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Foreword

by H.R.H. Prince Peter of Greece and Denmark, C.B.

 


 


Crete has been with me all my life, as far back as I can remember. The big island in the south has been a motherland within the Motherland for me. I have always owed it a special allegiance.

When I was a little boy, Crete meant many things for me: my father’s Cretan servant Ianni clad in his magnificent national dress; the Cretan vraka (breeches, etymologically the same word) which I wore at the age of four; the many Cretans who came regularly to see my father, even when we were abroad; my father’s constant preoccupation with the ‘Cretan Question’ which had been so important for him in his life, before his marriage and my birth, when he was for eight years High Commissioner for the Concert of Europe on the island.

In 1937 I went to Crete for the first time, with my parents and my sister, on a triumphant return visit which my father made there. We travelled from Canea to Ierapetra in an open car, through enormous, wildly enthusiastic crowds. Today on his tombstone, after his name, proudly stand the words ‘The Cretan’ in special commemoration of his unique connection with the island.

Then came the war. Ever since, Crete has meant many more things to me: our last stand after the mainland of Greece had fallen; my cousin Georgy (King George II of the Hellenes) and I alone of the Royal Family on the island; the ominous lack of airplanes from the very first day; the house at Galatas, on the coast, which I shared with Michel Forrester and Paddy Leigh-Fermor; the New Zealanders and Freyberg, whose Greek Chief Liaison Officer I became; the Australians who nearly shot me; and bombing, bombing, bombing all day and all night, with an occasional unexploded anti-aircraft shell falling in my garden. There were also: the hopeless bravery of the R.A.F. pilots at Maleme going up at dawn to certain death as they challenged the first waves of ever-present Stukas; the agony of the expected attack and how best to prepare ourselves for it; the political dilemma of whether it would be better for the King to go at once or to stay for the battle; then, suddenly, the battle itself, with the unmistakable, evil gliders coming silently in, the many parachutists, the deafening bombing and strafing by literally thousands of enemy planes, the awful confusion and desperate fighting, violent death everywhere and the smell of powder and blood, followed by the heat of the Cretan sun in May and the stench of hundreds of unburied corpses. After that came the long walk over the White Mountains, the waiting on the beach and the sailing to Egypt and to safety with the British Navy, which saved our lives.

That, and much more, John Spencer will tell you about in his magnificently concise and vivid style in the pages that follow. It is a superb account of the battle for Crete which has brought it all back to me in moving, enthralling reminiscence, a text which is bound to be eventually considered one of the best narratives ever written of this important phase of the last war.




Author’s Note

A list of acknowledgements to all who have helped would be interminable. If Offend by omission, I apologise in advance. But I must at least mention by name those who have read and commented on draft chapters. They include Admiral of the Fleet the Viscount Cunningham of Hyndhope; H.R.H. Prince Peter of Greece and Denmark; Brigadier R. Queree, Military Adviser to the New Zealand High Commissioner, London; Captain B. H. Liddell Hart; Mr Gavin Long, Editor-in-Chief, Official War History, Canberra; Oberst Gericke, Kommandeur Luftlande-schule, Altenstadt and last of the Maleme Kommandeurs still living; and Major Tom Gibson of the School of Infantry, Warminster.

I must also thank the following for permission to quote short extracts from their copyright material: Arnoldo Mondadori Editore for Gavdo e Matapan by A. Iachino; William Collins, Sons & Co. Ltd for The Struggle for Europe by Chester Wilmot; Her Majesty’s Stationery Office for Anthony Eden’s telegram in Chapter One; Hodder & Stoughton Ltd for Operation Victory by Sir Francis de Guingand; Hutchinson & Co. for A Sailor’s Odyssey by Lord Cunningham and DaedalusReturned by Baron von der Heydte; Australian War Memorial, Canberra, for Australia in the War of 1939 – 45: Greece, Crete and Syria by Gavin Long; the War History Branch, Wellington, for 22 Battalion by Jim Henderson and the Official History of New Zealand in the Second World War: Crete by D. M. Davin; David Higham Associates Ltd for Infantry Brigadier by Sir Howard Kippenberger ; and The Times for contemporary dispatches on Greece.

Place names have been spelt in accordance with recommendations of the Royal Geographical Society’s permanent committee on the spelling of place names. They are in the Greek form unless a universally accepted conventional spelling exists in English. (Cretan rivers were called by the Arabic “wadis” at the time only because many of the troops had learnt the expression in the desert; and it is, I feel, pedantic to depart from this convention.)

Mr Alex Iles and Mr C. Green drew the maps.




Part One

ADVENT

‘War is a science so obscure and imperfect that custom and prejudice confirmed by ignorance are its sole foundation and support.’

Marshal Saxe : Reveries on the Art of War





Chapter One

The Royal Navy was there. Within a week of the Italian attack on Greece they had broken up an attempt to seize Crete, and their torpedoes – delivered by Fleet Air Arm Swordfish – had sent two cruisers and three of Italy’s six battleships to the bottom at Taranto. And Mussolini’s troops fighting in Albania were faring badly. It was November 1940.

The Italian attack had been a rash and independent undertaking. Since the security leak from Rome of the impending German attack on the Low Countries earlier in the year (Hitler suspected King Victor Emmanuel but in fact it was Mussolini himself who instructed his Foreign Minister, Count Ciano, to warn the Dutch and Belgian Ambassadors that their frontiers were about to be crossed by German armour) Hitler had kept his own counsel.

Mussolini was jealous. In his weakness he could only complain to Ciano: ‘It is humiliating to remain with our hands folded, while others write history.’1

He resented the German triumphs brought off without the aid of his advice, without a token Italian contribution, without even his foreknowledge. Ciano said: ‘Mussolini resented the fact that Hitler did all the talking. . . . He had to keep quiet most of the time which, as dictator, or rather the dean of dictators, he was not in the habit of doing.’

‘Hitler always faces me with a fait accompli,’ Mussolini complained to Ciano after his Brenner Pass meeting with Hitler on October 4. ‘This time I am going to pay him back in his own coin. He will find out from the papers that I have occupied Greece. In this way equilibrium will be re-established.’

He fixed the attack for October 28, and then wrote to Hitler on the 22nd, back-dating the letter to the 19th; referring in general terms to his ambitions in Greece, but without fixing dates which would have courted a restraining injunction, he sent the letter to Berlin to await Hitler’s return from France.

Hitler was told the contents of the letter by telephone from Berlin two days later. He asked for an immediate conference. Mussolini suggested the 28th, at Florence. As Hitler stepped from his train, Mussolini greeted him with an attempt at Napoleonic élan. It did not quite come off. ‘Führer,’ he said, ‘we are on the march!’

The Italian attack on Greece was seen in Berlin as a ‘regrettable blunder’. It had been made with three divisions only, ‘entirely inadequate forces’. At a conference on November 4 Colonel-General Alfred Jodl, Chief of Operations Staff of O.K.W. (the High Command of the German armed forces), said to the Naval Chief of Staff, Vice-Admiral Otto Schniewind: ‘On no occasion was authorisation for such an independent action given by the Führer to the Duce.’

Winston Churchill, his mind nursed on the solemn periods of British history, saw at once the opportunity not simply of avoiding defeat at home at a time when Britain and the Commonwealth stood alone against Germany and her satellites in Europe but, like Pitt before him, of winning victory in the Mediterranean.

On November 20 Hitler wrote to Mussolini: ‘When I asked you to receive me in Florence, I set out with the hope of outlining my news to you before the beginning of the threatened conflict with Greece, of which I had only the vaguest information. Above all I wanted to persuade you to delay this action a little, until a more favourable time, at any rate until after the American Presidential Election. . . . The situation, as it has now developed, will entail psychological and military consequences of the utmost gravity.’

Franco, for one, had drawn his own conclusions from the Italian failure; Hitler continued that it had ‘accentuated the tendency of certain nations to avoid becoming entangled with us and to await the outcome of events’. Bulgaria and Yugoslavia had declined to join the Tripartite Alliance, and whilst Hungary and Romania were about to join it there had been ‘a decided strengthening of the position of those . . . who assert that in this war the last word has not yet been spoken’. As to the military consequences, ‘these, Duce, are extremely serious. Britain will have at her disposal a number of air bases within range of Ploesti. . . . I am determined, Duce, to react with decisive forces against any British attempt to establish a substantial air base in Thrace’.

The Duce was humbled.

‘Führer,’ he replied, ‘I am sorry that my letter of October 19 did not reach you in time for you to give me your advice on the projected expedition against Greece, advice to which I should have strictly conformed, as on other occasions.’

Irrepressible self-esteem then reasserted itself as did a familiar reluctance to take orders: ‘The Spanish trump can now be played. I am inclined to meet Franco myself and exert the necessary pressure to bring him into the war.’ Having repeated Hitler’s main proposals as his own, he ended: ‘Those are the broad lines of the plan to which I am willing to give my consent,’ and, with caution reasserting itself, ‘I will give it also to all measures which you regard as necessary to restore the situation.’

German War Directive No. 20 launching the move against Greece – Operation Marita – was issued on 13 December 1940. Its declared purpose was ‘to foil British attempts to create air bases under the protection of a Balkan front . . . for this would be dangerous above all to Italy as well as to the Romanian oil-fields’.

An unstated and marginal purpose was to end the fiasco which Mussolini had already made of his attack on Greece. Mussolini was, however, given no hint of the strategy to which Hitler’s proposals were leading. For him, as for the British, it appeared that two German pincer thrusts would develop southwards to the Mediterranean, converging at Suez and driving beyond to the oil-fields of the Persian Gulf: one through Bulgaria to Greece, the Ægean, Crete, and on; the other into Africa by Sicily. (A further War Directive dated 11 January 1941, issued after the loss of Bardia, ordered the establishment of the German Air Force on Sicily and the dispatch of German troops to Tripolitania – the beginning of the Afrika Korps.)

In his letter of November 20 Hitler had, however, given Mussolini a hint: ‘We should make every possible effort,’ he wrote, ‘to turn Russia away from the Balkans and to direct her towards the Orient.’

On November 12 Ribbentrop, the ex-champagne salesman, had had his first meeting in Berlin with his opposite number, the Russian Foreign Minister, Molotov.

‘England is beaten,’ said the German; ‘it is only a question of time before she finally admits defeat.’

‘Join hands with us of the Tripartite Pact,’ he said in effect, ‘and you will share in the dismembered spoils of the British Empire.’

Molotov remained sceptical. A remark he later attributed to himself was: ‘If England is in fact defeated and powerless, why have we been conducting this discussion in your air-raid shelter?’2

Hitler had received the Soviet Government’s formal reply a fortnight later. Stalin declared that he was prepared to accept the draft of the Four-Power Pact outlined by Ribbentrop on conditions; these included: ‘that the area south of Batum and Baku in the general direction of the Persian Gulf is recognised as the centre of the aspirations of the Soviet Union’; ‘the establishment of a base for land and naval forces of the U.S.S.R. within range of the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles by means of a long-term lease’; and ‘the withdrawal of German troops from Finland’.

Thus Stalin’s price for giving Germany freedom of action against Britain was to exact terms which would safeguard him against subsequent German attack by northern or southern outflanking movements and to gain for himself and to deny to Hitler the oil-fields of Iraq and Iran.

This was hard, shrewd, cynical bargaining. ‘Stalin is nothing but a cold-blooded blackmailer,’ Hitler complained to Admiral Raeder.3 And his reply went to German Commanders-in-Chief in the Directive of December 18: ‘The German armed forces must be prepared even before the end of the war against England, to overthrow Soviet Russia in a rapid campaign (Operation Barbarossa).’

All was to be ready by 15 May 1941.

He now turned his mind to the problem of securing his southern flank preparatory to launching Barbarossa.

Meanwhile, the British Inter-Services Mission to Greece, led by Major-General M. Gambier-Parry until he was succeeded later in November by Major-General T. Heywood, were getting an ambiguous response from the Greeks.

The Germans had been at pains to assure them that the fight was one which concerned only Italian and Greek. The German Ambassador remained in Athens, as did the German Military Attaché and his staff. They now watched sardonically the arrival of senior British officers under assumed names, in plain clothes4 and whose reception at cheap hotels in the suburbs had all the heavy-handed quality of third-rate melodrama.

This German attitude of benevolent neutrality fitted Greek prejudice and preconception. In common with many nations of the Near East, the Greek tends to admire the German. It is a sentiment found as far down into Asia as Afghanistan. In part, no doubt, it is the admiration of the chronically disorganised for discipline; but also it is the traditional feeling that Germany is the buffer between the sea-power of Britain and the land-power of Russia. For the Greeks, there was even the vain, naive hope that Germany would rescue them from Italy.

General Metaxas, the Greek dictator, had been told by the German Minister that Germany would not regard the presence of a small British air detachment as a casus belli; no airfield facilities should be given in northern Greece, however: Hitler’s expressed fear to Mussolini of a raid on the oil-fields at Ploesti was genuine.

Air Commodore J. D’Albiac, who had arrived in Athens on November 6 to take command of the five R.A.F. squadrons of Blenheims, Gladiators and Wellingtons allocated, was told that no air bases could be made available to him in the requested area of Salonica. The Greeks did, however, come out strongly in favour of a naval base on Crete at Suda.

Suda should now become, said the Prime Minister, ‘a second Scapa’. But the navy, in the person of Admiral Cunningham, wondered whether Navarino in the south-west comer of the Peloponnese would not have been the better choice.

Army Headquarters in Cairo displayed little interest in Greece or Albania at this time : the immediate task, so well begun, was to throw the Italians out of Africa. This reflected the views of others in high places – Admiral Sir Tom Phillips, Vice-Chief of the Naval Staff for one. He was arguing in London: ‘For God’s sake don’t let’s go fighting in Macedonia. We must not commit ourselves to fighting on land in Europe at present – and so we mustn’t go to Greece.’

On October 9 the Cabinet had decided that Mr Anthony Eden should go to the Middle East. A few days later he inspected the Polish Brigade and other units at Alexandria. After the parade he had sent for Colonel N. Sim, commanding 2nd Battalion the York and Lancaster Regiment, and apologised because he had to send the battalion to Malta where things were none too good.

However, on October 21 the Chiefs of Staff Committee had considered a suggestion from the Joint Planning Staff that growing strength in the Middle East, coupled with Marshal Graziani’s reluctance to move over to the offensive in Africa, might make it possible ‘to earmark and prepare a small force and move it to reinforce Crete in the event of Greece becoming involved in war’.

And on October 28, as the delivery of the Italian ultimatum, its rejection and the Italian invasion of Greece followed each other in quick succession, Admiral Cunningham sent for Colonel Sim. On board H.M.S. Queen Elizabeth he told him that he was now to embark his battalion in H.M.S. Ajax. Details would be arranged with the Captain. The battalion had been detailed to go to Crete: the Mediterranean Fleet was going to use the anchorage at Suda Bay by permission of the Greek Government.

The move was, he added, to be left highly secret; and, as the battalion was anyway preparing for embarkation overseas, Colonel Sim did not think it necessary to inform any of his men. Two nights later the battalion embarked at Alexandria and, after dark, they sailed north without escort.

It was proposed that the build-up of the garrison on the island would be completed with a second phase when another battalion of infantry – the 2nd Black Watch – and light and heavy anti-aircraft batteries would follow. These additional units were now given their warning orders.

These were the first dispositions made – infantry and artillery in brigade strength to Suda Bay and a few R.A.F. bombers to airfields in the neighbourhood of Athens.

The variously interested factions now began to lobby. Pro-Greek British service elements in Athens were all for giving every possible aid and for throwing the Italians out of Albania. The Naval Attaché, Rear-Admiral C. Turle, managed to reach the Prime Minister back in London during December.

He arrived, his diary records, at the darkened Cabinet offices in Parliament Square one night shortly before 10 p.m. Brendan Bracken was waiting in the sitting-room; Turle found him an interesting talker ‘though rather overpowering’.

Turle continues: ‘After a short wait I am taken along to the Cabinet offices and then to the Prime Minister’s private room.

‘A dinner party has just broken up – Winston Churchill being in front, smoking an outsize cigar and dressed in his air-raid or romper overalls of R.A.F. blue cloth, with a broad belt and soft brown leather zip slippers. Four or five others, including Kingsley-Wood,5 are just getting up from table.’

Turle now shifts the tense as the diary account continues: ‘Before the party broke up there was some general talk about Greece. W.C. impressed me at once by his clear grasp of all essentials – I found it almost impossible not to be dominated by him. He especially stood out alone and unapproachable, with his quick rolling phrases; the words he uses again and again crack into one’s brain with their entire suitability to the occasion and with their exact nicety.’

Turle endeavoured to stick to three main points:



	To get Italy out of Albania before Germany came to her rescue.

	Air support, and only air support, was vitally needed.

	Neither the Air Ministry nor any high R.A.F. officer realised the urgency; in fact they believed that time was on the British side and reiterated D’Albiac’s view that strong air forces must be built up in Greece by the spring.


The Prime Minister with Sir Archibald Sinclair, Secretary of State for Air, and Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir Charles Portal, Chief of Air Staff, discussed the points in detail.

‘W.C. is a fascinating companion. . . . He paddles up and down the room (like a waterhen), puffing at another cigar and with his hands deep thrust through his belt.

‘One incident interested me vastly – and it shows the value of the red herring. Portal was, I felt sure, being rather cornered about one special type of night fighter which should fire aft instead of forward. W.C.’s questions were coming down hard and fast on Portal who deliberately changed the subject and talked of two bonfires started in outlying fields which had been very successful near Bristol, one bonfire indeed having attracted sixty-nine bombs to its innocent vicinity.’

This piece of intelligence apparently intrigued the Prime Minister; bonfires held the conversation for five minutes; and there were no more awkward questions.

When Turle left at 11.15 he had the Prime Minister’s assurance that all possible air assistance would be sent at once: he understood fifteen squadrons in a few weeks for sure, and perhaps up to twenty-two squadrons.

Turle’s intention, expressed when he had said good-bye in Athens to Harold Caccia, First Secretary at Athens, of retiring if he failed to secure a full measure of help for Greece, and of lobbying, briefing the parliamentary obstructionists, and ‘however unimportant a mouse I might be, of raising all the hell I could’, appeared in the event to be unnecessary.

He flew from Stradeshall to Malta, and thence to Egypt, and then again by Wellington two nights later to Tatoi Airfield, Athens, to arrive back on Christmas Eve.

In a New Year telegram to the Director of Naval Intelligence, Turle pointed out how dangerously stretched were the Greek forces and, in his view, that they would not be able to stand up to a slight reverse. They were sustained only by their contempt for the Italians and their conviction of the divine assistance of the Virgin Mary. The Minister, Sir Michael Palairet, did not like the telegram but, as it was not political in content, could not prevent its dispatch.

Meanwhile, D’Albiac had been to reconnoitre the plain of Thessaly around Larissa, one of the few areas of Greece able to provide open country suitable for airfields. One squadron was stationed here. The rains began. It was flooded out.

With the Salonica area denied his bombers – when an R.A.F. aircraft crashed near the town he was forbidden to send a salvage crew for fear of offending the Germans – and with fighters operating from primitive landing-strips close behind the front-line, D‘Albiac recommended to the Greek Premier, General Metaxas, the immediate construction of airfields at Araxos in north-west Peloponnese and at Agrinion near the west coast, north of the Gulf of Corinth. Both sites would still be operational after any extended Greek withdrawal. And, D’Albiac was assured, they could both be operational by the end of January. But with a lack of urgency, drive and sense of priorities with which subsequent German airfield construction on the mainland and in the Cyclades was to point a lamentable contrast, neither airfield was made operational during the campaign. They rapidly became so after evacuation as the Germans ruthlessly pressed local labour into construction gangs. The British on the other hand displayed an utter nicety of scruple towards the local inhabitants of both Greece and Crete throughout the campaigns.

Mr Churchill’s intention that British intervention in Greece should be stepped-up in the spring had been fixed by the beginning of December 1940. That no more operational aircraft reached Greece was caused by no omission of his. The Prime Minister was anyway thinking in political terms: the British Government had guaranteed the independence and integrity of Greece on 13 April 1939. But apart from considerations of political expediency the military judgement of the case for increased aid to Greece was unfavourable. On January 8 the Chiefs of Staff decided that if Germany intervened in Greece any formations sent there would merely delay an inevitable outcome and prove to have been wasted. To push the project further was to invite a second Dunkirk.

The strength of the Prime Minister’s personality and the cogency of his arguments – right or wrong – may be seen from the fact that within two days this appreciation had been more or less reversed. On the 10th Churchill, his support stronger for a message from General Smuts giving identical views to his own, considered with the Chiefs of Staff a submission of Foreign Minister Eden’s which began with fitting flattery: ‘Salutations and congratulations upon the victory of Bardia. If I may debase a golden phrase, “never has so much been surrendered by so many to so few”.’

Eden soon came to the point: ‘A mass of information has come to us over the last few days from divers sources, all of which tends to show that Germany is pressing forward her preparations in the Balkans with a view to an ultimate descent upon Greece. The date usually mentioned for such a descent is the beginning of March, but I feel confident that the Germans must be making every effort to antedate their move. Whether or not military operations are possible through Bulgaria against Salonica at this time of the year I am not qualified to say, but we may feel certain that Germany will seek to intervene by force to prevent complete Italian defeat in Albania.’6

The Chiefs of Staff, plus the Prime Minister, now decided that, once Tobruk was taken, all other operations in the Middle East should have second place to sending the greatest possible help to the Greeks.

Back in Athens, where on January 10 noisy crowds in Constitution Square had been celebrating the capture of Klissoura, Metaxas had also been brooding on the problem of Bulgaria. For half the length of her northern frontier Greece faces Bulgarian territory. And, at this time, there was nothing reassuring in Bulgarian attitudes. Mr Eden had written in his telegram: ‘Politically the attitude of the Bulgarian Government causes grave disquiet. They give the impression of men who have now little control of events. Their Press is increasingly under German control, and is now little else but the mouthpiece of Axis propaganda.’

In conversation with Metaxas certain British attaches in Athens had urged him to buy off Bulgaria by ceding to her Alexandroupolis. This would have given her a port on the Ægean close to the Turkish frontier. Always he refused in the terms: ‘No, I am against giving up any territory to the Bulgarians. And I do not take that opinion merely because I know that a contrary one would be most unpopular with all Greeks.’

Metaxas was realistic. Already – it was probably known to him – the Germans were establishing themselves on Bulgarian aerodromes and making other preparations for action against Greece. To have tried to bribe them when they were already committed would have been to make an empty gesture.

And when General Wavell, Commander-in-Chief of the British army in the Middle East, arrived in Athens for an incognito visit on January 13 – already more than a month had gone by since Hitler had issued the Directive for operations against Greece – he too met with a response that was not unmixed with sceptical realism. General Wavell travelled with Air-Chief-Marshal Longmore, Commander-in-Chief of the Middle East Air Forces. After luncheon at the Yacht Club at Piraeus they went into immediate conference at Metaxas’ headquarters.

General Wavell offered only a smallish immediate reinforcement – a squadron of infanty tanks, a regiment of cruiser tanks and some regiments of artillery, in total some sixty-five tanks and one hundred guns – and added that two or three divisions could be sent within two months.

One of the British delegates noted the ‘keep quiet’ look which Metaxas flashed at General Papagos, the Greek Commander-in-Chief, before replying himself. He said that he appreciated the offer, but would prefer that nothing should be sent until the British were ready to send ten divisions, fully equipped.

These were, in fact, the views of Papagos. And he had already urged them on Metaxas. In his book The Battle of Greece 1940 – 1, published in Greece in 1945, he wrote that the limited aid Britain was proposing to give to Greece ‘would not only fail to produce substantial military and political results in the Balkans, but would also, from the more general allied point of view, be contrary to the sound principles of strategy. . . . In fact, the two or three divisions which it was proposed to withdraw from the army in Egypt to send to Greece would come in more useful in Africa’. To establish ‘a reasonably strong front’ on the Bulgarian frontier, nine British divisions with suitable air support would be needed.

Military judgements in London, Cairo and Athens ran parallel. General Wavell himself after the Athens conference told the Chiefs of Staff that he thought the proposal to send a few units to Greece ‘a dangerous half-measure’.

However, in a formal note to the British Government of January 18, the Greek dictator said that he would agree to the landing of a British force in Greece as soon as German troops entered Bulgaria. He informed the Yugoslav Government of the contents of the note; he was aware that they in turn would acquaint the Germans of its contents.

Various reasons were suggested for his objection to British troops in Albania – false pride, supply difficulties and anomalies, the effect of the comparatively loose discipline of the British on Greek troops – but at this time Metaxas was generally thought to have in mind the danger of provoking the Germans.

But the convolutions of Metaxas’ mental processes, expressed in French, were not easily followed by the British military envoys. One of them spoke to him after the meeting. Metaxas gave him several vague reasons why he didn’t want troops. Then seeing his interviewer was unconvinced he took a piece of paper and sketched on it a diagram. Showing Germany already in Romania above Bulgaria in turn above Greece, he then drew a circle to the right to intersect Bulgaria.

‘There’s the difference,’ he said; ‘is Germany going to be able to take Bulgaria without Russia’s enmity?’

He drew another circle to intersect Bulgaria on the left. ‘Another important point to remember’ – it was an argument he had used in conference – ‘is that Yugoslavia has made violent representations that if any English land in Greece, they will be unable to come to Greece’s assistance if German invasion of Greece follows.’

There seemed little substance in the second argument if only because Yugoslav counsel was clearly rooted in the proverbially evil counsellor, fear. As to the first, it was true that the Russians were already disturbed by German troop movements in the Balkans. On January 17 the Russian Ambassador in Berlin had called at the German Foreign Office and delivered a memorandum. This noted that ‘according to all reports’ German troops in Romania were about to march into Bulgaria en route for Greece and the Straits; repeated that the Soviet Government viewed the territory of Bulgaria and of the Straits as the security zone of the U.S.S.R.; and warned that the Soviet Government would regard foreign armed forces in Bulgaria and in the region of the Straits as ‘a violation of the security interests of the U.S.S.R.’

Metaxas was academically not so far out in his appreciation. He was not to know that the contents of Hitler’s Directive to his Generals of December 18 had fixed the target date for Operation Barbarossa as May 15. Considerations of offending Stalin were scarcely likely to weigh with Hitler at what was already the eleventh hour. And there for the time being the situation froze.




Chapter Two

The body of Metaxas lay in state in Athens’ Greek Orthodox Cathedral; he had died of a kidney infection on the previous day, 29 January 1941; and now he lay in a closed coffin with a glass front, guarded by four evzones, the kilted soldiers who act as escorts to the Greek royal family.

Sir Michael Palairet, the British Ambassador, went to the Cathedral with four attachés. They knelt before the coffin and kissed the ikon; it was with feelings of personal loss that they gazed at the cheerful little face behind the glass panel.

