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Introduction 

One of the enduring images of the desert war is that of the rapidly advancing Afrikakorps sweeping all 
before it. This is certainly what happened in April 1941 during the re-conquest of the Cyrenaica and 
Marmarica provinces of Libya. It led to considerable gains of terrain for the Axis, and losses in men and 
equipment for the Empire forces. The offensive culminated in the siege of Tobruk. This advance was against 
clear orders given to Rommel, namely, to await the arrival of 15. Panzerdivision in May 1941 before 
commencing operations. This was of course of major propaganda value, and it has shaped the image we 
have of Rommel today, with a victorious German force2 advancing rapidly, encircling and defeating all 
Empire forces before them. 

The modern assessment of Rommel’s initial offensive is that because it was conducted from an unsound 
logistical basis, it ultimately doomed the Axis effort in North Africa3. This article considers what the 
situation in North Africa would have been had Rommel adhered to his orders. It is drawing on period 
documents and participant views. 

The first Axis Counter-Offensive 

While a major offensive by the Axis forces was thus not foreseen until May, raids4 were allowed as long as 
they did not result in the permanent occupation of terrain and the consequent impact on supplies and force 
requirements to hold this terrain. They were considered useful in that they would keep the Empire forces 
off balance and would deny them peace and quiet during which to prepare for their planned advance on 
Tripoli.  

 
1 Author contact: rommelsriposte@gmail.com  
2 The Italian participation in this advance is normally overlooked and has been denigrated by Rommel right from the start. 
3 See in particular the official German history DRZW Vol. III Pt. 5 
4 The Wehrmacht used the English term for deep penetrations. 
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Map 1: North African Theatre, Rommel’s Advance in April 1941.5 

 

Forward of the recently occupied el Agheila, Mersa el Brega constituted a geographic choke point between 
the Axis position at el Agheila and the next major settlement of Agedabia, due to the existence of salt 
marshes just south of the coastal road.  It was a logical step for the Axis forces to push the line forward, 
and Mersa el Brega was therefore taken on 31 March 1941. The observed reaction of the Empire forces to 
this raid, which resulted in their rapid retreat, gave Rommel confirmation of the weakness of Empire forces 
in the Agedabia area. In consequence, he commenced another raid on Agedabia on 3 April 1941, and 
following this took the opportunity to unleash his forces for a deep penetration into Cyrenaica and towards 
Marmarica, racing both north towards Benghazi, and north-east in the direction of Tobruk, with the aim to 
completely defeat the enemy in the western desert. 

This ensuing offensive quickly retook Benghazi, the major port city of Cyrenaica, and pushed Empire forces 
ahead of the advancing Axis forces. It was touch and go whether Tobruk, the major port city of Marmarica, 

 
5 Official History, The Mediterranean and the Middle East, Vol. II, The Germans come to the aid of their ally, map 2. (from 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/UN/UK/UK-Med-II/maps/UK-Med-II-4.jpg) 
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could be held by the Empire forces. In the end, a first attempt to attack the town failed on the Easter 
weekend of 1941 after some reinforcements had been sent rapidly on the ground and by sea into the town, 
including tanks and artillery. Having advanced to the border of Libya and Egypt, and re-taken Bardia, 
Sollum, and the Halfaya Pass, at the end of April Rommel found himself in a very tricky situation.  

The Axis forces now had advanced far ahead of their supply sources, were dispersed while also weakened 
due to the rapid advance, which took a heavy toll on vehicles including tanks, and Rommel was therefore 
left critically exposed to Empire counter attacks on the line of the frontier between Libya and Egypt. What 
rescued his force at this point was the thundering defeat that Empire forces had suffered in Greece, and the 
resulting threat to Crete.  

The failure of the campaign in Greece, and the need to deal with the risk of an invasion of Crete prevented 
Middle East Command from taking advantage of the momentary Axis weakness. By the time sufficient 
forces could be assembled for an Empire offensive from Egypt into Libya, the moment had passed, and the 
first small-scale counter-attack, Operation BREVITY, failed.  The reason for this failure was the arrival of 
the first elements of 15. Panzerdivision in the area of operations around Tobruk and Bardia in the first half 
of May. BREVITY came about two weeks too late, and the desert war then settled into a pattern of periodic 
offensives and counteroffensives for half a year, until the start of Operation CRUSADER. 

