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CHAPTER 1



The Afrika Korps



WHY WERE GERMAN FORCES IN AFRICA?


When Italy entered the war on 10 June 1940, agreements that had been made among the Western Powers as early as March 1939 went into effect. Three of those agreements concerned themselves with the African continent:




	A disruption of Italy’s lines of communications with Libya was planned as a common war goal.


	A French offensive from out of Tunisia into Tripolitania—the northern part of modern Libya—was considered.


	The defense of Egypt would be undertaken by British forces, whose objective would be to hold as many Italian forces along the eastern border of Libya as possible.





Mussolini’s plans to get a portion of the booty that was being offered by the invasion of France by the Germans did not materialize because the French capitulated too rapidly. Hitler categorically turned down Mussolini’s requests to have all of Tunisia and a part of Algeria, let alone some of the claims Mussolini was making on the European continent.
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On 30 July 1940, Generalfeldmarschall von Brauchitsch, the Chief-of-Staff of the German Army, proposed a five-point plan that concerned itself with the continuation of military operations in the Mediterranean. Part of his proposal contained “armored support for Italy in Africa” and, under point four, did not exclude the possibility of a direct attack against the Suez Canal.


One day later, von Brauchitsch recommended in the course of a general situation briefing the sending of a German expeditionary corps to Africa.


Hitler had been briefed on the same subject the day before by Generalmajor Walter Warlimont, the senior operations officer reporting to the Armed Forces Chief of Operations, Jodl. Warlimont recommended placing a Panzer corps at the disposal of Il Duce for employment in Africa. Hitler had directed that Warlimont determine the exact forces needed and to explore how they and their materiel could be transported to North Africa. Thus, when von Brauchitsch independently broached the subject, Hitler was not unprepared.


Italy, which wanted to clear a path to blockaded East Africa, could only do that by means of launching an offensive from Libya through Egypt. Because that move made it imperative to also take the Suez Canal, Italy had assembled a numerically impressive force in North Africa: 2 field armies with a total of 14 infantry divisions that had some 220,000 men under arms. They also had 339 light tanks, 8,000 motorized vehicles, and 1,400 field pieces, most of which were obsolete.


Mussolini had directed the Comando Supremo of the Italian forces at the end of June to prepare an offensive against Egypt, with the objective of taking the canal. The Italian high command then pressed hard on the Italian commander-in-chief there, Marshall Rodolfo Graziani, to start an attack. Graziani, in turn, pointed out the low strengths of his divisions and the shortfalls in their equipment.


At the same time this was going on, the commander-in-chief of the Italian forces in East Africa, the Count of Aosta, was given instructions to prepare to attack north through the Sudan and into Egypt in order to link up with Graziani’s forces.
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The British, for their part, saw through those intentions, especially helped by their long-range communications intercepts. They started to reinforce their forces as rapidly as possible in the Middle East, especially with armored vehicles and aircraft. Through several convoy operations, supplies and weapons were shipped through the Mediterranean, first to Malta and then on to Alexandria. The Mediterranean Fleet was beefed up. The Royal Air Force started to establish a 6,000-kilometer air supply route that started in Takoradi in Ghana, went through Fort Lamy in the French colony of Chad, and ended up in Cairo. In the course of the campaign in North Africa, more than 5,000 aircraft were sent via that route.
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On 31 July 1940, Hitler informed his assembled commander-in-chiefs from the army, navy, and air force of his intent to launch a preventative strike against the Soviet Union. At the same time, he stated that sending German forces to Africa as a diversionary maneuver was worthy of consideration. He still had not made any final decisions, however.


Another step in the progression towards the commitment of German forces in North Africa was a memorandum prepared by Warlimont to Jodl and the latter’s boss, Keitel. Warlimont cited additional information that reinforced his argument for sending armored forces to North Africa.


One day later, Warlimont sent in yet another proposal, in which he recommended supporting the Italians in their offensive against Egypt.


Hitler vacillated. Starting in September, however, the German Army High Command started making preparations for sending a mixed armored brigade to Africa. It was intended to assemble the force from elements of the 3. Panzer-Division. On 5 September 1940, Jodl informed the Italian military attaché in Berlin of the Führer’s intent to offer Mussolini armored forces for Libya. There was no response from the Italians, however. It was apparent to all that Mussolini wanted his own place in the sun by winning the war in Africa against the British.


In fact, the offer seemed to spur Mussolini to action. On 7 September, he ordered Marshall Graziani to attack and “within two days!”


The Italian offensive started on 13 September. Six Italian divisions, supported by eight tank battalions, overran the weak British frontier positions. Within the space of three days, Sidi Barrani was reached—90 kilometers east of Bardia—and taken. Eighty kilometers to the east of Sidi Barrani, the Italian forces then oriented themselves in a shallow arc and set up for the defense. Graziani did not want to continue the offensive before the middle of December. By then, a water line was to have been brought forward from Bardia and the coastal road from the border improved.


Lieutenant General Richard O’Connor, who had moved his armor of the Western Desert Force to Mersa Matruh for rest at the end of July, was not surprised by the blow launched by the Italians. He had withdrawn his weak frontier forces step-by-step.


