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  POLICY AND FACT IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN




  The collapse of France and the evacuation of the British Army from Dunkirk had, although placing Britain in a situation of immediate peril,

  conferred upon it an inestimable strategic advantage. For the first time in over a hundred years it was free from the wasteful complication of Continental alliances, the attrition of a

  ‘Western Front’, the expense in blood and toil of competition, in their own element, with the great land powers. A highly trained air force and a magnificent navy allowed Britain to

  enjoy the advantages of amphibious flexibility which had sustained her throughout so many wars with more powerful enemies.




  But for Hitler the autumn and winter of 1940 were periods of fumbling, perplexity and disillusionment. ‘Duce,’ he wrote to Mussolini, ‘in examining the general situation I

  reach the following conclusions: I. The War in the West is in itself won. A final violent effort is still necessary to crush England.’ Ribbentrop told Molotov that ‘England is beaten,

  and it is only a question of time before she finally admits defeat’. These judgements were, logically speaking, nonsense; and the inherent contradictions they expressed were reflected in a

  confusion of purpose, both political and military. There was the Wehrmacht, the most powerful and efficient army that had ever dominated Europe, but against England ‘as little use as if it

  had been three divisions of untrained levies’. There was the Luftwaffe, also, it had seemed, all-powerful in every sphere – save one, the English skies. The Kriegsmarine? The war had

  been launched before the U-boat programme had got into its stride. In 1941 they were being made at the rate of only twelve a month.




  The dilemma facing Hitler was threefold. Should he turn his back on England, husk that she was, and release the huge, impatient Wehrmacht on its last opponent, Russia? Or should he resign

  himself to many months of waiting, while manpower and materials were reallocated, until with an enormously swollen Luftwaffe he could once again challenge England? Or should he don the mask of

  magnanimity and consolidate by diplomacy the New Order in Europe so that to neutrals, and particularly to the United States, it would seem that, but for the empty conceit of the British, the

  Continent would be enjoying an orderly and harmonious peace? In the period from September 1940 to March 1941 the Germans can be seen leaning now on one, now on another of these policies. As early

  as July 1940 Hitler had told his Commanders-in-Chief,*




  

    

      

        In the event that invasion does not take place, our efforts must be directed to the elimination of all factors that let England hope for a change in the situation –

        Britain’s hope lies in Russia and the United States. If Russia drops out of the picture, America too is lost for Britain, because the elimination of Russia would greatly increase

        Japan’s power in the Far East. Decision: Russia’s destruction must therefore be made a part of this struggle – the sooner Russia is crushed the better.


      


    


  




  But Raeder, the head of the German Navy, advocated another plan – one which, with the advantage of hindsight, we see to have been much more menacing:




  

    

      

        The British have always considered the Mediterranean the pivot of their world empire . . . While the air and submarine war is being fought out between Germany and Britain,

        Italy, surrounded by British power, is fast becoming the main target of attack. Britain always attempts to strangle the weaker enemy. The Italians have not yet realised the danger when they

        refuse our help . . . The Mediterranean question must be cleared up during the winter months . . . the seizure of Gibraltar . . . the despatch of German forces to Dakar and the Canary Islands

        . . . close co-operation with Vichy . . . Having secured her western flank by these measures Germany could support the Italians in a campaign to capture the Suez Canal and advance through

        Palestine and Syria. If we reach that point Turkey will be in our power. The Russian problem will then appear in a different light. Fundamentally Russia is afraid of Germany. It is doubtful

        whether an advance against Russia in the north will then be necessary.*


      


    


  




  Each of these two approaches made the pursuit of the other impossible, and in spite of his address to the Commanders-in-Chief in July Hitler seems to have inclined towards attempting first a

  diplomatic solution. In September Italy and Germany were linked to Japan by the Tripartite Alliance; Ribbentrop told Ciano that there would be ‘a double advantage against Russia and against

  America. Under the threat of the Japanese fleet America will not dare to move’.* In a half-hearted follow-up to Raeder’s plan Hitler pressed

  his overtures on Spain and Vichy France, although without making any corresponding military dispositions. In October he met Franco at Hendaye and they had their celebrated nine-hour meeting which

  drew from Hitler the comment that ‘rather than go through that again I would prefer to have three or four teeth taken out’.* The delicate point

  at issue was the extent to which Franco could expect reward at the expense of the French colonies in North Africa. Hitler was meeting Pétain the following day at Montoire, and he also,

  Hitler hoped, might be persuaded to play an active part in an anti-British coalition. But the ‘loyalty’ of the administration in French North Africa would weaken if it was suspected

  that these territories were to be handed over to Spain at the peace treaty. The most that Hitler could promise was that ‘Spain would receive territorial compensation out of French North

  African possessions to the extent of which France could be indemnified out of British colonies’. Franco would make no positive commitment as once again ‘the Germans are trying to deal

  in the skin before the Lion has been killed’. From Pétain Hitler could only get an assurance of ‘collaboration in principle’ in return for his promise that after the War

  ‘France will retain in Africa a colonial domain essentially equivalent to what she possesses today’, and acceptance of his suggestion that Laval should be appointed foreign

  minister.




