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1 The title of this article alludes to there of course being another two tank battles fought on 19 November 1941. These have always 
attracted more attention – first that of 7 Armoured Division’s 22 Armoured Brigade against the Italian Ariete Division, and second 
the capture of Sidi Rezegh airfield by the same division’s 7 Armoured Brigade. 
2 Author contact: rommelsriposte@gmail.com  
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Introduction 
This article started off when coming across a note in the Operation CRUSADER high-level radio traffic files 
of Eighth Army3. The note was a request by 4 Armoured Brigade to Eighth Army to scour the Delta for 
additional M34 Stuart tanks and ammunition for their 37mm guns.  

The article over time morphed into an in-depth analysis of the first day of 4 Armoured Brigade’s two-day 
battle with the reinforced Panzerregiment 55 of 21. Panzerdivision6 on 19/20 November 1941, during which 
the Brigade, at heavy cost, managed to thwart a German counterattack, and thereby, as it was tasked, 
protect the rear of 7 Indian Brigade which had advanced to invest Sidi Omar on the Libyan-Egyptian 
border. There are two outtakes covering first the request to find additional tanks, and second Alan 
Moorehead’s classic description of the battle7. 

The purpose of this article is to provide an in-depth analysis of this first clash of 4 Armoured Brigade with 
the German tank forces during Operation CRUSADER. It intends to provide a new perspective on the 
historical record that have affected the view we hold of the engagement itself, but also the overall approach 
taken by 30 Corps and Eighth Army planners regarding the move to contact in the period 18 – 20 November 
1941. It also offers a new perspective regarding the accepted narrative of the soundness of Empire planning, 
the performance of British armoured units at regimental level, and that of the German armoured forces in 
the desert, in this case Panzerregiment 5 of 21. Panzerdivision. Finally, the article will also provide analysis 
regarding the tank loss reporting on the German side, again challenging the established narrative. The 
structure of the article is aimed to provide the reader with a better understanding of events and context 
and an analysis of the events. A full set of relevant historical records is supplied in the appendices. 

The tank battle in question was fought over two days, 19 and 20 November 1941, with the initial contact 
between the two forces involved occurring at or just after 1600 hours on 19 November, and combat on that 
day broken off due to failing light about 2-2.5 hours later. The battle then recommenced the next morning, 
20 November 1941, when both sides found that their night leaguers were just 3 miles away from each other. 
This second engagement is not considered here. The battle was an evocative tank-on-tank battle, almost 
the ideal of what armoured combat was supposed to be like in the desert and was immortalised by a report 
made on it by British war correspondent Alan Moorehead. It is also of interest because it was the first test 
for an American-built tank in WW2 and was thus closely observed and analysed by the US Army, who had 
observers with 4 Armoured Brigade (see Appendix IV). 

 
Operational Planning 

Empire Side 
The objective of Operation CRUSADER was to bring to battle and destroy the Axis armoured force, in 
particular the two German Panzerregimenter which were considered the main striking force of the Axis 
armies in North Africa. By pushing 30 Corps and the 7 Armoured Division, its primary strike force, deep 
into the rear of the Axis position on the Libyan-Egyptian border it was thought that a battle could be 
triggered in which the superiority in tank numbers would allow the Empire forces to prevail.  

This west-ward advance of 30 Corps was to be accompanied by a north-ward advance of the infantry of 13 
Corps, investing and then reducing the border fortifications to the east of the armoured battlefield. Finally, 
under orders from 30 Corps, the Tobruk garrison would break out of encirclement, pushing south-east, and 

 
3 Unit naming convention follows contemporary practice. 
4 Confusingly, the US forces used ‘M3’ to name the M3 Stuart light tank, the M3 Medium tank (both Grant and Lee versions), the M3 
37mm gun, and the M3 75mm gun. 
5 The article will use the foreign language version of German and Italian unit names, italicised. Translations will be provided the 
first time a unit or unit type is being introduced. 
6 5 Armoured Brigade of 21st Panzer Division, abbreviated PR5 or 5. Pz. Rgt. 
7 https://crusaderproject.wordpress.com/2018/10/14/running-out-of-tanks-4-armoured-brigade-19-20-november/ and 
https://crusaderproject.wordpress.com/2019/08/16/fact-and-fiction-and-alan-moorehead-19-november-1941/  
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thereby tie down the investing Axis forces.  This three-pronged operation, staggered in time, and attacking 
from the south and north, as well as in the east, was considered sufficient to overwhelm the Axis forces.  

The plan for 30 Corps under General Norrie in the opening stage of Operation CRUSADER was therefore 
to conduct a deep left hook by with the ca. 450 cruiser tanks of 7 Armoured Division. The division had been 
ordered from left to right with 22 Armoured Brigade, 7 Armoured Brigade, and 4 Armoured Brigade, which 
were followed by 7 Support Group in the centre. The advance of 30 Corps was aiming first west and then 
north-west at the siege ring of Tobruk and it was expected to meet the Axis tank forces for battle in a general 
area limited by Tobruk – Bardia – Sidi Omar – Bir el Gubi, seen from north-west, moving clockwise (see 
Map 1 below). During the planning phase for CRUSADER, Norrie had misgivings about centering the 
advance on Gabr Saleh, which he considered insufficiently important to bring forward the German tanks8. 
As events on 19 November showed, this expectation was completely wrong, but it has been repeated in the 
official narrative and pretty much every history of the campaign. 

Map 1 – Empire 1942 map of the area of batle of 4 Armoured Brigade on 19 November 1941. 

 

The right flank of 7 Armoured Division was covered by a shorter, northbound right hook of 13 Corps9 
under General Godwin-Austen, carried out by the New Zealand Division and 7 Indian Brigade, supported 
by 1 Army Tank Brigade with ca. 140 Matilda and Valentine infantry tanks, inserting themselves north to 
south to the rear of the Axis border position triangle at Bardia – Sollum – Halfaya – Sidi Omar, thus driving 
a wedge between the Axis positions east of Tobruk and the border. The main purpose of 13 Corps’ 
envelopment operation was the reduction of the frontier positions, which extended south-east from the 
Halfaya Pass to Libyan Omar on the border. 

The role of 4 Armoured Brigade in this plan was to be the hinge between the two Corps, and it was 
supposed to either support the armoured battle on the left flank, once this had been triggered, or 13 Corps’ 
infantry to the east, if these were threatened by Axis tank forces attacking them from the west. While 7 and 

 
8 Katz, D.B. ‘South Africans vs. Rommel’ 
9 The former Western Desert Force. 
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22 Armoured Brigades advanced, 4 Armoured Brigade was therefore to remain in the general vicinity of 
Gabr Taieb el Essem, just south-east of the pivot point of Gabr Saleh, roughly at 4620360 on Map 1 above. 
At this stage 4 Armoured Brigade’s task was restricted to pushing reconnaissance out to the 450 Grid line 
in the west and covering the rear of 7 Indian Brigade when they began to invest Libyan and Sidi Omar, 
roughly at 49503600 on Map 1 above on 19 November. 

Axis Side 
From early November, the Axis forces, consisting of two Italian Corps, the XXI. Corpo Armata10 under 
General Enea Navarini, and the XX. Corpo Armata di Manovra11 under General Gastone Gambara, who also 
acted as Chief of Staff to the Italian army forces in North Africa and a German Corps, the Deutsches Afrika-
Korps, were readying themselves for the planned assault on Tobruk, scheduled for 21 November 1941 and 
to be led by the Deutsches Afrika-Korps12 under General Crüwell, who had arrived in Africa in September, 
with support from the Italian infantry of the XXI. C.A.  The command of this operation fell to Panzergruppe 
Afrika under General Erwin Rommel, controlling the D.A.K. and XXI.C.A.. The C.A.M. however was 
independent and not under Panzergruppe at this stage. Gambara nevertheless cooperated well with Rommel 
and had agreed to move his armoured division, Ariete, into a position at Bir el Gubi from which it could 
threaten the western flank of any relief attempt undertaken by Empire forces towards Tobruk. 

Table 1: Axis Command Arrangements in Cyrenaica, 18 November 1941 

Sector Division/Corps 

Comando Superiore Forze Armate Africa Settentrionale1 
Panzergruppe Afrika XX. Corpo 

d’Armata di 
Manovra 

Deutsches 
Afrika-Korps2 Sektor Ost3 XXI. Corpo 

d’Armata 
Tobruk Division z.b.V. Afrika     
Tobruk Arko 1044     
Tobruk 17 Div Fanteria Pavia5     
Tobruk 23 Div Fanteria Brescia     
Tobruk 25 Div Fanteria Bologna     
Tobruk 102. Div. Motorizzata Trento6     
Tobruk 15. Panzerdivision     
Reserve 21. Panzerdivision     

Trigh 
Capuzzo Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar     

Reserve 132. Div. Corazzata Ariete7     
Reserve 101. Div. Motorizzata Trieste     
Reserve RECAM     
Border 55 Div Fanteria Savona     
Border Oasen Btl.300  & I./S.R.1048     

1. Armed Forces High Command North Africa – General Gambara doubled as Chief of Staff to this command. 
2. German Africa Corps - Abbreviated D.A.K. 
3. Sector East, covering the line Libyan Omar – Halfaya – Sollum, under command of Italian Savona division. Sektor West did not 
have a large fighting unit following the move of Division z.b.V. Afrika to the siege front, as it consisted mostly of rear services.  
4. Artillery Command 104, controlling the siege artillery at Tobruk, under General Boettcher. 
5. 55th Infantry Division ‘Savona’, named after the military district that established the division, even though the soldiers were 
recruited elsewhere. 
6. 102nd Motorised Infantry Division ‘Trento’.  
7.132nd Armoured Division ‘Ariete’ (Ram) 
8. German battalions subordinated to the Savona division for service in the border fortifications and to garrison the critical Halfaya 
Pass, respectively. 

 
10 21st Army Corps, consisting of four Italian and one German infantry divisions and a German and Italian siege train of heavy 
artillery. 
11 20th Mobile Army Corps, consisting of the armoured division Ariete with 138 Italian M13/40 tanks, the motorised infantry division 
Trieste, and the RECAM armoured reconnaissance detachment. 
12 German Africa Corps, controlling both German Panzerdivisionen  
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The planning for the attack on Tobruk foresaw that 15. Panzerdivision and the composite infantry division 
Division z.b.V. Afrika13 would assemble to the south-east of Tobruk, while 21. Panzerdivision would take a 
pivot position to their east. 21. Panzerdivision was to assemble south of the Trigh Capuzzo, an east-west 
desert path, at Gasr el Arid, at 4740 on Map 1, whence it could easily move south to foil or at least stall any 
British relief efforts in co-operation with the Ariete division, while the reduction of the besieged fortress of 
Tobruk by the assaulting Axis forces was in progress. On 15 November, 21. Panzerdivision was ordered to 
take up this position, following a sand-table wargame held at Bardia. 