In the middle of September, the British Commander-in-Chief Middle East, General Archibald Wavell, ordered the commander of the British forces in Egypt, Lieutenant General Wilson, to receive the Italian 10th Army with a decisive blow, should it attempt to advance in the direction of Mersa Matruh.


Wavell prepared a counteroffensive, which had as its objective the pushing back of Graziani’s forces to the Libyan border. A second offensive was also planned against Italian East Africa, where the Count of Aosta and his 255,000 men had held British Somaliland since the middle of August.


On the German side, the commander of the 3. Panzer-Division, Generalmajor Ritter von Thoma, was sent to Africa at the beginning of September. He had received orders to determine the options for getting German forces to Africa and the best possible employment for them.


In the meantime, the German military attaché in Rome, General Enno von Rintelen, had sent a report to Berlin on 10 September concerning the Italian forces in Libya. The report demonstrated how the Italian divisions were insufficiently equipped for their employment there and that the Italian armored and motorized forces were still in Italy.


On 14 September, Hitler appeared to have decided to send an armored corps to North Africa. His decision was reinforced by a briefing on 19 September from Oberst Liss of the intelligence section of Army Chief-of-Staff Halder, in which the success of the Italians in their thrust on Sidi Barrani was reported.


After the Italian victory, however, Marshall Pietro Badoglio, the Italian military’s chief-of-staff, conveyed to his German counterparts that, with the exception of dive bombers to destroy British positions, Italy did not need any assistance, not even any German armor.


Hitler then asked Mussolini for a meeting. The two dictators met at the Brenner Pass on 3 October 1940. During the conversations, Mussolini revealed that he would take up the offensive in North Africa again no later than 15 October. Hitler promised Mussolini he would send 100 tanks and a large number of vehicles.


At that point, everything appeared to be a done deal and, after a few more conferences and meetings, the plans for the movement of the 3. Panzer-Division to Africa were finished on 14 October 1940. Three days later, Halder received von Thoma’s report from Africa. The experienced officer, who had led the German armor contingent in the Spanish Civil War, recommended that every formation sent to Africa be equipped with a motorized reconnaissance battalion that had two armored car companies. In his oral report to Halder, von Thoma also stressed that at least four armored divisions had to be sent to Africa, if the Axis hoped to enjoy success. He stated: “Fewer than that serves no purpose, because smaller contingents will not meet with success. Sending more would also be a mistake, because more than four divisions cannot be supplied on a movement all the way to the delta of the Nile.”


Von Thoma stated the same case in front of Hitler a few days later, and Major Meyer-Ricks, who had returned from his intelligence-gathering mission in Africa on 25 October, supported the assertions made by von Thoma.


While the discussions were going back and forth, Mussolini revealed yet another surprise by marching into Greece from Albania on 28 October 1940.


The Italians were hoping for a quick success, but they soon learned a hard lesson. The Greek forces threw the Italians back into Albania. Hitler was incensed and threatened to abandon support for Mussolini’s “Libyan adventure” entirely. He stated the Italians needed to settle their affairs by themselves, since they had brought it all upon themselves.


During the afternoon of 4 November, Hitler had his senior leadership meet with him. Keitel, Jodl, Halder, von Brauchitsch and Raeder took part in the discussions. Also present were Jodl’s adjutant, Oberstleutnant Deyhle, and Hitler’s military adjutant from the Army, Major Gerhard Engel.


Hitler’s monologue basically said that he was against sending German forces across the Mediterranean to Africa, across a sea that was dominated by England and which had not yet seen the Italians fighting with full commitment. He thought the Italians wanted to save the blood of their own troops.


Hitler also dismissed the plan to advance through Bulgaria, Turkey, and Syria to advance on the Suez Canal. He only considered it necessary to send air elements to Africa,


It was not until Führer Directive No. 18 of 12 November—“Be prepared for all eventualities!”—that Hitler abandoned his obstinacy. The directive stated the following concerning Libya:


The employment of German forces in North Africa will not be considered until the Italians have reached Mersa Matruh . . . The Army is to earmark one armored division for employment in North Africa. The Kriegsmarine is directed to equip and prepare German ships in Italian harbors as transports for a large number of forces and logistics goods to Libya or Northwest Africa . . . The Luftwaffe is to make preparations for operations against Alexandria and the Suez Canal


Everything was still in the balance, when the British offensive commenced on 6 December. O’Connor had the 7th Armoured Division, the Indian 4th Infantry Division, a battalion of medium Vickers Mark II tanks, and a battle group composed of the garrison from Mersa Matruh.


In terms of reserves, he had the Australian 6th Infantry Division, a brigade from the New Zealand 2nd Infantry Division, and a Polish brigade. Those elements were either still being trained or were conducting security missions along the Nile Delta.


The Western Desert Force’s Indian 4th Infantry Division, supported by the battalion of infantry tanks, reached the area southeast of Nibeiwa within 48 hours of the start of the offensive. It was assisted in its movement by fog and clouds of dust.


Near Nibeiwa, an Indian brigade, with the remaining 28 operational tanks, advanced through a gap maintained by a support group from the 7th Armored Division. At the same time, naval elements from the Mediterranean Fleet shelled the Italian coastal installations and aircraft from the Royal Air Force strafed Italian positions. Nibeiwa was taken, with the Italian general, Maletti, being killed in the fighting. Two thousand Italians surrendered. The supply dumps at east and west Tummar were taken the next day. The Italian 2nd Libyan Division was effectively destroyed.