  And so the position became more complicated, and the field of the German diplomatic commitments wider, with little to show in terms of military advantage. From the aspect of

  Realpolitik, though, the most sensitive region, that which required the greatest delicacy of handling, was the Balkans. For here the spheres of influence of Germany and Russia were in

  collision. Stalin had already shown his anxiety and the fact that in this area at least his policy was to act first and negotiate afterwards by his annexation of Bessarabia and Bukovina during the

  climax of the Battle of France. It was among this network of corrupt, flimsy and unstable states – by tradition the source of all European conflict, and in reality of vital importance to

  Germany as her only source of natural oil – that Hitler had to keep the peace.




  The first threatening moment had occurred in August. The Hungarians wished to annex Transylvania and, noting the manner in which the Romanian government had already climbed down once, when force

  of arms was threatened over the ‘Bessarabian problem’, had mobilised their army and let it be generally known that they were prepared to go to war. It was only at the last moment that

  Ribbentrop managed to impose a solution, the so-called ‘Vienna Award’, which allowed Hungary half Transylvania immediately with a plebiscite, at an unspecified date in the future, to

  settle the remainder. When he saw the map depicting the new frontier, the Romanian Foreign Minister collapsed on the conference table in a dead faint, and had to be revived with smelling-salts. The

  government in Bucharest disintegrated and King Carol fled to Switzerland in a special train loaded with treasure, and with his mistress Magda Lupescu and her ninety-eight suitcases.




  More serious, although equally typical of the Balkan scene, was an immediate demand by Bulgaria for the cession of Southern Dobrudja. Hitler once again compelled the shadow Romanians to accede,

  but in return he had to give them a territorial guarantee. In this way the German military commitment was brought right down to Russia’s southern flank, into an area where arbitration,

  political pressure and the redrawing of frontiers had hitherto been a Russian preserve. So it is not surprising that the German ambassador in Moscow soon reported that he found Molotov

  ‘reserved, in contrast to his usual manner’. The German government was accused of violating Article III of the non-aggression pact, which called for joint consultation, and of

  presenting the Soviets with ‘accomplished facts’.




  All this was extremely trying for the Führer for, even accepting the fact that war with Russia was inevitable, it was vital that this should start, not half-accidentally in the wake of some

  Balkan dispute, but at a time of his own choosing; and that the Russians should have no reason to suspect his intentions. So, having restored some pretence of order to the Balkan scene, Hitler

  resolved that there should be no further disturbances there, at least until further consultations with the Russian government had taken place at the highest level. In furtherance of this aim Hitler

  sent Mussolini a letter recommending that the status quo be preserved in this area ‘for the time being at least’.




  The text was strongly worded. Ciano described it as ‘a complete order to halt, all along the line’, and Mussolini found it highly unpalatable. The Duce was already upset at the

  prospect of the War ending before the Italian armed forces could display their prowess. He wished for a short, successful campaign against an enfeebled enemy, one in which blood would be shed, in

  which he could show, as he had claimed to do against the spear-carrying savages of Abyssinia, that the Italians were ‘a nation of iron men’. ‘It is humiliating to remain with our

  hands folded,’ he told Ciano, ‘while others write History.’ The manner of ‘writing History’ most to Mussolini’s taste was killing people. He was a man who would

  genuinely prefer to go to war against a defenceless victim rather than negotiate with it. He was bitterly disappointed that the end of the War and the establishment of the New Order seemed finally

  to have excluded this possibility.




  But, in the autumn of 1940, while the Duce was grumbling to Ciano about their enforced inactivity, the Germans suffered a major military reverse: the Luftwaffe was fought to a standstill over

  Britain and Sea Lion, the invasion project, was, after successive postponements, finally dropped.




  Mussolini was delighted. In the same week as the Sea Lion decision, on 4 October, the two dictators met at the Brenner Pass. Hitler was ‘quiet’, and ‘thoughtful’ over

  prospects, but Ciano wrote that ‘Rarely have I seen the Duce in such good humour’. Their talk ranged over a variety of subjects; Hitler listened sympathetically to accounts of supply

  and administrative difficulties which were impeding the advance of Marshal Graziani’s enormous army against the Suez Canal. He was reassuring over the question of American intervention,

  noncommittal concerning relations with the Soviets. He ‘. . . put at least some of his cards on the table, and talked to us about his plans for the future’. However, there was one

  omission from the Führer’s frank résumé of current affairs – and it was to trigger a whole chain of catastrophes.




