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  Introduction


  The North African Campaign of World War II leaves its imprint on the minds of anyone who has taken the time to study it. No other theater of operation ever matched the ebb and flow of battle which took place on the endless sands of the Western Desert, nor the achievements and defeats that seesawed back and forth between the armies involved. This was also about the only large campaign of World War II where the combatants fought with equal respect for the other and did their best to treat captives fairly.


  This book is meant as a tribute to the men who fought on both sides, but in particular to Field Marshal Erwin Rommel and his Afrika Korps, whose determination and daring earned him the respect of combatants on both sides of the conflict, even if the OKW in Berlin was not overly impressed with his antics at times. Even the British commanders got upset when Rommel took matters into his own hands and disobeyed orders coming from Berlin, since they did their own planning based on German radio traffic intercepts. The photo content of this book is an attempt to show as much previously unpublished material as possible, accompanied by some of the more exotic shots to be found in archives around the world.


  From his first daring envelopment of the British Cyrenaican outposts in early April 1941, until the gradual disintegration of his cherished Afrika Korps on the road to Cairo, we will attempt to relive the tank battles that swirled across the Western Desert, on and off, for almost two years. Many books have already been written on this subject, but we will confine ourselves to the more dramatic high points of the ground war, with some emphasis on the Tables of Organization and Equipment (T/O&E) charts to illustrate how the various units were composed and just how many vehicles were used. In the desert much depended on the steady flow of materiel, fuel, water, troops, and replacement vehicles for both sides in determining which side could take the initiative. Often during and after a battle these vehicles fell under control of the enemy, if it was he who controlled the territory after the battle ended. Captured trucks, fuel, and foodstuffs were always a welcome bonus for the weary troops.


  The Deutsches Afrika Korps, or D.A.K., was originally forged from the 5th Panzer Regiment of the 3rd Panzer Division and a number of other units, to become known as the 5th Light Division (later named 21st Panzer Division), and soon after joined by the 15th Panzer Division in Africa. Alongside the D.A.K. fought a considerable Italian force, the most prominent of which was the 132nd “Ariete” Armored Division. All of these and other units were eventually incorporated into Panzerarmee Afrika, more or less directly under Rommel’s command. These forces were pitted against the British 8th Army, which in many instances had a numerical superiority but inferior firepower, and the victor of the day was usually the one with the most deceptive moves or the deadliest anti-tank shield.


  Although the Italian forces in Libya had made overtures suggesting a serious threat against the British in Egypt, at no time did they have the initiative, except in numbers. Although they had lost most of Libya and thousands of men to the British by the time Rommel’s forces arrived in 1941, this chronicle will concentrate mainly on the achievements of the Afrika Korps from the first encounters at El Agheila in February 1941 through to their withdrawal from El Alamein in November 1942. The make-up of certain 8th Army units will be covered to a lesser degree, where possible, to reflect the vehicles deployed by the British and for comparison purposes.


  The British would continually suffer from the inadequate armor and main guns on their cruiser tanks, with the standard issue 2-pdr on both their cruiser and infantry tanks. To add to their misery, all their cruisers tended to suffer from both mechanical and track-shedding problems. The British tank industry simply seemed unable to “get it right,” while at the same time they were under pressure to produce even more of what they had on the lines.


  The Germans on the other hand, were ahead with the quality of their vehicle armor and main guns, but would always be fighting in the shadow of the great battles on the Eastern Front. Africa simply did not seem to be in Hitler’s plans, and the Afrika Korps more or less was sent whatever leftovers could be found. However, in many cases those supplies were often sunk just trying to reach Africa.



  THE ROAD TO AFRICA


  8th Panzer Regiment in Europe, 1940–41


  Most of the units which would eventually make up the early Deutsches Afrikakorps were drawn from formations which had already served in Europe. Many of the photos in the first part of this book came from the belongings of a German prisoner of war captured at Bitche, Germany, in 1945. He was obviously a member of 8th Panzer Regiment and his photos start with their participation in the invasion of France 1940 and end around July 1941 in Africa. Speculation might suggest that he was seriously wounded about this time and shipped back to Germany to sit out the rest of the war in an office staff position. These photos give us an insight into the early activities of the tank regiment which would soon become the spearhead of the 15th Panzer Division in Africa


  ORIGIN OF 8th PANZER REGIMENT


  The 8th Panzer Regiment was raised at Böblingen, Wehrkries V (near Stuttgart), in November 1936. It consisted of 2 battalions, each with a headquarters and 3 light tank companies. Along with 7th Panzer Regiment, it was assigned to the 4th Panzer Brigade in November 1938. By September 1939 it had been mobilized and attached to Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division and participated in the Polish Campaign as part of OKH Reserves. In December they moved west to Eifel, as part of 16th Army, Armeegruppe A, during the French Campaign in May–July 1940. During this period it was part of Guderian’s XIX Panzer Korps under Panzer-Gruppe Kliest, and on May 10 they struck through the Ardennes Forest region to emerge just south of Sedan and then crossed the Meuse River.