Blow after blow followed. The 7th Armored Division stormed ahead. On 10 December, Sidi Barrani fell to a combined attack by the two divisions. After three days of fighting, the Italians had 38,000 men taken prisoner. There were four generals among them. O’Connor decided to press the pursuit. Wavell and Churchill approved his decision.


On 12 December, the light “Cruiser” tanks rolled into the area south of Sollum. On 13 December, the 11th Hussars advanced across the border west of Fort Capuzzo, supported by both tanks and artillery. They moved on past Sidi Azeiz to the north to the coastal road, which they blocked the following day. That cut off the fortress of Bardia on the border from its rearward lines of communications. There were four Italian divisions in the fortress. There was another division in Tobruk.


Early in the morning of 3 January 1941, the Australian 6th Infantry Division moved out to attack Bardia. The fighting lasted until 5 January. In the end, 40,000 Italians surrendered.


El Adem, just 24 kilometers south of Tobruk, was taken by a brigade of the 7th Armoured Division. On 20 January, Tobruk proper was attacked and brought under British control by 22 January. The Italians lost another 27,000 men captured there. The British tank forces thrust westward in a series of raids. Derna fell on 30 January. Cyrene was up for grabs on 3 February. Graziani radioed to Rome that he was about to evacuate all of Cyrenaica and pull back as far as Sirte. He had already issued orders to that effect on 2 February and had moved his headquarters from Bengasi to Tripoli on 3 February.


When O’Connor received the news that the Italians were retreating from Cyrenaica, he ordered the 7th Armoured Division to advance through Msus and on to Soluch. As part of the advance, O’Connor also moved a mixed battle group through Antelat towards the coastal road to its west. Around 1200 hours on 5 February, the battle group reached the road, blocked it, and stopped the retreat of the Italian 10th Army. More than 20,000 men laid down their arms. The commander-in-chief of the 10th Army, General Tellera, succumbed to his wounds.


The 11th Hussars were already in El Agheila on 8 February. They then started reconnoitering the terrain to the west as far as the Arco dei Fileni, the grand marble arch that divided Cyrenaica and Tripolitania in Libya.


The advance of the Western Desert Force, which had been redesignated as the XIII Corps in December, ended there. The corps had covered roughly 1,000 kilometers in eight weeks and eliminated 10 Italian divisions. In the process, it took 130,000 prisoners, knocked out 180 medium and 220 light tanks, and captured 845 artillery pieces.


The situation had turned deadly for Italy.


The sudden turn of events in North Africa was not yet readily apparent to Hitler on 5 December. On that day, he had assembled all those associated with the planning for the assault on Gibraltar and received their reports. Hitler still did not believe he needed to rapidly intervene in North Africa. He thought the situation was too murky in the Balkans and also did not want his planning for operations in the Soviet Union to be negatively influenced.


On that day, Hitler was more of the opinion that an aerial attack on the British Mediterranean Fleet and the denial of Gibraltar to the British would help the Italians to master their own problems.


According to Hitler, the Luftwaffe would start attacking the English fleet on 15 December. After the attacks, which would be constantly repeated, the XXXXIX. Armee-Korps, which had specially selected, would conquer Gibraltar. Starting in March, German forces would then be able to help the Italians in Greece.


Once the operations at Gibraltar had been concluded, Hitler continued, only then could consideration be given to committing an armored division and a motorized division in Africa.


But three days later, the Italian ambassador to Germany, Dino Alfieri, had an audience with Hitler, whom he briefed on the precarious situation in Albania. Hitler dismissed him.


On 9 December, Halder reported to Hitler on the dangerous situation that had developed in Africa. But from then on, all talk was increasingly idle. The British XIII Corps dictated the pace of events.


The 19th of December witnessed a complete turnabout on the part of the Italians regarding Africa. They were now calling for help. The Comando Supremo asked von Rintelen to have an armored division dispatched immediately to Tripoli. In addition, war materiel, enough to equip 10 Italian divisions, was requested. Finally, raw materials for war production were requested. Count Cavallero, the Italian chief of staff, had made this call for help on behalf of Mussolini.


General Efusio Marras, the Italian military attaché in Germany, informed Keitel on 28 December that the situation in Africa was doubtful and all of northern Africa would be lost without Germany’s help.


The first German air formations were already on their way to southern Italy by then. They included 100 Ju 88 and He 111 medium bombers, 60 Ju 87 dive bombers, 20 Bf 109 fighters, and a few night fighters. The aircraft established themselves at air bases on Sicily. They were shortly joined by an additional 300 machines. The mission of the X. Flieger-Korps: engage the British supply convoys in the Suez Canal and hinder the advance of the British forces in Libya.


Later on, the air corps was given an additional mission: protect the convoys of the Deutsches Afrika-Korps bound for Libya.


On 4 January 1941, von Rintelen sent a report to Germany concerning the situation in Libya. It was claimed that General Alfredo Guzzoni, the Italian deputy chief of staff, felt the Italians could hold Bardia. At the same time the report was transmitted, the British were in the process of taking Bardia.


