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INTRODUCTION

	On the morning of June 21, 1942, a German field marshal stood in the dusty streets of Tobruk, watching as thirty-three thousand British and Commonwealth soldiers marched into captivity. Erwin Rommel had just captured one of the war's most strategically important fortresses, a port that had withstood siege for eight months the previous year. Within hours, Adolf Hitler promoted him to Generalfeldmarschall, making him, at fifty, the youngest field marshal in the Wehrmacht.

	Halfway around the world, the British House of Commons erupted in crisis. Prime Minister Winston Churchill, then in Washington conferring with President Roosevelt, received a humiliating telegram and had to inform his American ally that Tobruk, fortress Tobruk, symbol of British resistance had fallen. It was, Churchill later wrote, "one of the heaviest blows I can recall during the war." Within days, a motion of no confidence was tabled in Parliament.

	That same week, American newspapers splashed Rommel's photograph across their front pages. Time magazine had already featured him on its cover. In barbershops and bars across the United States, people who could not locate Libya on a map knew one name from the North African desert: the Desert Fox.

	This was Rommel's peculiar genius, he made himself a legend while the war was still being fought. Allied soldiers feared him, Allied commanders respected him, and Allied publics found him fascinatingly different from the parade of Nazi officials whose faces appeared in newsreels. Here was a German general who seemed to embody military excellence divorced from ideology, a professional soldier, not a party fanatic. A man who fought with tactical brilliance and, according to growing reputation, chivalry toward his enemies.

	The legend was born in the desert, but it outlived the man who created it. More than eight decades after his death, Rommel remains one of the most recognizable military figures of the twentieth century. His tactics are studied in staff colleges. His campaign in North Africa is dissected in countless histories. His photograph, often in tropical uniform with goggles pushed up on his cap, squinting into the desert sun remains an icon of World War II.

	Yet the legend obscures as much as it reveals. Who was Erwin Rommel beneath the myth? What made him an effective commander, and where did his talents reach their limits? How should we assess a man of demonstrated military ability who served one of history's most evil regimes? And perhaps most challenging: Can we separate the tactical excellence of the soldier from the moral burden of the cause he served?

	The Birth of a Reputation

	Rommel's rise to international fame was remarkably swift. In September 1939, when Germany invaded Poland, he was a relatively obscure colonel commanding Hitler's escort battalion, a security detail, essentially. Few outside German military circles had heard of him.

	By June 1940, after leading the 7th Panzer Division in a spectacular race across France, military professionals across Europe knew his name. His division earned the nickname Gespensterdivision, the Ghost Division for its speed and its tendency to appear where the enemy least expected it. Rommel covered more ground, captured more prisoners, and created more chaos than any other German division commander in the French campaign.

	When he arrived in North Africa in February 1941, sent to prevent the complete collapse of Italy's Libyan colony, his reputation preceded him. British intelligence officers who had studied the French campaign recognized the name. Within months, they would come to fear it.

	The desert war that followed created Rommel's legend in real time. The British Eighth Army and later American forces faced him across a vast, empty battlefield where maneuver mattered more than mass, where a commander's tactical skill could offset numerical disadvantage, where the fog of war was literal as sandstorms blinded armies. In this environment, Rommel's particular talents, personal reconnaissance, rapid decision making, aggressive exploitation of opportunity shone brilliantly.

	British soldiers, suffering defeat after defeat in 1941 and early 1942, began to attribute near supernatural abilities to their adversary. Rommel seemed to be everywhere, to know everything, to strike when least expected. The British command became so concerned about "Rommel-phobia" among their troops that they issued directives forbidding soldiers from speaking of him as though he were some kind of magician.

	Yet the concern itself testified to his effectiveness. You do not warn your army about overestimating an enemy unless that enemy has proven formidable.

	The Making of the Myth

	Rommel's fame rested on several foundations, some earned, others constructed.

	First, genuine tactical ability. He was an exceptionally gifted battlefield commander with an intuitive grasp of armored warfare. His talent for personal reconnaissance, his willingness to lead from the front, his ability to coordinate combined arms operations, and his genius for exploiting enemy weakness were all real. Officers who served under him, German, Italian, and later, former enemies who studied his campaigns testified to his military skill.

	Second, Nazi propaganda. Joseph Goebbels' propaganda ministry recognized Rommel's value early. Here was a handsome, dashing commander winning victories when the Wehrmacht was beginning to struggle in Russia. Goebbels made Rommel into a hero for the German home front, the subject of documentaries, newsreels, magazine profiles, and eventually a hagiographic book, Krieg ohne Hass (War Without Hate), published in 1950 but based on wartime propaganda themes.

	Third, British complicity. This seems paradoxical, why would the British build up their enemy's reputation? The answer lies in human psychology and organizational politics. When you lose to an ordinary opponent, it reflects badly on you. When you lose to a genius, your defeat becomes more explicable, even honorable. British commanders and journalists, consciously or not, had incentives to portray Rommel as an extraordinary adversary. Churchill himself contributed to the legend, praising Rommel in the House of Commons as "a great general" and "a very daring and skillful opponent."

