
 
 

DESERT WAR PART TWO: OPERATION SONNENBLUME: FEBRUARY 06 – MAY 25 1941 

 
Operation Sonnenblume (Sunflower) was the codename for the initial movement of German troops to North Africa after the Italians had 
been forced out of Cyrenaica (Egypt), and appeared to be struggling to hold on to Tripolitania (northern Libya). 

 
The Italians were prepared to abandon the Sirte area and make a stand around Tripoli, but unbeknownst to them the British offensive 

had now run out of steam. General Wavell, the British commander-in-chief in the Middle East, had been ordered to send troops to Greece 
and the troops that had taken part in Operation Compass were now exhausted. The British stopped their advance at El Agheila, and 

rotated most of their experienced troops back to Egypt to rest. Fresh troops with little or no desert experience replaced them. 
 

The Germans were also unaware of this fact. Hitler feared the worst, and in order to prevent a total collapse of the Italian position in 
North Africa decided to send a small German force to help defend Tripolitania. This new force was limited to two divisions – 5th Light 
division, which would arrive first and 15th Panzer Division, which would follow soon after. General Erwin Rommel, who had served as the 

commander of Hitler's escort battalion before the war and commanded 7th Panzer Division during the invasion of France, was chosen to 
command the new force. 

 
On February 6 Rommel met with Hitler, who gave him a detailed outline of the position in North Africa and explained that he had been 

selected for the role as he was believed to be the man most able to quickly adapt to the new circumstances. The situation appeared to 
be very critical, with the British about to take Benghazi and showing no signs of coming to a halt. 

 
On February 11, Rommel visited the Italian High Command in Rome, where his plan to defend a line running south from Buerat, at the 

western end of the Gulf of Sirte, was approved. He then flew to Sicily, where he ordered the first German raids on Benghazi to harass the 
British supply lines. Rommel flew to Tripoli the following day. After visiting the new Italian commander, General Italo Gariboldi, he then 
flew over the Sirte area, and decided to make his stand there. Gariboldi hadn't been very supportive earlier, but by the time Rommel 

returned to Tripoli new orders had arrived from Italy, and he cooperated with the Germans. 
 

The German plan was for the first units of the Light Division to arrive in February 1941, with the movement to be completed by mid-April. 
15th Panzer Division would follow by the end of May. Rommel had been given clear orders not to go onto the offensive until his entire 

force was present, and then only to make a limited move. When Rommel arrived in Africa, Sirte was only defended by one Italian infantry 
regiment. Rommel was impressed by these troops when he paid them a visit, but reinforcements were urgently needed. Two Italian 

divisions, 'Brescia' and 'Pavia', were ordered up to the front, while the armored 'Ariete' Division was ordered to move to a position further 
west, although the division’s tanks weren't terribly impressive. 

 
The first troop ship, carrying Reconnaissance Battalion III, reached Tripoli on 14 February, and by 11am the following morning the unit 
was ready to be paraded through Tripoli. The unit was then rushed to the front, arriving on February 16.  At this point Rommel officially 



took command of the front line. At about this time Hitler decided to name the new unit the Deutsches Afrikakorps.  At no point did this 
unit contain all of the Axis forces in Africa. At first it operated alongside the Italians, and later, when more German forces arrived, it 

became one part of a larger army. But for their opponents, the name would soon come to stand for all of the Axis forces in North Africa. 
 

 
 

By March 1 Rommel had concluded that the best way to defend Tripolitania was to launch an offensive from Sirte to take the marshy 
region 20 miles to the west of El Agheila, which could be held by small armored forces behind mine and wire defenses. By March 13 

units of the 5th Light Division had moved up to this point, found no British opposition and, with the Italian ‘Ariete’ Division, set about 
improvising defenses. With Tripolitania thus secure, Rommel began to envisage greater things when Axis intelligence confirmed that 

most of Western Desert Force had been pulled back to Egypt, leaving the defense of Cyrenaica to the 2nd Armored Division (two under-
strength brigades in the region of Mersa Brega north-east of El Agheila), the Australian 9th Division (one full-strength and two under-
strength brigades in the region of the Jebel Akhdar between Benghazi and Derna) and the Indian 3rd Motorized Brigade (in El Adem just 

to the south of Tobruk). 
 

The British believed that there would be no Axis offensive, and the order was to maintain a static defense, though in the event of an Axis 
drive authority was given for units to fall back, as slowly as possible, with the object of buying time for reinforcements to arrive after a 

period of some two months. 

 

 



 
 
Rommel now suggested to Gariboldi, his immediate superior, that their combined forces should launch a surprise attack before the onset 

of summer weather in May. Gariboldi agreed, and the two commanders secured permission for an offensive to retake Cyrenaica and then 
- with enormous optimism given the state of Axis reserves and lines of communication - advance into Egypt with the longer-term 

possibility of an offensive to the Suez Canal. The offensive began on March 24, when the Germans seized El Agheila. Pushing forward 
from El Agheila, the 5th Light Division attacked the 2nd Armoured Division at Mersa Brega, and after fierce fighting the attack was halted. 

