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    Introduction to the 1974 Edition

    

    In telling the story of the War in the Aegean, we have endeavored to lay before the reader all the arguments, and the decisions, that resulted before, during, and after the unhappy campaign in the Dodecanese in the autumn of 1943. Each campaign is unique, but the Aegean disaster has puzzled the world in one respect more than most, as indeed it has puzzled those who participated in it at a local level: Why, at a time of undeniable Allied superiority in the Mediterranean, were the Germans, hard-pressed on all fronts and abandoned by their principal ally, allowed to exercise local domination to such an extent that they not only inflicted a grievous defeat on the British forces, but also frustrated attempts to draw in Turkey on the Allied side and were successful in securing their vulnerable southeastern flank for the rest of the war, all at minimal costs?

    “After it was all over,” one destroyer captain wrote in a letter to us, “I tried to piece it all together to discover the reason for it all. Despite much effort I felt no wiser than before. Perhaps your book will tell me.” We can sympathize with him. We hope that he and our other readers will be a little more enlightened by our presentation of the facts.

    There are always more lessons to be drawn from defeats than from victories, but much more attention is still paid to Trafalgar than to the Dutch attack on the Medway River; to El Alamein rather than the fall of Tobruk; to the sinking of Tirpitz rather than the breakout of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau through the English Channel.

    Perhaps the one warning that comes out of this book is the frailty of any alliance once an individual nation’s own aspirations are threatened. The surrender of the French forces in 1940 after many affirmations to the contrary is perhaps the best twentieth-century example, but there are innumerable examples of just how much each country’s own strictly national policies can affect any alliance.

    Great Britain is perhaps more sinned against than sinning. No nation could have been a more generous and friendly ally to the United States during the last war, and no alliance more firm and deeply felt than that forged between the two countries. Yet even here, once the United States had become the stronger in terms of military might and manpower, it became more and more the arbiter of Britain’s course and fate—and this even under such strong, resolute and proudly nationalistic leadership as that of Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Even he could not halt the trend, at a time when Britain was still a major military power.

    What about today? A string of postwar governments either blind or indifferent to problems of defense have left Great Britain in an unenviable position and totally reliant on the United States. In recent years, despite our common heritage and common belief in democracy, we differ on an increasing number of points. Yet should another test come, it will be American power that will protect us and dictate our defense policies.

    We would like to express our thanks and gratitude to the following individuals and organizations for their unstinted help and cooperation, although we must stress that our views and conclusions are not necessarily theirs: D. C. Allard; the Army Library; Air Historical Branch, M.O.D.; R.Adm. P. N. Buckley, CB, DSO; Adm. Sir John F. D. Bush, GCB, DSC and 2 Bars; Chaz Bowyer; J. D. Bisdee; Bundesarchiv, Freiburg/Br; Bibliothek für Zeitgeschichte, Stuttgart; L. V. Chandler; Col. Vittorio de Castiglioni; John Dominy; Michael Cooper; Department of the Navy, Washington, DC; Department of the Air Force, Washington, DC; David L. Evans; Edwin R Flatequal; L. F. Francis; Dr. R. J. L. Ferris; Capitano di Vascello Franco Gnifetti; Capt. Edward Gibbs, DSO; Greek Embassy, London; Gerald M. Holland; Historical Section, Cabinet Office; Lt. Col. Sir Douglas Iggulden, DSO; Imperial War Museum, London; Italian Embassy, London; Geoff Jones; Capt. C. A. de W. Kitcat, DSO; Capt. S. le H. Lombard-Hobson, CVO, OBE; Cmdr. R. H. Mercer, DSC; Capt. C. W. Malins, DSO, DSC; Herr Mueller Mangeot; Marina Militare, Rome; Col. S. Nardini; Naval Historical Branch, M.O.D.; Naval Home Division, M.O.D; Thomas J. Price; Corrado Ricci; Dr. Jürgen Rohwer; Franz Selinger; Adm. Sir Alan Scott-Moncrieffe; Stato Maggiore Dell’Esercito, Rome; Squadron Leader Doug Tidy, MA, ASAIM; U.S. General Services Administration, Washington, DC; Robert Wolfe; Stan Hollet; and A. J. Thorogood.

    Thanks are due to the following authors and publishers for quotations taken from the listed works: Edward Packer, Hard Lesson in the Aegean (Pur-nell); Christopher Buckley, Five Ventures (HMSO); Trumbell Higgins, Soft Underbelly (Macmillan); Field Marshal Sir H. Maitland-Wilson, Eight Years Overseas (Hutchinson); Lord Tedder, With Prejudice (Cassell); J. M. A. Gwyer, Grand Strategy, Vol. 4 (HMSO); Richards and Saunders, The Flight Avails (HMSO); Capt. S. W. Roskill, The War at Sea, Vol. 3, Pt. 1 (HMSO); Dudley Pope, Flag 4 (William Kimber); L. Marsland Gander, The Long Road to Leros (Macdonald); Aegean Adventure, from D. A. Boyd, The Dragon; Group Capt. Kent, One of the Few (William Kimber); John Lodwick, The Filibusters (Methuen); Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War (Cassell); Lord Douglas of Kirtleside, Years of Command (Collins); Arthur Bryant, Triumph in the West (Collins); King and Whitehall, Fleet Admiral King (Norton); S. G. P. Ward, Faithful (Nelson); Col. Julia Cowper, WRAC, The King’s Own Royal Regiment, Vol. 3 (Gale and Polden); M. Cunliffe, The Royal Irish Fusiliers (Oxford University Press).

    Should the student wish for more detailed studies of these events from the German, Italian, and Greek viewpoints, we recommend turning to the following works: Dr. Günther Brandt, Der Seekrieig in der Ägäis; Karl Alman, Graue Woelfe in Blauer See; Ufficio Storico Della Marina Militare, Le Azione Navali in Mediterrano, Vol. 16, Pt Attivita Dopo L’armistizio; Friedrich-August von Metzsch, Die Geschichte der 22 Infanterie-Division; Dimitrios Faka, Ekthesis epi tes Draseos tou B. Nautikou kata tou Polemon 1940–1944 Tomo B; and Costa de Overdo, Le Battalion Scare.

    We have not ignored German sources, although we have been criticized for so doing. Some German veterans, if not British critics, acknowledge this fact; Jean-Louis Roba told us that Hauptmann Kühne, the leader of the Fallschirmjägern who jumped on Leros, when lent a copy of our original book, “was so interested that he immediately went out and bought his own copy. Proof that your book was very good!”

  


  
    

    Introduction to the Revised American Edition

    

    Since we completed this book more than thirty years ago, much information has been given to us by various participants and historians, especially from the German side. We would like to thank the following for fresh information included in this book: Lt. Kenneth Hallows, RN, ML-351; the late Michael Woodbine Parish, author of Aegean Adventures, 1940–1943; Flight Lt. J. W. D. Thomas, No. 227 Squadron, RAF; the late Jeffrey Holland, author of The Aegean Mission; Joe Hodgson, King’s Own Royal Border Association; Herr Müller Mageot, staff officer, Attack Division Rhodos; Lt. D. Russell Whiteford, LCT10; Col.a.s.SM Vittorio de Castiglioni, Stato Maggiore Dell’Esercito, Ufficio Storico, Roma; B. Melland, cabinet officer, London; Cesare Gori, Pesaro; Prof. Comm. Amedo Montemaggi, Rimini; Jean-Louis Roba, Charleroi; W. Cole, 625 A.M.E.S.; Rev. R Anwyl, Catholic chaplain with Royal Irish Fusiliers; Arthur T. Blow, No. 603 Squadron; and Ken Shuttleworth, HMS Faulknor.

