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Introduction

World War II holds a special interest for Americans. As the generation that fought that war grows older, one listens with fascination to the GIs’ tales—perhaps a little enlarged over the years—of night bombings and commando raids, kamikaze attacks and parachute assaults, daring escapes and desperate jungle fighting. If you listen to a British veteran, and show any interest at all, sooner or later the talk will come around to Erwin Rommel. The aging veteran's eyes will become just a little misty as he dwells on the accomplishments of this warrior, and if you didn't know better, you couldn't tell from the Englishman's tone of voice that he was talking about the enemy. This isn't the case with the current, younger set of Patton enthusiasts in the United States. They are painfully aware that their hero failed to realize only two of his great ambitions and objectives: He did not capture Berlin and he never got the chance to decisively engage and defeat Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, the Desert Fox. The seriousness of this latter failure is intensified by the knowledge that Patton was obsessed with defeating Rommel and that Field Marshal Montgomery, Patton's archrival, actually won victories over this great German commander. The Patton partisans fervently, and sometimes loudly, proclaim that their idol would have smashed Rommel had the chance arisen, and perhaps they are right, for Patton was an undeniably brilliant leader of armored forces. The point, however, is that large numbers of people on both sides of the Atlantic are fascinated by this man Rommel, even though he has been dead for more than sixty years. In the minds of millions, he seems to live on, through his accomplishments and through his legend.

This book deals with his accomplishments. It focuses on that desperate and decisive period from January to December 1942, when the outcome of the Desert War was in doubt and then was finally decided. That the outcome was ever in question is the true measure of Rommel's genius, for his German forces were always so badly outnumbered that there should never have been a contest, but there was. The battles in the Western Desert in 1942 constitute one of the toughest and most hard-fought campaigns in military history. This book presents them largely from the viewpoint of Erwin Rommel, one of the few great captains of our century. It is a tale worth telling.
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CHAPTER 1

Low Tide

It was December 7,1941, and the German Afrika Korps was beaten. This was an incredible fact, for it had never happened before, but now even General of Panzer Troops Erwin Rommel had to admit it. Of the 412 tanks and armored vehicles with which he entered the “Crusader” battles over two weeks before, only twenty-six remained in operation.1 That 814 enemy tanks and armored vehicles had been knocked out was of little consequence at the moment, because the British Eighth Army could afford the losses, but Panzer Group Afrika could not.2 The siege of Tobruk had been broken after 242 days, the Panzer Group's Italian units were incapable of further resistance, and now word came that Major General Walter Neumann-Silkow, the popular leader of the 15th Panzer Division, had been struck down by a shell burst.3 (See Appendix 1 for a table of ranks and the size and type of unit each grade normally commanded.) Major General Johannes von Ravenstein of the 21st Panzer Division had been captured by New Zealanders several days before, so the Afrika Korps had lost both of its divisional commanders in one campaign.4 The Allies were now capable of threatening the Panzer Group from the south and east simultaneously, and Rommel could no longer deal with a coordinated pincer attack. The German victory at Bir el Gobi, in which Neumann-Silkow had fallen, would buy only a twenty-four-hour respite, and now the last reserves had been used, and supplies were practically exhausted. Erwin Rommel was at the end of his resources. British reserves, on the other hand, were already regrouping in assembly areas, and Rommel knew that he could not stop another all-out attack. Realistically facing the facts, he gave the order for the retreat to begin that night. It was a bitter decision. He decided to make one final stand at Gazala, 120 miles west of Tobruk, but if it failed, all of Cyrenaica (northeastern Libya) would have to be abandoned.

The First Battle of Gazala began on December 11. All Allied attacks were repulsed, but by December 15 the Germans were almost out of ammunition. Major General Max Sümmermann, the commander of the newly formed 90th Light Division, was killed in one of the firefights. Now all three German divisions in Africa had lost their commanders.5 The stand at Gazala had failed; the Cyrenaican capital would fall. The retreat continued.


A retreat is always hard on the rank and file, especially when casualties have been very heavy. The 15th Motorized Infantry Battalion of the 15th Panzer Division, for example, had started “Crusader” with 480 officers and men. Now they had only five officers, fourteen NCOs, and fifty-eight enlisted men left, along with three support guns, ten Volkswagen field vehicles, five heavy trucks, and six motorcycles.6 As high as these losses were, they were not unusual. Nevertheless, German morale did not sag. Rommel, ever-present in victory, was even more visible now, constantly making his presence felt among the men. Unlike the British, he realized that holding terrain in North Africa meant nothing. What good was 300 miles of desert to Germany? What mattered was keeping the Panzer Group, and particularly the Afrika Korps, intact. The British might have overtaken and destroyed the bulk of Panzer Group Afrika, but they did not, for Rommel's name itself was a potent weapon in retreat. The situation seems hopeless, Colonel Johann Mickl, the acting commander of what was left of the 90th Light Division, told his staff on December 20. Why, he wanted to know, were the British following so slowly? “There is only one explanation: their awe of General Rommel, and his capacity for surprise…”7

Northeastern Libya extends into the Mediterranean Sea like a gigantic bulge. The Coastal Road, the only decent, paved highway in the country, followed the edge of the bulge from the Egyptian border through Cyrenaica to Rommel's main base at Tripoli and on into Tunisia. If the British were to trap Rommel, the easiest course would be to cut the road between Benghazi on the northwestern tip of the bulge and Mersa el Brega, a village on its western base (see Map 1). From December 23 through December 30, they tried to do just that near Agedabia, but they had waited too long. On December 17, a shipment of forty panzers had arrived from Europe, and German mechanics had repaired several more disabled tanks. The Afrika Korps now had seventy operational panzers and was able to turn on its tormentors with a series of unexpectedly furious counterattacks from December 27 to 30. In the running tank battles west of Agedabia, a number of small Allied pursuit columns were wiped out; the British lost at least sixty-five tanks, while the Afrika Korps suffered only minor damage.8 The Axis infantry successfully evacuated Benghazi, while the panzer troops kept the escape route open. By the first week in January, the retreat was over, and the survivors of the Panzer Group were resting and rebuilding their formations at El Agheila. The first year of the Desert War between the British and Germans had ended almost where it had begun.