Next day, after the Byzantine rites were completed, the funeral procession made painful progress on foot to the cemetery beyond the Ilissus; the priests performed many short ceremonies at busy street corners, and it was nearly dark before the last volleys were fired at the graveside.

The sincerity of the grief had been evident everywhere along the route. It was not only the old women and the girls who had wept. But to the British officers who marched in the procession it was not clear whether the grief was personal or rather that the people wept because the nation had lost its inspired leader.

The King appointed M. Alexander Koryzis to succeed General Metaxas as Prime Minister. It was not a choice that satisfied British service chiefs in Athens. Air-Vice-Marshal D’Albiac, Major-General Heywood and Rear-Admiral Turle doubted whether the Prime Minister had the optimism or the pugnacious leadership of his predecessor.

D’Albiac in particular was full of bitter complaint that General Papagos, the Greek Commander-in-Chief, wanted to use his air. craft as artillery. In its assigned role of close tactical support for the Greek offensive launched in the frozen, wind-swept mountains of Albania in early February, the British air force was, however, invaluable. Six Hurricanes which arrived during the month achieved some remarkable successes. On February 28, for instance, in full view of both Greek and Italian armies, Hurricanes and Gladiators shot down twenty-seven Italian aircraft without suffering loss. And in the first three months of the year the R.A.F. were to claim ninety-three Italian aircraft with twenty-six ‘probables’ for a loss of eight fighters.

Doubtless D’Albiac chafed for an independent, wide-ranging strategic role; but the mind of Papagos dwelt on the land attack where fifteen Greek divisions were soon halted by twenty-six Italian in heavy rain and snow storms. This was as near victory as the Italians had come. Bancale, Commander of the Eighth Corps, issued an enthusiastic order of the day: ‘The enemy has been destroyed. One further blow, which we are going to give, will certainly overthrow him. Plant the blade of your bayonet in his breast and turn him to flight.’

This was at least a change from the early days when prisoners of the 3rd Alpini Division had crossed to the Greek lines with ingratiating cries of ‘Bella Grecia’.

Back in Athens Palairet had requested an interview with the King. Over tea on February 8, he asked about the progress of the Albanian campaign, suggested that the Government might be strengthened by the inclusion of opposition party members, pointed out that neither the President of the Council nor other Ministers seemed ideal for their jobs, wondered whether the army would fight the Germans, and asked bluntly whether the King was satisfied with the military situation and commanders. It was all tactfully done. Heywood, who did much of the talking, took the line of asking the King for his views as he wanted to pass them back to England.

The King’s answers were negative. He was opposed to Venizelist co-operation for Venizelos himself, the Cretan founder of the party, had been disloyal to his father; he felt unable to make any changes in the Government; he trusted his army commanders; and he was satisfied with Papagos and the progress of the Albanian campaign.

On the 14th Heywood went to Egypt to see Wavell and gave him all the information he had about the situation and the state of the Greek troops. And Wavell had already begun to enforce the new policy laid down by the War Cabinet that no operations should be undertaken beyond the frontiers of Cyrenaica – Benghazi had fallen on February 7 – and that all available troops and aircraft should go to help the Greeks against the expected German attack.

The Director of Military Intelligence in Cairo, Brigadier J. Shearer, drew up a paper pointing to the dangers of the proposed Greek campaign. It came back from the C.-in-C. marked:

‘“War is an option of difficulties” – Wolfe. A. P. W.’7

And so the rich prize of Tripoli with the prospect of junction with the French in Tunis, and of an end to campaigning in North Africa, went for the prospect of what at very best was a most doubtful chance.

With the Prime Minister in London urging the move to the defence of Greece, there was none to cap Wavell’s dictum with another which, in the circumstances, might have been found equally apposite: Napoleon’s ‘Security is the mathematical elimination of chance’.

On the 19th, the Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, and the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, General Sir John Dill, arrived in Cairo. They had left London on the 12th and been held up by bad flying weather. Five days were thus lost at a vital time. For on February 17 Turkey signed a non-aggression pact with Bulgaria. Von Papen, German Ambassador in Ankara, his hand greatly strengthened by the presence of powerful German forces on the Danube, had achieved a personal triumph. When the German troops crossed the Danube into Bulgaria en route for Greece in a few days’ time, Turkey would not interfere with their passage. Such was the implication of the treaty.

A further significant factor was the continued uncertain attitude of Yugoslavia; this had decisive bearing on the defence dispositions, still the subject of debate in Athens, which were to be adopted in northern Greece.

On the 22nd Mr Eden and his party, together with General Wavell and Air-Chief-Marshal Longmore, travelled secretly to Athens. They touched down at around 5 p.m. and an hour later, joined by Palairet, Heywood and Turle, went into conference at Tatoi Palace. The Greeks who sat at the long polished table on which English tea had been served, and which was now set with paper and ink-wells, were: the King, Prime Minister Koryzis, General Papagos and one secretary. Thus although the organisers had tried to preserve some selectivity – D‘Albiac had been excluded on the grounds that it was ‘merely a military question’ – the Greeks were outnumbered by at least nine to four. This was psychologically a mistake. They felt they could not deal with all the points on which the British had experts; they were on the defensive and more guarded than they might have been had numbers been more even.

The Foreign Secretary opened, a little abruptly, and without much deference to the King or to recent Greek efforts, which was unfortunate as Papagos, who had been running the war for about a month, had not so far managed to pull any success out of the bag and was touchy. Eden said that four R.A.F. squadrons were already in Greece, and that more were on the way. Further forces were being built up in Egypt which could be used if necessary. But the whole offer was dependent on, first, whether the Greek Government wished to accept such aid and, secondly, whether the leading soldiers of the two nations considered it desirable.

The King glanced at Koryzis. Evidently they had agreed that the Premier should be spokesman.

Germany’s threat to Greece, Koryzis explained, had left the nation as much resolved as ever to fight anybody who attacked them; he was happy to accept Britain’s offer if the soldiers agreed. He suggested that the soldiers should meet at once and, in the meanwhile, adjourned the meeting until 8 p.m.

What the British Government offered was now a force of 100,000 men, 240 field guns, 202 anti-tank guns, 32 medium guns, 192 anti-aircraft guns and 142 tanks. Major de Guingand, afterwards as a Major-General to become Chief of Staff to Field-Marshal Montgomery, compiled the list. In quantities, it was optimistic. But the soldiers had no difficulty in reaching agreement that aid on this heavy scale should be sent.

The Greeks could scarcely sustain an objection any longer. And it was envisaged that the British force would arrive in three phases; first, one division and one armoured brigade; second, a division and the Polish Brigade; third, a division and, if required, a second armoured brigade.

When the leaders met again late that evening and learnt of the agreement of the soldiers, discussion turned to the defence lines to be manned in northern Greece.

Papagos was pressed by the British to abandon the Metaxas line and Salonica, eastern Macedonia in effect, together with certain. of the forward positions in Albania, in favour of more tenable defence positions to the south along the River Aliakmon line. Papagos said that such a rearrangement would take twenty days to accomplish.

The abandonment of a large slice of national territory was abhorrent to the Greeks who, in the face of the evidence, clung to the hope of support from Belgrade and Ankara. The attitude of Yugoslavia particularly remained to be clarified.

Papagos urged that the Yugoslav Government be informed of the meeting’s decisions. They should be urged to declare their hand.

There then occurred an example of that regrettable phenomenon common to all committees: the arriving at different understandings on both sides as to what has in fact been settled.

Papagos believed, or, more probably, affected the belief, that not only had his suggestion been agreed, but, that, according to the reply received, the order for evacuation and withdrawal would be issued or not, ‘as the case might be’. Eden, Dill and Wavell on the other hand were under the impression that, pending receipt of the reply from Belgrade, the three Greek divisions in eastern Macedonia would be moving back to new positions on the Aliakmon line north of the range of mountains of which Olympus is a part. If they did not move now, the chances were that they would move too late.

Eden, unaware of anything less than complete unanimity when the meeting broke up at around 3 a.m. on the morning of the 23rd, ‘came in looking buoyant’; but Papagos seemed ‘none too happy’ reported de Guingand.8

In fact, although all affected confidence, Papagos was not the only delegate who was uneasy. It seemed ominous to some of the British naval and air force delegates that the soldiers, Dill and Wavell, made the decisions without reference to the R.A.F. Also, instead of thrusting aid upon a reluctant Greece in accordance with treaty obligations, why not wait until it was clearly asked for? Again, to the sceptics, it seemed that, as the soldiers lolled over the map to point the strength of the Aliakmon line saying, ‘We could hold Olympus and the other mountains against the world’ or ‘Aliakmon might well be like Libya, where the Italians have 300,000 men but cannot concentrate adequate numbers at the vital spot’, somehow while their right hand pointed to classic Olympus, their left invariably covered the western half of the map and places like Florina where, clearly, great strength would be needed to hold an open pass.

The soldiers’ unqualified ‘yes’ to their question ‘Is it a sound military operation to send land forces to Greece?’ did little to dissolve their unease. But they were left to brood alone.

Eden and Dill departed for Ankara.

 



The War Cabinet’s Directive that Cyrenaica was to be held with minimum force and that the largest possible land and air forces were to be sent to Greece had added that preparations were to be pressed ahead for an attack on the Dodecanese. Troops for this could only come from Crete.

All this time the build-up on the island had been moving at a pedestrian pace as the Greeks steadily withdrew the 5th Cretan Division to the mainland leaving its defence, as agreed, to the British. Wavell had decided that a large force there was unnecessary at the present juncture. The 2nd Battalion Black Watch arrived on November 19 to reinforce the battalion of the York and Lancaster Regiment. Then 50 Middle East Commando was sent. It arrived on November 26 and was charged with the dual role of strengthening the defence of the island and of raiding the North African coast and the Dodecanese.

51 Middle East Commando followed in mid-December.

50 and 51 Commandos were thus available for the required Dodecanese raid. Selected was the small island of Kastellorizon at the extreme eastern end of the group, east that is of Rhodes, and close in to the coast of Turkey. The Royal Navy wished to use it as an advanced base for motor-torpedo-boats.

Initially the Commandos looked like having a cheap success. The island was captured easily, and the inhabitants were delighted to see them. The Italians on Rhodes, however, much to the Commandos’ surprise, counter-attacked swiftly and effectively. During daylight they bombed the island. And after dark they landed troops from torpedo-boats.

Wireless communication with the Commandos now failed. No one knew what had happened. But on the following night two destroyers sent to the island had to evacuate the Commandos.

Admiral Cunningham later dealt with the incident in a dispatch to the First Sea Lord: ‘The taking and abandonment of Kastellorizon 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 knuckleduster basis, and apparently can’t defend themselves if seriously attacked. I had sent twenty-five 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.’

 



Eden and Dill returned to Athens from Ankara on Sunday, March 2. They had been able to secure no satisfactory undertakings. The Turks did not dismiss the possibility of joining hands with the British as an ally later on. But they said firmly they were in no position to declare war on the Axis in the event of Germany’s invasion of Greece.

On this second visit to Athens Eden travelled in the glare of full publicity. Wearing a light tropical, plain grey suit of the usual impeccable cut, the knife-edge crease of his trousers showing up the slightly rumpled khaki drill of the soldiers, and wearing a soft felt hat against the sun, the slender figure combined, as ever, unusual charm with fine presence. He was recognised and warmly cheered outside the Grande Bretagne Hotel, Headquarters of the Greek General Staff in Constitution Square, Athens.

Inside, he was told the news that German forces had crossed the Bulgarian frontier on the previous day; it was not unexpected. More disquieting was the discovery that the withdrawal of the Greek divisions from eastern Macedonia had not begun; nor had any preparations been put in hand along the Aliakmon line.

General Wavell was now summoned from Cairo and conference with the Greeks resumed.

The first meeting was naturally stormy; and Heywood was taken to task for not reporting to Dill that Papagos was failing to move his troops westward. Certainly it was Heywood’s duty as Head of the Military Mission to report the fact; but Papagos, who had almost certainly combined wishful thinking with reluctance to give an unpopular order, had equally probably been at pains not to draw Heywood’s attention to his omission. Senior British officers in contact with him imagined that he would rather be stabbed in the back by Germany than give ground before the Italians. They thought his purpose was to continue fighting the Italians until the last moment and then surrender to Germany; and that he was thus never in favour of the Aliakmon line. This fear was misplaced. Indeed, he was afraid that his own commanders in the field might take that line and sent his liaison officer Prince Peter, the King’s cousin, ahead of Heywood to warn them that they must express no such ideas to him, even if they had them! They were to say that Greece was faithful to her allies and would continue to fight against the Germans side by side with Britain. There was trouble with only one of these generals, who was at heart a collaborator.

The lesson of negotiations with Papagos, if anyone had cared to analyse it at the time, was the cardinal importance of drawing up minutes of every conference, and having them agreed and issued when it broke up. The Foreign Secretary was a most capable and persuasive diplomat; but he needed an aide with a mind for detail and with the sense of administrative precision that neither his own inclination nor his training supplied.

Dill also frequently urged on Papagos the advisability of withdrawal in Albania to strengthen the Florina position. Here again Papagos did not admit the truth: the Greeks could not pull back as they were without motorised transport to draw the guns and heavy supplies. Eventually, however, he agreed to move the reserve division in eastern Albania further east to reinforce the Florina position.

Discussions were continued until agreement issued in a signed statement:



	The Greeks would leave three divisions in Macedonia to man the prepared positions of the Metaxas line – the Mesta-Rupel line.

	They would concentrate the following forces on the Aliakmon line with all possible speed: 12th Division from western Thrace together with a further seven battalions; 19th Division, motorised, from Larissa; 20th Division from Florina.

	A separate Greek commander would at once be appointed for these forces.

	British forces would be dispatched as rapidly as shipping space allowed to Piraeus and Volos.

	British forces would concentrate on the Aliakmon line, where Greco-British forces would give battle.

	Command of all forces on the Aliakmon line would be entrusted to Lieutenant-General Sir Henry Maitland Wilson under the overall command of General Papagos.


It was a diplomatist’s compromise solution to a soldier’s problem. As such it was unsatisfactory.

The choice of General Wilson, however, pleased the Greeks. He had a fine reputation from Libya, was typically English, and likeable. He was already staying incognito at the Legation under the name of Mr Watt. There was small possibility of deceiving the Germans; but for a month Wilson and his staff were to be handicapped by the adoption of this futile disguise.

 



A curious feature of the situation was that British treaty obligations and honour had largely to be met and safeguarded with Australian and New Zealand troops. The question of consultation with these Dominion Governments therefore arose.

Mr Robert Menzies, Prime Minister of Australia, had discussed the plan for aid to Greece in general terms with Wavell in Cairo at the beginning of February. Later in the month he travelled to London; and on February 24, the day after the Greeks had accepted the British offer, he attended a meeting of the Cabinet; there he noted a tendency of subordinate Ministers to accept any proposals of Mr Churchill’s without question.

After the meeting Menzies sent a telegram to the acting Prime Minister, Mr Arthur Fadden. He gave the outlines of the plan. Feeling in London, he said, was unanimously in favour of the expedition to Greece. The risks were, however, appreciated, and an evacuation might have to take place. Churchill’s view was that, in the event of evacuation, the major loss would be material not men. Menzies said he would not himself favour a forlorn hope; but Wavell and Dill who were ‘able and cautious’ had given their support to the expedition.

Churchill had promised that, if Japan attacked, adequate naval reinforcements would be sent to Australian waters. This undertaking, Menzies thought, should be treated with reservation.

Menzies’ recommendation was that, despite some personal anxiety, the Australian Government should concur.

At the same time, the Dominions Office cabled Fadden urging further considerations:

‘From the strategical point of view, the formation of Balkan front would have advantages of making Germany fight at the end of long lines of communication and extending her resources uneconomically, of interfering with Germany’s trade in the Balkans and particularly oil traffic from Romania and of enabling us to establish platform for bombing of Italy and Romanian oil-fields.’ 9

Finally, from the political point of view, the now familiar arguments were repeated: ‘Failure to help this small nation putting up a gallant fight against one aggressor and willing to defy another would have grave effect on public opinion throughout the world and particularly the United States.’

Fadden replied to Menzies by cable four days later. He told him that the Australian War Cabinet agreed to the employment of two Australian divisions in Greece. But they applied a condition. Consent, they said, should be conditional on complete plans prepared beforehand for a successful evacuation; ‘shipping and other essential services must be available for this purpose if required’.

The New Zealand Government applied a still more modest prerequisite to this agreement. On the 26th, before news of the failure of Papagos to act as expected had reached them, they agreed to the New Zealand Division’s move to Greece provided it was fully equipped and accompanied by an armoured brigade.

They added that it was a matter of great satisfaction to them that the 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary Force was ready to play its part and that Australian and New Zealand forces had been chosen to stand together.

Within days, the situation changed for the worse. German armour was reported to have landed at Tripoli; their aircraft were sighted in the sky over western Cyrenaica; mines had been dropped across the shipping lanes, closing the Suez Canal; Papagos’s failure to act as agreed, and the fiasco of the attack on Kastellorizon – all were factors contributing to a sharp decline in confidence.

Churchill now considered the possibility of a reversal of plan and continuing the advance to Tripoli. But when an operation of such scale and complexity has been mounted, it is not easy to put into reverse. The familiar military sequence is order, counter-order, disorder.

The Chiefs of Staff told Wavell on the 7th that the Cabinet had decided to authorise him to proceed and that they accepted full responsibility. They added that they would communicate with the Australian and New Zealand Governments accordingly.

Menzies in London now made the legitimate point to the Cabinet that Australia must necessarily feel some resentment at the idea that a Minister – Eden – not authorised by them should be in a position to make an agreement binding on them when it substantially modified a proposal already accepted by them.

As a result of this protest, Churchill cabled Eden stating that he must be able to tell Australia and New Zealand that aid to Greece was being sent not because of the undertakings made by a British Cabinet Minister but because the soldiers, Dill and Wavell, thought there was a ‘reasonable fighting chance’.

Menzies then reported that the Commanders-in-Chief had again endorsed the proposals as, he said, had Generals Blamey and Freyberg, Commanders of the Australians and New Zealanders respectively.

The Australian Cabinet were therefore disconcerted a few days later on March 9 to get a cable from Blamey via the Minister for the Army, Mr Percy Spender, in which he asked for permission to express his views before the Australian Imperial Force – the A.I.F. – was committed.

The A.I.F., as they knew only too well, was already committed. And Blamey, they had been told, had already given his views.

Spender now told Blamey to cable. This he did from Alexandria on the 10th:

‘British forces immediately available consist of the 6th Australian Division, 7th Australian Division, New Zealand Division, one armoured brigade and ancillary troops. 7th Australian Division and the New Zealand Division have not been trained as complete divisions. Available later at unknown date one armoured division. Practically no other troops in the Middle East not fully engaged. Arrival of other formations from overseas indefinite owing to shipping difficulties. Movement now under orders will be completed probably in two months.

‘The Germans have as many divisions available as roads can carry and capacity can be greatly increased in two months. It is certain that within three or four months we must be prepared to meet overwhelming forces completely equipped and trained. Greek forces inadequate in numbers and equipment to deal with the first irruptions of the strong German army. Air forces available twenty-three squadrons. German air force within close striking range of the proposed theate of operations and large air force can be brought to bear early in the summer. In view of the Germans’ much-proclaimed intention to drive us off the continent wherever we appear, landing of this small British force would be most welcome to them as it gives good reason to attack. The factors to be weighed are, for:



	The effect of failure to reinforce Greece on opinion in Turkey, Yugoslavia and Greece; and against:

	The effect of defeat and second evacuation if such be possible on opinion of the same countries and Japan.


‘Military operation extremely hazardous in view of the disparity between opposing forces in numbers and training.’10

Blamey had in fact had opportunity of urging this judgement on Wavell and Dill. He had been summoned to meet them on March 6. However, his views were not asked. Indeed, he wrote afterwards to Mr Spender, ‘I felt that I was receiving instructions.’

This did not seem a satisfactory reply to his Government. He owed political responsibility to them for the employment of an Australian national army as well as merely military allegiance through the chain of command to Wavell. And he received a reprimand, as did Freyberg from the New Zealand Cabinet, for not being sufficiently prompt and outspoken in his views. But to be so outspoken with their superiors was without doubt to do violence to their military training and instincts, particularly when they had not been asked their opinions.

Mr Fraser, the New Zealand Prime Minister, cabled to the acting Prime Minister from Cairo in June:

‘I . . . am surprised now to learn from Freyberg that he never considered the operation a feasible one, though, as I pointed out to him, his telegrams to us conveyed a contrary impression. . . . I have made it plain to him that in any future case where he doubts the propriety of a proposal he is to give the War Cabinet in Wellington full opportunity of considering the proposal, with his views on it, and that we understood that he would have done so in any case.’

(That Blamey was not merely a cipher is shown by his taking issue with Wavell over the proposal to send the Australian 7th Division to Greece before the 6th. Blamey said that the 6th was better trained and equipped and ought to go first. This point he carried.)

The Australian Cabinet were gravely disturbed. And Fadden cabled to Menzies to point his own embarrassment in facing the Advisory War Council and the Cabinet: previously he had stressed that Blamey had given his agreement.

From a distance of 10,000 miles it began to look almost as if they had been the victims of a certain deception.

Despite this, both Governments reaffirmed support for the expedition. The New Zealand Government, by now in receipt of the disquieting cables repeated from Eden on his return visit to Athens, replied on March 9. They said that to abandon the Greeks ‘would be to destroy the moral basis of our cause and invite results greater in their potential damage to us than any failure of the contemplated operation’.

The provision of sea transport for evacuation was then raised again. Admiral Pound, First Sea Lord, accordingly sent a personal telegram to Admiral Cunningham in the Mediterranean. This asked him to confirm that he had the possibility of evacuation in mind ‘in order that we may be able to reassure the Australian and New Zealand Governments’.

Cunningham replied: ‘. . . I can only guarantee that everything possible will be done to withdraw the Dominion troops with British.’

Another problem which had arisen in Cairo and London was that of command. There was feeling on the Australian side that, since a majority of the troops were Australian, Blamey should be in command.

Blamey himself raised the point: ‘As a matter of principle and not as a personal matter,’ he wrote to Menzies, ‘past experience has taught me to look with misgiving on a situation where British leaders have control of considerable bodies of first-class Dominion troops while Dominion commanders are excluded from all responsibility in control, planning and policy.’11

With three divisions – a full corps – under him, Blamey commanded the largest single element in Wavell’s command. He also had an existing staff organisation. Wilson, who, as Mr Watt, had been in Athens since March 4, would at best be getting a scratch staff together.

Arguments in favour of the appointment of Blamey, who, like Freyberg, had good First War experience, were therefore strong.

Both he and Menzies knew that the command was rightly his. Both appreciated that it could only be achieved by political pressure. And there was no time in a rapidly developing situation to bring it to bear.

The ample figure of Mr Watt, now on a somewhat hampered reconnaissance, was about to cast off its strange disguise and step forth in all the splendour of a Lieutenant-General of the British army – commander of a largely Australian and New Zealand expedition to Greece.




Chapter Three

On March 1 the Bulgarians adhered to the Tripartite Pact. And on that day the Germans entered Bulgaria.

Dispatch of British troops to Greece began five days later. Estimates were that the programme, which envisaged sending three divisions, an armoured brigade and an independent brigade group, would be completed by May 11.

Two of the three divisions were to be Australian and the third the New Zealand Division. There were no British infantry available.

As the Australians found themselves after months in the desert back in a grey-green land not unlike their own, where there were gardens full of flowers and streams and a hard, clear light and blue distances, the mood of the fresh people was welcoming.

‘Zeeto ee Afstralia,’ shouted the children throwing leaves and flowers from the village streets as the Australian trucks thundered north.

But there was more to the mood of the Greeks than friendliness towards allies. On March 7 British cruisers had disembarked the first ferry-load of British and Dominion troops at the Piraeus. On the following day a leading article in the form of an open letter to Hitler from George Vlachos, editor of Kathimerini, caught the national sentiment. It was a mood at once mystical, passionate, incoherent, fatalist. Somehow it managed to be at once pathetic and heroic:

 


‘Your Excellency,

‘Greece in this small part of the earth has wanted to live, as far as we have the power to live, in peace and quiet. In our geographical position we wanted to make no enemies, not with the Germans on land nor with the English by sea . . .

‘Up to that time (October 28) we were sleeping in peace . . . We had neither army, air force, nor navy. That was why we turned to the English who were themselves at that time consumed with worry.

‘Although they were so much worried themselves they rushed to help us, without wanting anything in return, without signing papers . . .

‘When the first R.A.F. plane crashed at Salonica we begged the English not to pick it up. This is so that we shouldn’t give the impression of being friends with the English.

‘You laugh? You have a right to laugh . . .

‘Why should the Germans now want to come to Greece as we are told? Surely Germany and Italy would have attacked side by side had the operation against Greece been essential from the start? . . .

‘Perhaps it is to save the Italians in Albania. But wouldn’t the Italians be defeated in very truth as soon as one German soldier steps on Greek soil? Wouldn’t all the world say that forty-five million after attacking our eight million now had to beg for the help of eighty-five million to save them? Perhaps you will ask about the English. Our answer – we did not bring them here. It was the Italians who brought them to Greece. Shall we tell them to go? Then, let us tell them to go. But whom shall we tell to go? The living? For we can hardly tell the dead, those who fell in our mountains, who landed wounded in Attica while their own country was in flames, who came and fell here, and who left their last breath lingering on Greek air.

‘No, we are not going to tell anyone to go – they will stay until the last rays of the sun fall on our land, until the storm is ended . . .

‘. . . Small or great, the free army of Greeks will stand in Thrace as it stood in Epirus. It will fight. It will die there too. In Thrace it will await the return of that athlete from Berlin who came here five years ago to light his torch at Olympus, and changed it into a fire to bring death and destruction to a country small in size, but now made great, and which, having taught the world to live, must now teach it how to die.’

 



Another event of significance on March 8 was the arrival in Athens of one Lieutenant-Colonel Perescitch. Fashionably, he travelled under a pseudonym. This time it had been chosen by someone with unconscious sense of dramatic irony. It was ‘Mr Hope’. For Mr Hope was of the Yugoslav General Staff. And the Regent of Yugoslavia, Oxford-educated Prince Paul, had left four days earlier for Berchtesgaden on a secret visit.

Mr Hope had been sent by his Government but had no power to commit them. He seemed to have no knowledge of a defence plan for Yugoslavia. And his own strategic views were found to be ‘most fantastic and unreal’.

It soon became clear that his only concern was to secure answers to a list of ten questions which had been provided for him by Belgrade. They were in fact more like ultimatums and included:



	7. Were Greece and Britain determined to hold Salonica firmly? Supplies would have to be disembarked there.

	8. If part of the Yugoslav army retreated to Split or further south, could the Royal Navy keep them fully supplied and if necessary evacuate them?

