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         IT IS 03.14 ON 22ND JUNE 1941. ALONG A 1,800 KILOMETRE FRONT LINE THAT STRETCHES FROM THE BALTIC SEA IN THE NORTH TO ROMANIA IN THE SOUTH, GERMAN SOLDIERS ARE READY FOR BATTLE. A MINUTE LATER, ALL HELL BREAKS LOOSE. THE LUFTWAFFE BEGINS ATTACKING TARGETS BEHIND THE RED ARMY’S FRONT LINE, AND THE ARTILLERY OPENS FIRE. GERMANY’S DREADED PANZER TANKS FOLLOW – THE SPEARHEAD OF OPERATION BARBAROSSA, HITLER’S INVASION OF THE SOVIET UNION. WITH 3.7 MILLION SOLDIERS, IT’S THE LARGEST INVASION TO DATE. THE FIRST FEW WEEKS SEEM TO CONFIRM THE SUPREMACY OF GERMANY’S BLITZKRIEG TACTICS AS CITY AFTER CITY FALLS.

         THIS ISSUE FOLLOWS THE ADVANCEMENT OF THE AXIS FORCES IN THE CONFLICT THAT, DURING 1941, TURNS INTO AN ALL-OUT WORLD WAR.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Afrika korps saves the italians
   

         

         
            When Erwin Rommel and his Afrika Korps arrived in Tripoli, Libya, in February 1941, they were greeted by an exhausted, dispirited Italian army. The fact that the city was still in Axis’ hands was a matter of luck. But the men’s low morale was cured when Rommel launched a series of offensives that made him the Allies’ worst enemy…
   

         

         The port of Tripoli was bathed in artificial light as sand-coloured tanks, each decorated with a palm tree overlaid with a swastika, rolled out of the German ships’ holds. The unloading lasted all night, but by 11.00 the following morning, the task was complete. The soldiers, who were the core of Nazi Germany’s new Afrika Korps, lined up to hear the corps’ newly appointed leader, Erwin Rommel, speak.

         “We are about to embark on a great safari,” he declared confidently.

         “Heia safari!” a young soldier, inspired by Rommel, replied spontaneously. Soon, his comrades began chanting the phrase, giving birth to the Afrika Korps’ bold battle cry.

         The men in the corps – which Hitler had recently created – needed all the fighting spirit they could muster. While the Wehrmacht advanced almost unchallenged in Europe, the Axis powers were in retreat in North Africa. Hitler’s ally, the Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini, was in command of the war in North Africa, but the Italian forces’ strength and morale left a lot to be desired. Italy’s army was the worst in Europe.

         Most of their arms were from World War I. Their tanks were almost useless – the soldiers referred to them as “self-propelled coffins” – and vehicles generally were in short supply. The soldiers had to advance on foot – a considerable handicap in the desert.

         The result was that the Italians were repeatedly overtaken and checked by the British, who were well supplied with vehicles. By early February 1941, the Italians had lost key Libyan cities, including Sallum, Benghazi and Tobruk. The fact that Tripoli was still in the hands of the Axis’ forces was only because the British had been forced to withdraw troops early in the year to counter a German offensive in the Balkans. The Axis’ glorious victory march was stuck fast in the desert sand.

         Italians were on the brink of collapse
   

         Hitler was forced to send German forces to North Africa. An offensive blitzkrieg with tanks and air support like that used in Europe was needed to turn the war in Germany’s favour. To that end, the Führer created a new unit, the Deutsches Afrikakorps, whose core consisted of two armoured regiments, supported by infantry brigades and air squadrons.

         The leader of the corps was 49-year-old Erwin Rommel, who, in addition to being a loyal supporter of Hitler and a skilled military theorist, had also distinguished himself as a brave and enterprising leader of the 7th Panzer Division during the invasion of France. Rommel, who would become known as the Desert Fox, wasn’t one to shy away from an attack and was not easily intimidated by an enemy’s superior numbers. He would need both attributes in North Africa.