On 8 January, von Rintelen sent another report from Guzzoni. Following that, Hitler had all of the staff officers responsible for planning in Africa to come to the Reich Chancellery. At the conference, Hitler stated:


It is important that the Italians do not lose Libya. If that happens, the British forces there will be freed up for employment elsewhere. In addition, the psychological effects of that loss are greater than the actual loss . . .


Italy must be helped. It is important to send a German armored blocking formation to Libya. That blocking formation must stop the British advance and undertake local immediate counterattacks against weak positions of the enemy.


On 11 January, the operations section of the German Army High Command issued directives for the constitution of the German forces for employment in Libya. All of the smaller elements were to be formed from personnel from the 3. Panzer-Division.


An advance party for the high command went to North Africa on 15 January. Generalmajor von Funck, who had been designated to command the blocking formation, arrived in Tripoli that day to personally gain his own impressions of the new theater of war.


The 3. Panzer-Division designated its Panzer-Regiment 5 as the iron fist of the blocking formation. In addition, there was the I./Artillerie-Regiment 75 (mot.), Panzerjäger-Abteilung 39 and Aufklärungs-Abteilung 3 (mot.).1 Those formed the nucleus of the 5. leichte Division of Oberstleutnant Graf Schwerin.


On 19 January, Hitler and Mussolini met at Berchtesgaden. Keitel and Guzzoni also conferred there. Guzzoni received the offer of the 5. leichte Division with thanks. The transport of the German forces across the Mediterranean was scheduled to start on 15 February.


On 3 February, Halder wrote the following in his diary: “Rommel (with new chief-of-staff) commander of the German army forces in Libya.” Who had submitted Rommel’s name for command—the man who had made himself famous as the commander of the “Ghost Division,” the 7. Panzer-Division, in France—can no longer be ascertained. One thing is certain, however: Hitler approved the decision that took Erwin Rommel, a man whose name would become a household word in both the Allied and Axis countries, to the African theater of war.


On 6 February, Keitel issued final directives for Operation “Sonnenblume” (Operation “Sunflower”), as the German operations plan was called. Among the directives was that the blocking formation would be attached to a German corps headquarters.


On the same day, Rommel arrived in Berchtesgaden, having been called back from leave. He reported to the commander of the German Army, and von Brauchitsch gave him the mission of assuming a corps command, which initially was to consist of the aforementioned blocking formation (5. leichte Afrika-Division ) and an unnamed armored division, which was to be employed in Africa. That afternoon, Rommel reported to Hitler.


The following day saw Rommel meeting with Oberstleutnant i.G. von dem Borne,2 designated chief-of-staff of the new formation, and a few others of his staff officers. Three days later, he flew with his new battle staff to Munich. From there, his staff flew on to Rome. Rommel, Oberstleutnant Schmundt (Hitler’s chief adjutant), and von dem Borne followed on 11 February. That morning, they had a conference with Mussolini and Guzzoni; that afternoon, they flew on to Catania (Sicily) with General Roatta, the deputy chief-of-staff of the Italian Army. There, Rommel conducted discussions with the Commanding General of the X. Flieger-Korps, General der Flieger Geißler. Rommel requested the Commanding General have strong forces attack the port of Bengasi that very same night. He also requested that British troop movements be attacked and eliminated at first light on 12 February.


The next day, Rommel and his party flew on to Tripoli. An hour later, the Commanding General, who had just been promoted to Generalleutnant by Hitler, was standing in front of General Gariboldi, who had just taken over command of the Italian forces in Africa. He informed Gariboldi that he intended to defend Tripolitania from the area around the coastal city of Sirte.


An hour later, Hitler flew with Schmundt over the scene of the most recent fighting. When he returned to Tripoli that evening, General Roatta had also just arrived with new orders from Mussolini.


Gariboldi’s announced intentions of moving the Italian X Corps to the Sirte–Buerat area in the near future was not enough for Rommel. He was able to force the issue and have the first Italian division alerted for moving out towards Sirte on 14 February.


Although logistics elements had already arrived for the Germans, the first combat forces did not arrive in Tripoli until 14 February. The German’s war in the desert, which the Luftwaffe had already opened, would also now start on land.


[image: An overall view of the North Afican Campaign, 1940 to 1943. This map clearly indicates the ebb-and-flow nature of the campaign.]


[image: An 88mm Flak gun being loaded for transport to Africa]


[image: General Rommel is an interested observer of the loading process.]


[image: The impressive Italian monument, the Fileni Arch.]


[image: Panzer IIIs head for the front in the early stages of the campaign. Note the fuel and water (marked with a white cross) containers at the front of the tanks and the extra stowage of essential items.]





Footnotes


1. Translator’s Note: 5th Armored Regiment; 1st Battalion of the 75th Artillery Regiment (Motorized); 39th Antitank Battalion; and 3rd Reconnaissance Battalion (Motorized).


2. Translator’s Note: General Staff Lieutenant Colonel. General staff officers in the German military had the suffix i.G. (im Generalstab ) added to their rank.