	Fourth, the nature of the North African campaign. The desert war was, in important respects, the cleanest campaign of World War II. No systematic atrocities were committed by either side. No Holocaust arrived in Libya and Egypt. Civilians were largely absent from the battlefield. It was, or could be imagined as, a contest between professional armies where tactics and courage determined outcomes, war as it appeared in romantic imagination rather than brutal reality.

	This allowed a narrative to develop: Rommel as the "good German," the apolitical professional, the chivalrous knight of modern warfare. Stories circulated, some true, others embellished or fabricated of Rommel ordering medical care for wounded prisoners, refusing to execute captured commandos despite Hitler's orders, and treating captured British officers with respect.

	Finally, post-war German rehabilitation. After 1945, West Germany needed usable heroes. Most Wehrmacht generals were tainted by war crimes, participation in atrocities, or visible enthusiasm for Nazism. Rommel, who had died before the war ended, who had been (to some degree) involved in the conspiracy against Hitler, and whose North Africa campaign was free from the worst crimes of the Eastern Front, became the acceptable face of the German military, proof that not all Wehrmacht officers had been Nazis, that German military tradition could be separated from Hitler's regime.

	The Bundeswehr, West Germany's new army, claimed Rommel as their spiritual ancestor. The largest German military barracks was named after him. His widow, Lucie, carefully managed his legacy through the publication of his papers and her own advocacy. Former enemies, particularly British historians like Basil Liddell Hart and Desmond Young, wrote sympathetic biographies.

	By the 1950s, the legend was complete: Rommel as the "good German," the brilliant general, the tragic hero who turned against Hitler and paid with his life.

	The Man Behind the Goggles

	But legends, however compelling, are not history. The real Rommel was more complex and more interesting than his mythology suggests.

	He was born into the middle class in Wilhelmine Germany, the son of a schoolmaster. Nothing in his background suggested military greatness. He was not Prussian nobility, not from an officer family, not educated in the traditions of the General Staff. He made himself through ambition, ability, and hard work.

	His personality combined seemingly contradictory traits. He was a loving husband and father who wrote tender letters home and worried about his son Manfred's education. He was also a ruthlessly ambitious officer who cultivated relationships with powerful figures, published books to advance his career, and competed with fellow generals for glory and resources.

	He possessed tremendous physical courage, perhaps too much. He repeatedly exposed himself to enemy fire, leading from the front in a manner that inspired his troops but horrified his staff. He was wounded multiple times in World War I and nearly killed by air attack in World War II. His command style violated every principle of modern military doctrine about the proper role of senior commanders, yet it worked for him, at least at the tactical level.

	He was, by all accounts, an outstanding trainer and motivator of troops. Soldiers who served under him in World War I, in the Reichswehr, and in World War II testified to his ability to inspire confidence and loyalty. He demanded much but shared hardships. His men believed he cared about them, and they were probably right.

	His political views remain debated. He was never a member of the Nazi Party, unusual for a general of his rank. He appears to have been a nationalist conservative of conventional type for his generation and class: patriotic, authoritarian in temperament, believing in military values and German greatness, but not ideologically Nazi. He benefited from his relationship with Hitler, who admired him and promoted him rapidly. He seems to have reciprocated with genuine respect, at least until the final year of the war.

	Where he stood on the crimes of the regime he served remains unclear and contested. He commanded in North Africa, not on the Eastern Front where Wehrmacht complicity in the Holocaust was systematic. No evidence suggests he participated in war crimes. Some evidence suggests he refused certain criminal orders. But he knew he served a criminal regime, how much he knew, when he knew it, and what moral weight that knowledge should carry are questions we will examine.

	The Challenge for the Historian

	Studying Rommel presents distinctive challenges. Few military figures have been so mythologized during and after their lifetimes. Separating reality from legend requires careful attention to sources, awareness of post-war agendas, and willingness to question received narratives from all sides.

	The primary sources are extensive but problematic. Rommel's own writings, particularly Infantry Attacks and the posthumously published Rommel Papers are valuable but self-serving. Contemporary German military records are comprehensive for some periods, fragmentary for others. British and American intelligence assessments reflect both accurate observation and exaggeration born of defeat. Post-war memoirs, from all sides, must be read with attention to what the authors hoped to accomplish by writing them.

	Modern scholarship has begun to provide more balanced assessments. Historians with access to complete archives and free from the political agendas of the early Cold War have produced nuanced studies that acknowledge both Rommel's tactical gifts and his limitations, both his relative decency by Wehrmacht standards and his service to an evil regime.

	This biography draws on this scholarship while examining Rommel's entire career in detail, not just the famous North African campaigns, but his World War I service, his interwar development, his brief commands in France and Italy, and his final months in Normandy and Germany. Our goal is neither to perpetuate the legend nor simply to debunk it, but to understand the man as he actually was and the military campaigns he actually fought.

	Rommel's Significance

	Why does Rommel deserve our attention more than eight decades after his death?

	Militarily, he represents a particular type of commander: the aggressive, intuitive, frontline leader who excels at tactical operations. His style influenced armored doctrine and remains studied for its strengths (exploitation, combined arms coordination, personal leadership) and its weaknesses (logistical blindness, strategic limitations, recklessness).