    Unfortunately, all attempts at having a revised and updated edition of our book brought out by a British publisher fell on deaf ears. British publishers were not interested in defeats! Despite this attitude, other researchers have recently been more successful, some providing good eyewitness viewpoints of great value. Others have followed our main themes (some quite blatantly just copied our original material without the courtesy of requesting permission) but added little or nothing to the history as here related. A few are very inaccurate, two—one Australian and one American—are atrociously so. Thus we are especially glad to be able to present this new edition of our book to a new generation of researchers and, for the first time, to an American readership. If nothing else, we hope it illustrates how even the closest of friends and allies can have differing viewpoints on matters of great import and moment. This seems particularly relevant today, when the British television and press media are almost universally hostile to our American fellow democracy in the face of terrorist and extremist action around the globe.

    Our first edition tried to explode many misconceptions. One of the most pernicious and most enduring, despite the true facts having long been known, is the persistent one that, after Crete in 1941, German paratroops never jumped from aircraft into battle again. At Leros in 1943, they did just that and again took the island. One British critic, writing in the Times newspaper in 1979, flatly refused to acknowledge this basic truth, so ingrained has the myth become established in certain corners of the military establishment. Even if one can never hope to convince such diehard skeptics, we at least hope that those with more open minds might take a more enlightened view on this and other demolished legends.

  


  
    

    Note on the Dodecanese Islands

    

    The island-studded Aegean Sea is an arm of the Mediterranean stretching from the shores of Greece in the west to the coast of Asia Minor in the east and connected with the Sea of Marmora through the Dardanelles.

    The islands of the Aegean form three main groups: the northern Sporades, the Cyclades, and the Dodecanese. The last named group is the most easterly, many of these islands being within sight of the Turkish coast. As the name implies, the Dodecanese consist of twelve islands—Nisyros, Cos, Kasos, Patmos, Calchi, Leros, Tilos, Simi, Stampalia, Lipsos, Scarpanto, and Kalymnos—although by common usage, the islands of Rhodes and Casteloriso are generally recognized as being part of this group as well.

    From the sixteenth-century onward, the Dodecanese people had been under Turkish rule, although the bulk of the population was of Greek extraction. They remained so until the Italo-Turkish War of 1911–12, which broke out on September 29, 1911, following Italian plans for colonial expansion in North Africa. Italy had originally set its sights on Tunisia, but when that country came under French control, Italy became determined to secure Libya, which was then a Turkish vilayet (the term for the chief administrative division of Turkey). Considerable numbers of Italians had already settled in Libya during the nineteenth century, and the numbers increased during the early twentieth century. In the summer of 1911, Italy and the Sublime Porte, the Turkish government, had considerable diplomatic exchanges over the protection of Italian interests in Libya.

    The exchanges did not proceed in quite the way the Italians would have liked, and so on the September 28, 1911, they issued a twenty-four-hour ultimatum intimating that Italy’s interests in Tripoli made it necessary for the country to undertake, by means of military occupation, a so-called “civilizing mission” in that area. Italy declared war the next day and attacked Tripoli from the sea on October 3. The Turks withdrew and the Italians occupied the city. Italian forces pushed on eastward and occupied Derna and Benghazi without serious opposition. Fighting continued in a desultory manner throughout the winter and flared up again in the spring of 1912, when the Italians attacked at several points and defeated the Turks and the Arabs who supported them.

    It was during this spring offensive of 1912 that Italy made its move against the Turkish Aegean islands. The operations had three main objectives: to secure bases from which to attack the flow of arms and men from the Ottoman Empire to Libya and Cyrenaica; to use the occupation of the islands as a bargaining chip at the peace table; and to have them as a base for any possible future operations against Asia Minor.

    The Italian Navy played the prime role in these operations, and between April 15 and 16, 1912, a naval squadron arrived off Stampalia to prepare for a bombardment of the eastern fortifications of the Dardanelles. It was duly carried out on April 18, as was a bombardment of Turkish positions on Samos. The navy made a landing on Stampalia on April 28 from the ships Pisa and L’Amalfi and occupied the island. On May 4, forces were landed on Rhodes. The ill-equipped Turks did not offer much resistance and retreated inland, where they soon were forced to surrender after being encircled.

    During May, Italian forces occupied the islands of Calchi, Scarpanto, Kasos, Nisyros, Tilos, Kalymnos, Patmos, and Leros without much opposition. The only island that remained in Turkish hands was Casteloriso, the most easterly of the group. The Italian commanders promised to secure the islanders autonomy, but when an insular assembly at Patmos proclaimed “the autonomous state of the Dodecanese” and expressed a desire for union with Greece, the Italians paid no attention—except to impose severe penalties on some of the delegates.

    Following the occupation of the Dodecanese and Turkey’s defeats in Libya and Cyrenaica, the Turks sued for peace. The negotiations that followed were protracted. They opened in July 1912 at Lausanne with a meeting of the European Great Powers. The chief Italian negotiator, Count Giuseppe Volpi, met with a great deal of open hostility, particularly from France and England, which were now very concerned that Italy held command of the approaches to the Dardanelles. The peace treaty was eventually signed on October 18, 1912, under which Turkey ceded Libya, known as Tripolitania, to Italy.

    The Italians undertook to withdraw their forces from the Dodecanese when the Turks had fulfilled their obligations in Libya, but they were not able to complete the withdrawal, as the Turkish Empire, whose European territories at this time stretched to the shores of the Adriatic, had started to crumble.

    The Balkan War of 1912–13 between Turkey and its neighbors left the fate of the Dodecanese, still occupied by the Italians, undecided. Italy was determined to maintain its position in the Dodecanese as a bargaining chip against Greek aspirations in the Adriatic, for if the islands were returned to Turkey, they would almost inevitably pass to Greece, which, during the First Balkan War, had occupied the Northern Sporades and other Turkish islands in the Aegean. Negotiations continued during 1914 but little progress was made, and the situation was further complicated by the outbreak of the First World War in August of that year. Italy declared its neutrality. Turkey had concluded a secret alliance with Germany on August 2 and, after some slight hesitation, entered the war on the side of the Central Powers on October 29. Greece was divided; some hoped it might be able to stay neutral, but others supported the Greek prime minister, Eleutherio Venizelos, who was for taking the side of the Allies. The country eventually entered the war in 1917, on the overthrow of the king.

    It soon became apparent to Italy that it would be in the nation’s best interests to join the Allies, and talks to this effect took place. On April 26, 1915, a secret treaty was signed in London in which the Allies accorded Italy full possession of the Dodecanese as one of the inducements to enter World War I on their side; Italy duly entered the war on May 23 of that year. The agreement signed in London became of doubtful validity, however, when the United States entered the war in 1917, on the understanding that no secret treaties should be recognized.

    At the conclusion of the First World War, discussions took place between Italy and Greece on the future of the Dodecanese. On July 29, 1919, Venizelos and the Italian foreign minister, Tomaso Tittoni, reached an agreement whereby Italy promised to cede the Dodecanese to Greece, with the exception of Rhodes, which was to have broad local autonomy. By an additional secret accord, Italy undertook to permit the inhabitants of Rhodes to decide their own fate in the event that the British government announced its willingness to cede Cyprus to Greece, although not before five years had elapsed.

    On July 22, 1920, Count Carlo Sforza, Tittoni’s successor, denounced the agreement, but on August 10 of that year, simultaneously with the abortive Treaty of Sevres between the Allies and Turkey, a new Italo-Greek accord was signed. Its terms were similar to those of the previous agreement, with the main difference being that fifteen years instead of five were to elapse before the Rhodian plebiscite. To enable Italy to transfer to Greece territory that was still de jure Turkish, a special article was included in the Treaty of Sevres by which Turkey renounced in favor of Italy all its rights and titles to the Dodecanese and Casteloriso.