CHAPTER 2


The Way to Tobruk


THE X. FLIEGER-KORPS ABOVE THE DESERT


The first German forces that conducted operations in North Africa were from the Luftwaffe. In December, the X. Flieger-Korps had been moved to Sicily. The headquarters was billeted in the Hotel “Domenico” in Taormina. It was from there that General der Flieger Geißler employed the forces under his command.


Attacks against the Suez Canal were considered to be especially important, since the majority of the logistical support for the British forces in North Africa went through the canal as well as those forces intended for employment in Greece. Major Harlinghausen, the chief-of-staff for the air corps, recommended that a group from Kampfgeschwader 261 be moved to Bengasi, from which it could launch attacks against the Suez Canal. Geißler approved the recommendation.


Even before that, there had been collisions between the two powers in the Mediterranean. On 10 January 1941, Ju 87’s and Ju 88’s of the corps had attacked the British carrier Illustrious some 100 sea miles west of Malta with six 500-kilogram bombs. The carrier was crippled and had to be towed to Malta.


A few days later, 14 machines of the II./Kampfgeschwader 26 were inbound to Bengasi from the Sicilian airfield at Comiso. The group was led by Major Bertram. Major Harlinghausen flew along, in order to assist in maintaining contact with the corps headquarters.


Things were in a state of confusion when the German aircraft landed. The Italian air controllers did not provide proper instructions, and three of the aircraft smashed into one another after landing and were lost to further operations.


On 14 January, the first He 111’s flew to the canal to conduct reconnaissance. They were able to get though without interference and returned to Bengasi in one piece.


This was followed by a second reconnaissance mission on 17 January. When those aircraft returned, they reported that a large convoy was spotted south of the canal and steaming northward. Major Harlinghausen saw an opportunity for employing the eight operational aircraft.


“Gentlemen,” he stated to the assembled pilots, “we will approach this in the following way. The first four aircraft will approach the canal from the north and search to the south. The second flight will do the same thing, but starting from the south. That will guarantee we find the convoy.”


“It’s 1,100 kilometers to the canal, Herr Major.” One of the pilots tossed out.


“That means,” Harlinghausen responded to the unstated question, “that the canal will be outside of our normal range if we aren’t stingy with our flying. The best RPM’s . . . the best prop settings . . . the properly chosen altitude . . . all those are necessary for us to accomplish the mission. I will assume command.” After a pause, Harlinghausen continued: “What do you think, Doc?”


The tall chief-of-staff turned to the group’s meteorologist. Dr. Hermann looked at the information he had available.


“Getting there is not a problem, of course,” he finally said, “on the return flight you’ll have an estimated 60 kilometers of head wind. You should be able to overcome that by flying at an altitude of 4,000 meters.”


A short while later, the men boarded the first He 111’s. Piloting the aircraft that Harlinghausen flew in was Hauptmann Robert Kowalewski, who had piloted most of the previous flights where the chief-of-staff was on board.


“Everything checking out, Robert?” Harlinghausen asked.


“Everything’s fine,” Kowalewski responded.


“Off we go!”
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They received the signal to start, and they were in the air a short while later. The aircraft formed up and flew east for four hours, before shifting direction a few compass points to the south and reached the city of Suez at the southern end of the canal. Kowalewski turned north and followed the canal.


“There’s the Dead Sea!” Harlinghausen pointed out, “go around it and then continue north.”


They traced the body of water, but no ships were to be found. The blinking umbilical cord of the canal stretched out below them, devoid of any life.


“We will attack the alternate targets!” Harlinghausen announced to the other aircraft. They flew on to Port Said. Nothing could be found there either, however.


“We need to start thinking about turning back,” Kowalewski said, looking at his fuel gauges.


“Go back south for a bit,” Harlinghausen said. But they discovered nothing again, except for the ferry at Ismailijja.


Off to the side, the Dead Sea appeared for the second time. Then they discovered the convoy. It had moored along the shore, since it was not allowed to transit the canal at night.


The Major issued orders: “Attack the large steamer in the middle!”


They flew directly towards the ship. The bombs were dropped and howled towards the water. But they detonated 30 meters from the vessel.


“Head home!” Harlinghausen ordered, disappointed that they had come so far only not to succeed.


The return flight was a test of nerves for the men of the eight aircraft. They flew back at 4,000 meters but were shaken violently by a storm. That slowed them even more. According to ground control in Bengasi, the storm was gusting at 120 kilometers an hour. The completion of the flight was called into question. Major Harlinghausen had calculated a flight time of four and one half hours. But at five hours, the situation turned critical. They still could not see the lights of the airfield. At five and one half hours, they still could see no airfield.


“We have to descend,” Kowalewski stated, “otherwise, we’ll hit the sand, which won’t feel too good!”


Harlinghausen nodded in agreement.


“Belly landing, Robert. We don’t know how rough the surface is. Better to keep the legs up!”


Kowalewski, one of the old hands in the Luftwaffe’s bomber forces, set the aircraft down with self-control and assuredness. The aircraft slid through the sand, ripped down camel thorn bushes, and then came to a halt.


Kowalewski turned everything off. He issued the order to deplane and everyone was off in a flash.


“We need to destroy the aircraft and try to get to the front lines.” Harlinghausen told the assembled men. “It can’t be too far to Bengasi. Get to work!”


