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Above: A German infantryman in North Africa in late 1941
Right: German infantrymen wearing raincoats march with loaded donkeys, Sidi Nsir, Tunisia, 1943
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IntroduCtIon

he battle for North Africa, 
which raged from 1940 to 
1943, is best remembered 
today by many as a war that 

was fought entirely by mechanized 
armies arrayed against one another 
in the open Saharan desert. However 
false, the popular image that seized the 
imaginations of thousands of people 
who lived during the war, and the 
one that still endures to this day, was 
that this was a war of maneuver, with 
the tanks of the German Afrikakorps, 
aided by the luckless Italians, pitted 
against the stubborn but valiant “Des-
ert Rats” of the British Eighth Army, 

who fought back and forth across the 
desert wastelands of Libya and Egypt. 
While that timeworn image may have 
held true between February 1941 and 
October 1942, a second campaign be-
gan in November 1942 that had little 
in common with the first. This war 
was fought in the cactus-covered val-
leys and rugged mountains of Tunisia, 
where infantry forces bore the brunt 
of the burden with armor more often 
than not playing a supporting role.

This campaign witnessed the debut 
of the American forces under Lt. 
Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower fight-
ing alongside a mix of seasoned and 
inexperienced British forces under 
Lt. Gen. Harold Alexander, and with 

recently allied French forces thrown in 
for good measure. Instead of General 
Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Afrika-
korps, Allied forces in Tunisia fought 
initially against Col. Gen. Jürgen von 
Arnim’s Fifth Panzer Army, composed 
of German and Italian units unversed 
in desert warfare. It was a positional 
war far more than a war of maneuver, 
but it was also a war of expedients and 
improvisations.

One of the more noteworthy impro-
visations of the Tunisian phase of the 
campaign for North Africa was the Ger-
man’s use of ad hoc combat formations 
composed of replacement battalions. 
Though these battalions contributed 
immensely toward prolonging the 
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8 Army History Summer 2012

German defense in Tunisia, they have 
received scant credit for their contribu-
tions, except as little-noticed footnotes 
to history. During the course of the 
Tunisian Campaign, American ground 
combat forces, including the II U.S. 
Corps’ 1st Armored and 1st Infantry 
Divisions, became very familiar with 
these battalions, having fought against 
them in numerous engagements, but 
the official U.S. Army history of the 
campaign, Northwest Africa: Seizing the 
Initiative in the West, pays them meager 
attention.1 This article represents the 
first effort in English to describe how 
these “lost battalions,” twenty-four of 
which arrived by the end of February 
1943, were organized and employed 
and the role they played during the 
initial German defense in Tunisia. 

organIzIng german army replaCement 
battalIons

The genesis of these battalions can 
be traced to the summer of 1942, 
when, in order to regulate the move-
ment of badly needed replacement 
troops for Rommel’s Panzer-Armee 
Afrika, the German Replacement 
Army (Ersatzheer) was directed to ex-
ercise more direct control of Marsch-
Bataillone (March, or Replacement 

Draft Battalions) destined for North 
Africa.2 A total of seventy-one of these 
Africa Replacement Battalions was en-
visioned, but less than half eventually 
arrived in the North African theater 
of operations. The rest of them were 
diverted en route to other destina-
tions in the Mediterranean, such as 
Italy, Corsica, Sardinia, and Crete, 
where they were used to reinforce 
understrength divisions (such as the 
22d Luft-Lande, or Air-Landing Divi-
sion), re-create the divisions that were 
soon to be deployed in North Africa, 
and build new divisions from scratch.3 

Those replacement battalions des-
tined for North Africa, officially titled 
Afrika Marsch-Bataillone, or Africa 
Replacement Battalions, differed very 
little from replacement battalions 
destined for other theaters, such as the 
Eastern Front. These Africa Replace-
ment Battalions generally possessed 
the same number of personnel as any 
other replacement battalion (between 
800 and 1,000 men); were equipped 
with small arms (rifles, pistols, and 
machine guns); and varied in com-
position, having generally between 
three and five companies, as well as 
a small headquarters company with a 

field kitchen.4 In contrast to the unit 
replacement system adopted by the 
Germans, the U.S. Army preferred 
a system consisting of individual re-
placements, that, while more efficient 
than the German method, ruled out 
the use of groups of replacements 
being employed as ad hoc combat 
formations in an emergency.

These temporary battalions as a rule 
lacked vehicles, heavy weapons, and 
the rest of the equipment a combat 
battalion was normally authorized 
because they were never intended to 
be anything other than an administra-
tive convenience to facilitate the task 
of transporting replacements from the 
zone of the interior to a given combat 
zone. The ranks of these battalions 
were filled with men from all branches 
of the German Army, including infan-
try, panzer crewmen, communications 
specialists, mechanics, truck drivers, 
and so forth, based on projections of 
historical loss rates from the North 
African theater of operations. Upon 
arrival, these men were to be parceled 
out to the various units in the field to 
fill vacancies as needed, per the nor-
mal practice for the distribution of 
personnel for any other replacement 
battalion on the European continent. 

A portrait of Field Marshal Rommel, 
c. 1942–1943
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General von Arnim awaits air transport 
to England as a prisoner of war the day 
following the surrender of Tunis and 
Bizerte, 15 May 1943. 
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Every attempt was made to assign the 
replacements to their regionally based 
field unit.5 

To facilitate the orderly movement 
of these large bodies of men, many 
of whom scarcely knew one another, 
Africa Replacement Battalions were 
placed under the nominal control of 
officers and noncommissioned of-
ficers, who were usually replacements 
themselves, many being recent gradu-
ates of various training courses or 
returning convalescents. The relative 
lack of cohesion in these battalions 
was not seen as a problem because 

they were not intended to serve as 
combat units except in extreme cir-
cumstances, and replacements were 
merely grouped into companies and 
battalions for ease of transport. Once 
a replacement battalion arrived at its 
destination and its men parceled out, 
it was normally disbanded and the 
whole process was repeated for the 
next group of replacements.