The outcome of this first Axis counter-offensive was therefore that the Axis forces in North Africa were 
strung out, at the end of a precarious supply line, and highly exposed due to the need to keep up the siege 
of Tobruk while also holding a permanent watch on their desert flank. This outcome had been foreseen in 
Berlin, but not appreciated by Rommel, who did not have much interest in the challenges that the theatre 
he operated in posed of in terms logistics. It is also apparent that he either was not aware of or did not care 
very much for the competing demands of other theatres and preparations that planners had to 
accommodate in Berlin.  

The Situation in Berlin and Planning for North Africa - March/April 19416 

Following the arrival of the Afrikakorps in Libya, the thoughts of the German command in Berlin turned on 
how to use it. While most of the time in March was spent on preparing for Operation Barbarossa, the 
forthcoming invasion of the Soviet Union, North Africa was the only active theatre with ground forces, and 
thus also occupied the mind of planners in Berlin. 

On 1 March, Generaloberst Halder, Chief of the Staff of the Army High Command, the Oberkommando des 
Heeres (OKH) noted that Rommel’s operational intentions needed a sound basis and should be reviewed 
based on what was practically possible. Halder that day held a conference with Oberquartiermeister I (Senior 
General Staff Deputy Logistics) Paulus7, who also was the First Deputy Chief of the General Staff and the 
Leiter Operationsabteilung (Chief of the Operations Department) General Heusinger8, discussing the 
situation in Libya, and Rommel’s preparations for the forthcoming attack. These men were the top trio of 
the German army’s operational planning. Later that day Major Ehlert, the designated Ia9 of the Afrikakorps 

 
6 This section is based on Halder’s war diary. For problems with this document, please see Fröhlich, P. Der Generaloberst und die 
Historiker in VfZ 68, 2020 
7 General Paulus, later commander of 6th Army at Stalingrad. 
8 Heusinger survived the war, and became one of the fathers of the Bundeswehr. 
9 chief operations officer – normally a trained staff officer. Unusually, in this position the officer had the right to go over the head of 
the commanding officer of the formation and appeal directly to the next higher level if he considered the operational instructions to 
be unsound. Ehlert did not survive the war. He is missing in action since August 1944, when the German LII. Armeekorps, where he 
was Chief of Staff, dissolved under the Red Army onslaught in the Iassy-Kishinev Operation in Romania. 
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reported in and was briefed on the ideas of the army leadership regarding offensive operations in North 
Africa. 

On 3 March, a discussion was held between Halder with Field Marshal von Brauchitsch10 regarding the 
offensive possibilities in North Africa in the short- and long-term. It was expected at that time that troops 
could be released from Barbarossa after the summer, re-equipped for ‘tropical’ service in North Africa, and 
added to the German presence in Libya. 

On 7 March Kapitän (or army Captain) von Both, who had been on an inspection tour to Libya, reported 
back to the OKH. He noted that supply services in North Africa should be centralized, and that the supply 
route to Libya, via Rome and Naples, had room for improvement. 

On 10 March, another conference with von Brauchitsch was held in which General Heusinger noted that 
Rommel had been instructed not to advance his front too far ahead before the arrival of 5. lei. Div., and 
sufficient Italian forces. This indicates that minor corrections were allowed, and there was no complete 
prohibition on forward movement. Nevertheless, the formula used here can be found again in future 
instructions. 

On 12 March, the following offensive options were set out for North Africa by the Generalquartiermeister, 
Gen. Wagner11: 

a) Mounting a major offensive from Agedabia with the main thrust on Tobruk. 
b) Starting several minor offensives in sectors along the coast. 

Wagner assessed that the first option would require four supply column battalions in addition to the four 
already in Libya, while the second option was possible with the four supply columns that had already been 
sent to North Africa, but that it would lead to a loss of time and lower striking power. A memorandum to 
the OKW was requested. This discussion of options needs to be seen in the context that the Afrikakorps 
already had substantially better supply capacity than the Army Groups tasked for Operation Barbarossa, 
far in excess of the divisional slices allocated to these12, and that supply capacity reserves in the Reich were 
almost exhausted. 