The German command also created a special reconnaissance force to conduct patrols south of Gasr el Arid 
and east of Sidi Omar, by combining the Aufklärungsabteilungen14 of both Panzerdivisionen into a single 
combat group, named Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar. This operated further south, in the area through which 
30 Corps would advance on the first day, and its role was to act as a trip wire and to slow down any 
advance, allowing the armoured force of 21. Panzerdivision to be brought to bear. 

On the border, two command sectors had been established, Sektor West under German General Schmitt 
with various elements but no combat formations at Bardia, and Sektor Ost under Italian General de Giorgis, 
commander of the Savona infantry division, at Libyan Omar. These were directly under the command of 
Panzergruppe. 

The Axis side suffered from a lack of clear command arrangements, as set out in Table 1 above. This was 
partially due to the Italian high command in North Africa refusing to subordinate the C.A.M. to 
Panzergruppe, and partially to the complex setup of conducting a major siege operation with the frontline 
facing the enemy close to the east. In consequence, Panzergruppe was not able to concentrate all available 
armoured forces, even if it had intended to.  The result of this was that two completely independent 
armoured battles were fought on 19 November, with very different outcomes, to the west at Bir el Gubi a 
successful defense by the Italians, and to the east at Gabr Saleh a failed attack by the Germans, while in the 
centre another major armoured force advanced unhindered to the back of the Tobruk siege lines. 

 

The Opposing Forces 

The Empire – 4 Armoured Brigade 
The 4 Armoured Brigade was one of three armoured brigades in 7 Armoured Division, together with 7 and 
22 Armoured Brigades, and the only formation in Eighth Army to be equipped with US-built M3 tanks15. 
The M3 tank, officially named Stuart, and nick-named Honey in British service, was a mechanically very 
reliable vehicle, by comparison to the British-built cruiser tanks. US observers, who were present with 4 
Armoured Brigade during the battle, reported that only one M3 tank fell out during the approach march, 
with a broken fuel line, but managed to rejoin shortly after (see Appendix IV). The Brigade therefore can 
be assumed to have been at full strength at the start of 19 November. 

The Brigade had a standard armoured brigade organization. All tank regiments were fully equipped with 
52 tanks in three squadrons, with 10 more held at Brigade HQ, to mount the HQ and an unknown number 
of artillery forward observer parties in M3 tanks. Unlike regiments equipped with British cruiser tanks, it 
had not been equipped with howitzer-equipped close support (CS) tanks. 4 Armoured Brigade thus started 
Operation CRUSADER with 166 M3 tanks, and also could draw on 22 M3 tanks held in first-line reserve.  

 
13 Special Purpose Division Africa. The division had been hastily established in Berlin from various units in July 1941, and was not 
fully assembled on 17 November. It was renamed 90. Leichte Afrika Division (90th Light) on 24 November, the name under which it 
would be become famous. It was not a full division, despite its name, lacking artillery, mobility, and infantry. 
14 Armoured Reconnaissance Battalions 
15 The other two brigades (7 and 22) in 7 Armoured Division fielded British cruiser tanks of varying marks, while 1 Army Tank 
Brigade was equipped with three regiments of infantry (‘I’) tanks, 42 and 44 R.T.R. with Mk. II Matilda II, and 8 R.T.R. with Mk. III 
Valentines. Inside Tobruk, Tobfort’s 32 Armoured Brigade fielded a mix of older A9 and A10 cruisers in 1 R.T.R., and also 69 Mk. II 
Matilda II in 4 R.T.R. and ‘D’ Squadron 7 R.T.R. 
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Each of 4 Armoured Brigade’s three regiments, 3 and 5 Royal Tank Regiment and 8 King’s Royal Irish 
Hussars, had extensive combat experience, all having been in action since the start of hostilities in North 
Africa in June 1940, with 3 R.T.R. also seeing action in Greece. The same applied to its commander, 
Brigadier Alexander (Alec) Gatehouse, M.C., a decorated veteran of First World War and long-time tank 
officer. Gatehouse transitioned from the infantry to tanks after the First World War and was involved in 
the early British army experiments with mechanized forces in the 1930s. He had led 4 Armoured Brigade 
during Operation BATTLEAXE in June 1941, skillfully commanding the rearguard defense at Fort Capuzzo 
that allowed British infantry forces to escape east, a performance for which he received a Distinguished 
Service Order (D.S.O.). 

In terms of support, 4 Armoured Brigade had attached to it the 2 Royal Horse Artillery (R.H.A.) regiment16, 
a 25-pdr regiment with two batteries, and 102 (Northumberland Hussars) Anti-Tank (AT) Regt. Royal 
Artillery (R.A.) minus one battery. This was a Yeomanry 17  regiment equipped with 2-pdr AT guns, 
mounted as portees on trucks. Both units were involved in the battle on 19 November. While the 2 Scots 
Guards were the attached motorised infantry, they saw no action on 19 November, and neither did the 
attached 112 L.A.A.18 Battery, 13 L.A.A. Regiment, with its 12 40mm Bofors anti-aircraft guns, which could 
also serve as AT guns. Reconnaissance to the Brigade was provided by A and B squadrons of the King’s 
Dragoon Guards, an armoured car regiment equipped with South African-built Marmon Herrington Mk. 
III armoured cars. During the day of 19 November, further reconnaissance assets were attached, but these 
played no role in the battle. 

Table 2: 4 Armoured Brigade, 19 November 1941 

Unit/Weapon M3 Tank Marmon Herrington 
Mk. III Armoured Car 25-pdr gun 2-pdr gun Bofors 40mm 

LAA gun 
Brigade HQ 101     
3 R.T.R. 52     
5 R.T.R. 52     
8 Hussars 52     
2 R.H.A.   16   
102 (NH) AT Rgt.2    24  
112 L.A.A. Bty.     12 
Kings Dragoon Gds  483    
Total 166 48 16 24 12 

1 Includes HQ tanks and artillery observation tanks. 
2 Minus one battery. 
3 Minus one squadron in Tobruk. Estimated number, based on a squadron strength of 24 armoured cars. 

German forces – Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar and Kampfgruppe Stephan 
The German army formed Kampfgruppen19 as ad-hoc combat groups to deal with any need that emerged 
during the war. Utilising a flexible arrangement of support arms and relying on the training of officers in 
handling multi-arms battlegroups, these were quickly assembled for specific tasks, and usually dissolved 
at the end of such tasks, by returning the relevant sub-units back to their formations. They were normally 
based around a regimental HQ. Two Kampfgruppen were in the path of 4 Armoured Brigade on 19 
November.  

 
16 Royal Horse Artillery 
17 Territorial Army, the volunteer reserve force of the British army. 
18 Light Anti-Aircraft 
19 Battle Groups – a combined arms combat force assembled for a specific task, with a lifetime of maybe a few days to a week, 
depending on the needs of the specific operation. The size was variable, depending on available forces and needs. The name 
following it was the name of its commander. Abbreviation in literature often ‘KG’, not to be confused with the Luftwaffe 
Kampfgeschwader Bomber Wing) that used the same abbreviation. In German contemporary records usually just shortened to Gruppe 
or KG followed by the name of the commander. 
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First, directly in the path of the advancing 30 Corps, was Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar. The Gruppe was 
commanded by Oberstleutnant20 Wechmar, the commanding officer of Aufklärungsabteilung (A.A.) 3, the 
reconnaissance battalion of 21. Panzerdivision, equipped with armoured cars and anti-tank guns. Gruppe 
Wechmar was formed by the D.A.K. on 16 November to patrol the area south of the Trigh Capuzzo. In this 
Gruppe, A.A.3 of 21. Panzerdivision operated together with A.A. 33 of 15. Panzerdivision, and was reinforced 
by adding the Stab (H.Q. company) and one company of AT guns of 3./PzJg.Abt.3921 of 21.Panzerdivision. 
The Gruppe was placed west of Sidi Omar, along the Trigh el Abd to provide early warning for any Empire 
relief attack coming from this direction, with A.A.3 and the mass of 3./PzJg.39 to the east, close to the border, 
and A.A.33 with one 5cm AT-gun platoon22 of 3./PzJg.39 to the west of it.  

The second group was Kampfgruppe Stephan, rapidly formed by 21. Panzerdivision during the morning of 19 
November. Its purpose was to back up Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar, which at this point struggled to stem 
the advance of Empire forces, as it slowly gave way under the heavy pressure exerted on it by 4 and 7 
Armoured Brigades. The size and composition of the Kampfgruppe was likely influenced by a shortage of 
petrol at 21. Panzerdivision, which made it difficult for the division to put additional mobile forces forward. 
It therefore consisted only of the whole of Panzerregiment 5 under Oberstleutnant Stephan, an artillery 
battalion and an 88mm anti-aircraft (AA) gun battery that could also serve in a ground role. The remainder 
of the combat elements of the division was combined into Kampfgruppe Knabe, which formed an alround 
defensive perimeter at Gasr el Arid. 

Panzerregiment 5 fielded only 120 tanks of all types, including many obsolete Panzer II, on the evening of 18 
November. Within the overall tank force of the regiment, only 85 were Panzer III or Panzer IV medium 
tanks. The regiment was battle-hardened (or jaded, depending on your view), having fought British tanks 
in the desert on various occasions since April, but arguably the same applied to 4 Armoured Brigade. It’s 
tanks had arrived in North Africa in March 1941, and had seen considerable action. It is likely that quite a 
few of them had been uparmoured in the field. 