	9. Could it also be guaranteed that the part of the Yugoslav army which retreated to the coast in the north Adriatic would be fully supplied and if necessary evacuated?


At last answers were drafted to all questions and sent to the three Commanders-in-Chief. They agreed them. Mr Hope, however, was not satisfied with the answers to 8 and 9.

The following was then drafted by the aides:

‘As to any Yugoslav soldiers or others in the Adriatic, their evacuation would offer very many difficulties; but the Yugoslav Government could be sure that the British authorities would do their utmost to carry out any operation that was reasonable and that gave any hope of evacuating safely such people. At the same time the Yugoslav Government are requested to note that the capture by them of Albania (which would be an extremely simple operation) would not only enable their army to fall back further southward but would greatly assist all naval operations in the south Adriatic by giving us one coast of that sea for aerodromes.’

Mr Hope was given this late on the evening of the 9th. During the afternoon he had been taken for a drive to Piraeus where he saw tanks, guns and soldiers being unloaded and was allowed to form an exaggerated view of what the British were sending to Greece. He left the following morning.

After he had gone, the writers of the revised answers to questions 8 and 9 who had no time to get the new draft approved by the Commanders-in-Chief were reproved for giving an undertaking that was ‘too committing’.

But to the Yugoslavs the possibility of British help was not convincingly made out. And with the Germans by now in Bulgaria, Churchill’s efforts to stiffen Dr Cvetkovic, the Yugoslav Premier, and his Government by importunate telegrams were scarcely likely to succeed.

Meanwhile, Hitler steadily increased diplomatic pressure on the country. In turn the British Minister in Belgrade harried Prince Paul and his Ministers.

But at last on March 25, some three weeks after the Bulgarians, Cvetkovic, who had slyly caught the Vienna train from a Belgrade suburb, formally joined Yugoslavia to the Tripartite Pact at a ceremony with Hitler. Performed in Vienna, it was broadcast over Belgrade radio.

Swiftly a carefully planned revolutionary stroke was executed by Yugoslav army garrisons in Belgrade, Zagreb, Skopje and Sarajevo. The leader was General Mirkovic, commander of the Yugoslav air force. There were no casualties.

Cvetkovic was required to resign. Government was assumed by another air force general, Simovic, in the name of the young King, Peter II. Prince Paul signed an act of abdication in Simovic’s office and within hours had left for Greece.

Belgrade was like Paris on Bastille Day – there was dancing in the streets, and flags hung everywhere. ‘Rather war than the Pact; rather death than slavery,’ the Serbs were chanting. The German Ambassador’s car was spat on by crowds. His public humiliation was total.

Certain quarters in Whitehall now boasted that they had not only encouraged Mirkovic’s coup but engineered it.

Hitler, in a towering rage, at once settled for ruthless action. It was as well, he said to his High Command, that the Yugoslavs had revealed themselves before the launching of Barbarossa. On the 27th, the same day on which news of the Yugoslavian coup d’état had been brought him, he signed Directive No. 25. This declared his intention of invading Yugoslavia from the Fiume and Sepia area, of driving south in the direction of Belgrade, defeating the Yugoslav army decisively in the field, and turning the southern part of the country into a base for further operations against Greece.

His detailed orders included, first, the destruction of Belgrade by continuous day and night attacks and, secondly, the launching of Marita with the limited primary objective of capturing Salonica and the Dios Mountains.

Now, as Germany completed her preparations, the Yugoslav exaltation died away and was replaced by a sluggish complacency which was altogether inappropriate to a situation which was menacing and which they were almost powerless to affect.

There was, however, one bold course open to them. Hitler had already seen it and urged Mussolini to take preventive action by closing the Yugoslav-Albanian frontier. For the large Italian armies in southern Albania were vulnerable to swift attack from the north.

Eden and Dill, now back in Athens, got their orders from Churchill: Eden was to stay in Athens to deal with Turkey; and Dill was to travel north to concert plans with the Yugoslavs.

As Dill flew to Belgrade, another party travelled north in the Florina train, a party which included Wilson, Heywood, D’Albiac, Papagos and his staff. At many little wayside stations they saw groups of British and Greek soldiers. They seemed to the travellers to enjoy each other’s company without being able to exchange a word.

The party continued north by train from Florina, and then over the Yugoslav frontier. As planes came overhead and bombed to the south, these very senior soldiers scattered themselves over a large field, and later retired southwards in their train.

At last about 9.30 p.m. on April 3 at a small frontier station, the familiar Mr Hope arrived with his Deputy Chief of Staff, General Yankovitch. The subsequent council of war showed with distressing clarity that the Yugoslavs were unprepared and uninstructed.

Dill, who had travelled south to be present, cut short a profitless debate.

‘It all boils down,’ he said, ‘to whether the Yugoslavs can hold the Strumica valley giving access to Florina. By when will your forces be in position? Can you start work in the valley tomorrow, for instance?’ he asked and mentioned anti-tank obstructions and the moving-up of troops.
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The Yugoslav General said that the army was not ready. Later it would move into the valley and fortify it. There was no hurry.

Dill replied that he regarded the matter as very urgent.

The Yugoslav replied that the Germans could not possibly attack there for two or three weeks.

The meeting broke up inconclusively at one in the morning.

Dill’s Belgrade meetings were equally unproductive. The Yugoslav forces were not ready for war. Simovic had said that he could not take the first step in hostilities. They would help in Albania but would not attack even there until Germany attacked them or their vital interests.

It was not even a case of too little and too late. The Yugoslavs had no time to prepare. The bulk of their forces were in the north where they had a civil-power role in restless Croatia. Naively they declared Belgrade, Zagreb and Ljubljana open cities. And in a desperate bid to secure the support which was lacking from Britain, on April 5 they concluded a treaty of friendship and non-aggression with the U.S.S.R. In truth, there was nothing they could do – unless it was to pray.

Next day, the German bombers operating from airfields in Romania arrived over Belgrade. There was scarcely small-arms fire to annoy them. Flying above the roof-tops they rained bombs on to the blazing, stricken city. They had no mercy. And when, after three days, they finally flew away, many thousands of its citizens lay dead in the streets under the rubble.

With German military precision the operation had been given a code name. It was Operation ‘Punishment’.

 



An earnest of the Royal Navy’s intention to protect the troop convoys to Greece had meanwhile been convincingly given off Cape Matapan during March 28. For some days there had been an increase in German air reconnaissance to the south and west of Greece and Crete. These flights had penetrated as far south as the fleet base at Alexandria.

They presaged a sortie by the Italian navy from Taranto. To prevent it required a certain amount of care and forethought. The obvious course of action, to have the battle fleet off the west coast of Crete ready to intercept any move, had to be rejected. Clearly, the presence of British ships would be reported by reconnaissance aircraft; and the Italians would defer sailing until after the Royal Navy had returned to Alexandria for refuelling.

There seemed, therefore, to be two prerequisites for a successful interception. The first, that the Italian fleet should be known to be at sea; and the second, the sailing from Alexandria should be secret and soon after dark to avoid detection by aircraft until at least dawn next day.

The first of these requirements was met on the morning of the 27th when a flying-boat from Malta saw three Italian cruisers and an escorting destroyer eighty miles east of Cape Passero on the south-eastern tip of Sicily. They were steering towards Crete.

The second requirement of a secret departure from Alexandria after dusk was arranged by Admiral Cunningham personally.12 He knew that the Japanese Consul in Alexandria was in the habit of reporting ship movements. He also knew that the gentleman was generally to be found on the golf course where his large proportions, particularly striking when he assumed a stance for putting, had earned him the nickname of ‘the blunt end of the Axis’ from the Chief of Staff.

Cunningham therefore went ashore for golf and carried with him a large, overnight suitcase. After dark he returned to Warspite with the suitcase. The fleet sailed at 7 p.m.

Apparently the innocent deception worked. But it was probably as well that to the doubtful intelligence sent back by the Japanese was added German air reconnaissance reports that on the late afternoon of the 27th the fleet was still at its moorings in Alexandria.

Leaving harbour Warspite was steered too close to a mud bank. Her condensers filled with mud, and her speed was reduced to 20 knots.

Warspite was accompanied by two other veteran battleships, Barham and Valiant, the aircraft-carrier Formidable and the destroyers Greyhound, Griffin, Havoc, Hotspur, Janus, Jervis, Mohawk, Nubian and Stuart.

Only one convoy was at sea on the 27th. This was carrying troops to the Piraeus and was still south of Crete. It was ordered to reverse course after nightfall. Another empty convoy due to sail that night from the Piraeus was ordered to stay in port.

Vice-Admiral Pridham-Wippell in the Orion with cruisers Ajax, Perth and Gloucester, and destroyers Ibex, Hasty, Hereward and Vendetta, was ordered to move out of the Ægean where they had been operating and to be south-west of Gavdhos Island by dawn on March 28.

Pridham-Wippell reported three Italian cruisers and destroyers to the northward of him at 8.30 a.m. on the 28th. This intelligence cost the Commander-in-Chief ten shillings – a private wager!

A short engagement followed. And at 11 a.m. Pridham-Wippell sighted an enemy battleship to the north. It opened fire. The range was sixteen miles. The cruisers, straddled by fifteen-inch shells, turned under cover of a smoke-screen. Their bow waves creaming, they sped south at thirty knots. A ‘Littorio’ class battleship – it was soon identified as the Vittorio Veneto – was known to be able to reach thirty-one knots.

To Cunningham in Warspite, some eighty miles to the south, doing twenty-two knots only with mud still in her condensers, the position looked unhealthy.

He sent the faster Valiant on ahead and ordered Formidable to send in an air strike already airborne. The aircraft rescued Pridham-Wippell from an unpleasant situation. But they did not hit the Italian battleship, which veered away to the north. There now seemed small chance of bringing her to action.

Junction with the cruisers was effected around 2 p.m. Formidable now flew off another strike. Hits were reported. By midafternoon the Vittorio Veneto’s speed was down to some fifteen knots; and she was now some sixty miles ahead. Fleet Air Arm Swordfish from Maleme aerodrome on Crete flew a sortie against the Italian cruisers. One hit was reported. R.A.F. bombers from Greece joined in. They scored only near-misses.

But at 4.44 p.m. Cunningham gave the order to Pridham-Wippell to close on the battleship at full speed, and to get visual contact. At the same time the destroyers Nubian and Mohawk were sent ahead to ensure that visual signal communication could be established between the two Admirals.

An hour later Warspite’s own aircraft was catapulted. When it returned the observer reported the Vittorio Veneto forty-five miles to the west, making fifteen knots. She was now between two columns of Italian ships, destroyers on one hand and cruisers on the other. Another destroyer screen ahead of her set the course to Taranto.

Around 7.30 as dusk came in swiftly, the third Swordfish attack was made from Formidable. ‘Probable hits’ were reported. And as darkness fell the leading dispositions of the Royal Navy were eight destroyers with Jervis as flotilla leader.

It was time for a decision. Cunningham’s staff urged the view that it would be imprudent to drive on in pursuit. Not only was there risk of surprise attack by torpedoes from the Italian cruisers and destroyers, they said, but at the present rate by dawn the British fleet would be far into hostile waters with the ever-present risk of powerful dive-bombing attacks.

With that blend of exaggerated coolness displayed when circumstances press hard and which in others would be affected but which in the navy seems often unassumed, Cunningham now left the bridge of Warspite to eat his dinner. He would make his decision when he got back, he said.

On return his morale was ‘reasonably high’. He ordered the destroyer striking force ahead to find and engage the enemy. Four destroyers were left with the main fleet. There remained a certain amount of academic speculation among the staff as to how Cunningham’s own medicine of a destroyer attack might taste to Warspite and the other battleships.

Some of the British ships were fitted with radar. Warspite was not. None of the Italians had it. Cunningham had, therefore, a most significant advantage in the impending night operation. And at 9.11 he read the signal from Pridham-Wippell that an unidentified ship had been shown up in his radar plot; it was five miles off his port beam.

An hour later radar operators in Valiant gazing at the dark-screen surfaces of their cathode tubes – it was like gazing into the bottom of some deep, green, translucent pool for any sign of movement – measured the range to the white streak on the screen: six miles on the port bow. The ship was not a small one. Length looked all of 600 feet.

It seemed like the Vittorio Veneto; and the course of the battleships and destroyer escort was altered forty degrees to port to close.

A quarter of an hour later the radar contact was identified through night glasses. It was not one ship but three – two ‘Zara’ class eight-inch gun cruisers with a smaller cruiser ahead.

Short-range wireless was used to pass the order for the battle fleet to move into line ahead; the chance of these signals being picked up was remote.

From the bridge, Cunningham and his staff looked down on the great fifteen-inch gun-turrets swinging round to point their guns, like so many accusing fingers, at the unsuspecting enemy. From the director tower came an assured voice: ‘Director layer sees the target.’ It was point-blank range – under 4,000 yards.

Suddenly came the imperative triple ring of the firing gongs. A huge orange flash lit up the decks and upperworks momentarily with a startling clarity. The crashing thunder of six fifteen-inch guns firing simultaneously rolled away to an invisible horizon. And at that moment the destroyer Greyhound switched on her searchlight to reveal one of the cruisers, a silver silhouette etched into the surrounding darkness.

The watchers on Warspite’s bridge could actually see the huge projectiles tearing towards their target. Five out of six hit just below the line of the Italian cruiser’s upper deck and exploded with a blinding flash.

Valiant astern of Warspite also opened fire and found the target; Warspite switched to the other big cruiser; astern of Valiant again, Barham opened fire. The Italians did not even have the chance to swing their guns out of the fore and aft line. They were utterly defenceless as the battleships fired their heavy armament almost like automatics. Whole turrets and masses of twisted metal were torn from the Italian ships and hurled into the sea. Within minutes they were blazing, crippled hulks.

Three Italian destroyers, which had been following in line astern of their cruisers, now dashed in on the port bow. The battleships turned ninety degrees together to dodge the torpedoes.

Italian and British were now mingled in confusion. A salvo from Warspite even straddled the destroyer Havoc. As she disappeared in a cloud of spray, the Commander-in-Chief and his staff on Warspite felt acutely sick with horror and apprehension. And it was only by good luck that they prevented the six-inch armament being turned on Formidable, which had been detached and was now picked up by searchlights as she steamed five miles to the north.

As the battle fleet now moved to collect Formidable, destroyers Stuart, of the Royal Australian Navy, Greyhound, Havoc and Griffin were sent in to dispatch the cruisers to the bottom with torpedoes. This done, the destroyers kept up for some hours a snarling dog-fight with the Italian destroyers, sinking at least one of them.

Cunningham now made a bad decision. After impeccable handling of a fluid situation he was to be allowed one. Around 11 p.m. after heavy gunfire and star-shell had been seen to the south-westward, he sent a signal ordering forces not actually engaging the enemy to withdraw to the north-east. This had the effect of causing Pridham-Wippell to abandon his chase of the damaged Vittorio Veneto.

Then, just after midnight, Havoc reported contact with another battleship on the scene of the earlier action. An hour later she signalled again to say it was in fact another cruiser. Joined by other destroyers Greyhound, Griffin and Jervis, they found that she had been crippled and immobilised, not by gunfire but by the dusk attack from Formidable’s aircraft.

Jervis went alongside and took off the crew. They had panicked. Many were drunk. The quarter-deck was strewn with an assortment of personal belongings and rubbish. The officers were powerless to control their men and had given up the attempt.

She was sunk at 4.10 a.m. It was the last sinking. Vittorio Veneto had escaped.

At dawn on March 29 the cruisers and destroyers came in sight from the battle fleet as they closed to keep the rendezvous. Anxious eyes counted the number of destroyers. One. Two. Three . . . Yes, there were twelve. Thank God, Warspite had not sunk Havoc in the night’s mêlée.

The British casualties were one aircraft and its crew. And for this price the Italian surface ships would not now intervene in the British supply and evacuation of Greece and Crete. Without Matapan they would have been always dangerous.

Until dispersed by attacks of German J.U. 88s, the British picked up Italian survivors, in all 900 of them. Hundreds more had to be left in the water, as they swam between the often mutilated corpses of their comrades. Their exact position was signalled by the British to the Italian Admiralty. A hospital ship was sent to the spot and picked up another 160. And a Greek destroyer flotilla which arrived too late for the battle picked up another 110.

During the afternoon of the 29th on the way back to Alexandria there were heavy German air attacks. Fighter sorties were flown continuously from Formidable. Near-misses only were registered by the Germans.

Back in Alexandria, Cunningham received a visitor. It was the Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox Church. He presented a sacred ikon of St Nicholas, the patron saint of mariners, for Warspite’s chapel. The victory he described as a manifestation of God’s power. No theological explanations were offered by the Italians for their defeat.

As Admiral Iachino, in less joyful circumstances in Rome, waited uneasily to begin the long walk to Mussolini’s desk in the Palazzo Venezia and make a painful explanation, there did, however, pass through his mind arguments which he was later to use in his own account13 of the battle: ‘I knew that this navy [i.e. the Royal Navy] was something to be taken seriously, soundly organised and superbly trained, strong in great traditions and of the highest morale. I knew well enough the character of the English and that, once at war, they would not abandon the struggle until they had been completely beaten.

‘On the other hand, our navy, although well developed and fairly well trained, could certainly not compete with the British navy and had never contemplated opposing it in open battle.’

Later he talked to survivors. Some of them, from Fiume, told him how on a raft during the second day after the sinking of their ship, they distinctly saw arising out of the leaden surface of the sea first the tops of masts, then the bridge and funnels of their ship. It seemed that she wanted to rise to the surface to come to the aid of the crew who had been forced to abandon her. They asked whether it was some sort of collective mirage.

‘Your eyes did not deceive you,’ he told them. ‘It was the immortal spirit of the Fiume, returning to encourage and assist her faithful crew.’

 



Meanwhile British commanders and troops were taking a look at the Greek troops sent to stiffen the Aliakmon line. They were not impressed. Instead of the trained divisions from eastern Macedonia the Greeks had sent their newest recruits, thrown together in some attempt at a military pattern of organisation. Nomenclature was exaggerated and misleading. The 19th (Motorised) Division, for instance, was ‘just over two thousand quite untrained and recently enlisted garage hands’; it had ‘no possible prospect of fighting usefully as a mobile force, having only a few bren-carriers, motor-cycles and small cars’.14 In addition they had a few Italian and Dutch tanks and some captured Italian lorries. Officially, the armament of the division was given as: twenty-four light tanks; 123 machine-guns; seventy-eight light machine-guns; thirty mortars; twenty-two anti-tank guns; with one field and one mountain battery.

This Greek 19th Division was originally on the right of the line. On March 20 they were moved forward into the Axios plain to fulfil an anti-parachutist role. The implication was that the New Zealand Division had to extend to the coast. Their new frontage was no less than 23,000 yards. Already they were over-extended. Elsewhere along the front it was the same story. The Germans had nineteen to twenty-one divisions in Bulgaria. Eleven of these were poised to strike against the three Greek divisions holding the old Metaxas line to the north-east.

Whatever wishful, self-deceiving appreciations had been made by the soldiers earlier to justify the entirely political decision of sending a British expeditionary force to Greece, General Wilson, who openly assumed command on April 5, was now under no illusions. For apart from the question of relative strengths the equipment of even British units was unsatisfactory.

Wavell, when he might have been driving the enemy out of North Africa and forestalling the advent of the Afrika Korps now beginning to assemble, had had to scrape the bottom of the barrel. The force was particularly weak in anti-aircraft guns. And the 1st Armoured Brigade – the 4th Hussars with fifty-two light tanks and the 3rd Royal Tank Regiment with an equal number of cruiser tanks – was not in a decent fighting condition. The cruisers particularly all had badly-worn tracks and their engines needed servicing.

The most marked and decisive inadequacy was in the air. Five squadrons of the R.A.F. had been operating in Greece at the end of the year. Their number had now gone up to eight with the arrival of one squadron each of Blenheims, Hurricanes and Gladiators.

On land at least, the odds were hopeless.




Chapter Four

Following the bombing of Belgrade on the opening day of the German attack on Yugoslavia and Greece – the 2nd and 12th Armies of von Weichs and von List had crossed the frontiers simultaneously at 5.45 a.m. on Sunday, April 6 – Belgrade radio had gone off the air. Forty-eight hours later they resumed broadcasting with an official communiqué: ‘On all fronts,’ it said, ‘the situation is in our favour.’

The communique could scarcely have been less exact. As the Government moved south from Belgrade to (Titovo) Uzice to Sarajevo and from there west to the coast, they had little knowledge of events and no power to shape them. The fog of war had descended.

Twenty-one German divisions out of thirty-two allocated for the campaign had gone into action. The 2nd Army comprised two panzer, one motorised, one mountain and six infantry divisions; they attacked from the north and north-west. The remaining eleven divisions forming the 12th Army of von List were five panzer, two motorised, three mountain, eight infantry divisions, the Adolf Hitler S.S. Division and three independent regiments; they attacked from the east and also drove south into Greece.

The going was not ideal for tanks; but it was by no means impossible. Von List provided the main schwerpunkt into southern Serbia, driving three armoured spearheads for Nis, Skopje and Monastir. Twenty-six years before, in 1915, the Bulgarians had successfully thrust into southern Serbia. Skopje was their first important capture. The Germans without much thought for historical parallels – later these would become classical – had the town within thirty-six hours. Columns to the south were in Greece by the following day, April 18.

Another force had swiftly gained the Strumica Pass on the Yugoslav side of the frontier, and then turned in a left flanking movement debouching into the open country where the road alongside the Vardar River led them towards Salonica.

In northern Yugoslavia the advance was also dramatically swift. Nis fell on the morning of April 9; Belgrade four days later.

The capital had, indeed, surrendered on the previous evening to a small advance group from 12th Army who had reached the Danube from the south. After the bombing and the flight of the Government the morale of the people collapsed. The anti-German demonstrations which had so recently filled the streets with angry citizens seemed now like some empty, idle boast.

Zagreb, capital of Croatia, fell without a fight on April 11. On the same day German units were through to the Italians on the Albanian border north of Lake Ochrid. Sarajevo fell on April 15. And on that day German motor-cyclists clattered into Split and poured the local Riesling down their parched throats as they gazed with the eyes of conquerors at the campanile in Diocletian’s palace behind Palm Quay.

After little more than a week, the campaign was virtually over. At one point only had the Yugoslavs showed the determined resistance of a decent soldiering tradition – at the Kacanik Pass. There the Germans, moving north-west from Skopje, were delayed for some days; and they lost tanks.

Casualties on either side were light. Few prisoners were taken. The action at the Kacanik Pass allowed many Yugoslav soldiers to make their escape into the mountains. There they would live until recruited by either Marshal Tito or General Mihailovitch.

The effect of the almost unopposed German passage into the Vardar Plain via the Strumica Pass was to turn the Metaxas line. There was nothing between the Germans and Salonica.

It had been agreed at the Foreign Secretary’s meeting on March 2 that three Greek divisions should after all remain in Macedonia; these now stood alone. That the Metaxas line was untenable without Yugoslav co-operation was belatedly apparent to the most obstinate Greek. And as was shown by the faintly absurd and hopeless quality of the negotiations with Mr Hope and other Yugoslav officers prior to the attacks, Yugoslav co-operation had always been at best uncertain. But it was now too late for a profitless post-mortem. The damage had been done. Had the British again urged the peril of not drawing the first defensive line firmly on the Aliakmon River after the failure of Dill’s mission to Belgrade and of the meetings at the frontier, some rearrangement might have still been possible. That no such representation was made is perhaps explained by the fact that no less than five independent British missions and commands were in touch with the Greeks.

As it was, the fortitude of the Greek defence of the now isolated Metaxas forts was worthy of a viable defence system. The heaviest German attacks were thrown back time and again. Stukas and artillery pounded forts such as Davatil and Lisse; then the infantry moved in; in the great underground corridors assault groups with flame-throwers and explosives were turned back with the bayonet.

In the Struma Gorge some 200 parachutists were dropped behind Greek lines. In a matter of hours all were killed or captured. The leader was somewhat credulously reported in The Times as a lad of eighteen, with shock-proof soles eight inches thick.

But, broadly, it was only a matter of time. And the heroic resistance of the Greek army in Macedonia was futile, unless valued in terms of national sentiment and honour.

Back in Athens the blowing-up of the ammunition ship Clan Fraser in the crowded port of Piraeus during the small hours of April 17 had shattered windows in Athens several miles away. It was a reminder of war’s realities. For Athens itself was to be spared the fate of Belgrade. German Stukas confined their attention to military targets in the port.

To the north, beyond the valleys gay with myriad clumps of spring flowers between mountains whose crests were still covered with deep snow, some 60,00015 men of the British Expeditionary Force waited for the Hun. The sentries so far had been alarmed only by strange clicking noises in the night; alarmed that is until the New Zealanders discovered the tortoises were mating. Many of the men were the sons of the Anzac warriors who had begun the great ‘Digger’ military tradition on the beaches at Gallipoli in another April twenty-six years before. Indeed two of their commanders, Blamey and Mackay, had been present at Gallipoli. And Freyberg had landed as a Lieutenant-Commander in the Hood Battalion of the Royal Naval Division.

But, as this was a force composed in accordance with the dictates of British military orthodoxy, the administrative element for supply and maintenance was sizeable, although there were more teeth than tail;16 it was not until 1943 – 4 that the tail became double the fighting strength.

The British army, even in penny-pinching days of shortage and improvisation, has, however, never demonstrated in its larger formations the least capacity for living off a country. It is a capacity seen at its best in oriental armies owing nothing to American-derived conceptions of high minimum quantities of fruit juice, ice-cream, prophylactics and dentistry – all apparently required to keep troops on campaign in moderately decent physical and mental condition. The Germans, the only European army with the ruthlessness and hardiness to adopt the policy of living from the country, were now driving south in a number of columns. East of Salonica they met with no opposition and drove unopposed to the north Ægean. In three days they reached Alexandroupolis, which fell without opposition. The Bulgarians, by courtesy of the Germans, had gained the long-coveted port on the Ægean, a sea to which they did not have access.

South from Monastir came two armoured divisions and the Adolf Hitler S.S. Division of fully motorised infantry. A German armoured division had barely two hundred tanks at the time of the Greek campaign.

In addition, each of the divisions had a motor-cyclist battalion and a maximum of a further two two-battalion grenadier regiments of lorried infantry. The division also had an anti-tank and anti-aircraft regiment armed exceptionally with the dual-purpose 88 mm. gun which was to be used later with such effect in an anti-tank role in the desert. The equivalent British weapon, the 3.7 anti-aircraft gun, was never adapted for use in the anti-tank role. Standard German equipment for the Mark III tank was, however, a short 50 mm. gun. The British infantry and tank crews with their two-pounders by a shade out-gunned them.