	Historically, he illuminates the Wehrmacht officer corps, how professional soldiers navigated service to a criminal regime, how military competence and political morality could diverge, and how apolitical professionalism was itself a political stance.

	Culturally, his enduring fame raises questions about how we remember war, why certain figures capture our imagination, and how legends serve post-war political needs. The "good German" narrative centered on Rommel helped West Germany reintegrate into Western alliance structures and helped Germans live with their recent past, but it also obscured uncomfortable truths about the Wehrmacht's broader role in Nazi crimes.

	Ethically, his career poses difficult questions. Can tactical excellence earn our admiration independent of the cause served? What responsibility do military professionals bear for the regimes they serve? Where lies the boundary between following orders and moral complicity? These questions extend beyond one German general in one war, they touch on civil-military relations, professional ethics, and individual responsibility in authoritarian systems.

	What Follows

	This biography proceeds chronologically, examining Rommel's life from his birth in Swabian Germany through his death by forced suicide in 1944. We will analyze his major campaigns in detail, World War I, France 1940, North Africa 1941-43, and Normandy 1944 with attention to tactics, operations, and the broader strategic context.

	We will assess his strengths and weaknesses as a commander, comparing his performance to peers and evaluating his lasting influence on military thought. We will examine his character, his relationships, his ambitions, and his limitations. We will grapple honestly with the moral complexities of his career and legacy.

	Our approach is analytical, not hagiographic. Rommel made mistakes, some serious. His reputation exceeds his accomplishments in certain respects. His legend has obscured uncomfortable realities. But his genuine talents, within their proper sphere, remain worthy of study.

	This is the story of Erwin Rommel, not the Desert Fox of legend, but the actual man, ambitious, talented, flawed, and tragic. A professional soldier of exceptional tactical ability who served an evil regime, earned the respect of his enemies, and died at his own government's hand. A man whose career illuminates both the possibilities and the perils of military excellence divorced from moral purpose.

	The legend made him larger than life. History must restore him to human scale, neither demon nor saint, but a soldier whose story reveals enduring truths about warfare, leadership, and the relationship between military virtue and moral responsibility.

	Let us begin where he began, in the small Swabian town where a schoolmaster's son dreamed of military glory, in the Germany of kaisers and empire, on the eve of the catastrophe that would define his generation and shape his destiny.

	 

	

PART I: FORGING THE SOLDIER (1891-1918)

	


Chapter 1  

	The Swabian Boy

	 

	 

	 


The town of Heidenheim an der Brenz sits in the rolling hills of eastern Württemberg, where the Swabian Jura rises gently from the Danube basin. In 1891, it was a modest provincial town of perhaps eight thousand souls, large enough to have schools, churches, and a small garrison, but small enough that everyone knew their neighbors and their neighbors' business. The town's medieval past was visible in its old fortifications, though by the late nineteenth century, Heidenheim was transforming into an industrial center, its textile mills and ironworks bringing a measure of modest prosperity to this corner of southern Germany.

	Into this world, on November 15, 1891, Johannes Erwin Eugen Rommel was born, the third child of Erwin Rommel senior and Helene von Luz. Nothing about his birth suggested future greatness. He was not born into nobility, not descended from a line of famous soldiers, not marked by wealth or privilege. He was simply another child of the German Mittelstand, the solid, respectable, educated middle class that formed the backbone of Wilhelmine society.

	Yet from this unremarkable beginning would emerge one of the twentieth century's most famous soldiers. Understanding how requires understanding the world that shaped him, the society, the family, the education, and the values of imperial Germany at its zenith, just two decades before it would collapse into catastrophe.

	The Rommel Family

	Erwin Rommel senior was a mathematics teacher and school administrator, eventually becoming headmaster of the Realgymnasium in Aalen, a nearby town. He was precisely the sort of man the German educational system was designed to produce and honor, learned, methodical, disciplined, devoted to duty. He had served as an artillery lieutenant in the army before turning to education, maintaining that connection to military service that was common among educated Germans of his generation.

	This dual identity, educator and reserve officer was typical of the class. The German Empire, unified in 1871 under Prussian leadership, cultivated military values throughout society. Even civilians maintained connections to the army through the reserve system. Teaching and the military were both state professions, both commanded respect, both instilled discipline and service to the nation. Erwin senior embodied these values entirely.

	Helene von Luz came from a family with slightly higher social standing, the "von" indicating minor nobility or at least ennoblement at some point in the family's past. She was the daughter of a senior government official, Karl von Luz, who served as the president of the government of Württemberg. This connection gave the Rommel family a tenuous link to the upper reaches of provincial administration, though it brought no wealth or significant influence.

	By all accounts, the Rommels maintained a strict but loving household. Erwin senior expected obedience, academic achievement, and proper behavior from his children. Education was valued above all else, reading, mathematics, languages, music. The family attended church regularly, though without apparent religious fervor. They lived comfortably but modestly on a teacher's salary, respectable but far from wealthy.

	Young Erwin, called by his second name to distinguish him from his father, was the third of five children. His older siblings were Helene and Manfred; his younger siblings were Karl and Gerhard. Manfred would die young, never reaching adulthood. Karl would become a teacher like their father. Gerhard would join the army and would later serve in the Luftwaffe during World War II, eventually becoming a pilot and squadron commander.

