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THE LANDINGS IN NORTH AFRICA

The following Despatch was submitted to the
Commander-in-Chief, Allied Forces on the
30th March, 1943, by Admiral of the Fleet
Sir ANDREW B. CUNNINGHAM, G.C.B.,
D.S.0., Commander-in-Chief, Mediterranean.

Office of the Commander-in-Chief,
Mediterranean,
Algiers.

30th March, 1943.

OPERATION “TORCH "—REPORT
OF PROCEEDINGS.

I have the honour to render the following
report on Operation “Torch” .covering the
period 22nd October to 17th November, 1942,
from the sailings of the assault convoy from the
United Kingdom until the occupation of Bone.
This report deals mainly with the British naval
assaults, since the naval operations of the
Western Naval Task Force have already been
reported in the Commander, Task Force 34’s
letter of 28th November, 1942 to the Com-
mander-in-Chief, United States Atlantic Fleet.*

2. The early stages of the operation prior to
D day were remarkable for lack of incident.
This was indeed fortunate since, in the course
of this vast and complex movement, delays
caused by casualties or stress of weather would
have rendered the timely delivery of the assaults
improbable.

3. The movement of the assault convoys and
Force “H 1 through the Straits of Gibraltar

Admiralty footnotes:—

* The Naval Commander Western Task Force was
Vice-Admiral H. K. Hewitt, U.S.N. The publication of
the report of this Task Force is a matter for the United
States Navy Department, and it is therefore not included
with these reports.

t Force “ H ”—a surface force covering the landings
and providing fighter support.

on the 5th/6th November and the continuous
entry and departure of -all classes of ships for
fuelling placed a heavy strain on the resources
and organisation of Gibraltar. The manner in
which. this strain was withstood reflects credit
on the Vice-Admiral, Gibraltar and Com-
modore Superintendent, Gibraltar and their
staffs.

4. It is also a tribute to the skill and seaman-
ship of individual Commanding Officers that
this continuous flow of movements and berth-
ing in a congested harbour and anchorage in
the dark was accomplished with but a single
minor collision.

5. The only major incident inside -the
Mediterranean before the assaults was the
torpedoing of United States Ship THOMAS
STONE at 0535 on 7th November. A notably
courageous decision was taken by Captain
O. R. Bennehoff, United States Navy to send
on his escort and boats to the assault, leaving
his ship defenceless ; tenacity and seamanship
was displayed by His Majesty’s Ship
WISHART (Commander H. G. Scott, Royal
Navy) in towing United States Ship THOMAS
STONE to Algiers.

6. Reconnaissance by submarine and Folbot*
parties prior to the assaults was in the main
successfully carried out. Inshore recon-
naissance by Folbot teams had always been
viewed with misgiving as endangering security.
That these fears were well grounded was
proved at A Beach when two officers were
captured. Fortunately they kept their heads
and imparted no information concerning the

.projected operation. The work of Lieutenant-

Commander Willmott, Royal Navy, both in

Admi)'alty Jfootnote:— )
* Folbot—a collapsible rubber boat.
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active reconnaissance and in his painstaking
training and preparation before the operation,
is worthy of special note. Credit is also due
to the Captain (S), Eighth Submarine Flotilla
and the Commanding Officers of His Majesty’s
Submarines P.45, P48, P.221, P.54 and
URSULA for their efficient co-operation.

7. The arrival of the assault forces at their
initial positions off their beaches proceeded
without a hitch. Contacts were made with
beacon submarines as planned. In fact the
operation up to this point proceeded with a
flawless accuracy which reflects high credit on
Task Force Commanders,* Commanding
Officers of His Majesty’s Ships and Masters of
Merchant Vessels alike.