What set these Africa Replacement 
Battalions apart from the others, of 
course, was that they were being sent 
to North Africa, which in those days 
was still considered a romantic and 

exotic locale. To prepare the men for 
their assignment, they were medically 
screened by their home station depot 
battalion to determine their fitness for 
tropical service. They were then is-
sued tropical clothing and equipment, 
given inoculations against the diseases 
endemic to the area, and were briefed 
on the customs and health hazards of 
the region if time permitted. As with 
any other replacement battalion, these 
Africa Replacement Battalions were 
composed of a mixture of new recruits, 
veterans recovering from wounds, 
men transferred from disbanded units, 
volunteers, and those compelled to 
volunteer in lieu of punishment for 
minor offenses.  

axIs response to operatIon TORcH
Evidence indicates that Africa Re-

placement Battalions A1 through A13 
made it safely to North Africa, where 
they joined Rommel’s Panzer Army 
Africa before the beginning of Lt. Gen. 
Bernard L. Montgomery’s El Alamein 
Offensive on 24 October. Two other 
units, Battalions A14 and A15, were 
diverted to Crete. However, once the 
defeated Panzer Army Africa began 
withdrawing from the El Alamein posi-
tion on 4 November, Rommel asked the 
Wehrmachtführungsstab des Oberkom-
mando der Wehrmacht (Operational 
Staff of the German High Command) 
to temporarily suspend the shipment 
of these battalions. He reasoned that 
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the arrival of thousands of replacement 
troops at that critical stage in the battle 
would only serve to exert additional 
strain on a logistical system already in 
the process of collapse. In any case, nei-
ther fuel nor vehicles would be available 
for moving troops should they arrive in 
Libya, leaving them little choice but to 
join in the retreat or surrender to the 
pursuing British Eighth Army.6

To complicate matters for the Axis, 
on 8 November 1942, the Anglo-
Americans carried out a series of 
amphibious operations in Vichy-held 
Algeria and Morocco (code-named 
Torch) that threatened to envelop 
the retreating Axis forces from the 

west. The Allied goals were to bring 
the French into the war on the side of 
the Allies, conduct a rapid march upon 
Tunis, link up with Montgomery’s 
forces approaching from the east, and 
sever the Axis logistical lifeline to Italy. 
With their supplies cut off, German 
and Italian troops trapped in Libya 
would have no choice but to surrender. 
Whoever got to Tunis first, therefore, 
would determine the outcome of the 
campaign. Unfortunately for the Axis, 
Rommel’s prolonged and stubbornly 
fought withdrawal from El Alamein 
required all of Panzer Army Africa’s 
available forces, leaving none to oc-
cupy Tunisia, a French province still 

under the control of the nominally 
neutral Vichy government.

On the day of the Allied landings in 
North Africa, there were no German 
troops in Tunisia except a liaison staff 
charged with monitoring the terms of 
the armistice. French intentions were 
opaque, to say the least. Diplomatic 
efforts to determine how they would 
react to an Axis move on Tunisia 
proved fruitless, due to the deliberate 
evasiveness of the French military 
governor, General Georges Barré. The 
Germans and Italians rightly feared 
that any French effort to assert their 
neutrality would compel the Germans 
to seize ports and airfields by force. 
This placed a daunting challenge 
before the Axis because they had few 
combat-ready infantry or armored 
divisions that could be immediately 
dispatched to Tunisia. The divisions 
that were available on the European 
mainland were readied for a surprise 
occupation of Vichy France, such as 
the 10th Panzer Division, while others, 
such as the 320th Infantry Division, 
were being shipped to the Eastern 
Front to reinforce the stalled drive on 
Stalingrad.7  

This turn of events left Adolf Hitler 
no choice but to use any means neces-
sary to avert a potential catastrophe. 
The loss of all Axis forces in North 
Africa, as bad as that would have 
been, was dwarfed by what he felt was 
an even greater threat to Germany’s 
southern flank in the Mediterranean 
should Tunisia fall. The speed of the 
Allied drive across Morocco and 
Algeria, minimally delayed by Luft-
waffe and Regia Aeronautica’s feeble 
interdiction efforts, left little time for 
Hitler to delay in any case. At the most, 
he had only a few days, if not hours, 
to act. His decision on the evening of 
8 November to establish a Tunisian 
bridgehead would therefore require 
his commanders to resort to a series 
of expedients in order to gain some 
operational breathing space until new 
forces could be gathered and shipped 
across the Mediterranean from bases 
in Italy and France. Hitler and his mili-
tary advisers realized that this could 
take weeks or even months to carry 
out, depending on the availability of 
aircraft and shipping.

Air Vice Marshal Arthur coningham and General Montgomery in North Africa in the autumn of 
1942
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In the meantime, Hitler ordered that 
diplomatic steps be taken with General 
Barré in order to deceive the French as 
to his ultimate intention, which was to 
occupy the province with Axis forces 
to thwart the Allies’ plans. Placing 
ground troops in Tunisia would also 
protect the rear area of Panzer Army 
Africa as it retreated slowly along the 
Libyan coastal highway. Hitler was 
aware that occupying Tunisia would 
violate the terms of the Franco-Ger-
man Armistice signed in July 1940 
and force the French to take sides in 
the conflict. He would mitigate the 
impact of the change in the strategic 
equilibrium by occupying the remain-
ing areas of France not already under 
German control. This would cut off 
the French troops in North Africa 
from guidance, reinforcements, and 
supplies, should they decide to go over 
to the Allies.

Until then, he still had to observe 
diplomatic niceties; and with no Ger-
man forces available for immediate 
employment, Hitler could ill-afford 
to alert the French to his intention to 
occupy the remainder of their coun-
try, a contingency plan code-named 
Operation Anton. Thus, Hitler had 

no choice but to hew to the proper 
protocols of the armistice, at least on 
the surface; the French held Tunisia 
with over 20,000 men and would 
vastly outnumber anything the Ger-
mans could initially scrape together. 
But where would he get the forces to 
gain a bridgehead in Tunisia in the 
meantime?

KesselrIng organIzes the tunIsIan 
brIdgehead

While traveling in his private train 
on the night of 8 November to Mu-
nich, where he was scheduled to give a 
speech at the Bürgerbräukeller the fol-
lowing morning to mark the twentieth 
anniversary of the Beer Hall Putsch, 
Hitler turned to the one man who 
could salvage the situation—General 
Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, the 
Oberbefehlshaber Süd (Commander in 
Chief, South), responsible for all Ger-
man operations in the Axis’ Mediter-
ranean theater of operations.  