The British did not counterattack, however, and were then forced to pull back. By April 2 the Germans were at Agedabia on the south-
eastern corner of the Gulf of Sirte with the options of advancing to the north in the direction of Benghazi, to the north-east in the 
direction of Msus and Mechili, and to the east in the direction of Tengeder in order to threaten British lines of communication. 

 
On April 4 Rommel attacked in all three directions, and his forces met little resistance as the 2nd Armoured Division had fallen back. The 

fastest-moving Axis formation was that in the south, which reached Tengeder on April 5 and Mechili the following day. However, it was 
too weak to attack the Indian 3rd Brigade, which had moved forward to occupy the place. The appearance of this German force 

threatened to cut the British lines of communication, and the Australian 9th Division began to withdraw from the coastal town of Derna to 
which it had already retreated from Benghazi. On April 8 the remnants of the 2nd Armoured Division, which had lost most of its tanks 

through mechanical failure, and the Indian 3rd Brigade were overwhelmed at Mechili. Meanwhile, the British were reinforcing the vital 
port town of Tobruk with elements of the Australian 7th Division. 

 

 



The first German units arrived piecemeal at Tobruk on 10/11 April and an improvised attack on April 11 failed. It was not until April 14 
that 5th Light Division made a major assault from the south, but its initial penetration ran into heavy artillery fire and counterattacks, and 

by the afternoon the Germans had been forced to retreat. The situation now stabilized, with Italian units replacing the German units 
which were preparing to cross the Egyptian frontier. On April 25 the Germans struck at Halfaya Pass and by the following day had 

pushed the British back to the line linking Buq Buq and Sofafi. On April 30 Rommel made a full-scale attempt to capture Tobruk, but 
though a salient was pushed into the western sector, after four days fighting it was contained by its determined defenders. 

 

 
 

By April 25 the exhausted Axis forces had pushed through the Halfaya Pass on Egypt’s western frontier before finally coming to a halt 
after a devastating campaign which had returned Cyrenaica to Axis control, and on April 11 had cut off Tobruk, and with it the Australian 
9th Division reinforced by one brigade of the Australian 7th Division. So began the Siege of Tobruk which would last for 241 days until 

November 1941.  
 

The defensive nature of ‘Sonnenblume’ had been completely forgotten, and the emergence of a new pattern of warfare in the Western 
Desert had been signaled. 

 

 



 
 

M’44 SCENARIOS FOR DESERT WAR PART TWO: OPERATION SONNENBLUME 
 
Operation Sonnenblume includes 19 scenarios, including 1 Overlord (OL) map and 1 Breakthrough (BT) map. These scenarios chronicle 

the major engagements of the campaign, and include only the best available in the Scenarios from the Front (SFTF) files section on the 
DoW website. 

 
No campaign rules are included; not all M’44 players have access to the Campaign books. Instead, simply tally up the number of medals 

won in each scenario after playing both sides. A medal tally table for all scenarios is included below.  
 

Scenarios include armies of various nations. Although optional, it is suggested that you use the unofficial Battle of Nations rules when 
playing the sides of these armies. BCF command rules and Italian Royal Army rules are in effect for all scenarios. 
 

 



DESERT WAR PART TWO: OPERATION SONNENBLUME 
 

1. DEC 14: On the Road to Sirte    11. APR 13 – APR 14: Battle of Tobruk BT 
2. DEC 18 – MAR 01: The Oasis of Kufra   12: APR 13: King’s Cross 

3. MAR 21: The Siege of Giarabub    13. APR 14: Siege of Tobruk 1  
4. MAR 31: Marsa el Brega     14. APR 22: Raid on Carrier Hill 

5. MAR 31: Battle of Mekili     15. APR 29 – MAY 02: Siege of Tobruk 2 
6. APR 05: Er Regima Pass     16. APR 30: Battle of the Salient 1 

7. APR 06 – APR 07: Mechili    17: APR 30: Battle of the Salient 2 
8. APR 08: El Mechili – Action 2    18. APR 30: Ras el Madaouer 1 

9. APR 10 – NOV 27: Battle of Tobruk    19. MAY 01: Ras el Madaouer 2 
10. APR 12 – APR 30: Assault on Tobruk OL 

 
There are a total of 259 medals if all scenarios are played, 237 medals without the Overlord map, and 224 medals if only the standard 

scenarios are played. 
 

SCENARIO (+ total medal count) P1…………. P2…………. 

1. On the Road to Sirte (12)   

2. The Oasis of Kufra (12)   

3. The Siege of Giarabub (12)   

4. Marsa el Brega (12)   

5. Battle of Mekili (16)   

6. Er Regima Pass (12)   

7. Mechili (12)   

8. El Mechili – Action 2 (10)   

9. Battle of Tobruk (24)   

10. Assault on Tobruk (OL) (22)   

11. Battle of Tobruk (BT) (13)   

12. King’s Cross (12)   

13. Siege of Tobruk 1 (16)   

14. Raid on Carrier Hill (10)   

15. Siege of Tobruk 2 (14)   

16. Battle of the Salient 1 (12)   

17. Battle of the Salient 2 (12)   

18. Ras el Madaouer 1 (14)   

19. Ras el Madaouer 2 (12)   

TOTAL MEDAL TALLY                
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