Table 3: Organisation of Kampfgruppe Stephan, 19 November 1941 

Unit/Weapon Panzer II Panzer III Panzer IV Total 
Tanks 

105mm 
Howitzer 88mm AA gun 

I./Pz.Rgt. 5 35 68 17 120   
II./Pz.Rgt.5   
II./A.R.15523     12  
3./Flak 18      4 or 6 

 

CRUSADER Day 1 – 18 November 

Empire Side 
Executing the operational plan, Operation CRUSADER’s ground movements commenced on 17 November 
1941 when the first of the Eighth Army’s forces crossed the ‘wire’ which marked the border between Egypt 
and the Italian colony of Libya. There was only limited contact between the opposing forces on 18 
November, primarily small clashes between reconnaissance forces. Astonishingly, the advance of 
thousands of tanks and vehicles remained unobserved by the Axis forces for a considerable time. This was 
partially due to excellent radio discipline by Eighth Army formations, and partially due to adverse weather 
conditions, which had rendered Axis airfields unserviceable, preventing aerial reconnaissance from being 
carried out. The initial two days of CRUSADER, 17 and 18 November 1941, were thus spent by the Empire 

 
20 Lt. Col. 
21 H.Q. and 3rd company of the AT battalion 39 
22 3x 50mm PAK38 anti-tank guns 
23 2nd battalion, artillery regiment 155, one of four divisional artillery battalions in 21. Panzerdivision. 1st, 2nd, and 3rd were medium 
battalions with 105mm howitzers, while the 4th was a heavy battalion with one battery of longer ranged 105mm guns, and two 
batteries of 150mm howitzers. 



 
THE OTHER TANK BATTLE – Operation CRUSADER Day 2 

 
www.rommelsriposte.com – Public Draft for Comment 

Page 8 of 31 
 

forces with crossing the wire, spreading out into the wide-fanned arrangement shown on Map 2 below, 
replenishing, and then continuing their advance towards Tobruk.  

As the last of 7 Armoured Division’s armoured brigades, 4 Armoured Brigade moved across the wire 
during the morning of 18 November. It had the shortest distance to cover on its initial move, and continued 
only to Gasr Taieb el Essem, codenamed GUILDFORD, on the Trigh el Abd just short of Gabr Saleh, one of 
the two east-west desert paths passing Tobruk to the south. 3 R.T.R. reported a total distance of 65 miles 
covered on this day. There was almost no enemy contact, and the Brigade arrived at its destination with no 
noteworthy events, other than having to chase some armoured cars in front of its advance, probably A.A. 
33 at Bir er Reghem.  While Brigade HQ and support units as well as 8 Hussars remained in this position 
throughout 19 November, the armoured cars of the K.D.G., 3 and 5 R.T.R. moved north-east during the 
day.  

Map 224 – 7 Armoured Division map of advance to contact during operation CRUSADER, showing intended 
position as of last light 18 November, and the dispersion of forces. War Diary, King’s Dragoon Guards, 1941 

 

 
24 Pictures are open source from various locations, while the maps come from war diary files held at The National Archives in Kew, 
and NARA in College Park. 
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At the end of 18 November, the absence of any meaningful contact left all options open to 30 Corps. In 
consequence, Norrie decided to continue the broad-fronted approach the next day as planned, with 7 and 
22 Armoured Brigades advancing independently, while 4 Armoured Brigade, ordered to remain at Taieb 
el Essem, commenced with a set of piecemeal operations on regimental level. It was led by opportunities 
encountered, but remained tied down by the requirement to protect the left flank of the advancing infantry 
of 13 Corps. This decision was an early indication of the tendency of British commanders to parcel out their 
forces, rather than keeping them together, and it would influence what happened next. 

The Axis Side 
During 15 and 16 November, 21. Panzerdivision had received its orders to move south-west from its rest 
area west of Bardia, to take up position on and south of the Trigh Capuzzo25, facing south. Due to this 
move, it had run out of fuel and needed to be replenished, but this did not happen in time for action on 19 
November. 15. Panzerdivision remained in its rest position north of the Via Balbia, and Aufklärungsgruppe 
Wechmar took position west of Sidi Omar. 

Map 3 – D.A.K. war diary, situation 15-18 November. The dotted line west of 21. Pz. Div. is the concentration area 
for 15. Pz. Div. 26 

 

 
25 Known as Trigh Enver Bei by the Axis. 
26 D.A.K. KTB Nr. 2, RHA24/200/5 BA-MA 
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The first indication of trouble brewing in the south arrived at German commands on the morning of 18 
November, when Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar reported being engaged by superior forces. It was 
encountering the reconnaissance screen of 7 Armoured Division, which was followed by Empire tank 
forces. The Gruppe’s reports to 21. Pz. Div., coming from both A.A. 3 and A.A.33, were becoming more 
alarming as the day went on (see Appendix II), and the division requested permission from the D.A.K to 
move its Panzerregiment south, towards Gabr Saleh, to back up Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar. This request 
was denied. 

Unknown to the commander of 21. Panzerdivision, Generalmajor 27  von Ravenstein, the request to use 
Panzerregiment 5 to back up Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar was turned down by the D.A.K. under instruction 
from the General Rommel, commander of Panzergruppe. Playing a game of high-stakes poker, Rommel 
wanted to avoid showing the German hand too early, since he also did not believe that he was facing a 
major British attack. While the Italian commanders in North Africa were already seriously concerned that 
a major Empire offensive might have commenced, Rommel considered the advance unfolding to the south 
to be a raid, and that it could be contained without requiring involvement by the German tank forces. Even 
the well-regarded German radio interception unit 3./N56 had nothing to observe at this stage, showing the 
effectiveness of Empire radio silence. Thus the intelligence summary for 18 November28 reflects the rather 
sanguine view of Panzergruppe command (see Appendix III). At 2200 hrs Panzergruppe command also 
notified C.A.M. that there was no need for special concern. 

Map 4 – Battle area of Kampfgruppe Stephan and 4 Armoured Brigade on 19 Nov 1941, from 8 Hussars War 
Diary, TNA. Numbers indicate movements of 8 Hussars during the campaign. 

 

 
27 Major-General would be the closest equivalent in World War 2 since a Brigadier was not a General Officer rank in the British 
army during that war. 
28 https://rommelsriposte.com/2013/11/24/panzergruppe-daily-intelligence-assessments-by-day-overview-table/  
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CRUSADER Day 2 – 19 November 
Following these opening moves, 19 November would see the commencement of the actions for which 
Operation CRUSADER would soon become famous, namely the clash of 22 Armoured Brigade and the 
Italian Divisione Corrazata Ariete at Bir el Gubi, and the initial capture of the Regia Aeronautica’s29 Sidi Rezegh 
forward landing ground by 7 Armoured Brigade. 4 Armoured Brigade’s first clash with Panzerregiment 5 
just warranted a footnote in this narrative, although its outcome was to become consequential for the 
subsequent development of the battle. 

The Empire Side 
When considering the battle of 4 Armoured Brigade on 19 November, it is important to note that it did not 
fight as a brigade on 19 November. Its tank regiments, reconnaissance and artillery support were scattered 
about the desert, leaving it badly exposed to a concentrated attack. It is difficult to see why this situation 
was allowed to develop, considering that Gatehouse was an experienced commander, who was first aware 
that concentrations of German tanks would be in the area, and secondly understood that the aim of the 
Empire advance was to bring these same German tanks to battle. 

At Corps level, on the evening of 18 November, General Norrie noted the absence of a forceful Axis counter 
move, which was in line with his expectation, that a move to Gabr Saleh would not be sufficient to trigger 
a forceful response and bring the Axis armoured formations to battle. In order to bring this reaction about, 
he now ordered 7 Armoured Division to fan out further on 19 November (see Map 2). 22 Armoured Brigade 
to move north-west on Bir el Gubi, 7 Armoured Brigade to move north to Sidi Rezegh, and 4 Armoured 
Brigade remaining in situ at Taieb el Essem. This order removed the option of concentrating the division 
to fight a divisional tank battle and offered an opportunity for the Axis forces to defeat 7 Armoured 
Division’s brigades in detail, which was taken up in the following days.  

This risk of defeat in detail was further exacerbated by Brigade commanders splitting their Brigades into 
regiments which undertook almost independent operations. In the case of 4 Armoured Brigade, Brigadier 
Gatehouse ordered 3 R.T.R. and 5 R.T.R. with one artillery battery in support to work with the armoured 
car patrols of the K.D.G. in the north, and kept only one regiment, the 8 Hussars close to Taieb el Essem, 
while some of the supporting units also remained in the vicinity.  

The German side 
At 0645 hours the D.A.K. noted that the night had been quiet at 21. Panzerdivision and that the planned 
moves for the assault on Tobruk were continuing, with a German artillery battalion taking over from a 
battalion of the Bologna infantry division on the siege lines.  During the night 18 to 19 November, an English 
prisoner of 25 Field Regiment, 4 Indian Division was brought in and interrogated at the Savona division 
HQ. The report was both detailed and alarming, divulging the Empire attack plan in considerable detail 
and accuracy. While the D.A.K. was inclined to believe the information provided by the prisoner, 
Panzergruppe Ic30 discounted the report. 

The first aerial reconnaissance reports now arrived as well. The morning instruction for 2. (H)/1431 had been 
to carry out an early reconnaissance in the area Bir el Gobi – El Mfaues – Maddalena – Gasr el Arid to 
ascertain the strength of the Empire forces in this area and whether they were accompanied by tanks. The 
observer of this flight was Lt. Budde, who reported results at 1000 hours to the Chief of Staff of 
Panzergruppe, noting the presence of hundreds of trucks32  as well as 40 armoured cars. Crucially, the 
reconnaissance was cut short due to technical issues. 

 
29 The Italian Royal Air Force. 
30 The intelligence officer at Panzergruppe command, Major von Mellenthin. 
31 A Luftwaffe short-range reconnaissance squadron permanently attached to the D.A.K., equipped with Hs 126 STOL reconnaissance 
planes, as well as some older version Bf 109 and Bf 110 fighter planes. 
32 It is possible that these were the ‘sunshield’ camouflage devices used to conceal British tanks by making them appear as trucks. 
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Gruppe Wechmar, in particular A.A.3 and elements of Pz. Jg. 39 spent the morning of 19 November 
continuing to engage with the K.D.G. armoured car squadrons and throughout the day of the 19 November 
continued to tussle with the K.D.G., 3 and 5 R.T.R. elements. They were however rapidly pushed north in 
the face of substantially superior enemy forces, and the reports by both Abteilungen make it clear they were 
having a trying day.  

During the morning, one company of Panzerregiment 5 was dispatched east from Gasr el Arid to try and 
destroy some enemy armored cars stuck in a swamp, probably belonging to A Squadron, K.D.G. At 
lunchtime, D.A.K. finally relented and agreed to send the Panzerregiment 5 south to Gabr Saleh to deal with 
the sizeable enemy force that had now been confirmed there, and the regiment now became the core of a 
newly established Kampfgruppe, named after the its commanding officer Oberstleutnant33 Stephan.  At this 
time, the detached company was recalled.  

