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The American Tank Raid on Djedeida Airfield, 25 November 1942

By Andrew Arthy (bookie190@hotmail.com) 

Introduction

One of the more dramatic events of the early stages of the Tunisian campaign was the American tank raid carried out on Djedeida airfield on 25 November 1942. Caught by surprise, the Luftwaffe suffered many losses on the ground, yet surprisingly the raid did not badly disrupt German air operations over the battlefield.

The Raid

On 25 November 1942 the British and Americans began a three-pronged offensive that aimed to capture or isolate the two major Tunisian ports, Bizerta and Tunis. The central prong was Blade Force, a brigade-sized group that was to move from Béja to Tebourba, and then was to meet the 11th Infantry Brigade Group (IBG) in the area of Djedeida, before pushing on to Tunis. The offensive began in the morning, and Blade Force moved forward at 07:00 with a spearhead of more than 100 tanks from the 1st Battalion, U.S. 1st Armoured Regiment. In the afternoon, 17 American M3 tanks of Company C (Major Rudolph Barlow) on a reconnaissance mission pushed through German forces at Tebourba and El Bathan, and arrived at Djedeida airfield at about 16:30.

When the Americans realised the opportunity that they had, they quickly moved onto the airfield and began crushing or shooting up the many Axis aircraft located there. The tank crews claimed 20 or more aircraft destroyed, and shot up buildings, supplies, and the defending German troops. After the attack, the tanks fell back to join the rest of Blade Force, which bivouacked near Chouigui overnight. The American tank force lost two men killed, one tank and its crew missing, and a number of other M3s damaged.

The Luftwaffe units based at Djedeida on 25 November were I. and III./J.G. 53 with Bf 109 Gs, and II./St.G. 3 with Ju 87 Ds. Most of II./St.G. 3 had moved to Djedeida on the afternoon of 20 November, although some of the unit’s Ju 87s were still at El Aouina airfield near Tunis on 21 November. III./J.G. 53 moved from El Aouina to Djedeida on 21 November, and on the morning of 25 November the Gruppenstab, 1. and 2./J.G. 53 moved there from Sicily.

On 25 November II./St.G. 3 flew four successful missions and 48 sorties against vehicles and tanks. I. and III./J.G. 53 flew scrambles, sweeps, and provided escort for II./St.G. 3. III. Gruppe flew 28 sorties, and I. Gruppe flew at least five missions.
 Lt. Munzert of 2. Staffel made the only claim by Djedeida-based fighters, shooting down a Spitfire 30 km west of the airfield at 11:58.
 He had taken off with other I. Gruppe pilots at 11:50 for the first scramble of the day. Another I./J.G. 53 scramble occurred at 12:55. At 14:30 I./J.G. 53 pilots took off from Djedeida to escort II./St.G. 3, which was bombing targets a short distance to the west. At 15:05 a second Ju 87 escort mission began, and the Ju 87s and Bf 109s returned to Djedeida at 16:15. Shortly afterwards the American tanks appeared.
 There was great activity, as the fighter pilots ran to their aircraft to take-off. Arndt-Richard Hupfeld of 1./J.G. 53 recalled:

There was a mad scramble when British tanks at​tacked our base. Messerschmitts took off in every direc​tion. All of a sudden I saw a '109' coming straight toward me - a head-on collision would have been unavoidable had the other aircraft's cowling not flown off just as it was about to lift off, whereupon the other pilot closed the throttle and did not take off. I just cleared the other air​craft and thus avoided a catastrophe.

Some Bf 109 pilots got into the air and began to strafe the tanks, including Ofw. Hans Kornatz of 2./J.G. 53 in his Bf 109 G ‘Black 5 + ‘. The I. and III./J.G. 53 pilots claimed to have set eight tanks on fire by strafing.
 Lt. Jürgen Harder of 7. Staffel was another pilot who took off and strafed the tanks, and he wrote in a letter home on 27 November:

We were at a rather exposed forward airfield, and at about 16:30 a big surprise raid by tanks hit our base. Suddenly there was shooting; 800 m away there were 20 tanks rolling toward us. I just made it to my machine and took off 200 m in front of the leading tank. To make a long story short, the fellows drove over the field firing wildly, setting the aircraft on fire and shooting up everything. And how!