    In October 1922, the Italian government unilaterally denounced the accord with Greece, despite a protest from Great Britain, and the Treaty of Sevres was never ratified, being overtaken now by the Greco-Turkish War in Anatolia. In the Treaty of Lausanne of July 24, 1923, which ended this war and superseded the Treaty of Sevres, the Turkish renunciation clause of the earlier treaty was finally embodied as Article 13. The Greek government, however, before accepting the Treaty of Lausanne, expressed in writing its views on the “determination of the future lot” of the Dodecanese. The islands nevertheless remained under Italian rule until the end of the Second World War.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER ONE

    

    A Lesson Learned?

    In the early hours of February 25, 1941, the first Mediterranean combined operation of the Second World War was launched when troops from No. 50 Middle East Commando were landed on the small Italian island of Casteloriso. The island lies just inside the southeastern limits of the Dodecanese, to the south of the Vathi Peninsula on the mainland of Turkey; it is about 80 miles east of Rhodes and some 150 miles west of Cyprus. Although its total area amounts to only 4 square miles, the island has a useful harbor, shaped like an inverted horseshoe.

    The operational plan was for the commandos to carry out the initial assault on the island and then be relieved by B Company, 1st Battalion, the Sherwood Foresters, who were to form the permanent garrison. Once this harbor was captured, the Royal Navy would use it as an advance base for motor torpedo boats and motor launches.

    The operation actually got under way on February 23 when the destroyers Hereward and Decoy embarked 200 commandos at Suda Bay in Crete and quickly sailed for Casteloriso. They were accompanied by the cruiser Gloucester, wearing the flag of R.Adm. E. de F. Renouf, commander of the 3rd Cruiser Squadron, who was in overall command of the operation. The force proceeded westward through the Kithera Channel, then south of Crete, and made contact with the submarine Parthian, which was acting as a navigational beacon, at a point four miles to the southwest of Casteloriso at 0200 on the twenty-fifth. Here the destroyers were detached to land the commandos.

    The landings were made without opposition, and the naval force then patrolled south of the island. The troops quickly occupied the wireless station—although unfortunately not before warning of the attack had been broadcast—the barracks, and the commandant’s residence. The Italian garrison consisted of two detachments of troops, each of fourteen men under the command of a noncommissioned officer (NCO). One detachment was based at the wireless station and the other at the lookout post on Monte Viglia. In addition, there were ten armed Italian gendarmes and customs officials with two NCOs. The main armament of the garrison consisted of five machine guns: two at the wireless station, two at the lookout post, and the last held by the gendarmes. The survivors of the opening attack withdrew to the post on Monte Viglia.

    It was decided that an attack on the post must await the arrival of the gunboat Ladybird, which was due to arrive at Casteloriso at first light on the twenty-fifth. She carried a main armament of two 6-inch guns and also had on board twenty-four heavily armed Royal Marines, who were to supplement the commandos.

    The Ladybird, which had previously been operating with the Inshore Squadron off the Cyrenaica coast, harassing Italian positions with telling effect, had sailed from Port Said on the twenty-second and arrived at Famagusta on the twenty-third. There she was to await the arrival of the armed boarding vessel Rosaura, in order to refuel from her. At Famagusta, the Rosaura was to embark the Sherwood Foresters and take them to Casteloriso. She was delayed leaving Alexandria for several hours, however, because the army was late in delivering water cans required for the garrison. Consequently, the Ladybird, in order to keep her assignment, had to leave Famagusta without refueling.

    The gunboat entered the harbor of Casteloriso early on the twenty-fifth and immediately came under rifle fire from the shore, which she quickly silenced with fire from her pom-pom guns. She also fired twelve rounds of 6-inch shell into the post on Monte Viglia, which was soon captured by the commandos, and she then landed her marines.

    The enemy reaction to the landing was quick. Between 0800 and 0930 on the twenty-fifth, Italian aircraft carried out heavy raids on the harbor, the Ladybird being their principal target. With little room to maneuver within the harbor, she was soon hit, one bomb landing just forward of the bridge and seriously wounding three men. The officer in charge of the commandos now informed Ladybird that the marines would not be required, and they were therefore reembarked. The continuing air raids rapidly made the gun-boat’s position in the harbor untenable, and she slipped her buoy and headed for Famagusta, where she landed her wounded. The commander in chief of the Mediterranean Fleet approved her decision to withdraw. At Famagusta, she took on twenty tons of oil fuel from drums and later sailed to Haifa for repairs.

    B Company of the 1st Battalion, Sherwood Foresters, under the command of Maj. L. C. Cooper, embarked on the Rosaura at Famagusta late on the twenty-fourth, and the ship sailed at 0420 on the twenty-fifth, escorted by the cruisers Gloucester and Bonaventure and the destroyers Hereward and Decoy. The battalion had been in Cyprus since June 10, 1940, on garrison duties. Early in February 1941, B Company had been ordered to prepare for secret operations, the nature of which was not divulged. On February 22, Major Cooper was given some further details, but he was neither informed of the location of the enterprise nor shown any maps. It was not until after the Rosaura had sailed that he was able to open the sealed envelope given to him before embarkation—an excellent example of security being taken too far! He had had no chance to make proper plans, nor even to discuss details with either his superiors or his subordinates, until after embarkation. On the twenty-fifth, the force headed toward Casteloriso in steadily deteriorating weather, which caused the Rosaura to roll heavily.

    At 1730, the destroyer Hereward was sent on ahead to advise the commandos that they would be relieved by the garrison that night instead of by daylight as originally planned. A daylight landing in the face of the heavy air raids that had been experienced was thought to be too risky.

    The Hereward arrived off Nifti Point, the southeastern extremity of the island, at 2300 on the twenty-fifth. Her task was to arrange for lights to be placed on the headland and for boats to be gotten ready for the transfer of the garrison troops. On arrival, however, she received a signal from the shore stating that enemy surface ships were in the vicinity and there were at least two to the northward. It was also thought probable that the enemy vessels intended to land reinforcements for the garrison. The Hereward immediately sent an enemy report, which led Admiral Renouf to believe that she had actually sighted the enemy ships; he therefore ordered her to attack. The Hereward was unable to locate the enemy ships and she finally withdrew southward to meet the Decoy.

    The Italian Navy, like the air force, had indeed reacted with vigor and enterprise. The destroyers Francesco Crispi and Quintino Sella, as well as the torpedo boats Lince and Lupo, all sailed from Rhodes on the twenty-fifth, carrying reinforcements for the hard-pressed garrison of Casteloriso. They consisted of an army detachment of fifteen men, under the command of a second lieutenant of artillery; a naval detachment of thirty-six men, whose main task was to recapture the wireless station and the lookout posts; and a detachment of fifty men from the 13th Blackshirt Company. The ships themselves were also to provide sixty-five men to assist the landing. After a delay caused by bad weather, these reinforcements were disembarked from the Lince on the morning of the twenty-seventh under the cover of a bombardment from the Lupo.

    In the face of this attack from the sea, and with the continuing air raids and a shortage of food and ammunition, the commandos were forced to give ground. They retreated to the southeastern corner of the island to await the arrival of the garrison.

    The unfortunate position of the British troops on Casteloriso was, however, quite unknown to Admiral Renouf. The Ladybird, which was to have acted as a wireless link with the troops onshore, had departed, and with her departure, the commandos were left only with short-range wireless sets and were unable to communicate with the naval forces. The commander in chief in Alexandria was, therefore, unaware of the situation on the island when Admiral Renouf ordered the return of his forces and was not even fully informed as to whether any ships had been left to cover the island. His first reaction was to order the Australian light cruiser Perth to raise steam and clear Alexandria during the morning of the twenty-sixth, but she did not sail, as a signal was received from Admiral Renouf saying that he was flying his staff officer to Alexandria with a full report of the situation On arrival of this officer at 1530 on the twenty-sixth, the commander in chief became aware for the first time that no ships had in fact been left off Casteloriso.

