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ZAGHOUAN BY VEREY LIGHT 

sun~ dust, flies or himself, because of this thing once vi~wed. . Only 
at his few ·higher moments it ·may lend, . possibly, a light that shines 
through the humdrum murk of him, . 

That shall control · 
The courses of his soul 
And give his hand: 
Courage and continence. · 
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ZAGHOU.AN B·Y VEREY LIGHT 
. . 

BY H. W. TILMAN 
• . 

s early as 10 A.M. on the morning· of May 12, 1943, it was clea,r: 
the enemy was going back. Thin· columns of smoke from burning 
·vehicles and mushroom-shaped clouds from. exploding am-

munition dumps could be seen behind his lines. At dawn the regiment 
· had fired a barrage in support of a battalion of the Foreign Legion, 
but now the battle had rolled on an.d, as yet, no orders for us. to advance 
·had come. . 

The trouble was that Zaghouan., the 3900-foot massif which dom-
inated ·the whole battlefield for miles around Pont du Fahs, was .still 
in enemy hands. Two days ago, when we were fighting . south of the 
mountain, it had been almost i_mpossible to ·find a gun position that 
was not in view, and here, on· the north-west side, the country was 
much less favourable_ to concealment. Our coming into action outside 
the village of Depienne had drawn considerable shell-fire, ·probably 
directed from O.Ps. on the lower slopes of Zaghouan. We found a 
wadi deep enough to conceal the guns if not their flash, and any un
necessary movement of vehicles i~ or out of the wadi was discouraged 
by both sides. .Meantime the Frenc4 on our right were· trying to force 
their ~ay along the foot of the mountain to the small town of Zaghouan, 
.but for the last two days the shell-bursts of the 75 mm.'s on the-slopes 
had given no indicati9n of progre~s. . . 

At _last, towards midday, came the welcome order ' Prepare to 
advance. ' Skirting .Depienne, ·the road out of which was mined, we 
had sooh crossed the Zaghouan-Tunis. road and were ascending the 
low hills the French had taken earlier in the day. A couple of long 
Russian 5 cm. anti-tank guns, some wea.pon pits and a machine gun or 
two, marked the first enemy defences. There was no one about, dead 
or living, but a mile or two farther on the scene was lively enough. 
From three Valentine tanks, part of the small · tank force used by the · . 
French in the attack,.. smok~ was ascending cheerfully ; the cre,~s stood 
around discussing the phenomenon. A stream ·of Senegalese infantry · 
and pack mules were moving up. Below, in· a narrow valley, were three 
abandoned field batteries, one of captured 25 pounders, and two 10.5 
cm.: s. The guns had been destroyed, their vehicles were still smoulder-
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ing. Strewn around was the usual litter of clothing, blan.kets, am
munition, rifles., food, equipment, letters and newspapers. The 
Senegalese loitered hopefully on passing these riches, but the French 
N.C.Os. would not have it. A short burst from. a Tommy gun was 
fired at the feet of one of the loiterers by way of a hint to keep moving. 
Across the valley a white flag was being waved anxiously. 

Reports from an armoured O.P. we had out in front indicated that 
all resistance had ceased except in Zaghouan itself. The French 
Divisional Commander wanted us to push a troop forward to deal with 
this, but we had the range to do that, if necessary with the whole 
regiment, from where we were, and it .seemed a pity to fire, if it was 
avoidable, on: those pleasant white walls and the roofs lying against the 
foot· of the mountain. Surrender was in the air. 

We dropped our trails more or less where we were. My cb:oice of 
~ite for Regimental H.Q. was possib.ly influenced by the presence of 
two German field kitchens,. one with its copper full of a stew ready 
for dishing out, the other with a slightly overdone rice pudding. By 
late. evening the. Germans in Zaghouan· had come to heel, but the. 
French Commander mistrusted them, and insisted on our remaining · 
at a half-hour's notice. Naturally, since coming into those parts from 
the Eighth Army front near the coast I had had my eye on Zaghouan. It 
is a striking mass of ·many long, broken, limestone ridges, sticking up, 
on the north and west sides, straight f~om the· Tunis plain. It seemed 
to b·e .a case of now or never ; we were only three miles away ; to-· 
morrow we might be anywhere. . 

G.~ who is full of enterprise though· not a mountaineer, was of the 
same opinion. By promising to be back soon after dawn ·we got the 
C.O's. permission to be absent that night. A well graded track, or 
even road, appeared to lead to a white building perched j'auntily on 

- I 

the face not a thousand feet below the main ridge. G. said we would 
take his Jeep, -and suggested starting at midnight. · I said we would 
start at nine, one of the only two sensible d~cisions we made that night. 
The other ·was to take .a Verey light pistol,, or its German equivalent. 
The big idea behind this was to have a Brock's Benefit ·on the summit 
to celebrate the victory. Even while we thus discussed ways and 
means; light-coloured smoke was going up in all directions. This was 
customary in the desert after a successful action. The Germans are 
~quipped on a lavish seal~ with all manner of light signals which our 
troops delight to fire off when they get hold of them. I was soon 
equipped with a captured pistol and a supply of assorted signals. 

A.t 9 P.M. the Jeep proved to be a non-starter, and obviously the 
15 cwt. we took in lieu would not do .more than get us to the foot. As 
in duty bound, I pointed out that this was far more satisfactory than 
being driven aJmost to the top. G. was more honest. He heartily re
gretted the abseace of the Jeep. 

