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INTRODUCTION


The Mediterranean and the Middle East were only to become theatres of war in June 1940, following Italy’s declaration of war against France and Great Britain, and shortly before the fall of France. The strategic situation in Europe during the summer and autumn of 1940 would greatly influence events in these theatres: the German threat against the British Isles and Italy’s thrust towards the Balkans largely reduced any interest in both the Mediterranean and the Middle East, where a sideshow war was fought until December of the same year.


The Italian forces, numerically stronger than their enemy, although lacking any suitable degree of motorisation, were to miss countless opportunities to advance into Egypt and seize the delta area, whose control would have changed the fortunes of the war. Only a few months after the German threat against the British Isles disappeared, Britain was able to intervene in the Middle East in an attempt to change the situation.


The offensive started in December 1940 by General Richard O’Connor led to the destruction of a portion of the Italian Army and the seizure of the eastern half of Libya, Cyrenaica – directly threatening Tripoli. This was, seen from the other side, a strategic goal comparable to the seizure of the Nile delta; in either case, one side might have prevailed over the other, thus bringing to an end the whole campaign. In fact, either the Nile delta for the Axis powers or Tripoli for the British were, with their large harbours, the main source for reinforcements, new units, men, weapons and materiel, and all the vital supplies needed to wage a war. Their seizure would have deprived the enemy of every resource, while, on the other hand, by controlling them both sides could feed new forces into the war. Basically, the occupation of these key positions was the reason that no side was able to gain the upper hand, other than temporarily, and to seize a decisive victory.


This is precisely what happened during the following months; in February 1941 the first units of what would have been the Deutsches Afrika Korps, the German corps in Africa, arrived at Tripoli. Meanwhile, the threat of a German intervention in the Italo–Greek war temporarily shifted British attention toward the Balkans, resulting in a new phase of the war in the Western Desert. In April 1941 German and Italian forces, led by the still largely unknown General Erwin Rommel, attacked and seized back the whole of Cyrenaica – apart from the key position of Tobruk (the largest harbour in Cyrenaica), the control of which would have shortened the Axis’ supply lines. At the same time, events taking place elsewhere gave a definitive shape to the Mediterranean and Middle Eastern theatres: German seizure of the Balkans in April, followed by the seizure of the island of Crete in May, put an end to the last British foothold in Europe. This made the Middle East, and the Western Desert in particular, the last land theatre of the war where Britain could face Germany and Italy, the latter also being primarily involved in it because of her ambitions to become the only Mediterranean power. The German invasion of the Soviet Union in June turned, from a German point of view, the Mediterranean and the Middle East into secondary theatres of war.


These were the main factors that, from the spring of 1941, dominated the war in the Western Desert. This was a war fought in a rather limited area, stretching from the easternmost region of the Italian colony of Libya, Cyrenaica, to the westernmost part of Egypt; at first down to Sidi Barrani, then to El Alamein (since the Allied landings in the French North-West Africa in November 1942 the Western Desert became the North African campaign). The terrain, mostly sand desert with a few towns along the coast (usually harbours), was another peculiarity of the campaign since, lacking any major feature like rivers or other natural obstacles, it offered unique possibilities to modern motorised and mechanised warfare. These were, however, greatly hampered by the climate, dominated by intense heat during the day and cold at night, and the lack of communications, which made supplies of every kind more essential than ever.


Supplies were, at least from the Axis side, another vital factor; with the desert lacking everything, all materiel was to be brought in from Europe across the Mediterranean. The naval and air battles fought in this area, mainly focusing on Malta, were likewise vital; if Britain succeeded in cutting the sea lanes, then a shortage of supplies would have weakened the Axis forces. Also, the sheer length of the land, with supply lines running from the main harbours to the battlefront, also influenced the situation; the Axis forces did not have access to a railroad, so goods had to be moved using trucks, which consumed their precious fuel. This is why Tobruk, the largest harbour of Cyrenaica close to the Egyptian frontier, became so important. For months, since Rommel’s forces besieged it in April 1941 to its eventual seizure in June 1942, this was to be the cornerstone of the Western Desert campaign, a campaign which had already seen many lost opportunities and would see more in the months to follow.


For this was yet another factor of the war in the Western Desert; a decisive victory here, like the one General O’Connor came close to, would have opened a whole series of strategic opportunities. Whereas the kind of sideshow war that was actually fought (because of the many restraints on all sides) during these months only led to seesawing victories and defeats, none proving decisive. Then Rommel’s invasion of Egypt in June 1942 was halted at the El Alamein line (named after a small railway station), creating a kind of a bottleneck squeezed between the Arab Gulf and the Qattara Depression, and as such establishing the last suitable defence line before Alexandria. Rommel’s failure to break through the British defences led to a stalemate and created the premise of the last, decisive battle of the Western Desert campaign.
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1. The first units of the German Afrika Korps arriving at Tripoli harbour in February 1941, after the Italian defeat at Beda Fomm.