On 14 March Halder notes that there were difficulties with the Italian Governor and military commander 
in North Africa, General Graziani. Graziani was relieved from his position on 25 March and replaced by 
General Gariboldi, who in turn was to be relieved in June. Also, a report was made by Oberquartiermeister 
IV13, which estimated that fifteen British divisions, including two armoured, were in North Africa, of which 
four to eight, including the armoured divisions, were in Libya. This was a considerable overestimate of the 
British forces then available, and also did not seem to consider the demands of the Greek theatre of 
operations on UK strength. 

 
10 Field Marshal von Brauchitsch was the commander of the German Army (Oberbefehlshaber des Heeres). He was sacked by Hitler 
in December 1941 and survived the war. 
11 Quartermaster General General Wagner, respectively later one of the co-conspirators of 20 July 1944. He committed suicide rather 
than letting himself be arrested. 
12 Also of interest is an overview of transport capacity allocated to army groups and theatres on 26 April. It notes that North Africa 
had 2,190 tons of transport capacity, compared to e.g. 25,020 tons for Army Group Centre. In North Africa, this had to sustain 2.5 
German divisions, once 15. Panzer arrived. In Army Group centre, it had to sustain 42.5 German divisions. Therefore, for about 17 
times as many divisions, Army Group Centre had only 11.4 times the transport capacity, or 50% more. This likely understates the 
advantage given to North Africa, which had a smaller division (5. lei.), and a smaller slice of army troops. 
13 The Deputy Chief of Intelligence, General Gerhard Matzky. Under him were two departments, Foreign Armies East, and Foreign 
Armies West.  
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On 17 March a general staff conference was held with Hitler, where he agreed to a forward shift of the 
defensive line in North Africa, and that preparations should be made to allow an offensive once a favorable 
force balance had been attained. He did however decline the sending of further troops, as well as the 
conduct of a landing operation in Tunisia, which had been the wish of the Italians. This gave Rommel a 
free hand to move his forces towards Agheila and Mersa el Brega, to attain a more favourable jumping off 
position for an eventual offensive. 

On 20 March Rommel was in Berlin and presented his plans to the OKH in person. These covered his 
overall impression of the situation in Libya, the operational situation, and what was possible in terms of 
operations with the forces available. The two leaders of the supply department of the German Army, the 
Oberquartiermeister I and the Generalquartiermeister, then conferred with Rommel, and he was tasked to 
present an estimate of what could be achieved with the available forces prior to the onset of the hot season. 

According to Halder, the assessment by Rommel was that the British were passive, and focused on defense, 
treating the area around Agedabia as no-man’s land. It was expected that their defense would focus on the 
Jebel Akhdar area to the north of Cyrenaica. This defensive arrangement was considered to eliminate the 
possibility of an attack on Tobruk via Msus, on the direct line through the desert, until the British forces in 
the Jebel were beaten. This was a task the Afrikakorps was not considered to be capable of at this stage, and 
consideration was instead given to occupying the area around Agedabia, and to prepare for a drive on 
Tobruk in autumn 1941. 

In the afternoon of the same day Paulus reported back to Halder on his meeting with Rommel, in line with 
the considerations as set out above. This discussion led to the issuance of an order from von Brauchitsch to 
Rommel (see Appendix I). It sets out the tasks of the Afrikakorps. These are to work with the Italians to 
ensure the defense of Tripolitania, and to prepare for offensive operations to recapture Cyrenaica. The first 
step for this was to take the area around Agedabia, after the arrival of the whole of 15. Panzerdivision in 
the middle of May 1941. A further advance on Tobruk was then dependent on whether the battle of 
Agedabia would lead to a decisive defeat of the British armoured forces.  

Rommel recalls from the meeting that he was not happy at what he saw as efforts by von Brauchitsch and 
Halder to keep down the numbers of troops sent to Africa, since this in his view left the future of the 
campaign there to chance. 14 He also considered that the in his view momentary British weakness in North 
Africa should have been exploited energetically, in order to gain the initiative once and for all for ourselves. 
Nevertheless, this blame of the OKH leadership needs to be seen in the context of the decision from Hitler 
on 17 March, to not further reinforce North Africa. Therefore, given the divergent description of the 
meeting between Halder and Rommel, and the nature of the order issued on 21 March, it is likely that 
Halder’s recollection is more reflective of the discussions and decision-making in Berlin on 20 March. 