    Admiral Renouf’s force arrived at Alexandria during the night of February 26–27, and the transfer of troops from the Rosaura was quickly carried out. Within an hour and ten minutes of their arrival in Egypt, the first shipload of troops was at sea once more. Half of the company under Major Cooper sailed in the Decoy, followed fifty-five minutes later by the remainder under the command of Capt. W. H. A. Becke in the destroyer Hero. The troop-carrying destroyers were accompanied by the cruisers Bonaventure and Perth and the destroyers Hasty and Jaguar. The whole force was under the command of Capt. H. J. Egerton in Bonaventure; Admiral Renouf had reported sick on arrival at Alexandria.

    The force made for the island at high speed. During the day, plans for the landing were discussed, and it was decided that five whalers would be used for the operation, each carrying a crew of four naval ratings and ten soldiers.

    At 2300 on the twenty-seventh, the island was sighted by the Decoy, and the men of the landing party stood by at their boat stations. Ahead of them, a dark chunk of land stood out against the night. There was no moon to light the way, and a brisk wind was blowing. It was cold with occasional rain. The engine telegraphs rang the Decoy to a standstill, and the boats were lowered. The shore was 800 yards away, and in a choppy sea, the journey took about twenty minutes. The landing place was in a small rocky bay, and it proved difficult to secure the boats and unload the stores. Of the commandos, there was no sign. No sounds of gunfire could be heard, and there was no clue as to the general situation.

    A platoon of men was deployed to secure a bridgehead, and the remainder of the party was employed in unloading stores from the whalers. Major Cooper, his orderly, and a naval signaler then set off to find the commanding officer of the commandos. After some minutes, they came across a stone breastwork containing uniform equipment and several boxes of ammunition; a few minutes later, they came upon a dead British soldier. Things did not look promising. Then they came across two sadly demoralized commandos who crawled out from a hole in the ground. They said they had decided to try to swim across to Turkey, as the rest of the force had been wiped out. Major Cooper, however, pressed on and met a commando NCO and a private; the NCO confirmed that the Italians had indeed regained firm control of the island. Cooper therefore returned to the bridgehead and sent out two patrols to try to contact any further survivors of the commandos. He reported the situation to the captain of the Decoy, who replied that the commanding officer of the commandos, Colonel Symonds, and nine commando officers were already onboard. Major Cooper then returned to the ship for a conference.

    [image: ]

    Of the naval forces, the cruisers Bonaventure and Perth had proceeded to patrol north of the island, and the other destroyers remained off Nifti Point to cover the Decoy.

    It was evident that things had gone sadly amiss, and Major Cooper decided that the Foresters should land as many stores as possible and prepare to attack the port at dawn. He asked for help from the Royal Navy in dealing with the harbor and for supporting fire for the attack. The naval forces, however, had firm instructions that they must be clear of the island by 0430 the next day because of the risk of air attack. Under these circumstances, Major Cooper reasoned that the tactical situation ruled out any attempt to try to retake the island, and he therefore ordered the withdrawal of his force. In pitch darkness and fighting against a steadily rising sea, the Foresters returned to the destroyer. So ended the operation against Casteloriso. British forces had suffered four men killed, eleven wounded and forty missing; Italian casualties were fourteen killed, forty-two wounded, with twelve men taken prisoner.

    The Italian naval force that had brought the reinforcements to the island remained in the area. The Francesco Crispi, Lince, and Lupo patrolled southward to a distance of thirty miles from Casteloriso until 0330 on the twenty-eighth. The Quintino Sella was between Rhodes and Cos. There were also two motor torpedo (MAS) boats, or PT boats, 546 and 561, patrolling close off the two harbor entrances to Casteloriso, and the submarine Galatea was patrolling twenty miles southwest of the island.

    The only naval incident during the night of February 27–28 was when the Jaguar was nearly hit by two torpedoes, which passed close astern. These had been fired by the Francesco Crispi. The Jaguar opened fire on her and claimed two hits before its searchlight jammed, causing delay until star shell could be fired. No further contact was made.

    The British force was clear of the island by 0300 and arrived at Suda Bay during the afternoon of the twenty-eighth. Here the commandos and the prisoners were disembarked. The Foresters went ashore for a hot meal and sailed again two and a quarter hours later for Alexandria in the Decoy and Hero, escorted by the Perth.

    On the passage between Suda Bay and Alexandria, Major Cooper had a very lucky escape. When making his way from the bridge to the wardroom, he was washed overboard by a large wave. Luckily he was spotted by a sailor on the after gun deck, who slung him a rope and raised the alarm. He was safely hauled aboard fifteen minutes later.

    The force arrived at Alexandria at 1845 on March 2, and four days later, the Foresters returned to Cyprus somewhat chastened. The affair had been muddled at the highest level from the very start, and it was painfully evident that there was much to be learned about the conduct of this type of operation.

    For Britain, this first round, if such it can be called, had ended in a reverse, albeit not perhaps a very serious one. The important question was whether the British had learned from it.
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    When on September 3, 1939, Britain and France declared war on Germany, Italy remained on the sidelines and declared its neutrality. In the spring of 1940, however, following the massive German victories in France and the Low Countries, Italy had judged that the time was perhaps ripe to enter the war and thus earn itself a seat alongside Germany at the peace table—and qualify also for a share of the spoils of war. So on June 10, 1940, Italy formally declared war on Britain and France.

    The Italian naval forces based on the Dodecanese at this time consisted of two destroyers of the 4th Destroyer Division, Francesco Crispi and Quintino Sella; two torpedo boats of the 15th Torpedo Boat Division, Solferino and San Martino; eight submarines, Gondar, Scire, Neghelli, Asciangi, Durbo, Tembien, Beilul, and Lafole; one minelayer, Legnano; and about twenty motor torpedo (MAS) boats.

    The Royal Navy, although soon to lose the assistance of the French ships, was more than a match for the Italian Fleet and maintained control of both the western and eastern basins of the Mediterranean. The Italian Fleet was not successful in breaking this domination.

    With control of the eastern Mediterranean firmly in the hands of the Royal Navy, all maritime communications between Italy and the islands of the Dodecanese came to a standstill, and their supply presented Italy with a serious problem. Although stocks of food and material had been built up on the islands prior to the outbreak of war, the continued maintenance of these supplies was essential; the Italians quickly brought into use some of their minelaying submarines for store-carrying purposes. In all, the submarines made eleven missions to the Dodecanese. The first was undertaken by the Atropo, which left Taranto on June 20, 1940, and arrived at Leros two days later; the final mission was made by the Zoea, which left for Leros on April 1, 1941.

    At the outbreak of war, eight merchant ships—the Poseidone (6,613 tons), Urano (6,339 tons), Citta di Palermo (5,413 tons), Gartivento (3,694 tons), Santa Maria (3,539 tons), Egitto (3,329 tons), Fenicia (2,584 tons), and Alfio (2,134 tons)—were locked up in the Aegean at Leros. Some of these were suitable for employment as naval auxiliaries, and at the first opportunity they sailed singly for Italy. The first ship, the Citta di Palermo, sailed from Leros at 0600 on June 20 and arrived at Brindisi on the twenty-third. The last ship to sail was the Alfio, which slipped out of Leros at 0015 on June 23, arriving at Brindisi on the twenty-sixth. All eight ships had uneventful voyages and arrived without mishap—which was a success for the Italians.