	A Quiet Childhood

	The young Erwin Rommel was, by all contemporary accounts, an unremarkable child. He was not particularly athletic, not notably aggressive, not academically brilliant. His school reports were adequate but not exceptional. He was described as quiet, even docile, a "gentle and docile child," according to his mother. He was pale, often ill, and physically underdeveloped compared to his peers.

	This is worth emphasizing because it contrasts so sharply with the later Rommel, the aggressive, energetic commander constantly at the front lines. The transformation from sickly boy to dynamic soldier was not inevitable but achieved through conscious effort and will.

	He showed some mechanical aptitude, enjoying building model airplanes and tinkering with simple machines. This practical, hands-on interest would remain throughout his life. Unlike many German officers of his generation, Rommel would never be a theorist or an intellectual. He was a doer, interested in how things worked in practice rather than in abstract principles.

	His childhood was spent in the rhythms of small-town life in provincial Germany: school, church, family dinners, summer holidays. The family moved to Aalen in 1898 when his father became headmaster there, but the change made little difference to young Erwin's life. Aalen was only slightly larger than Heidenheim, another town of textile mills and modest ambitions.

	The Germany of Rommel's childhood was at peace and prosperous. Kaiser Wilhelm II sat on the throne, presiding over an empire that had become Europe's industrial powerhouse. German science, industry, education, and military power were the envy of the continent. For the middle class, these were good years, stable, predictable, full of confidence in progress and German greatness.

	But beneath the prosperity, tensions were building. Germany's late unification and rapid industrialization had created social strains. The working class was organizing, socialism was growing despite government repression, and Germany's place in the European order was uncertain. The Triple Alliance with Austria-Hungary and Italy faced the rival Triple Entente of France, Russia, and Britain. Germany felt encircled, threatened, denied its "place in the sun." These anxieties permeated German culture and politics, though they would have seemed remote to a schoolboy in provincial Württemberg.

	The Decision for Military Life

	The turning point in young Rommel's life came in his teenage years when he had to choose a profession. His father hoped he would pursue engineering, a respectable profession that matched Erwin's mechanical interests and mathematical abilities. The German technical universities were world-class, and a degree in engineering promised a comfortable career.

	But Erwin had other ideas. In 1910, at age eighteen, he applied to join the army as an officer cadet.

	Why did a quiet, unmilitary boy choose this path? The sources give us hints but not certainty. Family tradition played a role, his father had served as an artillery officer, and military service was respected in their social circle. His brother Gerhard would also choose a military career. The army offered a path to status and security for an intelligent young man without wealth or connections.

	More speculatively, we might wonder if the physically weak boy sought to prove himself through military service. Or perhaps he was drawn to the clarity and structure of military life, where advancement came through demonstrated ability rather than social connections or inherited wealth. The Prussian-German army was, in some respects, a meritocracy, if you were male, ethnically German, and physically fit, talent could take you far regardless of birth.

	Whatever his motives, his application succeeded. On July 19, 1910, Fähnrich (Officer Cadet) Erwin Rommel reported to the 124th (6th Württemberg) Infantry Regiment in Weingarten, near the Swiss border. He was eighteen years old, slight of build, and entirely untested. The army would make him into something else entirely.

	Becoming a Soldier

	The German army of 1910 was the finest military institution in the world, or so Germans believed. Two generations of careful professionalization since unification had created an organization that combined Prussian discipline with tactical innovation. The General Staff system, universal conscription, detailed war planning, and emphasis on offensive action made the German army the model that other nations studied and imitated.

	For a young officer cadet, the training was demanding. The German system required officer candidates to serve first as enlisted men, then as non-commissioned officers, before receiving their commission. This ensured that junior officers understood the army from the ground up and earned respect from the men they would command.

	Rommel threw himself into military training with unexpected passion. The sickly boy discovered physical resilience he hadn't known he possessed. The quiet student found he enjoyed the clarity of military life, the defined hierarchy, the tangible skills to be mastered, the camaraderie of shared hardship. His performance improved steadily.

	His instructors noted his determination, though they did not yet see anything exceptional. He was methodical, thorough, and increasingly fit, but not yet outstanding. He learned infantry tactics, weapons handling, map reading, military law, and leadership. He learned to march in formation, to sleep in field conditions, to follow orders without question and to give them with confidence.

	The transformation was not immediate. Rommel would later write that his early military training was difficult and that he struggled with self-doubt. But he persevered, driven by that characteristic determination that would define his career. By the time he received his commission as a Leutnant (Second Lieutenant) in January 1912, he had proven himself capable, if not yet remarkable.

	The Young Officer

	As a young lieutenant in the 124th Infantry Regiment, Rommel settled into the routine of peacetime military service in provincial Germany. The regiment was stationed in Weingarten, a town of about five thousand people in Upper Swabia. Life followed predictable patterns: training exercises, garrison duties, inspections, social obligations.

	German infantry regiments in this period typically consisted of about 3,000 men divided into three battalions. Each battalion had four companies of about 250 men. A lieutenant commanded a platoon of about 50-60 soldiers, enough for a young officer to learn leadership without being overwhelmed.

