
 

DESERT WAR PART THREE: BREVITY, SKORPION & BATTLEAXE  

OPERATION BREVITY MAY 15 – 16 1941 

Operation Sonnenblume had seen Rommel rapidly drive the distracted and over-stretched British and Commonwealth forces in Cyrenaica 
back across the Egyptian border. Although the battlefront now lay in the border area, the port city of Tobruk - 100 miles inside Libya - 

had resisted the Axis advance, and its substantial Australian and British garrison of around 27,000 troops constituted a significant threat 
to Rommel's lengthy supply chain. He therefore committed his main strength to besieging the city, leaving the front line only thinly held. 

Conceived by the Commander-in-Chief of the British Middle East Command, General Archibald Wavell, Operation Brevity was a limited 

Allied offensive conducted in mid-May 1941. Brevity was intended to be a rapid blow against weak Axis front-line forces in the Sollum - 
Capuzzo - Bardia area of the border between Egypt and Libya. 

Operation Brevity's main objectives were to gain territory from which to launch a further planned offensive toward the besieged Tobruk, 

and the depletion of German and Italian forces in the region. With limited battle-ready units to draw on in the wake of Rommel's recent 
successes, on May 15 Brigadier William Gott, with the 22nd Guards Brigade and elements of the 7th Armoured Division attacked in three 

columns. The Royal Air Force allocated all available fighters and a small force of bombers to the operation.  

 



 

The strategically important Halfaya Pass was taken against stiff Italian opposition. Reaching the top of the Halfaya Pass, the 22nd 
Guards Brigade came under heavy fire from an Italian Bersaglieri (Marksmen) infantry company, supported by anti-tank guns, under the 

command of Colonel Ugo Montemurro. This unit fought tenaciously, doing much to repair the poor impression Rommel had of his Italian 
allies. Opening fire upon the attacking British tanks, the Bersaglieri found their 47mm anti-tank guns to be unable to penetrate the armor 
of the Matilda infantry tanks. At 400 yards, the gunners shifted targets. Now aiming at the tracks and undercarriages, when the tanks 

raised up crossing low stone walls and rocks, seven tanks were disabled. For his conduct during this action, Rommel recommended that 
Montemurro be awarded the Iron Cross First Class. 

Deeper inside Libya Fort Capuzzo was captured, but German counter-attacks under Colonel Maximilian von Herff regained the fort during 
the afternoon, causing heavy casualties amongst its defenders. Gott, concerned that his forces were in danger of being caught by 
German armor in open ground, conducted a staged withdrawal to the Halfaya Pass on May 16, and Brevity was closed down. The 

importance of the Halfaya Pass as a safe supply route was highlighted to Rommel, and 11 days later it was recaptured during Operation 
Skorpion, a German counter-attack. 

 

AFTERMATH 

Although it had gotten off to a promising start and threw the Axis high command into confusion, Operation Brevity failed to achieve most 

of its objectives, succeeding only in retaking the Halfaya Pass. The British lost five tanks destroyed and a further 13 were damaged but 



the tank regiments suffered no losses in personnel. Total casualties amounted to at least 206 men. The 1st Durham Light Infantry 
suffered the most during the operation losing 196 men killed, wounded or captured. German casualties numbered three tanks, although 

several more suffered minor damage. 258 men were killed, wounded or captured. Total Italian losses are estimated to be 395 of which 
347 were captured. 

 

OPERATION SKORPION MAY 26 – 27 1941 

Operation Skorpion was the Axis plan to recapture Halfaya Pass by a demonstration on a wide front, and bluffing the British into a 
withdrawal. On the frontier, Kampfgruppe (combat formation) von Herff included Panzer Regiment 8 and troops from Motorized Infantry 

Regiment 15, Reconnaissance Battalion 33 and a battalion of Rifle Regiment 104. The panzer regiment had 160 tanks but lacked 
sufficient fuel; only 70 panzers were used in the attack.  

The Kampfgruppe was divided into Gruppe Wechmar on the right, with much of the artillery that was to perform a flanking move towards 

Deir el Hamra. In the center, Gruppe Cramer with most of the available tanks, was to advance on Sidi Suleiman to the south-west of 
Halfaya Pass and on the left (coastal) flank, Gruppe Bach was to advance close to the escarpment against the British infantry positions. 