    Supply by air and submarine for the Dodecanese, however, was insufficient to sustain the garrison and civil populations and the use of merchant shipping had to be considered. It was decided to use small coastal vessels that could be routed across the Ionian Sea and through the Corinth Canal to the Piraeus, where they had to await a favorable opportunity for the more hazardous passage across to Leros.

    The British Mediterranean Fleet instituted frequent sweeps of the Aegean by cruisers and destroyers in an effort to intercept and deter traffic to the Dodecanese and they met with their first success on July 28, 1940. The fleet had sailed from Alexandria on the morning of the twenty-seventh, with the object of providing distant cover to northbound and southbound convoys en route between Egypt and the Dardanelles. The following morning, intelligence was received to the effect that the Greek ship Ermioni (440 tons), bound for the Dodecanese with an Italian cargo of 500 tons of oil and petrol, would clear the Corinth Canal at about 1100 that morning. The light cruisers Neptune and Sydney were therefore detached from the fleet, then to the northwest of Crete, to intercept. The cruisers were heavily bombed when in the Thermia Channel, southeast of Athens, but not damaged. Shortly afterward, at 2050, they intercepted the vessel, and she was shelled and sunk. The cruisers then proceeded south through the Kithera Channel and arrived at Alexandria at noon the next day.

    During the passage of the north and south Dardanelles convoys, attempts were made to divert enemy air attacks by demonstrations off Casteloriso island, the most easterly of the Dodecanese group. Accordingly, at midnight on July 23, a light cruiser, the Orion, and two Australian destroyers, Vampire and Voyager, sailed from Alexandria. They made a demonstration about ten miles off the island shortly before sunset on the twenty-fourth. The two destroyers then proceeded to Port Said, where they arrived at 1130 on the twenty-fifth.

    The destroyers sailed again from Port Said at 1000 on the twenty-sixth, to rendezvous with the cruiser for a further demonstration against Casteloriso. This time they were accompanied by two armed boarding vessels, Fiona and Chakla, to represent transports. The following evening, the force proceeded as if it was about to carry out landings on the island. Neither demonstration provoked any action from the island’s defenses, although the ships fired star shells on the twenty-seventh, and there was no sign of any enemy air activity.

    Not daunted by the interception and loss of the Ermioni, the small steamer Tarquinia, loaded with stores and supplies, successfully completed a voyage to Rhodes and back during September, and so did two sailing vessels. The Italian High Command continued to received repeated requests for reinforcements and stores from the military commander in the Aegean, and plans were therefore made to send two fourteen-knot merchant ships into the Aegean under heavy naval escort. The operation was code-named CV, and some elaborate planning took place before it was considered timely for the convoy to be sailed.

    The two merchants ships sailed from Taranto on the evening of October 5, escorted by the 12th Destroyer Division, consisting of the Lanciere, Carabinieri, Gorazziere, and Ascari. The next morning, the 1st Cruiser Division (Pola, Fiume, Gorizia, and Zara), escorted by the 9th Destroyer Division (Alfieri, Oriani, Carducci, and Gioberti), sailed from Taranto and the 3rd Cruiser Division (Trieste, Trento, and Bolzano), escorted by the 11th Destroyer Division (Artigliere, Camicia Nera, Aviere, and Geniere), sailed from Messina to overtake the convoy and provide distant cover. The Italians had thus sailed a formidable naval force to back up the operation. That morning, however, Italian aerial reconnaissance reported a British force of two battleships, two cruisers and seven destroyers between Alexandria and the Kasos Straits. The Italians called off the operation forthwith, and all ships returned to the safety of their harbors.

    Notwithstanding the failure of Operation CV, the Tarquinia made a second voyage to the Aegean via the Corinth Canal. Leaving Italy on October 21, she arrived at Leros on the twenty-eighth and sailed a day later for Rhodes, where she unloaded 482 tons of stores. These, however, were the last supplies brought to the Dodecanese by this route, for on October 28, the Italians invaded Greece from Albania with the hopes of a quick victory that would give them complete control of the Aegean. But the Greeks thwarted the Italian intentions and the invasion ground to a halt.

    For Britain, the Greek involvement in the war improved its strategic position in the eastern Mediterranean; with the use of Greek bases at the Piraeus and at Suda Bay in Crete, the task of the Royal Navy in escorting convoys to and from Greece and the Dardanelles was greatly eased. Suda Bay also proved to be a useful fueling base in the sailing of convoys between Alexandria and Malta.

    The failure of the Italian offensive had left their Aegean islands dangerously exposed. They could no longer use the route via the Corinth Canal and had to find alternative methods of supply. The route chosen was for merchant ships to sail from Italy direct to Tobruk and then make a dash onward to Rhodes when the opportunity occurred. Four such voyages were completed without incident during December 1940 and January 1941, bringing in more than 4,500 tons of much-needed stores. Supplies by this route were then curtailed by the advance from Egypt of the British Eighth Army, which captured Tobruk on January 21; Benghazi fell on February 6. The Dodecanese Islands were now even more dangerously exposed.

    This was surely just the moment the British had been waiting for to launch an attack on the islands—an operation for which the plans had been under consideration for some time, though a lack of suitable landing craft had precluded its earlier execution. On October 30, 1940, the director of combined operations, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes, had first put forward a plan for the capture of the island of Pantelleria, a defended rock about 120 miles west of Malta. The plan, to be known as Operation Workshop, received the active support of British prime minister Winston Churchill. The intention was to sail three assault landing ships from the United Kingdom with the Excess convoy, which was to be passed through the Mediterranean from Gibraltar to the Piraeus. The assault ships were converted Glen liners—Glenroy (9,871 tons), Glenearn (9,869 tons), and Glengyle (9,865 tons)—capable of a speed of 181⁄2 knots and designed to carry 2,000 Special Service commando-type troops who were to capture the island.

    It was thought that the island’s capture would provide an airfield suitable for use as a staging post for aircraft en route to the Middle East, and that fighters could be based on it for the protection of Britain’s ships in the Sicilian Narrows, thus ensuring a direct supply route to the Middle East instead of the long haul around the Cape of Good Hope. After the capture of the island, the highly trained Special Service troops were to be relieved by troops from Malta and then proceed with their special equipment in the assault ships to the Middle East, for operations in that command.

    The prime minister’s enthusiasm was not shared by the British chiefs of staff, who in November 1940 asked Adm. Andrew Browne Cunningham, the commander in chief of the Mediterranean Fleet, for his opinion of the operation. He replied that he felt the fleet already had very heavy responsibilities in the Mediterranean, and the supply of Malta was not easy; to attempt to supply Pantelleria as well would involve an unjustified diversion of naval forces from the eastern Mediterranean. He therefore proposed that the assault force should be sent directly to the eastern Mediterranean and used to capture some of the Dodecanese Islands, beginning with Stampalia and Scarpanto.

    Churchill did not favor this proposal, and despite Admiral Cunningham’s views, the Defence Committee in London decided that Operation Workshop should proceed. In the middle of December, however, Britain thought that Germany might be planning a move against Gibraltar through Spain, and the Defence Committee decided to keep the Special Service troops in the United Kingdom, ready for any instant action that might be required. The three assault ships therefore did not sail with the Excess convoy.

    At the end of December, the British chiefs of staff proposed to send the force around the Cape of Good Hope to get on with the second half of the plan. The prime minister vetoed this suggestion, preferring that the force carry out the Pantelleria operation on the way. This was now rescheduled for early March.