	Rommel proved to be a capable junior officer. He was demanding but fair with his men. He took training seriously, conducting thorough rehearsals and insisting on attention to detail. His men seem to have respected him, though he was never the charismatic type who inspired devotion through personality alone. His leadership style, already forming, was based on competence and example rather than charm.

	He was not a social butterfly. The German officer corps maintained elaborate social rituals, formal dinners, balls, regimental celebrations that helped build cohesion but could be stifling for someone not naturally gregarious. Rommel participated as required but without enthusiasm. He was never comfortable in high society or with aristocratic pretensions. His middle-class background and practical temperament made him an outsider in an officer corps still dominated by Prussian nobility, though Württemberg regiments were somewhat less aristocratic than their northern counterparts.

	His interests remained practical and technical. He studied infantry tactics, practiced with weapons, and spent time on field exercises. He read military history, though he was never a voracious reader or intellectual. He seems to have been most interested in recent campaigns, the Boer War, the Russo-Japanese War, the Balkan Wars looking for lessons applicable to modern warfare.

	Personal Life and Romance

	In 1911, before receiving his commission, Rommel had met Lucie Maria Mollin at a dance in Danzig where he was attending officer training. She was the daughter of a Prussian landowner and entrepreneur, a woman of intelligence and character who would become the great constant in Rommel's life.

	Their courtship was proper and extended, as befitted their class and era. They corresponded regularly, Rommel proved to be an articulate and affectionate letter-writer, a skill that would serve him throughout his life. His letters to Lucie reveal a softer side than his military bearing suggested,  romantic, devoted, eager for intellectual companionship.

	The relationship faced obstacles. Lucie's family was initially skeptical of a penniless young lieutenant from provincial Württemberg. Rommel's meager salary made marriage impractical in the short term. And his military duties kept them apart for long periods. But the relationship endured, growing stronger through their correspondence.

	This period also saw another significant relationship, one that would remain hidden for decades. In 1913, Rommel had a relationship with Walburga Stemmer, a fruit seller's daughter, that resulted in a daughter, Gertrud, born in 1913. Rommel acknowledged paternity privately and provided financial support, but the relationship was kept secret, unsuitable for a young officer seeking to advance his career. He would maintain contact with Gertrud throughout his life, but the relationship was never public. This episode reveals a side of Rommel, the ambitious young man willing to compartmentalize personal complications that might hinder professional advancement that complicates our understanding of his character.

	His devotion to Lucie, however, remained genuine. They would marry in November 1916, during the war, and their marriage would be by all accounts happy and devoted. Lucie would be his confidante, his emotional anchor, and after his death, the guardian of his legacy.

	The Coming Storm

	The years 1910-1914 were the last peaceful summer of European civilization, though few realized it at the time. The great powers maneuvered for advantage in a system of alliances designed for stability but creating hair-trigger sensitivity to crisis. Germany's strategic position, allied with Austria-Hungary and Italy, facing potential war with France and Russia simultaneously demanded military plans for rapid offensive action. The Schlieffen Plan, designed to knock France out of the war quickly before turning east to face Russia, required precise timing and overwhelming initial force.

	Young officers like Rommel were only dimly aware of these strategic calculations. They trained for war, as soldiers always do, but most expected that if war came it would be brief, a matter of months, perhaps, before superior German military skill brought victory. The long peace since 1871 had created an entire generation with no experience of great power conflict.

	In Weingarten and other garrison towns across Germany, soldiers drilled and practiced, conducted field exercises and maintained equipment, entirely unaware that within a few years, most of them would be dead. The German army of 1914 was perhaps the finest military force ever assembled to that date, superbly trained, thoroughly prepared, tactically excellent. It would be fed into a meat grinder that would destroy it utterly.

	Rommel, now a Oberleutnant (First Lieutenant) as of 1914, participated in the summer maneuvers of that year with no sense that they were rehearsals for catastrophe. He was twenty-two years old, thoroughly trained, physically fit, mentally prepared, and entirely innocent of what war actually meant.

	The World That Made Rommel

	To understand Rommel's later career, we must understand the world that shaped his formative years. Imperial Germany was a contradictory place, economically modern but politically backward, culturally sophisticated but socially rigid, powerful but anxious about its position.

	The values Rommel absorbed were those of his class and time: duty, discipline, service to the state, respect for hierarchy, belief in German greatness. The military was honored above all professions. Education and technical competence were valued. Hard work and determination could overcome limitations of birth. Personal honor mattered intensely, a man's word was his bond, and dishonor was worse than death.

	These values had virtues. They created a culture of competence and professionalism. They motivated people to serve causes larger than themselves. They built one of the world's most advanced societies. But they also had dangers. Blind obedience to authority could lead to terrible acts. Nationalism could curdle into chauvinism and eventually into something far worse. Military values divorced from moral restraint could justify atrocity.

	Rommel would embody both the virtues and the dangers of this culture. His devotion to duty, his professional competence, his personal honor would make him an exceptional soldier. But his unquestioning service to the German state, regardless of who controlled it or what policies it pursued, would implicate him in one of history's greatest crimes.