I was rather worried about mines, but we got on to the main road 
safely and soon passed through Zaghouan behind a stream of captured 
lorries full of Germans. A mile beyond,. following a . .road "'hich. ap-
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peared to lead round the mountain, we met some Goums. They had 
with them an enormous· Boche who was not unnaturally apprehensive 
of the green turbans and bandit-like accoutrements of his captors. 
Our appeal to their French N. C. 0. was immediately successful. His 
patrol had just crossed the mountain and he would put us on the 
track. A few hundred yards on we parked our truck while the N.C.O. 
pointed out ~ rough mule track leading up into the gloom of the '\\'oods 
at· the foot of the slope. ' You ~an't go wrong,' or words to that effect 
in French. ' Montez to~jours, tourours montez,' was his parting ad
monition. We resolved to adopt this as our watchword for the night. 

At I I P .M. we started. An hour later the moqn went down, by which 
time the bridle path seemed to have reached the end of its u&efulness 
to us. It disappeared over a col and \\'as evidently the route by which 
the Goums had crossed from the south to the north side of the moun
tain. Another well marked track led off to the right, but it was im
possible to tell · whether its trend was up or down. G., \\'hose mind 
seemed to run. touris~-like o~ tracks and roads, thought it would lead 
us by ' une pente insensible ' to the summit, and I was weak minded 
enough to consent to try it. After a good fifteen minutes at a cracking 
pace, for we were going downhill, even G. admitted that we were not 
abiding by our watchword. Back we went to the col, and this time 
struck straight up the slope. 

We soon found there was some differenc~ in moving on a path and 
moving on an unkno~n, boulder-strewn hillside in the dark. Presently 
the s1ope narrowed to a ridge whence sharp teeth began to loom up 
vaguely against the black sky. It pleased us to think we were now on 
the summit ridge, but from what I could remember of that, seen from 
some distance away in daylight, I had misgivings. However, as always 
in such cases, much could be hoped for from time and chance. The 
east side of our ridge now began to fall sheer away, and as we groped 
our way along the safe side we were suddenly brought up short by a . 
chasm of unknown width and depth. The firing of a success signal was 
perhaps premature, nevertheles~ a ted Verey light soared into the air 
disclosing, some zo feet below us, a knife ed~e ridge, the only link 
with the opposite shore of ~he . chasm. Such a questionable place at 
such an hour in the morning called for cbn~ideration and another light. 
Suitably enough this one was green. The revolting colour it lent to the 
surrounding rock and to my companion's face gazing anxiously into 
the depths, tipped the scale in favour of retreat. 

The turning of this obstacle cost us some loss of height and several 
more cartridges. Some of these broke into pleasing clusters of stars, but 
these were not of much value as path finders. I have since learnt all 
about German light signals. By a simple system you can tell by touch, 
in the dark, the various colours and types. A white flare has the edge 
of the base half milled, green is smooth, red is fully milled. The /itern
bundel, a white rocket bursting into stars, has six studs on the top of the 
cartridge. The Fallsch£rm or parachute flare (which would have been 
just the thing for us) has a parachute in relief on the top. There is also 
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a Pfe~fpatrone, or whistFng flare·, . whi~h has a point on the top. - Un-
luckily we had none of these. A shriek of dismay from the light ·hovering 
over the chasm would have been an artistic touch. . 

This gap or cut-off was the firs~ and worst of several others but, 
using our light-pistol freely, we shortly reached the highest point of 

· the ridge. It was 4 A.M. now and the sky was p~rceptibly lighter. 
Across a valley we could see the outline of the summit ridge, and the 
two rock towers at the top. We used the last of our lights finding a 
way down into the valley and wearily climbed a steep slope to the foot 
of the final tower. Up this a mild scramble led to a wooden beacon 
mar~ing the top. A tricolour flag was fluttering proudly in the dawn 
wind and at the foot of the beacon lay an unexploded 7 5 mm. shell. 
There was no Boche O.P. o.n the top ; most of these were on the lower 
ridges, but evidently some··French artilleryman had felt it ·incumbent 
on him to drop a round on the top.. As a gunner this · interes~ed m.e, 
for" to .. land a shell on a place like that is extremely difficult. 

We lay on the top exhausted by the night's work. I ate some 
Knackebrot, the German ration biscuit, each package of which car-ries 
a slip of paper eulogising the propertie_s of the biscuit and beginning 
with the· exhortation : ' Kamerad ! kennst du K r ackebrot?' It is, in 
my opinion, very good, much better than our Own. G. was past eating 
even if he had .shared my passion for Knackebrot, w~ich he did not. 
Away to the east some battery fired fitfully for a time and then stopped
the last shots of the African campaign. I should like to . b~ able to 
add that far to the south the pine forests of the Djebel Mansour, 

. which we and the French had cleared so gallantly a week ago, 'lay dar!· 
and sombre, that eastwards the sea threw back the rays of the rising 
su!l, and that north the Tunisian plain stretched ·like a carpet of 
green and gold to the black olive groves and white· walls of distant 
Carthage ; but unluckily a blanket of cloud hid everything. 

The rest is mere disillusionment. From below the tower fifteen 
minutes' walking took us to the road we had seen from below. Our 
15 cwt. would almost .certainly have made , the grade. An. hour's 
zigz·agging down another . mule track a~d we were back at the truck, 
which we found liad ,been pillaged unrp.ercif11lly by Goums .. · The 
dri~er, not unexpectedly perhaps, had slept during the. night, and 
various bands -of Goums, who had ~lready found numerous. abandoned 
enemy vehicles, had acted on the wise assumption that ours· was merely 
another . . Of the Goums, as Stonewall Jackson said of his Texans: 
' The hens have to roost mighty high when the Texans are about.' 
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