Several aircraft got airborne and it happened that six were already in the air after Spitfires that had made earlier strafing attacks. Now we set upon the tanks, Me's dove from all sides. It was a terrific scene, and machines burned on the ground below. We succeeded in setting five tanks on fire - two of them by me. Our men crouched down in their slit trenches and let the monsters roll past. Every​thing went according to plan: the serviceable trucks fled the field overloaded and all reached Tunis by the next day. One could call this good luck in bad - no aircraft lost and no men. It's a good thing that we were in the air and were able to beat off the attack; otherwise it would have gone badly for the Gruppe. All this happened 30 km from Tunis and we all figured that our encirclement would be completed during the night.

Although there are some inaccuracies in Lt. Harder’s account, it does give a good idea of the chaos caused by the appearance of American tanks at Djedeida.

Subsequent Transfers

I./J.G. 53 flew at least four missions from Djedeida on the 26th, before transferring to Sidi Ahmed in the afternoon. III./J.G. 53 moved to El Aouina, either on the 25th or the 26th. One of these units escorted two Ju 87s of II./St.G. 3 to attack tank concentrations on the 26th. II./St.G. 3 transferred to El Aouina on the 25th or 26th, and a Ju 87 of the Gruppe transferring from Sicily to Tunisia on 27 November landed at El Aouina at 14:30.

American Bombing Raid on Djedeida

At 08:05 on 26 November fourteen 48th FS/14th FG P-38s and twelve 15th LBS Bostons raided Djedeida. The fighters carried out a strafing run, and the Bostons dropped 48 250 lb bombs on a line of Ju 87s and Bf 109s, claiming destruction of a total of ten. Actual losses from this bombing raid are unknown.

Conclusion

II./St.G. 3 flew just two sorties on the 26th, and none on the 27th, but reinforcements were brought over from Sicily on those two days, and on the 28th the unit was able to fly five missions and 24 sorties. I. and III./J.G. 53 were not seriously affected by the tank raid, and both flew many missions during the last five days of November 1942. Significantly, II./J.G. 51 (flying Bf 109s in defence of the Tunis area), III./Z.G. 2 (flying ground-attack missions in its FW 190s), and 2.(H)/14 (flying Bf 109s on tactical reconnaissance) were unaffected. Although J.G. 53 and II./St.G. 3 lost many aircraft destroyed on the ground at Djedeida on the afternoon of 25 November, the American tank raid had no lasting affects on the ability of the Luftwaffe to take part in the crucial battles in Tunisia in late-November 1942.

Table 1: Luftwaffe Sorties in Tunisia in late-November 1942 

Unit
24.11.42
25.11.42
26.11.42
27.11.42
28.11.42

J.G. 53 *
29
58
93
103
103

III./Z.G. 2
10
16
18
25
26

II./St.G. 3
17
48
2
0
24

2.(H)/14
4
6
1
4
2

* including II./J.G. 51

Table 2: Extract from the Logbook of Ofw. Hans Kornatz

Date
Aircraft
Markings
Mission
Take-off
Time
Landing
Time

25.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Transfer
Comiso
07:45
Trapani
08:25

25.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Transfer
Trapani
09:50
Djedeida
10:45

25.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Scramble
Djedeida
11:50
Djedeida
12:10


25.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Scramble
Djedeida
12.55
Djedeida
13:30


25.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Escort for Ju 87s
Djedeida
14:30
Djedeida
14:50

25.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Escort for Ju 87s
Djedeida
15:05
Djedeida
16:15

25.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Low-level attack
Djedeida
16:35
Djedeida
16:55

26.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Scramble
Djedeida
07:05
Djedeida
07:40

26.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Scramble
Djedeida
08:40
Djedeida
08:55

26.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Sweep
Djedeida
11:35
Djedeida
13:00

26.11.42
Bf 109 G
‘Black 5 + ‘
Reconnaissance 
Djedeida
14:40
Bizerta
15:07

Table 3: Bf 109 Losses at Djedeida airfield, 25 November 1942 

Type
W.Nr
%
Probable Unit

Bf 109 G-2
13 645
100
I./J.G. 53 (13 643 lost with 2. Staffel)

Bf 109 G-2
13 732
100
?