Opposing the force of two armoured divisions with their 350-odd 17 tanks and the division of motorised infantry were initially 2,000 Greek frontier guards with rifles. They did not oppose for long. The action was over with the speed of the panther’s attack; a pall of smoke hung in the hills to mark the German’s passage.

In the Doiran Plain Greek armoured cars fought a plucky rearguard action. And far to the east near the Thracian border eight tanks fell into a tank trap and plummeted into a deep ravine. All were destroyed and their crews killed.

The Royal Air Force had meanwhile been flying continuous sorties. On April 6, for instance, twelve Hurricanes shot down five M.E. 109s on the Bulgarian frontier; that night six Wellington bombers raided Sofia’s railway station; on return, one of them machine-gunned enemy motor-transports in the Struma Valley.

But their efforts were increasingly frustrated by bad weather; in blinding snowstorms many raids were abandoned. But on April 10, twenty-four Blenheims got through to bomb German tanks and motor transport. Even under ideal operating conditions, however, the small size and necessarily restricted scale of R.A.F. operations in Greece could not possibly have affected the issue.

London now waited anxiously for news as the correspondents daily reported that first contact between the German and British armies was expected hourly.

Then at last came solid news of Mackay force. This was an Australian brigade, a machine-gun battalion, an artillery and an anti-tank regiment with the 2nd Armoured Brigade in support. General Mackay had rapidly formed this contingent at Amindaion in north-west Greece. It had gone to the support of the Greek army’s only cavalry division which fought the Adolf Hitler S.S. Division at Florina, the railhead and supply base for their army in Albania. Indeed, on April 9 Mackay had enterprisingly pushed machine-gun units north, over the Yugoslav border, as far as Monastir. There they had loosed belts of ammunition away at German troops debussing.

Two days later, south-east of Florina, Mackay force met the Germans; and two days of fierce fighting now followed.

The Times’s Australian correspondent’s dispatch from northern Greece of April 13 appeared in editions selling in London on April 16. He wrote: ‘Since the Germans began to invade Greece our men have been fighting in the snow, sleeping huddled together for warmth, wrapped in one or two blankets which they were able to carry. It is perishingly cold, though some young veterans say that it is no colder than the night winds of Libya in January and December. . . . The natural defences of this country are formidable. Libya was like a billiard table compared with the terrifying ranges and yawning ravines here. The roads which thread the mountains are narrow and tortuous. . . . I set out to visit different sectors of the front early in the morning. The going was fairly slow because of the endless line of army traffic on the roads – supply wagons, carriers, and guns moving up between the precipitous walls of the passes. The wind was cruel. It was blowing off the new snow-fields formed on the mountain-tops by the falls of last night. Truck drivers clung to their steering-wheels with numb fingers. Their faces were blue with cold. I saw many groups of Greek soldiers swinging along on foot with their rifles slung over their shoulders. I passed a battery of light guns drawn along by teams of shaggy mountain ponies. . . . I met knots of refugees upon the road. . . . I found men of an Australian infantry battalion deep in the mountains. They were watering their donkeys at a stone trough fed from a spring. The country in which these troops are deployed is too craggy and precipitous for motor transport, and they are hauling up their food, ammunition and other supplies on the backs of donkeys. Some units of the allied troops are living under very trying conditions on the snow-clad ridges. Their only protection against the cold is provided by shelters which they erect in stony hollows with the aid of groundsheets. They have not been worried yet by enemy aircraft. The heavy banks of cloud hanging low over the mountains make bombing difficult.’

Four days later after Mackay force had pulled back he had already begun to tell a different tale:

‘Here in these wind-whipped rain-drenched Greek Highlands, Australians and Germans are at death grips.

‘Machine-guns exchanging shots across the valley are one mile away and I can hear intermittent rifle fire.

‘For two days I have been bombed, machine-gunned and shot at by all and sundry. German Stukas have blown two cars from under me and have strafed a third. . . . All day and all night there have been waves of Germans in the sky. Eighteen Messerschmitts strafed us on the road last evening. Bullets ripped the trucks, and one was destroyed, but nobody was hurt and nothing lost except the truck. Before that, the convoy I was in was attacked seven times in two hours, but not once was the convoy disorganised or broken up. The Germans are using a fantastic amount of aircraft: more than I ever saw in Norway under similar conditions of terrain. Goering must have a third of his Air Force operating here, and it is bombing every nook and cranny, hamlet, village and town in its path. . . .

‘Finally south from Kozani the Germans were blocked again when Australian sappers blew up a bridge over the Aliakmon River. The approach to the bridge was flat, and again the Germans came over in masses. “I would not have believed it,” a young Australian machine-gunner said to me. “They came up the side of the road like flies, shouting something. We were giving it them from all sides and they went down like you see in the movies. It was just like a movie.” Every time the Germans tried to repair the bridge they got smashed about more from the big gun sitting up on the mountains. The Germans sent up infantry to get the guns but they were beaten back every time. Finally the big 105s came up, but the British guns had already done their job and withdrawn.

‘I have spoken to men coming back, and they have all got individual stories that are unbelievable unless you are here with that artillery going off before you, the rain sizzling down, the cold and the wet, the rumbling and the silence making the background of battle. The whine of the transport up in the hills. The deep dark valleys showing the flash of the battle below. The shells bursting in a red flash. And you tense and waiting for the sound to reach you seconds later but never hearing it because the deep mocking laugh of the explosions is continuous.’

Units broke up, re-formed, pulled back. From the first it was a rearguard action; and it is unnecessary to unfold the subsequent denouement in all its inevitable and painful detail-except, that is, where events bear on the subsequent Crete campaign.

For instance, the first encounter of the New Zealand 22nd Battalion with the Germans should be recorded; unlike the Australians they had no background of experience in the deserts of Libya on which to draw. But they would soon be the 22nd vraie et Forte ! Second to None.

‘The road bridges ahead were smashed, the fifteen long months of training and preparation were ended, and 22nd Battalion, alert beside its weapons, faced the enemy.18

‘The motor-cycles, headlights glaring, swung into sight. Before they braked to a stop in front of the demolition, 11th Platoon (Lieutenant Armstrong) opened fire with its bren-guns, and the startled vanguard shrank back leaving, as was discovered next morning, five wrecked motor-cycles, some with sidecars and all with weapons, lying about the road. Simultaneously advanced troops made a show of force across the front by firing indiscriminately from machine-guns, pistols and spandaus. Tracer streamed and ricocheted through the night. Then the firing died down and stopped, although enemy transport (still using headlights freely) could be heard and seen collecting strength further back. Two Germans blundering into wire received a “pineapple” from Cam Weir. Sentries in the forward posts kept very much on the alert.’

As the British withdrew the German tanks lost contact. It became a one-sided war between the infantry and the German Stukas. But the troops on the ground had a compensation: off the roads there was plenty of cover among the rocks of steep hillsides.

However, the moral effect of this battering from the air was out of all proportion to the casualties it caused. Major-General E. Weston, commander of the Mobile Naval Base Defence Organisation (M.N.B.D.O.) sent to Crete, was later to report:

‘The experience of troops in Greece and later in Crete had engendered a ludicrous anxiety regarding the power of aircraft and all areas were infested with self-appointed critics. Shouts of “sit down” enforced by a discharge of rifles greeted any movement by day. . . . By night lights could not be used as shouts of “Put that light out” followed by rifle shots greeted any attempt to use sidelights (on vehicles). . . . It is considered of the first importance that in any future operations the severest disciplinary action should be taken to stamp out the self-appointed critic before the practice has time to take root.

‘In general it is the moral effect of air blitzing which puts the guns out of action and not the casualties incurred.’

Final capitulation of Yugoslavia came on April 17. King Peter, who came out of the débâcle with credit, was flown out from Kotor in an R.A.F. Sunderland flying-boat.

Mr Roland Campbell, who had been British Minister in Belgrade, made his way to the Adriatic coast; there, on the following day, he was taken by the Italians. A week later the submarine Regent was sent to the Bay of Kotor to effect his release by capture from the Italian guards. With an Italian officer as hostage on board, they parleyed for his release. Then three Stukas arrived overhead and made a machine-gunning and bombing attack. The captain and members of the crew were wounded. Shore batteries then opened fire and it was with difficulty that Regent made her escape through the minefields. Mr Campbell and his staff were interned in Italy. Within three months they had been repatriated to England. No blame attaches to them for this quixotic venture or its failure.

In Greece events moved fast. On the 16th General Wilson met General Papagos at Lamia and told him that he was withdrawing to Thermopylae. If there was the learning, there was not the time to turn to Herodotus for allusive passages; anyway, whereas Xerxes’ men were constricted to some fourteen yards, the Germans now had several miles of plain between the pass and the sea where the coastline had steadily receded down the centuries.

In Athens the Metropolitan Bishop of Ioannina, a typically political functionary of the Greek Orthodox Church, was urging capitulation on the Prime Minister, M. Koryzis. For at least two days commanders of the Greek army in Epirus, now isolated, had been urging the same course. On the previous day indefinite leave had been given to Greek troops in rear areas. Bands of these were already roaming the streets of Athens from which, overnight, the anti-German posters seemed to have disappeared. The best of these depicted Hitler as a butcher leading a number of pigs to the slaughter; they were labelled Poland, Denmark, Norway and so on; butcher Hitler was calling for more blood.

On the 18th M. Koryzis was dead. The papers reported that he had died of heart failure. It was an open secret that he had committed suicide. He had never wanted the job. Its pressures were too great for him to bear.

Athens was now defeatist and alarmist. Slow-marching armed police in groups of half a dozen patrolled the streets. Their presence did nothing to reassure. The cafés of the old town under the Acropolis buzzed with rumour. They talked of the annihilation of the Australian divisions, of the collapse of the Olympus positions, of the intention of the Greek generals to treat with the Germans at the earliest opportunity.

A number of the Greek Ministers were now unreliable. M. Oeconomou, Minister of Communications, even ordered destruction of the remaining Greek aircraft on the ground and of the petrol dumps at Tatoi and Elevsis. Early warning of his intention reached the British Military Mission. They informed the King who secured an immediate revocation of the order, which, with prompt action by British ground staff at the airfields, prevented their destruction.

On the 19th there was a meeting at the Tatoi Palace at 6 p.m. There was as yet no successor to M. Koryzis. The King, who was now acting as Prime Minister himself, said that no decision could be taken for the present about whether the combined forces were to hold on or withdraw.

Present was General Mazarakis who had been asked to form a Government. He was hesitant. Palairet said to him forcibly: ‘Décidez-vous, Monsieur le Président, il y va de la vie de nos soldats britanniques.’ One or two of the Greeks were taken aback. What were the lives of British soldiers when the whole of Greece was collapsing?

A message was later read from Winston Churchill saying that withdrawal by the British was not to take place unless specifically asked for by the Greek Government.

Wilson, emulating Spartan simplicity and confidence, announced that he could hold the Thermopylae position indefinitely when in position! In the event the position was to be held for four days. Doubtless it could have been held for longer.

D’Albiac reported that very few aircraft now remained. Fortunately the 16th and 17th had been overcast with drizzling rain and mist and there had been little German activity; heavy casualties were thus spared for the roads south were choked with troops; in the deserted canteen at Larissa were hundreds of cases of beer; most of the troops coming through helped themselves to a crate, and the effect of a bottle or two on tired and hungry drivers was to put them into a sleep from which they could not be roused.

Wavell, present at the Palace meeting on a special mission to assess the attitude of the Greek Government, said that no pre-luminary evacuation of British civilians could take place because of the effect of any such evacuation on morale.

On the following day, the 20th, a Government was formed under M. Tsouderos, a Cretan, moderate Venizelist and former Governor of the Bank of Greece. He was selected because as a banker he saw the necessity of carrying on the war at the side of Britain, unlike Mazarakis who wanted an armistice.

Meanwhile in Faliron Bay, the Penland and Cameronia were discharging some 6,000 British troops and nurses. ‘Odd?’ said someone to Wavell. He did not agree.

The last action of the little air force was now fought. Fifteen Hurricanes, all that were left serviceable, attacked 100 German aircraft raiding the Athens area. They shot down twenty-two for the loss of five.

Crete, in Churchill’s phrase, was now to become the ‘receptacle’ for whatever could reach it from Greece. For on the following day M. Tsouderos’ new Government requested that British forces should be withdrawn.

The Army of the Epirus which had been left too far forward to defend the homeland, surrendered to the Germans at Larissa. Their commander, General Tsolacoglou, encouraged by the Bishop of Ioannina, capitulated; but on condition that the Italian army was not allowed to enter the country. The Germans accepted the condition; and as soon broke it after the surrender became effective.19

The arrival of this news caused Wilson to ask for the evacuation to be put forward to the earliest date practicable. For the way was now open to the Germans to get behind the British force into the Peloponnese over the Corinth Canal via Patras.

Wilson’s senior administrative officer, Brigadier G. Brunskill, who had been busy since late February arranging for the arrival of the British force, now concerned himself with details of the evacuation. He concerned himself, necessarily, with ‘saving bodies’. Vast and precious quantities of matériel were to be abandoned, or at best destroyed, in the path of the triumphant Germans.

The matériel at this juncture would have been invaluable in the desert of Libya or in beleaguered Tobruk. Trucks, for instance, that had not done 2,000 miles were immobilised by draining the oil, flinging grit into the petrol, and running the engine until it seized. Picks then completed the destruction. At least 8,000 vehicles had to be abandoned or destroyed. And no artillery or heavy equipment could be brought out.

Wilson, Blamey and Rear-Admiral H. Baillie-Grohman met during the night of the 22nd on the roadside near Thebes. Baillie-Grohman was to do fine work as senior naval officer ashore in stamping some sort of coherence and priority into the confusion of milling columns of soldiers who would require lifts from the beaches. Wilson told Blamey that he was to get the first troops to the beaches by dawn on the 24th for evacuation on the night of 24th/25th. Troops who were prevented from reaching the evacuation points then should make their way down into the Peloponnese.

On the 23rd the German air force struck at the last of the Hurricanes now on the ground at Argos. Thirteen were destroyed. D’Albiac ordered the handful remaining to fly to Crete.

Also flying to Crete on this day were the King and the British Minister, Sir Michael Palairet. They went by Sunderland flying-boat.

Blamey, too, flew out, on Wilson’s order, to reach Alexandria at midday on the 24th. Anzac Corps Headquarters was thus dissolved while much of the Australian contingent was still in Greece.

Here Blamey contrasted with Freyberg who, together with the Australian Major-General Mackay, was ordered to embark that night. Freyberg disregarded the order. It was no intention of his to leave the New Zealanders to the dubious ministrations of ‘movement control’, who, G.H.Q. Athens assured him, would command in his absence.

Had Freyberg obeyed the order Wilson’s staff alone would have remained to control the three Australian brigades, three New Zealand brigades, one British brigade, and a vast assortment of base units and labour battalions.

On arrival in Egypt Blamey found himself promoted Wavell’s deputy as from April 23. Ironically, he had thus belatedly become senior to the commander whom he had served in Greece. And the appointment gave him no pleasure. He referred to himself as merely ‘the fifth wheel of the coach’.

In Greece the troops were now moving by night and lying up by day in ravines and olive groves. Their packs were almost empty except for the last vital supplies of bully beef and biscuits. They passed the time playing cards or sleeping.

The evacuation of the New Zealand 22nd Battalion was typical of the experience of many:

‘At 9 p.m. that night 22nd Battalion set off on its last drive in Greece. Twenty-one members would remain behind as prisoners, but exactly how and where these men were captured is not clear. The running rearguard of Greece-more running than rearguard – was over. Inside the trucks nobody talked much. The twenty-mile run ended a few miles short of Porto Rafti (“D” Beach), head over heels into the final flurry of a bewildered campaign, “a hellava schemozzle: liaison officers bustling, yelling, rushing round in circles, kicking out the headlights, demanding men sling away arms and equipment – orders and counter-orders from every Tom, Dick and Harry”. The battalion had taken great pains to keep all its rifles, essential equipment, mortars and precious radio sets, yet in this confusion of orders all the radios and some rifles were dumped. “These b——s going over our trucks and equipment forced us out of our trucks too early and left us, tired enough as we were, to footslog several miles to the beach. But everything went perfectly down by the shore where the landing craft lay.”

‘Out in the darkness waited H.M.S. Glengyle and H.M.S. Calcutta. “One followed the queue down to a mess deck where the navy was dishing out big mugs of navy cocoa and fresh bread on a slab of bully beef, while a matelot flourishes a jar with a ‘Mustard, laddie?’

‘ “Safe again in the hands of the navy.” ’20

Wavell’s order that men were to take precedence over arms was thus being taken literally by the literal military minds of certain embarkation officers. Radio sets abandoned on Greek beaches might – it will become apparent – have altered the story of Crete.

In all, on the first night of the evacuation landing craft brought off some 5,200 men mostly of the 5th New Zealand Brigade from the beaches at Porto Rafti, in other times a favourite week-end swimming resort of Athenians. On board the Calcutta and Glengyle they sailed for Crete.

At Navplion, S.S. Ulster Prince twice ran aground. The 2,000 men allocated to her had to wait until the following night. Nevertheless 5,500 men, mostly Australians, together with 150 Australian and New Zealand nurses, were lifted in H.M.S. Phoebe, Voyager, Stuart, a corvette and S.S. Glencarn. This convoy also sailed for Crete.

During succeeding nights the evacuation beaches were shifted to the south into the Peloponnese.

This meant crossing the narrow isthmus and the single bridge over the Corinth Canal, every bit as spectacular in its way as Suez in its passage of the solid rock, a feat of engineering which had been sponsored by the Emperor Nero and which had exercised the imagination of the centuries.

Wilson and his party left Athens on the evening of April 25. Travelling by night he was spared the painful sight of a burnt-out lorry every quarter of a mile or so and, here and there, the grotesque and stinking death of machine-gunned mule sections.

Saturday, April 26, brought clear skies and no wind. And an hour or so after he crossed the Corinth Canal bridge, the Germans attacked it with paratroops. The 19th New Zealand Battalion here got their first practice in killing paratroops in the air. Many died. Some dropped into the canal. But the Germans reinforced, and after confused fighting captured the bridge intact.

Two hundred yards away Captain J. Phillips of the Devonshire Regiment and Lieutenant J. Tyson of the Royal Engineers took careful rifle aim at the charges which they had fixed but not had time to wire.

A first shot drew a dozen parachutists dashing on to the bridge to cross and round them up. The second shot detonated the charge. There was a tremendous explosion and the shambles of the bridge together with the Germans crashed into the water 150 feet below. Both Phillips and Tyson were subsequently evacuated from Navplion.

Providentially, most of the troops to be evacuated were by now in the Peloponnese. Rear-Admiral Turle had an exacting time on the previous day where, his diary records, he helped get Greek wounded out of a train bombed by a dozen Stukas in Corinth station: ‘One fellow, a soldier, I pulled out of a truck, his shoulder mangled, his left foot severed and hanging by the puttee. What struck me so was that he didn’t moan or complain-just muttered a Greek swear-word21 through his clenched teeth.’

On the 26th, Turle found Wilson, Baillie-Grohman and their staffs in an olive grove near Argos where they lunched out of sight of the temporary aerodrome pitted with bomb craters and littered with burnt-out aircraft and lorries. By nine that night they were at Miloi Pier. A Sunderland flying-boat soon arrived. No fewer than sixty of them crowded inside; no luggage at all was allowed; Turle lost his suitcase. The Sunderland waited for latecomers. But around 1 a.m. they saw lights coming down the road and heard the sound of engines. It was the German advance guard. The Sunderland taxied out to sea. At about 4.30 after an enormous run when it seemed she never would get into the air, the Sunderland took off.

At 8.30 Turle was having breakfast with the Marine General Weston in Flagstaff House, Canea. Freyberg and Baillie-Grohman came off with the last troops from Monevasia in H.M.S. Ajax at 3 a.m. on April 29.

Not all made the journey with ease. The Times’s Australian correspondent, for instance, in a dispatch published on May 2 wrote:

‘The steamer carried about eight hundred passengers from Greece. Of these about three hundred were soldiers. There were also one hundred and thirty German prisoners. They were imprisoned in the hold under a constant guard of twelve soldiers armed with rifles and hand-grenades.

‘Nobody slept long after dawn the next morning. The possibility of attack did not encourage sleep. The steamer was not escorted but she carried an anti-aircraft gun. This was supplemented by three machine-guns brought on board by the troops. Plans were made for putting up the best defence of which we were capable in the event of an attack. Civilians were sent below, the guns were manned, and soldiers with rifles lined up on the deck.

‘The captain told me at about 9 a.m.: “We are nearing Crete now, but we are also getting into the zone of possible attack.” The next two hours were tense and nerve-racking.

‘The trawler tied up at a jetty and the soldiers’ baggage was unloaded. I was sitting on the rail of the trawler talking with two “Tommies” when one glanced up and yelled, “Look at the——.” He dived flat on the deck. The other soldier and I followed him.

‘The air around us was a chaos of mad sound. Engines of aircraft diving down on us roared, and the noise of A.A. guns, bursting bombs, machine-guns, and rifles made an unholy din. It lasted for only about eight or nine minutes. We could hear the bombs bursting in the water. The sound of the explosion as the sundered water smashed against the trawler’s plates was like the bursting of a huge dam. I heard later that the bombers sank a five-thousand-ton freighter.’

But almost everywhere evacuation had been carried out with efficiency and dispatch. Another Times correspondent described his own evacuation from the Egyptian port where he landed; it too was published on May 2:

‘The various elements to be evacuated were secretly assembled during Tuesday and the following nights at small ports round the Saronic Gulf and the north-eastern Peloponnese. Later, points on the lower strait between Euboea and the mainland were used. The convoy with which I moved assembled after dusk on Wednesday evening, and travelled slowly – a long snake of more than one hundred vehicles – down the coastal road and across the Corinth Canal.

‘Dawn found us at Nauplia (Navplion), a small port in the eastern Peloponnese. There men and vehicles were dispersed and concealed among the olive groves. All day long we lay under the trees, watching German aircraft cruising undisturbed, bombing here, machine-gunning there. We were fortunate, for until the evening the enemy did not suspect that many thousand men were lying hidden round the village. Then he dropped a score or so of bombs, which happily did little damage.

‘Afterwards the dark columns re-formed again, and, after wrecking their cars and destroying their over-cumbrous equipment, moved down to the quay, where three steamers had silently crept in. Unfortunately one of them grounded and had to be abandoned to the mercy of the German bombers the following day. The troops had to be packed into the remaining two and an escort vessel, and in the early hours of the morning the convoy set off to reach a safer port without further incident.’

Only at Kalamai, where the New Zealander Sergeant J. Hinton won the Victoria Cross in desperate hand-to-hand fighting with bayonet and grenades, had come tragedy during the night of the 28th/29th. Hinton in a counter-attack had cleared the town of a particularly thrusting German advance guard.

The signal was flashed to the navy to come in.

But it was too late. Admiral Cunningham writes: ‘The senior officer in the ships sent there heard that the town and harbour were in enemy hands and abandoned the operation. It was an unfortunate decision, as the destroyer Hero, Commander H. W. Biggs, nosing her way inshore reported soon afterwards that the troops were on the south of the town, that evacuation was possible from the beach, and that all firing in the town had ceased.’22

Ashore, the Germans were told by an emissary that there would be no organised resistance after 5.30 a.m. Brigadier L. Parrington and a force of some 7,000 men, many of them wounded and with precious little food or ammunition, surrendered as a body.

Cunningham’s judgement on Baillie-Grohman’s part in the evacuation should be recorded: ‘Rear-Admiral Baillie-Grohman did grand work in the most onerous conditions imaginable.’23

In all, some 50,000 troops were evacuated from Greece.24 The lesser proportion went direct to Egypt, the greater to Crete. But there was a subsequent evacuation from Crete to Egypt of some thousands more, which rearranged those proportions.

On May 20, the first day of the assault on Crete, 19,950 out of a total garrison of 28,614 would be men who had arrived from Greece and remained. Most of these left Greece without mortars, machine-guns and even personal arms. Many did not have blankets or personal gear of any sort.

Losses in Greece of British, Dominion and Colonial troops were 14,700. The high proportion of British in the casualties, at more than 10,000, was caused by the fact that they alone supplied a line of communication troops, incidentally in numbers calculated to service at least double the number of combatant troops which actually went through the campaign.

As the last of the British troops had driven through the streets of Athens through Constitution Square by the Royal Palace, and out past the hill of the Acropolis, the mood of the Greek people themselves had been as friendly as on the day they arrived. ‘Nike, nike,’ they shouted; ‘Victory, victory.’ ‘Come back. You must come back again. Good-bye, good luck.’ Girls and men had jumped on the running-boards to kiss the drivers or to shake their hand. Their pathetic gratitude had somehow made it seem worthwhile.

The capital of the ancient world fell to the ravishers of the new on April 27. British radio receivers in Alexandria had picked up a last message of Athens radio: ‘Closing down for the last time, hoping for happier days; God be with you, and for you.’

It was their final transmission.




Chapter Five

From Suda and its bay the road forks left and right. There was no committee of welcome for the men evacuated from Greece, but at the junction of the roads stood a lone officer. His laconic order was: ‘New Zealanders to the left; Australians to the right.’

To his left were names that were soon to be familiar to the most casual readers of the news headlines across the world, even for such Australian racegoers as were typified in Lock’s cartoon in Sydney’s Bulletin of 12 February 1941: they are gazing at the newsboy’s bill, ‘Benghazi falls’; ‘Cripes,’ says one, ‘I wonder if the jockey was hurt!’ There were names like Maleme and Canea, with its streets now full of blossoming Persian lilac (Melia azedarach). To his right the road led past Suda Bay to Rethimnon and Iraklion.

Sapper H. Wilson, an Australian engineer from Melbourne, was one of many thousands who had sailed in through the narrow channel into Suda Bay, past the island with its old Venetian castle, past the sunken H.M.S. York, her decks awash, and, as the anchor chain of H.M.S. Kimberley rattled through the hawse-pipes, had gazed in the early light at the uninviting prospect of steep, distantly snow-capped mountains. Reluctantly he had left the warmth and friendship of the destroyer. He was one of the last to leave.

There were a number of merchantmen in the harbour. One tramp had a number of packing-cases on deck. The story was that she had seventeen Hurricanes on board and had been waiting for some days to unload them: there was only one wharf available. No other had been built since the British had arrived on the island six months before. An ingenious contraption on the water front was an aerial mine-thrower; but it had no ammunition.

Writing some twenty years afterwards of the events of this and succeeding days, Wilson disclaims any value for his memories: ‘The private soldier only sees as far as his vision or field-glasses will allow him and he is not in the confidence of the great as to the overall grand strategy. . . . His personal records must of necessity be limited in scope and of no great worth in compiling history.’