Following this visit by Rommel, there is little note of consideration for North Africa in the war diary of 
Halder, since the rapidly escalating situation in Yugoslavia and the Greece demanded the full attention of 
the OKH until the end of April. Thus, Libya took a backseat, other than an observation by Gen. Wagner, 
based on the report by one of his officers, on 1 April that Rommel showed no interest in supply, and that 
supply vehicles remained idle in Naples, rather than being shipped. 

On 3 April then the report arrived in Berlin that Agedabia has been taken. This brought North Africa back 
up the agenda, and it lead to a direct order from Hitler through the Armed Forces High Command channel 
(the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht - OKW) that first congratulated the Afrikakorps, but then made it clear 
that there was no room for recklessness, no Italian reinforcements could be expected, and Luftwaffe assets 
were soon to be withdrawn for the campaign in the Balkans. Any further advance was only authorized if 

 
14 The Rommel Papers. 
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it was clear that Empire tank forces had been withdrawn. For some reason, this order was interpreted by 
Rommel as giving him “complete freedom of action”15. On the same day, Rommel writes to his wife16: 

We’ve been attacking since the 31st with dazzling success. There’ll be consternation amongst our 
masters in Tripoli and Rome, perhaps in Berlin too. I took the risk against all orders and 
instructions because the opportunity seemed favourable. No doubt it will all be pronounced good 
later and they’ll all say they’d have done exactly the same in my place. We’ve already reached our 
first objective, which we weren’t supposed tc get to until the end of May. The British are falling 
over each other to get away. Our casualties small.[…] 

On 11 April, Halder notes Wagner’s comment that Rommel was now making “preposterous” demands 
that could only be satisfied as long as the preparations for Barbarossa were not affected. 

On 13 April, Halder notes that Hitler was considering adding a motorised infantry regiment to North 
Africa, a suggestion which had previously been refused by the OKH on the following grounds: 

a) The matter had been considered for a long time 
b) There were no spare troops considering need for task Barbarossa 
c) There was no shipping available until May when all units of 15. Panzer had reached North 

Africa. 
d) It was impracticable given the lack of transport for such a unit and fuel for additional 

transport. 
e) The lack of air support made embarking on large-scale operations unwise. 
f) Once Axis forces got closer to Egypt, British resistance was expected to stiffen. 

On the same day Paulus received a “colossal request” from Rommel via the liaison office in Rome, but 
again notes that Barbarossa has precedence. 

On 14 April, two days after he has been heavily defeated at Tobruk in the Easter Battle, Rommel makes a 
formal request to advance to the Suez Canal, which Göring is willing to support. A discussion between 
Halder and Jodl (OKW) notes that this is only possible as a raid, since there were neither troops nor supply 
facilities available to hold Suez. Hitler then makes the final decision that the prime objective is to establish 
a frontline along the border from Sollum to Siwa Oasis inclusive, and apart from that only raids were to be 
conducted. 

On 15 April, von Brauchitsch is looking for ways to support Rommel, by adding German submarines and 
sending the German airborne division to North Africa. Halder disagrees, noting that submarines should 
be Italian in order not to weaken the German submarine campaign, and also that once in North Africa, the 
airborne troops would be footbound. On the same day, a report from Rommel arrives, admitting that he is 
in trouble, and that he now requires support from two Italian divisions to shore up his position. Halder 
almost gleefully notes that “at last he is constrained to state that his forces are not sufficiently strong to 
allow him to take advantage of the “unique opportunities” afforded to him by the overall situation. That is 
the impression we have had for some time over here." 

The next day, 16 April, Gen. Wagner, following a discussion with Halder, makes reinforcements available 
to the Afrikakorps, to address the crisis situation. These consist of four infantry battalions, the Engineer 
Training Battalion (Pionierlehrbatallion, renamed Pionierbatallion 900 z.b.V.) equipped as an assault engineer 
battalion, and two coastal artillery battalions, H.K.A.A. 523 and H.K.A.A. 533, equipped with the powerful 

 
15 https://crusaderproject.wordpress.com/2016/04/03/d-a-k-war-diary-entry-3-april-1941/ and also The Rommel Papers 
16 The Rommel Papers, emphasis by author. 