Making sense of the battle 

The Empire Side 
The British record begins with the message log kept at 7 Armoured Division Battle H.Q., reproduced in 
Appendix II, which is probably the most reliable source for the flow of events of the day.  The war diary of 
4 Armoured Brigade was not based on written notes, these having been lost due to enemy action. It should 
therefore not be treated as authoritative, as it does not align with the divisional message log, or indeed the 
regimental war diaries.  

Until 1530 hours the message log entries relating to 4 Armoured Brigade are concerned with the assignment 
of additional reconnaissance assets and the engagements happening north of Gabr Saleh. At that time, 7 
Armoured Brigade reports 100 tanks moving south-east and that 4 Armoured Brigade had been alerted. 
This group of tanks was Kampfgruppe Stephan. At 1602 4 Armoured Brigade reported being heavily engaged. 
This battle lasted almost three hours to 1858 hours, and in the view of 4 Armoured Brigade it had given the 
Germans a “good knock” and estimated 15 enemy tanks destroyed.  

The war diary notes in addition the disposition of 4 Armoured Brigade (see the map in Appendix V), and 
records the belated attempts to concentrate the Brigade, as well as the difficulties faced by Brigade HQ, 
which was forced to move several times due to coming under artillery fire. The war diary estimates 19 
enemy tanks destroyed as well as nine troop carriers34, with L/N Battery and its 25-pdrs and a battery of 
Northumberland Yeomanry anti-tank guns also being engaged. In line with this, the report by 4 Armoured 
Brigade to 7 Armoured Division H.Q. was very positive, claiming the enemy had withdrawn, and taken a 
hard knock. 

It is notable that the initial assessment of the strength of the German tank force by 7 Armoured Brigade 
was an underestimate by about 20%. While the German tank losses claimed by 4 Armoured Brigade were 
considerably higher than what the German daily report admits, they align well with the actual reduction 
in tank runners on the German side, especially if some of those nine armoured troop carriers were also 
tanks.   

It is also noticeable that the war diary does not at all mention the actions of 5 R.T.R. before 1630, even 
though this battalion was also placed to the north. The regiment, supported by H/I Battery with 8 25-pdr 
guns, had been ordered to chase and destroy enemy armoured car patrols around Bir Gibni at first light. 
While this was on the line of advance, the retreating patrols of Wechmar’s A.A.3 quickly drew their pursuers 
off to the north-east. While 5 R.T.R. was recalled when German tanks were reported to be approaching, it 
never saw serious action that day. 

 
33 Lt. Col. – While Panzerregiment 5 was a Brigade-size force, unlike in the British army, where a Brigadier would be in command, in 
the Heer a Regiment would normally be commanded by an Oberst (Colonel) or even an Oberstleutnant (Lt. Col.). 
34 Likely gun prime movers, given that no infantry was present on the German side. 
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This aligns well with the King’s Dragoon Guards (K.D.G.) account of 19 November. On 19 November the 
K.D.G. were split between two locations, with C Squadron operating inside the Tobruk Fortress, and 
regiment HQ with A and B Squadron supporting 4 Armoured Brigade. The squadron H.Q. war diary seems 
to have been destroyed early during operations, and a general entry covering ‘the last few days’ is made 
on 22 November 1941. The main war diary notes the events of the chase of the German armoured cars, 
while B Squadron notes it advanced to the Trigh Capuzzo, with a squadron of tanks attached to it, most 
likely C Squadron 3 R.T.R. 

3 R.T.R.’s account, when read together with that of the K.D.G., is also instructive. Astonishingly, the 
regiment had been subordinated to a squadron of armoured cars to chase German armoured car patrols. 
This at a stroke removed 1/3rd of the British tank strength from the main force of 4 Armoured Brigade. 
Towards the end of the day, 3 R.T.R. was dispersed widely and far away from 4 Armoured Brigade’s main 
body, following various wild goose chases to the north-east. The regiment was now also running out of 
petrol and ended with half a squadron stranded to the north-east after running completely dry. Based on 
the war diary the regiment probably did not manage to concentrate until well after midnight on 19/20 
November.  

Furthermore, 5 R.T.R. also moved off north-east together with a battery of 2 R.H.A. All of this dispersion 
happened after Gatehouse had received an order to remain the area of Taieb el Essem, and prior to having 
confirmation that there was not a more formidable foe close by. 

Of the support units, it appears that only the field artillery became engaged on 19 November. 2 Royal Horse 
Artillery was the 25-pdr regiment assigned to 4 Armoured Brigade. It fielded two batteries of 25-pdrs, of 
two troops with four guns each, for a total of 16 guns. The batteries were L/N and H/I, with the former 
under command K.D.G. off to the north-east. Most of the regiment missed both engagements on 19 and 20 
November, and only returned in the afternoon of the 20 November. Only one troop supported the 8 Hussars 
in their battle. The war diary notes heavy and close fighting, and that 4 Armoured Brigade was 
“magnificently handled”, a view that is however difficult to agree with. It erroneously states that the 
battlefield was left in enemy hands and mis-identifies the enemy formation as 15. Panzerdivision. 

Ultimately, only one regiment of 4 Armoured Brigade was engaged. These were the 8 King’s Royal Irish 
Hussars whose account of the action is the most authoritative (see Appendix III). It sets right a number of 
misconceptions about the battle. When the report about the approaching German tanks was received 
during the early afternoon, the regiment was moved north-east onto the track Gabr Saleh – Sidi Azeiz, to 
face the German attack. Battle was joined at 1600, following an air attack on the regiment. The regiment 
then fought a hard, 3-hour battle against a vastly superior enemy tank force and correctly judged that it 
had done well holding off the German attempt to break through its line. 

The German Side 
At 1210 hours Panzerregiment 5 was verbally ordered by von Ravenstein to assemble as Kampfgruppe Stephan 
with its assigned units assembling in the concentration area of Schützenregiment 20035 around Gasr el Arid, 
specifically between the infantry positions of MG-Batl. 836 and II./S.R. 104.37 It was then to move south to 
Gabr Saleh, whence it would turn east towards Sidi Omar and cut off and destroy the 200 enemy tanks that 
A.A.3 had reported there.  

At 1235 hrs General Crüwell, General Officer Commanding D.A.K., visited the command post of 21.PD and 
was informed of von Ravenstein’s intent, but also of the fact that the mass of the division had to form a 
hedgehog defense, as it was suffering from shortages of petrol and ammunition. It is probable that without 
this logistical problem, all of the division would have been moved into the attack. If that had happened, 4 
Armoured Brigade would have been in a precarious position on 19 November - it is hard to see how it 

 
35 Rifle Regiment 200 was a motorised infantry regiment under command of 21. Panzerdivision - abbreviated S.R. 
36 Machinegun Battalion 8, an independent infantry battalion under Schuetzenregiment 200 
37 2nd Battalion, Rifle Regiment 104, also under the same regiment. 
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could have stood up to an encounter with a full Panzerdivision.  Following further discussion, Panzergruppe’s 
order to the D.A.K was only issued at 1540 hrs (see Appendix II). It confirmed the instructions already 
issued by von Ravenstein to Oberstleutnant Stephan. In other words, Rommel only issued his orders well 
after 21. Panzerdivision had both already given its orders, and Kampfgruppe Stephan had at that point not 
only commenced its advance but was just 20 minutes away from joining combat with 8 Hussars. 

Despite the supply difficulties faced by the division, Kampfgruppe Stephan commenced its advance towards 
Gabr Saleh, 20km to the south, at 14.20 hours, and took a bit more than one hour to cover the distance. It 
was almost immediately noted and reported on by 7 Armoured Brigade. The ensuing battle was observed 
in person by Rommel, who appeared at the divisional command of 21. Panzerdivision post at 14.30 hours 
for a briefing, and then moved on to the other combat group of the division, Kampfgruppe Knabe, from where 
he observed the advance of Kampfgruppe Stephan and the battle in the south. 

Map 5 – Evening situation map from the D.A.K. war diary, showing clearly the direction of the thrust of 
Kampfgruppe Stephan (‘5’). It is notable that the Germans misidentified 4 Armoured Brigade, placing both it and 7 

Armoured Brigade further east than they were. D.A.K. war diary. 
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It is of note that the confidence level of the Germans was so high that they launched an attack with what 
they knew was a substantially inferior force – 85 medium tanks against an estimated 200 enemy tanks, even 
though the German tank force had decent artillery and anti-tank gun support. As the battle showed, this 
was not enough to overcome the British forces, and it was to be the first of a number of underestimations 
of the capability of the Empire forces that would dog the German actions during CRUSADER. 

The evening report by Panzerregiment 5 is a master class in glossing over what really happened, and also 
severely overestimates the enemy strength. It claims that the British tanks were driven back, that two 
batteries of guns supported the enemy tanks, and it also understates its own losses (see Appendix III). This 
in turn led to an evening report by Panzergruppe to Berlin that also glosses over the setbacks compared to 
the objectives that were set for Kampfgruppe Stephan by simply not mentioning them, and rather focusing 
on the terrain occupied and the enemy tanks that were destroyed (Appendix III). Unfortunately, it is these 
numbers of tank losses which are taken at face value by historians of the operation. 

Contrary to what is usually reported in histories, for unknown reasons Oberstleutnant Stephan decided not 
to remain in control of the battlefield, and thus both sides withdrew from the Gabr Saleh – Sidi Azeiz track, 
although neither by a long distance. Exhaustion may have played a part, with the need to regain unit 
control, and the desire to put some space between oneself and the enemy to be able to e.g. undertake 
repairs. The abandoned tanks in no-mans land were recovered as much as possible during the night. 

Assessment 

Planning 
Both sides made mistakes in their planning, albeit of different nature. On the German side, it is clear that 
the logistics were not up to the task set to the armoured forces, in particular to 21. Panzerdivision, of 
protecting the rear of the Tobruk assault force. It is hard to understand why the division had almost run 
out of fuel without having travelled very far. On 19 November itself, it is quite possible that 4 Armoured 
Brigade patrols interfered with supply, but nevertheless this should have been considered before the 
operation started. More seriously, it appears that no serious thought had been given to providing support 
for the western edge of the border position at Sidi Omar. The half-hearted attempt by Kampfgruppe Stephan 
was clearly not enough, and the price was paid a few days later when 7 Indian Brigade took the position. 