On the road Wilson was picked up by a British driver from an anti-aircraft unit. Probably the truck was labelled ‘Annie Lorry’; he didn’t notice; probably it was carrying bully beef, biscuits and plum jam.

‘This is as far as we go, Dad,’ said the driver when they got to the gun site. (He was thirty-five.)

Later in the day he found his unit in a village on the coast, Kalibes, ‘and for days afterwards stragglers were arriving from Greece in all sorts of craft. We came off Greece with what we stood up in and small arms; all heavy equipment and transport had to be abandoned before going out to the waiting destroyers in the dark. And so we lived under the olive trees on percentage rations supplemented by what we could beg, borrow, buy or steal from the locals.’

He found it cold sleeping under the trees without blankets in April and May 1941. But ‘beside a crystal-clear stream from where we could see, in the distance, the caps of the White Mountains glistening with snow, we regained our breath, licked our wounds and took stock of our surroundings. We had seen what the Germans did in Greece without much allied air opposition and we felt like sitting ducks waiting for the season to open.

‘At least the nights were calm if cold. There were no flies or mosquitoes. By day, from the olive groves, we watched the Stukas playing merry hell over Suda Bay. H.M.S. York, after an encounter with an Italian E-boat,25 was sitting well down in the water though all her six-inch guns (except the after turret which was awash) were still firing. We saw the few valiant Gloster Gladiators on the island go up over Suda Bay to challenge the Stukas – brave men going to their death in uneven combat. The Stukas came again and again but not those symbols of gallantry, the Gloster Gladiators.’

Soon a few of the troops would begin to refer to the R.A.F. as our ‘Ruddy Absent Friends’: their memories were short.

As the days slipped into weeks, Wilson read The Picture of Dorian Gray and the Ballad of Reading Gaol while ‘the Stukas, like schools of porpoises, dived in hundreds over Suda Bay; Jerry was having the time of his life with no counter air opposition’.

There was nothing else to do but wait under the olives, maybe play cards for a while, or possibly clean one’s sole possessions – a rifle and a dixie lid. Some of the men, for instance survivors of the Dutch trooper Costa Rica, did not even have Lee-Enfield rifles.

One mild diversion was the broadcasts of William Joyce. ‘He was wise to the Australian shock troops in the olive groves; on “the Island of Doomed Men”; he could promise we were in for a shock all right; his broadcasts finished with the playing of “Run, Rabbit, Run”.’ The German broadcasts, and particularly their music, were a welcome relief from the unrelieved jazz which was the B.B.C.’s seemingly inevitable stand-by.

Wilson’s Company moved after some days to Rethimnon where they joined Lieutenant-Colonel I. Campbell’s Australian 2/1st and 2/11th Battalions. Some of the troops had opportunity to sample more than the local krassi, the red wine known to Homer. Some even saw the Pentozali. This picturesque national dance has a curious, characteristic rhythm. The dancers stand in line with their hands on each other’s shoulders. The line curves into a circle. The movement is with a high, swinging step. None but the most energetic can stand the pace at its fastest. Occasionally accompaniment is on the gaida, an original and pre-Christian version of the bagpipes said to have been brought to Scotland by a Thracian legion doing duty on Hadrian’s Wall. Usually it is with a pair of three-stringed lyres and a drum.

Evidence of a more sophisticated and ancient civilisation went, for the most part, uninvestigated. Nobody even asked such simple questions as whether the waists of the modern Cretan disguised by their uniform adoption of the cummerbund – worn with black breeches and boots – were as slender as their Minoan predecessors’ depicted in gay frescoes at Knossos.

This was a pity as the island’s lore and history was colourful. ‘The Isle of the Blessed’ Crete was called. It was seen as Plato’s Atlantis. Abu-Hafs told his marauding Arabs from Spain that they were to sack an island in which milk and honey flowed.

Homer described the island as beautiful, fertile and thickly-wooded. Zeus, born in a cave on Mount Ida, freed the island of his birth, legend has it, from all noxious animals. It is true that some animals common in Greece – the fox, the wolf, the eagle – are not found in Crete. But Pliny (Natural History, VIII, 83) noted the presence of the poisonous spider Rogalida, prevalent particularly in eastern Crete. The viper is also there.

Remains of the elephant and the pigmy hippopotamus are found in geological deposits. The ancient forests have almost disappeared. On bare mountain slopes live the wild goat (capra aegagons), the wild dog, the wild cat, weasel, hare, marten and badger.

The Romans administered Crete with Cyrenaica. After the fall of Rome Crete became part of the Byzantine Empire. Iraklion (Candia) was originally the Saracen fortress, Khandax. Then, with the rest of the island, it became the haunt of pirates and slavers. Conquered in 1204, Crete was allotted to Boniface, Marquis of Montferrat. Sold by him to the Venetians, it was a part of their empire for the next four centuries. The winged lion is still frozen into immobility in the walls of the fortress on the mole at Iraklion.

In 1645 50,000 Turks landed and, after a twenty-year siege, captured Candia. During the next four and a half centuries, while the island was predominantly Turkish, many of the inhabitants became Mohammedans. In the towns the crescent-topped minarets are still more prominent than the Greek Orthodox churches.

But in the mountains resistance was never tamed. The interminable chanting songs of the men of Khora Sfakion, a fishing village on the south coast, for instance, speak of their victory over the Turks in numberless encounters.

In 1898 the last Turks left the island. In 1912, on the eve of the first Balkan war, Venizelos, who had himself led the Cretan revolt of 1905 from the safety of the White Mountains, admitted the first Cretan deputies to the Greek Chamber of Deputies. Article Four of the Treaty of London (1913) ceded Crete to Greece.

The island of Crete is the natural southern boundary of the Ægean, 3,235 square miles in area and with a population of some 450,000.

The Cretans themselves are of excellent character-manly, warlike and brave. This is self-evident from their preservation of a national identity intact after centuries of foreign domination. St Paul, who had touched the island (Acts xxvii. 7), in quoting Titus was quoting a prejudiced source: ‘The Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, slow bellies.’

 



The behaviour of the war-experienced Australians, who had been in the first Wavell offensive in the desert as the 6th Australian Division, was not of uniform quality in their new surroundings. Their commander, Brigadier G. Vasey, knew well enough what was required. There was the problem of mail. Pay staff were needed, as well as medical supplies, groundsheets, greatcoats and hats.

An extract from one of his reports reads: ‘On the whole the discipline of the unarmed and more or less unemployed personnel is fair. There have been a few major incidents, including an alleged murder, but so far we have always been able to apprehend the culprits. I have taken to myself the power to convene F.G.C.M.s [field general courts-martial] and cases are proceeding apace. I hope the Legal Staff Officer will review the proceedings of the courts-martial with a kindly eye.’26

Prince Peter of Greece, a captain in the Greek army, was having dinner one evening around late April or early May in one of the little hotels that surround the square in Canea. He had known the patron before the war in Paris, where he had kept a café in Montmartre and where he had married a French wife. After a meal in a back room he returned to the café which faced on to the street. Three Australians with drawn revolvers appeared to be threatening a number of Greek officials including a senior member of the Royal Household who had backed against a wall with his hands up.

He asked them what they wanted.

‘Ah! So you speak English,’ said one. ‘Well, we’re survivors from the Costa Rica. The first thing we’re going to do is to shoot that bastard admiral – he’s in the hotel somewhere. And the second thing is to get ourselves a bed and then sleep. We’ve marched all the way up Greece and all the way back, and we’re bloody tired.’

Prince Peter expressed sympathy, which was ill received. Then, telling them that he thought he might be able to fix them up with a bed, he went to the telephone and, speaking quietly, got through to the local Military Police.

He understood the reply to be that if the men were Australians nothing could be done. British Military Police were empowered to deal only with the British army. The Australian M.P.s were not yet ashore. Nobody could accept responsibility for them.

‘Nevertheless,’ he urged them, ‘you’d better get down here before the shooting starts.’

A few minutes later the red-capped police arrived, and stood waiting ineffectively by the street door.

Impasse.

The ringleader eyed Prince Peter unenthusiastically. ‘So you were telephoning for the Red Caps,’ he said. He produced a .38 bullet.

‘See this,’ he said, holding it up for inspection. ‘It’s-going – in – there.’ He pointed emphatically in the direction of the royal stomach.

He loaded. But before he could fire this Prince of the Greek and Danish royal houses had swung himself under the patron’s counter, and brought his legs into the Australian’s, who fell with a thud, the bullet ricocheting off the wall behind. One of the other Australians shot out the light. The Military Police now came into action and, after a scuffle, they were led away.

Such incidents by one or two thugs in a volunteer army should not be magnified out of proportion. Music-hall versions of incidents involving Australians abound, but this one should not be taken to indicate general lack of discipline among the Australians.

The Marines of the Marine Naval Base Defence Organisation made a uniformly favourable impression. For one thing they were arriving from Egypt and had not yet met the enemy. Comparisons were, therefore, invidious and out of place. But, for another, they were mostly regular soldiers trained with a better than Brigade of Guard’s precision on the parade grounds of Deal and Eastney.

Theirs was a curious organisation. Originally formed in 1935 with the idea of protecting Alexandria in the event of Mussolini extending his Abyssinian adventure, the role of the M.N.B.D.O. remained ambiguous.

Its strength was 5,300 officers and men. Major-General E. Weston, their commander, in a first study paper dated 19 February 1941, and used for training sessions on the voyage from the United Kingdom, remained studiously vague as to forms in which the M.N.B.D.O. might be employed. Unit commanders were, however, required to examine the following anchorages in the following order of priority and consider what tactical layout they would adopt if called upon to defend them: Smyrna (Izmir), Alexandretta (Iskenderun) and Ayas Bay (Yumurtalik limani), Tripoli, Benghazi, Salonica, Moudhros, Suda Bay, Navarino (Pilos), Dragomesti (Kolpos Astakou), Argostolion, Sinope, Kalamai and Yithion.

As it was a two months’ voyage, it is to be presumed that unit commanders in fact would have reached the charts of the six-mile-long narrow stretch of water that is Suda Bay, the best anchorage in the eastern Mediterranean, before the voyage was over.

But, landing at Cape Town, Weston himself had flown to Alexandria for preliminary staff talks. He was accompanied by Lieutenant-Colonel J. Hall and Major M. Arohdall. Cunningham, the naval Commander-in-Chief, told him that Crete was going to be used as a fleet fuelling base and that the M.N.B.D.O.’s function would be to augment the existing army defence of the island. It was at once apparent that the original conception of the M.N.B.D.O. would have to be modified. Since the original conception had been formed as long ago as 1935, this was not surprising.

It was also apparent that the organisation would be split up and so would probably never exist as an independent and separate force as previously envisaged.

Major-General Weston was now appointed General Officer Commanding British troops in Crete. On arrival his main task was to establish transit camps for the troops evacuated from Greece. He was not able to produce the picks, shovels and entrenching-tools necessary for digging not only slit-trenches but latrines. The consequence may safely be left to the imagination. In the event he had small opportunity to do much as, a week later, on April 30 during Wavell’s second visit to the island, Major-General B. C. Freyberg was appointed to command in his stead. Wavell told Freyberg, ‘It is your duty to stay.’ Freyberg was anything but fresh after Greece. But the few words were enough.

It was felt that Weston had not had the right sort of experience; and possibly with justice as the typical Marine officer’s career comprised in the periods between the wars long spells of ‘sea-time’ in battleships or cruisers. The commando role of a specially-trained élite of shock troops was in its infancy; thus experience as an infantryman was at a premium.

The recommendation that Freyberg be appointed had been made by Churchill and at once accepted by Wavell.

Churchill knew Freyberg well. They had met first in September 1914 when Freyberg arrived at the Admiralty to ask Churchill for a commission in the Royal Naval Division. Churchill admired his record as a fighting soldier, which was marked subsequently by a Victoria Cross and the Distinguished Service Order with two bars. He saluted Freyberg with the title ‘Salamander’. He thrived in the fire.

One day after the First War during a country-house week-end Freyberg had obligingly stripped. Churchill counted twenty-seven scars and gashes. Freyberg explained that of course each bullet usually made two wounds: each came out as well as going in. Then had the name of Freyberg been fixed in the Prime Minister’s memory.

On May 5 the first echelon of the M.N.B.D.O. sailed from Port Said in H.M.T. City of Canterbury accompanied by three supply ships. The party was mainly gunnery personnel and numbered sixty-two officers, eighty-eight senior non-commissioned officers and 1,171 corporals and Marines. There were two three-inch anti-aircraft batteries, two coast-defence batteries, the signal company, half the landing company, the boat company, half the transport company and a hospital which was appropriately designated ‘No. 1, Tented’.

The Marines had had their first foretaste of the bombing to come on rounding the Cretan coast and turning towards Suda when they had been attacked by four Italian torpedo-bombers. There were plenty of bren-guns, and a lot of ammunition curved away from mixed magazines of tracer and ball. One plane turned away sharply; it was rapidly losing height.

At the same time one of the supply ships was hit by a torpedo. She slewed seventy-five degrees off course and was listing badly. She dropped out of the convoy under the protection of a fussy little Yugoslav destroyer.

The rest of the convoy sailed on towards Suda. Some time later they sailed through a large yellow patch on the water – it was thought where the plane had crashed.

The M.N.B.D.O. had been three months on its voyage from England. Just over two months had been spent at sea. It was the first time an attack had been made upon it.

 



The M.N.B.D.O. arrived at Suda on Saturday, 10 May. Everybody was in high spirits as the troops dispersed into the olive groves around Suda to await the siting of gun positions. Bivouacs were swiftly prepared, camouflaged and hung with signboards such as ‘Olive Villa’, ‘Chez Nous’ and ‘Suda View’. Slit-trenches and latrines were dug, rations issued and the first purchases made from the roving Cretan orange-salesmen.

The next task was the unloading of guns, transport which included the huge gun-pulling Matadors, and of stores and equipment. This was done largely by men of an Australian engineer unit who had volunteered as stevedores, by Palestinian troops and by the Marines’ own landing company.

Some of the men working around the docks, which now presented a scene of unending activity day and night, were of doubtful value. A draft of dockers had, for instance, been composed in the secret wisdom of the War Office out of a motley collection of clerks who had some experience of shipping. They had been collectively labelled the 1003rd Dock Operating Company. Ergo, they were stevedores. Most of them put to this activity went rapidly sick on complaints which were not appreciated by army doctors, while their officers fumed and talked of charging them collectively with numberless offences under the Army Act.

During the first few days the work of unloading M.N.B.D.O. guns and stores was not much interrupted by German aircraft. There were, however, a number of night raids. These soon stopped but not before an army searchlight battery had had opportunity to score some success.

But heavy, sustained daylight raids began in earnest. The warning system was fairly effective. At first the men unloading stopped work on hearing the alarm. Soon alarms became so many and so frequent that unloading practically ceased. The Australians then started a system whereby the alarm was ignored and, if necessary, the men, stripped to the waist and wearing only shorts, would dive over the side to seek the protection of the water.

The Australians’ example had some stiffening effect on the others and the work went on.

One afternoon attack came without any warning. What radar there was operated only northwards over the Ægean. To the south the mountains were a complete barrier to signals. Using a southern approach, and with engines cut out, four planes swept down on Suda. They were over the jetty, which was crowded with troops and transport waiting for the derricks to sling off the guns, before anyone saw them.

As the men fell on their faces where they stood or scattered for cover, the bombs came screaming down in a pattern across the harbour.

Before the dust of explosions had settled, the derrick motors had been restarted and guns were unloaded, limbered up to their towing vehicles and driven away to the temporary park in the olive grove where they were left until the sites were ready for them.

The guns of the M.N.B.D.O.’s first echelon were slowly dispersed: two three-inch anti-aircraft sections went by sea to Iraklion; another three-inch anti-aircraft and a six-inch coastal artillery battery were sited at Maleme, five anti-aircraft sections remained at Suda; a further six-inch coastal artillery battery was sited at Yeoryioupolis.

The signal company meanwhile, under constant harassing air attack, went on with their task of relaying all the signal lines in the Suda area which were in very poor shape.

The second echelon of the M.N.B.D.O. arrived on May 15. It consisted only of a light anti-aircraft battery and a searchlight battery; its number were twenty-eight officers, twenty-three senior non-commissioned officers and 572 corporals and Marines.

One troop of the light anti-aircraft battery was sent to Maleme, another to Iraklion, while the third stayed in the Canea area – as infantry.

A third echelon in Egypt was now under orders to move. These were cancelled by the C.-in-C., Mediterranean.

A significant accession to the air and coastal defence of Crete had, however, been made with the arrival of the M.N.B.D.O. Their late arrival is another example of left-handedness on the part of the authorities. For on December 1 the Chiefs of Staff had considered definite proposals for the defence of Crete; they had been called for by the Prime Minister. A total of sixty-eight anti-aircraft guns were allocated for the island. These, together with the coast-defence artillery already allocated or there, were deemed sufficient – the six-inch batteries of the M.N.B.D.O. would not be required.

And this when the Prime Minister had called for ‘a second Scapa’.

It had been only one of a series of bad decisions. Not all of the directorate, however, necessarily shared in them. At the Chiefs of Staff Conference on November 2, Field-Marshal Sir John Dill, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, had opposed the expedition to Greece and urged by contrast that Crete should be secured as an air and naval base. The Joint Planning Staff was asked for an appreciation. It was ready on November 4. And it too opposed the expedition if the position in Egypt should thereby be weakened; Crete, it urged, should on the other hand be defended.

Analysis has already been made of the purblind decision to send an expedition to Greece which had rescinded this line of thinking. Similarly, the build-up on Crete had not happened, despite urgent injunctions from the Prime Minister: on February 11, for instance, he had told the Commanders-in-Chief, Mediterranean, that Crete must be defended at all costs and that any Greek islands which could be used as air bases should be captured.

Wavell had chosen to ignore this prodding. He found the Prime Minister’s action-impelling notes at best superfluous and irritating. And he had too many commitments to view Crete, which he had visited first on November 13, as other than another and dangerously increasing one. Anyway, decisions on supply priorities were made in London by an Inter-Service committee which referred when necessary to the Chiefs of Staff. For his part, he had declared following his November visit that a small force was quite sufficient for Crete at the present time.

Wavell was to be criticised by implication for his failure to do more in these vital preliminary months in a report which after the battle he himself was to commission. It was prepared in Cairo under the chairmanship of Brigadier A. Salisbury-Jones, a former Coldstream Guards officer who had been on liaison duties with the French in Syria from 1924 to 1926 and who after the war was to become Marshal of the Diplomatic Corps.

The report, known as the Inter-Services Report, criticised the lack of drive and urgency in the defence preparations on the island; the six commanders in as many months; and specifically, for instance, the failure to build protective pens for aircraft. It also put its finger on a further grave weakness: the lack of clarity in defining the defensive role of the island. At first Crete was seen as an R.A.F. and army transit base with the army in the static role of garrison troops and air defence. Brigadier B. Chappel, Commander of 14th Infantry Brigade, the regular garrison, had during his tenure, begun on March 19, been uncertain whether or not his commitments included the defence of Iraklion. It was not until April 30 that the defence task was seen and defined as ‘to deny to the enemy the use of air bases in Crete’.

(The decision to hold Crete seems to have been taken in London on April 17. For in a message to Wavell of that date the Defence Committee ordered him to redistribute his forces to provide for the holding of Crete following the evacuation from Greece.)

Wavell, a fine man and a fine soldier27 but not greatly fond of criticism from his junor officers, subsequently initialled the report in forwarding it from Cairo thinking it a dutiful job of whitewashing.

Later, in India after Churchill had removed him from the Middle East command by creating him Commander-in-Chief, India, he took a copy from his bags. This time he gave it more than cursory attention. He was not pleased.

His immediate signal to the Chief of the Imperial General Staff began curiously: ‘At the time I forwarded the report to you, I had not read it. . . .’

He recommended that the report be quashed. This was ‘the old boy net’. The suggestion was agreed.

Officially the report now has no existence. The War Office do not make it available. Unofficially, they say, ‘It’s piffle.’ To which the only sensible reply seems, ‘If so, why not let us have a look at it?’

Wavell’s dispatch of 5 September 1941 to the Secretary of State for War stated that the constant shortage of troops and material in the Middle East had been the obstacle to any large-scale defence measure in Crete. Any work undertaken there would, he added, have been at the expense of other commitments which were judged more important.

He also referred to the intention to develop one of the tiny fishing ports (of Khora Sfakion or Timbakion) on the south coast and to build a road north from there but, he said, there had never been sufficient means to carry this intention out.

The island of Crete is about 160 miles long and thirty-six miles wide. There are four great mountain ranges forming the spine of the island: from east to west they are the Sitia Ranges of some 5,000 feet at their highest; the Dhikti (Lasithi) Range rising to over 7,000 feet; the Idhi Oros of over 8,000 feet; and the Levka Ori, the White Mountains, also of over 8,000 feet.

The watershed is on the southern side. The harbours there are therefore small, exposed to sudden gales, and at the foot of steep escarpments with a quick fall into deep water off-shore. They are suitable only for fishing-boats.

On the north coast descent from the high ranges is more gradual and, particularly around Canea, there is a length of plain.

Harbours on the north coast are, for these natural reasons alone, markedly better: Suda Bay; Canea; Rethimnon; Iraklion. But supply routes from Egypt were thus exposed to constant German air attack.

Had it been possible to spin the island 180 degrees on its axis so that the south coast became the north, the task of the defence would have been greatly eased.

The airfields, too, were exposed on the narrow coastal plain at Maleme and Iraklion – Rethimnon was so far little more than an emergency landing-strip. Again little had been done to extend runways and improve facilities. Until 17 April 1941 the senior R.A.F. officer on the island had been a flight lieutenant.

Maleme was taken over from the R.A.F. by the Fleet Air Arm – 805 and 815 squadrons. It was used for Swordfish attacks on the Adriatic coast. With Fulmars the navy tried to give a measure of fighter protection.

The R.A.F. brought back from Greece fourteen Blenheims of which half were operational; fourteen Gladiators of which six were operational; and six Hurricanes. These aircraft were joined at Iraklion, where most were sent, and at Maleme by nine Blenheims of No. 203 Squadron from Egypt.

One of the unserviceable aircraft was evidently brought into action by using spare parts from another machine, as at one time in May the total of aircraft operational was reported as thirty-six.

The Germans were meanwhile assembling in Fliegerkorps VIII (ground support) a force of more than 400 bombers and dive-bombers, 200 single and twin-engined fighters, and fifty reconnaissance aircraft – and this apart from the 500 transport aircraft and gliders available to their parachute arm in Fliegerkorps XI, the airborne corps.

The troop-carrying potential of Fliegerkorps XI was estimated at 3,000 without and 4,000 with gliders in the first wave of an attack which appeared to be more and more likely.

On April 22 Air-Marshal A. Longmore had flown to Crete. On the same day his Headquarters in Egypt had somewhat gratuitously assured the Air Ministry that the best possible air protection would be afforded to Crete. Longmore’s intention in visiting Crete was, however, to estimate the prospect of providing it. And on April 24, back in Egypt, he reported to the Chief of the Air Staff that a single squadron of Hurricanes ought to be able to keep Suda Bay open for the navy; the squadron would require, however, one hundred per cent reserve of pilots and of planes.

The chances of providing Hurricanes on such a scale were not good. There were campaigns in progress in Abyssinia, Addis Ababa being taken on May 5, and Eritrea; the thrusting and capable Rommel was on the Egyptian frontier and poised to strike at the Nile Delta; and the Germans were active in Syria. But the chance of reinforcement seemed further diminished with the revolt of Rashid Ali in Iraq.

The affair of the Iraqi revolt did not in the event greatly aid the Nazi cause. At Habbaniya on the Euphrates fifty miles west of Baghdad, the R.A.F. Flying School defended itself spiritedly.

Air-Vice-Marshal D’Albiac had left Greece to command the air forces in Palestine and Transjordan. He established a base at the H4 pumping station near the Iraqi frontier on the Iraq-Haifa pipeline. This forestalled any enemy attempt on the pipeline.

The German and Italian efforts to help the revolution were, moreover, belated. And Major von Blomberg, son of the Field-Marshal, who had flown in to Baghdad from Damascus to survey airfields in Iraq with the object of flying squadrons in, landed with a bullet through his head. His aircraft had been wrongly identified by Rashid Ali’s ground defence.

The final factor which proved decisive was the British brigade operating from Palestine and the landing of two brigades of the Indian army at Basra on the Persian Gulf.

This defeat of the Iraqi army coupled with the ineffectiveness of German support restored British prestige throughout the Arab world at a time when nationalist movements in Syria, Lebanon and Palestine had been moving towards the side of the Axis.

The failure of Hitler to exploit the revolt in Iraq increased, however, the likelihood of his using his airborne forces against Crete.

A secondary effect of ‘the Iraq show’, which Churchill had largely controlled from London over the head of Wavell, was to leave him with the impression that Wavell was a tired man.

General Auchinleck’s promptness in sending the division from India, on the other hand, had pleased the Prime Minister. With what to Wavell must have seemed the fickleness of a Catherine the Great changing lovers, a new favourite had already been marked down for a brief and glorious reign.28




Chapter Six

Back in Germany young Germans were being trained as parachutists. Their activity at the parachute school has been described, with distance lending a certain sentimental enchantment, by Captain Gericke who would lead a section of the Assault Regiment in the assault on Maleme.

Early in the morning the young paratroopers marched into the big practice hall on the edge of an airstrip in a little garrison town, among them Sergeant Danhofer, the son of a priest from Westphalia, Franz from the Ruhr and Huber who was rather fat and jokingly called ‘the Bomb’.

In groups they stood around the long folding tables. Instructors had spread out the parachutes and the men were learning how to pack them. Franz’s hands were work-worn and calloused; they were unused to dealing with fine white silk. But he managed. Before the end of the course he would have to jump with a parachute which he had packed himself. So he, like everyone else, was eager to learn; his life depended on it. With the utmost care he followed his instructor.

In the middle of the drill hall on the cement floor lay big, rectangular mats. One group was doing exercises in agility to loosen up the muscles and make the body supple. This type of training was called floor acrobatics. It involved backward and forward rolls, falls and playing at leap-frog which ended with a series of rolls.

Another group, who had already loosened up and practised falls, had moved on to a more advanced stage. They were climbing through the door of the complete fuselage of a Junkers which had been reconstructed. One after another they followed each other to the doorway, then jumped with their arms thrown forwards on to the mat below.

Others, wearing the grey-green combinations called ‘bone-bags’, were suspended by harness. High in the roof of the hall they swung backwards and forwards like pendulums over the heads of their comrades. Commands echoed through the hall: ‘Fall forwards’; or ‘The wind is coming from the hall door’. The men turned with their arms stretched out and their legs moving like puppets so that their backs turned towards the doors. Meanwhile, the instructor let them slip gently to the ground so that they got the feeling of descent by parachute. Danhofer glided to the ground, landed lightly, and stood up. Now it was ‘the Bomb’s’ turn. He hung in the harness like a sack. His comrades smiled at his grotesque appearance, his short arms and legs beating the air. He fell on to the mat like a ripe plum, forgot his rolls, and looked up in amazement. Up he had to go again – and again.