  Hitler had come to realise, in the preceding weeks, that he could only preserve the crumbling Romanian policy and implement the guarantee made at the time of the Vienna Award if German troops

  were actually in the country. A fortnight before the Brenner meeting he had issued a directive defining the terms of a ‘Military Mission’:




  

    

      

        To the World their tasks will be to guide friendly Romania in organising and instructing her forces.




        The real tasks – which must not become apparent either to the Romanians or to our own troops – will be:




        

          

            

              

                (1) To protect the oil district . . .




                (2) To prepare for deployment from Romanian bases . . . in case a war with Soviet Russia is forced upon us.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Whether Hitler thought that the Italian Royal Family* would inform the west or that the information might leak out across Albania to the Soviets or,

  simply, that such a disclosure coming so soon after his order to ‘halt all along the line’ might give rise to some awkward requests from Mussolini, there is no doubt that Hitler’s

  omission was deliberate. And when he heard of the arrival of the German troops in Romania, the Duce was furious. ‘I will pay him back in his own coin,’ he told Ciano. ‘He will

  find out from the papers that I have occupied Greece. In this way equilibrium will be re-established.’ He picked up the telephone and gave immediate orders to the Commander-in-Chief at Valona

  for the invasion to be launched that same week.




  The Italian forces in Albania were hardly adequate, even on a numerical basis, but there was no time for their reinforcement, as Hitler had already got wind of the scheme and had suggested an

  immediate conference. The Italian infantry went stumbling off into the Epirus at dawn of 28 October and when, that same day, Hitler stepped off the train at Florence, Mussolini greeted him with the

  words, ‘Führer, we are on the march!’




  Now the ‘psychological and military consequences’, as Hitler was to call them in a subsequent letter of reproof to the Duce, rained thick and fast. The invading Italian army was

  stopped short, beaten and turned tail; the Italian Navy was caught in Taranto harbour by the Fleet Air Arm and lost two heavy cruisers and three battleships; the first squadrons of Hurricanes began

  to appear on Greek airfields, and within weeks the Aegean and the whole of the Eastern Mediterranean up to the heel of Italy had been cleared of Axis ships and aircraft.* When the Spanish Foreign Minister accompanied Ciano to Berchtesgaden in November, his intransigence had markedly increased since the meeting at Hendaye. Hitler himself now became

  positively ‘pessimistic’. He thought the situation ‘must be compromised by what has happened in the Balkans. His criticism is open, definite and final’. He talked of

  ‘. . . the tendency of certain nations to avoid becoming entangled with us and to await the outcome of events’. In France, where practical considerations were uppermost, there was

  ‘a decided strengthening of the position of those who assert that in this War the last word has not yet been spoken’.




  In December the position deteriorated still further. Both Bulgaria and Yugoslavia positively rejected the invitation to join the Tripartite Alliance, and the Greeks, now handsomely re-equipped

  with captured Italian armaments, were trouncing the erstwhile invaders to such effect that the whole of Albania was threatened – despite the fact that the Italian Army there had been

  reinforced to almost three times its size at the start of the campaign. Then, in the second week of December, Wavell and O’Connor attacked Graziani at Sidi Barrarli and, as Christmas passed,

  it became apparent that the whole of Mussolini’s North African Empire stood in jeopardy.




  But the most ominous of all developments was the reaction of the Russians. Invited to a conference in Berlin, Molotov showed little interest in the now distinctly unrealistic concept of

  ‘the apportionment of the British Empire as a gigantic estate in bankruptcy’. On the first day Ribbentrop babbled speciously about ‘directing the momentum of [our] Lebensraum

  expansion entirely southward’, to which Molotov listened ‘with an impenetrable expression’. When, the following morning, Ribbentrop suggested that Russia should join the

  Tripartite Alliance, making it a quadrilateral pact of military and economic co-operation, Molotov replied that ‘paper agreements would not suffice for the Soviet Union; rather she would have

  to insist on effective guarantees for her security’. Hitler, who was attending to lend extra weight to the offer, found himself subjected to a close and insistent questioning on points of

  detail. What was to be the future of Turkey and the Bosphorus? What were German troops doing in Romania? And in Finland? What if the Soviets were to guarantee Bulgaria on the same terms as the

  German guarantee to Romania? ‘No foreign visitor had ever spoken to him in this way in my presence,’ wrote Schmidt, the interpreter, afterwards. Hitler suggested that it was time to

  adjourn as ‘. . . otherwise we shall get caught in an air-raid warning’.




  The next day, when Ribbentrop was confronted once again with these questions, he complained that he was being ‘interrogated too closely’ and could ‘only repeat again and again

  that the decisive question was whether the Soviet Union was prepared . . . to co-operate with Germany in the great liquidation of the British Empire’. After the conference broke up Stalin

  sent to Hitler a formal confirmation of the stand taken by Molotov in Berlin. Among other points he insisted on immediate withdrawal of German troops from Finland, a long-term lease of a base for

  Soviet land and naval forces within range of the Bosphorus, and warned of a ‘mutual-assistance pact’ in the offing between the Soviet Union and Bulgaria. Stalin’s demands even

  ranged as far as an insistence on concessions from the Japanese in Northern Sakhalin.