On the Empire side, it appears that confirmation bias had crept into the planning for the continued 
advanced on the evening of 18 November. Norrie had always been clear that he did not think an advance 
to Gabr Saleh would draw the German armoured force, so when they did not appear on 18 November, he 
took it as confirmation of this opinion. It appears he did not consider that the non-show may have been the 
result of the success of the Empire deception operations and radio silence, which kept the Germans in the 
dark about the nature of the advance. The consequence of this was that when half of the German armoured 
force appeared at Gabr Saleh, 30 Corps had neither the plan nor the means to destroy it, since its armoured 
brigades were too dispersed, with 22 and 7 Armoured Brigades engaged simultaneously at Bir el Gobi and 
Sidi Rezegh, and 2/3rds of 4 Armoured Brigade off to the north chasing armoured cars.   

Norrie’s decision on the evening of 18 November, to advance his armoured brigades further in line with 
the plan, was a violation of Napoleon’s dictum to never interrupt your enemy when he was making a 
mistake. Even holding back another armoured Brigade, or even simply ensuring that Gatehouse did not 
disperse his brigade needlessly, would have offered the chance of decisively defeating Panzerregiment 5. 
This was a unique opportunity because Rommel had not concentrated his armoured force. 

British Performance 
There are three ways how this battle can be read - either ‘Plucky British tank regiment holds off German 
enemy more than twice as strong, preventing it from reaching its objective’; or ‘British armoured brigade 
caught napping and only saved by outstanding performance of one of its regiments’; or a mix of these. 
None of these is the usual reading in histories, where the British performance is normally considered a 
blunder for the British tank forces, failing to occupy the battlefield, and over-estimating the German losses. 
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There is some truth to this criticism, since it is clear that 4 Armoured Brigade was not on top of things. The 
brigade war diary is riddled with errors, but certainly written to appear as if Brigadier Gatehouse actually 
had things under control. He had not and got very lucky on 19 November. The fundamental error was that 
despite having been ordered to stay in place, his tank regiments and supporting artillery were spread out 
between Taieb el Essem and Sidi Azeiz to deal with numerous enemy reports, none of them critically 
important, and to support armoured cars chasing across the countryside. The tank regiments could not and 
were not ordered to be concentrated quickly enough, with 3 R.T.R. only receiving the recall at 1600 hours, 
even though the concentration of German tanks had been reported by 7 Armoured Brigade at 1530 hours, 
and the regiment never making it to the battlefield in time.  

During the battle it also appears that, despite the favourable opinion of 2 R.H.A., 4 Armoured Brigade 
command did not contribute much if anything, maybe due to the attention being paid to it by the German 
artillery, or maybe because it was ultimately up to 8 Hussars to rescue the brigade. In particular, it appears 
that the Brigade reserve, B Squadron 5 R.T.R. was not committed in support of 8 Hussars until the full force 
of 5 R.T.R. had arrived at 1630 hrs. The returning 3 R.T.R., as well as at least some elements of 5 R.T.R. 
could have been launched into the flank of Kampfgruppe Stephan’s advance, coming in at an angle from the 
left and behind the German tanks. Such a flanking move could at least have given the Germans some pause 
for thought, although it would have raised the question as to whether the M3 tanks had the fuel range for 
such a maneuver. When 5 R.T.R. was finally committed, it does not appear that it closed with the enemy to 
put itself into a position aligned with 8 Hussars. 

Looking at the next level down, the tank regiments in 4 Armoured Brigade, a differentiated performance 
emerges. 5 R.T.R. seems to have received an indication of things going wrong rather early, at 1430 hours, 
although that maybe an error in the Brigade war diary, off by one hour. By the time they arrived on the 
scene, they were too late to contribute much before the fighting ceased, and the unit history by Mark Urban 
does not mention the fight on 19 November at all. Contrary to the claim in 4 Armoured Brigade’s war diary, 
3 R.T.R. never entered the action at all. The breakdown of control in 3 R.T.R., with B & C Squadron going 
off on their private war on the Trigh Capuzzo, exacerbated the matter albeit probably not critically so. The 
3 R.T.R. war diary reads as if its author was quite sheepish about this day. It is clear that regimental H.Q. 
did not have the regiment under control, and it rather openly admits this for C Squadron. 

Rescuing the brigade, the performance of 8 Hussars was outstanding. The Hussars with only minimal 
support fought off a German Kampfgruppe that had more than twice the numbers of tanks the regiment 
fielded, and over 60% more medium tanks. Kampfgruppe Stephan also controlled three times the number of 
artillery tubes than were supporting the Hussars, as well as a battery of powerful 88mm guns, and had air 
support even though this does not appear to have made much of a difference. Most importantly, the 
Hussars managed to hold off this superior force without losing their shirts. While the 20 tank losses they 
suffered are heavy, equal to almost 40% of the regiment’s strength, these could be replaced. These kinds of 
losses are also to be expected when a tank force has to defend against an attack in superior numbers in 
inferior equipment. The rather modest self-congratulation of ‘this was a good performance’ in the 8 Hussar 
war diary is British understatement at its best, and unfortunately not reflected at all in post-war histories. 

While not much is written in the war diaries on the actual way in which the action on 19 November 
developed, the Panzerregiment 5 report for the morning fight of 20 November indicates the methods that 
the veteran tankers and cavalrymen of 4 Armoured Brigade used, indirectly complimenting the 8 Hussars 
for their mobile defense. It is likely that they used a similar approach on 19 November, and that it was this 
which allowed them to prevent Kampfgruppe Stephan from achieving its objective.  

German Performance 
In a word: poor. Kampfgruppe Stephan should have eliminated 8 Hussars, then broken into the 
replenishing/maneuvering 5 R.T.R., and finally defeated A Squadron 3 R.T.R., before falling on the rear of 
7 Indian Brigade to the east of Sidi Omar at dusk, after having shattered and dispersed 4 Armoured Brigade. 
The Kampfgruppe had substantial superiority in all arms and brought decent desert combat experience to 
the battle. It is impossible to tell what went wrong, but it is possible that von Ravenstein was too optimistic 
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when he expected that Stephan would be enthusiastic about having to attack and destroy a tank force 
almost twice his size, with unknown support. It is clear from the British war diaries that Stephan did not 
press his attack, maybe taking counsel of his fears when exaggerated enemy tank numbers came in. 
Whether this was also because the tank crews were battle-weary, we shall never know. 

It is also notable in this regard that the assessment of enemy strength was overestimating the tank numbers 
by about 150% initially, and over 70% at the end of the battle, maybe again an indication of nervousness. 
At the start of the battle, Kampfgruppe Stephan only engaged the 52 tanks of 8 Hussars, and after 1630, 
another 52 tanks of 5 R.T.R., although these never came to close quarters. 

In the end, Oberstleutnant Stephan retired from the battlefield with nothing much to show, other than the 
destruction of 20 tanks, and having suffered the at least temporary loss of 1/4 of his command, all while 
failing to reach his objective of Sidi Omar, and not having an operational impact at all. Unlike the Germans 
the British could afford these losses.  

It is also noteworthy that despite the reported low losses on the day, Panzerregiment 5 did never regain 
tank numbers even close to the strength it had on the morning of 19 November 1941 until April 1942. 
Following the heavy losses on Totensonntag, and then at Sidi Omar when it was severely handled by 7 
Indian Brigade, it was down to 25 tanks a week later. Within two weeks its tank numbers went down to 
seven operational tanks, an irreversible drain that commenced on the afternoon of 19 November on the 
Gabr Saleh – Sidi Azeiz track at the hands of 8 Hussars. 

In retrospect, the German commander who had made most of the right calls throughout the days of 18 and 
19 November was von Ravenstein. His request on 18 November to move Panzerregiment 5 to Gabr Saleh 
would have triggered a tank battle early in the morning of 19 November. On the evening of 19 November 
again, his instinct is right, when it is noted in the war diary of the D.A.K. that he asks for concentration of 
both divisions, something that did not happen until later the next day. 

Overall 
The battle is often held up as an early failure for the British. There is certainly some truth in this, when 
looking at the handling of 4 Armoured Brigade, and also the actions of 3 R.T.R., which seems to have 
thought its task was chasing irregulars on the Indian plains, rather than engaging in a fight with a capable 
mechanized enemy. It is also often claimed as an early example of British commanders overclaiming 
German tank losses.  

It is arguable that, had 4 Armoured Brigade followed its orders and concentrated on its core task of 
defeating the enemy tank force, as set out in the CRUSADER Operation Objectives, it could have met 
Kampfgruppe Stephan with the force of the full Brigade, well supported by the artillery of 2 R.H.A. Fielding 
a numerically superior tank force, it might have dealt Panzerregiment 5 a very bloody nose. This was an 
opportunity missed which clearly deserves criticism, and it was not to return in this form. 

Nevertheless, based on the available primary evidence, a more differentiated set of conclusions emerges. 
First, while the failures of 4 Armoured Brigade command are evident, it is much less clear that the Germans 
did much better, and thanks to 8 Hussars the Empire side managed to prevent the Germans from achieving 
their objective of pushing through to Sidi Omar. Therefore, while tactically the battle with a draw, 
operationally it was clearly a British victory.   

In terms of battlefield performance, it is arguable that the British side gave as good as it got in terms of 
damage, while outnumbered and outgunned. The experienced British tank crews of 8 Hussars performed 
very well in the first battle of CRUSADER, and they stopped the German Kampfgruppe cold with nothing 
more than a regiment of light tanks and a few guns. This, combined with a lack of will, is what prevented 
the Kampfgruppe Stephan from accomplishing a task it simply did not seem to have much appetite for in the 
first instance, namely the destruction of 4 Armoured Brigade, and the move to Sidi Omar/Gasr el Arid, 
which would have threatened the rear of 7 Indian Brigade. 
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On the German side, timidity thus seems to have played a big role, and the parallel failures of both sides 
arguably cancel each other out on the battlefield. Unknowingly, by first not pressing his attack, and then 
withdrawing north-east in the failing light, Stephan threw away the chance to eliminate 4 Armoured 
Brigade on 19 November. Stephan thus may also have thrown away a chance to derail Operation 
CRUSADER. The opportunity that was offered to him was real. Had Kampfgruppe Stephan succeeded in 
overrunning 8 Hussars in this first clash, it would have split the forces of Eighth Army into two, with 
advance elements of 13 Corps to the east facing the border defenses, and 30 Corps to the west, wedged into 
a triangle that can be drawn by linking Bir el Gobi, Sidi Rezegh, and Taieb el Essem. This would then have 
left 7 Indian Brigade between the hammer that would have been the D.A.K., and the anvil that would have 
been the Sektor Ost forces at Sidi Omar. It is likely that, with the other two armoured Brigades then out on 
a limb north-east of Bir el Gobi and at Sidi Rezegh, this would have stopped the British advance, and it 
might have led to an early withdrawal if not back across the border, then at least to the south of the Trigh 
el Abd to enable 7 Armoured Division to regroup, leaving the Axis a free hand against Tobruk. 

