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INTRODUCTION



When war broke out in Europe in September 1939, the Mediterranean had not been considered to be of significant strategic value. From France and Great Britain’s point of view, there was little, if any, reason to be concerned about the area, as the Axis countries, Germany and Italy, were mainly focused on fighting a war in Europe and the African colonies – territory which Germany had lost at the end of the First World War. Also, if Italy was to enter the war on the side of her German ally, it was much more likely to become a burden, rather than an asset, as Italy would have needed to be supplied with the raw materials essential for a modern war, including oil, steel and coal. Strategically speaking, Italy’s position in the Mediterranean (bombastically considered the Mare Nostrum, ‘our sea’) was extremely difficult; the country extends far into the sea, which made it a sort of natural aircraft carrier, and the Italian Navy was inferior to both the French and the British navies in the area. Even Italy’s colonies were in an awkward strategic position; Libya, with a Mediterranean coastline of 1,770km, was surrounded to the south and west by French colonies, and by the British-held Egypt and Sudan to the east. Similarly, the other Italian colony in Africa, Italian East Africa, was trapped between the Red Sea, the Indian Ocean and surrounded by British colonies to the north, south and west.


Before the war there had been discussions and plans in Italy concerning a possible solution to this strategic impasse. The primary aim was to seize Egypt with a massive land offensive from Libya, and to link up with the colony in Italian East Africa; however, the Italian Navy cut the discussions short by declaring that, given the superiority of the French and British navies in the area, it would be impossible to supply Libya from the mainland, making any offensive plans redundant. When Italy entered the Second World War on 10 June 1940, her strategy in the area was strictly defensive; her colonies were asked to resist any attack by the enemy and to hold out as long as possible. However, events in Europe were quick to alter the strategic settings in the Mediterranean. On 10 May 1940 the German offensive in Western Europe started, and in a matter of weeks it was clear that the Allies were facing defeat; Holland was the first to surrender, followed by Belgium, while French and British forces were surrounded at Dunkirk. A few days after the pocket was evacuated from the beaches, the German offensive against central and southern France started, leading to her surrender on 22 June 1940.


With the fall of France, the strategic situation in the Mediterranean had completely changed; the Royal Navy no longer had superiority over the Italian Navy, which was now able to supply Libya and thus threaten British supremacy in Egypt. In the summer of 1940 Great Britain was facing two major threats: the seaborne invasion of the British Isles by German forces on the west coast of France, and the Italian threat against the British territories in north-west Africa and the Middle East. Although lacking the epic quality of the Battle of Britain, the outcome of the war in the Mediterranean was also decided by narrow margins. Nevertheless, their superiority notwithstanding, the Italians sat idle and waited for Germany to defeat Great Britain; the island of Malta was not seized and the offensive against Egypt was late to start. The offensive only took place in September 1940, lasted a few days and halted at Sidi Barrani, well short of the first main objective of Mersa Matruh. About one month later Italy attacked Greece in an ill-fated venture, thus turning the tide of the war in the Mediterranean herself.


The Italian-Greek war soon turned into a quagmire, absorbing large numbers of the Italian forces and adding further distraction from Egypt and the Mediterranean, while the Germans, who had their own road to the Mediterranean barred by Mussolini’s ambitions, were unable to intervene. Disasters followed one after another; in mid-November the Greeks counterattacked, while the Royal Navy attacked the Italian harbour of Taranto with torpedo planes, putting three Italian battleships out of action and regaining naval superiority. Less than a month after this remarkable achievement, on 9 December 1940, the British forces in Egypt attacked the Italians at Sidi Barrani. Soon, what had been intended as a local counterattack turned into a major offensive that led to the conquest of Libya’s eastern region, Cyrenaica, and to the destruction of the bulk of the Italian forces. Facing no other option, Mussolini had to ask Hitler for help, and he got it in the form of air and land forces, the Afrika Korps. At first only intended to prevent a British seizure of Libya, the Afrika Korps soon turned into a key factor of the war in North Africa and the Western Desert.
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1. Italian motorcyclists crossing the Libyan–Egyptian border during the short-lived offensive of September 1940, which was to halt at Sidi Barrani.