Remember to get on to your feet quickly, that’s the main thing. . . .

Through the doorway of the hall was the green of the airstrip. There stood another fuselage but this time it had a motor and propellers. The machine was painted red and white. It was the ‘tin donkey’ or ‘tug boat’. Later, the group laid out their parachutes behind it, hooked the trailing guy-ropes into their harnesses and stretched out on their backs. When they were all flat on their backs in line, the motor started up. The wind from the propellers filled out the parachutes and, as the Junkers taxied forward, Danhofer, Franz, Huber and the others were dragged over the turf; their parachutes pulled them upwards off the ground and upright; as the Junkers cut her engines, they came back to earth.

So it went on day after day, until they were ready to risk the jump into the open heavens from the big three-engined transport.

By the end of April, training was behind them. And there remained only the formalities of universal military custom. A typical passing-out parade was described by Baron von der Heydte,29 who would lead the assault on Prison Valley, south-west of Canea:

‘A bright spring day dawned over the moorland, and across the broad tracts of the artillery range the young grass sparkled in the morning dew. It felt like the first Sunday after the creation of the world; everything was new and clean and good. A group of young soldiers had fallen in, the early sunlight glinting on their fresh faces. They were wearing the rimless helmets and copious, apparently ill-fitting suits of German parachutists, and their variegated apparel – a mixture of green, grey, brown, and black patches – gave them the appearance of harlequins.

‘In my capacity of commander of the 1st Battalion of the 3rd Parachute Regiment, it was my duty, on the beautiful spring morning, to decorate each of the twelve young men in the group with a parachutist’s badge, for they had just completed their jumping course. . . . The small black cases, in which the gilt bronze badges lay upon dark blue velvet, were handed to me one by one by my adjutant (who happened to have been a student of theology in civilian life). When I had affixed the last badge, it was up to me to say a few words to the men. I spoke of the obligations which the wearing of this decoration entailed. “Our formation is young. We have not yet any traditions. We must create tradition by our actions in the future. It depends upon us whether or not the sign of the plunging eagle – the badge which unites us – will go down in history as a symbol of military honour and valour.” ’

Von der Heydte was a Catholic and a man of chivalry of spirit. His instincts were not universally shared throughout the German force who now sported this parachutists’ badge of a plunging eagle in an oval garland of oak and laurel leaves. In all its aspects, the role of the soldier combines that of professional killer with ‘lounge lizard’, or, as some prefer it, skill-at-arms with diplomacy. But the Germans did not now worry over much about the social graces. In the beer parlours at night they kept their spirits up with such choruses as the song of the paratroops: ‘Fly on this day against the enemy! Into the planes! Into the planes! Comrades, there is no going back!’

Their skill as executioners was never in question. It had been acquired leisurely, in their own time. Freyberg, who had arrived on Crete on April 29, had a mere three weeks in which to make his preparations.

Hitler did not have an operation against Crete in mind, however, when he launched the attack on Greece. He, too, had to decide quickly. It has been said that his object was to rid Greece of the R.A.F. who menaced the Italian and Romanian oil-fields, and the idea of completing this operation by airborne capture of Crete was first put forward by the Luftwaffe.

The strategic value of the island was obvious enough. On 25 October 1940, General Halder, the German army’s Chief of General Staff (O.K.W.) had recorded in his diary that the desert supply problem could never be solved until Alexandria was a German base, and that this in turn depended on mastery of the Mediterranean and possession of Crete by means of air landing.

Suda Bay provided the British navy with a refuelling base. The capture of Crete would close the Ægean to them, and make the sea route from the Danube through the Dardanelles and the Corinth Canal secure for the Italians’ oil supplies. And the airfields at Iraklion and Maleme would establish the German air force on the flank of the North African theatre and alongside the sea route from Malta to Alexandria. It was apparent that, if Crete fell into German hands, the whole British position in the eastern Mediterranean would be worsened; there would then be little to check German expansion into Africa and Asia.

Halder’s diary entry for October 26, that is two days before the Italian attack on Greece, reads: ‘In order to obtain conclusive results we must strike simultaneously at Crete and Egypt.’

With Rommel established in North Africa, this was now feasible.

About ten days after launching the attack on Greece and Yugoslavia, the Commander of Luftflotte IV, Colonel-General Löhr, proposed to Goering that Crete should be captured by airborne and parachute troops of Fliegerkorps XI, itself commanded by General Student but acting under his direction together with the ground support aircraft of Fliegerkorps VIII. Reichsmarshall Goering then acted as spokesman. His was a powerful and compelling personality. Hitler was soon persuaded. And Directive No. 28 was issued on 25 April 1941. It began: ‘An operation to occupy the island of Crete, Operation Merkur, is to be prepared with the object of using Crete as an air base against Britain in the eastern Mediterranean.’

Command was delegated to the Commander-in-Chief, Luftwaffe. The assault was to be carried out by Fliegerkorps XI with ten bomber groups and 500 transport aircraft – about 1,000 aircraft in all. The transport aircraft would carry an assault regiment, parachute troops and a reinforced mountain division.

After this agreement on broad lines of principle by the chief executive, debate then started on detailed planning.

General Löhr could not decide whether to concentrate his airborne attack on western Crete at Maleme or, alternatively, to let General Student have his way and land at seven points simultaneously. The first plan achieved concentration of force at the vital point and was academically beyond reproach. On the other hand, Student’s plan stood to gain the maximum advantage from the first shock. It had also the advantage mathematically that the two-phase lift spread the load on the limited number of aircraft available.

The issue was referred back to Goering as Commander-in-Chief, Luftwaffe.

His clear and decisive ruling – by no means untypical; in contrast to the Führer, he had the qualities of a leader rather than those of the prophet manqué – was that landings should be made around Maleme in the west in the morning and at Rethimnon and Iraklion in the afternoon.

Huge contingents of German troops were now gathering on the isthmus. They included paratroop artillery detachments, anti-aircraft and anti-tank gunners and medical orderlies.

They and all of Fliegerkorps XI and the mountain troops waited for essential supplies and the ground staff necessary to ensure smooth take-off.

The provision of petrol caused particular difficulty. Pumping equipment on the landing-grounds was unusable. Day after day the ground staff in sweltering heat rolled petrol-drum after petrol-drum to the waiting aircraft. The giant machines were voracious as locusts. Hand pumps were used to fill them with petrol. Valuable time was lost. And the German logistics staff calculated that 36,000,000 litres of petrol were needed for the operation.

Airfield construction was pushed ahead ruthlessly. At Molaloi the airfield was ready in a week. Milos island was occupied on May 10; a site chosen on the same day; and the airfield was ready in three days.

Dive-bombers and single-engined fighters were concentrated on these forward air-strips – at Milos, Molaloi, Scarpanto and with Corinth and Argos as base airfields. Bombers and reconnaissance aircraft were based as far off as Salonica, Bulgaria and Rhodes. Transport aircraft used the airfields in southern Greece. Concentration of the attacking troops round airfields at Corinth, Megara, Tanagra, Topolia, Dhadhion (Amfiklia), Elevsis and Faliron had been completed by May 14.

There was so far only speculation about the objective. Doubts for commanders were resolved at General Student’s briefing. Von der Heydte30 has described the scene in the Hotel Grande Bretagne, so lately used for the conferences of Britain’s smiling, assured, young Foreign Secretary.

‘One look at the hermetically-sealed and shuttered room in the Hotel Grande Bretagne, where the commanders of all the paratroop regiments and battalions were gathered to receive orders, was sufficient to dispel the secret of our target: a large map of Crete was prominently displayed upon the wall.

‘In a quiet but clear and vibrant voice, General Student explained the plan of attack. It was his own, personal plan. He had devised it, had struggled against heavy opposition for its acceptance, and had worked out all the details. One could perceive that this plan had become a part of him, a part of his life. He believed in it and lived for it and in it.

‘When the General had finished, the corps intelligence officer rose to speak. He sketched a broad picture of the enemy’s situation. On the island were the remnants of two or three Greek divisions, much weakened by the battles on the mainland, and a British force of divisional strength consisting mainly of Dominion troops under command of the well-known General Freyberg. A portion of the population would be sympathetic towards a German attack. There was also on the island a secret resistance group which would be prepared to fight alongside the Germans and would make itself known to us by the code words “Major Bock”.

‘Next, the quartermaster dealt with the question of supplies, the medical officer with that of the hospital arrangements, the commander of the air-transport fleet with matters relating to the air sortie, an admiral with nautical plans, and finally, when it came to the turn of unit commanders to ask questions, there were still some whose egos would not permit them to lose the opportunity of posing questions either which they could well have answered themselves or to which no one could provide any answers at all.

‘It was already afternoon when the conference came to an end. Before we dispersed, our regimental commander called his three battalion commanders together and ordered us to visit his Headquarters in the early evening to receive his operational instructions. Only a short time was left to us in which to snatch a hasty luncheon before returning to our troops. And I was in Athens, no more than a few hundred yards from the foot of the Acropolis. But there was no time for that sort of enjoyment. I felt like a child at the open door of a room full of toys and not being allowed to enter.’

The north coast was to be attacked at four points: the assault regiment would drop in the west at Maleme; the 3rd Parachute Regiment, reinforced by a parachute engineer battalion, had as its objective Canea and Suda; the 2nd Parachute Regiment would go in at Rethimnon; and the 1st Parachute Regiment’s task was to capture the town and airfield at Iraklion.

Air reconnaissance had reported strong anti-aircraft defences in the Maleme and Canea areas; gliders were therefore to be landed as closely as possible to them immediately prior to the parachute attack; their crews would be responsible for immobilising the guns.

The alpine or mountain troops would follow-up as soon as an airfield was captured.

Paratroops who, because of lack of space or the weight of their specialist equipment, were not dropping were to follow by sea.

The admiral commanding the south-east area, Admiral Schuster, had been made responsible for supplying enough ships to transport a proportion of the men of the mountain division, heavy arms and new supplies. He had arranged for two groups of caiques – the small, high-prowed fishing smacks of the Ægean – one of twenty-five and another of thirty-eight vessels, to carry 2,300 and 4,000 troops escorted by Italian motor-torpedo-boats.

The first group was intended for Maleme on the evening of the second day; the second group for Iraklion on the evening of the third day.

 



The airborne corps was told that they would be relieved ‘for new tasks’ as soon as the island had been occupied. The army would take over garrison duties.

Their replacement in the full sense was never to be realised. The 7th Air Division, elite of the German armed forces, would no longer be available for new tasks, for they were now assembling for destruction.

The Germans had 13,000 men in the 7th Air Division and, after the gliderborne Assault Regiment31, 9,000 mountain troops with others of the 6th Mountain Division on call followed with 750 more glider troops. These forces were divided into three groups. The Centre Group, code-name Mars, under Lieutenant-General Süssmann comprised the bulk of the 7th Air Division less one regiment and one battalion; it was to be reinforced on the day following the attack by a rifle regiment of the 5th Mountain Division. In the Western Group, code-name Komet, went the gliderborne Assault Regiment, part of which was to be dropped by parachute. Its commander was Major-General Meindl. The Eastern Group, code-name Orion, had a parachute regiment plus one battalion, an air-transported mountain division minus one regiment and an armoured battalion designated, and was under the command of Colonel Brauer.

On Crete there were32 some 42,500 allied troops to oppose them. Totals were approximately as follows:






	Royal Navy
	400


	British army
	15,000


	Mobile Naval Base Defence Organisation (Royal Marines)
	2,000


	Royal Air Force
	600


	Australian Imperial Force
	6,500


	Greek army and gendarmerie
	10,300


	New Zealand Division
	7,700


	42,500



The numbers were impressive on paper. Many of the units were, however, disorganised and ill-equipped. Freyberg pointed out in a signal to Wavell of May 1 that forces at his disposal were totally inadequate to meet the attack envisaged. There were not even enough picks, shovels or entrenching-tools for digging. Even ammunition was deficient.

Freyberg stated bluntly that, unless the numbers of fighter aircraft were greatly increased and naval forces made available to deal with seaborne attack, he could not hope to hold out with land forces alone. If, for other reasons, these additional forces could not be supplied, he urged that the question of holding Crete should be reconsidered. Having once stated his view forcibly and clearly, Freyberg could make no other protest.

Significant accessions to the garrison’s strength during May and prior to the assault, besides part of the M.N.B.D.O., included a troop of mountain artillery with 3.7” howitzers, a squadron of sixteen light tanks, six infantry tanks and two infantry battalions.

The infantry battalions were the 2nd Battalion the Leicestershire Regiment, who landed at Iraklion from the cruisers Gloucester and Fiji during the night of May 15/16, and the 1st Battalion the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, who landed at Timbakion on the south coast from the transport Glengyle on the night of May 18/19. Six hundred and thirty-seven officers and men arrived with the Leicesters; the Highlanders’ strength was a shade greater at 655 officers and men. Last-minute reinforcements were, therefore, derisory in quantity, however excellent in quality. And in the period from the arrival of the York and Lancaster and Black Watch Battalions in November 1940 up to the evacuation of Greece, the only important arrivals had been 50 and 51 Middle East Commandos. In February the 1st Battalion of the Welch Regiment replaced the Commandos.

The strength of the garrison throughout that time was therefore envisaged as a brigade group.

The provision of all important artillery had been no more impressive. To make things worse, the Australian and New Zealand divisions had lost their guns in Greece, as had the three British field and medium artillery regiments. On May 20 in Egypt five Australian field regiments were equipped with guns including modern twenty-five-pounders. In the last week of May they drew twenty-four twenty-five-pounders from the depot at Tel-el-Kebir. And by the end of the month Australian regiments in reserve at Mersa Matruh and Ilingi Maryut held sixty twenty-five-pounders. Had these guns been previously routed, not to Australian regiments in North Africa, but to the three regiments on Crete, the situation there could have been changed out of recognition.33

Among arms shipments in fact made from Egypt were forty-nine Italian and French field-guns. As this was not enough to equip all regiments, some of the gunners – including the 106th Battery Royal Horse Artillery – were armed as infantry.

In his subsequent report Freyberg states that 100 guns of some – he might have said all! – descriptions were sent but ‘sufficient to say that many did not arrive, others came without their sights, some without ammunition and some of the ammunition without fuses’.34

He praised the gunners, either British army regulars, Australians or New Zealanders, as ‘men of infinite resource and energy; they set to work and one lot made a sighting appliance out of wood and chewing gum. Another lot of gunners made out charts which enabled them to shoot without sights and instruments. Nobody groused – and everybody got on with the job.’

Obsolete equipment was not rationed to the gunners. The Greeks, for instance, had five types of rifle in use. Inevitably, there was confusion with different types of ammunition. Some men had no ammunition. Others had ammunition – of the wrong calibre. Whether or not it fitted their rifles, all had at most thirty rounds per rifle. And few of them had ever fired a shot.

The 5th (Cretan) Division had all been captured in Albania. New recruits on Crete were now given a week’s training. But there was insufficient ammunition to allow them to fire a range course.

Major Willis Farrier of the Royal Marines, company commander of the Headquarters Company of General Weston’s Headquarters, located at 1 King Otto Street, Canea, recalls that shortage of small-arms ammunition was not confined to the Greeks. He was in charge of defence in the town of Canea and had, besides a few Greeks who were ‘absolutely first-class’, a young captain of the York and Lancaster Regiment and some of his men, military police, men of the Rangers (a Territorial Army version of the King’s Royal Rifle Corps – 9th Battalion) and of the Royal Army Service Corps, a few Marines who had been detached from the M.N.B.D.O. and twenty Australians, ‘all very fine blokes’.

They had ten hand-grenades between them and fifteen rounds per man of .303 ammunition. Farrier had a revolver and twenty-five rounds. That was the lot. So ‘it was absolutely necessary when you pulled the trigger to hit something of importance’.

Farrier’s battle orders were brief. They came from Lieutenant-Colonel Jack Wills, Chief of Staff to General Weston of the M.N.B.D.O. ‘You will deny the town of Canea to the enemy,’ they read. ‘You will also give protection and facilities to the Greek Royal House.’

Since the Greek Government also went with the Greek Royal House, Farrier felt that his orders ‘to deny the town of Canea to the enemy was indeed a job; almost a job and a half’.

Initially he had few worries ‘except that I did make one tremendous error. That was that I could not remember who the Queen of Greece was, and it was not until I had attached two or three different queens to the King, that I discovered that in fact there was no queen. Which only goes to show how important modern history is to us all!’

Feeling among Marines was that a bad situation was made worse by the thousands of men who were milling around the island without organisation. It is more dangerous to have more troops than are needed than not enough. It is even more dangerous to have thousands of troops without unit formation and without arms or insufficiently armed for the job in hand.

Australians in the Suda/Kalibes area were under General Weston’s command. Colonel Wills’s neatly-typed orders of May 19, which he signed in his capacity as General Staff Officer (1), effected their reorganisation. 16/17 Australian Infantry Brigade, despite its title a composite battalion, was located with Headquarters in Prison Valley and at Suda Point. 2/2 and 2/3 Australian Field Regiments of artillery were designated Group ‘A’; 2/1 Australian Field Company, 2/2 Australian Field Company and 2/1 Australian Ordnance Store Company became Group ‘B’.

Both Groups ‘A’ and ‘B’ were now to fight as infantry. And they were required to nominate an adjutant and a quartermaster.

Transport was allocated. A motor-cycle went to 16/17 Infantry Brigade for a motor contact officer. This functionary’s duties may be inferred from the instruction – ‘this officer will also contact Groups “A” and “B” in an emergency’. The Brigade also got an eight-hundredweight van; Group ‘A’ a fifteen-hundredweight truck; Group ‘B’ a thirty-hundredweight truck.

Regimental aid posts were set up: 16/17 Infantry Brigade’s, for instance, at reference 232512 on the one to 50,000 scale map that had been issued.

Typewriters and paper were still in adequate supply.35 And the Australians were required, on the eve of the attack, to render daily the following returns: strength by units showing officers and other ranks; weapon and ammunition states; admissions to hospital in the previous twenty-four hours.

After incessant bombing the Australians may have felt that Wills’s earlier orders were even more to the point. For in his ‘Suda Area Operation Instruction Number 1’ of 5 May 1941, troops had been told, in the context of anti-aircraft defence, that concealment was of first importance. Troops were to dig in as fast as the supply of tools allowed. The instruction that during air attack troops (and weapons) were to be under cover, may have been superfluous. But the order that troops in concealed areas were not to open small-arms fire on aircraft unless they had been attacked or the aircraft was about to land, were treated with less scepticism.

Indeed, the Australians were at pains to enforce scrupulous observance of such elementary precautions on their neighbours: at night any naked light was extinguished by the simple expedient of shooting at it. This was a drastic measure but suggests the reaction of experienced to green troops. But so widespread did the habit become that Creforce, Freyberg’s Headquarters, was obliged subsequently to issue a ‘this practice will cease forthwith’ order. For the Australians’ trick of shooting at truck headlights was bringing the movement of traffic after dark – the only time it could move – to a standstill.

One specialist unit from the Australian corps which had fought in Greece and which was missing was – Corps Headquarters. They had all followed Blarney straight to Egypt. Thus, while Freyberg was struggling to improvise a headquarters out of whatever was available, a ready-made command structure had been dismantled and packed away not from any definite order but rather out of elementary want of foresight: at the time of the evacuation from Greece there had been no definite intention to hold Crete.

Without their higher commanders the Australian rank and file on the island, which became here and there a bit restive, had an excuse for developing a taste for raki, the local absinthe-style liquor drunk throughout the Levant, for instance, as arrack in Palestine.36

Their only cooking utensils were petrol tins. They had no mess tins, knives, forks or spoons. Food was eaten out of old herring tins with wooden spoons.

One Australian described37 his condition:

‘It was hard to get clean clothes and lice appeared. We had a long fight with them – the boys would do a day in underpants while the women washed their clothes, and they are great washerwomen but until the great day when we were given a shirt and shorts each, the lice were always with us. I had a blanket and greatcoat but for a week or more shared the blanket with three others. We would sleep in a row with greatcoats on and the blanket over our feet. I slipped into Canea and bought a brush and razor. Except for a table knife that was all my equipment.’

The New Zealanders, on the other hand, seemed in better case. The diarist of one of their units recorded: ‘Conditions very peaceful in the pleasant waiting existence. Parties bathe in the Mediterranean and bask in the sunshine; the area is fertile in vineyards, cornfields and vegetable patches, and orange vendors ply a steady trade.’

While these troops waited for code word ‘Cromwell’, indicating enemy action imminent and troops to man battle stations at a half-hour’s notice, some of the promised tanks arrived in insufficient numbers. On May 15, sixteen light tanks of an out-of-date type arrived. The guns lacked proper cooling systems and no wirelesses had been fitted before embarkation. Their engines had anyway already been run to death in the western desert. Four days later a further three ‘I’ or ‘infantry’ tanks of 7th Royal Tank Regiment were landed with the Highlanders at Timbakion on the south coast.

During this time, enemy air attacks were increasing steadily in intensity. The diary of one New Zealand soldier, 36224, C. Trethowen attached to 5th Field Park Engineers, gives the pattern:

April 27. Left Greece to board Ack Ack ship Carlysle [sic] at 1.30 a.m. Arrived at Crete 7.00 p.m. We lost track of one another in the rush to get ashore by barge in case of an air-raid.

April 29. I met up with the Norwegian crew off the ship that took our vehicles to Greece on March 14. They had later been attacked by aircraft. A bomb had gone down the funnel and finished her. They were waiting for another ship just as though nothing had happened.

We moved up on hills above Maleme aerodrome and I was doing picket from 1.00 a.m. till dawn.

May 6. Digging slit trenches around Galatas the last few days; several reconnaissance planes came over.

May 12. Shifted camp to hills on the coast side of Soudhas [Suda] Bay; air-raids becoming heavy and more often now.

May 14. Fireworks most of the night, with bright flares over the harbour, and bombing of shipping and supplies.

May 15. Our unit is to dig a shaft in hillside to keep the records safe but it never gets finished.

May 16. One of the heaviest raids today. Bomb shrapnel everywhere after they finished, but we all survived.

May 17. Two heavy raids on Soudhas Bay port installations: they got three ships and a tanker from which the smoke is pouring as I write.

May 18. Fifteen raids today, gave the harbour another pasting. I saw one bomber drop a stick of bombs through a field hospital not far from us.

May 19. More heavy air-raids today.

For the R.A.F. it had become apparent that to remain on the island would be to invite certain destruction in the air or on the ground. Freyberg told Group-Captain Beamish, now senior R.A.F. officer on the island, ‘It would be painful to see these machines and their gallant young pilots shot down on the first morning.’

Had airfields been constructed on sites in the mountains – at least three places were said to be possible sites – the large Blenheims might have been flown in from Egypt.

As it was, in the waiting period, twenty-three enemy aircraft were shot down, with a further nine ‘probables’ and eleven ‘damaged’. But the R.A.F. planes, without servicing, either dropped out or were shot up on the ground. By May 19 only three Hurricanes and three Gladiators were left.

On that day all aircraft that could fly were withdrawn from Crete. Troops below turned their heads and watched the black and azure-blue wings carrying the R.A.F. roundels disappear across the mountains to the south. There were thus no aircraft left to face the German air fleets.

Since the R.A.F. withdrawal had been foreseen by them as inevitable for many days, New Zealanders in the area were surprised that no attempt was made to immobilise the airfields. Indeed, Group-Captain Beamish from Creforce Headquarters had ordered every available man to be put to making pens for aircraft. A few aircraft thus accommodated underground were saved from destruction during German air attacks.

Commander G. Beale, R.N., Commander of the Fleet Air Arm men who remained, was in an awkward position at Maleme. For the R.A.F. had officially taken over the aerodrome on May 1. Thus Beale had become a naval offcer in charge of an R.A.F. station. He met with partial co-operation from some R.A.F. squadron commanders, non-flight personnel only being provided for making pens. Squadron-Leader Howell and Flying-Officer Crowther were the first officers who gave full co-operation. But their men had no proficiency and little interest in movement in the field or grenade throwing in which New Zealanders of 22nd, Battalion had been deputed to instruct them.

‘The army were here to instruct. The R.A.F. did not want to learn,’ wrote Lieutenant A. Sutton, D.S.C., in his subsequent report to Rear-Admiral, Mediterranean Aircraft Carriers. In a second and supplementary letter Sutton stated that it was the intention to reinforce Crete with ten Hurricanes in the afternoon of May 20. Five were intended for Iraklion and five for Maleme. Following representations from Beale to Beamish, it was agreed to bring all the aircraft to Maleme, ’S.A.F.O. (Beamish) did not need any persuasion to bring him to this decision,’ writes Sutton; ‘he saw at once that it was the right one, to concentrate the forces.’

Whether S.A.F.O. was grateful for guidance from the senior service is not on record. But the expected arrival of the Hurricanes accounts for the failure to obstruct the airfield at Maleme, according to Sutton who had joined at Maleme on April 22, having flown from Greece by flying-boat to Suda earlier in the day.

At first Sutton was there simply as an adviser and as a critic of the R.A.F. Works and Bricks Officer in charge of building the airfield. Later, he was given direct control of the Cretan workmen and of construction work. An operations room was made below ground, and roofed with corrugated iron, sandbags and shingle. Another bigger operations room was begun by tunnelling to give twenty feet of rock and earth above the roof. A crew shelter was made below ground. Machine-gun pits and slit trenches in support of each other were dug.

The work went ahead slowly. Cretans have a naturally slow working pace; there were a shortage of tools and continual air-raid alarms. At first Sutton had about 100 workmen. Many of these were taken away to build the R.A.F. Headquarters in Canea. He managed to get the total back to about 180. There was no point in taking on more as there were no more tools.

On May 16 a foreman told Sutton that he knew where there were some more tools. He took Sutton to a farmhouse near the aerodrome. In a storeroom were sixty picks and sixty shovels. R.A.F. Works and Bricks, who had known of their existence all along, told him there was no way they could be taken on charge. They belonged to a land development company. The problems of accounting were insuperable. Sutton requisitioned them – and told R.A.F. Works and Bricks to ‘account’ for them how they liked.

By now only a quarter of the Cretans were turning up to work. They had been frightened by the air-raids. Gangs from the villages still came. Those from the towns stayed away. Sutton got more by sending a lorry into the hills every morning and evening. These villagers were tough and took air-raids in their stride.

There was utter lack of security. Pilot-Officer Daskell, Intelligence Officer of 30 Squadron, spoke Greek and acted as interrogator of suspicious persons. He had interviews with people who were found investigating the operations room, or were near the Bofors-gun positions after the workmen had left, or, in the case of one man, who had been discovered under the wings of a Fulmar with wire clippers.