	The young Rommel of 1914 could not see any of this. He saw only opportunity, the chance to prove himself, to serve his country, to test himself in the ultimate arena. When war came in August 1914, he would embrace it with all the naive enthusiasm of an entire generation.

	The Man on the Eve of War

	What kind of man was Erwin Rommel in the summer of 1914, just before the world caught fire?

	Physically, he had transformed from the sickly boy into a fit, energetic young officer. He stood about five feet six inches tall, not tall, but solid and strong. He moved with energy and purpose. His health, once fragile, had strengthened through military training and outdoor life. He would prove remarkably resilient to the physical hardships of war.

	Intellectually, he was practical rather than theoretical. He was not stupid, far from it. He had a quick mind for tactical problems, good spatial reasoning, and excellent memory for terrain and tactical details. But he was never an intellectual or a systematic thinker. He learned by doing, by experience, by trial and error. Theory interested him only insofar as it applied to practical problems.

	Emotionally, he was controlled and disciplined, as his upbringing and training demanded. German officers did not display weakness or doubt. But his letters reveal capacity for deep feeling, love for Lucie, affection for family, delight in natural beauty. He could be warm with those close to him while maintaining professional distance with subordinates and peers.

	Professionally, he was ambitious. He wanted to excel, to win recognition, to rise in rank. This ambition was not unusual, most capable young officers wanted success but in Rommel it ran particularly deep. He was driven to prove himself, perhaps compensating for his unmilitary childhood, perhaps simply expressing natural competitive spirit. This ambition would propel his remarkable rise but would also create conflicts with peers and superiors throughout his career.

	Morally, he had absorbed the conventional values of his class: personal honor, duty to nation, loyalty to superiors, responsibility for subordinates. He was not particularly introspective about ethics. Like most young men of his background, he accepted the moral framework he inherited without much question. Why would he question it? It had produced the successful, powerful, cultured society in which he lived.

	His political views, to the extent he had developed any, were conventionally conservative and nationalist. He believed in German greatness, in the rightness of the German cause, in the superiority of German culture. These views were so common as to be almost universal among his class. The idea that Germany might be wrong, or that other nations might have legitimate grievances against German policy, or that German nationalism might become toxic, these ideas would not have occurred to him.

	In short, Erwin Rommel in 1914 was a capable, ambitious, conventional young officer of the German army, one of tens of thousands, well-trained and eager, innocent and doomed. Nothing yet suggested that this particular young man would become one of the war's most decorated officers or one of the twentieth century's most famous soldiers.

	The war would change everything. It would kill millions of men just like Rommel, capable young officers full of patriotic enthusiasm and naive courage. That Rommel survived, that he excelled, that he learned and adapted and emerged as one of the war's most successful junior officers, this was partly luck, partly talent, and partly that driving ambition that would not accept failure or limitation.

	The Last Summer

	The summer of 1914 was glorious in southern Germany. The weather was fine, the harvests were good, and the world seemed stable despite diplomatic tensions far away in the Balkans. In garrison towns like Weingarten, soldiers drilled in the warm sun, went on leave to visit family, and made plans for the future.

	Rommel spent time with Lucie, though they were not yet married. They talked of their future together, of his career prospects, of eventual marriage when his salary could support a family. They were young and in love and the world seemed full of possibility.

	In late July, news arrived of a crisis. The Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand had been assassinated in Sarajevo. Austria was threatening Serbia. Russia was mobilizing to support Serbia. Germany was bound by an alliance to support Austria. France was allied with Russia. The diplomatic mechanisms that were supposed to prevent war were instead ensuring it would engulf all of Europe.

	Even then, many believed it would be resolved. There had been crises before that had been defused. Surely the great powers would step back from the brink. War among the developed nations of Europe seemed too catastrophic to be allowed.

	But this time, the mechanisms failed. Austria declared war on Serbia. Russia mobilized. Germany, facing the nightmare of a two-front war, activated the Schlieffen Plan. On August 1, 1914, Germany declared war on Russia. On August 3, Germany declared war on France. The next day, German troops crossed into Belgium, and Britain declared war on Germany.

	All across Europe, young men like Erwin Rommel put on their uniforms, kissed their sweethearts goodbye, and marched off to war believing they would be home by Christmas, covered in glory. In Germany, crowds cheered in the streets. The Kaiser proclaimed, "I no longer recognize parties, only Germans." Even Social Democrats, who had opposed militarism, voted for war credits. The nation was united as never before.

	Lieutenant Erwin Rommel, 124th Infantry Regiment, said goodbye to Lucie and prepared to march west toward France. He was twenty-two years old. He had never heard a shot fired in anger. He believed, as everyone believed, that German superiority would bring swift victory.

	He was about to receive an education in war's reality that would transform him from a boy into a soldier, from an ordinary officer into a warrior of legendary skill. The quiet Swabian boy was about to discover talents he didn't know he possessed and to experience horrors no one should endure.

	 

	 



Chapter 2

	Baptism by Fire - The Great War

	 

	 


The trains that carried Germany's armies to war in August 1914 moved according to precise schedules worked out years in advance. Every unit, every piece of equipment, every ton of supplies had its designated place and time. The Schlieffen Plan demanded nothing less than perfection in execution, the entire German army had to deploy with clockwork precision, overwhelm France in six weeks, then turn east to face Russia. Delay meant disaster.