         When he arrived on 12th February, Rommel was shocked by what he found. Defeated Italian troops stumbled back to Tripoli on foot. Despair was plain on every face.

         “Morale was as low as it could be,” Rommel wrote later. If the Allies had chosen to attack Tripoli, there would have been nothing to stop their advance. “There is only one way to stop the rot!” he told Hitler’s aide, General Rudolf Schmundt: “To go on the offensive.”

         Rommel immediately set about preparing his forces. The goal was to reach Egypt, take the strategically important Suez Canal and then continue on into the Persian Gulf region to lay claim to its rich oil wells. But from the outset, the desert offered resistance: “Immense clouds of reddish dust obscured all visibility…. Often the wind was so strong that it was impossible to drive along the Via Balbo [the only modern coastal road]. Sand streamed down the windscreen like water. We gasped for breath painfully through handkerchiefs held over our faces, and sweat poured off our bodies in the unbearable heat,” Rommel wrote, describing a giant ghibli sandstorm he experienced on one of his first days in North Africa.

         Despite the conditions, the Desert Fox soon began probing the enemy’s resistance with limited attacks against small Allied forces. Sensing weakness, he struck in earnest. After driving 800 kilometres through the desert, on 3rd April, the Afrika Korps occupied Benghazi, an important supply port on the way to Egypt.

         The Germans and Italians were as amazed as the Allies, whose intelligence services had learned that Hitler had refused to sanction an attack until the Afrika Korps had more men and vehicles. Rommel, however, had acted against Hitler’s orders.

         “I took the risk against all orders and instructions because the opportunity seemed favourable. No doubt it will all be pronounced good later and they’ll all say they’d have done exactly the same in my place,” Rommel wrote in a letter to his wife, Lucia, the same day. “You will understand that I can’t sleep for happiness,” he added. Only Tobruk, a port city further along the coast, now lay between him and Egypt.

         Sandstorm delayed the attack on Tobruk
   

         Tobruk itself was unremarkable – just a collection of scattered houses surrounded by dusty palm trees. However, the city was of great strategic value. In addition to possessing the area’s best port – the only deep-water port between Tripoli and Alexandria – the city was also well suited as a launch point for forces intent on preventing an enemy from reaching Egypt.

         If the Germans could take Tobruk, their supplies would no longer have to travel several hundred kilometres from Tripoli by road, and the way would be open to Egypt. Rommel immediately decided to head towards the city, where the Allies who had fled the attack on Benghazi were now gathering. With a little luck, he would arrive before the Allies could fortify the city. However, the British were just as keen on defending Tobruk as the Germans were on occupying it.

         Winston Churchill advised General Sir Archibald Wavell, commander-in-chief of the British forces in the Middle East, that the city must be defended “to the death without thought of retirement”. On 9th April, Australian Major General Sir Leslie Morshead arrived with his 9th Division, a force consisting of six infantry brigades, four artillery regiments, two anti-tank regiments, 75 anti-aircraft guns, 42 tanks and a total of 36,000 men.

         The formidable Australian army did not scare Rommel, who launched an offensive the same day with three units: the first would attack from the west, the second from the south-east, and the third would head directly for the centre of the fortress. The attack never came to fruition, however, because a violent sandstorm, like the one Rommel had experienced a few months earlier, delayed the unit sent to attack from the south-east. On 11th April, Rommel’s forces managed to ring the fort and the Desert Fox was optimistic about his chances. “Once Tobruk has fallen, which I hope will be in ten days or a fortnight, the situation here will be secure,” he wrote confidently to his wife on 23rd April. But it wasn’t so easy.

         Despite Rommel’s forces attempting several attacks, the Allies held on. After fierce fighting on 3rd and 4th May, during which 650 Germans and 500 Italians were killed in order to win just a few metres of terrain, the Desert Fox realised that the siege would be both prolonged and painful – although both parties were blissfully unaware at that time that the suffering would endure for 221 days.

         Supplies were blocked
   

         The siege made it impossible for the Allies to gather supplies from the surrounding countryside. And Rommel used air power to add to their problems. “Water is very short in Tobruk, the British troops are getting only half a litre. With our dive-bombers I’m hoping to cut their ration still further,” he wrote.