The British, who had not yet grasped the insignificance of occupying a few million acres of barren desert, thought they had won the battle for North Africa. More than one newspaper reported that the main objective of the campaign—the destruction of the Afrika Korps—had been accomplished and that the remnants of Panzer Army Afrika were fleeing in panic to the west. The British Eighth Army, they said, would mop up the remnants at their leisure. Obviously they had not studied Rommel's life and career, or they would have known that he did not panic; if fact, he was already thinking of resuming the offensive.

[image: images]

Map 1. The North African Theater of Operations.


[image: images]

Erwin Johannes Eugen Rommel was born at Heidenheim, Swabia, a district in Württemberg, southern Germany, on November 15, 1891. His father, who had the same name, was a schoolteacher, like his father before him. There was no military tradition in the Rommel family, although the elder Erwin had served briefly as a lieutenant in the artillery. (During the Imperial era, many German teachers held reserve commissions.) Nevertheless, at a very early age and strictly on his own, young Erwin decided to become an army officer. His father tried to dissuade him, and for some very good reasons. The Prussian aristocrats dominated the German military hierarchy under the kaisers; they always had, and it seemed that they always would. The best Rommel could look forward to was thirty years or more of service and retirement at the relatively low rank of major, with a modest pension.9 When he saw that his son was not going to be dissuaded, however, the Senior Rommel supported his decision and paid for his uniforms, as well as for a minor operation young Erwin needed to pass his physical.10 He entered the army as a Fahnenjunker (officer-cadet) in the 124th Infantry (6th Württemberger) Regiment on July 19, 1910.

Cadet Rommel had all the traits of a typical Württemberger: toughness, self-reliance, thrift, and a stubbornness that sometimes bordered on pigheadedness. He was an uncomplicated, down-to-earth person and remained so until the day he died. With the characteristic single-mindedness of purpose that was to become the hallmark of all his future activities, young Rommel devoted himself to his new career. Within four months he was promoted to cadet corporal (Fahnenjunker-Gefreiter), and by January 1911 he was a Fahnenjunker-Unteroffizier (cadet sergeant, a rank equivalent to sergeant in the Imperial Army).11 That spring he was sent to the War School at Danzig to attend Imperial Germany's equivalent of Officers’ Candidate School. While stationed in Danzig, Rommel was introduced to a young lady named Lucie Maria Mollin, the cousin of a fellow officer candidate.12 Lucie was an attractive, slim, dark-haired, seventeen-year-old girl whose olive complexion revealed some Italian blood in her ancestry. She was the daughter of a West Prussian landowner and was in Danzig studying languages. Young Lucie was also an accomplished dancer who had already won several dance contests. The young Swabian cadet fell in love with her almost immediately. The couple soon considered themselves informally engaged, although they were not married until November 1916. This was in part because of her parents, who opposed the match on religious grounds. He was an evangelisch Protestant, and she was Catholic. The Mollins gradually became accustomed to the idea, however.
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It has been rumored that, before he met Lucie, young Erwin had an affair with Walburga Stemmer, a teenage fruit-seller from Weingarten, his garrison town in southwestern Germany. This liaison alledgely led to the birth of an illegitimate daughter, Gertud, on December 8, 1913. Because both Rommel and Walburga were very poor, however, they could not afford to get married. Rommel supposedly offered to leave from the army and marry her but was talked out of it by his family, who felt that it would appear cowardly of him to resign his commission on the eve of a war.

Walburga—according to the stories—committed suicide after Erwin's son was born in 1929. Rommel nevertheless kept in touch with his daughter (who was known in the family as a “cousin”) until his death; she died in 2000, after which her mother's letters revealed the “truth.” Gertud married a fruit merchant and had a son, Josef Pan, in 1939, so he would be Rommel's grandson, if the stories were true.

The tale of the secret affair seems unlikely for a number of reasons. First of all, the dates are wrong. Rommel was commissioned on January 27, 1912. If he had had a child in December 1913, he would have had the affair while he was informally engaged to Lucie, not before he met her. Given her strong personality, it is unlikely the engagement would have survived a revelation of this nature. Second, the entire story runs counter to Rommel's code of honor, which was very much puritan. If he had impregnated a girl, he almost certainly would have married her. He never cheated on Lucie while they were married; is there any reason to believe that he would have done so while they were engaged? (There are probably men who cheat on their fiancées but not on their wives, but these people are the exception, rather than the rule.) Third, family opposition if there were any, would likely not have prevented Rommel from marrying Walburga, if that is what he decided to do. Family opposition did not prevent him from entering the army. Would it have prevented him from leaving the army? It does not seem likely. Finally, the Gestapo did not know anything about it, and they were very good at unearthing inconvenient facts about the prominent (and not so prominent) citizens of the Third Reich. Nevertheless, the story of the affair has been the subject of a television show broadcast by the Channel 4 Group in London, is printed as fact in the book Mythos Rommel13, and has been discussed in the highly respected and informative Axis History Forum.14
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With the possible (and very doubtful) exception of Walburga Stemmer, Lucie was the only woman in Rommel's life. Fidelity and loyalty were characteristics inbred in him, and strengthened by years of practice. These characteristics in large measure explain why it took him so long and required so much soul-searching before he decided to act against Adolf Hitler three decades later.

