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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION


Battle of Crete first appeared in 2005 in an ebook format. The following year the Army History Unit asked me to prepare a print version of the book. The conversion to a traditional format was complex and led to the book’s rewriting. During this process, I took the opportunity to add some material for which there had been no room in the ebook, and delete other sections that lacked relevance for a print book.


As I began this project the consensus of people to whom I spoke was that Crete’s outcome had been a foregone conclusion, another inevitable German victory. My research, however, demonstrated that Crete was by no means a one-sided affair, and that the Germans won the island only by the narrowest of margins. Battle of Crete clearly shows that the difference between victory and defeat lay in a few decisions taken by a small number of commanders.


While accessible to the general reader, Battle of Crete’s primary audience is the Australian Army’s junior leaders. I hope they enjoy this book. Command is their realm, decision-making their responsibility. Though now receding into the distant past, the story of Crete has lessons for both the present and future. Commanders at all levels will continue to have to face and make decisions. I hope that this book, in its small way, will provide some guidance for those who face that challenge.




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Authors incur a great many debts in the writing of their books. I would like to express my gratitude to Roger Lee, Head of the Army History Unit, and his staff for the opportunity to undertake this project. In particular, I wish to acknowledge Glenn Wahlert for his efforts as the project’s manager. The sector maps were the careful work of Keith Mitchell. The project’s graphic designer was Mark Wahlert: the 2D, 3D drawings, the table and lesson layout, and the wire diagrams were the product of his talents. Jeff Isaacs provided the original artwork which is superb. Ian Kuring and Glenn Wahlert lent their invaluable assistance with the technical details for the weapon descriptions. The copyeditor was Cathy McCullagh and the typeset was ably completed by Margaret McNally. The index was the work of Michael Molkentin. The excellent cover design was the work of the Defence Publishing Service. The Australian War Memorial kindly provided many of the photographs, maps and other visual materials. I am indebted to the staff of the research centre and convey my grateful thanks to them for their assistance. Lastly, I must thank my wife Melissa Benyon for her patience with my prose and her service as my private editor.




BATTLE OF CRETE


THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN IN 1941


Prelude to Invasion


On 20 May 1941 the Second World War came to the eastern Mediterranean. Germany’s invasion of the island of Crete marked the final phase of the conquest of the Balkans. The Germans had instigated their Balkan campaign on 6 April with simultaneous assaults on Yugoslavia and Greece. German forces, supported by elements of the Hungarian, Bulgarian, Romanian, and Italian armed forces, overran Yugoslavia in a matter of days. The Greek army, assisted by a small British expeditionary force built around 6 Australian Division and the New Zealand Division, could not stop the onslaught of the German Panzers. Athens fell on 27 April while the Royal Navy defied the Luftwaffe’s dominance of the sky to evacuate as many soldiers as possible in a Mediterranean version of Dunkirk.
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Eastern Mediterranean Theatre
Drawn by Keith Mitchell
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Adolf Hitler, Führer of Germany.
Australian War Memorial 044586




ADOLF HITLER
FÜHRER OF GERMANY


Despite his humble Austrian origins, Adolf Hitler would rise to become one of the most dominant and destructive figures of the 20th century. Hitler initiated the Second World War in a bid to transform Germany into the strongest European power and to vanquish the disgrace of its defeat in the First World War. The result was six years of terrible global violence and racial extermination that almost witnessed the triumph of dictatorship over democracy. Ultimately, however, it was Germany that was destroyed.


Born in Austria in the city of Braunau-on-Inn in 1889, Hitler moved to Munich in 1913. After the outbreak of the First World War he enlisted in the German Army, serving in a Bavarian regiment. He rose to the rank of lance corporal and was awarded the Iron Cross.


After Germany’s defeat Hitler returned to Munich where he deepened his exploration of ultra right wing politics and began to expound a political philosophy whose tenets included the enslavement or extermination of lesser races and the rise of Germany to world power status through the use of force. Postwar Germany, racked by hyperinflation, military humiliation, and economic collapse, provided fertile ground for his ideas. In the 1930s Hitler’s National Socialist Party began to emerge as a political force on the national stage, enjoying increasing success in nationwide elections. In 1933 he was appointed Chancellor of Germany.