Later, the New Zealanders blocked certain roads and paths with barbed wire to divert strangers to the few police posts. The New Zealand infantry never completed wiring their positions, or digging in. They had one pick and one shovel per company. Sutton lent them ten Cretans complete with tools who worked all round the defences.

There was a lack of barbed wire. When at last a consignment arrived for wiring the most important sectors, there were found to be no short staples for securing it. The R.A.F. were asked to wire the operations room, headquarters block and guard room, and so turn it into a strong-point. But the New Zealanders did not release an instructor to teach the R.A.F. wiring. Without staples, they said, the job could not be done. No staples arrived and it was left undone.

Around May 16 the New Zealanders took delivery ofa number of land-mines. Main approaches at the back of the hill were mined by the 18th.

The artillery defence of Maleme comprised two three-inch anti-aircraft guns and two four-inch coastal guns manned by the Marines, and eight Bofors guns manned by Marines, Australians and the Royal Artillery. The New Zealanders had two three-inch mortars.

The New Zealand infantry were underarmed. Platoons of 22nd Battalion had one bren-gun per platoon. They had brought their machine-guns and anti-tank guns out of Greece, but on arrival in Crete had given up a proportion of these to units, a number of them Australian, who had left theirs behind. Brownings from damaged fighters and ‘K’ guns or Lewis guns from the rear turrets of grounded bombers were given to the New Zealanders and mounted in pits. Any old ammunition from fighters was also given them to help out the chronic shortage of bullets.

The only proper ground-machine-guns in 22nd Battalion protecting the aerodrome were two covering the aerodrome from the south-east, one on the hillside above the four-inch guns and to the east of them, and one on the strong-point on top of the hill covering the gully at the back of the defences.38

But the makeshift arrangements of the New Zealanders and the inadequacy of their equipment was general.

Major-General Weston of the Marines subsequently had one of the last words on shortages. He wrote in his report: ‘Troops evacuated from Greece were in poor shape to undertake another campaign. Although in good heart they had no equipment other than rifles and a small proportion of light automatics, and, though retaining battalion nomenclature, strengths on the average did not exceed 350. No mess utensils were available. . . . More serious was the extreme shortage of signal equipment, wire and entrenching-tools. . . . The most serious shortage of all was in the matter of transport. A battalion which had one truck and one motor-car allotted to it was lucky, and it was some time before cars could be found even for brigadiers.’

Dispositions made by General Freyberg were to detach Iraklion under Brigadier Chappell with the original British garrison. Rethimnon to Maleme was divided into three sectors: first, Rethimnon to Yeoryioupolis inclusive under Brigadier Vasey with his Australians; second, Suda from Yeoryioupolis to a line north-south through Canea bridge and thence north and south along the river bed under Major-General Weston, another British sector; third, the Maleme sector from Suda westwards to the airfield under Brigadier Puttick with the New Zealanders.

British intelligence had forecast May 15/16 as the most likely date for the attack.

On May 16 Freyberg completed his final tour of the defences.

‘I feel greatly encouraged by my visit,’ he signalled Wavell: ‘Everywhere all ranks are fit and morale is high. All defences have been extended, and positions wired as much as possible. We have forty-five field-guns placed, with adequate ammunition dumped. Two infantry tanks are at each aerodrome. . . . I do not wish to be over-confident, but I feel that at least we will give excellent account of ourselves. With help of Royal Navy I trust Crete will be held.’

May 16 passed – and the attack had not come. But intelligence was not misinformed. The Germans had earlier fixed the date of attack for the previous day. Then there had been delay in delivery of supplies of petrol to the many airfields being used. The retreating British had demolished the roads in Greece; and most of the supplies had to come by sea to the Piraeus. Postponement was to May 18; and then again to May 20.

On May 18 two German airmen baled out of their aircraft shot down by anti-aircraft gunners off Crete. They dropped by parachute into the sea. A Cretan fishing-boat rescued them. The two Germans had been told that the Cretans were sympathetic. They could not resist the temptation to boast. The invasion was timed for soon after dawn on May 20, they told them. This information was passed to Freyberg.

The defenders of Crete were ready.

Sunset on May 19 was flamboyant and impressive – the sort of Mediterranean sunset that Childe Harold had often witnessed:


Parting day 
Dies like the dolphin, whom each pang imbues 
With a new colour as it gasps away, 
The last still loveliest, till – ’tis gone and all is
gray.39


And there remained a few hours yet before the German aircraft would fly out over the southern tip of Attica, over Cape Sounium with its temple of impeccable marble glistening above the Ægean, on which the poet had many years before beautifully carved the name ‘Byron’ before he died in the cause which was not his country’s cause – the cause of Greece and freedom.



Part Two

ONSLAUGHT

‘See how in warlike muster they appear, 
In rhombs, and wedges, and half-moons, 
and wings.’

John Milton: Paradise Regained





Chapter Seven

For the German parachutists the waiting had ended. And they were not sorry. The enforced secrecy of previous weeks had been tiresome. Their badges had been taken from them; they moved by night in vehicles on which unit identifications had been painted out; their mail was censored; they were forbidden to sing their parachutists’ songs.

On the evening of May 19, many learnt their destination for the first time. In the darkness of the airfield the word was whispered round – ‘Kreta!’ But many would still not know the destination until they were actually in the air.

Baron von der Heydte,40 a parachute battalion commander, has given a useful description of the evening of the 19th and of the hours that followed:

‘As it grew dark we were transported in lorries to the airfield, where we were greeted by the ear-splitting roar of 120 air-transports as they tested their engines in preparation for the take-off

‘Through clouds of dust we could see red glowing sparks flaring from the exhausts of the machines, and only by this light was it possible to discern the silhouettes of our men. Flashing the pale green beams of their torches in order to indicate their whereabouts, the 120 officers and non-commissioned officers of my battalion tried their best to make themselves heard above the thundering of the engines. The picture reminded me of glowworms in August.

‘During the hours which preceded a sortie everything becomes bewitched. Arms containers being hoisted into the rack spill open, aircraft are not where they should be, and the most important machine is liable, for some reason or another, to pack up. But the most extraordinary thing is that despite these numerous hitches the take-off invariably seems to proceed satisfactorily.’

Later: ‘I was roused by my adjutant and started awake, still drowsy, to hear a roar of engines growing louder and louder, as if coming from a great distance. It took me a moment or two to remember where I was and what lay before me. “We are nearing Crete, sir.”

‘Slowly, like the last drops wrung from a drying well, the minutes passed. Again and again I glanced stealthily at my wristwatch. There is nothing so awful, so exhausting, as this waiting for the moment of a jump. In vain I tried to compel myself to be calm and patient. A strange unrest had also gripped most of those who were flying with me.

‘Scarcely able to bear it any longer, I stepped once again to the open door. . . . The mountains reared up before us, and the planes approaching them looked like giant birds trying to reach their eyries in the rocks.

‘. . . Soon . . . there came the pilot’s order “Prepare to jump”.

‘Everyone rose and started to fasten the hook to the static line which ran down the centre of the body of the plane. And while we stood there, securing our hooks, we noticed that we were losing height, and the pressure of air became hard, almost painful to the ear.

‘Next came the order “Ready to jump”.

‘In two strides I was at the door, my men pressing close behind me, and grasped the supports on either side of it. The slipstream clutched at my cheeks, and I felt as though they were fluttering like small flags in the wind.

‘Suddenly. . . our plane slowed down. The moment had come. “Go.”

‘I pushed with my hands and feet, throwing my arms forward as if trying to clutch the black cross on the wing. And then the slipstream caught me, and I was swirling through space with the air roaring in my ears. A sudden jerk on the webbing, a pressure on the chest which knocked the breath out of my lungs, and then – I looked up and saw, spread above me, the wide-open motley hood of my parachute. In relation to this giant umbrella I felt small and insignificant.’

Von der Heydte, jumping over Prison Valley, south-west of Canea beyond the village of Galatas, was aggrieved that the first shots to be fired at him should have come from a German fighter which swept down on him with guns blazing soon after he landed. The bullets plucked harmlessly at the dust and ricocheted away into the distance.

 



A story of the journey by glider is told by Captain Gericke41 who led IV Battalion in the assault on Maleme. Gliders of I Battalion were to land around the dried-up Tavronitis river bed, west of the airfield. Their arrival was in fact timed to start some twenty minutes before the parachutists’ descent. The narrative starts on the airfield in Greece.

‘Ready to go?’ called the commander to the others.

In the aircraft everyone was testing his equipment once again.

‘Damn! Where is my pistol?’ shouted ‘the Bomb’.

‘These wretched life-jackets keep getting in the way,’ grumbled Franz.

‘The Bomb’ finds his pistol. Benjamin, who at eighteen years old is the youngest of the party, looks wretched. He is as white as a sheet. He nervously shifts about on his seat.

‘All set?’ someone shouts from the front.

‘Ready,’ bawls a paratrooper who is sitting behind Franz. He looks round.

‘Stop! Stop! Damnation! The door is still open.’

Outside the ground staff are running about. Franz leans out of the machine.

‘Hurry up and shut the door,’ he shouts to someone. The person does not catch on as quickly as he should.

‘Good Lord, can’t you find the door,’ storms Franz, drumming on his knees with irritation. Everything seems to take too long. Everyone seems on edge.

‘Is everything ready, at last?’ asks the pilot.

‘All set.’

The start! – a jerk! Exactly 6 o’clock. Everyone’s thoughts go back. A long way back – to home. There the first people are just setting off to work and they have not the slightest idea of what is going on here.

Slowly the glider gains height. The sun is glittering down on the water of the Ægean Sea. The sky is dazzlingly blue. Only a few puffs of cloud are to be seen. Thick, brown dust raised by the take-off of the aircraft shrouds everything with an opaque cloak. The dust, an ever-present evil at all Greek landing-grounds, still clings to the portholes of the aircraft, although it is already 600 feet up. The aircraft circles the landing-ground in a wide curve. Then it heads southwards.

Nobody takes any notice of the little Greek villages, the olive groves, and the cypresses, the bald mountain tops and the temple ruins, which recall a proud past. Nobody is conscious of it, for their thoughts are miles away. Hundreds of aircraft, Junkers loaded with paratroopers and with gliders in tow, soar into the distance. It looks as if a flight of wild geese has collected to fly south. Manoeuvrable fighters dash around. A winged army is on the move.

Suddenly there is a smell of burning in Franz’s aircraft. He sniffs. It flashes through his brain: ‘That smells like cigarettes!’

‘You lot! – Cigarettes out!’ he shouts; and the smoke disperses.

Benjamin still has a funny feeling in the pit of his stomach:

‘It’s not as elegant as going by Lufthansa !’

Franz nudges him with his elbow:

‘There will be plenty of opportunities for paper bags !’

‘Perhaps I should not have eaten anything, but I didn’t like the idea of a flight on an empty stomach.’

‘Try an old-fashioned remedy – close your eyes and go to sleep !’ whispers Franz. With half-closed eyes they doze off.

‘Ouch!’ Franz has hit his nose on a cartridge pouch. The towing Junkers has dropped height and dragged the glider with it. Thank heaven ! The cable has held! They are none of them very keen on landing in the water and trying out their life-jackets.

It is 6.40 a.m. Land is appearing on the horizon. The White Mountains rise in majestic rows out of the sea – like sparkling diamonds in a crown.

Franz springs up as if electrified.

‘Crete in sight,’ he shouts. An old sailor at the masthead wouldn’t have done it better.

Everybody is wide awake. The pilot is taking care to ensure that the tow-rope does not break. The altimeter shows 7,000 feet.

‘Where can we land?’

‘Straight on to the river bed looks the best place.’

Nobody says a word now. Franz nods with satisfaction as if to instil confidence. Already they are hovering over the peninsula. The Junkers banks to port. A jolt – the pilot of the Junkers has released the ghder – and they are free.

Alone, like a great bird of prey, they hover in the air ready to dive. In front of them thick black clouds of smoke rise into the sky. Maleme is being bombarded from the air. That gives them a boost. They are not alone. The land below is all aglow. Danhofer’s machine is now free as well. It turns, looking for a good spot to land. In a few minutes the great slaughter will begin. The pilot suddenly pushes down the glider’s nose. A machine-gun rattles on board. Someone has recognised English positions: flat tin hats, khaki uniforms.

The glider races over the big iron bridge. Trees. Bushes. Enemy positions. Their hearts stand still.

‘Doors away’ – wood splinters – canvas tears – the glider tips on its side – crash landing.

Danhofer feels a hit on the head, blood streams down his face. ‘What’s up?’ yells the pilot. ‘Nothing.’ He tears offhis safety-belt and rushes out of the machine.

 



Troops on Crete had stood to as usual on the morning of the 20th at twilight.

Some twenty minutes after falling out from action stations to go to breakfast, an air-raid started.

It was of great intensity.

Private E. Marcroft, a bandsman and a member of the original Kiwis’ concert party, witnessed the attack from a vantage point some one and a half miles from the airfield. In an unpublished account written afterwards for his family, he gives his version:

‘At dawn we were just having breakfast when the air-raid whistle blew. We just managed to make our battle positions before hundreds of Jerry fighters came over in increasing waves. They flew just over the tops of the olive-trees, and the noise was indescribable. They machine-gunned everything, but worst of all was the engine noise – they were fitted with some gadget which produced a deafening scream. They must have been doing over 300 miles per hour as they dashed past us and when they had flown over Maleme they turned to repeat the performance. I couldn’t have a look out of the trench after they had passed because it was one continual line of planes travelling in an unending circle.
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‘There was a short lull of about twenty minutes42 and then dozens of Stuka dive-bombers and Heinkels concentrated on the little artillery – a few French 75s with chewing gum sights on the barrels. How anyone survived this terrible bombardment is a mystery to me. From ringside seats on the hill we saw one continual stream of bombs dropping on the ‘drome and all round it.’

Lieutenant-Colonel L. Andrew, who had won a Victoria Cross as a lance-corporal in France in the First War, spoke of the Somme, Messines and Passchendaele as being ‘mere picnics’ compared to this aerial bombardment at Maleme on 20 May 1941.

The whole earth shook, the air was full of dust and stank of explosives. The men lay at the bottom of their slit-trenches trying to wriggle even further into the ground. Many bled from the ears and nose with the blast. Casualties among the New Zealand infantry were, however, surprisingly light. Colonel Andrew had inspected the defences daily from the air. And he had castigated anyone who prepared a position which could be detected. The result was that the New Zealanders were well camouflaged.

Private R. Blain, for instance, who was attached to the Mortar Platoon, had found a cave about eighty yards from the southern perimeter of the airfield. There he had helped set up the mortar. And they were so well camouflaged in the mouth of the cave ‘that the Regimental Sergeant-Major from the Marines near by had the audacity to start erecting latrines about ten yards from the mortar until we pushed our heads out and tore him off a strip!’

Another factor which prevented heavy casualties was that much of the ground on the hill was terraced and slit-trenches had been sited hard up against the foot of each terrace. Blast effects from bombs bursting above and below them were thus reduced. A bomb, for example, falling on the terrace immediately below Private Blain’s position caused them only an intense ringing in the ears which passed off after about ten minutes. The distance of the nearest edge of the crater to the tip of their slit-trench was ten yards.

C Company of 22nd Battalion deployed around the airfield had suffered no more than six casualties from bombing by the time the attack opened.

For the gunners it was a different story. Concealment was for them difficult although Bofors crews used to alternate from one gun-pit to another and leave a wooden mock-up in the pit they had just vacated. And they had been placed all round the aerodrome. The Bofors should have been sited in depth up the hill where they would have controlled the aerodrome, consolidated the high ground held by the New Zealanders, and enjoyed good shooting at the bellies of the German aircraft as they made their getaway nose-up over the hill.

In the dust and smoke the guns that were not put out of action were ineffective. Private Blain, from an excellent vantage point, saw only one plane hit – a Messerschmitt 109. The shell passed through the rudder and the pilot was able to get his machine away.

‘The Jerries seemed desperate about those Bofors and they chucked everything they had at them.’

The Marines’ four-inch coast-defence guns were knocked out. And the three-inch anti-aircraft guns close by, high up on the slopes of Hill 107 about a mile from the coast, could not come into action. The German aircraft flying over the aerodrome at anything between one and five hundred feet were actually below them. At last there came a lull. Private Marcroft’s account continues:

‘. . . and then the alarm was given that the real show was commencing. It had to be seen to be believed. Huge Junkers 52s were directly overhead – big three-engined planes flying very slowly – we could have hit them with a stone. They were just clearing the ridge that we were on. Some of them towed gliders which were released here and glided down to the beach, while some of them landed in the sea and others crashed into the trees. The whole show seemed so unreal.

‘One couldn’t imagine how these huge machines kept in the air at such a ridiculously slow speed. As soon as they cleared our ridge they began to drop their parachutists, and it seemed they awaited a given signal, for hundreds of these planes circled around the aerodrome and then the whole circus unloaded at once. There was a dead silence for several seconds and then all hands opened up with everything they had. The noise was terrific and I guess that most of the Huns never reached the ground alive.’

Private Blain, too, found the first view in history of an approaching air armada . . . ‘the most awe-inspiring sight I have ever seen. Line after line of Junkers 52s lumbering towards the right of the ’drome and some of them towing gliders.

‘In a few minutes all hell broke loose on our right as the German paratroopers tumbled out.

‘Unfortunately for the Germans our boys mostly got to their supply canisters first . . . and many a German was dead before he hit the ground. It was an eerie sight to see dozens of them staring with sightless eyes as they swung in the breeze suspended by their parachutes from the olive-trees !’

That was something! The New Zealanders had known the Germans were coming. They had even been told the time – 8 a.m. The first gliders flew in at 8.15; the parachutists followed at 8.30. The Jerries were late.

One New Zealand unit had escaped this exact briefing. For as the German transport aircraft flew sluggishly on towards Maleme and Canea, men of the Field Punishment Centre at the village of Modhion behind 23rd Battalion were without rifles. They were kept in a near-by store. The orders said rifles were ‘to be issued in case of attack’. They had not needed weapons in the past days when they had been building roads and carrying ammunition.

Sergeant A. Hulme, a farmer in peace-time who was to win the Victoria Cross for his part in the fighting, watched the approach of the Junkers through binoculars. The black Hun crosses and the yellow nose and wing-tip markings were clearly visible in the early morning sunlight.

‘I think it’s it,’ he said. And, as he spoke, the sky was suddenly full of parachutes – hundreds of parachutes, white, red, green, blue, black – all colours – gently falling like so many dandelion seeds in the distance.

He could see the gliders too, silent, swishing in between the tiny puffs of anti-aircraft fire.

‘Get rifles, grab gear and move to 23rd Battalion as in orders,’ snapped Lieutenant W. Roach, the unit’s commander.43

The men, a few prodigals from the New Zealand 5th Brigade guilty of drunkenness, fighting and some of robbery and assault, had just finished breakfast – a mess of porridge and oatmeal cooked in kerosene tins.

They moved fast. Parachutists were now dropping half a mile away between them and the safety of 23rd Battalion’s perimeter.

The Germans disappeared into the tall bamboos. A few of the men now had their rifles. Roach dashed ahead of them to the nearest high ground. And now the Germans were dropping right above him. In big numbers. Forty yards to the west. On top of them. Two hundred yards to the south.

As the swaying, threshing, kicking parachutists rushed down they hurled stick grenades and blazed away wildly with their schmeisser sub-machine-guns. The few New Zealanders with weapons kept up a rapid rate of fire. Those without weapons stripped the dead Germans of their tommy-guns. Roach ordered small groups, ‘Into them!’

On one quick sortie five enemy were killed, another five wounded. Now captured spandau machine-guns added to their fire power. The Germans were vulnerable for the first few minutes after landing. Another isolated action swung the way of the New Zealanders.

There was an incidental effect of the action – a remission of sentence for the men of the Field Punishment Centre.

 



The Germans were dropping in three main concentrations: in the Maleme area; in Prison Valley four miles from Canea; and again around Canea and on the Akrotiri Peninsula.

They dropped from around 300 feet. Descent took a matter of five seconds.

Each man on a stick of upwards of twelve to fifteen men jumping from each transport fell about fifty yards from his nearest comrade. In close country of high grass, and planted here and there with vineyards, olive-trees and bamboos, confusion reigned. Men hunted each other and, seeking friends, found enemies and died.

Danhofer’s glider, one of fifty odd44 to fly in, landed in the dried-up Tavronitis river bed. It was mainly in dead ground and threatened the airfield, but was overlooked by one or two New Zealand positions. And before he could get out, a bullet singed his scalp. . . .

With the blood running down the side of his head, he scrambles out. A second glider lies on its side before him. It is now a muddled, twisted heap of struts, wires and rags. An officer writhes moaning among the wreckage. His men have gone.

Franz is luckiest.45 His glider in front landed on the airstrip. ‘Come on,’ he calls to them. But there is barbed wire between the two groups.

‘Quick, over the fence,’ yells Danhofer (to his group), ‘or we’ll arrive too late.’ Rip go his trousers. He seizes his wire-cutters and gets to work on the fence. Something moves near him. He glances, terrified. Damnation! What’s that – a flat tin-hat ! Tommies ! They sit in deep armoured holes just behind the fence.

Danhofer shrieks – grabs two hand-grenades from his pocket – hurls them into the trench and throws himself, with his group, flat on the ground. Dirt and dust fly high! Not one of the Tommies survives. ‘You or I,’ thinks Danhofer.

Weber and his group come up from behind. Nobody knows what has delayed him so long. Franz has already rushed from cover on to the runway. The excitement of the battle grips him. Close by a hand-grenade goes off. The earth shakes and the screech of shrapnel is terrifying. Dirt hits their faces.

Franz slowly lifts his head to look for his comrades. One has sought shelter behind a big rock. He has collapsed. Blood pours from his mouth and nose. Franz crawls towards him. One look is enough.

‘Take his ammunition. He will not need it now,’ he calls to the man nearest.

‘Who me? I have enough.’

‘Take it,’ orders Franz. ‘You’ll be glad of it later when you have only a few shots left.’

The man crawls, reluctantly, over to the dead body. A shiver goes through him as he takes the ammunition belt from his dead comrade.

‘Who is it then?’ asks another.

‘It’s little Meier.’

Whistles, bangs, crashes all around; from the chapel on one side, the beach and Height 107, the whole place is in an uproar. Everybody tries as far as possible to keep himself out of sight, taking advantage of the craters, torn out by bombs from Stukas.

Franz and Benjamin dash back to the edge of the landing-ground. They slither along a little slope behind some sand-filled oil-drums. It does not give very much shelter, but it makes them feel safer. As they are taking shelter there with bullets whistling past their ears and scarcely daring to lift their heads, the figure of Lieutenant Kunze, the commander of the second platoon, suddenly appears in front of them. He stands there as if on parade in the barrack-square. He intends to display his fearlessness.

‘Silly fool!’ thinks Franz. ‘Perhaps you will impress Benjamin but you won’t me. That’s not bravery, it’s madness!’

But the Lieutenant seems to be protected by some invisible hand. Not a bullet touches him, but his action endangers the lives of his comrades.

‘They should have taught him that you are not a coward if you take advantage of every inch of protection,’ thinks Franz. ‘He will never become a good leader like that! If only he would consider his parents. What would his mother say if she could see him taking chances with his life in that way?’

As Lieutenant Kunze disappears behind cover, Franz breathes again.

Up there Height 107 looks as if it is alive. There appears to be a fat yellow snake sliding down the hillside. What can that mean? Has the other platoon landed on the hill? Have they driven down these Tommies? Are these the first prisoners? Franz has no time to finish his surmising before the khaki-clothed figures take up their positions.

He draws his head back quickly. Bullets tear up the earth. A terrible feeling goes through him. The Lewis M.G.s crack and in between the heavy-machine-guns roar. They tear lovely holes!

‘Pichelmeier! Pichelmeier! Bring your M.G. over here!’ shouts Franz. Pichelmeier, a lance-corporal, lies fifty yards behind.

Franz’s throat is parched with the heat. His cry sounds hoarse. At last Pichelmeier hears. Thank the Lord! He runs over.

‘Shoot! Towards the slope on the right.’

Pichelmeier nods and peacefully places his gun in position. Then he sprays the British with bullets. That’s better!

In spite of that they fire from up there at the slightest movement, and they are not bad shots, those New Zealanders.

Huber is lying close by. He is shooting like one possessed, and, whenever he gives a particularly prolonged burst, he grins and shows his white teeth. Franz wants to call to him and straightens up.

Zing! Zing! – that was a close shave!

This time Franz gets a mouthful of dirt. He spits and shakes his fist at Height 107. Even Benjamin has to laugh. In spite of everything there is a funny side.

There is a noise from behind the barbed wire. It is Lieutenant Andersen.

‘Franz,’ he shouts. ‘What’s happening? I don’t know any longer. I think I’ve lost my memory.’

‘Hell and damnation.’ He creeps over to him. ‘Sir, we must. . .’ he shouts.

‘Crete – Maleme landing-ground – ’

Zing!

‘Back! Back!’ roars Andersen, and with one bound leaps over the fence. ‘He seems to have collected himself together,’ thinks Franz.

The Tommies have pushed further forward. They are lying behind a crashed Spitfire in their trenches with their guns spitting out fire and iron.

Pichelmeier is examining his gun. It has a blockage.

Any commands are drowned in the noise of the battle. Pichelmeier does not hear this time when Franz calls: ‘Pichelmeier! Come on! We must get out of here.’ Pichelmeier is still fumbling with his gun. Benjamin crawls up to him and tugs his leg. Pichelmeier turns round.

‘Good God,’ cries Franz. ‘Keep your head down.’

A volley of shots whistle past Pichelmeier’s helmet. He starts up – frightened.

‘Pig !’ – shot in the stomach!

He crumples with his head turned towards the chapel.

‘Poor fellow,’ thinks Franz, ‘and we can’t do anything for him!’

Every unnecessary movement costs a life!

Benjamin makes himself as thin as possible and removes Pichelmeier’s gun. Pichelmeier gasps for water. It is almost too much to bear. Franz literally pinches himself to make sure he is really there. He slides nearer to Pichelmeier.

Rrrrrrr ! A piece of his sleeve is torn off.

Someone, a new recruit, hurtles past like Satan through hellfires. ‘Down! Down!’ comes the shout from all sides. But he laughs and runs on – crash! Without a sound he falls on his face. Hit in the head! Five or six shots tear into his dead body. Blood splashes over Franz’s face and hands.

The pilot cries out in pain. The doctor creeps towards him. He grips the doctor’s hand.

‘Don’t leave me !’ he gasps.

‘I won’t,’ whispers the doctor.

‘You’ve got my mother’s address?’

‘Yes, it’s here in my pocket.’

‘Please don’t forget to visit her.’

‘I’ll visit you both and we will celebrate.’