Rommel graduated from the War School and was commissioned a second lieutenant in January 1912. He returned to his regiment and spent most of the next two years drilling recruits and serving as a platoon leader in the 7th Company. In 1914 the regimental staff decided he needed broader experience and attached him to the 49th Field Artillery Regiment at Ulm. He was commanding a horse-drawn artillery platoon in this unit when World War I broke out.15

Up to this point, Rommel's career was about average and absolutely undistinguished. To many people, his existence would seem quite boring. He was a minor subaltern in a non-elite infantry regiment in an isolated post in southwestern Germany. He had almost no social life. He neither drank nor smoked, and since he was engaged, he refused to take part in the after-dark escapades of the other bachelor officers. On the job, he was all business. His strong will grew even stronger. He had a tough streak in him, and it frequently showed itself. Rommel never exhibited the slightest tolerance or consideration for anyone he thought lazy, inefficient, or disloyal.16

The battlefield transformed this serious young man into a warrior of the first class. Biographer Desmond Young wrote: “From the moment that he first came under fire he stood out as the perfect fighting animal: cold, cunning, ruthless, untiring, quick of decision [and] incredibly brave.”17 “He was the body and soul of war,” one of his fellow officers commented later.18

During World War I, Rommel was successively a platoon, company, and battalion-size detachment commander. He was wounded several times and was almost killed in September 1914 while attacking three French soldiers with an empty rifle. “A bullet, entering sideways, shattered my upper left leg, and blood spurted from a wound as large as my fist,” he recalled later. He passed out in no-man's-land, but was rescued, and he woke up in a field hospital.19 He returned to his regiment in January 1915, but was wounded again in July, this time by shrapnel, which struck him in the shin.

After he recovered, Rommel was given a company in the elite Wuerttemberg Mountain Battalion (later Regiment) in 1915, and remained with it until January 1918. This new unit was not organized to fight as an entity, but was designed to give company commanders maximum scope for initiative and independent operations. Rommel excelled at both. One of his lieutenants later recalled that he was fearless, inexhaustible, and extremely good at finding unexpected solutions to tough situations. He had a talent for both surprising the enemy and converting his men into real soldiers who would follow him anywhere because they “had boundless faith in him.”20 Thus very early we see a factor in his future success: he was able to get more out of his men than anyone else could have.

His exploits became legends in the regiment. Operating against Italians in the Alps in October 1917, Rommel infiltrated through enemy lines, and in fifty hours of almost continuous movement captured 150 officers, 9,000 men, eighty-one pieces of field artillery, and the pivotal position of Monte Matajur. Two entire brigades had surrendered to him.21 The total force under his command probably never reached 500 men. For this brilliant string of victories, Rommel was promoted to captain and awarded the Pour le Merite, a decoration roughly equivalent to the American Congressional Medal of Honor when awarded to someone of such relatively low rank. He wore this medal with the greatest pride until the day he died. Virtually every available photograph of Rommel in uniform shows his “Blue Max” dangling at his throat. In contrast, photos rarely show him carrying his field marshal's baton, except those taken the day Hitler gave it to him.

Rommel was transferred to the Staff, LXIV (Württemberger) Corps in January 1918. That summer, he commanded the 4th Battery of the 6th Bavarian Landwehr Division in Alsace. Landwehr units consisted of men in the older age groups (usually thirty-five to forty-five years of age) who were never given the most difficult assignments. The 6th Bavarian Landwehr was a mediocre (fourth class) unit, capable of limited defensive missions only. It was used exclusively to hold the calmest sectors of the Western Front.22

Erwin Rommel was promoted to captain on October 18, 1918—three weeks before the armistice. As one of Germany's most decorated and brilliant young officers, he was allowed to remain in the post–World War I army (the Reichsheer), which was restricted by the Treaty of Versailles to 100,000 men. (Of appropriately 32,000 candidates, only 4,000 officers were allowed to remain in the new army. Together with the Reichsmarine [the navy], the Reichsheer formed the Reichswehr [armed forces], which totalled about 115,000 men. Germany was not allowed to have a Luftwaffe [air force].)23


Rommel's first command was a “Red” naval company, which was considered unreliable because of its Communist sympathies.24 Rommel turned it into a reliable security force. With it he prevented Communist revolutionaries from storming the town hall at Gmünd (near Stuttgart) in 1920 by employing fire hoses as if they were machine guns.25 Later Rommel was given command of the 4th (Machine Gun) Company in the 13th Infantry Regiment at Stuttgart, where he remained, very happily, until 1929. Because of slow promotions, typical of a small army, he did not reach the rank of major until April 1932.26

One of Rommel's colleagues and fellow company commanders in the 13th Infantry was Friedrich Paulus who, like Rommel, later became one of Hitler's nineteen army field marshals. The two did not care for each other. Although not an aristocrat (his father, in fact, was a bookkeeper), Paulus married a Romanian countess, put on aristocratic airs, and did not like dirt. (He usually bathed twice a day during an era in which the average German bathed once a week.) Rommel was a hard-headed, practical Swabian who was too “down to earth” to get along well with the man the General Staff later nicknamed “our most elegant gentleman.” Ironically, Paulus later presided over the 6th Army during the Battle of Stalingrad, considered by most historians to be one of the two turning points of World War II in the West. The other turning point was Erwin Rommel's defeat in the Battle of El Alamein.

At home, the future Desert Fox enjoyed the quiet life. Here, Lucie was the center of his world. He did not care for the movies, the theater, or parties, preferring to stay around the house with Frau Rommel and the family dog. He must have been an easy husband to live with. When he went home, he left his job outside. None of the strife or tension of the barracks, parade ground, or battlefield ever entered there. Rommel was a good-natured person at home, unconcerned with food, and an excellent fix-it man. Once he disassembled and reassembled a motorcycle in the living room, just to see what made it run. He liked stamp collecting and later became quite a camera buff, but enjoyed outings in the country even more. He and Lucie frequently went skiing together, or on canoe trips, or horseback riding. He enjoyed dancing with his wife and taking trips when on leave. Once he even visited his old battlefields in Italy, with Lucie hanging on the back of his motorcycle. Erwin Rommel the husband had only one major failing: He attempted to play the violin, apparently without a great deal of success.27 In short, their life together was rather simple and perhaps colorless, but certainly peaceful, comfortable, and happy.