 
A COUNTERFACTUAL CONSIDERATION ON ROMMEL’S FIRST OFFENSIVE 

 
www.rommelsriposte.com – Public Draft for Comment 

 

 
Page 7 of 15 

French 15cm GPF guns captured in 1940. Wagner noted that day that a crisis point had been reached, 
although not at Tobruk but at Sollum, and that this was expected to last for about 10 days, by when 15. 
Panzer should arrive. Wagner expected a high likelihood of Rommel being beaten at Sollum. The OKH 
leadership agreed with this view, and that nothing could be done about this given the lead time of sending 
troops as reinforcements. 

That same day a telegram from Rommel arrived reporting increasing pressure at Bardia, and a telegram 
went out to him telling him that he was on his own for the time being (see Appendix II). Nevertheless, the 
transport of men to North Africa was accelerated, and on 27 April, a wave of 46 airplanes landed one rifle 
battalion and two rifle companies of 15. Panzer. This air transports, while not considered satisfactory, since 
the men would lack any equipment other than small arms, was to continue the next day, and bring over 
two battalions of infantry to North Africa. 

Following this, on 1 May another attempt was made on the fortress of Tobruk, and failed, and the pattern 
of the war in North Africa set into the see-saw that was to continue for another 18 months. 

A Counterfactual Approach 

The Modern View of Rommel’s Decision 

Modern historiography has not been kind about Rommel's rash advance in defiance of orders from Berlin, 
and the general view today is that Rommel was out of his depth and never really got to grips with the 
logistical challenges his theatre forced him to confront. This is discussed in detail in the official German 
History, Das deutsche Reich und der zweite Weltkrieg Vol. IV. which considers this advance the original sin 
that ultimately made victory in North Africa less likely, since it put the Axis forces into a logistically 
impossible situation from which they never recovered. The critical failure was that the advance failed to 
achieve a decisive outcome when the assaults on Tobruk in April and May failed. It is hard to disagree with 
this view, once one reads the Panzergruppe war diary appendices from late summer and early autumn 1941, 
which are a long story of supply concerns through all of 1941. 

The author’s view is that modern historiography is correct, and that the move towards the east and the 
conquest of Cyrenaica and Marmarica did fatally damage the ability of the Axis to sustain its campaign in 
North Africa. The terrain gained was worthless without Tobruk and while the losses inflicted were heavy, 
they were far from fatal, and both tanks and men could be replaced on the Empire side, while the drain on 
the Axis supply chain was permanent. 

Nevertheless, this opens up an intriguing thought experiment, as there are only a few instances in the 
campaign in North Africa that warrant an analysis of a counterfactual, and this is one of them. What could 
have happened, had the advance not taken place and Rommel had stuck to the plan and his orders of 21 
March? This article will provide some thoughts on the matter, based on the a set of assumptions set out 
below. Taking these, the counterfactual will then focus on the tank balance, and consider when an ideal 
moment for battle would have come for the Axis. It is understood that this is simplistic, but it is also 
considered helpful to focus on the decisive element. 

The Counterfactual Consideration – Assumptions  

1) The campaigns in Yugoslavia, Greece, Syria, Iraq and Abyssinia proceed unchanged. 
2) There is no change to the speed of the force build-up. 
3) There is no change to the force allocations on both sides. 
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4) The strength of the tank force on both sides is the decisive factor in the timing and outcome of any 
major operation17. 

5) Light tanks such as the Italian L3 series, the German Panzer I, and the British Vickers Mk. VI are 
irrelevant to combat operations. 

6) Only raids are undertaken by both sides, and neither is trying to advance in strength with the intent 
to hold territory; any tank losses from these raids are temporary or replaced. 

7) The exact numbers of the tanks available on each side don't matter as much as long as the ball park 
estimate is correct. In particular for the Empire side, getting to the right numbers is very difficult, 
as they did not know themselves how many tanks they had available for much of the first half of 
1941. 

8) Both sides have logistical challenges that prevent them from concentrating fully on North Africa 
until the end of June 1941, in the form of other active campaigns in the Middle East, the Balkans 
and Greece, and East Africa. These effects cancel each other out. 