Following a familiar pattern, the pendulum of war swung again. On 30 March 1941 the Afrika Korps began its own offensive into Cyrenaica, leading to the key harbour of Tobruk being surrounded on 11 April. Five days previously, the Germans attacked Greece and Yugoslavia, seizing them by the end of the month. In May the Germans conquered the island of Crete, thus putting their air forces within reach of Egypt’s main harbour, Alexandria. Once again the British positions in Egypt and the Middle East were threatened, but this time in a far more serious way. There was nothing to prevent the Germans from advancing into Egypt, except one place: Tobruk. Held by Australian troops, it resisted attack for months, thus denying the Axis forces the main supply base for an advance into Egypt. However, it could not be held forever. On 18 November 1941 the newly formed Eighth Army began Operation Crusader, with the aim of relieving Tobruk and driving the Axis forces from Cyrenaica. What followed was the first major battle fought in the Western Desert, and another swing of the pendulum.





TIMELINE







	

1940











	10 June

	Italy declares war on France and Great Britain






	22 June

	France signs armistice with Germany, enforced two days later






	28 June

	The Italian commander in Libya, Field Marshal Italo Balbo, is killed and replaced by Field Marshal Rodolfo Graziani






	3 July

	British attack against French naval base at Oran follows a demilitarisation of the French ships at Alexandria






	9 July

	First Italian-British naval battle at Cape Stilo






	10 July

	Battle of Britain starts






	19 July

	Italian-British naval battle at Cape Spada






	5–9 August

	Italian seizure of British Somaliland






	5 September

	British send naval reinforcements to Alexandria






	13–18 September

	Italian offensive into Egypt halts at Sidi Barrani






	15 September

	The Battle of Britain reaches its climax, and Germans admit defeat. German night raids against British cities, the Blitz, begins in October






	23–25 September

	Failure of de Gaulle’s attempt to seize Dakar, Senegal






	27 September

	Germany, Italy and Japan sign the Tripartite Pact






	23 October

	Hitler meets General Franco and tries to persuade him to enter the war






	27 October

	Free French forces in Cameroon attack the Vichy-held colony of Gabon. Vichy forces eventually surrender on 12 November






	28 October

	Italy attacks Greece; the following day RAF aircraft redeploy to Crete






	11 November

	Fleet Air Arm attack against Taranto harbour






	18 November

	Greece counterattack against Italian forces






	27 November

	Italian-British naval battle at Cape Spartivento (Cape Teulada for the Italians)






	9 December

	British attack against Italian forces at Sidi Barrani, start of Operation Compass






	12–15 December

	British seizure of Sollum and Halfaya at the Libyan frontier






	18 December

	Hitler issues his directive for the attack against the Soviet Union, codenamed Operation Barbarossa






	

1941











	3–5 January

	Bardia is attacked and seized by British forces






	11 January

	The German Luftwaffe launches its first attacks after redeployment to Sicily






	

	The Long Range Desert Force attacks the Italian garrison of Murzuk in the Sahara






	19 January

	British offensive against Italian East Africa starts






	21–23 January

	British attack and seizure of Tobruk







	5–7 February

	Battle of Beda Fomm, British defeat of the remnants of the Italian forces in Cyrenaica






	6 February

	British seizure of Benghazi. Rommel is appointed commander of the German forces in Africa






	7 February

	The Italian Ariete Armoured Division arrives in Libya






	9 February

	Genoa is bombarded by the Royal Navy






	12 February

	General Rommel arrives in Libya; two days later the first German units arrive






	19 February

	The Afrika Korps is formed






	1 March

	The oasis of Kufra in the Sahara is seized by Free French forces






	5 March

	British forces are sent to Greece






	9–16 March

	Failure of the Italian offensive against the Greek Army in Albania






	23 March

	Italian garrison of Jarabub in the Sahara surrenders






	