Hitler, via the short-wave radio set 
aboard his train, contacted Kesselring 
at his headquarters in Rome and asked 
him what troops he could immediately 
deploy to Tunisia. “The 5th Fallschirm-
jäger (Parachute) Regiment and my 
personal security company,” replied 
Kesselring. “Good,” said Hitler, “throw 
everything into it that you have avail-
able.”8 Renowned as an optimistic and 
forceful leader, Kesselring immediately 
got to work, having been given a free 

hand against Tunisia by Hitler, who 
authorized him to use any forces in his 
geographic area of responsibility to ac-
complish this task.9  

With his peculiar blend of energy 
and ruthlessness, Kesselring ordered 
his staff to scour the Mediterranean 
for any force it could lay its hands on, 
including those mentioned above, 
and ordered the air- and sealift to 
Tunisia to begin no later than 9 No-
vember 1942. Naturally, this directive 
pertained to the Africa Replacement 
Battalions as well, many of which 
were en route or had already arrived 
at forward staging areas in southern 
Europe, conveniently within Kessel-
ring’s domain. Once on the ground, 
these hastily assembled forces would 
be used to secure the ports and air-
fields and build a defensive perimeter 
around them until regular infantry 
and panzer divisions could be brought 
over the Mediterranean. Once the 
bridgehead had been established, these 
same forces would then have to delay 
the Allies long enough for Rommel to 
bring his forces out of Libya into the 
relative safety of positions along the 
Tunisian-Libyan border. 

The scratch force assembled to 
carry out the first phase of this 
operation, code-named Braun , 
consisted of an additional regiment 
of Fallschirmjäger  from France 
(named Regiment Barenthin, after its 
commander) and Flak (antiaircraft) 

General Kesselring in the spring of 
1940 before his promotion to general 
field marshal
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Infantrymen from the Regiment Barenthin gather near Sidi Nisr, January 1943.
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troops from southern Italy, as well 
as Fallschirmjäger Regiment 5 and 
Kesselring’s aforementioned head-
quarters security company, fewer 
than 10,000 men in all. They would 
land at the airfield in Bizerte and 
two fields in Tunis, seize them from 
their French garrisons by guile or by 
force if necessary, and prepare the 
reception for those that would soon 
follow. These elite troops, compris-
ing the first wave, were to be joined 
within the next forty-eight hours by 
several Africa Replacement Battal-
ions. Over twenty of these battalions 
were quickly designated to be “at the 
disposal” of Kesselring, evidence of 
just how desperate the Germans were 
for men to secure their Tunisian 
bridgehead. Kesselring could also 
expect reinforcements from Italy’s 
Superga Division to arrive within 
a week. This unit, a light infantry 
division trained originally to con-
duct amphibious assaults, was to be 
Benito Mussolini’s initial contribu-
tion to the occupation of Tunis.

fIrst employment of AfricA 
replAcement BAttAlions In a taCtICal 
role

Upon reaching their staging areas in 
southern Italy in late October 1942 Af-
rica Replacement Battalions A16, A18, 
A20, A21, and A23 were renamed by 

16 November as Tunis Feld-Bataillone 
(Tunis Field Battalions) T1, T2, T3, 
T4, and T5, respectively. Envisioned 
at first to serve only as static forces for 
the defense of Tunis, they were given 
a T designation to differentiate them 
from the other replacement battalions 
that would arrive shortly thereafter.10 
All five were now designated as regular 
field formations and would be assigned 
missions commensurate with their new 
status. In fact, shortly before departing 
Italy, they had been hurriedly reor-
ganized along the lines of a standard 
Panzergrenadier (armored infantry) 
battalion, comprising three infantry 
companies, a heavy weapons company, 
and a headquarters company with sig-
nal platoon.11 The other Africa Replace-
ment Battalions that followed were not 
treated so preferentially, retaining their 
original temporary structure until they 
were later disbanded or absorbed by 
other formations.

According to the commander of Field 
Battalion T2, 1st Lt. Dietrich Krueger-
Haye, his battalion was issued greatly 
augmented firepower in the form of 
124 light machine guns, tweleve heavy 
machine guns, six 5-cm. antitank guns, 
a 7.5-cm. antitank gun, and six 8-cm. 
mortars. His battalion’s combat engi-
neer platoon also drew its full allotment 
of pioneer tools, mines, and explosives. 
Krueger-Haye, a recent graduate of the 

artillery battery commander’s course in 
Eberswalde, had taken the command of 
his battalion on 28 October 1942. He 
had been initially instructed to lead it to 
staging areas in Greece where it would 
then be shipped to Libya. Following a 
weeklong train journey through the 
Balkans, the battalion was diverted to 
Rome where Krueger-Haye and his 
1,000 men arrived on 13 November. 
However, he was given little time to 
reorganize his unit for its new mission 
and barely managed to draw the autho-
rized number of weapons and equip-
ment before the battalion departed for 
Tunisia on 16 November. No vehicles 
were forthcoming; like the other Tunis 
Field Battalions, his men would have 
to scrounge what they could from the 
French and Italians after arriving in 
Tunisia, including commandeering 
civilian cars, trucks, and even donkey 
carts.

None of the mixed bag of German 
and Italian troops who flew into Tu-
nisia from 9 to 16 November 1942 
knew exactly how the French forces 
holding the airfields would react. 
Though German diplomats had been 
involved in drawn-out discussions 

German paratroopers in Tunis, November 1942 
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Lieutenant Krueger-Haye, commander, 
Africa Replacement Battalion A18/Tunis 
Field Battalion T2, photo taken in Tunis, 
February 1943
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with General Barré, who also served as 
the commander of all-French military 
forces in Tunisia, no one was certain 
whether his troops would cooperate 
or arrest the first Axis troops to land. 
Understandably, the initial wave of 
troops was concerned that they would 
be outgunned and outnumbered by a 
hostile French force immediately upon 
arrival. Luckily, the air landing at the 
two airfields in Tunis went off more 
or less according to plan, with the 
French authorities carrying out only 
token gestures designed to uphold 
their sense of honor, leaving the Axis 
to proceed undisturbed.  