	Lieutenant Erwin Rommel's 124th Infantry Regiment boarded trains at Weingarten on August 1, 1914. The men were in high spirits. Crowds gathered at railway stations to cheer them off, throwing flowers, singing patriotic songs, and waving flags. Young women kissed soldiers they'd never met. Old men wept with pride and memory of past wars. The atmosphere was carnival-like, celebratory, utterly divorced from the reality of what awaited these men.

	Rommel shared the general enthusiasm. His letters to Lucie from this period are full of confidence and excitement. He was finally going to prove himself in the ultimate test. Like most professional soldiers, he had trained for war his entire adult life without experiencing it. Now the opportunity had arrived. He was young, fit, thoroughly prepared, and eager to distinguish himself.

	The innocence would not last long.

	Into Belgium

	The German army that crossed into Belgium on August 4, 1914, was perhaps the most formidable military force ever assembled. Nearly two million men, organized into seven field armies, swept forward according to plan. The right wing, the hammer of the Schlieffen Plan, wheeled through Belgium and northern France, aiming to envelop Paris and crush the French armies against their own fortifications in the east.

	Rommel's regiment was part of the Fifth Army under Crown Prince Wilhelm, assigned to the center of the German line. Their mission was to pin French forces in place while the right wing executed the great envelopment. It was not the most glamorous assignment that belonged to the units racing through Belgium but it was vital to the plan's success.

	The first combat came quickly. Belgian resistance, though brave, was quickly overwhelmed. The German army moved forward rapidly, covering twenty miles a day, living off the land, following the carefully prepared schedules. Everything seemed to be working according to plan.

	On August 22, 1914, near the village of Longuyon on the French-Belgian border, Lieutenant Rommel's platoon encountered French forces for the first time. It was a meeting engagement, neither side had prepared positions, both were moving forward, and the battle developed spontaneously as units collided.

	Rommel's first experience of combat was chaos. The carefully rehearsed tactics dissolved into confusion. Visibility was limited by terrain and woods. French artillery opened fire from unknown positions. Rifle fire cracked from multiple directions. Men fell, screaming or silent. The noise was overwhelming, nothing in training had prepared him for the cacophony of modern battle.

	But something in Rommel responded to the chaos rather than being paralyzed by it. While some officers froze or became confused, Rommel acted. He moved his platoon forward using available cover. He identified French positions and directed fire against them. He led from the front, showing his men that advance was possible. When opportunities appeared, a gap in the French line, an exposed flank, he exploited them immediately without waiting for orders.

	His platoon overran a French position, taking prisoners. In the swirling confusion of woods and smoke, Rommel personally captured four French soldiers. It was a small action in a small battle on a day when hundreds of thousands of men were fighting across Belgium and France, but it was Rommel's introduction to combat, and he had performed well.

	Baptism and Wound

	The fighting continued day after day as the German armies pressed forward. The French were retreating, but not collapsing. They fought delaying actions, imposed casualties, and slowed the German advance. The Schlieffen Plan's tight schedule began to slip.

	On September 24, 1914, Rommel's regiment was engaged in heavy fighting in the Argonne Forest, that tangled mass of woods and ravines in eastern France that would become one of the war's bloodiest battlegrounds. The 124th Infantry Regiment was ordered to attack French positions in the forest, miserable work, fighting among trees where visibility was measured in yards and artillery was as likely to hit your own men as the enemy.

	During the attack, Rommel was hit. A French bullet struck him in the upper leg. It was not a mortal wound, but serious enough, the bullet had passed through his thigh, leaving entry and exit wounds, missing the bone but causing significant bleeding and immediate intense pain.

	Many men hit as badly would have withdrawn, would have let medics evacuate them to the rear. Rommel refused. He had his leg bandaged in place and continued leading his platoon. The adrenaline of combat, the fear of showing weakness before his men, and that core of determination that defined his character kept him fighting.

	His platoon continued the attack and succeeded in capturing the French position they'd been assigned to take. Only afterward did Rommel consent to evacuation. He had proven something to himself and to his men, he would not quit, would not be stopped by pain or danger. It was the beginning of a reputation.

	For his actions that day, maintaining command despite being wounded, continuing the attack, and achieving the objective Rommel was awarded the Iron Cross, Second Class. It was his first decoration, earned within two months of the war's beginning. More significantly, he had discovered something about himself, he functioned well under fire. Combat did not paralyze him with fear; it focused him, energized him, brought out abilities he might not have known he possessed.

	Recovery and Reflection

	Rommel spent several months recovering from his wound, first in field hospitals and then on convalescent leave. The bullet wound healed well, he was young and healthy, and the injury, though painful, had not been crippling. But the psychological impact of his first combat experience ran deeper.

	He had seen men killed and mutilated. He had watched friends and subordinates die suddenly, often without warning, one moment alive and joking, the next moment dead or screaming with wounds that no surgery could repair. He had experienced the total chaos of combat, where plans evaporated on contact with reality and survival depended on quick thinking and good luck.