The Counterfactual Consideration – The North African Tank Balance to Autumn 1941 

First, without the Axis advance taking place, the forces facing each other in Cyrenaica are reasonably well 
balanced at the end of March and early April. Including some replacements for ten tanks lost in the fire on 
the SS Leverkusen, by mid-April the Axis fields 75 Panzer III, 20 Panzer IV, 45 Panzer II, and 32 Panzerjäger 
I, and two battalions of Italian M13/41 medium tanks, with about 100 M13/41 tanks between them. This is 
a total of 272 combat capable vehicles. These faced 112 British cruisers18, 60 captured Italian M tanks, and 
40 I-tanks, for a total of 212 tanks, of varying reliability. It is clear that this force balance does not allow the 
Empire forces to consider a successful offensive, and that they need to await a substantial force build-up 
which is however delayed. As the historical record shows, this force balance did allow the Axis a successful, 
but not a decisive campaign. 

By early May, the Axis receives the full force of Panzerregiment 8 as well as the other divisional units of 15. 
Panzerdivision in the operational zone, with the last of the tanks reaching Tripoli in the first days of May. 
The Axis tank force now numbers 91 Panzer II, 153 Panzer III, and 40 Panzer IV, as well as 32 Panzerjäger I 
and the 100 Italian Mediums, for a total of 416 main combat vehicles. 

At the same time, the Empire forces also receive reinforcements in the form of tanks being returned from 
workshops, and the TIGER convoy arriving in mid-May shortly after, which enabled operation 
BATTLEAXE to proceed. It appears that tanks from the TIGER convoy did not reach units until the end of 
May19. 

On 7 May, prior to the arrival of tanks from the TIGER convoy, the Empire tank force, assuming the April 
battles in Cyrenaica did not take place, numbers 115 cruisers, 59 I-tanks, and 60 captured Italian M tanks, 
for a total of 234 vehicles, meaning that the Axis now has a substantial, almost 2:1 superiority in tanks 
fielded in North Africa. Furthermore, the Empire tank force relies still on tanks with high mileage, and a 
large number of captured tanks of dubious combat value. There is not likely to be substantial change to 
these tank numbers. 

 
17 While it is arguable that tanks played no decisive role in the siege of Tobruk, they were the decisive element in all of the other 
battles in the open desert in 1940 to 1942. 
18 This is assuming the 72 tanks lost by 2 Armoured Brigade during Rommel’s advance, together with the 60 captured Italian tanks 
which were also lost, remain present. 
19 Brown, P. First Crusaders, Military Modelling Vol. 37 No. 8 2007 notes that the Crusader tanks from the convoy were issued to 6 
R.T.R. from 17 May, and the regiment was complete only by the end of the month. Tanks arriving from the UK often needed 
maintenance and replacing of lost items, such as spare parts and essential equipment. 
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By the end of June, the picture does change fundamentally, turning against the Axis for the first time. While 
the Italian tank force is reinforced by another battalion, bringing the total to 138 M13/40 tanks, no more 
German tanks are received, and the Axis total therefore rises only slightly to 454. The main additions to the 
Axis are now infantry formations and heavy artillery, sent in response to the failure at Tobruk, to enable 
the siege to be prosecuted successfully. On the Empire side, further returns from workshops as well as 
convoy arrivals, especially the TIGER convoy, add large numbers of cruiser tanks, bringing the total to 303 
cruisers available, including the first 67 Crusader Mk. I tanks, the most modern type.20 Also, the number of 
I-tanks rises to 201, and this, including the 60 captured Italian tanks now brings the total Empire tank force 
to 563 medium tanks.  

Graph 1: Comparative Tank Strength in the Western Desert, April to June 19412122 

 

Still at the end of June, over half of the Empire margin of superiority of 109 tanks is accounted for by the 
captured Italian tanks, and as noted it is unlikely these would have had much value in battle, given the 
challenges with spares and ammunition, while there were also a number of older Cruiser Mk. I and Mk. II 
types, which could be considered obsolete. This makes a major Empire offensive before the end of June 
unlikely, and a successful one practically impossible.  This is before considering the pressures of having to 
deal with the disaster in Greece, the campaigns in Syria and Iraq, and the need to eliminate the remaining 
Italian resistance in East Africa. Nevertheless, it is in June that the margin of tank strength in North Africa 
turns towards the Empire in this scenario, and never change again. 