Rather than limit the movement 
of their troops into Tunis, the Axis 
also decided to send units to outlying 
ports and airfields such as Bizerte and 
Sfax. When the Germans appeared in 
Bizerte on 11 November, they were 
members of an Africa Replacement 
Battalion that was one of the first units 
on the ground. The 1st Company of 
Tunis Field Battalion T1 was supposed 
to fly from Ljubljana in Slovenia via 
Athens to join Rommel’s army in 
Libya. While en route, it was hastily 
diverted to Rome, where the company, 
commanded by Lt. Werner Wolff, was 
directed to seize the airfield in Bizerte. 

After the harrowing low-level flight to 
Bizerte, Wolff, thinking he would be 
the first German soldier on Tunisian 
soil, was surprised to see that the air-
field had already been “more or less” 
captured by two squads of parachute 
engineers led by M. Sgt. Peter Ahrendt 
from Fallschirmjäger Regiment 5.12  

Wolff informed the commander in 
Tunis, Col. Martin Harlinghausen, via 
public telephone that the airfield was 
in German hands and that it was now 
safe to bring in more troops. With the 
addition of a German parachute bat-
talion and two Italian units, Bizerte 
was declared secure by 12 November.13

buIldIng the neW tunIsIan defensIve 
posItIon 

The first four Tunis Field Battalions, 
T1, T3, T4, and T5, had arrived by 13 
November and soon took up positions 
where they would serve as the Tunis 
and Bizerte garrisons. The fifth to ar-
rive, Field Battalion T2, was ordered 
to secure the port cities of Sousse and 
Sfax in southeastern Tunisia, and, 
using the French rail system, recon-
noiter westward towards the town of 
Gabes. Once the battalion had arrived 
in Gabes, it was to hold the town until 
German and Italian forces of Rommel’s 

The port of Bizerte, c. 1943 
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German Ju–52 transport aircraft flying low over the sea en route to Tunisia, November 1942
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army arrived. This was perhaps one of 
the most critical assignments given one 
of these battalions. Had Field Battalion 
T2 not secured Gabes when it did, the 
town may well have fallen into the 
hands of approaching Allied forces, 
who had already reached Gafsa, located 
some ninety miles west of Gabes, by 17 
November.  

Shortly after the battalion’s requisi-
tioned French passenger train passed 
through the railway station at Sfax 
on the evening of 19 November, the 
Kampfgruppe (battle group) from Field 
Battalion T2, led by Krueger-Haye 
himself, was shot up by a platoon of 
Free French light tanks as the train 
headed towards Gabes. After a brief 
but deadly firefight, the German-
manned train managed to drive the 
tanks away with a 5-cm. antitank gun 
mounted on a flatcar but only after 
losing more than two dozen men 
killed and wounded. This brief fight 
bought the Germans enough time 
to hold on until an Italian infantry 
battalion, the vanguard of Rommel’s 
force, arrived from the south the next 
morning. With its locomotive slowed 
to a speed of fifteen miles an hour be-
cause of a damaged boiler (caused by 
the light tank’s 3.7-cm. tank cannon), 
the Kampfgruppe was able to limp back 
to Sfax to fight another day.14

The German paratroopers and the 
men of the Tunis Field Battalions knew 
they would soon be reinforced by the 

10th Panzer, the 334th Infantry, and 
the Hermann Göring Panzer Divisions 
as well as several Italian divisions. 
However, the movement of these divi-
sions across the Mediterranean had 
been slowed by the limited amount of 
available shipping and Allied air attacks 
against German and Italian convoys 
sailing from Sicily and the Italian 
mainland. This development forced 
the Axis to move units by sea to Tuni-
sia piecemeal until they could achieve 
temporary air superiority over the ship-
ping lanes between Sicily and Tunisia, 
guaranteeing that most of their cargoes 

made it through with their men, tanks, 
and equipment. In fact, major elements 
of the 10th Panzer Division and a Tiger 
tank battalion (Schwere Panzer Batail-
lon 501) had arrived in Tunisia by the 
end of November.

However, the bulk of these units 
would not be able to deploy to North 
Africa with their full complement of 
men and equipment for several weeks 
and even months, in some cases.15 
While these seaborne units began 
arriving piecemeal beginning on 11 
November, command and control of 
most of the first wave of Axis troops 
to secure Bizerte, including the para-
troopers of Regiment Barenthin and 
newly arrived Field Battalion T3, was 
exercised by a provisional headquar-
ters named Stab (Staff) Lederer on 11 
November 1942 after its commander, 
Col. Hans Lederer of the Luftwaffe. 
Another similar provisional headquar-
ters, Stab Harlinghausen, was formed 
to secure the Tunis bridgehead, using 
elements of Lt. Col. Walter Koch’s 
Fallschirmjäger Regiment 5 and Tunis 
Field Battalion T1, which had been 
ordered to Tunis after helping to seize 
the airfield in Bizerte.

AfricA replAcement BAttAlions 
InCorporated Into dIvIsIonal 
struCtures

The Tunis Field Battalions did not 
remain near the ports of Tunis and 

German soldiers with a 5-cm. Pak. 38 antitank gun in Tunisia, c. 1943
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German Siebel ferries, diesel-powered pontoon catamarans, like this one were used to 
transport men and equipment from Sicily and Italy to North Africa.
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Bizerte for long. Rather than wait 
for the rest of the 10th Panzer Divi-
sion, the Germans formed an ad hoc 
division using parachute units and 
Tunis Field Battalions. Stab Lederer 
(renamed Division von Broich on 18 
November after its new commander, 
Col. Friedrich von Broich), includ-
ing two Tunis Field Battalions, was 
given the mission of securing and 
expanding the lodgment area while 
simultaneously pushing out screen-
ing forces as far to the west as pos-
sible. Thus, von Broich initiated a 
series of sparring matches with the 
advancing Allies along the western 
approaches to Tunis and Bizerte, as 
each side attempted to seize key ter-
rain and to determine each other’s 
relative strengths. This development 
had come about because the Allies, 
not content solely with the consoli-
dation of their control over Algeria 
and Morocco, had continued their 
advance towards the Algerian-Tu-
nisian border, forcing the Germans 
and their Italian allies to establish 
blocking positions along the major 
avenues of advance into Tunisia. 