8. Assaults at Oran beaches passed off with-
out a hitch ; but at Algiers B and C Beaches
things went awry and delay and confusion re-
sulted, which might well have endangered
success had the opposition been determined or
alert. These points are well brought out in
the report of the Naval Commander Eastern
Task Force (Vice-Admiral Sir Harold M.
Burrough, K.B.E., C.B.,, D.S.0.) and that of
Lieutenant-Commander H. M. C. Willmott,
D.S.0., Royal Navy.t I would only wish to
state my entire concurrence with the remarks
of the former and re-emphasise that these diffi-
culties are not “lessons learnt *, but recognised
and foreseen disadvantages which had re-
luctantly to be accepted owing to the speed with
which the operation was staged and the con-
sequent short time available for training,
coupled with the difficulty of co-ordination of
IIIJnits scattered initially from Scapa to Sierra

eone.

9. The actual landings when the troops
reached their beaches appear to have gone
according to plan and the work of the beach
parties was excellent, but unnecessarily large
numbers of landing craft were crippled as the
disembarkations proceeded. These losses were
mostly avoidable and due to lack of training
and bad seamanship. In this connection it is
recommended that the use of new entries, not
properly disciplined, in this type of operation
be avoided.

Various suggestions have arisen, chiefly from
United States Army reports, that landing craft
should be manned and operated by the Army
on the score of improved co-ordination and
training. In fact, it is felt that it matters little
what uniform the crews wear provided that
they are disciplined, trained and practised
seamen and provided that they are organised
and operated by officers competent in their
jobs and in close touch with the requirements
of the troops they are required to land and
maintain. As, however, the ships taking part
in an assault are tied to a great degree to their
landing craft during the period of unloading,
it remains essential that the control of the latter
should rest in the hands of those responsible
for the safety of the ships.

10. The direct assaults planned against the
harbour of Algiers and Oran (Operations
“Terminal ” and “ Reservist”) were in no
sense planned as imitations of Zeebrugge but

Admiralty footnotes:—

* The British Naval Task Force Commanders were:—
Eastern Task Force, Vice-Admiral Sir Harcld M.
Burrough, K.B.E.,, C.B., D.S.0.; Centre Task Force,
Commodore T. H. Troubridge, D.S.0., R.N.

t Lieutenant-Commander Willmott’s report is not
being reproduced here.

SUPPLEMENT 10 THE LONDON GAZETTE, 23 MARCH, 1949

were intended to be launched just before the
surrender or capture of the ports with the
purpose of preventing sabotage of ships and
port installations. The choice of the correct
moment for entry was a difficult one, depend-
ing on the existing situation and the large
degree of resistance encountered.

In the event, neither operation was successful
in its object but both were remarkable for the
determination and gallantry with which all
concerned tackled their task, and both were
iv»)uccessful in forcing an entry through the

0omIs.

Operation “ Terminal”. - .

11.. His Majesty’s Ship BROKE (Lieutenant-
Commander A. F. C. Layard, Royal Navy) suc-
ceeded in getting alongside in Algiers and dis-
embarked her troops, but they were pinned
by machine-gun fire and did no good. It is
considered that the Commanding Officer’s de-
cision to retire from a position rapidly be-
coming untenable was a correct’one. It is
much to-be regretted that an underestimate of
damage sustained should have led to the sub-
sequent foundering of this ship when she might
by then have been safely berthed in Algiers
harbour.

Operation ** Reservist .

12. The choice of the ships for this operation
had rested on their American appearance, and
their chance of a friendly reception lay largely
in this appearance and the use of the American |
Ensign. In the face of serious opposition it -
could not be expected that they would succeed
in their task. In the event, the moment chosen
could hardly have been less fortunate, since
the French alarm to arms was in its first full
flush, whilst darkness prevented any American
complexion to the operation being apparent.

The expedition was a failure, redeemed by
the gallantry displayed by officers and men of
both nations as they strove to achieve their
object in the face of hopeless odds. It is much
to be regretted that Captain F. T. Peters, V.C.,
D.S.0., DS.C., Royal Navy, the leader, having
survived this ordeal, lost his life in an aircraft
accident on his way to the United Kingdom.