In conclusion, other than 8 Hussars nobody came out of the engagement with much to be proud of, and a 
chance to tilt Operation CRUSADER in one direction or the other had been missed by both sides. This was 
never appreciated on the Empire side. 

The Germans however came away with an understanding that they had underestimated the situation. The 
next day, 20 November, Panzergruppe ordered the D.A.K. to attack with the combined forces of 15. and 21. 
Panzerdivision and to destroy the enemy west of Sidi Omar. This was too late however, and it drew the 
D.A.K. to the east, away from Tobruk. Together with the reported successes at Bir el Gobi and Gabr Saleh, 
this gave Norrie the confidence to give the order for the Tobruk breakout to begin. 

Aftermath 
By the end of November 1941, 4 Armoured Brigade had been merged with 22 Armoured Brigade, and 7 
Armoured Brigade or what was left of it had returned to the Delta to reform. After the initial pursuit, 
following the Gazala battles of mid-December, 4 Armoured Brigade was taken out of the line. 3 R.T.R. was 
assigned to 7 Support Group, and the remainder of the Brigade returned to the Delta, for rebuilding and 
converting to a mix of M3 Stuart and M3 Grant tanks in preparation for the next battle, expected to be the 
invasion of Tripolitania in February 1942. Brigadier Gatehouse received a Bar to his D.S.O., which was 
gazetted on 20 January 194238, just three weeks after his first D.S.O. was gazetted on 30 December 1941, 
which he received for his services as Commander of 4 Armoured Brigade during Operation BATTLEAXE. 
He went on to command 10 Armoured Division at El Alamein in 1942, after which he received 
administrative appointments in Washington and Moscow. He retired from the army in 1946 and died in 
1964. 

Panzerregiment 5 never recovered from its disastrous start into CRUSADER and ended the retreat to el 
Agheila with less than 10 operational tanks. It remained a spent force until tank replacements brought it 
up to strength again by the end of April 1942. It lost its commanding officer, Oberstleutnant Stephan, who 
died five days after the first clash, when his Kampfgruppe came under heavy air attack in the frontier area 
during the ill-fated ‘dash for the wire’.  

The M3 Stuart would gradually be retired from its role as a cruiser tank, owing to it becoming obsolete 
against the renewed German tank force in the desert. It would however continue to serve until the end of 
the war in North Africa, and then go on to Europe, primarily as a cavalry reconnaissance tank, a role for 
which it was well suited, but also in the form of the Kangaroo armoured personnel carrier, with the turret 
removed. 

  

 
38 see also https://rommelsriposte.com/2011/01/26/what’s-with-all-the-dsos/  
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39 I am very grateful to Andrew Newson for his work in copying the war diaries at Kew. 
40 This was reconstructed in either late 1941 or early 1942 without notes, these having been lost on 23 November 
41 The 102 AT Rgt. War diary for November and December appears to not have survived 
42 This was reconstructed in either late 1941 or early 1942 with notes 
43 Bonner Fellers was present in person at the forward, Battle H.Q. of 7 Armoured Division, but for this battle his report was based 
on reports received from US officers embedded with 4 Armoured Brigade,. 
44 The Panzergruppe war diary did not survive 
45 Containing detailed reports from sub-units such as A.A.3 and A.A.33, including their message logs. 
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Appendix I: German Tank losses on 19 November 
In all histories of CRUSADER the German tank losses in the first clash on 19 November appear to be 
severely underreported, while the British losses of 23 tanks always include the two mechanical casualties 
by 5 R.T.R. and the tank the regiment lost at Bir el Hararin. 

The total losses reported by Panzerregiment 5 amount to eight tanks, of which two were outright destroyed, 
and six damaged, one of which for technical reasons. This would bring the regiment’s strength down to 
112 from 120 the day before. Nevertheless, its evening tank statement on 19 November only reports 83 
operational tanks, i.e. 37 less than the day before. The reduction was composed of 11 II, 23 III, and 3 IV 
compared to the tank state on 18 November, of 35 II, 68 III and 17 IV, and indicates that the number of 
severely damaged tanks (either enemy action or mechanical failure) was substantially higher than the eight 
tanks it admitted to, even though they were not reported in the war diary. That these missing tanks were 
not available for action the next day is partially confirmed because the next day, when the regiment lost 
only one Panzer III to enemy action, it only reported an increase in operational Panzer III numbers from 45 
on the evening of 19 November to 47 on the evening of  20 November, indicating that tanks returned from 
short-term repair. 

The conclusion from this is analysis of loss reports is quite clear – losses on 19 November were 
underreported. This remains the case even when considering the caveat in the British Official History, i.e. 
that German tank regiment losses could not be counted due to reflows from workshops is unlikely to apply 
for 19 November. It appears that Panzerregiment 5 may have underreported actual losses by a factor of four, 
and that the criticism leveled by historians, incl. e.g. Agar Hamilton and Turner in ‘The Sidi Rezegh Battles’ 
is unwarranted.  

As a final note, even though five of the six damaged tanks were recovered from the battlefield during the 
night, with recovery crews working in no-man’s land, they never returned to the battlefield. All five were 
moved to the Panzerwerkstatt workshop companies, where they were finally lost when the Axis forces 
retreated from Tobruk. They were never repaired and put back into battle.   
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Appendix II: Message Logs 
 

1. Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar messages, 18 November 1941 

A.A. 3 
[no time stamp] 11 tanks, 2 self-propelled guns, 11 armoured cars 
1255 hours AA 3 evades enemy, requests tank support 
1245 hours Current impression enemy is moving back 
1325 hours 7 tanks 15 armoured cars moving north 
1330 hours with armoured car AA 33 
1430 hours 1410 hours 19 enemy vehicles 6 W Knorpel46 
1445 hours Knorpel under pressure from east, south, and west, ordered to evade 
1627 hours 60 tanks from south-east on position (AA 3) 8 km west of Sidi Omar 
1625 hours we hold position, AT gun platoon 587 r 547, Sidi bu Scigha 
1655 hours 200 tanks attacking, battalion evades north48 
1715 hours Breaking contact from enemy possible, AA 3 evades north, AA 33 is relocated. 
1725 hours Enemy 5km spread not tanks north, Gabr Sahad 
1725 hours Enemy with strong mass, location Knorpel (AA 33) – new location enemy artillery! 
1800 hours AA 3 new location 5km north west old location. Supply old location. 
In addition to 11 tanks and 11 armoured cars 10km west of AA 33 37 tanks move north 
 

A.A.33 

In the morning Abteilung reports strong armoured enemy advancing via Er Reghem northwest, 
and during afternoon evades, as ordered, to north-east following defense. 

2. Panzergruppe to C.A.M Consequently at 2200 hrs: 

FROM:   Panzergruppe Afrika Ia     18.11.41 
TO:  German Liaison Officer at Corps Gambara  22.00hrs 
  APPLIES: D.A.K., 21.P.D. 

Stronger enemy reconnaissance 18 November evening in front of A.A.33 and west of it. No need 
for special concern, but at Pz. Div. Ariete increased vigilance towards east and south required. – 
XXI. A.K.  has been informed accordingly. 

3. 2./(H)14 reconnaissance report, 19 Nov 1941, 1000 hours: 

Result: Around 0930 hours in area Gabr Saleh – Maddalena – Gasr el Abid 600 trucks doubtless 
recognised as English moving west. Mass moves through substantially widened gaps in the wire 
between Maddalena and Gasr el Abid. In line Sidi Omar – Bir el Gobi counted 40 armoured cars 
(not complete). Because radio failed mission was broken off and no reconnaissance flown on line 
B. el Gobi – el Mfaues. 

 

 

 
46 Code for A.A.33 
47 Location based on the German Stosslinie system (see here) 
48 These tanks were the M3 Stuarts of 4 Armoured Brigade, even though the Germans thought after the battle that they were dealing 
with 7 Armoured Brigade. 4 Armoured Brigade was not identified at this stage and the Germans continued to count only two 
armoured brigades under 7 Armoured Division. 
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4. A.A.33 engagement report, 19 Nov 1941 

Abteilung ascertains without doubt direction of push of a reinforced enemy armoured division, 
Tobruk. Strong enemy forces shield advance facing north-east. Abteilung defends against attack by 
20 tanks. 

5. Daily report by A.A.3, 19 Nov 1941 

Quiet night. – Patrols report during dawn further advance by the enemy to the north and north-
west, mainly tanks. At 08.30 hours the battalion retreats slowly north while fighting and 
conducting reconnaissance against about 100 enemy tanks. – Around 14.00 hours the mass of the 
battalion bogs down in a salt lake, but succeeds in recovering all vehicles. The opponent, marching 
in three groups, can thus move up closely. Losing contact with the enemy, who is equipped with 
very fast tanks (probably Mark VI), only possible at full marching speed, all the time artillery fire 
on the battalion. The opponent pushes the battalion across the Trigh Capuzzo and the first Jebel 
further north, and then moves back southeast. Night leaguer on the edge of the Jebel 22km west of 
Bardia. 

