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‘The Prince must be a lion but he must also know how to play the fox’

The Prince (1532), Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527)

‘Success is not final, failure is not fatal. It is the courage to continue that counts’

Winston Churchill (1874-1965)




AUTHOR’s NOTE

This is a work of fiction, although the story is interwoven with real events connected with the pivotal battle of El Alamein. The circumstances surrounding the death of General Georg Stumme, who assumed command of the Afrika Korps during Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s absence in Germany, just before the Allied attack, have never been properly explained. Who is to say that something similar to the action portrayed in these pages did not occur? And there was such a unit as Holly Force, a group of Palestinian Jewish volunteers dressed as German soldiers who carried out clandestine operations behind enemy lines. In real life it was known as the Special Interrogation Group, the brainchild of its commander Captain Herbert ‘Bertie’ Buck MC, and forerunner of the British Army’s Long Range Desert Group and, ultimately, the SAS.

I would also like to highlight the role of the Royal Air Force aircrew and ground-crew who served with the Photographic Reconnaissance Unit (PRU), as well as those responsible for ferrying a huge variety of aeroplanes from the west coast of Africa to the front in North Africa – the so-called Takoradi Run. Both played a crucial role in the successful battle against the Axis forces, the first defeat suffered by Rommel, the Desert Fox.




RAF v. GERMAN RANKS

AC2 . . . Flieger, Gefreiter

AC1 . . . Obergefreiter

LAC . . . Hauptgefreiter

Corporal or senior corporal . . . Stabsgefreiter

Sergeant . . . Feldwebel

Flight Sergeant and Warrant Officer . . . Oberfeldwebel

Pilot Officer . . . Leutnant

Flying Officer . . . Oberleutnant

Flight Lieutenant . . . Hauptmann

Squadron Leader . . . Major

Wing Commander . . . Oberstleutnant

Group Captain . . . Oberst

Air Commodore . . . Generalmajor

Air Vice Marshal . . . Generalleutnant

Air Marshal . . . General

Air Chief Marshal . . . Generaloberst

Marshal of the Royal Air Force . . . Generalfeldmarschall

Supreme Commander . . . Reichsmarschall




Prologue

In a Kent orchard

The men were gathering apples. Their khaki uniforms blended with the brown and yellow leaves of the fruit trees that had been touched by an early autumn. The work was strenuous but welcome. Stationed a few miles from the farm, they had been training for overseas duty. Nobody knew their destination, but the regime at the camp was relentless and severe – to prepare them, they realised, for a great ordeal to come. The news was bad everywhere. In North Africa, Tobruk had fallen and Rommel’s Afrika Korps was advancing on Egypt. The rumour in the regiment was that soon they would have sand in their boots. On the nearby farm, with labour scarce and his few workers falling behind, the farmer had watched as his crop began to drop from the trees, windfalls only good for cider. A hint of frost was in the air and, without much hope, he asked the soldiery for help. The company commander knew his men had earned a spell away from preparations for war. So now, in the orchard, the air was rich with the scent of apples and loud with the voices of men who were boys again. The fallers had been cleared from beneath the trees and placed in boxes with a handful of grass on top, to show they were to go for cider. Other boxes had been filled with fruit taken straight from the trees, firm and crisp and unblemished.

From time to time, as the days had passed, the soldier pickers  had paused, easing down onto the long, damp grass, propping themselves against the stacked boxes and rough-barked trees, or stretching out, like picnickers before the war, taking in the smells and sounds and prospect of the green-gold English countryside. The cookhouse had filled their haversacks with rations and they quietly munched their wedges of white bread and cheese, brewing tea in billycans set over small fires of fragrant apple-tree twigs and drinking from enamel mugs.

But this was their last day in the orchard. Until now, the regiment had given their labour free. But today, Sunday, their time was their own and the farmer had agreed to pay them sixpence a box to get the orchard cleared. Better still, instead of haversack rations, they were presented with a spread of sandwiches and cakes and bottles of beer, set out on a table with a gingham tablecloth, near the gateway that led from the farmyard to the orchard. There, busy behind the table, were the farmer’s wife and two young daughters, smiling and shy. The soldiers looked at them for long moments as they collected their food, saying little, smiling too, thinking of home while, amongst the trees, a faint mist gathered and hung above the ground, catching the rays of the low midday sun.

Then, as the men ate and drank, they heard, through the golden mist, the clangour of bells from the Norman church in the distant village. No bells had been rung for three years, struck dumb by war, only to be tolled to herald invasion. But these peals sent a message of hope. Soon news came that Rommel’s advance had been halted, at an obscure spot on the Egyptian coast called Alamein, only sixty miles from Alexandria, home to Britain’s Mediterranean fleet, with Suez, gateway to the Far East, not so far beyond.

It was the first time that the Wehrmacht, with its Italian allies, had been defeated in the field. The myth of Rommel, the invincible Desert Fox, had also been destroyed. And Hitler was denied his vision of two spearheads meeting in Iran, Rommel’s Afrika  Korps driving through Egypt and General von Bock’s army slicing south through the Caucasus, before turning east together, bound for India, to await the Japanese, already in possession of the coast of China, the East Indies, Malaya and Burma.

Once united, went the Führer’s plan, German production and Japanese raw materials would be combined and the populations of Europe, Asia and Africa would be engulfed in a new Dark Age. No wonder, then, that Prime Minister Churchill ordered the ringing of the bells. After years of privation and setback, with invasion a constant threat, he told his cabinet: ‘The people need something to celebrate.’ Later, he was to observe of Hitler’s first humiliation: ‘Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.’ And later still: ‘Before Alamein we never had a victory. After Alamein we never had a defeat.’

But in the Kent orchard on Sunday, 8 November 1942, the soldier apple-pickers and the farmer and his family knew only that a famous victory had been won. Ahead lay greater conflicts. Soon the Allies would face the battle for Tunis itself and the wholesale surrender of the Afrika Korps, with more than 80,000 of its best men dead on the battlefield and over a quarter of a million more, still proud, marching into captivity behind their military bands.

Many of the men in khaki standing in the Kent orchard, amid the boxes of freshly picked apples, with the mist being dispersed by a rising breeze from the south-west and the sun lowering in the glittering sky, would not hear the sound of English church bells again. For on Christmas Day they sailed from Liverpool for Algiers, where preparations were being made for the final conflict. Where Scipio had fought, and Hannibal, and great armies had been destroyed between the mountains and the sea, Rommel’s army lay, pinned between the Eighth Army at Alamein to the east and the combined British, American and Free French forces holding the mountain ridge that ran close to the Tunisian border to the west and south.

The regiment would play its part, and although not all its men would return, the memory of the church bells on that golden day remained with those who, years later, would find themselves restored to England; a memory and a reminder of what the soldier apple-pickers, among so many thousands – millions – had chosen to defend.
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In African skies they battled to outwit
Rommel’s desert army
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