crack – he’d had a fairly eventful morning – but he was a good lad and hung on. Then the tank went away … I saw thirty of our own tanks brewed up in that small area, and as many Boche ones were blazing and smoking a thousand yards away on the Tel el Aqqaquir ridge. In the middle of it all, Major Walford came tearing round our positions in a jeep, of all things. Yes, in a jeep. In the middle of the tank battle … ’


The tanks retired, and left us to a second night of shelling. We adjusted our positions and sorted out the men who had linked up with the wrong companies on the previous night. Protective listening patrols were sent out. By dawn we were organised and solid, and the tanks were coming through again to fight the final and decisive half of their battle. To our relief they passed right through us. Again the German eighty-eights opened up, again the air filled with the crack of solid shot; but as the day advanced the columns of black smoke which marked the kills drew farther and farther away, and by night our armour had broken through. The battle was over.


The cost had been bitter. Twelve officers and one hundred and sixty-five men of the battalion had been killed or wounded. Captain Murdo Swanson had lain out in the desert with his leg off, cracking jokes with a man who lay near him. He died. Johnnie Butler, OC 4 Platoon, could not bear the screaming of a wounded man and went out to get him. He was killed. Billy Mackintosh was killed on the third night as he sat outside his trench. There were many others. We looked around us, saw the gaps in a team which had existed almost unchanged for three years, and were appalled. It was a new idea, then.


Up on the coast road the traffic was streaming, nose to tail, towards the west.





1. The second in command was usually ‘Left Out of Battle’, ready to take over should the need arise.
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