Exploiting the legal powers of the Chancellor’s office Hitler moved to eliminate his rivals while securing power for himself. In 1934 Hitler took the title of Führer or leader. After his renouncement of the restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles, Hitler began the rearmament of Germany and the march to war. Initially, his conquests were secured through diplomatic means, as the leaders of Britain and France chose to appease Hitler rather than risk another Great War. Such effective diplomacy allowed Germany to absorb Austria, Czechoslovakia and Memel, occupy the Saar, and demilitarise the Rhineland.


Germany’s invasion of Poland in September 1939 was the spark that initiated the Second World War. By the time of the Crete campaign most of Western and Central Europe was under German occupation and only Britain continued to defy the dictator. However, Hitler’s unfettered ambition and ideological beliefs led to Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union and his declaration of war on the United States. Both proved disastrous decisions which would ultimately bring about his downfall.


Hitler also used his conquests to eliminate those European peoples that had no place in Nazi ideology or in the future society he planned to create. While the Jews were the primary target of extermination, other groups also slated for destruction were the Gypsies, and those suffering mental or physical defects. Hitler planned to allow the Slavic races to survive so they could serve as slaves for the superior Germany Volk.


Hitler did not survive the war to be tried for his crimes. On 30 April 1945 he committed suicide as Soviet forces approached his headquarters in Berlin.





The German Führer, Adolf Hitler, had not planned a Mediterranean campaign for 1941; rather, his objective was the conquest of the Soviet Union. In fact, by early 1941 his plans for a June invasion of that country were well advanced. While Hitler certainly entertained strategic interests in the Mediterranean, these were of a more defensive nature. He wanted a secure southern perimeter in order to:


•   protect the flank of the German army when it attacked the Soviet Union; and


•   safeguard the Romanian oilfields at Ploesti from British bombers attacking from bases in the Mediterranean.


Ploesti was Germany’s main source of petroleum. Such was German dependence on this oilfield that any British interruption to the flow of oil would almost certainly lead to the collapse of the Nazi war effort. As long as Greece remained neutral it provided Hitler with a buffer zone against British interference in his strategic plans.
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Winston S. Churchill, Prime Minister of Great Britain.
Australian War Memorial 007835




SIR WINSTON S. CHURCHILL
PRIME MINISTER OF
GREAT BRITAIN


Statesman, politician and military commander, Winston Spencer Churchill was one of the most significant figures of the 20th Century. In the darkest days of the Second World War, Britain turned to Churchill for leadership through the greatest crisis the country had faced. He replaced Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister of Great Britain after the Norway debacle, and steered his country through the disastrous 1940 campaign which saw the collapse of France. Refusing to concede defeat, Churchill provided Britain with the optimism and defiance the nation needed to see it through the Battle of Britain, and to lay the foundation for eventual victory.


Born in 1874 at Blenheim Palace, Churchill would combine the roles of political leader, wartime commander and literary writer during his extraordinary life. One of his greatest achievements was his receipt of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1953. During the First World War he served as First Lord of the Admiralty and was a leading advocate of the Dardanelles campaign. Its failure almost cost him his political career, and for a time he served on the Western Front in command of a battalion. In mid-1917 he returned to cabinet as Minister of Munitions. During the interwar period he served in a variety of cabinet positions. At the start of the Second World War he again took charge of the Admiralty before becoming Prime Minister. Despite his crucial role in the British contribution to an allied victory, he was defeated in the July 1945 election. In 1951 he regained power and served as Prime Minister until his retirement in 1955. Churchill died in 1965.





British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and his military advisers were well aware of Germany’s dependence on Romanian oil. Ploesti lay tantalisingly close—in a region with which Britain had gained great familiarity during the First World War. Since 1940 British diplomats had conducted secret negotiations with the leaders of Yugoslavia, Greece and Turkey in the hope of forging a Balkan League united in opposition to Germany. These talks failed to realise any firm commitments, however, because Britain had little to offer its suitors. The Balkan states knew that British power in the Mediterranean was already stretched thinly and it was not without good reason that they feared instigating a German reaction.


Oil security was also of importance to Britain. The Empire’s lines of communication to the oilfields of the Middle East were vital to the prosecution of the war. In addition, the shortest route between Britain and the manpower and resources of India, Malaya, Australia and New Zealand was through the Suez Canal and the Mediterranean. German domination of Greece could imperil this line of communication. Thus Britain also had vital strategic reasons for keeping Germany out of Greece.
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Benito Mussolini, Dictator of Italy
Australian War Memorial 062638




BENITO MUSSOLINI
IL DUCE OF ITALY


Benito Mussolini was born in 1883 in Predappio in the Forli region of Italy. Initially trained as a teacher he became involved in socialist politics at an early age. By the age of 25 he was on the staff of a socialist newspaper and had became an advocate of revolutionary change.