The tank balance then shifts decisively later in the summer of 1941, with the arrival of the WS9a and b 
convoys, and most importantly the arrival of the first M3 Stuart tanks arriving directly from the USA23. By 
September, there are 100 operational M3s in theatre, and 298 British cruisers24, together with 298 I-tanks.25 
Most importantly, crews and support units now have had time to familiarise themselves with the new 
vehicle. Assuming the captured Italian tanks are now retired, the Empire tank force now numbers almost 
700 vehicles, giving the Middle East Command a substantial tank margin, with which to plan and execute 

 
20 Assuming the five tanks lost during BREVITY remain on strength as well 
21 Data composed from TNA CAB120/253, NARA T-1022/2536, Parri, Storia 
22 Panzerjäger I are considered medium tanks for the purposes of this calculation. 
23 http://rommelsriposte.com/2019/08/16/equipping-a-new-army-m3stuart-tank-deliveries-up-to-crusader/ 
24 Assuming the 30 cruisers lost in BATTLEAXE remain on strength. 
25 Assuming the 98 I-tanks lost in BATTLEAXE remain on strength. 
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a substantial attack would be possible, for the first time. This offensive would become Operation 
CRUSADER in due course. 

The Counterfactual Consideration – The Impact of Rommel’s April Offensive 

Both sides benefit and suffer from the Axis not advancing to the Egyptian border. The Empire forces 
continue to hold Benghazi and the airfields of northern Cyrenaica, forcing Italian convoys to take the 
westerly route via Tunisia, where they can more easily be intercepted. They do not need to supply a 
besieged Tobruk, and they do not suffer the substantial distraction of an Axis force on the Libyan/Egyptian 
border during the routs in Greece and Crete. It is however unlikely that the RAF could have done much to 
protect the forward area and the port of Benghazi during this period, given its commitment to and losses 
in Greece and Crete26.  

On the downside, Benghazi is heavily exposed to air attack, making it an unsatisfactory port for building 
up an army level offensive. This is more so the case after the fall of mainland Greece, when Axis planes can 
range on the northern coast of Cyrenaica, threatening coastal convoys from Alexandria and Tobruk to 
Benghazi. It also needs to be considered that the supply of Tobruk during the siege worked because it was 
for an overstrength division that was not expected to be mobile and that had its own water supply. 
Therefore, while the pressure on naval assets is reduced from not having to maintain the Tobruk Run, the 
Empire coastal convoys are now taking a more exposed and longer route to Benghazi and need to deliver 
substantially more supplies. 

Given the above, it is likely that overland supply would have been key to building up for an offensive and 
keeping the force in western Cyrenaica supplied. The overland route from Tobruk, which would have been 
the safest harbour, is about 100 miles to Mechili and almost another 200 miles from there to Agedabia. The 
need for a substantial number of trucks to cover this distance adds considerably to the Empire supply 
difficulties for a further advance. Even to support a Brigade-size forces that far west of the railhead was 
estimated to have taken 2,000 trucks shuttling back and forth in late 194127. While it is likely that the 
Egyptian railway would have been extended to Tobruk in this scenario, at least easing the supply concerns 
by reducing the dependence on shipping, it is unlikely that this would have made much of a difference by 
the end of May. Overall this adds to the pressure on the RAF, which is at the same time heavily committed 
in Greece and which poses a significant challenge to building up and maintaining a large force forward of 
Tobruk. 

On the Axis side, conversely, the supply situation is substantially eased. The distances over which supplies 
are carried are much shorter, coastal convoying is possible to Sirt, and a very good main road is available. 
It is thus likely that the building up of supplies can be accelerated considerably. Furthermore, by gaining 
experience with the forbidding desert environment, it is likely that faulty equipment, such as the 
insufficiently effective sand filters in the German tanks, could have been addressed, increasing the 
serviceability rates of German tanks during an offensive operation. 