  Afterwards Hitler told Raeder that Stalin was ‘nothing but a cold-blooded blackmailer’. But the die was cast. There was no longer any question of shoring up relations between the two

  countries for a further twelve months while the Germans completed the conquest of Britain. The Wehrmacht must attack Russia as soon as the weather was favourable – for a campaign whose

  probable duration was estimated by OKW, the German Armed Forces High Command, at ten weeks.




  The collapse of the Italians, which had played its part in the Russo-German crisis, meant also that the Germans had to take over Mussolini’s ‘responsibilities’ in the Balkans

  to secure their southern flank and this, in turn, involved the mounting of a full-scale military operation against the Greeks. But before facing this Hitler made one last effort to go down the

  western flank and induce Franco to allow German troops passage for an attack on Gibraltar. ‘We are fighting a battle of life and death,’ the Führer now admitted, ‘about this

  one thing, Caudillo, there must be clarity.’ Franco, who had received that same day [14 February] the news of Graziani’s surrender at Beda Fomm, and of the bombardment by the Royal Navy

  of Genoa, replied that ‘the logical development of the facts has left the circumstances of October [the Hendaye protocol] far behind’.




  Thus were the Wehrmacht and the Luftwaffe drawn down into the Eastern Mediterranean, and a Balkan Campaign. Not as a result of a concerted plan such as Raeder had been pressing nor, as was

  thought at the time, in conformity with a general pattern of aggression against the remaining independent states of Europe, but following on a sequence of diplomatic miscalculations and, to the

  Italians, military defeats.




  The question now presented itself, in the face of the threatened German intervention – what should be the reaction of the British government? The problem was a complex one. ‘We often

  hear,’ Churchill has written,* ‘military experts inculcate the doctrine of giving priority to the decisive theatre. There is a lot in this. But

  in War this principle, like all others, is governed by facts and circumstances; otherwise strategy would be too easy. It would become a drill book and not an art; it would depend upon rules, and

  not on an ever-changing scene.’ In England there was a general euphoria that had penetrated into high elements of military and political direction, brought on by the outcome of the Battle of

  Britain, by victorious feats of arms against the Italians and by the military hesitation of the Germans. Now at last Britain seemed to be presented with a favourable opportunity for direct military

  action on the mainland of Europe; for leverage to further upset the evident confusion of the Axis.




  There was also the moral aspect of the situation. The ‘Allies’, with the exception of a few thousand valiant Polish exiles, had simply crumbled away. Belgium, Norway, Holland,

  Denmark existed as little more than anthems, played in rotation, after the nine o’clock news on Sundays. The Free French could not even raise a brigade in strength. The Americans? Their entry

  into the war was over a year distant; the British ambassador was being pelted with rotten eggs as a ‘war-monger’, and the America First movement could raise a crowd of thirty thousand

  to hear Charles Lindbergh speak on the ‘One last desperate plan of the British . . . which is to persuade us to share with England militarily, as well as financially, the fiasco of this

  war’.*




  But there was one ally which had not collapsed, a poor agrarian country which had fought heroically against, and almost defeated, an attacker five or six times stronger than itself. The Greeks

  were the only western nation to sustain a successful land campaign against the Axis on the European continent for the first four years of the war. Let that not be forgotten. So it was quite

  unthinkable, morally, emotionally, ideally, for Britain to desert them at their hour of crisis.




  However, while the decision to help the Greeks was unimpeachable, the manner of British intervention, its planning and execution, must be closely examined – for they were to have reactions

  of exceptional importance in the Mediterranean and the Far East for years to come.










  2




  THE GREEK DECISION




  A strange obscurity clouds the outline of the Greek decision. In searching for the facts we find that each trail peters out or turns round to

  emerge at its starting point. The conferences, the memoranda, the arduous and protracted negotiations that preceded the decision are all different in emphasis and, where they overlap, they seem to

  contradict. Every eminent person – and they included Churchill and Metaxas, Wavell and Papagos, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) and the Foreign Secretary – concerned in

  the decision is recorded as holding within weeks, and even days, wholly opposite views as to its merits.




  Every person, that is, save one. The Right Honourable Anthony Eden, as he then was, supported the whole notion of military support to Greece, by an expeditionary force lodged on the mainland of

  Europe, with a single-minded determination. As early as 6 January, 1941 he had written to the Prime Minister, ‘Salutations on the victory of Bardia! . . . the object of this minute, however,

  is to call attention to a less satisfactory sector of the international horizon, the Balkans . . .’