As more German and Italian troops 
flowed into Tunisia throughout No-
vember 1942, Division von Broich was 
soon augmented by the addition of 
4th Battalion, Africa Artillery Regi-
ment 2, as well as by the Italian 10th 
Bersaglieri Regiment, giving the divi-

sion the nominal strength of seven in-
fantry battalions and a total strength 
of 7,629 men by 1 December.16 Von 
Broich’s division was initially placed 
under the control of Lt. Gen. Walter 
Nehring’s ad hoc XC Corps on 19 
November, which had been given 
responsibility of commanding all 
Axis forces in Tunisia until an army 
headquarters could be formed.  

With the arrival of the three 
aforementioned regular German 
divisions progressing more slowly 
than anticipated, Kesselring de-
cided to take the rest of the Africa 
Replacement Battalions and send 
them to help reinforce Nehring in 
Tunisia, where the latter’s troops 
were already engaged in combat 
with oncoming British, American, 
and French forces. More men were 
needed if the Germans and Italians 
were to have any hope of gaining 
enough troops to build up their new 
Tunisian bridgehead and keeping 
the ports and airfields beyond the 
range of Allied artillery. A great deal 
of ground now had to be held, and 
the manpower to do it was in short 
supply. As it turned out, Kessel-
ring’s decision was the best practical 
solution to Nehring’s most pressing 
problem since these Africa Replace-
ment Battalions, equipped with only 
light arms and no transport, could 
not be incorporated into Rommel’s 
forces until he had completed his 
retreat into Tunisia, a move that was 
not finished until 28 January 1943 
when the rear guard of Panzer Army 
Africa finally crossed into Tunisia 
near Mareth.17

A column of German soldiers and vehicles in Tunisia, c. 1943
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From left to right: Lt. col. Fritz Bayerlein, an unknown officer, General Rommel, and General 
Nehring meet in Rommel’s headquarters before the attack on Tobruk.
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Division von Broich (renamed 
Division von Manteuffel  on 11 
February when von Broich took 
command of 10th Panzer Division 
and was replaced by Col. Hasso von 
Manteuffel) began pushing south 
westward into the interior of Tunisia 
to widen the defensive perimeter 
around Tunis and prevent the Allies 
from threatening Rommel’s retreat. 
Instead of moving to the west with 
the other Tunis Field and Africa 
Replacement Battalions assigned to 
Division von Broich, Field Battalion 
T2 was transferred from Gabes to the 
Faid Pass, located at the far southern 
end of the Eastern Dorsals, where it 
was attached to 21st Panzer Division. 
To the north, Field Battalion T5 re-
mained in the Bizerte area, where it 
provided local security against any 
possible Allied sea or airborne land-
ing attempt to seize the port.

Between 15 November and the 
middle of December 1942, the five 
Tunis Field Battalions provided 
vital additional manpower to the 
bridgehead in Tunisia during the 
initial stages of the buildup of the 
German lodgment area. By 17 De-
cember 1942, of the twenty-eight 
infantry battalions available to Axis 
commanders in Tunisia, one-third 
of the fifteen German battalions (the 

balance were Italian) were composed 
of troops from Tunis Field or Africa 
Replacement Battalions.18 It is safe 
to say that without them, Nehring’s 
XC Corps (succeeded three weeks 
later on 8 December by the newly 
established Fifth Panzer Army under 
Col. Gen. Jürgen von Arnim) would 
have been hard pressed to hold the 
160-mile-long Tunis bridgehead 
at all; there simply would not have 
been enough troops to occupy the 
ground, much less defend it. This 
infusion of manpower at a critical 
period enabled the Germans to have 
the tactical depth to consolidate their 
strength and prepare for the next 
phase in the campaign. 

By 31 December 1942, the Fifth 
Panzer Army totaled 47,000 German 
and 18,000 Italian troops with 330 
armored vehicles and 360 guns. The 
bridgehead remained secured until 
13 January 1943 when the vanguard 
of Rommel’s Panzer Army Africa 
linked up with it near Gabes, uniting 
both armies into what was soon to be 
officially designated as Army Group 
Africa.19 Even though the Tunisian 
front had achieved some measure of 
stability by this date, Africa Replace-
ment Battalions continued to pour in. 
By 6 February, Allied intelligence re-
ported that they represented seventeen 

of the thirty-eight German infantry 
battalions, nearly half of the total and 
a third of all the infantry, including 
the Italians, available to von Arnim.20

AfricA replAcement BAttAlions In the 
frontlIne

The impact of this infusion of 
manpower can be seen by examining 
where the Africa Replacement and 
Tunis Field Battalions were assigned 
once they arrived in the front lines. 
Note that for some of these battal-
ions, they were moved so frequently 
around the Tunisian battlefield that 
today, in some cases, it is difficult 
to track their assignment histories 
without consulting individual bat-
talion records, many of which were 
lost or destroyed following the Ger-
man surrender.

For example, within XC Corps 
(then Fifth Panzer Army), Field Bat-
talions T1, T3, and T4 were initially 
assigned to Division von Broich/
Manteuffel. After defending Bizerte, 
Field Battalion T5 was attached to 
Grenadier Regiment 756 of the 334th 
Infantry Division, instead of that 
regiment’s second battalion. Once 
that battalion arrived from France, 
Field Battalion T5 was then sent to 
reinforce Kampfgruppe Schmid of 

Von Manteuffel, shown here as a major 
general, May 1944
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the Hermann Göring Division. Af-
rica Replacement Battalion A24 was 
first assigned to Panzer Grenadier 
Regiment 69 of 10th Panzer Division, 
then to Kampfgruppe Schmid as well. 
Africa Replacement Battalion A25 
was assigned to the Italian Superga 
Division, then as a reinforcement 
to Grenadier Regiment 756 of the 
334th Infantry Division, followed 
shortly thereafter by its attachment 
to Kampfgruppe Schmid to help hold 
Defensive Sector Kairouan. Africa 
Replacement Battalion A30 was as-
signed to Division von Manteuffel 
as division reserve in January 1943. 