The Rommels had only one child: a son named Manfred, who was born on Christmas Eve, 1928. Their family life, however, remained essentially unchanged. Rommel wanted his son to become a mathematician; somewhat surprisingly, he went into politics and was mayor of Stuttgart (a city of 625,000) from 1974 to 1996.

On October 1, 1929, Captain Rommel was transferred to the War School at Dresden, where he temporarily took up his father's profession of teaching. He became an extremely popular instructor, and years later the school's senior instructor officially described him as “a towering personality even in a milieu of hand-picked officers.” His lectures, which were both instructional and interesting, were largely based on his personal experiences. He made many professional contacts at Dresden, including Fahnenjunker Hans von Luck, the future commander of one of his reconnaissance battalions.28

Major Rommel left the War School in September 1933 and, on October 1, assumed command of the III (Jäger) Battalion of the 17th Infantry Regiment at Goslar in the Harz Mountains, a post which he held until October 14, 1935. This battalion was actually a mountain troop unit and Rommel—always an enthusiastic skier—thoroughly enjoyed this assignment. He was promoted to lieutenant colonel on March 1, 1935. His success as a trainer and as a teacher had not gone unnoticed by the powerful Army Personnel Office (HPA), however, and on October 15, 1935, he became an instructor and course commandant at the Potsdam War School near Berlin. He was promoted to full colonel on August 1, 1937.

While teaching at Dresden, Rommel had time to write his World War I memoirs, which were published as a book in 1936. Infantry in the Attack soon became a bestseller in Nazi Germany and, more importantly for Erwin Rommel, was read by Adolf Hitler. The dictator was impressed and decided to meet the author. He had Rommel attached to his security forces for the Nazi Party rally at Nuremberg. When the rally was ending and it came time for Hitler to leave, he told Rommel to allow no more than half a dozen cars to follow him. This meant having to stop an entire convoy of generals, cabinet ministers, and high-ranking officials. Rommel did exactly as he had been instructed and even blocked the road with two tanks, despite the curses of some of the most powerful men in Nazi Germany. One of them was particularly upset and threatened to report the incident to the Führer. Apparently he did, too, for Hitler called Rommel in that night and thanked him for executing the order so well.29

Two years later, on November 10, 1938, Colonel Rommel received a choice assignment. He assumed command of the War School at Wiener Neustadt, in the Austrian Alps, twenty-eight miles south of Vienna. Later he wrote that this was the happiest period of his military career. The countryside was beautiful and the duty both challenging and rewarding. Under other circumstances, Rommel might have retired here. However, a summons came from Berlin, and the forty-seven-year-old infantryman reported to his commander-in-chief. He was given command of the Führerbegleitbataillon, Hitler's personal bodyguard, which he commanded as the German Army entered the Sudetenland. This ad hoc force consisted of about two companies of infantry, armed with machine guns, rifles, antitank guns, and anti-aircraft weapons. It looked as if they would be needed. War clouds hung low on the horizon until the Allies backed down at Munich and abandoned their Czechoslovakian friends. A few months later, Hitler finished off the helpless Czechoslovakian state. As he was about to enter the capital city of Prague, Hitler turned to the commander of his bodyguard and asked the officer how he would enter the government sector if he were Hitler.

“I should get into an open car and drive through the streets to the Hradschin without an escort,” Rommel replied. Hitler followed this bold advice. There were no incidents.30
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During his three periods of temporary duty as the commander of the Führer Guard Battalion, Rommel's admiration for Hitler grew. The Swabian colonel witnessed none of the adverse reactions Hitler would later show to bad news. There were no temper tantrums, no unreasonable behavior, no fits. In 1939, Adolf Hitler still maintained control of all his faculties. He impressed Rommel with his actions under stress, his incredible memory, and his physical courage. The two liked and respected each other. Now Rommel was even closing his private letters with “Heil Hitler! Yours, E. Rommel.”31 He came closer to being a Nazi during this period than at any other in his life. Nevertheless, he still nourished a healthy suspicion for some of Hitler's paladins.

Erwin Rommel was never politically adroit; he was, in fact, somewhat naive politically. Like many idealistic German officers of the day, he could not imagine a German chancellor betraying his oath to the nation. It was 1943 before Rommel learned that the Nazis were systematically pursuing a policy of genocide against the Jewish people. Who told him is still a mystery. Rommel was apparently sworn to secrecy and carried the secret to his grave. Even in late 1943 he was not sure that Hitler was personally involved in the Holocaust. Only when Rommel was completely convinced of Hitler's personal guilt did he decide to join the conspiracy against him, but by then the Thousand-Year Reich had only about a year to live.
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Between his additional duty trips and leaves, Rommel and his family enjoyed life at Wiener Neustadt, in the mountains southwest of Vienna. The family went on many excursions and hiking trips into the Alps. They lived in a charming little house, surrounded by a flower garden. Rommel often remembered this period with great pleasure. At home, he enjoyed playing with his son and dabbling in photography. However, in mid-1939 the good times ended. The international situation took a serious turn for the worse. Rommel again joined Hitler's entourage as the commander of the bodyguard. On August 23, Hitler promoted him to major general, to date from August 1.32 Nine days later the panzers crossed the Polish frontier. World War II had begun.