They set the aircraft on fire and then took off on foot. What they did not know was that Bengasi was still 280 kilometers away to the northwest.


They marched the entire night. They were forced to make a detour when they heard the sound of armor off to the east. Back at Bengasi, three machines took off the following morning to find the missing crews. The wreck of the He 111 was found a few hours later. Additional search missions were started.


All the while, the four aviators from Kowalewski’s crew marched through the desert. They rested during the day under outcroppings of limestone over which they would spread a shelter half. The rations were divided equally. When it turned dark, they started out again—chilled by the nighttime coldness of the desert.


During the fourth day, they were spotted by Oberleutnant Kaupisch. He set down and picked up the men.


“You took your time, Kaupisch,” Harlinghausen said jokingly, when the young officer raced over to the group to report to the corps’ chief-of-staff. “Thanks . . . you found the needle in the haystack. What happened to the others?”


“I was able to get back to Bengasi. I ignored the recommendation of the weather prince and flew at 150. There was considerably less wind there.”


“And the others? Everyone else an emergency landing?”


“They all landed safely, but apparently three crews were captured by the Tommies!”


They all boarded the aircraft and landed at Bengasi a half hour later. The first attack on the Suez Canal had ended with the loss of seven out of eight machines.


THE ARRIVAL OF AUFKLÄRUNGS-ABTEILUNG 3 (MOT.)


The day after various logistics elements arrived in Africa on 11 February, they were visited in their billeting areas outside of Tripoli by Rommel. Rommel then flew to Homs, where he visited an Italian brigade. At noon on 14 February, he returned to Tripoli, where the first combat elements of the Sperrverband Afrika2 were expected that evening.


That evening, the German steamer Saarfeld approached the harbor. The steamer had been underway for two days and nights. When the ship docked, Major Irnfried Freiherr3 von Wechmar saw a group of German officers at the pier in their new tropical uniforms. Only one of them had on a field-gray tunic. Von Wechmar saw the Knight’s Cross and the Pour le Mérite at his neck.


“That’s Rommel, Herr Major!” Oberleutnant Thiele, the company commander of the 1./Aufklärungs-Abteilung 3 (mot.)4 said to his commander.


“Where did he come from?” the battalion commander responded.


“No idea, Herr Major,” Thiele answered, “but one thing is certain: The dust will never settle. Wherever Rommel is there is something always going on!”


Major Jansa, the commander of Panzerjäger-Abteilung 395, who was also on board ship, brought the two back to reality.


“Then we should get ready to report, Wechmar,” he said in a good-natured fashion. “I think we ought to try to make a good impression on Rommel.”


After the gangplank went down, the officers went down to the pier and approached Rommel. Von Wechmar was the first to report. Rommel thanked him and said: “Wechmar, you need to be off the ship and ready to go in five hours. Report that you are ready to march at sunrise.”


Rommel said the same thing to the antitank battalion commander.


The murderous work started. The winches, groaning and screeching, lifted the armored cars and radio vehicles, the antitank and other guns, the motorcycles and trucks from the belly of the ship and on to land. Crates of ammunition, barrels of fuel, and rations for the tropics followed. The cargo ferries, which went out to the other ships anchored in the roadstead, came back crammed to the gills with equipment and supplies.


But when the sun came up, they had done it. It had taken six hours, but the first iteration of combat forces were ready to be committed. The soldiers marched out from the quay and formed up in an open square.


Rommel appeared, accompanied by a few high-ranking Italian officers. He greeted the soldiers and bade them farewell in a broad Swabian accent: “Nothing but forward, boys!”


The men then went to their vehicles. An Italian guide on a motorcycle took the lead and took the caravan of steel through the Arab quarters of the city, past groups of palms and wells. They reached the road leading out of the city.


Major von Wechmar took the lead along with his adjutant, Oberleutnant von Fallois. The objective: Sirte.


The sun rose in the sky and soon burned down from above. It was noon before the convoy reached the hotel in the desert at Sirte. When von Wechmar jumped out of his vehicle to report to the commander of the Italian’s Pavia Division, Rommel came out to meet him from the coolness of the hall.


“Welcome to the desert, Wechmar. I have the following mission for you:


“1. Screen the right flank of the Pavia Division, which is positioned on the hills farther to the east.


“2. Reconnoiter in the direction of En Nofilia–El Agheila.


“3. Coordinate with the Santamaria’s reconnaissance battalion, whose commander will be here shortly.”


Rommel cleared his throat, then continued: “Your battalion marched well. When will all of you be here?”


“In an hour, Herr General,” von Wechmar replied.


When the remaining elements of the battalion arrived, Rommel pulled out his Leica and took some photos. His chief-of-staff sent a report to the Führer Headquarters: “The first German forces have just arrived at the front in Africa.”


“Your code name is ‘Tiger’ for the time being,” Rommel told von Wechmar. “Prove to me you’re worthy of it and you will be that which you ought to be here in Africa: The masters of the forward area, Wechmar!”


A short while later, when Major Marchese Santamaria arrived, the company commanders and the battalion headquarters had assembled in the large command bus. The Italian major explained to them what was important in the desert.