Africa Replacement Battalion A33 
was at first assigned to Kampfgruppe 
Schmid but was then absorbed by 
Panzergrenadier Regiment 69 of 10th 
Panzer Division and disbanded. Af-
rica Replacement Battalion A34 was 
assigned to Kampfgruppe Fullriede 
of the 961st Light Africa Grenadier 
Regiment (part of Afrika Division 
999), where it fought with distinc-
tion at the Battle of Fonduk Gap on 
27 March 1943.

Not all of these Africa Replace-
ment and Tunis Field Battalions 
were sent to the Fifth Panzer Army. 
Panzer Army Africa eventually got its 
share, including Krueger-Haye’s Af-
rica Replacement Battalion 18/Field 

Battalion T2, which was attached to 
Kampfgruppe Pfeiffer, part of Panzer 
Grenadier Regiment 104 of the 21st 
Panzer Division.21 Africa Replace-
ment Battalion A29 was assigned to 
Defense Sector Ousseltia and then 
fought with the 21st Panzer Division 
at Mezzouna.  

As many as half of all Africa Re-
placement Battalions were parceled 
out among Italian units such as 
the Imperiali or Superga Divisions. 
Between six and fourteen Africa 
Replacement Battalions, at one time 
or another, were arrayed along the 
nearly 100-mile-long Italian defen-
sive line that stretched from Pont du 
Fahs to Faid, a sector that included 

cpl. Jakob Vogel of Africa Replacement 
Battalion A23/Tunis Field Battalion T5, 
photo taken while on pass in Bizerte, 
January 1943
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the tactically important southern 
passes of the Eastern Dorsal moun-
tain range. 

Some of the Africa Replacement 
and Tunis Field Battalions that con-
tributed to the success of the Italian’s 
defensive effort in the south included 
Africa Replacement Battalion A22, 
which was attached to the Italian 
Superga Division and fought at Ous-
seltia and Kairouan; Africa Replace-
ment Battalion A26, which was also 
attached to the Superga Division 
and fought at El Hammam; Africa 
Replacement Battalion A27, which 
was attached to the Italian Defensive 
Sector near Kairouan; and Africa Re-
placement Battalion A28, which was 
attached to the Italian Defensive Sec-
tors Ousseltia and Kairouan. Tunis 
Field Battalion T5 also served with 
the Superga during the last phase of 
the Tunisian Campaign. 

u.s. II Corps experIenCe agaInst 
AfricA replAcement BAttAlions

Africa Replacement Battalions en-
countered the Allies, troops of the 
U.S. II Corps, relatively early dur-
ing the Tunisian Campaign. One of 
the earliest incidents occurred on 2 
December 1942, when 3d Battalion, 
26th Infantry, of the 1st Infantry Di-

vision, commanded by Lt. Col. John 
W. Bowen, conducted a reconnais-
sance in force from Sbeitla eastward 
towards Sfax. The key to this high-
speed avenue of approach leading 
to the coast was the narrow pass 
in the mountains east of the village 
of Faid; whoever held it controlled 

the road. Should Bowen’s task force 
reach Sfax, he could potentially have 
prevented or delayed the linkup be-
tween Fifth Panzer Army and Rom-
mel’s army, a move that would have 
proved disastrous for the Axis’ plans 
to unite both forces and conduct a 
deliberate defense of Tunisia.

The pass, however, was blocked by 
a 150-man Kampfgruppe composed 
of 2d Company, Africa Replacement 
Battalion 18 (for example, Tunis 
Field Battalion T2), reinforced by 
a small Italian contingent, which 
had positioned five antitank guns 
in an all-round defense. The com-
mander of the Axis force, 1st Lt. 
Friedrich Gladow, put up a spirited 
defense throughout the day, bringing 
Bowen’s much larger task force to a 
halt and forcing it to ground in the 
rock-strewn valley below.  

Nevertheless, by midnight Glad-
ow’s force was surrounded and run-
ning low on ammunition and water. 
A request for help had gone out that 
afternoon, and the battalion com-
mander, Lieutenant Krueger-Haye, 
was en route early the next morning 
from Sfax with a relief force of 120 
additional men, 2 tanks, and a sec-
tion of Italian armored cars.22 They 
arrived too late, for in the meantime, 

German officers examine a destroyed crusader III tank of the British 6th Armoured Division 
west of Tunis, December 1942.
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the 3d Battalion had launched a de-
liberate attack with air support, and 
the pass was in American hands by 
1130 on 3 December, with a pris-
oner haul of 125 men, including 47 
Italians. American losses totaled 
two killed and six wounded. Faid 
Pass was then handed over to Free 
French forces under U.S. II Corps 
command, who held it successfully 
until 30 January 1943.23 Despite the 
failure of Africa Replacement Bat-
talion 18 to hold the pass, it was able 
to set up a much stronger position a 
few miles to the east, and thus Axis 
forces prevented Allied troops from 
reaching Sfax until April.

The U.S. II Corps and its Free 
French allies frequently encountered 
Tunis Field and Africa Replacement 
Battalions after the initial battle at 
Faid Pass, though in nearly every 
case the Germans held prepared 
defensive positions and were usually 
able to stand their ground. However, 
on several occasions, these makeshift 
organizations showed that they 
could conduct offensive operations 
as well if conditions were suitable. 
The best example of their employ-
ment against American forces was 
the German attack that retook Faid 
Pass on 30 January 1943, which es-

tablished the necessary conditions 
for the successful Axis operation at 
Sidi Bou Zid two weeks later.