Group Knabe was held in reserve and if the British stood their ground, Gruppe Wechmar and Gruppe Cramer were to concentrate before 
attacking. 

During the evening of May 26, Kampfgruppe von Herff assembled on the coast at the foot of Halfaya Pass. It attacked the next morning, 

intending to bluff the British into retreating from the plateau above the escarpment. A panzer battalion west of Fort Capuzzo maneuvered 
as a decoy to give the British the impression that an outflanking move was under way on the desert flank. Only Gruppe Bach encountered 

opposition and, in the afternoon Herff ordered the tanks of Gruppe Cramer to move northwards to defeat the British at Halfaya. The move 
took place during the night and at dawn on May 27, Gruppe Knabe attacked the head of the pass while Gruppe Bach attacked the foot. 

Panzers appeared at the top of the escarpment and bombarded the coastal plain. The commander of the nine 4th RTR tanks at Halfaya 
ordered an advance to engage the German tanks during the morning before Gott then authorized a withdrawal. There were no British 

forces near enough to reinforce and the pass was re-occupied by Axis troops. 

The Axis victories during Operation Brevity and Unternehmen Skorpion were a consequence of the technical superiority of some German 
equipment, particularly in anti-tank guns and wireless. German field intelligence gleaned and quickly exploited tactically useful 

information from British wireless signals and captured documents. British intelligence had the advantage of Ultra decrypts, particularly 
from Luftwaffe signals, but the time taken to transmit the information from England to Cairo and then deliver it to the commanders on the 

frontier, made much of it obsolete, even when it contained useful tactical information. Rommel was able to secretly and rapidly reinforce 
the frontier posts from Tobruk when Operation Brevity began and then spring the surprise at Halfaya Pass on May 27.  

After the recapture of Halfaya Pass, the Axis forces fortified the Gazala line and the siege lines around Tobruk in Libya. Axis troops also 

built a defensive line just over the border in Egypt, based on Halfaya Pass, in an arc through Qalala and Hafid Ridge 6 miles south-west 
of Fort Capuzzo to Sidi Azeiz. Rommel adopted the defensive tactics which had been used to defeat the Axis attack on Tobruk at Ras el 
Medaouer in late April. 



Six strong points were built in which 88 mm guns and 50 mm anti-tank guns were dug in down to their barrels, camouflaged and 
organized for all-round defense. Even with a relatively small force on the frontier, supply difficulties made stocking the defenses with 

water, fuel and ammunition difficult. Hauptmann Wilhelm Bach, the commander of the anti-tank unit that contained most of the thirteen 
88 mm guns in North Africa, sited five of them along with several 50 mm anti-tank guns in the new fortifications at Halfaya, held by a 

battalion of Rifle Regiment 104. Turrets were removed from knocked-out British Matilda tanks and dug in, while the bottom of the pass 
was sown with anti-tank and anti-personnel mines. Four 88 mm guns were dug in behind minefields on Hafid Ridge and Sidi Azeiz Ridge 

covering the Sidi Azeiz crossroads; the last four 88 mm guns remained mobile with the 15th Panzer Division. 

 

OPERATION BATTLEAXE JUNE 15 – 17 1941 

The British now began making preparations for Operation Battleaxe, which was due to begin as soon as the Tiger convoy of 238 
reinforcement tanks and 43 Hawker Hurricane fighters, which had arrived from Britain on May 12, were ready. There were delays in 

unloading the tanks, which also had to be adapted for desert use, and Battleaxe was postponed until June 10. The tanks were intended 
for the 7th Armoured Division, which had been out of action since February after most of its tanks had been worn out during Operation 
Compass. 

Operation Battleaxe’s primary objective was to force the Axis forces to lift the Siege of Tobruk and the removal of Italian and German 
forces from the eastern part of Cyrenaica. The operation was launched on June 15, 1941. Even though the Allies had air superiority and 
were optimistic about the battle, it was destined to be a complete failure. 

In the central push the 7th Royal Tank Regiment reached Fort Capuzzo, but soon faced counterattacks from elements of the 15th Panzer 
Division. Although the 4th Indian Division then took Fort Capuzzo then beat off a counter attack, other parts of Operation Battleaxe were 
not going so well. 