Support Fire.

13. The experience of units detailed to pro-
vide supporting fire for soldiers ashore served
only to re-emphasise the well known fact that
ship gunfire cannot be expected to knock out
forts by obtaining direct hits on gun positions.
Ships’ gunfire is capable of very considerable
moral effect when using heavy calibre guns,
and of smothering effect from the rapid volume
of medium calibre fire of any calibre gun at
close range, but that is the most that should
be expected. Cases reported of delays in re-
sponding to calls for fire are attributable to
two main causes, namely, inability of military
authority to appreciate that a ship cannot
remain waiting indefinitely in her bombarding
position in submarine infested waters, and
failure to make proper use of the support wave
for rapid communication.

Air Support.
Fighters.

14. Taken as a whole the provision of fighter
support over the shipping and beaches left
little to be desired. It suffered from all the
known limitations of carrier-operated aircraft,
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but was fully effective within those: limitations.
In general, it is considered. that the operations
of carrier-borne fighters reflected great credit
on the foresight and planning of the Rear-
Admiral Aircraft Carriers, on the spirit and
training of the Fleet Air Arm and the efficiency
of the carriers alike. .

Bombers.

15. The provision of close support bombing
by carrier-borne aircraft suffers from similar
limitations to those referred to in paragraphs
13 and 14 above. In spite of these drawbacks
it proved remarkably effective whenever oppor-
tunity was given.

-In particular the dive bombing of La Senia
aerodrome was most striking not only for its
accuracy and effect, but also for the extremely
gallant and determined manner in which it
was pressed home..

16. A point which emerged was the ineffec-
tiveness of the means provided for the destruc-
tion of the Fleet Air Arm aircraft in the event
of landing in hostile territory.

Communications.

17. The complication of the communications
inherent in any Combined Operation was en-
hanced in “ Torch” by the fact that a W/T
orgahisation had to be evolved for a new
station concurrently with carrying out a major
operation therein.

18. Further difficulties were the number of
services involved and the manner in which they
were inextricably mingled in both the Eastern
and Centre Task Forces. The mounting of the
Western Task Force in the United States of
America added considerably to the troubles of
the planning stage.

19. Naval communications were generally
satisfactory and stood up well to the heavy
load of traffic which was considerably in-
creased by the failure of certain W/T links
of the other services.

20. The two Headquarters Ships—His
Majesty’s Ships BULOLO (Captain R. O.
Hamer, D.S.O., Royal Navy) and LARGS
{(Commander E. A. Divers, R.D., Royal Naval
Reserve)}—were of inestimable value.*

Naval Operations.

21. The complaisant attitude of the Italian
fleet, and the inactivity of the French main
fleet, unfortunately gave Force “H ” no scope
for action. This powerful force had in fact
to be kept cruising idly in an area where it
was subject to sporadic air.attack and faced
with an increasing concentration of U-Boats.
We were perhaps fortunate that torpedo casual-
ties were limited to the two destroyers, His
Majesty’s Ship MARTIN and Her Netherlands
Majesty’s Ship ISAAC SWEERS.

22. The value of Force “R ™ was amply
demonstrated. These two oilers, Royal Fleet
Auxiliary DINGLEDALE and Royal Fleet
Auxiliary BROWN RANGER, did yeoman
sefvice, It was not my intention that large
cruisers should fuel from this force, nor should
I have permitted it except in emergency. It

Admiralty footnote:—

* These H.Q. ships for the conduct of combined opera-
tions, accommodating combined service staffs, were the
first to be converted for this purpose, and this was the
first occasion on which they were used.. ;

64061
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is considered very fortunate that His Majesty’s
Ship BERMUDA (Captain T. H. Back, Royal
Navy) escaped damage. in her prolonged fuel-
ling at dead slow speed on a steady course
inadequately screened.