During the First World War Mussolini served as a private and was wounded in action. Following his discharge his political interest deepened and he started his own newspaper. In 1919 he founded the Fasci di Combattimento—the Italian Fascist Party. Mussolini’s strong nationalistic message gained favour with Italy’s war-weary population, and the Fascists gained strength through national elections. In 1922 the King, Vittorio Emanuele III, asked Mussolini to form government.


Once in office Mussolini gradually gathered power to himself, and the freedoms that the Italian people had enjoyed gave way to repression and totalitarianism. At the same time Mussolini’s vision of a powerful Italy gathered momentum. It was no accident that the symbol of the Fascist Party was a bundle of reeds, the same icon used by the Romans. By 1926 Italy was a dictatorship and Mussolini II Duce, or leader.


However the mismatch between Mussolini’s talent and his grandiose vision for Italy’s future doomed the nation to destruction in the Second World War. As a leader Mussolini centralised power in himself and was intolerant of criticism. He surrounded himself with sycophants and built a regime based on a web of propaganda that hid its many defects.


In 1939 Mussolini signed the ‘Pact of Steel’ binding Italy and Germany together. Mussolini initially hesitated to follow Germany into the Second World War, but when France’s conquest appeared imminent he plunged Italy into the abyss. Italy was not prepared for war, and what followed was defeat in battle and increasing dependence on Germany.


After the allies invaded Sicily in July 1943, Mussolini was deposed and arrested. However German commandos liberated him and Hitler installed Mussolini as head of a Fascist puppet state, the Salò Republic. In 1945, as allied forces approached, Mussolini attempted to flee. On 27 April he was captured by partisans and executed.





Ultimately, the actions of Hitler’s ally, Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, and the hapless Italian Army precipitated Germany’s intervention in the Balkans. Hitler had already been compelled to come to Italy’s assistance after its crushing defeat by the British Western Desert Force during Operation Compass in North Africa in December 1940. The rout saw the Italians lose tens of thousands of men captured, as well as the port of Tobruk and all of Cyrenaica abandoned to the British. In the Balkans Germany would have to undertake yet another intervention to rectify a different Italian mess.


On 28 October 1940, with little preparation or planning, Mussolini had launched his army into Greece from Albania, a country he had seized in 1939. Almost at once the Italians were in trouble—they barely outnumbered the Greek defenders, fielded outdated equipment, and lacked sufficient reserves of ammunition and food. The offensive ground to a halt not far from its start point.


On 14 November the Greek Army counter-attacked. The Italians’ line collapsed and the Greeks pursued them into Albania. For a time it looked as if the Greeks would drive their enemy into the Adriatic, but the Italians managed to stabilise their line with the arrival of hastily dispatched reinforcements. The two sides settled into a winter stalemate.


Unprovoked Italian aggression did not move the Greek government to seek large-scale British intervention; rather, allied assistance was sought to protect Greece from the feared German response. Even then, the only assistance Greece was willing to accept amounted to a few Royal Air Force squadrons. However, even this meagre British foothold on the continent did not go unnoticed in Berlin.


On 13 December Hitler signed Directive 20, Operation Marita, the invasion of Greece. Soon after, ground and air units began to arrive in Romania, ostensibly as part of the German military mission to that country. In February German troops moved into Bulgaria. Britain followed these developments through intelligence provided by Ultra.


In February, in response to the growing threat to Greece’s north, the British and Greek governments reached agreement on the deployment of an expeditionary force. Despite the obvious risks, Churchill favoured intervention and, on 7 March, British units began to arrive in Athens. The decision to commit ground forces led to two of the greatest British debacles of the war. First, the British contribution had barely arrived in northern Greece before it had to flee southwards, closely pursued by overwhelmingly superior German ground and air forces. Second, the troops the British had sent to Greece came from North Africa and their diversion brought to a halt the Western Desert Force’s efforts in Libya. The timing of the redeployment of these battle-hardened veterans to the Balkans was unfortunate. On 31 March General Erwin Rommel unleashed the newly arrived Afrika Korps on the weakened British. The Germans trapped the 9th Australian Division in Tobruk and pushed the British back to the Egyptian frontier.