6. 7 Armoured Division Message log, 19 Nov 194149 

1215 From B. HQ50 to 4 AB: 4 AB will become responsible for recce as far W as 450 grid. Sqn. 4 
SAAV comes under command for this purpose. (code word BEETROOT) 
1329 From 4 AB: 200 MET51 at 495389 
1415 From 4 AB: 300 MET reported SUDBURY52. 120 MET FROME both move west. KDG 
engaging helped by 3 RTR. 
1418 From 4AB: When may I expect subunit of 11 H? 
1428 From 4AB: LO has arrived with orders and is moving. 
1500 To 4 AB: BEETROOT. 
1530 From 7 AB: Enemy coln moving S.E. 458387. One hundred tanks have been seen. This 
message passed by us to 4 AB and acknowledged. 
1550 From B. HQ: Sitrep 420 MET moving W 482344. 1450 hrs Coln estimated 100 tks move SE 
458398[…] 
1602 From 4 AB: Moving to ETON. Left-hand regt. Heavily engaged. 
1624 From 4 AB: Enemy advance halted Pt. 189. 464363 
1700 From 4 AB: At 1 m NW GUILDFORD53 engaging enemy. 
1728 From 4 AB: Tank v tank battle still ongoing. Will report later. 
1858 From 4 AB: Am now at 467342. Fighting ceased intermittent light. Enemy appear to have 
moved north. 
1935 From 4 AB: 8 med tks and 50 MET with guns 498382 
1948 From 4 AB: In view of tank battle 4 AB cannot put tps N of track Sidi Azeiz, Gabr Saleh. 
Engaged 100 tanks and gave them good knock. Battle ceased last light.  Elements close to track 
and will be in original battle posn first light 20 Nov. Jocks left will be safe. Enemy stopped N of 
Trigh el Abd and has withdrawn N or NW. Trying to keep contact. 
2048 From 4 AB: Patrols KDG leaguering just S of Trigh el Abd on line of T el A. 4 AB leaguering 
487342. Enemy tanks destroyed estimated 15. 
2155 From 4 AB: Sitrep with special reference to Sp Gp requested. 

 

 
49 This is a handwritten document, and the transcription is sometimes difficult. I do not have sheet 1 to hand at present, so it starts at 
mid-day only. 
50 Battle Headquarters of 7 Armoured Division 
51 Motorised Enemy Transport 
52 Likely Gasr-el-Arid 
53 Likely Gabr Saleh 
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7. Panzergruppe order to the D.A.K., 19 Nov 1941, 1540 hours 

General command D.A.K. attacks with 21. Panzerdivision on 19 Nov mid-day, advancing from its 
current concentration area, the enemy ahead of the division’s frontline, defeats him and thrusts 
west of S. Omar to the area Gasr el Abid. The division adopts a defensive position at Gasr el Abid, 
to prevent enemy advances west between Gasr el Abid – Sidi Omar.  

8. D.A.K. message log, evening of 19 Nov 1941 

20.25 General von Ravenstein reports by phone: 

Both reconnaissance battalions pushed off. Heavy combat with strong enemy tank forces. Gruppe 
Stephan north of Gabr Saleh met strong armoured enemy. Fight still in progress. General von 
Ravenstein proposes to combine both divisions, but not to attack immediately, since enemy is 
substantially superior, and overall situation remains unclear. 

[…]   

21.30 Considerations which enemy group should be attacked first lead to the opinion that the attack 
against the group in front of A.A.354 is most urgent, since this has advanced furthest to the north. 
Attack by combining both divisions. 

  

 
54 4 Armoured Brigade 
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Appendix III: War Diary Entries 
 

1. 21. Panzerdivision 18 Nov 1941 

During the morning the reconnaissance battalions55 enter into combat with enemy reconnaissance 
forces. At 16.55 hours A.A.3 reports that it is being attacked by 200 tanks. It evades 5km to the north 
and holds there. While the Division doubts the correctness of the report that there were really 200 
tanks56, it is nevertheless transmitted to the D.A.K. Opposite A.A.33 there are also reports of strong 
enemy forces. The proposal by the Division, to move the Pz. Rgt. into the area north of Gabr Saleh, 
to be able to thrust into the flank of the enemy in front of A.A.33 the next morning, is not approved 
by the Korps. 

2. Panzergruppe Intelligence Summary 18 Nov 1941 

Almost complete wireless silence of the English units. Air reconnaissance could not be flown due 
to the bad weather, airfields of the Luftwaffe are muddied up, wadis are carrying high water. On 
the afternoon of 18.11. 21.Panzer-Div. reports clash of reconnaissance group with strong enemy 
reconnaissance forces57. 

3. 4 Armoured Brigade war diary 19 Nov 1941 

One Squadron of 3 R Tanks and L/N Bty 2 RHA were employed in supporting 1 KDG who were 
reconnoitering towards TRIGH CAPUZZO. 

The Bde reconnoitered its Battle pos and was disposed as follows - 8 H on left, 5 R Tanks Rt with 3 
R Tanks in reserve. The remainder of 3 R Tanks was sent at 0940 hrs to support 1 KDG in the area 
BIR GIBNI and moved north. 

Information concerning small packets of enemy was continuous and at 1535 hrs it was reported 
that 100 enemy tanks had been seen moving SW at 458388. 8 H and 5 R Tanks were ordered to 
move fwd to meet this attack on the track GABR SALEH - SIDI AZEIZ. 

Actually, this enemy force had moved SOUTH of SW and at 1600 hrs the main direction of the 
enemy attack was seen to be on the post occupied by 8 H. 5 R Tanks who were east of 8 H were 
ordered at 1630 hrs to come up to the SOUTH of 8 H. 3 R Tanks was ordered to move to the track 
junction 4 1/2 miles SE of GABR TAIEB EL ESEM to replenish and come into reserve. 

The main German attack came in very heavily and Bde HQ was shelled and as a result Bde HQ 
moved, first NORTH then EAST and SOUTH to avoid this. 

The main action was fought at short range by 8 H and later by 5 R Tanks at a longer range; Fighting 
ceased as darkness fell and the Bde leaguers in its battle posn with 8 H and 3 R Tanks a few hundred 
yards away. The enemy himself leaguered about 2 miles NORTH and probably recovered his 
damaged tanks under cover of darkness. Our casualties were 8 H 20 tanks and 5 R Tanks 3 tanks. 

It was estimated that 19 enemy tanks were destroyed for certain, possibly 2658, and in addition L/N 
Bty had destroyed 9 Army Troop Carriers. Some of these tanks had been destroyed by L/N Bty 
and a Tp of NH. 

 
55 Aufklärungsgruppe Wechmar 
56 In fact A.A.3 was not far off in its estimate, between 166 tanks and a number of armoured cars. 
57 This is an important error in the assessment. It should have been clear to German intelligence that 200 tanks are not a ‘strong 
reconnaissance force’ but at the very least a major raid. 
58 This would include tanks lost to 3 R.T.R.’s efforts during its swan on the Trigh Capuzzo. 
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4. 7 Armoured Division war diary entry 1945 hrs 19 Nov 1941 

4 A.B. reported enemy withdrawn N & NW after a hard tank battle. Reported all well, & enemy 
had taken a hard knock. 

5. 5 R.T.R. war diary 19 Nov 1941 

0700 Information from Bde. Enemy infantry and guns dug in near Bir Gibni. Enemy arm’d cars 
and A/T guns in area Bu Meliha and Bir el Orasa. Bn was to engage enemy reported and destroy 
Bir Gibni. 

B Sqn (Capt. A C Doyle) with HI Bty to attack enemy Bir Gibni. 
C Sqn to attack enemy Bu Meliha. A Sqn to attack enemy Bir el Grasa. 
When B Sqn advanced it was found that tps reported as enemy Bir Gibni were some of 
our own infantry and guns. B Sqn then moved back into reserve and HI Bty moved 
forward in support of C Sqn. 

Both A and C Sqns soon made contact with enemy arm’d cars and A/T guns and carried on 
independent running fights throughout the morning. One 8-wheeled arm’d car and one lorry 
were destroyed and remainder of enemy retired rapidly in NEerly direction. 

The advance was halted at about Bir el Hamarin. 

One of our tanks was knocked out and destroyed by fire – Lt N C Moss and crew all casualties 
from burns.59 

1430. Bn ordered to move back to area Bir el Barrani. Information Bde that 8 Hussars were being 
attacked by enemy tanks east of Gabr Saleh. The Bn moved at once to Trigh el And at about 
457362 and assist. 

1630. The Bn came into action on left flank of 8H. Enemy did not press home attack and owing to 
failing light there was little effective action on either side. Enemy withdrew at dark and Bde 
leaguered about 2 miles east of Gabr Taieb el Essem. No personnel casualties in last action. Two 
tanks, mechanical casualties, both recovered.  

6. K.D.G. main war diary 19 Nov 1941 

Having reached the Trigh el Abd without meeting any resistance we move on towards the Trigh 
Capuzzo on 19th, having come under the command of 4th Arm. Bde. (Brigadier Gatehouse) – Patrols 
reach the line Trigh Capuzzo – the going60 here is very bad (boggy) and as a result of this “A” and 
“B” Sqn lose one car, which became stuck and as it was being shelled it had to be evacuated61. The 
crew manage to get away and get on another car without suffering any casualties. An enemy tank 
column of 100 tanks advances south is engaged by 4 A.B. (3 RTR 5 RTR and 8H). We are 
complimented by the Brig. on the good work we have done and the value of the information we 

 
59 In fact, Trooper Stokes, the driver was killed on the spot, while Trooper Bone died later due to the severity of his wounds. 
60 ’the going’ was the generic term for the ground conditions through which units had to move, originating from horse racing, thus 
familiar to cavalry officers. 
61 As John Salt kindly pointed out, this may fall under Featherkile's Law of Planning: whatever happens, say that's what you 
planned. 
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have sent back during the day concerning dispositions, directions, and compositions of various 
enemy columns. One Sqn. of 4 SAAC. is attached to us w.e.f. 19 Nov62. 

7. K.D.G. “B” Squadron war diary 19 Nov 1941 

Sqn. of tanks attached to us63. We advance again to Hamarin where enemy guns and a few tanks 
were encountered. Enemy retired after a short time and Sqn. advanced to Trigh Capuzzo. 