	Most significantly, he had discovered that he was good at it. This was a troubling realization. What kind of man discovers he has a talent for killing? Yet there was no denying it, when bullets were flying and men were dying, Rommel could think clearly, act decisively, and lead effectively. Not all officers could. Some froze, some panicked, some simply could not function under fire. Rommel could, and this discovery shaped his understanding of himself and his future.

	During his convalescence, he wrote regularly to Lucie. His letters from this period show a man trying to process what he'd experienced. He wrote about the horror of modern war, the artillery bombardments that buried men alive, the machine guns that cut down entire companies in minutes, the gas attacks that left men drowning in their own fluids. But he also wrote about the exhilaration of combat, the pride in accomplishment, the bonds formed with his men. The contradictions were unresolved because they were unresolvable.

	By January 1915, Rommel was healed and eager to return to his unit. The war he returned to was very different from the one he'd left. The great offensives of 1914 had failed. The Schlieffen Plan had come close to success but ultimately fell short. The French had not been knocked out of the war. The British had entered on France's side. Russia had not collapsed. And most ominously, the armies had dug in along a line stretching from the English Channel to Switzerland.

	The war of movement was over. The war of attrition had begun.

	The Western Front Stalemate

	Rommel returned to find the 124th Infantry Regiment occupying trenches in the Argonne Forest, the same area where he'd been wounded. But the nature of warfare had changed utterly. The trenches were not temporary positions but elaborate fortifications, parallel lines of excavations, sandbagged parapets, dugouts, communication trenches, barbed wire obstacles stretching for hundreds of yards in front of the lines.

	Between the opposing trench systems lay No Man's Land, a wasteland of mud, shell craters, barbed wire, and corpses. By day, to show yourself above the parapet invited instant death from snipers. By night, patrols crept out to repair wire, gather intelligence, or raid enemy positions. Artillery bombardments could arrive without warning, burying entire sections of trench and everyone in them.

	This was not the war Rommel had trained for. German doctrine emphasized maneuver, offensive action, decisive battle. The static warfare of the trenches violated every principle of German military thought. Yet here they were, locked in position, gaining or losing a few hundred yards at the cost of thousands of casualties.

	Rommel adapted, as good officers must. He became an expert at trench warfare's specialized skills, organizing raids, planning small-unit operations, maintaining morale during long periods of boredom punctuated by moments of terror. His men appreciated his attention to their welfare, he ensured they got hot food when possible, rotated them out of the most dangerous positions, and shared their hardships.

	But trench warfare did not suit his temperament. Rommel was aggressive by nature, impatient with defense, eager for action. The endless waiting, the pointless small battles over meaningless positions, the grinding attrition without decisive result, all of this frustrated him intensely. He wanted to move, to attack, to decide matters through action rather than endurance.

	Mountain Warfare: A New Environment

	In September 1915, Rommel received orders that would change his career trajectory. He was assigned to the newly formed Württemberg Mountain Battalion (Württembergisches Gebirgs-Bataillon), an elite unit being formed for operations in mountainous terrain. The assignment reflected his proven combat ability, mountain units selected their officers carefully, taking only those who had demonstrated courage, tactical skill, and physical fitness.

	The timing was significant. Germany and Austria-Hungary were preparing an offensive against Romania, which had remained neutral but was expected to join the Allies. The mountainous terrain of Romania and the Balkans demanded specialized units trained and equipped for mountain warfare.

	Rommel threw himself into mountain training with characteristic enthusiasm. Here was something new, challenging, suited to his abilities. Mountain warfare emphasized small-unit operations, individual initiative, physical fitness, and tactical flexibility, all areas where Rommel excelled. Large-scale set-piece battles were impossible in mountains; instead, combat consisted of small units maneuvering for advantage on difficult terrain, using surprise and speed rather than mass.

	The Württemberg Mountain Battalion trained in the Alps during the winter of 1915-16. The conditions were brutal, deep snow, bitter cold, treacherous terrain where a misstep meant death. Men learned to ski, to climb, to survive in conditions that would kill the unprepared. They trained with specialized equipment, lightweight artillery that could be disassembled and carried on pack animals, machine guns mounted on sleds, climbing gear and ropes.

	Rommel proved particularly adept at mountain operations. His physical fitness, developed through years of military training, served him well in the demanding alpine environment. His tactical eye helped him see opportunities in the complex terrain. And his aggressive nature found an outlet in the rapid, decisive actions that mountain warfare demanded.

	Romania: First Independent Command

	In August 1916, Romania entered the war on the Allied side, as Germany had feared. Romanian armies invaded Transylvania, threatening Hungary and Austria's southern flank. The Central Powers responded with a coordinated offensive designed to knock Romania out of the war quickly.

	The Württemberg Mountain Battalion deployed to the Romanian front in late 1916 as part of the Ninth German Army under General Erich von Falkenhayn. Their mission was to operate in the Carpathian Mountains, protecting the army's flanks and exploiting opportunities in the difficult terrain.

	Here, Rommel first exercised independent command. As a company commander (he'd been promoted to Oberleutnant, First Lieutenant, in 1915 and to Hauptmann, Captain, in 1916), he led several hundred men in operations that

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