The final element of the Balkan campaign involved Yugoslavia. On 25 March Germany succeeded in pressuring the Yugoslav government into signing the Tripartite Pact, a mutual support treaty originally between Germany, Italy and Japan, but which now included Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Hungary. Within days of its signing, however, an anti-Nazi coup d’état toppled the government in Belgrade. Hitler’s furious response took the form of an order to his generals to ‘smash Yugoslavia’ and destroy ‘the city of Belgrade’. Operation Marita was altered at the last minute to include the simultaneous invasion of Yugoslavia.
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A Fallschirmjäger – gouache on board, 2005.
artist – Jeff Isaacs, OAM


The Decision to Invade Crete


The invasion of Crete was not part of the original plan for the conquest of mainland Greece. It was a separate operation which was authorised later as the Germans neared Athens. It also had its own Directive, No. 28, which Hitler did not issue until 25 April. Instead, the attack on Crete was a result of strategic opportunism by Luftflotte 4, the air fleet in charge of the Balkans, and the personal ambition of some of the Luftwaffe’s senior officers, particularly Generalleutnant Kurt Student.


Student was Germany’s leading theorist on airborne warfare, and commanded XI Fliegerkorps, the Luftwaffe’s parachute and air landing organisation. Student and others argued that Crete was an important strategic objective for Germany. Possession of its airfields would prevent their use by British bombers—which would be in range of Ploesti—and extend the Luftwaffe’s reach to the North African coast. From bases on Crete the Luftwaffe could interdict British convoy movements throughout the eastern Mediterranean. Student also saw Crete as the first step in a series of aerial leaps leading to Egypt. His next target was Cyprus followed by Syria.
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General Kurt Student.
Imperial War Museum HU 32007




GENERALOBERST
KURT STUDENT


Born on 12 May 1890 near Neumark in Brandenburg, Generaloberst Kurt Student came from a family of Prussian landowners who had traditionally entered military service for the state. His military career began at the age of eleven when he entered cadet school. Student was commissioned in the infantry in 1911 and, in 1913, he volunteered for flying training, the start of a career that straddled both air and ground warfare. In the First World War he served as a pilot, flying fighters. By 1916 he commanded a squadron.


After Germany’s defeat in the First World War the Reichswehr’s commander, Generaloberst Hans von Seeckt, selected Student for the force’s hand-picked officer corps. Seeckt sent Student to the Central Flying Office where he applied himself to technological administration and the design of the future Luftwaffe. His Career flourished. During this time, Student also returned to the infantry and commanded a battalion, continuing his affiliation with both forms of warfare.


Once Hitler abandoned the restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany began to rearm and Student’s career advanced rapidly. Among his appointments was Inspector General of Luftwaffe Training Schools, a position which included oversight of the parachute school. The development of parachuting as a new form of warfare soon dominated his thoughts. In 1938 he took command of 7 Flieger Division, Germany’s first parachute formation. By 1940 he led XI Fliegerkorps. Student retained command of all airborne infantry forces until the war’s end.


After Crete, Student continued to advance plans for the mass use of his fallschirmjäger, including the invasion of Malta, but Hitler refused to authorise any of these operations. Apart for a few small-scale drops, Germany’s parachute soldiers spent the rest of the war fighting as foot infantry soldiers. In late 1944, Student, now generaloberst, commanded 1 Parachute Army and helped stem the British advance in Operation Market Garden, subsequently moving to command Army Group H in the Netherlands.


Student’s role as a pioneer of parachute warfare reached its apex on Crete. Germany’s severe losses and Hitler’s reluctance to embrace parachute warfare saw the initiative in air mobility pass to the allies. Student was a highly decorated soldier, earning awards such as the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves and the Golden Flying Award with Diamonds. He died in 1978.
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Map of Eastern Mediterranean showing British bases and convoy routes with distances from German and Italian airbases.
Australian War Memorial Map Collection


Student also had a personal agenda. As an advocate of parachute warfare he saw Crete as an opportunity to establish his specialty at the forefront of the German art of war, perhaps even rivalling the panzers. Success would increase the paratrooper arm’s prestige and lead to its expansion. Student knew that a quick, low-cost conquest of Crete would give him the status with which to propose further opportunities to showcase his force. Reminiscent of its aerial origins, the Germans designated the invasion of Crete Operation Merkur.