    [image: Advance elements of 8th Panzer Regt. moving through Luxembourg on their way to the Ardennes, at which time they met with no resistance. May 10, 1940.]

  [image: The crew of this PzKpfw.II was obviously involved in the heavy fighting around Sedan or Amiens, as witnessed by the numerous penetrations on their vehicle (near the Balkankreus), and which has now been loaded onto a tank transporter.]


  By May 16 they had breached the French defenses and on the seventeenth and nineteenth were challenged by the French 4th Armored Division of Col. Charles de Gualle. Once on the move again they struck out for the coast, but were heavily engaged around Amiens and Pèronne on June 9–11. At this point von Kliest’s forces were directed south past Paris toward Château Thierry on the Marne River.


  By June 18 they had passed through the Lyons area of southern France, and when the fighting ceased, 8th Panzer Regiment remained in France as part of XII Armeekorps, 2nd Army, Heeresgruppe C. From November 1940 to January 1941, they acted as 1st Army Reserves for Heeresgruppe D. On January 18 they were re-assigned to 15th Panzer Division and likely returned to Germany.


  [image: This photo was obviously taken at a point in the campaign when 8th Panzer Regiment was being directed south toward Château Thierry. Their regimental “Wolfsangel” symbol can be seen on this N.80 road sign directing them toward Saulie.]

  
  WITH 15th PANZER DIVISION


  During this period 8th Panzer Regiment was assigned to the newly formed 15th Panzer Division which had come into being November 1st, 1940 at Darmstadt, Germany, near Frankfurt. This new armored division had been built from the main elements of the 33rd Infantry Division plus the 8th Panzer Regiment. It remained at Darmstadt, converting and training until March 1941, and during that time was assigned to the XXIV Armeekorps (mot.), 2nd Army, Heeresgruppe C. Their tactical insignia was the “Wolf’s Hook” and can be seen on the vehicles and the sign board directing them to Paris.


  Although these photos do not concern themselves directly with the desert war, it was felt that they would give the reader an insight into where the 8th Panzer Regiment had fought before it was scheduled to go to Africa and what the crews had experienced. It also gives us a look at their tanks, which often had arrived in Africa with their old unit markings still intact, although by this time most of the tanks were oversprayed with a desert sand color before or upon arrival in Tripoli.


  ARRIVAL IN AFRICA


  The first elements of 15th Panzer Division under Gen. Heinrich von Prittwitz reached the front by April 9, 1941, but without the 8th Panzer Regiment, and it would be mid-June before the complete division had arrived in Africa. Both the 1st Battalion of the 115th Motorized Infantry Regiment and 33rd Engineer Battalion took part in the abortive attack on Tobruk on April 30, and both suffered heavy casualties.


  When 8th Panzer Regiment eventually started off-loading in Tripoli harbor on April 14 it was made up of five tank companies, 1, 3, 4, 5, and 6. However, by mid-September 1941 it would be expanded to eight tank companies. The 3rd and 7th (medium) companies were redesignated as 4th and 8th (medium) companies, and completely new 3rd and 7th (light) companies were raised.


  It should also be mentioned here that on April 16 the ship transporting a portion of the 15th Panzer Division staff and vehicles was sunk with heavy losses.


  [image: A group shot of an 8th Panzer Regiment crew assembled on their PzKpfw. III medium tank, accompanied by two of their staff officers. This photo was taken in the yard adjacent to their billet in Merroles, France, 1940.]


[image: A motorcycle with side car of 8th Panzer Regiment in France, carrying their “Wolfsangel” insignia on the front fender of the bike.]


[image: This distinctive regimental symbol travelled to North Africa with the 8th Panzer Regiment. In Europe, while it was part of the 10th Panzer Division, it usually appeared in white on the bow plate of its tanks, which were painted the regulation “Dunkelgrau” (panzer grey). However, during its days with the D.A.K. in Africa it began to appear in red on the rear of the turret stowage bin. This rune was historically known as a “Wolfsangel” and in English translates roughly as Wolf’s Hook or Wolf’s Trap.]
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  THE BIRTH OF THE AFRIKA KORPS


  In September 1940 the British watched as the Italian Tenth Army, consisting of nearly 250,000 men, began crossing the Egyptian frontier. In North Africa Mussolini had begun to get grandiose ideas of conquest and ordered Marshal Graziani to confront the Western Desert Force with the intention of driving the British out of Egypt. Britain had taken the defensive on all fronts by now, and Mussolini calculated that it would be an ideal time to topple its Middle East empire.


  Germany was cautiously happy to see the Italians finally take the offensive after almost two years of hesitation, but at the same time was quite leery about how well they would do in an all-out Mediterranean war against the British. The Suez Canal and the oil fields beyond were essential to British naval domination in the region and as a link to the rest of the Commonwealth. If Germany could bolster the Italians in this venture it would certainly be to their mutual benefit.