Bf 109 G-2
14 517
100
I./J.G. 53 (14 510, 14 516, 14 518 lost with this Gruppe)

Bf 109 G-2
14 523
100
I./J.G. 53 (14 529, 14 525 lost with this Gruppe)

Table 4: Figures on German losses at Djedeida

Losses
Source

15-20 Ju 87s and 5 Bf 109s destroyed
BA-MA RL 7/33, p.33

24 Ju 87s destroyed, three II./St.G. 3 crewmen missing, one killed
BA-MA RL 7/33, p.35

2 III./J.G. 53 Bf 109s destroyed, 5 I./J.G. 53 Bf 109s and two pilots missing
BA-MA RL 7/33, p.36

24 Ju 87s and 7 Bf 109s destroyed
Prien, p.508

Some German aircraft at Djedeida were destroyed by friendly troops.

II./St.G. 3 lost 27 Ju 87 D-3 Trops and four Ju 87 D-1 Trops to enemy action in November 1942. Records of the Fliegerführer Tunis indicate eight Ju 87s lost to enemy action, and if 24 are added from the Djedeida tank raid, the figures almost match perfectly.

Primary Sources

BA-MA RL 2 III/875, Flugzeugbestand und Bewegungsmeldungen II./St.G. 3

BA-MA RL 7/30, Records of the Führer der Luftwaffe Tunis
Klütsch, Matthias (II./St.G. 3), Logbook

Kornatz, Hans (2./J.G. 53), Logbook

Luftwaffe Victory Claims Film C. 2027/I
PRO AIR 40/2413, Combined Services Detailed Interrogation Centre Report A 86, titled ‘Aircraft losses and Personalia of JG 53, JG 26, JG 2 and SKG 10 as extracted from Documents Captured in Tunisia, May and June 1943’

USAFHRA Microfilm Roll No. A0742, Records of the 48th & 49th FS/14th FG
Secondary Sources

Howe, G.F. United States Army in World War II: Northwest Africa: Seizing the Initiative in the West, Center of Military History, Washington, 1993.

Prien, J. (translated by Johnson, D.) Jagdgeschwader 53: A History of the ‘Pik As’ Geschwader, Volume 2: May 1942-January 1944, Schiffer Military History, Atglen, 1998.

� Howe, US Army: Northwest Africa, pp.299-300


� Howe, US Army: Northwest Africa, p.300; Prien, JG 53, p.508


� BA-MA RL 7/30, Records of the Führer der Luftwaffe Tunis, p.19; Prien, JG 53, p.507


� BA-MA RL 7/30, Records of the Führer der Luftwaffe Tunis, p.33; H. Kornatz, Logbook


� Film C. 2027/I


� BA-MA RL 7/30, Records of the Führer der Luftwaffe Tunis, p.33; Kornatz, Logbook


� Prien, JG 53, p.508


� BA-MA RL 7/30, Records of the Führer der Luftwaffe Tunis, p.33


� Prien, JG 53, p.508


� BA-MA RL 7/30, Records of the Führer der Luftwaffe Tunis, p.33; M. Klütsch, Logbook; Kornatz, Logbook; Prien, JG 53, p.508


� USAFHRA Microfilm Roll No. A0742, SQ-FI-49-Hi, Frame 0349


� BA-MA RL 7/30, Records of the Führer der Luftwaffe Tunis, pp.31-40


� PRO AIR 40/2413, CSDIC Report A 86, p.1


� BA-MA RL 7/30, Records of the Führer der Luftwaffe Tunis, p.35


� BA-MA RL 2 III/875, Flugzeugbestand und Bewegungsmeldungen II./St.G. 3






3