  Eden went on to discuss the situation there at length, ending with the advice that ‘it is essential that our victories in North Africa should not result in any decrease of watchfulness on

  the part of the Yugoslavs and the Turks . . . you may wish to have all these questions answered by the Defence Committee’.




  The Prime Minister at once drafted a minute for General Ismay to put before the Chiefs of Staff, which recommended that the operations in Cyrenaica be pursued no further than the fall of Tobruk.

  The minute ended, ‘Although perhaps by luck and daring we may collect comparatively easily most delectable prizes on the Libyan shore, the massive importance of taking of Valona and keeping

  the Greek front in being must weigh hourly with us.’*




  In this view Churchill’s own opinions were shortly to be endorsed by General Smuts, for whose strategic vision the Prime Minister had high regard, and from whom a long telegram,

  recommending that the Cyrenaican campaign be halted, arrived on 8 January. General Wavell, the Commander-in-Chief Middle East, was however strongly opposed to commitments on the Greek mainland. But

  unfortunately he chose as his first ground of objection that the German threat was not a real one, rather than that if it was real he had not the means to oppose it. To this Churchill replied, not

  for the last time in his dealings with Wavell, with some asperity:




  ‘Our information contradicts idea that the German concentration in Roumania is merely a “move in a war of nerves” or a “bluff to cause dispersion of force” . . .

  Destruction of Greece will eclipse victories you have gained in Libya, and may affect decisively Turkish attitude, especially if we have shown ourselves callous of the fate of allies. You

  must now therefore conform your plans to larger interests at stake. We expect and require prompt and active compliance with our decisions, for which we bear full responsibility . .

  .’*




  The passage in italics above would seem to indicate that political, indeed moral, considerations had supplanted the military reasoning (the extended lines of communication, the futility of

  further pursuing the beaten Italians, and so forth) which had been put forward by Eden and Smuts as objections to maintaining the effort in the desert. But when Wavell and Air Marshall Longmore,

  the officer commanding RAF in the Middle East, arrived in Athens, whither Churchill had sent them to co-ordinate ‘support’ to the Greeks, they found the Greek Commander-in-Chief,

  General Papagos, unenthusiastic. It was one of those conferences where everything is, from the outset, in agreement.




  Papagos’s view was that British intervention ‘would not only fail to produce substantial military and political results in the Balkans, but would also, from the general allied point

  of view, be contrary to the sound principles of strategy . . . In fact the two or three divisions which it was proposed to withdraw from the Army in Egypt to send to Greece would come in more

  useful in Africa.’*




  Wavell, with his own feelings of caution confirmed by the Greek attitude at this conference, told the Chiefs of Staff that he was opposed to an entry into Greece with inadequate forces as

  ‘a dangerous half-measure’, and he got permission – which had already been anticipated in action – to press on to Benghazi. But once again, whether from tact or conviction,

  Wavell had used language which amounted to a qualified rather than a total rejection of the idea of a Greek expedition, and the idea had taken firm root in London. In the same message that ordered

  the capture of Benghazi, Churchill ended by telling Wavell that ‘the stronger the strategic reserve which you can build up in the Delta, and the more advanced your preparations to transfer it

  to European shores the better will be the chances of securing a favourable crystallisation.’




  For some weeks matters remained in a state of balance, but during this period the Greek Prime Minister, General Metaxas, died, and on 8 February his successor, M. Koryzis, sent a message to the

  British government suggesting that ‘the size and composition of the proposed force should be determined’. On 11 February the Joint Planning Staff recommended that the best response

  ‘for the moment’ was to carry through a plan for reducing the Italian Dodecanese, strengthening Crete, and assisting the Greeks by naval and air action. This recommendation was in line

  with that of Wavell to the Chiefs of Staff Committee on 25 January to the effect that ‘the Policy of holding Crete in all circumstances should be maintained even if Greece gave way to the

  pressures threatening her’.*




  But by this time the battle of Beda Fomm had been won, the Italians in Cyrenaica had been annihilated and to many British strength in the Middle East seemed greater than it was in reality.




  There is no doubt that Eden genuinely believed it possible to create, with the backing in this strength, a Balkan alliance of such strength that the Germans would hesitate before attacking it.

  By adding up the total of ‘divisions’ – that elastic term of military measurement, so often quoted in deception and self-deception – he arrived at a total of seventy,

  available to the Greeks, the Turks and the Yugoslavs. To match this the Germans had ‘no more than thirty in the theatre’, and it would take ‘some months’ to bring

  reinforcements from Germany.* But each of the three units in the proposed alliance was essential to the security of the other – the Yugoslavs to

  protect the northern flank, the Turks to stand on the eastern, with the Greeks in the centre. The essential first step was to bind Britain closely to Greece, with the promise and substance of

  military aid.