TIMELINE








	

1940









	

10 June




	

Italy declares war on France and Great Britain









	

13 September




	

Italian offensive into Egypt, to halt at Sidi Barrani on the 18th









	

9 December




	

British Western Desert Force, led by General Richard O’Connor, attacks the Italian positions at Sidi Barrani (Operation Compass), this turns into a major offensive leading to the seizure of Cyrenaica


















	

1941









	

February




	

British victory at Beda Fomm and destruction of the Italian Tenth Army; arrival of the first German units in Libya along with their commander, General Erwin Rommel









	

1 April




	

Rommel starts his offensive, which leads to the recapture of Cyrenaica









	

11 April




	

Tobruk, held by Australian troops, is besieged by the Axis forces, who are unable to seize it, despite repeated attempts









	

18 November




	

British Eighth Army’s ‘Crusader’ offensive is started, Tobruk is relieved and on 8 December Rommel’s Panzer Army Africa starts to withdraw west


















	

1942









	

21 January




	

Rommel’s second offensive in Cyrenaica, halted at the Gazala line on 4 February









	

27 May




	

Panzer Army Africa attacks the Gazala line, and although the plan turns into a failure the following day it eventually defeats the Eighth Army which, on 14 June, starts withdrawing east leaving Tobruk to be held by the South Africans









	

20–21 June




	

Tobruk is seized by Panzer Army Africa, which two days later crosses the Libyan–Egyptian frontier









	

25–28 June




	

Panzer Army Africa attacks and seizes Mersa Matruh, two days later the forces of the Eighth Army withdraw behind the El Alamein line









	

1–3 July




	

First battle of El Alamein: Panzer Army Africa attacks the defence perimeter, but is repulsed by the Eighth Army









	

9 July




	

Rommel’s second attack against the Alamein line in the south, at Bab el Qattara, fails again









	

10–14 July




	

9th Australian and 1st South African divisions attack from the Alamein perimeter









	

15–17 July




	

The New Zealand Division attacks at Ruwesait Ridge









	

21–27 July




	

Panzer Army Africa faces a serious crisis, although it manages to hold the line; a new series of attacks is launched by Australian, South African and New Zealand forces at Ruwesait and Miteirya ridges; eventually both sides start to dig and form a defence line









	

12 August




	

General Bernard Law Montgomery takes over command of the Eighth Army from General Claude Auchinleck









	

31 August– 4 September




	

Rommel’s second attempt to break through the Alamein line, this time moving from the south. The battle of Alam Halfa ends with Panzer Army Africa’s failure, and its eventual retreat back to the starting positions. Both sides prepare for the decisive battle









	

23 September




	

Rommel leaves Egypt and returns to Germany; temporary command of the Panzer Army Africa is taken over by General Georg Stumme









	

23 October




	

Operation Lightfoot: the first phase of the second battle of El Alamein starts









	

24–26 October




	

After the attack fails to break through the Panzer Army Africa defences, the ‘dog fight’ ensues









	

26–27 October




	

British 1st Armoured Division attacks Kidney Ridge and repulses Afrika Korps’ counterattacks









	

28–30 October




	

9th Australian Division swings north and attacks toward the coast, facing fierce opposition from Afrika Korps









	

1 November




	

Montgomery devises the Supercharge plan, intended to achieve a decisive breakthrough









	

2–3 November




	

Eighth Army starts Operation Supercharge and penetrates the enemy defences, after its counterattacks ended in a failure









	

4 November




	

Panzer Army Africa starts its withdrawal to the west









	

5–6 November




	

Panzer Army Africa regroups at Fuka before withdrawing further westwards









	

8 November




	

Allied landings in French North-West Africa, followed by the Axis creation of the bridgehead at Tunis









	

10–11 November




	

Panzer Army Africa reaches the Libyan–Egyptian frontier, only to continue with its march to the west









	

24 November




	

The Axis forces take position on the Mersa Brega line, which is held until 12 December when Panzer Army Africa starts the second phase of its withdrawal









	

19 December– 15 January




	

Rommel’s last stand on the Buerat line is threatened by Eighth Army’s advance and is abandoned on 16 January


















	

1943









	

23 January




	

Tripoli is seized by the Allies three months after the beginning of the second battle of El Alamein; the following day the Axis forces start to cross the Libyan–Tunisian frontier









	

4–15 February




	

The Axis forces start to deploy on the Mareth line in Tunisia; the war in the Western Desert is over









	

23 February




	

Rommel takes over command of the newly formed Army Group Africa; the Panzer Army Africa (also known as German-Italian Panzer Army) becomes 1st Italian Army









	

14–25 February




	

Led by Rommel, the Axis attack the US II Corps’ positions at Kasserine but fail to achieve a breakthrough









	

9 March




	

Rommel leaves North Africa









	

20–27 March




	

Battle of the Mareth line, followed by the Axis withdrawal









	

5–6 April




	

Battle of Wadi Akarit, the Axis forces retreat into the Tunis bridgehead









	

19 April– 13 May




	

Last Allied offensive in Tunisia, which ends with the final surrender of all the Axis forces in North Africa














HISTORICAL BACKGROUND


A Crossroad of Strategic Opportunities


Means and ends would eventually make the difference in the Mediterranean and North African theatres of the war, all too often meaning that opportunities were lost while both theatres turned into some kind of a sideshow to the main events in Europe. Italy, protruding into the Mediterranean and with her European borders closed by the barrier of mountains, should have had her main operational areas in both the Mediterranean and North Africa, but she was the first to lose those opportunities. Before the outbreak of the Second World War there were talks about planning a major offensive against Egypt, with the aim of seizing Alexandria and the Suez Canal area, and also the possibility of linking-up with Italian East Africa via the Sudan. Had this been done, the Italians would have gained access to the Middle East and the Red Sea, as well as to the Indian Ocean, with all the possible consequences one can imagine. However, talks came to an end in 1939 when the Italian Navy, facing the threat of a joint Anglo-French menace in the event of war against both countries, openly stated the impossibility of supplying Libya. So the Western Desert turned into a secondary theatre of war, filled with second-rate troops only intended to hold out as long as possible in case of either a French or a British offensive.
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