The first patrol headed out in the morning. It was led by von Fallois. Von Wechmar sent him off with the words: “Don’t do anything stupid! Stick to principles: Least loss, greatest reconnaissance gains! Don’t risk anything more than necessary to achieve the objective. I only want to see healthy people come back!”


The objective of the patrol was En Nofilia. It was 150 kilometers away. A hot desert sandstorm—a Ghibli—blew around and into the 8-wheeled armored cars from the south. When the sandstorm ceased, it was replaced by a Garbi, an ice-cold wind form the north. The men moved through the thick veils of sand and felt it enter their ears and noses. They saw “people” who turned out to be camel thorn bushes.


When they reached En Nofilia, they determined it was clear of the enemy. They then returned to Sirte.


The next morning, all of the reconnaissance battalion, the antitank battalion, and Santamaria’s battalion moved out for En Nofilia. When the group reached a “crossroads” in the desert—the dirt tracks separated!—an air alert was sounded. Wechmar’s driver, Großmann, was just about ready to fire the signal flare indicating it was clear to fire, when the men recognized Stuka’s making their way to enemy lines. The pilots wagged their wings as they flew past.


Großmann fumbled, however, and the signal pistol went off. The sizzling pyrotechnic buried itself into the upholstery next to von Wechmar, smoldering. Großmann smacked it with his hand, sending it out into the sand, but also slightly burning himself in the process. “If you don’t like me, Großmann, just say it!” was the commander’s humorous reply.


The advance patrols returned. En Nofilia was still clear of the enemy. The other trek did not encounter any telltale signs of the enemy, either.


En Nofilia, the former Italian desert fort, was taken. The battle group had advanced 150 kilometers without a fight!


The next patrol that von Wechmar dispatched got as far as the Arco dei Fileni, which spanned the Via Balbia, the coastal road. Once again, Rommel appeared, seemingly as if by magic. He issued more orders: “Reconnaissancein-force in the direction of El Agheila!”


Oberleutnant Everth and Oberleutnant Behr led the two reconnaissance patrols that were sent forward. They encountered English armored cars. The first rounds fired in anger were exchanged. Three enemy armored cars were knocked out with the 2-centimeter automatic cannon of the German heavy armored cars. The enemy pulled back.


It was 24 February 1941. The Germans took their first light casualties in Africa as well as their first prisoners. They were soldiers from the Australian 6th Infantry Division and a few men from the King’s Dragoon Guards. One enemy armored car was captured.
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On 21 February, an order was issued that the German forces of the “blocking formation” were henceforth to be referred to as the Deutsches Afrika-Korps (DAK). That applied not only to the forces on the ground, but also to the 15. Panzer-Division, which was also on its way to Africa. It was intended to send that division and the tank regiment of the 5. leichte Afrika-Division over as soon as possible.


Generalmajor Johannes Streich, the commander of the light division, had not yet arrived in Africa. During the evening of 18 February, he traveled from Berlin to Rome in a sleeping car. From there, he flew to Tripoli on 24 February. With him were the rest of the divisional staff as well as elements of Rommel’s corps staff. When he arrived, Rommel informed him that he would assume command of the forces at the front after the arrival of MG-Bataillon 8.6


Rommel succeeded in getting Gariboldi’s command—Rommel was nominally assigned to support him—to have all of the arriving elements of the light division sent forward to En Nofilia. From there, they were to establish contact with the enemy. The fact that contact had been established two days previously was left unsaid by both parties.


MG-Bataillon 8 had been loaded on ships in Naples on 24 February. Oberstleutnant Ponath was the commander. The convoy pulled anchor at 1100 hours on 25 February and consisted of both Italian and German vessels: the freighters Arcturus, Alicante, Leverkusen, and Wachtfels. It was escorted by four Italian motor-torpedo boats and reached Tripoli exactly 48 hours after it had departed. Outside of the harbor, the soldiers saw a torpedoed hospital ship. In the harbor proper, the hulls of bombed and sunken boats and ships jutted out of the shallow waters. The ships were unloaded with harbor boats.


Generalmajor Streich and General Gariboldi greeted the disembarked and assembled soldiers on the morning of 28 February. The companies conducted a pass-in-review along the broad shoreline road. On the morning of 1 March, the battalion headed east, with companies leaving at 10-minute intervals.


The battalion reached the Arco dei Fileni after moving through Sirte and En Nofilia. The battalion set up its positions 3 kilometers to the east on both sides of the road. The 6./Panzerjäger-Abteilung 39, which was an engineer company, established forward positions at El Mugtaa. The vehicles were dug in up to their engines. In the defiles—called Wadis —the men were introduced to swarms of flies. They also had their first visits from sand vipers and scorpions. Not to be outdone, a Ghibli also made a house call.


The front started to take shape. In addition to the dummy tanks, which Rommel had ordered to move about the desert in a deception campaign, real formations also worked their way forward. On 11 March, Panzer-Regiment 5 was unloaded from ships at Tripoli.


On 15 March, a reinforced company under the command of Oberleutnant Graf Schwerin was sent on a reconnaissance-in-force to the south through Geddahia. It moved into the Fezzan area along an old trek. In addition to reconnoitering, it was sent there by order of Rommel to gather experience with regard to long-range marches in the desert and to test the special tropical equipment the German forces had been equipped with.