         But Rommel and his forces also suffered. “The heat is getting worse every day and it’s a relief when night comes. One’s thirst becomes almost unquenchable,” he wrote.

         Equally serious was the Afrika Korps’ lack of military equipment and supplies. Only a few Italian ships arrived. The majority were sunk crossing the Mediterranean. The situation was becoming desperate: Rommel had only received 29,000 of the 50,000 tonnes of weapons, ammunition and food he required. The Allies, on the other hand, had a steady stream of supplies, shipped in to Tobruk’s port by the Royal Navy. In May, 84,000 tonnes of supplies arrived along with 16,000 troops and 238 tanks.

         By 15th June, the Allies had amassed enough tanks, aircraft and men to launch a major offensive against the Germans.

         With Operation Battleaxe, the Allies hoped to lift the siege on Tobruk, recapture the strategically key German-occupied Halfaya Pass on the Egyptian border, and push back the Axis powers once more. But the British were in for a shock.

         On 16th June, the Allies’ tanks drove to the Halfaya Pass and straight into a trap. A concealed battery of powerful 88-mm guns opened fire on them. Only one tank survived. Meanwhile, at another key site, the Hafid Ridge, Allied tanks were peppered with anti-tank fire. By noon, three-quarters of the 238 new British tanks had been put out of action.

         General Wavell ordered a withdrawal, losing most of the British tanks that had not yet been destroyed along the way. Churchill was so enraged that he removed Wavell from the post of commander-in-chief and replaced him with Claude Auchinleck. Rommel, on the other hand, was delighted. “The three-day battle has ended in complete victory. I’m going to go round the troops today to thank them,” he wrote to Lucia on 18th June.

         The British would kill Rommel
   

         “Rommel’s very name and legend are in the process of becoming a psychological danger to the British Army,” an intelligence source noted in the summer of 1941. Shortly after Operation Battleaxe, the British intelligence service decided to assassinate the Desert Fox. During the first attempt, assailants tried to penetrate Rommel’s headquarters west of Tobruk, but were captured a few hundred metres from the general’s truck.

         The second time, British snipers fired on Rommel as he swam in the sea by his new HQ in Badia, but he managed to dive behind a sea wall. “I must be worth quite a lot to the Englishmen,” he said in a joke to his adjutant.

         So far, however, Rommel had been unable to exploit his psychological edge. The Axis powers were having major problems with supplies, and the situation was only deteriorating. On the 8th November, British warships sank an Italian-escorted convoy with 39,000 tonnes of supplies. The loss was equal to all the supplies Rommel had received in September and October. By mid-November, he had less than 15 percent of the ammunition and fuel he needed.

         With his own fighting power declining and that of the Allies rising, Rommel was convinced that the enemy was preparing an offensive and he was determined to strike first. However, Hitler, along with the high command and the dictator’s military adviser, Lieutenant-General Alfred Jodl, refused to countenance an attack until the Afrika Korps’ scheduled reinforcement in January 1942.

         When Rommel received a set of aerial photos from the Luftwaffe showing that the British were building railways through Egypt, he threw them to the floor, declaring “I will not look at them!”

         Instead, he took a plane to Rome, from where he called Jodl, who reluctantly agreed to support Rommel’s plans after extracting a promise that the offensive would not endanger German forces. The approved attack was scheduled for 23rd November.

         The Afrika Korps passed its test
   

         For once, the British were able to strike first. The intelligence service had obtained a copy of the new plans, drawn up by Rommel himself, and knew precisely which units would be used and where. The Allies attacked on 18th November, the same day as the worst rainstorm in 60 years hit the area around Tobruk. Tents were torn away by the wind, and trucks and guns overturned and sank in sand-bogs. Mudslides and small avalanches of sand triggered mines that should have protected the Germans. Rommel, who had just returned from Italy, wrote to his wife on 20th November: “The enemy offensive began immediately after my arrival. The battle has now reached its crisis. I hope we get through it in good order.”