    Up to the end of 1940, the Royal Navy had enjoyed great freedom of movement in the central Mediterranean and almost complete freedom elsewhere. But the situation was soon to change. On November 20 of that year, Hitler had proposed to Mussolini that German bombers operate from Italian bases for a time against the Royal Navy. A directive to this effect was issued on December 10, as Operation Mittelmeer (German for Mediterranean Sea), and in January 1941, Fliegerkorps X, many of whose pilots had specialized in operations against shipping, was transferred from Norway to the central Mediterranean. By January 8, 96 bombers were established on Sicilian airfields, followed two days later by 25 twin-engine fighters. By mid-January, the force totaled 186 aircraft of all types. The new formation announced its presence on January 10, when the aircraft carrier Illustrious, taking part in one of the complicated operations concerning the passage of convoys through the Mediterranean—including Excess, the convoy with which the original plan was to send the Glen ships—was severely damaged west of Malta and put out of action for several months. On January 12, during the same operations, German dive-bombers hit and sank the 6-inch gun cruiser Southampton and damaged her sister ship Gloucester. It was now clear that the movement of ships during daylight within range of the dive bombers could be expensive.

    It also became apparent to Great Britain that it had to make moves to prevent the spread of the German Air Force to the Dodecanese Islands, from which the Germans would be able to threaten British Aegean convoys and also be able to attack the Suez Canal. The only sure way of preventing this would be for British forces to occupy the islands first to avert this threat. Operations against these islands had always been in the mind of the Middle East Command, but now the situation had become more urgent. In the middle of January, the command asked that the Glen assault ships be sent around the Cape of Good Hope for use in operations against the Dodecanese Islands. Meanwhile a seaborne assault against the small island of Kasos, which lies near Scarpanto just to the east of Crete, had been planned. With Kasos in its hands, Britain would have had complete control of the Kasos Straits, which were the scene of much U-boat and E-boat activity. The British also planned to mount guns on Kasos to command the airfield on Scarpanto.

    An agreement to the request for the Glen ships would have meant canceling Operation Workshop, and this the prime minister was reluctant to do. On January 16, the chiefs of staff informed the Middle East Command that the employment of the Glen ships was still undecided, and further, that it was undesirable to stir up the Dodecanese by pinpricking seaborne raids until the program for the whole action against the islands had been settled. Despite a protest from Admiral Cunningham, the operation against Kasos Island was vetoed by the chiefs of staff, the orders for its cancellation arriving a few hours before the assault was due to get under way.

    On January 20, the Defence Committee in London agreed that the presence of the Luftwaffe in strength in Sicily meant that Operation Workshop was impracticable. It therefore decided that the Glen ships carrying the 2,000 Special Service troops should sail at the end of the month for the Middle East via the Cape as previously intended. In addition, a Mobile Naval Base Defence Organization—specially designed for the rapid defense of captured bases, consisting of more than 5,000 officers and men of the Royal Marines with antiaircraft and coast defense equipment—would be sent a fortnight later. The main objective of these forces was to be the island of Rhodes—with its airfields, undoubtedly the key to the Dodecanese.

    The Glen ships were not expected to arrive until March, and the major enterprises in the Aegean were therefore scheduled for early April.

    Although the specialized units were coming from the United Kingdom, the main forces had to be supplied from existing Middle East resources. On February 17, the British 6th Infantry Division was formed in Egypt under the command of Major General Evetts and allocated for operations in the Aegean. The division consisted of the 16th Infantry Brigade, 22nd Guards Brigade, Matruh garrison, and various miscellaneous units, all of which now underwent a course of special training at the Combined Operations School, which had been established at Kabrit on the shore of the Great Bitter Lake in the southern part of the Suez Canal.

    It was at this point that the Casteloriso fiasco occurred. With all these preparations being made for the impending operations against the Dodecanese, it is small wonder that the vigor of the Italian riposte to the attack caused much consternation in both London and Cairo; recriminations were soon to follow. Winston Churchill was mystified about the outcome of this operation, and on March 9, he addressed a memo to General Ismay, head of the military wing of the War Cabinet Secretariat, saying that he thought it was the duty of the chiefs of staff to have the operation thoroughly probed. He could not understand how the navy had allowed reinforcements to land when, in an operation of this kind, everything depended on the naval forces isolating the island. He therefore considered it necessary that the matter be promptly cleared up on account of the impending and more important landing operations that were due to take place in the Aegean in the near future.

    Admiral Cunningham, the commander in chief, also considered the outcome of the operation unsatisfactory, and in his autobiography, he refers to a letter that he wrote to the first sea lord, which contained some caustic comments on the conduct of the operation:

    The taking and abandonment of Casteloriso was a rotten business and reflected little credit on anyone. . . . The Italians were unbelievably enterprising, and not only bombed the island, but bombarded it and landed troops from destroyers. For some reason the Army wireless set did not work, and so we got no information of what was going on. These Commandos we have out here are on a tommy-gun and knuckle-duster basis, and apparently can’t defend themselves if seriously attacked. I had sent 25 Marines bristling with Machine guns in the Ladybird; but some fool ordered them to re-embark. All we can say is that we have learnt a lot from it and won’t repeat the mistakes.

    The commanders in chief had anticipated possible recriminations from London, to ascertain the causes of the failure, a Board of Enquiry was convened on March 4 under R.Adm. H. T. Baillie-Grohman, flag officer attached Middle East, and Maj. Gen. J. F. Evetts, general officer commanding the 6th British Infantry Division. The Board’s report criticized the action of the Hereward on the night of February 25–26 in that she made an enemy report, which led Admiral Renouf to believe that she had sighted the enemy when in fact she had sighted nothing. Also, the Hereward should have made a search of the harbor, and around the island, reported the situation accurately to Admiral Renouf, and only then carried out her original orders. Instead of this, she steamed away from the island for some forty miles with the intention of rejoining the Decoy—which, incidentally, she failed to do. Because of her actions, a great opportunity for sinking two enemy torpedo boats had been lost. Additionally, the commando troops were not adequately equipped for their task, and the delay of forty hours before the arrival of the garrison, during which the commandos had to cope with enemy reinforcements that landed, was the paramount cause of the failure of the operation.

    The mistakes that led to the British failure to capture and hold this small, isolated Italian island some eighty miles from its nearest friendly territory can be summed up as follows: First, a lack of adequate plans and preparations; second, a lack of air cover; and third, the underestimation of the probable reactions of the enemy.

    Had the lessons of this particular type of operation been well and truly learned, or would these mistakes be repeated? The pattern of events in the Middle East was soon to undergo a radical change and it was not until the autumn of 1943 that this question was answered.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER TWO

    

    Strategy, Plans, and Preparations

    The British were not alone in their interest in the Dodecanese Islands. Apart from the Balkan nations themselves, always bickering and casting covetous eyes on any bit of adjacent territory, the major powers all had vested interests in and shifting plans and hopes for this apparent backwater.

    First there was the Italian position. In common with all the major European powers at the end of the nineteenth century, Italy had had ambitions to establish itself in the Middle East, and for this the Aegean was a natural stepping-stone. As a basis for its colonial ambitions, Italy had trading and religious ties going back for centuries, evidenced by colonies, churches, and missions in all Arab cities throughout the Middle East. The gains of Libya and the Dodecanese Islands after the war of 1912 had given Italy useful jumping-off points and strategic bases for the continuation of its penetration, as well as permitting the nation to outflank its main opponent and, logically, its next victim, Greece.

    By joining in the Great War as a supporter of the ultimately victorious British Alliance, Italy also had hoped to increase its influence, and its hope of a satisfactory deal with the Allies was doubtless a factor in its rejection of the Central Powers, with whom it had been expected to side. Following the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire and the erosion of the considerable German influence in the area, Italy’s stake in the region was expected to increase.