At the end of January 1943, there 
were three openings in the southern 
Eastern Dorsal mountain range (Faid 
Pass, Sidi Khalif, and Aïn Rebaou) 
held by some 1,000 Free French 

from General Marie Joseph Edmond 
Welvert’s Constantine Division that 
kept the Axis forces bottled inside 
the southern flank of their Tunisian 
beachhead. At the time, the French 
were under the tactical control of 
Maj. Gen. Lloyd Fredendall’s II 
Corps, whose own forces were ar-
rayed to the south between Thala and 
Gafsa. Before the Axis could launch 
their ambitious twin offensive opera-
tions, code-named Frühlingswind 
and Morgenluft (Spring Wind 
and Morning Air), which were 
designed to cut off and destroy II 
Corps in the area between Faid and 
Kasserine, all three mountain passes 
had to be retaken.24 

As chance would have it, the mis-
sion of retaking Faid Pass fell to Af-
rica Replacement Battalion 18/Tunis 
Field Battalion T2, which was or-
dered to encircle the Free French and 
seize the pass during the evening of 
29–30 January as part of a larger op-
eration conducted by Kampfgruppe 
Pfeiffer of the 21st Panzer Division. 
Attacking from the south during 
early morning darkness, the battal-
ion’s spearhead company blundered 
into the French forward positions 
near Hill 644, awoke the defenders, 
and was soon pinned down in a hail 

Military police from the U.S. II corps assembled German prisoners of war soon after they surrendered to American troops at the close of the Tunisian 
campaign in May 1943.
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in Algeria, 25 November 1942 
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of grenades and machine gun fire. 
The replacement battalion’s lack of 
experience in conducting offensive 
operations soon became apparent 
when the lead company panicked 
and fled the scene, leaving the 
wounded company commander an 
unwilling guest of the French. After 
losing fifty men, Krueger-Haye, the 
battalion commander, pulled his 
men back and tried again five hours 
later. This second attempt finally 
managed to cut off and encircle the 
defenders after the artillery of 21st 
Panzer Division was brought to 
bear, though not after the German 
timetable for the overall attack was 
severely disrupted.25 

Though the assault on Faid Pass was 
not conducted with the Wehrmacht’s 
usual competence or offensive spirit, 
Africa Replacement Battalion 18 had 
at least succeeded in its mission and 
now held its objective. The counterat-
tack launched 31 January by Combat 
Command A of the 1st Armored 
Division was driven off with heavy 
losses by 21st Panzer Division. Its 
failure sealed the fate of the French, 
whose 134 survivors surrendered to 
Krueger-Haye’s battalion the follow-
ing day.26 Krueger-Haye was relieved 
of command 4 February for disobey-

ing orders, but his battalion, under 
a new commander, played an active 
role in the coming offensive, which 
culminated in the American defeat 
at Kasserine Pass on 18 February. 
Africa Replacement Battalion 18 was 
disbanded by the end of the month 
and its survivors incorporated into 
Panzergrenadier Regiment 104 of the 
21st Panzer Division.

reorganIzatIon of german forCes In 
tunIsIa, 26 february 1943 

Following the Axis’ tactical suc-
cesses at Sidi bou Zid and Kasserine 
Pass (where several Africa Replace-
ment Battalions played prominent 
roles) between 14 and 22 February 
1943, the pause in operations was 
used to implement a series of unit 
reorganizations that lasted until the 
end of the month. Intended to re-
store unit tables of organization and 
to bring the older formations of the 
original Afrikakorps back to their 
authorized strength, Tunis Field 
and Africa Replacement Battalions 
were finally used to round out gaps 
in the organizational structure of 
existing Afrikakorps formations, 
their former numerical designa-
tions being discarded immediately 
thereafter. Such was the case with 
Africa Replacement Battalion A40, 
which was simply re-designated as 
2d Battalion, Panzergrenadier Regi-
ment “Afrika,” and incorporated as 
an organic element of the veteran 
164th Light Africa Division. Africa 
Replacement Battalion A35 suffered 
a different fate when it was attached 
to 90th Light Africa Division to 
furnish replacements and then dis-
banded altogether.27  

Lieutenant Krueger-Haye speaking with some Arab agents that were working behind Allied 
lines near Faid, Tunisia 
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A column of captured American soldiers in Tunisia in early 1943
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Though these developments cor-
responded with their original stated 
purpose, the continued disruption of 
the normal personnel replacement 
system, coupled with the always-
threatened logistical lifeline to con-
tinental Europe, meant that using 
Africa Replacement Battalions as a 
stop-gap measure would continue to 
the end of the campaign. According 
to one source, “Not even the normal 
process of replacement by allocating 
troops from replacement battalions 
to fill up depleted units could be car-
ried out. Instead, it became a practice 
to fill out regiments by assigning to 
them Tunis Field and Africa Replace-
ment Battalions.”28 Deploying these 
battalions as combat troops did have 
its advantages though; not only did 
they have a relatively light logistical 
footprint (always a consideration 
when supplying an army by con-
strained air- and sealift), but their 
use allowed the German High Com-
mand to send regular formations to 
where they were needed even more 
urgently, such as the Eastern Front 
and the ongoing relief of Stalingrad, 
which until the surrounded Sixth 
Army’s surrender on 2 February 
1943 occupied Hitler’s attention 
more than anything else.

shortComIngs of AfricA replAcement 
and tunis field BAttAlions In Combat

Lack of training, to one degree 
or another, remained an issue with 
all of the replacement units sent to 
Tunisia, as evidenced by an official 
readiness report filed by the com-
mander of Tunis Field Battalion T3, 
Capt. Michael Bürgermeister, at the 
end of January 1943. Even though 
the unit’s morale was good, he wrote, 
“The level of training of the rank and 
file of the battalion is insufficient, 
as [it] has had no chance at all since 
its establishment to conduct any 
kind of comprehensive weapons 
practice.” This was no exaggeration, 
since many of his men were not 
even in the combat arms and up 
to the point when they arrived in 
Tunisia had served in noncombat 
positions.29 Such training had to be 

conducted in the harsh classroom of 
the battlefield.

Due to their improvisational na-
ture, with few exceptions, neither 
the Tunis Field nor the Africa Re-
placement Battalions ever received 
the same quantity of weapons and 
other organizational equipment as 
the other regular infantry or Panzer-
grenadier battalions did. In addition, 
they were constantly having their 
ranks thinned by the transfer of spe-
cialists and men with other skills in 
great demand to the veteran forma-
tions, leaving these units so reduced 
in strength that they were often 
combined with other replacement 
battalions or disbanded altogether. 

