Chapter 23

The Fortress Falls

Tobruk

June 20, 1942

“The law is not thrust upon man,

It rests deep within him, 

To waken when the call comes.”

Martin Buber


Rolf’s uniform was bleached white from the sun.  In fact, every piece of Afrika Korps clothing he owned was faded and worn, usually giving a somewhat sloppy appearance.  Leutnart stood overlooking the Mediterranean, the Tobruk harbor littered with shipwrecks and the floating flotsam of war.  Rolf had lost even more weight, a slight case of dysentery sapping his strength.  Even Rommel had commented that his Chief Interpreter looked a little gaunt and was in need of a haircut!


Tobruk had fallen!  The reaction from Berlin and Rome had been sheer elation.  In fact, the Fuhrer, Adolf Hitler, had awarded Erwin Rommel a Field Marshal’s baton, in recognition of his exploits.  With the fall of Tobruk, the British would fall back, possibly as far as the Egyptian frontier.


Rommel did indeed bask in the victory, even if it was only for this short time.  He and the senior Italian officers gathered in a pack, just down from where Oberleutnant Rolf Leutnart was standing.  As much as he tried to be involved, Rolf’s heart and soul were focused on Lorena.


“Pardona me,” an Italian voice spoke from behind him.


“Si,” Rolf replied, turning to face a young Bersaglieri lieutenant.   


“Excuse me for disturbing you, Il Tenente,” the officer said.  “But several Arabs that we use as scouts have inquired after you.”


“Indeed?” Rolf replied, his eyebrows rising noticeably.  “And what business do they have with me?”


“I am not sure,” the Italian replied.  “They speak in riddles.”


Leutnart checked to see if Rommel might be in need of an interpreter, but the Field Marshal was busy enjoying the sea breeze and thoughts of his victory.  Those would pass quickly, but for awhile it was Erwin Rommel’s moment to shine.  Then he would dive into plans for the conquest of Egypt.  


“I will speak with them,” Rolf said to the Italian.  “I do not speak Arabic very well, however.”


“I will try to help, Il Tenente,” the soldier said.  “But they seem to understand German, Italian, and English.”


Rolf smiled.  “Pays to know who you are fleecing, si?”


The Italian chuckled.  “Si.” 


Rolf followed the young Italian lieutenant down the steps towards a small alley.  He noticed the secluded spot might be a perfect place for an ambush, so he warily checked for possible exits.  Still, when he spotted three black-clothed Arabs at the end of the narrow street, they were in fact in plain view of most of the harbor.  Rolf relaxed a little.


One Arab stepped forward, letting the dark material that covered his face drop away.  The man was definitely not Arab, though his features were tanned a deep brown.


“Do not sound the alarm, Herr Oberleutnant,” the man said in German, with a decidedly English accent.  “We mean you no harm and have no intention of sabotage or assassination.”


Rolf kept calm, but still casually unsnapped his Luger holster flap.  “I am listening, Englander.”


“We are part of the British Long Range Desert Group,” the bogus Arab introduced his party.  “We are also brothers of the Red Pyramid.”


Rolf tilted his head slightly.  “Was?”


The man smiled.  “A community of men and women who have descended from the Pharaohs of Egypt.  We trace our lineage all the way back to the first great Pharaoh, Aha Menes.”


Rolf nodded.  He was familiar with the leader credited with uniting Upper and Lower Egyptian empires.  Rolf was also immediately reminded that Lorena traced her bloodline back to that specific Pharaoh.  And there was the scar on his palm.

“What does that have to do with me?  You are the enemy, after all.”


“By flag only, Herr Oberleutnant,” the Englishman said.  “We fight a common foe, even if you’re not aware of it yet.”


“And that would be?” Rolf asked


“Evil.”  The Englishman said it in a certain way to elicit chills up Rolf’s spine.


Rolf didn’t know what to say next, so the British soldier continued.  “We believe that an ancient curse has been realized, Oberleutnant.  Our order has passed down from generation to generation the role we must play.  The call has gone out to assemble our followers in Egypt, to do battle with the demon-god Buto, his priestess Nefastani, and the minions of hell.”


Rolf shook his head.  “It all sounds like the ramblings of madness, whoever you are.”


“I am Major Nelson,” the British officer revealed his identity.  “This is Sergeant Webley and that is Sergeant Arnold.”  He pointed to his two companions.  “And you are Oberleutnant Rolf Wolfgang Leutnart of Linz, Austria.”


“Your intelligence is impressive,” Rolf replied, looking at the nervous Italian standing next to him.


“You also have the mark of the wolf on your thigh and a red pyramid on your palm, Rolf,” Major Nelson went on quickly.