23. In this connection it has been observed -
from numerous reports that many Commanding
‘Officers without Mediterranean experience
lacked appreciation of the problem with which
they were faced in these narrow submarine
and aircraft infested waters. It is clear that
advice on this subject should have been pro-
mulgated beforehand. This has now been done
within the “ Torch ” area, and will be avail-
able for future operations.

24. Such surface actions as did take place
were somewhat distasteful and one sided en-
counters with the French destroyers trying to
break out of Oran. His Majesty’s Ship
BRILLIANT (Lieutenant-Commander A. G.
Poe, Royal Navy) fought ‘a satisfactory duel
with the French destroyer LA SURPRISE.
His Majesty’s Ship AURORA (Captain W. G.
Agnew, CB., Royal Navy) polished off her
opponents on each occasion with practised
ease. The performance of His Majesty’s Ship
JAMAICA in expending 501 rounds to damage
one destroyer was less~praiseworthy.

Unloading.

25. The weather only held in our favour long
enough to enable the smooth working of the
assault and early maintenance. The break of
weather on D +1 was not sufficient to stop dis-
embarkation, but speedily reduced the flow of
supply and served to show up the need for
greater robustness in the landing craft and for
training in rough water and surf conditions for
the crews.

26. The early seizure of Arzeu and the sur-
render of Algiers were invaluable in assisting
unloading of the convoys. Even so, we were
left with the great anxiety of vast masses of
shipping anchored in open roadsteads for many
days. Had the enemy shown more enterprise
with his U-Boats or had more torpedo aircraft
been at his call, our losses might well have
been uncomfortably high. This had of course
been recognised as an unavoidable and accept-
able risk.

Shipping Casualties.

27. I was concerned to get shipping away as
soon as possible from these crowded
Orders had been issued on this
subject in accordance with which the fast
troopships were sailed independently for
Gibraltar as soon as empty. We were most
unfortunate, I consider, in that two of these
ships blundered on to U-Boats and were
destroyed. It was an even chance whether
they would be safer at sea proceeding at high
speed for Gibraltar.alone, or anchored in the
mass, escorts not being available.

28. This ill fortune with the big troopships
persisted with the destruction of ETTRICK
and WARWICK CASTLE in convoy M.K.F.1
after they had passed clear of the
Mediterranean.

29. Other personnel ship losses, notably
NARKUNDA, CAFHAY, and His Majesty’s
Ship KARANJA (Acting Commander D. S.
Hore-Lacy, Royal Navy), were part of the price
which may be expected to be paid for taking
such large and valuable vessels into the for-

A2
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‘ward area in order to ensure the early occupa-
tion of a port,-in this case, Bougie. These
losses and the damage suffered by various ships
-at Algiers serve to point again to the essential
-importance of establishing properly directed

. fighter protection at the earliest moment. This
was a lesson well learnt in the Western Desert
campaign, and well digested by all concerned ;
but now in the novel circumstances of am-
phibious entry to a new theatre of operations
new lessons had to be learnt by bitter experi-
.ence. These lessons all relate to the necessity,
in the combined planning stage, of assuring the
.necessary priority for the establishment of
R.A'F. ground control and servicing equipment
_ashore at an early stage.

- Anti-Aircraft Gunfire.

30. A striking feature of the operation at
Algiers and to eastward of that port was the

number of enemy ajrcraft shot down by ships’ .

gunfire, warships and merchant vessels alike.
- “This was perhaps the first great undertaking by
our seaborne forces in which ships entered the
area of operations adequately armed. We
suffered loss, but the toll paid by the enemy
.was high,

31. The presence of the anti-aircraft ships at
occupied ports was invaluable.

_Administrative Arrangements.