  With this end in view, and doubtless fearing that if a second conference were left again to the generals they would soon agree between themselves that the project of an Expeditionary Force was

  impractical, Eden asked the Prime Minister that he should personally lead a fresh delegation to Athens. It had originally been intended that Sir John Dill should have gone alone but Churchill

  acceded to Eden’s request, and thereafter the emphasis on the mission became diplomatic and political rather than military. At this stage, though, the Prime Minister still seems to have been

  looking at the situation realistically for, in the concluding paragraph of the letter that he wrote to Wavell informing him of the mission’s purpose, he said: ‘In the event of its

  proving impossible to reach any good agreement with the Greeks and to work out a practical military plan, then we must try to save as much from the wreck as possible. We must at all costs keep

  Crete and take any Greek islands which are of use as air bases . . . But these will be only consolation prizes after the classic race has been lost.’*




  Eden’s aircraft was delayed by bad weather and he did not reach Cairo until 19 February. The following day he took the chair at a conference at Wavell’s headquarters at which Dill,

  Admiral Cunningham, Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet, and Longmore attended. Wavell was pessimistic, and his strategic appreciation very conservative. He thought that ‘I can

  never see much prospect of the Balkans becoming an offensive military front from our point of view’, although he recognised ‘from an air point of view’ they had potentialities as

  an offensive theatre. In any case he thought that ‘our forces available are very limited and it is doubtful whether they can arrive in time’. In spite of this Eden again forced the

  pace, and persuaded the conference that some effort should be made. Accordingly, it was decided that the mission should propose to the Greeks that an attempt be made to defend Salonika. Cunningham

  took the view that ‘though politically we were correct, I had grave uncertainty of its military expedience. Dill himself had doubts, and said to me after the meeting: “Well, we’ve

  taken the decision. I’m not at all sure it’s the right one.” ’*




  Wavell had fixed on Salonika as the vital point, for it was the hinge on which the Turkish and Yugoslav fronts, if they came into existence at all, would have to hang; and it was the only port

  north of the Piraeus that was capable of handling the supply train of the expeditionary force. It is also possible that by attaching to his consent conditions which he privately felt would be

  impossible for the Greek Army to accept – namely the defence of a line as far forward as the Macedonian passes – he thought that the whole scheme might yet fall to the ground.




  However, once Eden had secured acceptance of his ideas in principle, his enthusiasm seems to have prevented him from accepting any detailed restrictions put on it at the Cairo meeting. The

  moment that he left Wavell he cabled to the Prime Minister that his present intention was to tell the Greeks of the help that they could be offered and to urge them to accept it as fast as it could

  be shipped. ‘There is a fair chance that we can hold a line in Greece,’ he went on, ‘although present limited air forces available make it doubtful whether we can hold a line

  covering Salonika, which is what General Wavell is prepared to contemplate.’




  The next day, after some further contemplation of the figures of men and equipment available, Eden cabled Churchill again, warning the Prime Minister that it was a ‘gamble’ to send

  forces to the mainland of Europe to fight Germans at that time, but that it was better to ‘suffer’ with the Greeks than to make no attempt to help them, though none could guarantee that

  they might not have ‘to play the card of our evacuation strong suit’.




  Eden may have calculated that this rapid substitution of the emotive for the strategic argument would be acceptable to the Prime Minister, but he seems to have had no illusions regarding its

  effects on the Greeks. For Colonel de Guingand has recounted how the next day, in the aircraft that was carrying the mission to Athens, ‘I had been asked to produce a list showing totals of

  items that we were proposing to send. My first manpower figures excluded such categories as pioneers, and in the gun totals I produced only artillery pieces. This was nothing like good enough for

  one of Mr Eden’s party who was preparing the brief. He asked that the figures should be swelled with what to my mind were doubtful values . . .’*




  The conference went into session immediately on their arrival in Athens, and continued into the early hours of the morning. The Greeks were not too convinced even with figures swollen by such

  artifices as de Guingand mentions. They ‘took a great deal of persuading’ although Eden told them that Britain would be sending ‘three infantry divisions, the Polish Brigade, one

  and possibly two armoured brigades – a total of 100,000 men and with 700 guns and 142 tanks’.*




  Then, at last, at 3am the Foreign Secretary ‘. . . came in looking buoyant. He strode over to the fire and warmed his hands and then stood with his back to the fire dictating signals to

  his staff. They in turn looked nearly as triumphant as he did and were positively oozing congratulations. Presumably he had done his job and accomplished what he had set out to achieve. He was,

  therefore, no doubt entitled to be pleased with himself. But whether it was a job worth doing and in our best interests seemed to me very doubtful.’*




  But within a fortnight of the agreement being signed things began to go badly. For Papagos, in the absence of any clear indication of Yugoslavia’s attitude, was insisting on a defence of

  the forward line in Macedonia – which Wavell had originally recommended – that covered Salonika. But he was having difficulty in disengaging his troops in Albania, and the British

  delegates soon found that they were not alone in having made optimistic estimates of the force that could be made available. Indeed, the Greek estimates proved to be as distant from reality as our

  own, and faced with the threat of a piecemeal destruction of the forces – the first convoy had just sailed from Alexandria and was due to arrive at the Piraeus on 7 April – the Prime

  Minister began to reconsider the whole problem.