The raiding force moved out along the “corrugated sheet metal” trek to Hun, where a small Italian force had an outpost. Sebcha and Murzuk were next, followed by another 300 kilometers further south as far as the area around El Gatrun. None of the men of the force that participated ever forgot that experience.


In the meantime, however, there was movement along the front.


EL AGHEILA IS TAKEN


As early as 7 March, Rommel had informed Streich that he wanted to take El Agheila, as well as Marada.


On 18 March, Rommel flew to Berlin. Prior to doing that, he had consulted with Gariboldi in Tripoli and secured his concurrence for the intended offensive operations.


On 20 and 21 March, Rommel briefed at the Führer Headquarters. He stated that the enemy was withdrawing his forces from Cyrenaica and was setting up defensive positions along a line running Agedaiba–Marsa el Brega. Rommel advised that it was time to take up the offensive. He also asked for additional reinforcements, which Hitler turned down. Hitler indicated he did not want any expansive operations in the direction of Libya. That same train of thought was found in one of his directives (21 March 1941), which was released through the German Army High Command. The directive stated that Rommel was to guarantee the defense of Tripolitania and, at the same time, make preparations for taking back Cyrenaica.


It was not until all of the 15. Panzer-Division had arrived in Africa that he was to take El Agheila as a jumping-off point for further operations.


Let us now take a short look at the status of Rommel’s opposing numbers.
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After the XIII Corps had been pulled out of the line, the Cyrenaica Command of Lieutenant General Philip Neame was responsible for the “Western Front” of North Africa. His forces included the 2nd Armored Division and the Australian 6th Infantry Division. Since the latter division was earmarked for employment in Greece, it was pulled out of the line at the beginning of March, with only some headquarters elements and a brigade from the Australian 9th Infantry Division taking its place. The remaining two brigades of the inexperienced Australian division were still marching in from Palestine in order to complete unit-level training in the Tobruk–Derna area.


General Morshead, the division commander, knew that his positions at Marsa el Brega could be bypassed at any time by mobile German forces if the latter were to move through the Wadi el Fargeh south of the salt marshes.


On 17 March, the British command decided to pull back the exposed Australian brigade and employ it in the area east of Bengasi with another of the division’s brigades.


The 2nd Armored Division moved up to the front in the area of Marsa el Brega on 20 March. The two infantry brigades occupied positions between the road and the sea, a sandy sector of 6 kilometers. The tanks went into position south of the road and east of the 8-kilometer-long salt marshes.


The third brigade of the 9th Infantry Division had to remain in Tobruk, since there was no lift capacity available, since all available vehicles were being used to fill the camps of the 2nd Armored Division at Msus and Mechili.


General Wavell eventually sent the Indian 3rd Brigade (Motorized) to beef up the front. It arrived on 29 March in the El Adem area, at a time when Rommel’s advance had already started.
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It was the afternoon of 23 March when orders arrived at von Wechmar’s reconnaissance battalion to take El Agheila.


Von Wechmar, who had been promoted to Oberstleutnant, summoned his company commanders: “Behr, take your motorcycles only as far along the Via Balbia so that the Tommy outpost in the wooden tower of the fortifications cannot see you. Turn north and spend the night in the dunes next to the sea. At first light, move out so that you can reach El Agheila by 0600 hours. Everyone else will attack from the front.”


The motorcycle infantry company took off that night. They dismounted when they thought they were close enough to be heard. They then marched by foot, pushing the motorcycles, through the cold night to the northern outskirts of El Agheila. The main body remained in the dunes, while a patrol went forward to the edge of the town. It reported that the enemy forces appeared to be weak.


Oberleutnant Behr reported the results of the patrol back to headquarters. A short while later, most of the armored cars under Leutnant von Seybel reported they had reached the outskirts of the town.


“Behr: Attack! We’ll be following behind!” von Wechmar radioed.


The motorcycles raced into the northern part of the town appearing by surprise. A few enemy soldiers appeared. Machine-gun salvoes echoed through the morning stillness. The motorcyclists were soon at the observation tower, where they raised the battalion’s flag.


The rest of the reconnaissance battalion stormed into the city, with the four attached tanks in the lead. One of the tanks rolled over a mine and was immobilized. But the battalion had little to do.


A short while later, a column of vehicles approached the desert fort from the west. It was Rommel, who climbed up the observation tower with von Wechmar and the operations officer of the 5. leichte Division.


Rommel was laconic: “Our next objective is over there . . . Mersa el Brega.”


FROM MARSA EL BREGA TO MECHILI


Rommel ordered the attack on Marsa el Brega, 30 kilometers east of El Agheila, for 30 March. The English were expected to put up stiff resistance, since the position—located between the sea and a dried out salt marsh, which could not be negotiated by vehicular traffic—was a bottleneck and offered ideal defensive possibilities.
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An overall view of the North Afican Campaign, 1940 to 1943. This map

clearly indicates the ebb-and-flow nature of the campaign.
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Panzer IllIs head for the front in the early stages of the campaign. Note the
fuel and water (marked with a white cross) containers at the front of the
tanks and the extra stowage of essential items.