32. The administrative arrangements for this
-operation worked well, due chiefly to the de-
tailed planning carried out by the Admiralty
-departments and the administrative staff at
.Norfolk Hoyse.*

- - The efficiency with which the administrative
-section of the Plans Division at the Admiralty
met all my requirements and interpreted them
to the Supply Departments, where they were
well implemented, fully justified the establish-
ment. of this section and, together with the
-assistance rendered by .the Second Sea Lord’s
.office. and the department of the Director of
Personal, Services, contributed greatly to the
success of the operation.

In future operations the planning~ should en-
sure -an adequate supply of clothing for naval
.and merchant seamen from D day.

The Naval and Victualling Store Depart-
ments at Gibraltar were inadequately manned
" to_achieve their full functions.

' Advance to the East. : :

" "33, No sooner was Algiers occupied than the
Flag Officer, Inshore Squadront in co-operation
‘with the General Officer Commanding 1st Army
-pressed on energetically with the task of ex-
‘panding the occupation eastward. The
“acquiescence of the French enabled the occu-
‘pation of Bone to be quickly undertaken, and
iit’ was not until we were within 16 miles of
*Tunis that the Axis forces were able to stop
fhe tide of our advance. .

. 34. During the initial planning stage, I advo-
cated a landing at Bizerta, and it is a matter of
lasting regret to me that this bolder conception
"was not implemented. Had we been prepared
to throw even a small force into the eastward
ports, the Axis would have been forestalled

~Admiralty footnotes:— .

_ . * Norfolk House—in St. James’s Square, London; the

* pre-operational H.Q. of the Allied Commander-in-Chief.
t Flag Officer, Inshore Squadron—Vice-Admiral Sir

- Harold M. Burrough, K.B.E., C.B., D.S.O
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-in their first token 'occupation and success
would have been complete. They were sur-
prised and off their balance. We failed to give
-the final push which would have tipped the
scales.

35. To sum up, there were few new lessons
learnt, but many old ones received fresh em-
phasis. Those which require most firmly to
be borne in mind are

(a) The need for boldness and the value
of holding even a small highly mobile
reserve to exploit success daringly.

(b) The importance of not overestimating
the enemy’s resources, exemplified in this
case by the infra-red equipment bogey,
which led us to lie too far offshore at the
initial landings. :

{¢) The importance of training in a ser-
vice which is no longer manned by a
majority of prime seamen, and the need for
combined training with the soldiers with
whom they are to work.

(d) The importance of carrying out such
beach reconnaissance as is required well in
advance, to gain security.

(¢) The vital necessity for immediate in-
stallation of a proper air defence system at
occupied ports.

() The need of co-ordination in the
various elements of Naval Port Parties who
should be assembled and organised under
one command before embarkation. ,

(g) The necessity for promulgating experi-
enced advice about conditions in a theatre
of operations to units’ joining from other
stations.

_ 36. That the operation achieved the success
it did was due, in so far as general operations
are concerned,

(@) To the high measure of secrecy
achieved, which enabled us to gain surprise.

(b) To the sound planning and forethought
shown in the Naval sphere by Admiral Sir
Bertram H..Ramsay, K.C.B., M.V.Q.*,- who
made a contribution not easily measured to
the smooth running of the seaborne
operations. .

(c)-To the excellent co-operation which
existed through all ranks of the services of
ibo:ihdnationiin the foundations of which were
aid during the period of combined planning
at Norfolk House. p o

((d) To the compact and efficient arrange-
ment of the Combined Headquarters at
‘Gibraltar. : .

(e To the high standard of seamanship
and . technical efficiency which is mercifully
still maintained in the units of the Fleet. In
this connection the value of the Western
Approaches training is outstanding.

(H To -the courage, determination and
adaptability of the Merchant Navy.

37. In conclusion I feel it should be
placed on record that in this most difficult of
all types of operation with a number of ser-
vices involved and despite the difficulties in-
herent in welding together the systems of com-
mand and organisation of two nations, there
reigned a spirit of comradeship and- under-

. standing which provided that vital force which

Admiraliy footnote:—
¥ Deputy Naval Commander Expeditionary Force. -