Leutnart’s eyes narrowed and he felt his muscles go taut.  “I was not aware that these things were common knowledge.”


Major Nelson smiled broadly.  “They aren’t.  We have our sources.  I wish not to take any more of your time, Rolf.  We merely came to warn you.”


“Of what?”


“That there are men and forces that will try to stop you.”


“Stop me from doing what?”


“From destroying Nefastani and her master Buto once again.”


“Signore, they speak in riddles, as I warned you,” the Italian lieutenant said worriedly.  “You must not listen to puzzles, for they tangle the truth.”


“Your comrade speaks with wisdom, Herr Oberleutnant,” Major Nelson added calmly.  “When the time comes, you will know that we have spoken the truth.  Until then, be wary and trust in the one you love.  There will be an instant in time when her soul will protect us all from eternal damnation.”


Major Nelson pulled the black cloth back up over his face, so that only his eyes peeked through.  He bid farewell with the traditional Arab motion, then the trio quickly departed down a side alley.


Rolf remained where he stood, staring off into space.  Even after all the fantastic things he had just heard, none of it actually seemed ridiculous.  In fact, deep inside his soul, it all made sense, as if he had known it all along.  The details had just been repressed, until someone with the vital key happened along to unlock the secrets.


“Signore, pardona me,” the Italian lieutenant interrupted Rolf’s reflections.  “You are not angry with me for bringing you to those men?”


Leutnart smiled and shook his head.  “No, no, Il Tenente.  You took the correct action.  Is there anyone else that knows of this meeting?”


“No, no, signore,” the lieutenant replied emphatically.


“Grazie,” Rolf said.  “Ciao.”


“Ciao.”  The Italian officer headed up the stone steps leading towards the harbor, not looking back.


Rolf put his hands in his pockets and walked aimlessly, heading in the general direction of where the victorious German Field Marshal had stood with his commanders earlier.  When he reached the ramparts, however, Rommel had moved on.  The brilliant tactician stayed true to form, not standing still for very long.


So Rolf Leutnart sat down on a low stone wall, staring out over the Mediterranean.  A sprightly breeze roughed with his hair, for he had folded up his cap and shoved it into a back pocket.  Running his fingers through the long straw-like strands of hair, Rolf bowed his head in prayer.  Quite quickly, however, his mind wandered to visions of the woman he loved – Lorena Sebesta.


“I love you, Lorena,” he said to himself.  “Oh, dear God, how I love you so.”


The steady rumbling of supply trucks disturbed the serenity, a virtual parade of transport arriving in the newly captured city.  Antiaircraft guns were deployed quickly to repel the expected sorties the British would soon mount, to retaliate their serious loss.


Rolf smiled at the realization that medical units would move forward quickly too, since the number of wounded, especially Italian infantry, was quite high.  That meant Lorena would soon join her male counterparts, once the hospital was organized.  He couldn’t wait.


It was also just a matter of minutes before Rommel’s headquarters units began pouring into Tobruk.  The prize was well earned and the sense of elation was impossible to squelch. Anti-aircraft guns began firing, as British fighters swooped down and tried strafing the deploying forces, but they were driven off.  Rolf decided he better catch up to the Field Marshal, or soon there would be people looking everywhere for the wayward interpreter.


Oberleutnant Leutnart found his way to the harbor area, where the command staff was temporarily setting up headquarters.  Rommel and his immediate staff were drawn up around a wooden door set on blocks, serving as their conference table.  Rolf stood close at hand, assuming the main translating for the Italian officers.

Field Marshal Erwin Rommel spread a map before his commanders.  “The English will try to delay any move along the coast road.  I suspect they have several prepared positions along the way.  We must push forward, try to outflank them and press towards Alexandria.”

Rolf spoke in low tones, relaying the words to the men around him.  He had to listen carefully, then interpret the message precisely and quickly, so as not to break the Field Marshal’s train of thought.  Once the questions were answered, Rommel issued a flurry of orders, mostly structured around the word, “advance!”

When the bomb-damaged room was clearing out, Rommel motioned for Leutnart to stay.  Once empty, the Field Marshal held his hand out to Rolf and the welcome was enthusiastic.

“You are an excellent asset to me, Herr Oberleutnant,” Rommel said.

“Danke, Herr Field Marshal,” Rolf replied.

“Your skills at translation, as well as a natural talent for timing, speak well of your upbringing,” Rommel continued.  “I think our meeting in Roma was not by chance.  You have become an officer I can count on and I am forced to use your men even more aggressively.”

“Of course, Field Marshal,” Leutnart said.


“Every unit is critical now, Herr Oberleutnant,” Rommel stated.


