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SERIES INTRODUCTION



In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group (CASAG), the Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaign Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications, which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced.


The Campaign Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information – maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, specifically commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Army History Unit and its Campaign Series provides a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.


Roger Lee, Army Historian





PREFACE

 

As with the failed attempt to seize the Gallipoli peninsula in 1915, the allied campaign to assist Greece against a seemingly invincible German juggernaut was poorly conceived and probably doomed even as plans were made to assist that country. Like any campaign, however, it holds lessons for the contemporary student of strategy, tactics and history.


Greece presented singular geographic difficulties for the defending forces, its mountainous defiles dictating the distribution of ports, road and rail routes. The primitive state of the national infrastructure did little to help a long-term defensive posture. Operations in Greece proved to be a nightmare, particularly for logistics units, which struggled with primitive communication systems in rugged terrain over which the enemy enjoyed total air superiority.


Poor liaison between the Greek and Commonwealth forces did not help matters, nor was the force deployed adequate for its task. The allies never enjoyed air superiority, nor could they consolidate any in-depth defence in time to be effective. The official British history of the campaign stated that the ‘British campaign on the mainland of Greece was from start to finish a withdrawal’.
 

NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY:


In this book, Australian formations are given their titles (6th Division, 19th Brigade). Allied formations alongside which they fought are generally given a national designator (1st British Armoured Brigade, 2nd New Zealand Division, 12th Greek Infantry Division), except where the national identification is obvious (Epirus Army, the three Macedonian armies). German unit and formation titles are in Italics, as are the names of all ships, of either side. Non-English terms are also in Italics.
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chapter 1



THE POLITICAL AND STRATEGIC BACKGROUND


Like most wars and military operations, the Greek campaign was the result of political decisions. These were not always made with military strategies in mind, but commanders are obliged to meet the requirements of government policy and their leaders’ whims. This was true in 1941 for both the allies and the Axis powers.


As on Gallipoli 26 years before, the allied operation in Greece was poorly conceived and ended in an ignominious defeat. However, unlike the static campaign that played out on the Gallipoli peninsula, Greece was effectively one long withdrawal, and therefore a highly mobile operation. As on Gallipoli, what could have ended in a disaster ultimately resulted in the successful evacuation of the allied forces (but with the loss of much of their equipment).


Before looking at the military aspects of the campaign in Greece it is important to understand why British and Commonwealth forces were sent there.


BRITISH DIPLOMACY


After Adolf Hitler’s occupation of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, Britain gave Greece and Turkey assurances of military aid should they be invaded. This was followed by a joint declaration by Britain and Turkey on 12 May 1939 that, in the event of aggression leading to war, the two countries would aid each other mutually.


It remained a key British foreign policy objective to secure such a pact because Turkish cooperation was considered vital, not only because of military and geographical factors, but also because she might be able to influence other countries to make a stand against the Axis powers: Nazi Germany and fascist Italy. In the event, Egypt decided not to declare war on Italy, and Iraq did nothing.


Winston Churchill, who became prime minister of Great Britain on 10 May 1940, was concerned that if Greece fell, then Turkey would be occupied. This could open another front, which would threaten both the Mediterranean and the Middle East. British diplomacy therefore sought to build up a Balkan league of Yugoslavia, Greece and Turkey to provide a second European front. Unfortunately, British estimates of the military capacity of these countries were totally unrealistic. Most political histories of this period point out that British foreign policy in the Balkans was also unjustifiably optimistic.


On 1 July 1940 Romania denounced the Anglo-French guarantee, while other neutral countries were influenced by the seeming invincibility of German arms. Nevertheless, British policy continued to aim at stronger links with Greece and Turkey, although little specific help could be promised when these countries were in ever-growing need of reassurance.





ADOLF HITLER FÜHRER OF GERMANY


Adolf Hitler 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 global violence and racial extermination that almost witnessed the triumph of dictatorship over democracy. Born in Austria 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.
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Adolf Hitler, Führer of Germany. AWM 044586.


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 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.








FIELD MARSHAL ARCHIBALD WAVELL


Archibald Percival Wavell was born in Colchester In 1883. The son of a general, his future lay in the army. After school at Winchester he entered Sandhurst, from which he graduated in 1901 at the top of his class. Wavell joined the Black Watch and saw service in the Boer War and India. At the First Battle of Ypres in World War I, Wavell won an MC but lost his left eye.


During the interwar years Wavell established himself as a thinking officer whose destiny lay in the army’s senior ranks. In 1939 he became Commander-in-Chief Middle East Command, a command second only in importance to India in Britain’s hierarchy of overseas commands. Wavell’s responsibilities covered a vast area on two continents for whose defence he was never allocated sufficient resources. While the outbreak of war saw his forces heavily outnumbered, he responded with aggressive action against the Italians in Libya which culminated in the enemy’s rout and destruction.  