In terms of the Axis defense position, the position from Marada north to Mersa el Brega is relatively strong, 
and harder to flank due to the presence of salt marshes. An attack in the centre is possible but would 
channel the attacking force considerably and expose it to hits from the north and south, similar to what 
happened to 22 Armoured Brigade at the end of December 1941 at Wadi el Faregh28. A defense in depth, 

 
26 Bechtold, M. Flying 
27 https://rommelsriposte.com/2010/07/30/bencol-advance-on-benghazi-i-planning/  
28 https://crusaderproject.wordpress.com/2008/07/16/combat-report-15th-rifle-brigade-28-dec-41/  
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with infantry in the line, and tank forces to the rear to back them up, would have had the potential to savage 
any attacker, and this was the chosen arrangement in January 1942 , prior to Rommel’s second offensive. 

In terms of aggressive opportunities, the relatively open terrain south of Antelat allows deep raids into the 
Empire rear that are hard to defend against. Vehicles and men can be trained thus, while not using them 
up too much. The Sommernachtstraum raid of 14/15 September is an example of what would have been 
possible. An outflanking move into the desert, a quick hit on the Empire rear to sow chaos and confusion, 
and then again retreat behind the Marada – Mersa el Brega line. 

Conclusion 

The Empire forces were in no position to attack at Agheila or Marada prior to the end of June, simply based 
on tank numbers, before getting into considerations of supply, where the need to build up substantial 
supplies to support not just the initial attack but an advance on Tripoli, several hundred kilometers to the 
west, would have taken time. Throughout May the Axis tank forces and supply position would have been 
far superior to that of the Empire forces, inviting an attack by the Axis. No large-scale operations were 
considered possible in the hot season from July to September. 

If Rommel had waited and stuck to his orders as issued on 21 March, he would have kept the initiative 
throughout May at least and would have been able to choose where and how to attack. The Axis force 
build-up was considerably faster than that of the Empire forces during this period, and shortening the 
supply lines by hundreds of kilometers, as well as not wasting precious fuel and ammunition as well as 
spares on the initial advance in April and the failed attempts at Tobruk would have given the Axis ample 
reserves to conduct a successful offensive. 

An Axis attack out of the Agheila - Marada position during May, with the full force of three armored 
divisions and substantial logistical preparation, and a large superiority in tanks would have promised 
much greater success than the lightweight attack at the end of March and could easily have carried the Axis 
forces through into Egypt. This could have been planned to coincide with the invasion of Crete, thus forcing 
the Empire to look into two vastly different directions at once. The planning in Berlin for an attack in mid-
May was therefore clearly the right approach, since it would have maximized tank superiority, even though 
this was not known to the OKH planners.  

Putting in such a full weight offensive was also aligned with the thinking of General Wagner, set out in his 
two options on 12 March, which are likely to have been the foundation of the thinking at both OKH and 
OKW regarding the future planning in North Africa. Consequently, moving from a raid towards Agedabia 
to the full-blown conquest of Cyrenaica and Marmarica in early April, with a considerably weaker force 
that in the event proved unable to completely defeat the Empire forces, was a missed opportunity. The 
ultimate judgement is that this was lost due to the impatience and insubordination of Rommel, who could 
not appreciate the bigger picture even in the Mediterranean theatre. 
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Appendix I – O.K.H. order to Rommel, 21 March 194129 

 

 

 

 
29 O.K.H. files Operation Sonnenblume, NARA T-78 R324 
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Appendix I – Halder War Diary Entry, 23 April 194130 

 

  

 
30 http://militera.lib.ru/db/0/pdf/halder_eng6.pdf  
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Appendix II – Exchange of Messages, 23 April 1941 
 

Transcript of radio message D.A.K. to O.K.H.: 

Situation in front of Bardia, Tobruk, more difficult day-by-day due to additional English forces 
being brought up... If Bardia-Sollum were lost or encircled, the battle for Tobruk would have to 
be abandoned because of a lack of forces for a defense [sic!] in two directions. A change of this 
strongly crisis-like shape of the situation is only possible by accelerated arrival of German forces 
by air, incl. bringing up to strength of 5.lei.Div. and the immediate reinforcement of the air force, 
especially ground attack planes, as well as by tasking submarines along the coastal strip of 
Sollum – Tobruk ... Italian troops cannot be relied on. 

O.K.H. reply: 

Addition of forces by air transport not possible at the moment, since transport space is not being 
available to Army by O.K.W. (High Command of the Armed Forces). Afrikakorps can, until early 
May, only expect the forces arriving as planned by sea, from May amelioration of arrival by sea 
and restricted air transport potentially possible ... 

 