  On 6 April he wired Eden that ‘. . . We must be careful not to urge Greece against her better judgement into a hopeless resistance alone when we have only handfuls of troops which can

  reach a scene in time. Grave Imperial issues are raised by committing New Zealand and Australian troops to an enterprise which, as you say, has become even more hazardous.’




  Eden remained unshaken in his conviction. From Cairo he replied: ‘In the existing situation we are all agreed that the course advocated should be followed and help given to Greece. We

  devoutly trust therefore that no difficulties will arise with regard to the despatch of the Dominion Forces as arranged.’




  In fact, the ‘Imperial issues’ to which Churchill referred were already a subject for concern. They were to assume a more oppressive gravity following on the defeat on the Greek

  mainland, and were to cast their shadow over the struggle for Crete. Although over 80 per cent of the expeditionary force was to consist of Australian and New Zealand troops, neither Blarney nor

  Freyberg were consulted during the discussions that preceded its despatch. They were simply given instructions, as unit commanders, and neither of them had a proper respect paid to his position as

  the leader of a national force and a principal military adviser of a government. Nor can the resentment which this treatment aroused, particularly among the members of the Australian cabinet, have

  been greatly assuaged by the variety of reasons which were put forward for making the expedition at all.




  In these arguments we can trace the same confusion of purpose of political necessity and military expediency that plagued the whole expedition.




  In a long, explanatory cable which was sent from the Dominions Office to Mr Fadden (the acting Prime Minister of Australia) on 25 February, it was contended that ‘From the strategic point

  of view the formation of a Balkan front would have the advantages of making Germany fight at the end of long lines of communication and expending her resources uneconomically . . .’ But when

  Menzies saw Churchill in London he was told that ‘the real foundation for the expedition . . . was the estimate of the overwhelming moral and political repercussions of abandoning

  Greece’.




  Thus it can be seen that throughout there were three sets of influences, pulling in separate directions. Eden, eager for a diplomatic coup, convinced that he could emerge as

  the architect of a new Balkan Coalition; Wavell and the Chiefs of Staff concerned only with the limited horizon of immediate military possibility; the Prime Minister himself leaning now towards

  one, now another of these attitudes, and inflamed by visions that were hardly realistic – the Balkan front of seventy divisions, the German weakness from ‘having to hold down so many

  sullen populations’, the possibility of intervention by Turkey, and so on.




  This confusion of purpose had two effects. Everyone was so dazzled by the prospects of the expedition to the mainland that the one real prize that could have been taken from the Greek

  entanglement – the island of Crete – was overlooked.




  Crete was of immense strategic importance. It lay, like a gigantic barrier reef, across the southern approaches to the Aegean. Its bulk allowed the construction of many airfields and the

  switching of aircraft from one to another so that some would always operate freely. It offered complete control of the narrow seas and the oilfields of Ploesti were only four hours away. Suda Bay,

  protected from the north by the Akrotiri peninsula, was the finest anchorage in the Mediterranean and surrounded by hills that offered perfect siting for anti-aircraft guns. But the island was very

  primitive. There were no railways and only one good road which ran along the northern coast. Human habitation was restricted to the coastal strips, and these were divided by the treeless volcanic

  ranges of the interior that rose to over 8,000 feet and were crossed along their whole length of 160 miles by only one road, or track, that ran to within a few miles of Sfakia where it petered out

  at the edge of the escarpment above the town. Even at Suda there was not a single crane, and the one jetty was congested by a large transit shed that stood in the middle and restricted the

  turn-around of lorries.




  There were two other ports on the north coast – Heraklion, which could take a destroyer, and Rethymno, which could only manage small coasters – but the fishing villages in the south

  were useless because, although supplies and men could be offloaded onto lighters there, it was impossible to move them away without constructing new roads.




  The months passed – the first British troops were landed on the island on 1 November, 1940 – and little was done to improve either the communications or the defences. From time to

  time a JPS paper was issued in London recommending a certain scale of garrison strength, or of AA defence,* or of aircraft that were to operate from

  Cretan airfields, but nothing was done to implement them. Between November and March there were six changes of command,* and the continuity of any

  defence planning suffered. For example, there was no co-operation between the three services regarding the siting of the airfields, and as late as 27 March, over a month after the Greek decision

  had been formalised in Athens, the Officer Commanding the RAF on the island was a flight lieutenant.* A week before, the OC signals had reported to

  Cairo that ‘because of the ill-defined operational policy he could have no clear signals policy’. As the New Zealand historian has commented, ‘his report suggests that, on the

  island at least, the current view was scarcely dynamic’.