Wavell’s command in Cairo was marred by his inability to capitalise on his successes and his deteriorating relationship with the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill.  His victory in Libya was followed by the break-up of the victorious force, the dispatch of a large proportion of its units to Greece and their subsequent defeat by the Germans. Churchill rightly pushed Wavell hard but appeared to have little understanding of the vast gulf between his subordinate’s responsibilities and resources. Moreover, Wavell’s blunt objections to the East African campaign permanently marred his relationship with the Prime Minister.
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General Archibald Wavell, Commander-in-Chief
Middle East Command. AWM 007861.


Churchill used the failure of the Battleaxe Offensive of June 1941 to remove Wavell, sending him to India as Commander-in-Chief. The Japanese attack resulted in Wavell’s appointment to head American-British-Dutch-Australian (ABDA) Command on Java. The enemy’s rapid advance doomed ABDA and Wavell had barely organised his headquarters when he was forced to flee. He returned to his duties in India where he oversaw the retreat from Burma and began to lay the foundation for the British return.


In 1943 Wavell was promoted Field Marshal and was created a Viscount. He was also appointed Viceroy of India, a post he held until 1947 when he became the first Earl Wavell. He died in London in 1950.








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.


[image: Images]


Winston S. Churchill, Prime Minister of Great Britain.
AWM 007835.


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.





In the first week of November 1940 Greece twice asked Britain for reinforcements to be deployed to the island of Crete, to enable the transfer of the 5th Greek Infantry Division to the Epirus front on mainland Greece. Churchill was sympathetic, but his desire to reinforce Crete and the determination of General Sir Archibald Wavell, the Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) Middle East Command, to maintain his strength in Egypt, were mutually exclusive ends. Greece also wanted munitions, which Britain could ill afford to supply or divert from Egypt.


By early January 1941 Churchill knew from Enigma decrypts of plans for two German armoured divisions with air support to cross Bulgaria and invade Greece later that month. Wavell was instructed to prepare a strategic reserve of four divisions for immediate deployment from the Middle East should German forces cross the frontiers of either Greece or Turkey. On 31 January 1941 Churchill personally appealed to President İsmet Inönü of Turkey to oppose Germany. He offered a minimum contribution of ten Royal Air Force (RAF) squadrons and 100 anti-aircraft guns to assist in Turkey’s defence. Turkey, however, remained neutral for fear of offending either Germany or the Soviet Union.


Anthony Eden, the British foreign secretary, and Sir John Dill, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), arrived in Cairo on 20 February, and conferred with Wavell and his senior navy and air commanders. Despite Wavell’s misgivings, they agreed to help Greece as soon as possible. On 21 February 1941, Dill cabled to his deputy in London: 


I came out here with the firm idea that forces sent to Greece would inevitably be lost and that, we should concentrate on help to Turkey. I have now heard the views of three Commanders-in-Chief. It has been made clear to me by them: 


a) That Turkey will not fight at our bidding.


b) That she may fight if we showed that by helping Greece we can stem a German advance.


c) That there is a fair military chance of successfully holding a line in northern Greece if we act at once.


d) That Yugoslavia will not fight unless Turkey fights and that the converse is very likely true.


The greatest risks are shortages of air force and anti aircraft units, strain on administrative services and the fact that OP MANDIBLES [a plan to capture the Greek Dodecanese islands] cannot be complete until concentration in Greece is well underway or even finished.





ULTRA


During the course of World War II the British, and later the Americans, enjoyed increasing success in deciphering German wireless transmissions. The reason for this was the secret decryption establishment at Bletchley Park in England. Messages deciphered there were given the code name Ultra.


German signallers employed an enciphering machine called Enigma, in whose security they had complete confidence. During the war they never realised that Enigma traffic was routinely being intercepted and read by the allies.


At Wavell’s direction the British established a branch of the highly secret Bletchley Park Government Code and Cipher School in Cairo after Italy entered the war. While it could access some Ultra traffic, it was not until May 1941 that the centre could reveal its source of information.
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Later that month Eden and the British military delegation met Greek leaders in Athens. As a result, a plan was drawn up to halt any German invasion of Greece, irrespective of what either Yugoslavia or Turkey might do, although it was still hoped that both would help Greece. Eden offered a force of three infantry divisions, a Polish Brigade, and one armoured brigade, with another possibly to follow. On paper this force totalled about 100,000 men with 240 field guns, 202 anti-tank guns, 32 medium guns, 192 anti-aircraft guns and 142 tanks. It would be deployed in three phases:


•   one infantry division and the armoured brigade;


•   another infantry division and the Polish Brigade; and 


•   a third infantry division, possibly supplemented by a second armoured brigade.