Adolf Hitler in Poland in 1939 was far different from the shell of a man who died, cringing and almost completely mad, in a subterranean bunker in 1945. Rommel had a great deal of trouble with him because he liked to be up front with the forward troops, even when they were under fire. The Führer went so far as to expose himself to Polish sniper fire, and to observe the storming of a river line by German infantry. “He seemed to enjoy being under fire,” Rommel remarked.33

In Poland, Rommel had a chance to observe the effects of blitzkrieg firsthand. He saw the importance of pushing forward in mechanized warfare, even if points of resistance had to be bypassed at the risk of being cut off. He learned the value of Heinz Guderian's maxim that masses of tanks, not dribbles, should be employed against the enemy. Rommel also recognized the importance of leading tank formations from the front, and the value of close air-ground coordination. Although he had been in the infantry for twenty-nine years and probably had not seen the inside of a tank before 1936, he decided his future lay in the armored branch.

On their return from Poland, Rommel approached Hitler and requested a command of his own. Hitler took a personal interest in his new general and asked him what he wanted.

“Command of a panzer division,” replied Rommel, without batting an eye.

Much later, Rommel commented to Major General Alfred Gause that this was an “immoderate request” on his part. It was, too, because Rommel was not a member of the armored branch and had no formal training in motorized warfare, and there were dozens of officers better qualified for such a command than he.34 Nevertheless, in February 1940, Rommel arrived at Bad Godesberg, on the Rhine, to succeed Lieutenant General Georg Stumme as commander of the 7th Panzer Division.

The panzer division that Rommel took over in February 1940 hardly fit the standard propaganda description of an elite armored force. It was one of the four light divisions that Hitler had ordered converted into panzer units in the winter of 1939–40. It boasted only one tank regiment of three battalions, instead of the normal 1940 contingent of two regiments of two battalions each, an organizational arrangement that left Rommel with 218 tanks, or about 75 percent of the armor of a normal panzer division. To make matters worse, over half of Rommel's tanks were of the captured Czechoslovakian variety.35 They had simply been incorporated into the German Army in 1938. These T-38 tanks weighed only about nine tons, and would be of little use against the British and the French.

Some of the German-made tanks proved of hardly greater value. The Panzer Mark I (PzKw I) had originally been built as a training tank and as a carrier for a 20-millimeter anti-aircraft gun. However, nothing larger than a machine gun could be mounted on its small chassis. It was, in short, a small assault vehicle of dubious value. General Guderian, the creator of the German Armored Corps and father of the blitzkrieg, explained that it was designed strictly as a training vehicle. “Nobody in 1932 could have guessed that one day we should have to go into action with this little tank.”36

The Panzer Mark II (PzKw II) was somewhat of an improvement, but not much. The J Model (PzKw IIj) weighed only 10.5 tons and had very thin armored protection. It could be penetrated by even the smallest enemy antitank gun.

The most important tank in Rommel's arsenal, although certainly not the most numerous, was the Panzer Mark III (PzKw III). The H Model (PzKw IIIh) weighed twenty-three tons and carried a full five-man crew, as compared to three in the earlier models of the PzKw III, which weighed only twenty tons. All the PzKw IIIs carried a 50-millimeter main battle gun and two MG-34 machine guns, which made them a very dangerous weapon in both tank and combined-arms battles. The maximum armored thickness of the PzKw III was 60 to 77 millimeters, depending on the model. This made them safer than the Mark I or II, or the Czech tanks, but hardly rendered them invulnerable to British antitank guns. Perhaps the greatest asset of the Mark III was its speed, which averaged twenty-five miles per hour on the road. This was much better than the British main battle tank, the Matilda, which had a maximum road speed of fifteen miles per hour.

The fastest tank Rommel commanded in the French campaign was the Panzer Mark IV (PzKw IV), which could cover twenty-six miles per hour on the road. It weighed about the same as the PzKw III, but unfortunately was armed with a very short 75-millimeter main battle gun, which rendered it next to useless in a tank battle. German panzer leaders liked to use it as an infantry support vehicle, instead of pitting it head to head against the longer-ranged Allied tanks, although this sometimes proved unavoidable. However, it did have another redeeming feature: it could bombard enemy positions up to 3,000 meters away with high-explosive ammunition, even when on the move. This capacity made it an effective type of mobile artillery. Later models of the Mark IV had a longer-barreled 75-millimeter main battle gun, and were more feared by the enemy than even the Mark III. Unfortunately for Rommel, these models would not appear in great numbers until 1943, too late to help him in France or North Africa.

The men of the 7th Panzer were in no better shape than their panzers. They were from the province of Thuringia, which was not noted for producing good soldiers. Rommel promptly set about bringing them up to his standards. He arrived on February 10, and immediately ordered a divisional inspection, brushing aside his officers’ protests that it was Sunday. After touring his new command, the Swabian sent all his regimental commanders on leave. “I won't be needing you until I've learned the ropes myself,” he snapped.37

Rommel himself was up before 6:00 A.M. every morning. His first chore was to run a mile every morning before breakfast. He had grown overweight during his six months of relatively soft duty at Führer Headquarters, and found it difficult to get up early in the morning and engage in strenuous exericse. He also noted that few of his officers were inclined to join him because they were “very comfortably inclined” if not “downright flabby.”38

Rommel immediately set about correcting the situation. Training intensified almost as soon as he set up shop. Soon discipline improved; the ineffective and lazy officer was sent packing, while those of higher caliber were given greater responsibility. The men quickly responded to their new leader, who made them feel like elite shock troops, even though they were not; however, soldiers who think they are the best frequently become the best, as Rommel was well aware. Morale soared as proficiency increased among soldiers and junior commanders. Rommel's program paid off. When the order was given to invade France in May 1940, the 7th Panzer was ready. It barreled through the Ardennes, broke the Meuse River line at Dinart, and raced through northern France and Belgium. At Celfontaine it destroyed the 1st French Armored and 4th French North African divisions before punching through the Maginot Line extension near Sivry. After the main German armored forces under Heinz Guderian broke through to the sea, the Ghost Division (as the 7th was now nicknamed) helped cover his northern flank, and faced the largest Allied armored attack of the campaign at Arras on May 21. The last British tank was knocked out within fifty yards of Rommel's position, but when the enemy finally fell back, the only major Allied attempt to break the Dunkirk encirclement had failed, and France was doomed. After this, the 7th took part in mopping-up operations around Lille, stormed across the Somme and Seine, and captured St. Valery and Cherbourg in heavy fighting and almost without assistance. It was within 200 miles of the Spanish border when France surrendered.39