THE SITUATION ON CRETE


The British Preparations


In November 1940 a British brigade group deployed to Crete. It assumed responsibility for the island’s defence and allowed the Greek government to transfer the Cretan Infantry Division, a regular formation, to the mainland for service on the Albanian front. The brigade’s role was to safeguard Crete from Italian forces based on the nearby island of Rhodes.


During the six-month interval between the brigade’s arrival and the German invasion the following May, the British did little to improve the island’s defensive capability. This critical failure is generally justified by a lack of materials, resources and manpower, and the absence of strategic direction and priority.


These explanations carry a degree of validity. Other areas of the Middle East Theatre, including the Western Desert and mainland Greece, had a higher priority for resources and were accorded more attention in Cairo and London. In addition, London was unable to enunciate a clear policy for Crete, although a number of potential roles were discussed.
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The Island of Crete
Drawn by Keith Mitchell


Yet the absence of formal instruction can never excuse the lack of initiative displayed by a series of British garrison commanders. Implicit in command is the responsibility for the defence of that command; there can be no excuse for the garrison’s failure to make basic defensive improvements or undertake contingency planning. Nor did the commanders familiarise themselves with the local Greek troops or encourage the development of a militia. The shifting of blame to higher authority cannot absolve a series of British leaders for allowing time to slip away without making material improvements to their force’s readiness.


[image: image]


In fact, between November 1940 and April 1941 the British garrison had ample opportunity to implement significant improvements to Crete’s defensive capabilities. However not one of the British commanders possessed the vision or drive to undertake these preparations. Part of the problem lay in the constant turnover of commanders which effectively prevented any continuity of ideas or the development of any plans. In a six-month period there were seven garrison commanders.
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I. McD. G. Stewart in The Struggle for Crete identified five simple and immediate steps the British garrison could have taken. They could have:


1)   improved landing facilities in the southern fishing villages;


2)   upgraded roads leading from southern landing points to the north coast;


3)   constructed airstrips on the plateaus of the mountain interior;


4)   laid mines and prepared to destroy the airfields at Maleme, Retimo and Heraklion; and


5)   armed able-bodied males and formed a reserve Cretan Division.


Other achievable measures included the development of defensive plans, the undertaking of hydrographic or beach surveys, the installation of a military communication system, and the construction of aircraft shelters.


The Troops Arrive from Greece


Further complicating the situation was the fact that the hastily organised withdrawal from Greece did not include an evacuation plan that would deliver units to their destinations in combat-ready order. Instead, the priority lay in simply evacuating as many men as possible.


Instead of landing in Egypt, many soldiers found themselves at Suda Bay on Crete. There was no organised unit selection. Some ships stopped at Suda to take on fuel and continued on to Alexandria with their passengers, while others unloaded and returned to Greece to embark more troops. As a result, few units were complete and some were linked to form ad hoc units; for example, 2/2 and 2/3 Australian Battalions were hastily reorganised to become 16 Australian Brigade Composite Battalion.


After disembarking at Suda the troops marched to dispersal areas. The first few nights they slept rough under the olive trees, some with blankets, others sharing with mates. Those staying in one area were able to construct shelters; those marching on spent the nights huddled together sheltering under trees. Rations were short. At times there might be half a herring per man with no biscuit or tea, while at other times there was simply no food at all. Scrounging parties were the order of the day with some men managing to buy food from the local population. Gradually, order returned. The men received issues of razors, blankets and clothing, were reunited with mates and discipline was restored. It is a remarkable feat that an army was reborn as quickly as it was from the detritus of the Greek evacuation.
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British, Australia, and New Zealand troops arrive at Suda after evacuation from Greece.
National Library of New Zealand DA-01611
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Troops resting in a temporary shelter on Crete.
National Library of New Zealand DA-03179


The only units with their full establishment of men and weapons belonged to the original garrison comprising 14 British Brigade. On 10 May the brigade was joined by the Mobile Naval Base Defence Organisation (MNBDO). This was a Royal Marine organisation whose primary function was base defence. The MNBDO included a number of anti-aircraft, coastal artillery and searchlight batteries, base units and a tented hospital. Most of its units were at full strength, the exception being 23 Light Anti-Aircraft Battery which arrived without its guns.


The Challenges Facing Freyberg
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