They were to be supported by five additional RAF squadrons, while the two already in Greece would be re-equipped with Hurricane aircraft. After Eden, Dill and Wavell visited Athens in February, they advised Churchill to despatch the ‘maximum’ army and air support to Greece.
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The Anglo-Greek War Council in session. Left to right: General H.D. Gambier-Parry, MC, British General Staff; President Metaxas of Greece; King George II of Greece; Air Vice Marshal J.H. D’Albiac, Air Officer Commanding in Greece, and General A. Papagos, Commander-in-Chief, Greek Army. January 1941. AWM 041438.





SIR ROBERT MENZIES, PRIME MINISTER OF AUSTRALIA


(20 December 1894-15 May 1978) 


Robert Menzies was born in Victoria in December 1894 and during WWI he was commissioned in the Melbourne University Regiment while studying law at that university. At a very young age he was appointed Victoria’s Solicitor-General in 1932. Two years later he stood for and won the federal seat of Kooyong and was appointed Attorney-General in the new government of Prime Minister Joseph Lyons. On the sudden death of Lyons in April 1939 Menzies became prime minister at the time of the “phoney war.”  His relationship with Winston Churchill was not always amicable during the early war years.


Menzies had only been prime minister for  four months when, on 3 September 1939,  he announced to the Australian  people that their country was at war with Germany and her allies. Like Britain’s Neville Chamberlain, he had been an appeaser of Hitler, even visiting Germany in 1938. Menzies’ party barely survived a general election in 1940. It was Menzies’ Cabinet which appointed Blamey as GOC AIF on 28 September 1939, and it was Menzies who sent most of the army to shore up the British defence of the Middle East and Singapore. In 1941 he briefly met Blamey in Egypt while en route to Britain, where he stayed for some time. On his return to Australia he lost the confidence of the cabinet, and was forced to resign as prime minister.
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Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies.
AWM 001347.


He won office again in December 1946 and served a further 16 years as prime minister. He died on 15 May 1978.








LIEUTENANT-GENERAL SIR BERNARD CYRIL FREYBERG


Born in Richmond, London, in 1889, Bernard C. Freyberg migrated to New Zealand with his family in 1891. He would serve his adopted country in both world wars, becoming New Zealand’s most renowned soldier.


Freyberg’s military career began in 1911 when he joined a local unit of the Territorial Force. The following year he made an unsuccessful bid for a commission in the New Zealand Staff Corps.


The outbreak of the First World War found Freyberg in Mexico. He made his way to Britain and joined the Royal Naval Division as a company commander. He saw service at Antwerp, Gallipoli, and on the Western Front. He was awarded the VC during the Battle of the Somme. In addition to the VC, he received the DSO with two bars and was mentioned in dispatches at least five times. He ended the war in command of a brigade.


After the war Freyberg gained a commission in the Grenadier Guards. In 1934 he was promoted to major-general and seemed destined for the highest levels of the British Army. However poor health forced his retirement in 1937.


With the onset of the Second World War Freyberg’s military career resumed. He was given command of the 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary Force and its fighting formation the New Zealand Division.  Freyberg proved a skilled and determined trainer of men, and the New Zealand Division developed into one of the elite formations of the war.
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Lieutenant-General Bernard Freyberg, Commander
Creforce (photograph taken in 1943). AWM 053498.


Freyberg led the New Zealand Division through the Greek, North African and Italian campaigns. Crete was the only blemish on an otherwise distinguished military career. In 1942 he was promoted to lieutenant-general. In the war’s final days he received a third bar to his DSO.


Freyberg was knighted in 1942 and served as New Zealand’s Governor-General from 1946 to 1952. In 1951 he was made Baron Freyberg of Wellington, and in 1953 he was appointed Constable and Lieutenant-General of Windsor Castle. He died at Windsor on 4 July 1963.
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Central Europe and the Mediterranean 1941.


Churchill’s War Cabinet concurred, but neither Robert Menzies, the Australian prime minister, nor his senior commander, Lieutenant-General Thomas Blamey, was informed. While neither was told directly how bad the situation was in Greece, nor of the imminent German invasion, Blamey at least would have had access to intelligence traffic that would have alerted him of the situation. He had also written to Menzies in November 1940, suggesting that sooner or later Germany would assist Italy in its war with Greece. The New Zealand government and the commander of the 2nd New Zealand division, Major-General Bernard Freyberg, were also kept in the dark.
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