  Then, at four minutes to six on the evening of 25 April 5,000 men of 19th Brigade were put ashore at Suda Bay. They had come from Megara, and were the first of the evacuees from Greece. They had

  very little in the way of arms or personal equipment; they were dirty, ill organised, with no proper chain of command existing, ‘bomb-shy’ and conscious of their recent defeat. Quite

  suddenly the island, never a fortress, became overnight a huge field hospital, rest centre and transit camp. From being a relatively sheltered base area it became the most forward position of the

  Allied front in the eastern Mediterranean and one which, it seemed, would soon be subjected to the full weight of an enemy assault.




  The majority of the troops that now began to pour into Crete were Australians and New Zealanders, just as they had been the majority of the expeditionary force to Greece. This brought in its

  train a new problem, rooted in the manner of the Greek decision, but which now threatened to plague the defence of Crete. If the island were to be properly defended, it must be fought over until

  the last round had been spent. There could be no withdrawal from those north-facing harbours, the air above which was already commanded by the Luftwaffe. The garrison would have to fight on in the

  hills indefinitely. Like Malta and Tobruk, Crete would have to hold out – whatever the sacrifices of the garrison. This was the correct, the impelling strategy.




  But these men had lately been sent to Greece, in defiance of military principle, to fight a hopeless battle to which Britain was morally and politically committed. How, so soon afterwards, could

  political considerations be ignored and the men be sacrificed again, this time on the altar of strategic necessity? Already there was, lurking in the euphemism of Eden’s, ‘our

  evacuation strong suit’.




  Here, then, were the ingredients of defeat. First an insoluble strategic dilemma that hung over the situation – the deadlock between military principle and political necessity. Second, the

  lack of preparation for the coming engagement, the poor communications, the absence of defensive works, the imbalance of the supplies. Third, the state of the garrison, the majority of whom had

  already tasted defeat at the hands of the Germans, and the attitude of their commanders, alternately fatalistic and irresolute.




  There were other factors, and these suggested that the battle might, even so, be won. Crete is an island. The sea was dominated by the Royal Navy whose morale and equipment were immeasurably

  superior to that of the enemy and who had lately eliminated the Italian battle fleet in the night action of Matapan when they had sunk three heavy cruisers in eleven minutes. Moreover, the

  garrison, swollen by the daily arrivals from Greece, was now very large, far more than the enemy could put down from the air, even if he were allowed to operate in this way without interruption for

  days on end. Thus each in turn had command of his own element and the hours of darkness and twilight almost balanced those of the sun. Then, while the German aircrews slept and the Navy stood guard

  over the beaches, surely the defenders with their superiority of three and four to one could seek out and kill the enemy.




  There were still some weeks and days before battle was joined, and the use to which the garrison put this time was of crucial importance.
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  ‘THE PROBLEM OF CRETE’




  During the three days from 25 until 28 April a further 20,000 men from Greece were landed at Suda. They were arriving in a variety of craft –

  transports, landing-ships, caiques and on the decks of cruisers and destroyers. They had not always been embarked as units and in every case were without their full complement of officers and NCOs

  so that their discipline and cohesion were precarious. They had, moreover, been subjected to intermittent air attacks in the course of their voyage and many of them, particularly those on the decks

  of the warships, had suffered casualties from this.




  It was usual for Suda Bay to be under more or less perpetual air attack during the daylight hours and the ships had often to heave to or put out to sea until there was a lull in which

  disembarkation might proceed. There were cases of men jumping overboard in the Bay and trying to swim on their own for land. Two tankers had been hit in a raid on the 24th. One of them, the

  10,000-ton Eleanora Maersk, had been caught off Kalami point before discharging any of her cargo, and here she lay beached, and burning, for five days. Ships entering the Bay had to pass

  very close to the wreck and those on deck could see and hear the flames. Bodies floated in the water.




  When finally the men were ashore they found that there were no tents for them – much less any sort of permanent accommodation. They were bivouacked among the olive trees on the south side

  of the Bay where they slept on the ground with no covering but their clothes. In the daytime the black smoke clouds from the burning tankers polluted the sky; at night it was bitterly cold without

  blankets or greatcoats. They had no mess gear and it was impossible to provide hot meals. Numbers of them wandered off into the countryside to forage for themselves.




  ‘The men,’ writes the official Australian historian, ‘used to drinking beer, found the heavy Greek wines treacherous.’ ‘The discipline,’ reported Brigadier

  General Vasey, commanding the Australians, ‘is fair, on the whole. But there have been a few major incidents including an alleged murder . . . I have taken upon myself the power to convene

  field general Courts Martial and cases are proceeding apace.’
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