  The advancing Italian Tenth Army masses were skilfully screened by elements of Lt. Gen. Richard O’Connor’s desert-wise but sadly worn Western Desert Force. On December 9, with a force never to exceed 36,000 men, O’Connor attacked the Italian advance camps in Egypt as they were preparing for the next phase of their offensive.


  THE BRITISH XIII CORPS STRIKES


  On January 1, 1941, his command became the XIII Corps, and on the third he unleashed the green 6th Australian Division and 23 Matilda II tanks of 7th RTR against the 45,000-strong Italian garrison at Bardia, which was the bulwark of Libya’s defenses, and captured thousands of Italian troops. The British infantry tanks were so well armored that Italian anti-tank gunners could not penetrate them, and the Italian lines simply collapsed. By the twenty-first, with only 18 Matildas he had captured another 32,000 prisoners in Tobruk. By February 8, all of Cyrenaica down to El Agheila and over 130,000 POWs were in British hands. O’Connor’s force was now extended to its limit, and Wavell’s attention was turning to Greece, where Churchill felt they must send assistance. At this point Germany decided to support the Italians in Libya by sending an expeditionary blocking force to Africa.


  The British Navy and Air Force did everything in their power to thwart any massive movement of Axis troops and equipment between Sicily and Tunisia, but to no avail. In the period February 1 to June 30, 1941, a total of 81,785 Axis troops were disembarked at Tripoli, along with 450,000 tons of weapons, fuel, and ammunition. The Axis air attacks on Malta had neutralized the British influence in the Mediterranean during February and March, allowing the Italian “Ariete,” still equipped with L3/33 tanks, and “Trento” Divisions, along with the German 5th Light Division, to arrive safely in Tripoli.

  [image: Men of the 15th Panzer Division chat with two Italian soldiers (center) during their voyage across the Mediterranean to Tripoli. These men appear to be members of a supply unit, so vital to the long-range operations in the desert. Note that the two Germans on the left have already been issued their tropical-style high-laced boots.]

    [image: Above: Scenes from the docks at Tripoli in April 1941 as the equipment for the fledgling Afrika Korps begins to arrive from Italy. The initial purpose of this force was merely to act as a static blocking force to defend the Libyan capital from the advancing British, but Rommel, after assessing the situation, had other ambitions.]

      [image: Below: Early elements of 15th Panzer Division leave Tripoli on their way to the front, stacked high with water and fuel containers in neat rows of “jerry cans” strapped to the top of their turrets. This column has halted for the moment and is made up mainly of PzKpfw III Ausf G medium tanks, with wheeled vehicles following.]

        [image: Some of the 8th Panzer Regiment troops sailed for Africa on the Italian battleship Giulio Cesare. Here we see them being photographed with Italian seamen.]



  On February 6, 1941, Generalleutnant Erwin Rommel was appointed to command the German forces in Africa, and by mid-February the first units of the 5th Light Division were disembarking in Tripoli. Rommel landed in Tripoli on February 13, 1941, to greet his arriving troops and report to General Gariboldi, who had recently relieved Graziani. The vanguard of the 5th Light Division was Motor Vehicle Workshop 13, Water Columns 800 and 804, plus Field Hospital 4.572. The following evening the 3rd Reconnaissance Battalion and 39th Anti-Tank Battalion started to come ashore.


  Rommel was there to greet them and gave them 5 hours to disembark and be ready to march. On the morning of February 15 they were inspected and then headed east on the 26-hour drive to the front lines at Sirte. Once the panzers were unloaded, Rommel was quick to see how small his forces were at this point and proceeded to parade them twice around the Governor’s Palace in Tripoli to give the impression of a much larger force.

    [image: Here again, a shot of the men trying to sort out all their equipment and vehicles as they are unloaded on the docks.]

      [image: Axis troops prepare their vehicles after arrival in Africa.]


  A NEW FORCE TO BE RECKONED WITH


  The D.A.K. came into being on February 19, 1941, when Hitler decreed that the German forces in Africa under Generalleutnant Rommel would henceforth be known as the “Deutsches Afrika Korps.” Previous to this announcement the headquarters staff for the German Army in Africa had carried the title “Aufklärungsstab Rommel” since February 6, when it became known that Rommel was to be their commanding officer. With the influx of men and materiel to the African theater, Rommel’s command eventually achieved the status of a Panzergruppe on August 15, 1941. This encompassed the 15th Panzer Division, 5th Light Division, 90th Light Division, and six Italian divisions (Ariete, Trieste, Pavia, Bologna, Bescia, and Savona). The three aforementioned German divisions now made up the “Afrika Korps.” On January 30, 1942, “Panzerarmee Afrika” came into being and this title would remain in effect until February 23, 1943.
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