For example, on 2 February 1943, 
Africa Replacement Battalion A30 
was ordered to give up 47 artillery-
men to the 21st Panzer Division, 51 
antiaircraft artillerymen to Regiment 
Buhse, 126 men to Tunis Field Bat-
talion T4, and 100 additional men 
to Tunis Field Battalion T3, out of 
an original strength of about 1,000 
men. In exchange, however, it was 
formally etatisiert (officially con-
verted to a standard table of organi-
zation) as Panzergrenadier Battalion 
A30, one of the few to undergo this 
transformation.30

Though the Tunis Field Battalions 
were indeed creatures of improvisa-
tion and lacked for many things, 
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such as motor vehicles, the Africa 
Replacement Battalions seemed to 
have been even less favored. On 
account of their temporary nature, 
most were not formally reorganized 
as combat units at all and remained, 
until the end, in their original re-
placement battalion structure, which 
made them poorly suited for tactical 
operations and contributed to their 
lack of unit cohesion. These impro-
vised combat units were equipped at 
first with small arms and machine 
guns but were gradually provided 
a greater establishment of heavy 
weapons. 

Most of the Africa Replacement Bat-
talions were considered by German 
North African Campaign veterans as 
being little more than Alarmeinheiten 
(emergency units). They were seen as 
a Verlorene Haufen (forlorn hope) of 
“orphans” who were passed frequent-
ly from one higher headquarters to 
another, being verheizt (pointlessly 
sacrificed) for limited gains. Without 
a German division headquarters to 
call their own, whose commander 
would naturally look after their wel-
fare had they been organic to a divi-
sion, many of the Africa Replacement 
Battalions were poorly fed, received 

inadequate medical care, and were 
often deprived of mail due to a lack 
of means to deliver it to them. Those 
battalions attached to Italian forma-
tions suffered even more from the 

lack of basic necessities, since these 
organizations were even worse off 
logistically than the Germans. As if 
this were not enough of an obstacle, 
there was still the language barrier 
to consider.

the vIeWs of one Commander

Lt. Gen. Wolfgang Fischer, com-
mander of the 10th Panzer Division 
until his death on 1 February 1943, 
had a low estimate of the usefulness 
of these units when he first encoun-
tered them in combat. In a report 
dated 2 December 1942, a week after 
he had arrived with his division’s 
advanced detachment, he stated 
that the German forces’ prospects 
for success in Tunisia were dimmed 
by the low quality of these Africa 
Replacement Battalions, reporting 
that their use in the infantry role 
was seriously deficient in important 
respects. Furthermore, he stated that 
among these units

not the slightest interest existed, 
no aggressive spirit, no readiness 
for action, so that I was forced to 
lead some companies, platoons, 
even squads. I consider it my duty 

A group of German Ju–52 transport aircraft being attacked by U.S. B–25 Mitchell bombers and 
P–38 Lightning fighters, April 1943. As the Tunisian campaign progressed, it became much more 
difficult for the Germans to send troops by air because they came under frequent attack.
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to point out this critical condi-
tion as it is impossible to fight 
successfully with such troops. It 
is also true that their command 
is inadequate. I have warned one 
captain who failed several times 
to execute his mission that in case 
of a repetition I would have him 
relieved. I had another officer re-
lieved on the spot and demanded 
that he be court-martialed because 
he and his men lurked under cover 
for hours.31

Fischer also stated in a report that 
same day that rather than send any 
more of these provisional units to 
Tunisia, which in his opinion were 
of limited tactical use, it would be far 
better to dedicate available shipping 
space to bring the rest of his division 
as well as the other established units 
awaiting transport in France and 
Italy. His request was declined and 
the shipment of Africa Replacement 
Battalions to the Tunisian theater of 
operations continued unabated.

Despite Fischer’s negative evalu-
ation, the five Tunis Field Battal-
ions, combined with the nineteen 
documented Africa Replacement 

Battalions (totaling about 20,000 
to 25,000 men by the end of the 
campaign), proved to be welcome 
reinforcements to the Tunisian 
bridgehead during the initial stages 
of the buildup of the German lodg-
ment area between 15 November 
and 25 December 1942 when the 
Allies finally went over to a defensive 
posture. Without this vital infusion 
of manpower, Nehring’s XC Corps, 
later the Fifth Panzer Army, would 
not have had the soldiers needed to 
man the defensive perimeter ring-
ing the Tunisian bridgehead. With 
the addition of these units, however 
well or poorly they were trained and 
equipped, the bridgehead was more 
or less secured and the danger of an 
Allied envelopment had passed by 
Christmas. 

ConClusIon

Eventually, most of the Tunis Field 
and Africa Replacement Battalions 
were disbanded, renamed, or amal-
gamated into other units before the Al-
lies finally succeeded in bringing Axis 
forces to bay in May 1943. Of the rest, 
the German Army High Command 
decided to keep only eight Africa Re-
placement Battalions  (A22, A25, A26, 
A27, A28, A30, A31, and A33) as well 
as three of the five Tunis Field Bat-
talions  (T1, T3, and T4)  on the order 

A German soldier lies next to an abandoned half-track. He died defending Sened Station against 
an attack by the U.S. 1st Armored Division on 1 February 1943.
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A German raft, boot, and helmet in the water after American and British troops frustrated the 
evacuation attempt of the 10th and 15th Panzer Divisions, Porto Farina, Tunisia, May 1943
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of battle. They were to be converted 
to a regular establishment, leaving 
their eventual status to be decided at 
a later date. Tunis Field Battalions T3 
and T4, along with Africa Replacement 
Battalion A30, were incorporated into 
Panzer Grenadier Regiment 160 of 
Division von Manteuffel but kept their 
temporary designations.32 The cam-
paign in North Africa ended before 
their permanent redesignations as the 
regiment’s 1st, 2d, and 3d Battalions 
could be formalized.  

All of the remaining Tunis Field 
and Africa Replacement Battalions 
marched into captivity alongside the 
veterans of the Afrikakorps and Fifth 
Panzer Army. Though these hastily 
scraped-together reserves might not 
have seemed capable of standing 
up to their much better organized, 
trained, and equipped Allied oppo-
nents in Tunisia, most of Rommel’s 
twenty-four lost battalions gave a 
good account of themselves. Along 
with other deploying elements of 
Fifth Panzer Army, they provided the 
necessary manpower that contributed 
to the German’s success in preventing 
the Allies from seizing Bizerte and 
Tunis in November 1942, forcing the 
war in North Africa to drag on for six 
more bloody months. 
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