 



 

When British tanks entered Halfaya Pass they headed directly into the battery of 88mm anti-tank guns which had been dug into the sand 
and were therefore invisible from a distance. Hellfire Pass would become a complete disaster; all but one of the tanks would end up 

destroyed and the tanks that were headed to Hafid Ridge didn't fare much better. Instead of being met with tanks as they had hoped, 
they were met with anti-tank artillery. In less than 24 hours, almost half of the 200 tanks that the British had deployed as part of the 

operation were out of commission and Rommel was poised to launch a counter-attack. 

The 15th Panzer Division attacked Fort Capuzzo from the north while the 5th Light Division made its way to the east to surround the 7th 
Armored Division, but before the battle turned into a complete disaster General Wavell ordered his forces to withdraw. 

As the British forces were defeated and with no reserves at hand, Egypt was an easy target for Rommel. However, due to his critical 

supply position and with the enemy to his rear at Tobruk, Rommel was unable to exploit the opportunity to continue pushing forward. 

AFTERMATH 

The Allies suffered a total of 969 casualties: 122 killed, 588 wounded, and 259 missing. The Germans had 678 casualties, with 93 
killed, 350 wounded and 235 missing, while the Italians suffered 592 casualties. The British lost 98 tanks (3 light, 30 cruisers and 65 

Matildas) and the Axis had roughly 50 disabled, excluding tanks which had been knocked out and repaired during the battle. The Axis 
held the battlefield and recovered disabled vehicles; only 12 tanks were written off. The British lost 33 fighters and three bombers 

against 10 German aircraft. RAF fighter losses were caused by lack of pilot training and the need for continuous air cover; standing 
patrols could only be maintained by a few aircraft while the bulk were in transit to the battlefield, being repaired, rearmed and refueled. 

 



 

M’44 SCENARIOS FOR DESERT WAR PART THREE: BREVITY, SKORPION & BATTLEAXE 

Desert War Part Three includes 8 standard scenarios. These scenarios chronicle the major engagements of the Operations Brevity, 

Skorpion and Battleaxe, and include only the best available in the Scenarios from the Front (SFTF) files section on the DoW website, as 

well as 2 official scenarios by Richard Borg and Jacques “jdrommel” David. 

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. Unless stated otherwise, BCF command rules and Italian Royal Army rules are in effect for all 
scenarios. 

 

 

DESERT WAR PART THREE: BREVITY, SKORPION & BATTLEAXE 

1. MAY 15: Operation Brevity    5. JUN 15: Hellfire Pass ** 
2. MAY 26: Operation Scorpion    6. JUN 15: Halfaya Pass - Desert Fox ** 

3. JUN 15: Defense of Halfaya Pass    7. JUN 15: The REAL Hellfire Pass 
4. JUN 15: Operation Battleaxe    8. JUN 16: The Lion of Capuzzo 

 
** Scenario notes: 

 
1. Hellfire Pass: all infantry units are 11th Indian Brigade.  

2. Halfaya Pass – Desert Fox: the 2 standard infantry units on the Allies’ right flank are 11th Indian Brigade. 
 

There are a total of 93 medals for the 8 standard scenarios. 
 
 

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

1. Operation Brevity (12)   

https://www.daysofwonder.com/memoir44/en/editor/view/?id=2831
https://www.daysofwonder.com/memoir44/en/editor/view/?id=4245
https://www.daysofwonder.com/memoir44/en/editor/view/?id=8805
https://www.daysofwonder.com/memoir44/en/editor/view/?id=20957
https://www.daysofwonder.com/memoir44/en/editor/view/?id=2965
https://www.daysofwonder.com/memoir44/en/editor/view/?id=17631
https://www.daysofwonder.com/memoir44/en/editor/view/?id=19005
https://www.daysofwonder.com/memoir44/en/editor/view/?id=18389


2. Operation Scorpion (12)   

3. Defense of Halfaya Pass (12)   

4. Operation Battleaxe (10)   

5. Hellfire Pass (12)   

6. Halfaya Pass – Desert Fox (12)   

7. The REAL Hellfire Pass (11)   

8. The Lion of Capuzzo (12)   

TOTAL MEDAL TALLY          /93             /93       
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