    The Pact of London, signed in April 1915, between Italy, Russia, France, and Great Britain had been specific on this point, and this was further emphasized by the agreement of St. Jean-de-Maurienne in 1917, in which the leaders of the last two countries guaranteed to assign to Italy the districts of Izmir, Antalya, and Konya, together with northwest Anatolia. On August 10, 1920, came yet another concession, when France, England, and Italy signed the Treaty of Sevres, again allowing for the Italians to extend their spheres of influence over all these areas.

    But just as the Italians were reaching out into the Middle East to grasp the promised fruits of the victory in Europe, these were snatched from them. An upsurge of Turkish nationalism under Kemal Pasha had the effect of nullifying the Sevres Treaty and Italy gained next to nothing. By contrast, England and France extended their influence in the area, especially the former, both through mandates sanctioned by the League of Nations and the use of their unrivaled influence already established through trade and commerce. Great Britain now dominated the area—and Italy felt cheated.

    Italy furthermore came into increasing conflict of policy with Britain and France with its subsequent divergent policies in Abyssinia and Spain, and this, coupled with the decline in prestige suffered by both Britain and France with the manifest failure of their appeasement policies, led to yet another shift in power politics, wherein Italy was enabled to make more and more successful overtures toward the Arab countries. In particular, the supply of arms to Saudi Arabia and Iraq, the only two really independent nations in the area, enabled Italy to gain a small footing, which it was eager to enlarge. In all these things, the anchor rock of Italy’s bases in the Dodecanese Islands played a remote but significant part, keeping the Greek and Turkish governments alike under threat. Increasing involvement with Arab affairs brought the question of the Anglo-Egyptian agreement into focus, with Italian Libya an obvious jumping-off ground for the conquest of the Suez Canal. In this, the position of the Italian bases in the Aegean was dominant, enabling Italian air and naval forces to strike at the long flank of Egypt’s exposed coastline.

    It was the planned annexation of Croatia, Greece, and Albania, however, that dominated Italy’s immediate prewar planning, and here again its Dodecanese bases came into consideration. On the one hand, they outflanked the Greek mainland, but on the other, they were equally liable to be cut off from the homeland by any vigorous action on the part of the Greek Navy. Although the Italians made great play over the fortification of these islands, it appears from subsequent events that this was largely for propaganda purposes aimed at deterring any Greek assault on them in the event of war. When that war ultimately came, little exploitation was made of the islands, and as the war dragged on, they became more and more of a burden on Italy, although the potential was always there and they were kept fully garrisoned.

    It was this potential, coupled with their strategic position in blocking an easy supply route to Russia and their influence on a neutral Turkey, that finally came to interest the British in the Aegean islands. It is also probable that the influence of Winston Churchill, who was always wanting to strike somewhere—even when he lacked sufficient forces—prompted early operational plans. Britain felt that the islands were certainly important enough to risk a small operation to take them, but every attempt to launch such a venture in the early years of World War II was thwarted by the lack of troops or shipping; those attacks that were made came to grief through lack of materiel.

    After the tide of war had turned in Britain’s favor in early 1943, British feelings were influenced by the need to forestall the Soviets in the Balkans and also to take advantage of the crumbling position of Italy to free Greece. The continuation of Turkish neutrality was always a strong consideration and another lure—one that would justify considerable effort. To persuade Turkey into the war on the Allied side would be a great deal more than an embarrassment to Germany.

    Under the prodding of the aggressive prime minister, Britain prepared plan after plan for the occupation of the Dodecanese, right up to the Italian surrender. Then, although the ultimate objectives changed, the lure of the islands remained.

    For Germany, the Aegean Islands also proved irresistible. Germany’s long-term thinking for the Balkans was not as strongly rooted as that of Italy or Russia, but the security of the oil fields in Romania led to the bailing out of Germany’s Axis partner in 1941, and this brought Germany right into the Aegean. Once there, the Germans found that it was a useful base from which to strike at the British convoys trying to relieve Malta, as well as a useful bargaining chip with which to influence Turkey away from the Allies. As the war situation worsened on Germany’s main front, in the east, the retention of the Balkans was necessary to protect the country’s exposed flanks. With the defeats of the 1943 campaign, they were vital to Hitler as a propaganda point, in the negative sense that Germany must not be seen to be on the retreat on all fronts.

    For the Soviet Union, the Aegean Islands had little or no value except insofar as that during the early part of the war, the fact that they were in German hands prevented American arms from reaching their own armies more quickly. The eventual domination of the Balkans had been always a long-term ambition for Russia, but after the Germans invaded Russian territory in 1941, the fight for survival dominated all else. Once the Germans started falling back, however, Stalin was quick to see that the whole area of the Balkans was ripe for the plucking. It was plain to him that Britain soon saw what his game was, but America either did not recognize or would not become involved in “colonial adventures” and turned a blind eye to the actions of its rapacious Russian ally as the Balkan nations fell one by one.

    Turkey and Greece were traditional enemies of one another. Neither nation pretended to enjoy the Italian occupation of the Dodecanese, but each regarded the taking over of these islands by the other as an equal—or even more serious—threat. Once Greece had been overwhelmed, Turkey was wooed by both sides, but it was the Axis that was in a position to threaten Turkish cities—and no Allied promises could make up for this fact. Turkey walked a very successful and wise tightrope right to the end.

    The United States never had the slightest interest in either the Balkans or the Aegean area, and it saw any attempts by Britain to take the war into this area as mere stalling for time from an ally that was reluctant to face the cost in the final reckoning, which it knew must be decided in Europe. “On to Berlin” was the only strategy the Americans were interested in. They were not interested in the Dodecanese, except for a strong inclination to try to keep Britain out.
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    On March 9, 1941, the three Glen ships, carrying the 2,000 Special Service troops who were to spearhead the assault on Rhodes, arrived at the southern end of the Suez Canal. By this time, however, operations in the Aegean had to be set aside once again, owing to the march of events in Greece.

    The Greek government had initially declined the offer of British ground forces in its struggle against the Italian invaders, fearing that the arrival of British troops might precipitate a German invasion of Greece through Bulgaria, drawing on German troops already stationed in Romania.

    On February 22, 1941, British Foreign Secretary Eden arrived in Athens with a high-level delegation. He told the Greek government that the British War Cabinet believed it was Germany’s intention to subdue Greece and immobilize Turkey. In the light of this latest British assessment of the situation, the Greek government, which was determined to fight any aggressor, readily acquiesced to the dispatch of a British military force. Hitler had in fact issued a directive on December 13, 1940, for Operation Marita, a move through Bulgaria for the occupation of Greek Macedonia, with a further possibility of the occupation of the entire mainland of Greece.

    The movement of the British Army and Air Force to Greece began on March 4. The continuous convoys of men, stores, and vehicles added further responsibilities to the Royal Navy, whose resources were now stretched to the limit. Admiral Cunningham advised that in view of these added commitments, all offensive plans, including the combined operation against Rhodes, must be postponed. This was a serious disappointment, but it was recognized that the policy of supporting the Greeks had priority. Rhodes and Scarpanto, both with their invaluable airfields so near Crete, were key points. Many times in the years that followed, the British made plans to assault Rhodes, but they could never fit them into the main course of events.

    From start to finish, the British campaign on the mainland of Greece was a withdrawal and a disaster. The German invasion opened on April 6, and by the end of the month, they had overrun the country. Worse was to follow, for in May, the Germans launched an airborne assault on Crete and quickly captured the island. North Africa was another story of reverses, for an opportunistic thrust by the newly arrived German Afrika Korps under the command of Gen. Erwin Rommel retook Cyrenaica from the British forces, which were in a weakened state because of the siphoning off of troops for Greece.