“Jawohl, Herr Field Marshal,” Rolf replied.


“Recce 33 is my most mechanized unit on our right flank,” Rommel went on.  “Their commander will press forward as far as the available fuel will take them, without endangering his men.  I would like you to fill your trucks with as many Italian Bersaglieri as they can hold, along with your kommandos.  Exploit the fluidness of the English lines.”


“Jawohl, Herr Field Marshal,” Leutnart replied, coming to attention.


“Rolf?” Rommel said quietly, an uncharacteristic gentleness to his voice.


“Ja?” Leutnart replied, a bit unsettled by Rommel’s use of his first name.


“Vorsicht,” the Field Marshal implored Leutnart to be careful.


“Jawohl, Herr Field Marshal,” Rolf answered.  “Danke.”


Rommel nodded and they walked together to the street.  Once again the leader assumed his role, donning the signature black coat and readjusting the goggles over the brim of his hat. The Desert Fox climbed into his personal halftrack and smiled at Leutnart.


“On to Alexandria!” he said with tremendous determination.

 Rommel waved his hand and the driver punched the accelerator, the SdKfz250 halftrack GRIEF, or griffin, jolting forward.  The armored truck lumbered into the ruts of the main road leading out of Tobruk and a long column of various support vehicles fell in behind and alongside the leader.  Rommel was off again, desperately trying to beat the retreating British forces to the Nile.

Rolf found his ragtag little band pulled up near the former British vehicle park, scrounging for spare parts, while the Germans of Kommando 3 were pilfering cases of canned food.  Leutnart made a point of not interrupting their scavenging, since the activity was one of the few joys left to the soldiers in the desert.

Sergeant Hintze was working two boxes of loot, one for Leutnart and one for himself.  He was quite proud of the goodies he had scrounged and passed the crate to Leutnart.  Rolf smiled appreciatively and dropped the box down into the footwell of the back seat.  Then he blew his whistle.

“All right, men,” Leutnart called out.  “We move out in ten minutes.  We are part of the Field Marshal’s reconnaissance force and we are to probe as far as we can, taking into account our limited supplies of fuel.  Bitte, will all officers and NCO’s meet with me here and then we shall depart.”

Rolf unfolded his map and pointed out the directions to Major Sebesta and Feldwebel Hintze.  Leutnart missed the presence of Gefreiter Gruber.  “Southeast, gentlemen.  We must scout out the retreating Englanders and press the attack.  Everything depends on maintaining the pressure on the British.”

“What about fuel, Herr Oberleutnant?” Hintze asked worriedly.

“Whatever we can siphon off before leaving and whatever we find out there,” Rolf replied.  “Have we checked all these abandoned vehicles?”

Hintze and Sebesta nodded proudly.  “We found enough to top off most of our trucks,” Sebesta reported.  “There was also enough to fill several cans, though we can’t vouch for the quality of the gas.  It looked very poor grade.”

“It will have to do,” Leutnart replied.  “See that all the men are accounted for and let’s be off.  I think we will attract too much attention gathered here.”

They obeyed, calling the men to board the trucks and armored cars.  Rolf strolled calmly to the kubelwagen, accepting an open can of bully beef from Hintze.

“Danke, Feldwebel,” Rolf said appreciatively, his stomach growling with anticipation.  He couldn’t remember when he had last eaten.

Standing in the car, Rolf surveyed his little force, which had preformed magnificently so far.  With a motion of his hand, all the engines roared to life and as Leutnart sat down, Hintze shifted into low.  The direction was due east along the coast road, then southeast to Bir el Gobi, then due east again to outflank Bardia and Salum.  Rolf intended to continue along this compass heading until they reached Nibeiwa, where the British Eighth Army’s staging area and railhead were rumored to be.  He wanted to commit his force to cutting the supply route, thereby forcing the English to continue their headlong retreat to Mersa Matruh and perhaps all the way to Alexandria.
Back in Tobruk, a small and hurried ceremony was underway near Rommel’s headquarters, though the Field Marshal was already far away.  An officer of the SS was being promoted, after a series of successful kommando raids against the British supply lines.  Ernst Dorfmann now held the rank of Major and with it came his own company of SS Stormtroopers from the Albert Speer Division.  The new major beamed with pride and formally saluted the gathered officers who were in attendance. 

“Head east, Herr Major,” came the order.  “You must lead your SS Stormtroopers as far as your fuel will take you.”

“Jawohl, Herr General,” Dorfmann smiled and saluted.  “Heil Hitler.”

Major Dorfmann walked erect and snapped orders in rapid succession.  He had every intention of making a name for himself in Berlin and quickly.