8. 3 R.T.R. war diary 19 Nov 1941 

A and B1 Echelon 

0600 “B” Sqn. Under command K.D.G. for special mission. 
0755 3 R.T.R. less “B” Sqn. Moved North 3.5 miles 
0815 C.O. in conference at HQ 4 A.B. 
0915 3 R.T.R. moved to support K.D.G. at Gabr Meliha 46635864 
0945 Met and joined K.D.G. but told to advance to Bir Gibni 477354 to attack enemy column 
moving South. 
1030 Reached Bir Gibni – told no enemy column. 
1100 Moved to rejoin K.D.G. at Bir Vaar 472367 
1145 Joined K.D.G. Bir Vaar – replenished. 
1300 Moved towards Bir el Grasa 477373 
1325 “B” Sqn. Reported trying to engage 7 tanks and 3 A/C at 480378 
1330 Reached el Grasa 
1345 200 MET reported moving West at Bir el Hariga 485393 
1350 Moved to engage if possible 
1450 In contact 483383 
1535 “C” Sqn. moved to attack head of enemy column 
1600 3 R.T.R. ordered to move with all speed to a point 4½ miles S.E. of Gabr Meliha. “C” 
Squadron could not be controlled, they had succeeded in turning enemy column N.E. and 
accounted for at least 3 Medium Tanks and 5 A/C. 2 i/c “C” Sqn. eventually withdrew with 9 
tanks of squadron and conformed to Bn. but Sqn. Cdr. “C” Sqn. and remaining 7 tanks did not 
conform. “B” Sqn. reported across Trigh Capuzzo at 495390. 
1640 3 R.T.R. moved south 
1750 2 i/c “C” Sqn. reported his 9 tanks out of petrol 4½ miles S.W. of Bir el Hamarin 482372 
1930 Reached destination – L.O. to H.Q. 4 A.B. 
2030 Lt. Owens took replenishment party to 2 i/c “C” Sqn. 
2345 “B” Sqn. reached and rejoined main body 3 R.T.R. 

Total Mileage for day: 61 

B Echelon – remained at Gabr el Gerrari 469352 

9. 2 R.H.A. war diary 19 Nov 1941 

19th: The enemy in considerable strength attached the 4th Armoured Brigade in TAIEB EL ESSEM 
area. The 8th Hussars were engaged first. H/I Battery, “H” Troop in support 5 R.T.R. and “I” Troop 
in support 8 Hussars, fired 300 rounds at a minimum range of 3,000 yds. Target – tanks (probably 
15th Panzer Division). There was extremely heavy fighting with the guns in close support of the 
tanks with heavy tank losses on both sides. Observation was very difficult owing to the dust and 

 
62 The attachment of “A” Squadron 4 S.A.A.C. actually took effect from 1500 on 19 November, but the squadron did not manage to 
make contact with 4 Armoured Brigade H.Q., and at 1630 hrs it reported that a battle was in progress in the 4 Armoured Brigade 
area. 
63 Likely to be from 3 R.T.R. 
64 It is likely the KDG patrol were the armoured cars that occupied 2./PR5 in the morning. 
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smoke. The Tank Bde was magnificently handled and control was very good. The fighting was 
most stubborn. Captain P.C. Worthington of H/I Bty was wounded. 

The 4th Armd Bde were armed with the American ‘Honey’ Tank only and were always at a grave 
disadvantage versus the enemy. The battlefield was left in enemy hands. 

10. 8 K.R.I.H. war diary 19 Nov 1941 

During the morning enemy armoured car activity continued and reports were received that he had 
a number of tanks in the vicinity, also a report that 100 enemy tanks had been seen moving south-
west at 458388, which was about twelve miles due North of our position. 

The Regiment was ordered to move forward to meet this threatened attack on the track Gabr Saleh 
- Sidi Azeiz. In fact this enemy force had moved practically south and, at about 1600hrs, the full 
force of the enemy attack developed on the position held by the Regiment. The information 
received from 2LT T M Mills, whose troop was the B Sqdn standing patrol, was in fact the only 
warning received by the Regiment of the impending attack. 

The attack was preceded by a dive-bomb and dive machine-gun attack by nine ME109s65, which 
was concentrated on RHQ. The enemy force consisted off between 70 and 100 Mk III tanks, 
supported by MkIVs. They advanced in a compact formation from the North. When within 1,500 
yds of our position, they opened out to a certain extent and commenced to fire. Their shooting was 
very accurate, and a number of our tanks were taken out before they came within effective range 
of our guns. They advanced to within about 700yds but did not make any attempt to come much 
closer, except in the later stages of the battle, when they made an attempt to break through on our 
left flank, which position was being held by 5RTR. 

The battle was fiercely contested until dark, and the Regiment prevented this attempt to break 
through our line. This was a good performance, particularly in view of the fact that the enemy had 
superiority in numbers, his tanks were more heavily armoured, they had larger calibre guns with 
nearly twice the effective range of ours66, and their telescopes were superior. 

11. Panzerregiment 5 war diary 19 Nov 1941 

[…]The Regiment recalled 2 Coy and moved off at 1420 hours, II/567 forming the first wave, and 
I/5 less 1 Coy the second, following its left rear. About 1545 hrs 1 Coy returned to the regiment.  

About 1600 the regiment came up against 130 enemy tanks NW of Gabr Sredi. A violent action 
developed, during which the enemy brought up more tanks on both flanks, until the total was 
about 180, besides 2 batteries and some SP guns68. His main weight was opposing the regiment’s 
left flank, where I/5 had the heaviest fighting. The action lasted until after dark. The enemy was 
driven back SE and 24 American tanks were knocked out, 2 of them by the AA guns. 

The regiment leaguers with the intention of continuing the attack towards the same objective on 
20 November. 

 

 
65 Only the 2 Scots Guards war diary mentions air attacks other than 8 Hussars. As a side-note, it is highly unlikely that Me 109s 
would have bombed anyone, as to my knowledge no fighter-bomber versions were present in North Africa in November 1941. 
66 While the sentiment is understandable, this seems to be over-egging it a bit in the absence of any Panzer 3 or Panzer 4 with long 
50mm or long 75mm guns. It is certainly true for the 88mm AA guns present at the battle though. 
67 2nd Battalion, Panzerregiment 5. Unit designations as in the original translation which was undertaken by British army historical 
services for the purpose of producing the official history. 
68 As noted above, only about 100 British tanks with support of no more than one troop of 25-pdrs and some AT guns were engaged. 
A British troop of 25-pdrs was equivalent to one battery. 
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Tank losses 19 Nov: 

(a) Total losses by enemy action: 2 Mk III. 
(b) Damaged by enemy action: 1 Mk II (which could not be salvaged as the enemy reoccupied the 
battlefield); 4 Mk III 
(c) Technical damage: 1 Mk III 

A 0105 hrs the regiment was ordered to attack to 5 km north of Sidi Omar at 0600 hrs 20 Nov. 

The opponent fought highly mobile and on longer distances, evading the regiment, which 
advanced to a better firing distance, towards the southeast, and attempted, fighting across the 
widest possible front, to envelop on the right (west). 

12. Panzergruppe evening report to Berlin, 19 Nov 1941 

Enemy on 19 November attacked west of Sidi Omar in broad front towards Northwest, with 
stronger forces (probably mass of 7 Armoured Division) following behind armed reconnaissance 
in the van. Weaker elements managed to push up to Sidi Rezegh (about 20km east of el Adem). – 
Counterattacking, 21. Panzerdivision gained the area B. Bu Hamar by evening and destroyed 
several enemy tanks. 

13. Panzerregiment 5 war diary, 20 Nov 1941 

The opponent fought highly mobile and on longer distances, evading the regiment, which 
advanced to a better firing distance, towards the southeast, and attempted, fighting across the 
widest possible front, to envelop on the right (west). 
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Appendix IV – US Army Reports from Military Attaché Cairo to Washington, 30 Nov 1941 
 

art 1: Following is based on notes brought in from Libya by Mente, who collaborated with Cornog 
and Piburn. 

[…] 

4th Armoured Brigade was attacked on 19 November by approximately 100 tanks of 21st German 
Panzer Division in vicinity of previous night’s bivouac. Germans had heavy anti-tank guns 
accompanying each wave of tanks during attack, British had none. Panzer Division driven off. 
There were no casualties in 3rd and 5th tank regiments; unreliable casualty reports list 22 tanks of 
8th Hussars missing of which 15 are known to be destroyed and 7 unaccounted for. 

Damage to vehicles consists mainly of broken tanks, tank fires, broken turret rungs and damaged 
suspension system. Apparently armor plate quality superior to that of German. 

30 November 1941 

Part 2: Following interesting facts revealed all from personal observations: 

[…] 

All personnel enthusiastic about 37 MM gun. Best range under 1200 yards which gave Germans 
with heavier weapon slight fire power advantage. The 37 mm will penetrate front sides and rear 
of German Mark III and Mark IV tanks.69 

 
  

 
69 If this is correct as a maximum engagement range, then it suggests that 8 Hussars were facing tanks with only 30mm of frontal 
armour, which in turn suggests Panzer IIIG or Panzer IVD. Panzerregiment 5 still had some of the older G model. 
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Appendix V – Force Movements on 19 November 
 

Map 6 –the standard 1942 map, sheet ‘Bardia', which is not the map used by the units at the time, but which can 
easily be reconciled with unit maps. I have used the original maps and also transposed information from the war 

diaries. There are probably detail errors, in particular in placing the initial and second intended position of 8 
Hussars, but they don’t affect our understanding of the confused nature of this battle. 

 
 
British Position 

• Blue = 8 Hussars 
o 1 = original position, 
o 2 = intended blocking position 
o 3 = end of the battle 

 
• Mauve = 5 R.T.R., 

o 1 = starting position 
o 2 = engagement at Bu Meliha 
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o 3 = end of pursuit to Bir el Hamarin 
o 4 = destination ordered at 1600 and reached at 1630 hrs 

 
• Green = 3 R.T.R. 

o 1 = Position at 1330 hrs 
o 2 = 200 MET reported, 3 R.T.R. off in pursuit at 1350 hrs 
o 3 = Position ordered at 1600 hrs, reached at 

§ 1930 hrs (A Squadron and R.H.Q.) 
§ 2345 hrs (B Squadron) 

o Circle = suspected position of C Squadron at 1600, Crisp reports seeing the sea 
o 4 = B Squadron at 1600 hrs 
o 5 = C Squadron out of petrol at 1750 hrs 

 
At 1600 hours the 4 Armoured Brigade position thus was as follows: 

• 8 Hussars = Blue2 
• 5 R.T.R. = Mauve3 
• 3 R.T.R. 

o A Squadron and R.H.Q. = Green2 
o B Squadron = Green4, and C Squadron = Green Circle.  

• Brigade units south/south-east of Blue2 
 
German movements are in red: 

• 21 = concentration area 
• dotted line = intended movement, 21.PD 
• 1 = first British report of 100 tanks at 1535 hrs 
• 2 = first contact at 1600 hrs 
• 3 west = night leaguer position PR5 
• 3 east = original objective, Libyan Omar 

 