	Rommel starts his drive into Cyrenaica






	24 March

	Afrika Korps seizes El Agheila






	28 March

	Italian-British naval battle of Cape Matapan






	1 April

	Afrika Korps seizes Mersa Brega






	3 April

	Coup d’état in Iraq, British troops withdraw from Benghazi






	5 April

	British seizure of Addis Ababa in Italian East Africa






	6 April

	Germany attack against Greece and Yugoslavia






	7 April

	British Generals Neame and O’Connor are captured; British stand at El Mechili






	8 April

	Axis advance to El Mechili






	10–11 April

	Axis forces reach Bardia and Sollum; Tobruk is cut off and besieged






	13 April

	German forces occupy Belgrade






	10–14 April

	First Axis attacks on Tobruk






	12 April

	The Afrika Korps reaches Bardia and the Libyan–Egyptian border






	16–17 April

	Second Axis attack on Tobruk






	19–20 April

	British Commando raid on Bardia






	21 April

	British decision to evacuate Greece; embarkation follows on 24–30 April






	27 April

	German forces enter Athens






	30 April–4 May

	Major Axis attack against Tobruk






	30 April

	Iraqi forces siege the British-held airport of Habbaniya






	2 May

	British forces attack in Iraq






	5–12 May

	Passage of ‘Tiger’ convoy to Egypt






	6 May

	The bulk of German 15th Panzer Division arrives in Libya






	15–17 May

	Operation Brevity: British attacks at Sollum, Halfaya and Capuzzo






	16 May

	The Italian commander in Italian East Africa surrenders to the British forces






	20 May

	German airborne attack against Crete






	27–30 May

	British forces advance to Baghdad, the armistice is signed on 31 May






	8 June

	British and Free French forces enter Syria






	15–17 June

	Operation Battleaxe: British attack at the Halfaya, Sollum and Capuzzo area on the Libyan–Egyptian frontier






	22 June

	Germany invades the Soviet Union, start of Operation Barbarossa






	5 July

	General Wavell is replaced by General Auchinleck at the head of Middle East Command






	12 July

	General Bastico replaces General Gariboldi as commander-in-chief in Libya






	14 July

	British and Free French occupation of Syria is completed






	1 August

	The Panzergruppe (Panzer group) Afrika is formed under Rommel’s command






	19–29 August

	First stage of the relief of Australian troops in Tobruk






	25 August

	British forces enter Persia; Teheran is seized by British and Soviet forces on 17 September






	2 September

	General Auchinleck issues a preliminary order for Operation Crusader






	18 September

	Eighth Army is formed






	19–20 September

	Second stage of the relief of Australian troops in Tobruk






	24–26 September

	Operation Halberd: British supply convoy to Malta






	12–15 October

	Third stage of the relief of Australian troops in Tobruk






	10–12 November

	Operation Perpetual: British supply convoy to Malta; the British aircraft carrier Ark Royal is sunk by a German submarine off Gibraltar






	16–17 November

	British Commando forces launch Operation Flipper, the attempt to kill Rommel, which ends in failure






	18 November

	Start of Operation Crusader






	27 November

	The surrender of the last Italian garrison at Gondar puts an end to the campaign in East Africa






	7 December

	Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor; the United States enter the war






	11 December

	Germany and Italy declare war on the United States






	17–19 December

	First naval battle of the Sirte between Italian and British forces; an Italian supply convoy reaches Libya






	19 December

	Italian manned torpedoes attack Alexandria harbour, damaging the battleships Queen Elizabeth and Valiant. Loss of British naval superiority in the Mediterranean






	

1942











	2 January

	Axis forces at Bardia surrender






	17 January

	Axis forces at Sollum and Halfaya surrender






	21 January

	Axis forces advance back into Cyrenaica from Mersa Brega to El Agheila






	28 January

	British forces evacuate Benghazi and withdraw toward Gazala






	2 February

	The Eighth Army stabilises the Gazala–Bir Hakeim line
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