         The fighting culminated in a four-day battle at the city of Sidi Rezegh, where Rommel’s armoured forces clashed with the British. The British were far superior in strength, but Rommel still managed to secure a tactical victory that cost the British army dearly. The British lost 530 tanks in the battle, while the Axis’ losses numbered just 100. But Rommel could not take Tobruk. While the British were still receiving supplies, Rommel’s forces were short of everything.

         Hungry and tired, the German troops were forced to withdraw from Tobruk.

         However, the retreat was only temporary. The Afrika Korps had passed its test, and the following year Rommel would return to attack Tobruk again.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Blitzkrieg in the balkans
   

         

         
            In the spring of 1941, Hitler’s forces raced across Yugoslavia and Greece. The newly formed Axis powers’ alliance subjugated the entire Balkan Peninsula in less than one month. Only Crete was still free, but the Germans had a new strategy to use there.
   

         

         Lieutenant Kurt Scheffel enjoyed the sunshine as he stepped out on to the damp grass at Arad airfield in western Romania. The sun had only just risen and its light illuminated the German aircraft lined up ready for the day’s big mission.

         Scheffel and his sidekick, Heinz Sellhorn, had arrived at the new airbase, which lay close to the border with Yugoslavia, just a few days earlier. It was Sunday, and the duo had spent the previous two days planning the day’s attacks, and as many hours again in preparing the Stuka aircraft with the Luftwaffe’s mechanics. The biggest task involved securing a 250-kilogram bomb to the underside of the plane’s fuselage so that it could cause death and destruction when it was released over Belgrade in less than an hour’s time. Hitler wanted the Yugoslav capital bombed on the first day of the Axis powers’ big Balkan campaign.

         As Scheffel and Sellhorn strolled out to their machine, they saw both old and new faces. Some pilots had flown with them over England, while others had come directly from the Luftwaffe’s training camps in Germany and Austria.

         The experienced Scheffel settled into his accustomed seat behind the joystick and checked Sellhorn was ready at the machine gun behind him before turning the engine over.

         At 07.00, machine after machine took to the air, first the Stuka dive bombers and then the Messerschmitt fighters.

         Ahead, Belgrade and a bloody Sunday awaited.

         Mussolini annoyed Hitler
   

         Germany’s faithful ally Benito Mussolini had followed Adolf Hitler’s success on the battlefield from 1939 until autumn 1940 with envy. Il Duce dreamed of a new Roman empire and invaded Albania on the far side of the Adriatic as early as spring 1939. Greece seemed to be next in the firing line, although the fascist leader denied having any such intent.

         That all changed during the summer of 1940, when Mussolini received mistaken intelligence claiming that British warships were being refuelled inside Greek territory. At the same time, without consulting the Italian dictator, Hitler had begun negotiations with Romania, offering the country German protection if it joined the Axis powers. Mussolini felt snubbed, believing that political power plays in south-east Europe should be his purview. “Hitler always faces me with a fait accompli. This time I will pay him back in his own coin. He will read in the newspapers that I have occupied Greece,” Mussolini told his foreign minister.

         At dawn on 28th October, Italian troops crossed the Albanian-Greek border. A smug Mussolini personally conveyed the news to Hitler when he met him in Florence that same morning. Hitler concealed his displeasure and merely suggested that German forces could assist the Italians. Mussolini proudly refused.

         Hitler knew that a war in the Balkans was likely before he could go ahead with his planned campaign against the Soviet Union. He needed to secure the region to ensure that the Allies could not attack his flank. But Mussolini’s meddling was problematic. The Germans were close to agreeing alliances with Hungary and Romania, while several other nations in south-east Europe, persuaded by both promises and intimidation, also looked set to join the Tripartite Pact, the Axis powers alliance consisting of Germany, Italy and Japan. Mussolini’s sudden attack on Greece could upset the negotiations, and launching an offensive just before winter was a military blunder in anyone’s book.




OEBPS/images/9788726698053_cover_epub.jpg