During the French Campaign the Ghost Division suffered 2,594 casualties, including 682 killed, 1,646 wounded, and 266 missing. This represented 20 percent of the entire force. Rommel himself had been slightly wounded when his tank was knocked out just after crossing the Meuse. However, during these six weeks the 7th Panzer had taken 97,468 prisoners, shot down fifty-two aircraft, destroyed another fifteen on the ground, and captured a dozen more. They had captured the commander of the French Atlantic Fleet and four of his admirals, a French corps commander, and fifteen to twenty other generals, including the commander of the 51st British Highlander Division and many of his men. They had bagged 277 field guns, 64 antitank guns, 458 tanks and armored vehicles, 4,000 to 5,000 trucks, and tons of other military equipment, in addition to cutting off the retreat of thousands of Allied soldiers who surrendered to other units.40 In short, the 7th Panzer had distinguished itself in every way, and proven that its commander was capable of even greater things.
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In early February 1941 Erwin Rommel arrived home on a well-earned leave, but on his second evening at Wiener Neustadt, Berlin called. Rommel was ordered to report to Führer Headquarters at Staaken immediately. Almost as soon as he arrived senior staff officers began briefing him on the situation in North Africa. Rommel already knew that the Italian army in North Africa had been defeated by the British, but now he learned the true extent of the disaster. In less than two months, ten Italian divisions had been destroyed. Graziani's army in Libya and Egypt had lost 130,000 men, 1,300 guns, 400 tanks, and 150 aircraft, while inflicting only 2,000 casualties on an enemy they outnumbered at least three to one. All that was left of Mussolini's Italian Empire was an artillery regiment at Sirte and a makeshift garrison that held a twelve-mile perimeter around Tripoli.41

Hitler told his officers that the loss of North Africa could be withstood from a military point of view except for the fact that it would free up a dozen British divisions, which they could use “most dangerously.” He was also concerned as to the psychological effect the loss of their colonies would have on Italy.42 To prevent this, he had decided to pursue a course of direct German military intervention. The force he decided to send would include the 15th Panzer and 5th Light (later redesignated 21st Panzer) divisions. They would be controlled by a newly formed headquarters, the Afrika Korps. Its first commander would be Erwin Rommel, who received his promotion to lieutenant general (effective February 1, 1941) along with the new post.
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The decisions Hitler and the General Staff made at Staaken set in motion a whole series of events that profoundly affected the course of the war in North Africa, and to a greater degree than even they expected. Blatantly ignoring orders to conduct a defensive war, Rommel shocked the Allies and Nazis alike by launching a surprise offensive before disembarkation of the Afrika Korps was even half completed. For the next six months the tide of battle ebbed and flowed as Rommel overran Cyrenaica, only to be bogged down before the key port of Tobruk. The Royal Air Force and Navy, operating out of their tiny island-base of Malta, played such havoc with Rommel's rear areas that he was receiving less than 60 percent of his supply requirements by May 1941.43 Despite serious odds against him (British tanks frequently outnumbered his panzers more than two to one), Rommel turned back two major attempts to relieve Tobruk (Operations “Brevity” and “Battleaxe”) while simultaneously keeping the garrison bottled up. These victories, along with his successes in France and the conquest of Cyrenaica, made Rommel a hero in the Third Reich. The legend of the Desert Fox was born. Soon the legend crossed the battle lines and he became the most admired and respected soldier on either side. Equally important, Rommel had developed his theories of mobile warfare that would carry his outnumbered army nearly to the Suez Canal. He advocated and insisted upon a high level of tactical coordination among the tanks, infantry, and antitank gunners. In a typical battle, the antitank gunners, using the terrain to the best advantage and covered by the panzers, would attack the British tanks, which were all too frequently inadequately protected by their infantry. When the enemy tanks were depleted or dispersed, the panzers would roar forward and deal with the Allies’ soft-skin vehicles and infantry. All the while the German tankers were covered by the antitank gunners and the infantry. Similar close support was expected (and usually received) from the artillery, anti-aircraft guns in an antitank role, and dive bombers.

Rommel also believed in the principle of mass attacks and leading from the front, where he could quickly influence the course of the battle. By striking against one point with the bulk of his motorized troops, the Desert Fox defeated superior enemy forces time and time again.

Rommel frequently compared desert warfare to war at sea. “No admiral ever won a naval battle from a shore base,” he was fond of saying.44 The Sahara even resembled the sea, with its huge areas of open space, its unpredictable storms, and its shifting waves. The waves and storms were made of sand instead of water, and the tank took the place of the destroyer, but many of the other naval principles remained constant. Speed and the quick decision remained trumps. Major General J. F. C. Fuller, one of the fathers of the theory of blitzkrieg, appears to agree with this assessment. He explained that the Allied defeats were attributable to an out-of-date military education, because they were based upon the trench warfare of World War I, rather than upon the doctrine of modern armored warfare of 1940–41.45 Rommel himself often remarked, “Why should I bother about the superior number of British tanks when their commanders always use them in driblets? Against those driblets I am stronger with my army.”