    Thus in two short months, the whole strategic situation in the eastern Mediterranean had completely changed. The Axis powers now had control of Greece, the Greek Aegean Islands, and also Cyrenaica, with the exception of the beleaguered fortress of Tobruk. British forces were everywhere on the defensive, and all plans for offensive operations in the Aegean and elsewhere in the Middle East were dropped once again.

    These defeats in Greece and Crete, coupled with the reverse in Cyrenaica, left the British War Cabinet even more resolved to defend the Middle East, and also to use it as a base for offensive operations when its strength had been built up, although sending reinforcements on a large scale was not possible while the threat of a German invasion still hung over the United Kingdom.

    Even at this stage, though, the Americans, who became Britain’s major ally on their entry into the war on December 7, 1941, found little favor with British strategy in the Middle East. The dim outline of future controversies on strategy in this area first began to take shape at informal meetings between the British and American chiefs of staff, which took place side by side with the political conversations at the historic Atlantic Charter meeting between Winston Churchill and President Franklin D. Roosevelt in August 1941 at Placentia Bay, Newfoundland. The American military experts had little confidence in the British policy at that time, which was one of “holding the ring” around Germany and attempting to wear it down by operations on the periphery combined with intensive air bombardment. The Americans regarded this as a time-wasting and negative policy. They expressed the opinion that the correct way to finish any war was by a direct thrust to the centre, and that operations in the Middle East, or elsewhere, that did not contribute to this aim should be dismissed as merely diversionary.

    The remarks made by Harry Hopkins, the president’s personal representative, when in London in July 1941 illustrate the American case in its extreme form:

    The men in the United States who held the principal positions, and took the big decisions on defense matters, were of the opinion that in the Middle East the British Empire had an indefensible position, in attempting to defend which great sacrifices were being made. They felt that at any moment the Western Mediterranean might be closed by the Germans, the Canal might be blocked and the positions of the Mediterranean Fleet made untenable; at the same time Germany might concentrate a great superiority of air and armored forces, which would overwhelm the armies in the Middle East. In their view, the Battle of the Atlantic would be the final decisive battle of the war and everything should be concentrated on winning it.

    No one in Britain appreciated the feeling that existed throughout the U.S. military command that the Middle East was a liability from which the British should withdraw. Everyone in authority in Great Britain had made up their minds conclusively on the subject and found it hard to understand how there could be any doubt. At this time, the problems of the Middle East, the interests of the Islamic world, and the interrelationship of Egypt and India were not well understood in the United States.

    These and similar arguments were raised once more at the Atlantic meeting. The British Chiefs of Staff pointed out that for practical reasons and for reasons of prestige, they could hardly abandon a theater where some 600,000 men were committed; that the protection of Britain’s Persian oil supplies was vital; and that furthermore, Britain wished to retain and develop the only base available to it from which pressure could be brought to bear against Italy.

    The British Chiefs of Staff thought at the time that the strong case they put forward had succeeded in convincing the Americans of the soundness of their policy. This was not so, however, for both then and later, the United States regarded all British actions in the Middle East with some distrust, perhaps because the outline of a future conflict of interests was already discernible.

    After Germany invaded Russia on June 22, 1941, the major part of its army and air force was committed in the east. Thus the threat of a German invasion of England from across the Channel decreased, and the way was now open for Britain to send reinforcements to the Middle East as fast as shipping resources would allow. The main objective of the reinforced Middle East Command was the destruction of the Axis forces in Cyrenaica and Tripolitania. Until this objective had been achieved, operations against the Aegean Islands, or elsewhere in the Mediterranean, could not be contemplated.

    The first British offensive, to accomplish the objective set by the command, was launched on November 18, 1941, and at first made good headway. Benghazi was captured on December 25, but it had to be evacuated on January 28, 1942, following a sharp riposte by German colonel general Erwin Rommel. The general’s forces pushed on to Gazala, where the Germans counterattacked in early February. From the Gazala position, Rommel launched an attack on May 26, 1942. The Germans swept the British forces back to within forty miles of Alexandria, where the line was eventually stabilized at El Alamein.

    It was during this period, when the British fortunes in the Middle East had reached their nadir, that the prime minister, President Roosevelt, and their advisers were hammering out decisions that were to shape the future course of the war. In their plans for operations in 1942, the Americans had envisaged a joint British-American cross-Channel invasion of France, and planning for this operation, known as Sledgehammer, was going ahead. Britain, however, favored a move against French North Africa, partly to forestall a possible German occupation, and also with the ultimate objective of opening up the Mediterranean for the through passage of Allied shipping.

    The British Chiefs of Staff, however, became increasingly aware of the impracticalities of launching Sledgehammer during 1942. The prime minister informed the president of this, and as a result, the president sent Harry Hopkins, U.S. Army chief of staff Gen. George Marshall, and Adm. Ernest King, commander in chief of the U.S. fleet and chief of naval operations, to London in July 1942 with orders to reach an immediate agreement on plans for joint operations for that year. The American delegation pressed for Sledgehammer, but this the British were unwilling to undertake. To break the impasse, the president instructed his representatives to reach agreement on some operation that would involve American land forces being brought into action against the enemy during 1942. The outcome of these discussions was that on July 25, an agreement was reached for a joint British-American landing in French North Africa, to take place not later than October 30. The operation was given the code name Torch. The U.S. secretary of war, Henry L. Stimson, made a straightforward summary of the situation:

    The “Torch” decision was the result of two absolutely definite and final rulings, one by the British and the other by the President. Mr. Churchill and his advisers categorically refused to accept the notion of a cross-Channel invasion in 1942. Mr. Roosevelt categorically insisted that there must be some operation in 1942. The only operation that satisfied both of these conditions was “Torch.”

    Following this agreement, Churchill flew to Cairo, where he arrived on August 4. The morale of the troops in the Western Desert, following their long retreat to El Alamein, was low, and the prime minister was convinced that to restore their confidence, it was necessary for changes to be made in the top command. Following his recommendations, the British War Cabinet approved the appointment of Gen. Sir Harold Alexander as commander in chief in the Middle East and of Lt. Gen. Bernard Law Montgomery as the new commander of the British Eighth Army.

    The change of command soon brought with it the desired change of atmosphere, and morale was quickly raised. Preparations went ahead for the mounting of an offensive designed to defeat the Axis forces in the Western Desert once and for all. The attack was launched on October 23, 1942, and after twelve days of hard fighting the Axis troops were forced to retreat. The Eighth Army set off on its long road to final victory. Benghazi was captured on November 20, and on January 23, 1943, British forces entered Tripoli. The Eighth Army then pushed westwards and crossed the frontier into Tunisia on February 4. They made a linkup on April 7 with the Torch forces who had landed in Morocco and Algeria on November 8, 1942, under the overall command of Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, U.S. Army, and had pushed eastward toward Tunisia against increasing German resistance. The scene was thus set for the destruction of the Axis forces. This duly took place, with the Allies taking nearly 250,000 prisoners. General Alexander was able to signal the prime minister on May 13, 1943, that the campaign was over and the Allies were masters of the North African shore.

    With the end of the campaign in North Africa, the Allies were now poised to exploit their success with an invasion of Sicily. The operation was given the code name Husky.

    The decision to invade Sicily had been made at the Casablanca Conference, held some months earlier in January 1943. There, Prime Minister Churchill, President Roosevelt, and their top military advisers discussed and agreed upon Allied strategy for 1943. The main lines of offensive action in the Mediterranean were to occupy Sicily, with the objects of making the Mediterranean line of communication more secure, diverting German pressure from the Russian front, and intensifying the pressure on Italy; and to create a situation in which Turkey could be enlisted as an active ally.
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