In recent years many people have incorrectly attributed Rommel's successes to the superiority of his tanks. This alleged technical superiority of the German Army was a myth, at least before 1944, when the Panzer Mark V (Panther) and Mark VI (Tiger) tanks made their appearance in significant numbers. Rommel fought his North African battles with the PzKw III and IV model tanks, which were equaled in performance by a number of Allied models, and were inferior to the Grants and Shermans manufactured by the United States and exported to Great Britain. Rommel's chief of intelligence put it this way: “Contrary to the generally accepted view, the German tanks did not have any advantage in quality over their opponents, and in numbers they were always inferior.”46 He attributed the success of the Afrika Korps to three major factors: the superior quality of the German antitank guns, the high level of cooperation achieved by various branches of the German military, and the magnificent tactical methods employed by the Afrika Korps and 90th Light Division.47

In July 1941 Hitler decided to reward Rommel for his victories and enlarge his sphere of command by reorganizing Axis forces in Africa. Rommel was promoted to general of panzer troops on July 1, 1941, and was given command of the newly created Panzer Group Afrika, of which the Afrika Korps was a part. He was also allowed to form the 90th Light Division from miscellaneous units already in Africa, although he received no new forces. The Panzer Group also included the XX Italian Motorized and XXI Italian Infantry Corps, to which the X Italian Infantry Corps was later added. However, since their defeat in February 1941, Italian morale sagged under the slightest pressure. Except for such units as the Ariete Armored Division, the Italian forces were of marginal value because they were almost all non-motorized. Poorly equipped and poorly supplied, riddled by class-conscious, inefficient, and frequently anti-Fascist and anti-German officers, underpaid and badly fed, the Italian soldier had lost faith in his government. He only wanted to go home.


Morale levels were just the opposite in the German camp, where Rommel had the same effect on his men as he had had on the 7th Panzer in France. Major General Baron Hans-Karl von Esebeck, who commanded the 15th Panzer Division until being critically wounded near Tobruk in May 1941, remembered how Rommel treated his soldiers, whom he called his “Africans”: “He had a smile and a joke for everyone who seemed to be doing his job…. He had a very warm heart.”48

War changed his personal habits very little. Life only became a little harder and a little more primitive, but Rommel thrived on it, at least at first. He did not seem to care what he ate and frequently forgot to eat at all. He usually carried a few sandwiches or a can of sardines and a piece of bread with him in the mornings. Quite often they returned with him at night, uneaten. For drink he carried only a small flask of cold tea with lemon. Since Rommel realized that the more you drink in the desert the more you want, he usually brought the flast back untouched as well.

Rommel's evening meal, the longest of the day, never lasted more than twenty minutes. He would have simple food, with an occasional glass of wine, but only with the meal. After dinner he would order the radio turned on, but only for the news, never for the music. After this he would write to his wife. If a major campaign was in progress, he sometimes had his batman, Corporal Herbert Gunther, write a letter to her for him. He also continued his correspondence with his World War I comrades. Normally these letters were written in the general's own hand; very seldom were they dictated and typed, or written by an aide and simply signed by Rommel. No letter from these old veterans ever went unanswered. After answering any letters from these men, Rommel filled the rest of the evening with official correspondence. He might occasionally read a newspaper, but novels and radio programs (other than the news) had no place in his schedule.49

His relationships with other officers were strictly professional and formal most of the time. One of his aides, Lieutenant Heinz Schmidt, wrote: “He seldom mentioned his family or his private life, and, indeed, was almost reticent about intimate affairs of any sort. It was months before he called me anything but the formal Lieutenant, and only after he decided that I was more than a necessary additional limb did he address me by name, bother to find out my age, whether I was happy, or indeed, even think of me other than as something that filled a uniform and answered a command. It was, in fact, almost strange, after a long acquaintance, to find the impersonal General actually human.”50

Rommel spent the period between July and November 1941 organizing Panzer Group Afrika and preparing for the next British attempt to relieve Tobruk. One of his main concerns was to pick talented men to command and staff the German elements of his Panzer Group. His first two successors as commander of the Afrika Korps fell sick almost as soon as they arrived. Lieutenant General Ludwig Crüwell, who had commanded the 11th Panzer Division in the Balkan campaign of early 1941, was finally chosen. He turned out to be one of the best subordinate commanders Rommel ever had. The unassuming Major General Alfred Gause was elevated from chief of staff of the Afrika Korps to chief of staff of the Panzer Group when Rommel moved up. Gause was replaced at the Korps by Colonel Fritz Bayerlein, who had been Heinz Guderian's chief of operations with the 2nd Panzer Group in Russia. Rommel had known him for years. Major Friedrich Wilhelm von Mellenthin, who was distantly related to Frederick the Great, was appointed Group Ic (chief intelligence officer), while Colonel Siegfried Westphal became chief of operations.

Among Rommel's other staff officers, and one of the few who was not a professional soldier, was Captain Alfred Berndt, a fanatical Nazi who formerly worked in Goebbels’ Ministry of Propaganda. Berndt wrote a war book and did much to advance Rommel's popularity with the German public. Berndt also served as an intermediary between the Desert Fox and the Nazis since he was politically acceptable to Hitler, had important contacts in both the government and the army, and was liked by both Rommel and the Führer.
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While Rommel organized his new command and staffed it with competent people, events elsewhere presented him with problems he could not control. British air and naval forces based on Malta took control of the supply routes over and across the central Mediterranean. In September 1941 British aircraft, warships, and submarines destroyed 38 percent of the supplies en route to Libya. In October a whopping 63 percent of the tonnage bound for North Africa was sunk. Only 18,500 tons of supplies arrived, and Rommel could not meet his minimum daily requirements.51 Unable to stockpile enough supplies, fuel, or ammunition, Rommel could only wait and fume in his tent while the British prepared for their winter offensive of 1941. Christened “Crusader,” it began on November 18, and for over two weeks the armies were locked in a struggle of unprecedented fury. Advantages changed hands several times, but at last attrition took its toll. For the first time in his career, General Erwin Rommel was beaten. On the day the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, he began to retreat with the remnants of his Panzer Group. By New Year's Day Cyrenaica had been lost. German garrisons continued to hold out at Bardia, Sollum, and the Halfaya Pass on the Egyptian-Libyan frontier, but these were doomed. The British were still confident when they halted their pursuit. Their leaders believed that, after they rested and built up supplies, there would be one more brief campaign in Africa, and that it would end with the Panzer Group's surrender at Tripoli. They thought that the Afrika Korps was a broken force and that the German tide in the desert was permanently receding. They were dead wrong on both counts.






CHAPTER 2

Rommel Strikes Back

“If Rommel had an outstanding quality,” Brigadier Young wrote, “it was resilience. Like one of those weighted toy figures, no sooner was he knocked down than he was on his feet again.”1 The best corroboration of the truth of this assessment is seen in his surprise offensive of January 1942. Rommel's fortunes often fluctuated in inverse proportion to those of Malta. Of this small island fifty miles south of Sicily, German Vice Admiral Assmann later said, “Had the Italians been Japanese they would have opened their war…by doing a Pearl Harbor on Malta.”2

Axis pressure on the strategic island varied from period to period, depending on Hitler's need for air power in the other theaters of war. In the early part of 1941 the British were forced to relax their hold on Rommel's Mediterranean sea routes. The Luftwaffe battered the island-fortress, and allowed the Italian Navy to dock convoy ships at Tripoli and Benghazi with minimum risk. The situation changed radically when the X Air Corps, which had virtually neutralized Malta, was reassigned from Sicily to the Balkans. Why Hitler made this move is unclear, for the X Air remained virtually inactive for months, when it could have done immeasurable service by continuing to pound Malta. The Allies filled the vacuum created by the departure of the X Air and reinforced Malta until it threatened the very existence of Panzer Group Africa. In November 1941, Allied ships, submarines, and aircraft sank 77 percent of the supplies sent to North Africa.3 The island was a major factor in Rommel's defeat in the “Crusade” battles.

The High Command realized that if they allowed this situation to continue, the Afrika Korps was doomed. To neutralize Malta again, they recalled Field Marshal Albert Kesselring's veteran Second Air Fleet from Russia. However, they went one step farther and assumed the offensive themselves. The weapon they chose was perhaps the most feared in the world at that time: the famous German submarine.

The first six U-boats arrived in the Mediterranean in September and October 1941. In the next two months, twenty more of the deadly submarines successfully entered the Mediterrahean by passing under the heavily guarded Strait of Gibraltar. Their presence also had an effect on the Italian submariners, who at once became more active and daring.4

The reports of the Axis naval successes must have read like a horror story to the War Office in London. U-81 sank the Ark Royal, the only Allied aircraft carrier in the Mediterranean on November 13, 1941.5 Four days later, the battleship Barham was struck by a German torpedo from U-331 and disintegrated.6 Eight hundred and sixty-two British soldiers were killed in three minutes. Not to be outdone, Italian submariners penetrated the naval defenses of Alexandria and torpedoed the battleships Queen Elizabeth and Valiant. Although they did not sink, they would be out of commission for some time. An Italian sub also crippled the cruiser Galatea, which was subsequently finished off by U-557 on December 14, 1941, before it could drag itself to safety.7 It lost 469 killed. About 100 of its crew survived. Another group of Italian sailors proved equally resourceful. They laid a minefield north of Tripoli, into which the Royal Navy's Force “K” sailed. The cruiser Neptune and a destroyer went down, and the cruisers Aurora and Penelope were heavily damaged. This left the Allied naval commander, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Andrew B. Cunningham, with no heavy units in the Mediterranean.8 Churchill was unable to reinforce him because every available vessel was in the Far East, trying to slow the latest Japanese advances.9 Malta continued to be supplied by the RAF, now operating out of Cyrenaican bases, but it rapidly lost its offensive capacity, and Rommel began to receive regular supply shipments again. In early January 1942 a major convoy, carrying fifty-five new panzers, twenty armored cars, and a large quantity of fuel and other supplies docked at Tripoli. “This was as good as a victory in battle,” Colonel Bayerlein wrote.10 Rommel now had the resources to launch a counteroffensive, to regain what he had lost in “Crusader,” and to prevent another major British offensive that might jeopardize Tripoli itself. He knew that Field Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck, the British commander-in-chief, Middle East, and Eighth Army Commander General Sir Neil Ritchie, were planning just such an attack.
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By January 12, 1942, the German position in North Africa was not bad, despite the heavy casualties suffered in “Crusader.” The British, on the other hand, were at the end of a very long supply line. Rommel learned about Ritchie's supply problems from Italian codebreakers. In September 1941, Italian secret agents had burglarized the American embassy in Rome and—unknown to the Americans—had photographed their top secret “Black Code” cipher system. The U.S. military attache in Cairo was Colonel Fellers, who was a very astute observer. He used the Black Code to signal his superiors in the Pentagon concerning British units, dispositions, equipment, the supply situation, and his appreciation of their plans. He was very nearly always correct in his assessments. Most of his dispatches soon made their way to Rommel's tent; the Desert Fox, in fact, dubbed them “little fellars.” The source did not dry up until Colonel Fellers was called home in July 1942.11
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Map 2. British Eighth Army Dispositions, January 21, 1942. Although the Allies had an overall superiority of about three to one, their divisions were scattered all over the desert. This enabled Rommel to isolate and overrun their front-line units and disrupt their plans for an offensive against Tripoli.


The “little fellars” informed Rommel that the Axis frontier garrisons were still holding out, tying down major Allied formations. Other top Allied formations, such as the 7th Armoured Division and the New Zealand Division, had suffered such heavy losses during “Crusader” that they had to be completely rebuilt. General Ritchie had only two major units in the forward area of western Cyrenaica: the inexperienced 1st Armoured Division and the 201st Guards Brigade at Agedabia. The 4th Indian Division was held in reserve at Benghazi, but its brigades were dispersed. These were all the forces the Allies would have if Rommel attacked. However, they considered the Desert Fox a spent force, and were not concerned about the possibility of a German resurgence.12
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