‘Tell her . . .’ He dies before he has a chance to finish the sentence.

It really looks as if no one will come out of this alive.

 



General Meindl, commanding in Maleme district, landed with the first wave and was early severely wounded in the chest. Colonel Ramcke took over on the following day, Major Stenzler being interim commander of the forward troops.

Another German commander who was an early casualty was General Süssmann, designated for command in the Canea-Suda area. His glider did not reach Crete. It crashed on fabled Ægina and all occupants were killed. His place was taken by Colonel Heidrich of the 3rd Regiment.

It had not been the intention of the German command to land parachutists on top of New Zealand units. On the contrary, the plan was to land them as far as possible in undefended areas.

The period of disorientation, even of ‘paralysis’, which affects a paratrooper on landing and lasts for a matter of seconds when he is perilously vulnerable, was known to them.

The plan was to land the gliders in advance of parachutists so that glider-borne troops could put the anti-aircraft guns out of action. This worked well. Gun crews had been handicapped by the dust and noise, and were shaken by previous bombing, although casualties had not been heavy. Five gliders, for example, landed close by a 3.7-inch gun-position. This battery was the last detailed for the issue of rifles and protective wire. Its crew was defenceless. They should have been armed with tommy-guns to deal with such short-range attacks. They lacked even a few hand-grenades. All but twenty of the 100 Marines manning the guns were killed.

The initial tasks of the glider troops were all successfully accomplished: to capture the bridge over the river intact; to overcome the anti-aircraft guns at the mouth of the Tavronitis; and to capture a tented camp near the airfield.

The parachutists dropping east of the airfield did not fare so well.

Near the coast, for instance, a group fell on the engineer unit just north of where the Field Punishment Centre had displayed its panache. Its commander was offered assistance over a telephone line which miraculously had stayed open – usually the parachutists’ first action on landing was to cut every field-telephone-cable in sight, and they were hard to hide. He spurned the offered help.

‘They’ll all be dead before you get here,’ he said. He wasn’t boasting. On the Germans’ company roll were 126 names. One hundred and twelve had been accounted for within three hours.

III Battalion under Major Scherber was intended to land astride the Maleme-Platanias road and capture the airfield from the east. The German pilots dropping them were nervous of putting the troops down into the sea. They therefore landed them along a line parallel to the road but about half a mile south of it. This put most of the 600 men of the Battalion into the defended area of the New Zealand 23rd Battalion and part of 22nd Battalion area.

The New Zealanders speak of fire coming from all points of the compass. But they were not the men to lose their heads. And every German officer was soon killed or wounded. Many of their men were shot in the air or while caught in the trees. Supply-canisters fell into New Zealand hands. Within hours only 200 Germans would be left alive. A few of them subsequently fought their way out. But the Battalion was destroyed as a fighting unit.

In Maleme village the parachutists fell in the narrow streets and on the flat roofs of the box-like, white Cretan houses. Here men of Headquarters Company of the 22nd Battalion were joined by Cretans armed with knives, clubs and antique rifles. A Cretan division had been wiped out in Greece. Now here in Maleme, and, soon, all over the island, mothers and widows, fathers and children of dead men sought revenge. They killed ruthlessly as their ancestors had killed Venetian and Turk. Even from the picturesque Byzantine monasteries in the west of the island, monks of the Orthodox Church turned out to fight. Their brotherhood were not complete strangers to fighting. On Mount Athos down the centuries it had been the custom, and indeed the necessity, for monastic communities to defend themselves with cannon and musket against barbarian invaders and pirates.

Already villages along the coast were being deserted. Grapes were torn off the vine and trampled in the dust ; light-, water- and power-plants were wrecked; petrol dumps were fired. After the capture of Crete, the German army, if not the paratroopers themselves, in savage reprisals would burn to the ground villages like Skines, Prasses and Kandanos. ‘Here stood Kandanos’ the sign still reads today. Many scores of hostages would be shot after mockeries of trials. But the spirit and resistance of a primitive, warrior people would not be broken.

But a large group of the Assault Regiment going in at Maleme landed west of the Tavronitis and escaped the attention of the villagers of Maleme – this was IV Battalion who were to attack eastwards in support of the glider troops.46 Here there were no New Zealand defences, although Colonel Andrew had pressed for them unsuccessfully for some days prior to the attack. This was a grave weakness in the New Zealand dispositions. Germans landing west of the Tavronitis were out of range of New Zealand rifles and anyway covered by fire from their own men landed in the dried-up river bed. Defence should have been anchored on the airfield with New Zealand battalions to the west, south and east of it.

Andrew had appreciated this. But he had been unable to convince his higher commanders who felt it necessary to guard against the threat of seaborne invasion. Freyberg bears the responsibility.47

Since it was impossible for the army to guard adequately against both air and sea invasion, the effect of this policy which strung out troops from the western fringes of Maleme airfield to Canea and Suda and beyond was to concentrate in decisive strength: nowhere. Other vital consequences of the failure to concentrate forces and to provide a mobile reserve were soon to become apparent.




Chapter Eight

Take the piston rings out of my stomach 
And the cylinders out of my brain. 
Extract from my liver the crankshaft, 
And assemble the engine again.


This macabre song of the First-War pilot may have run, an idiotic refrain, through some air force mind as in untrained bewilderment it tried to impose some sort of order out of the chaos resulting from the attack of the German parachutists at Maleme.

 



They had dropped in crowds on the hill below the 4-inch guns, by the open field of the ‘drome, and in the gap in the defence between the North Camp and the bridge. The gliders had mostly landed in the dead ground of the dried-up Tavronitis river bed.

A number of the R.A.F. men were soon prisoners. Flight-Sergeant Harold Wilkinson of Middlesborough was one. He was well enough treated, looked over curiously and then more or less ignored; the paratroops had their own problems. Then an officer arrived. He ordered the group of thirty or forty prisoners to advance with their hands up as a protective screen in front of the parachutists. They soon ran into fire from the New Zealanders. Men on either side of him were shot down as the Germans lobbed grenades over their heads or fired between them.

Flying-Officer Crowther – one of the naval officers had noted him as one of the few R.A.F. officers who ‘had the confidence of his men or showed any qualities of leadership’ – led a counter-attack from behind C Company positions. With a mixed group of soldiers and airmen he released Wilkinson and the other prisoners – those of them left alive.

Another prisoner was Petty Officer Wheaton who had been posted to Maleme from the aircraft-carrier H.M.S. Eagle. After being disarmed and swiftly searched, he was led away. Then an officer arrived and selected him and an airman from out of the comfortable, shuffling anonymity of a group of prisoners. He gave them a red flag with a black swastika in its centre. They did not understand his guttural order. For all they knew, he was telling them they were already dead.

Then, as if recalling his situation and theirs, he switched to English. They were to walk – in that direction. He pointed with his pistol. They were to call on any British troops they saw to surrender. Together Wheaton and the airman set off. They whispered agreement to make a break for it as soon as they saw opportunity. Six Germans with tommy-guns brought up the rear.

Over the crest of a rise – and the first New Zealand unit was there, just ahead. They could see the round tin-hats peeking above the top of a slit-trench. In a moment they took in the scene with the sunlight glinting on the barrel of a machine-gun.

‘Surrender,’ yelled Wheaton – and then dashed for it, the bullets spattering around his feet. German bullets? New Zealand bullets? He had no time to work out their source as, zigzagging at speed, he dived for the trench and landed safely in the bottom.

Wheaton crouched there waiting for the airman. He did not come. After the Germans had been driven off, the New Zealanders went out to bring him in. He was badly wounded; shot in the back.

Wheaton was directed back to Colonel Andrew’s Headquarters on the east side of the hill on Point 107.

He passed through the positions of 15 Platoon on the western fringe of the airfield. The New Zealand officer had been shot through the neck. His batman, an ex-miner, Private Farrington, lay dead close by with a bullet through his head. But for an hour, until he fainted from loss of blood, the officer, Lieutenant Sinclair, kept trying, unsuccessfully, to ignite a petrol dump alongside a pile of R.A.F. bombs.

Near Sinclair another New Zealand soldier had died in a pattern of courage which had been established in the trenches of Flanders twenty-five years before. When a grenade landed in his trench, Lance-Corporal Mehaffey flung his helmet over it; and then, in an attempt to save the lives of two comrades who were with him, he jumped on to his helmet. Both his feet were blown off. He died soon afterwards.

Though he was recommended for a posthumous Victoria Cross, it was not awarded. In France in the First War it would have surely been his. Here at Maleme among New Zealanders on 20 May 1941, the standards of bravery were at their most exacting. His company commander, Captain Johnson, reported of him: ‘His behaviour and gallantry throughout the entire scrap until his final act of sacrifice was indeed of a high order.’48

 



Wheaton found his way safely to 22nd Battalion Headquarters. There, Colonel Andrew, a tall, lean man with a stiff black moustache, was strolling about with an air of utter self-possession. He had been wounded slightly in the bombing – a small bomb splinter that stuck in above the temple. He pulled the hot metal out himself and bled a bit.

Addressing the first parade of the Battalion back at Trentham Camp in New Zealand, he had told his men, ‘My name is Andrew. A-N-D-R-E-W. There is no “s”. And I’m the boss.’

The men had stirred uneasily under the impact of this strict disciplinarian. In the following days they would see their officers pale and shaken leaving the Colonel’s midday conferences. And they became accustomed to his curt sentence to offenders – ‘28 days’ – and to more drilling and route-marching than any other unit in the 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary Force.

But today, after some 600 German parachutists and gliderborne troops had tumbled on top of the battalion, and, with communications cut, Colonel Andrew was no longer effectively in charge of his men. But the discipline which he had imposed on them had become self-discipline. And in scores of isolated actions in the olive groves, among the vineyards and in the scrub, his men fought superbly without direction or control from him.

They fought, many of them indeed, in a style that had won him his own Victoria Cross at Warneton Road near Messines as a lance-corporal in the First World War. Heading two sections, he captured one machine-gun post; and then another. Then, with one private, he dashed on another 300 yards to capture a third machine-gun post and a strong-point in the cellar of a café called ‘In Der Rooster Cabaret’.

Petty Officer Wheaton had time only for a curious glance at this New Zealand officer. For Commander George Beale, his own commanding officer in charge of 805 and 815 squadrons of the Fleet Air Arm, was in the dug-out and he had been wounded. He was propped up looking very weak with a blood-soaked emergency dressing in a chest wound.

Following the German attack, Beale, having no certain combatant role, had met Wing-Commander Howell, the senior R.A.F. officer, and together they decided to go down to their own old headquarters to destroy confidential papers. Not making use of ground or cover, they walked downhill. Along the path they came across a green parachute. They stopped and looked around them. There was no sign of any German. No movement in the olive-trees. They went on slowly.

A sudden burst of tommy-gun fire caught Howell in both arms. Beale was hit in the chest, the smallish calibre bullet making a neat hole, being deflected by a rib, and leaving a jagged hole as it left the body. He lay on the ground and patched himself with field dressings, then dragged himself over to Howell who was in poor shape. Beale managed to get tourniquets on his upper arms below the shoulders. Howell was conscious. Together they decided they had better try and run for it.

Now!

They got a short way up the hill when Howell fell.

‘Leave me here,’ he said to Beale. After an argument, Beale went on reluctantly. Not many yards further on, he came across some R.A.F. men. They were lying in the bottom of a slit-trench.

‘Come on,’ he said, ‘we’ve got to get the Wingcoe out of here.’

Beale told them to bring the duck-board from the bottom of the trench to use as an improvised stretcher. They climbed slowly out from safety, and were soon down the hill, lifting Howell on to the wooden slats. Just as they were getting ready to lift him, a stick grenade came twisting through the air. It landed right among them; and lay still.

They flung themselves to the ground. And waited. The explosion dazed Beale and, when he picked himself up, he found that the two R.A.F. men had disappeared. He decided he had better find other men to bring Howell in. At the top of the hill he found a couple of dozen airmen. He sent them back for Howell and was himself restrained from returning.

But the R.A.F. men left the Wing-Commander for dead – if they ever reached him. And he and Beale did not meet again until they were both prisoners of war in Athens.

The reactions of the R.A.F. were mixed. Many were excellent. Leading-Aircraftsman Denton, for instance, showed fine morale and courage throughout the battle and during the following days. He was in a gun-pit, with a Lewis gun from one of the wrecked planes of 815 Squadron, at the bottom of the hill near the aerodrome.

He had been manning this position from dusk until after the morning ‘stand to’ for the past fortnight, and both on the 19th and on the morning of the attack had endured very heavy strafing attacks and many near-misses from the airfield bombing. As the German parachutists dropped he stood his ground. It seemed he was in the midst of crowds of them. He kept his gun firing at them, in the air and on the ground, until it burnt out. Picking it up, he then made for the defended positions at the top of the hill.

Some of the ground-crews, however, thought of themselves as non-combatants. They considered that manning the defences was not work with which to soil their hands. This was the soldier’s job. They were an embarrassment to the New Zealanders and had to be withdrawn from the line.

The independence of the miscellaneous troops in the New Zealand area had, indeed, continued to a ludicrous extent. Marines from the 4-inch coastal defence and 3-inch anti-aircraft batteries, the R.A.F. and naval crews, had not come under Colonel Andrew’s command, despite his strong representations. Each group even retained its own password, which it continued to use without reference to the New Zealanders.

Several of the Fleet Air Arm men, apart from Wheaton, were concerned to do what they could for Commander Beale. Chief Petty Officer Hall, who had made his way from the main group of 805 Squadron – about forty men who had a Fulmar’s Browning machine-gun mounted for ground use and some rifles and endured during the day constant attacks from mortars, aircraft and enemy infantry – went in search of rum and food.

He found Beale and gave him some rum before making his way back to his own men. Lieutenant Ramsay, a Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve pilot who had been flying the only airworthy plane, a Hurricane, on the 17th and who, on the day before had shot down two German aircraft, also saw Beale a bit later at 805 camp.

Ramsay had gone back to the camp to destroy confidential books and blow up the I.F.F. (Identification Friend or Foe) sets which were in his tent wired up with an aircraft battery. He also went into Beale’s dug-out and, Ramsay writes,49 ‘I remember well his look of apprehension when I went back to see him after the explosion of the I.F.F. sets.’ He then went to see if he could get some help for Beale from a regimental aid post which, someone said, had been established on the hill. But he never found the medical orderlies nor subsequently got back to Beale again.

The morale of the Fleet Air Arm men generally was better than that of the R.A.F.; it was so largely because of Ramsay; Lieutenant Sutton’s report50 states: ‘His men had confidence in him, and he in himself.’

Ramsay too wrote his own contemporary report. He noted the main drop of parachutists on the west side of the hill by the north and south camps, which was the first part of the hill to fall. Then ‘a counter-attack made by fifteen or twenty men very nearly cleared up the hill, but was frustrated by the continual fire of German mortars established in the river bed’. And ‘during all this time parties of men were moving about on the aerodrome and the hill and it was quite impossible to know who was who. There was a great deal of shouting back and forth and the ubiquitous naval adjective was the best countersign.’

Dispositions of the Fleet Air Arm were directed by a combination of their own inclinations and the directions of any officer who appeared to know anything about the situation – Colonel Andrew, for instance, was occasionally seen. But, in general, ‘no one loved us or took any interest in us’.

Sutton’s experience confirms Ramsay’s cynicism. He was in a slight fold in the hill overlooking the aerodrome and had enlarged this natural cover with a bayonet so that he lay in a hollow about two feet deep firing at the parachutists who dropped on the opposite slope of the ravine. ‘The situation was most depressing and most alarming,’ he wrote in his report. ‘Everywhere you looked parachutists were dropping – ahead of you, two hundred yards to your left, over the hill at your back.’

All they could do, they did. Which was to go on firing and hope that troops on their flanks and in their rear would hold out. ‘Nobody knew what was happening. We had no direction from the army. We just held on and fought all day.’

Troop-carrier after troop-carrier continued to come over. Dive-bombing and fighter machine-gunning attacks were incessant. The Royal Marines continued to fight the remaining anti-aircraft guns until subjected to a particularly vicious dive-bombing attack.

The Germans’ air to ground co-operation was impeccable. Any machine-gun or section position opening fire was attacked from the air within a minute or two of its detection.

 



In attacking, as Ramsay saw, at the R.A.F. camp the Germans had unerringly found the weak spot in the New Zealand defence. For, because of the camp and the large number of airmen in and around it, 15 Platoon of C Company had not co-ordinated with the northern platoon of D Company. A proper line of defence there would have run right through the officers’ mess which was ‘unthinkable’.

The German attack was typically ostentatious and vulgar. It was Wagner from a brass band. But it was by no means as effective initially as the sound and the fury seemed to indicate.

Luftflotte IV’s report dated 28 November 194151 recorded that the landing at Maleme ‘was made in the face of heavy infantry fire (from positions) which had not been located from the air, such as those on the sloping ground south of the airfield. Some of the parachutists were killed during the descent, others shortly after landing.’

Moreover, one battalion of the assault regiment was dropped too far east. And, because of strong defensive fire, ‘great numbers of parachutists were unable to reach the armament containers’. Also both central and western groups were without their appointed leaders who were either dead or casualties.

On the return of the transport aircraft and the squadrons of Fliegerkorps VIII who had supported them, it was ‘naturally assumed that everything had gone according to plan’. The second wave was therefore sent in as laid down in the operation order.

Timing, however, tended to get put back. Despite fire-tenders spraying water freely, huge dust clouds arose over the crowded airfields. There were crashes; runways became unserviceable; refuelling took longer than expected. Aircraft were not available in sufficient numbers for the attack of the eastern group planned to go in at Iraklion during the afternoon.

Many aircraft expected on Crete as transport-carriers were crash-landed on beaches east and west of Maleme. One Messerschmitt was even crashed to enable the pilot to deliver a message to a commander out of radio contact with General Student in Athens.

By noon most of the gunners who had dropped at Maleme to the east of the airfield had been killed or captured. The attempts of the paratroops to exploit southwards had been frustrated with heavy losses. But in the west, in and around the six-hundred-yard-wide bed of the Tavronitis River, they had built up a strong concentration. Here, strips of white and yellow material arranged by the paratroops in different shapes brought them medical supplies, ammunition for small arms, mortars and anti-tank weapons, smoke bombs and ground reinforcements.

So far, the Germans had failed in their initial objective – the airfield itself But, as they built up strength for a second onslaught from the west, the complexity and efficiency of their organisational machine was evident. From General Student’s first briefing to senior officers in the Hotel Grande Bretagne, Athens, planning had been meticulous. Operation orders listed the equipment which parachutists were required to carry down to pencil with point-protector, handkerchief, and three ounces – no more, no less – of toilet-paper.

Personal arms for the first drop of paratroops were an automatic pistol, jack-knife and four hand-grenades. They wore rimless crash-helmets and the ill-fitting jumping-suits, camouflaged with a mixture of green, grey, brown and black patches. In their packs they carried a blanket and a small cooking-stove. Inside the turn-ups of their trousers they carried spare socks, vest and pants.

They had rations for two to three days including the sliced Wittler bread wrapped in silver paper, processed chocolate and rusks, sugar, biscuits, thirst-quenchers and cigarettes.

Many had taken drugs of a Benzedrine type and they carried a further supply of Energen or Pervitin called ‘courage tablets’. Some had hypodermics and ampoules of an anti-fatigue stimulant.

Special phonetic phrase books had been issued from which useful injunctions could be culled, such as, ‘If yu lei yu will be schott’.

Meanwhile, the paratroops on the western fringe of the airfield had lost most of their initial drive. Gericke’s account is by now almost surrealist.

His character Franz was troubled about whether he had handled the situation properly. Should he have allowed his men to fire at the unsuspecting English? He looked to left and right at his dead comrades and his scruples vanished. He felt neither pride nor remorse.

In a few brief hours war had become a matter of routine for him. He was all fighter now. Gradually he began to feel pleasure and satisfaction over every success. He does not love war, he thinks; but he fights, fights like all his companions. Suddenly there is a hail of fire. It sounds like the fast firing rat-a-tat of German guns.

‘White Very lights,’ he shouts.

More easily said than done. The Very lights lie somewhere behind them in the sand. Gradually the firing eases off. The men up the hill realise that it is their comrades on the edge of the airstrip.

Franz takes control of himself with difficulty.

‘Let’s get going – down to the river bed,’ he orders.

What is left of his section dash back, leap over a low wall, and down into the safety of the river bed. They come together from all sides, dusty, begrimed devils grinning and with enormous-seeming eyes.

‘Come on,’ says Franz; ‘we will try again further along the flank.’

In the region of the R.A.F. camp he encounters the second group of the fat Huber who had been the fool of the unit during their training in Germany. There lies Weber shot through the neck and little Drescher with his head blown off.

They go on past the ragged tents hanging slackly on the guy-ropes. Suddenly they are in a place where the Tommies can see them. There is a crackle of rifle fire, so close that it isn’t possible to distinguish between the ‘crack’ of the bullet through the air and the ‘thump’ which gives the direction of the shot.

Barbed-wire is between the Germans and the New Zealanders in the olive groves. Franz shouts to Huber: ‘Use your wire-cutters – we’ll give you covering fire.’

He finds some men with grenades. He tells them to throw into the olive grove. There are loud explosions in the wood. Sand spurts up on all sides. Branches and leaves fly about. Then no more grenades.

‘What’s the matter with you lot?’ he shouts.

The reply comes: ‘We’re O.K. I’ve two bullets in my shoulder. Otto has a shot in his leg. Neumann has a bullet wound in his head. There’s Kosterlitz. Dead. He’s almost black in this damned heat.’

Franz creeps on. He comes across Meissner, a cheerful ski-ing instructor. He too is wounded.

There is a rustling near by. It is an army doctor who has pulled a lance-corporal out of the line of fire. But there is nothing he can do for the man who has time only to murmur, ‘Give my girl my love’ and die.

Another man is lying near by. He has been shot in the stomach and screams for water.

The shooting has helped. Huber’s group is able to advance. Every yard is a grim struggle. Every inch of that burning sand costs sweat and blood. The dust makes their throats dry and the thirst is unbearable. They lack drinking water. Thirst-quenchers don’t help much. The tinned ham has gone off in the heat. Chocolate only increases the thirst.

The burning sun exhausts them. If only they had light shirts and shorts like the Tommies. Franz wipes his forehead and curses the heat. Then pulls out his knife and cuts off the bottoms of his trousers. That’s cooler!

Now they take cover in a bomb-damaged house. In the rooms lie dead paratroopers with shattered limbs. Glassy, sightless eyes gaze at nothing. On a blood-stained bed lies another man who died trying to bind his wounds. He still holds the bandages in his stiffened hands.

Outside, by the bridge, there are more dead men. Wagner’s there, the tall fellow from Hamburg, and Walters too. Beside the road is another crashed glider. The men inside are dead, but they still sit in the positions in which they flew in. Everywhere the earth has been torn up with bombs and grenades of all kinds. The sight of blood everywhere is enough to make one’s heart fail.

A messenger arrives from the river bed. Lieutenant Andersen has fallen – a bullet through his head. A sergeant has taken over command. The German feels no emotion at the news.

He only thinks, ‘What a grave this is.’

He glances at his watch. It is a little after 11 a.m.

 



The German spearhead halted momentarily at the R.A.F. camp. They left there parties to fire on the New Zealanders – 13 Platoon – on the far side of the airfield by the sea, and then pressed on towards Point 107 and Andrew’s headquarters.

Before them went unarmed airmen either demoralised and running or deliberately driven at gun-point.

Captain S. Johnson of C Company sent across Lance-Sergeant Ford and a section to help break up the attack.

Andrew was not grateful: ‘You look after your own backyard – I’ll look after mine,’ he told them. He was as good as his word.

After they got back to Johnson, Sergeant Ford and two men were sent off to the eastern end of the airfield. One of the men, Private Porter, was lost on the way. And Sergeant Ford, who used what cover he could and then at the end simply ‘ran like hell’, could not get the men of 13 Platoon to move across the airfield to the support of 15 Platoon.

For by now they were pinned down by heavy fire, both from the R.A.F. camp and near the river mouth close by the most northerly of 15 Platoon positions.

So the twenty-three men of 15 Platoon holding 1,500 yards of ground on the western fringe of the airfield could not be reinforced. It was certain death to cross the open ’drome, but, although they had already beaten off strong attacks and Lieutenant Sinclair had by now fainted from loss of blood, somehow they held on and it was not until 5 p.m. that Andrew asked Brigadier Hargest of 5th Brigade Headquarters for counter-attack by 23rd Battalion.

He was told by the Brigadier, whose Headquarters were sited too far to the rear,52 where he could have had little grasp of the operation, that 23rd Battalion were engaged and fully extended.

Hargest then told 21st and 23rd Battalions, whose counter-attack role was the airfield and who had by then dealt with most of the opposition in their areas, that they were not yet required to counter-attack. Probably he had in mind the threat of sea-borne attack for which something had to be kept in reserve. He did not survive the war; his motives are unclear.

Soon after Andrew decided he must play his last card – counterattack himself, supported only by the two ‘I’ tanks he had under command.

Forty men are mustered. They are from 14 Platoon under Lieutenant H. Donald; then the New Zealanders are joined by an English officer from 156 Light Anti-Aircraft Battery and eight of his men at their own ‘urgent request’.

Supported by the fire of a few Bofors, they set out at jog-trot from its eastern fringe across the fire-swept airfield. They carry their rifles in the high port position across their chests, the long bayonets glinting in the sunlight. Each man is separated by several yards of ground from his nearest comrade. But they are linked each to each and operate as one in this vain exercise in courage.

Most of them reach the western fringe of the airfield. Then the two-pounder of one of the tanks and its machine-gun jam. It withdraws. The other gets to the dried-up river bed. There, between the pylons of the hundred-yard-long metal bridge, its engine fails. The tank and crew are captured by the Germans. Its gun is turned on the New Zealanders. Without tank support and hopelessly outnumbered they are forced to retreat.

Recrossing the airfield they are now a rabble, disorganised and running with only a slim hope of survival to spur them on. At any moment one of the bullets cracking around them at body height may find its target between their shoulder-blades. In twos and threes they stumble to rest in blood-soaked pain before oblivion in the fierce sunlight. Three men out of an original fifty reach the previous positions unwounded.

Captain Johnson commanding C Company sends a runner to report the failure of the counter-attack to Andrew.

‘Hang on at all costs’ is Andrew’s message back.

Like the good commander he is Andrew assumes a confidence he does not feel. A man from D Company has just reported himself as its sole survivor. C Company on the airfield has, he knows, suffered heavy casualties. Probably there are no more than 200 survivors in the whole area. The Germans are building up in the west and infiltrating to the east and south; his calls for counter-attack from the other battalions – a white-green-white Very light – have not been seen or possibly have been ignored.

Around 6 p.m. he gets the Brigadier on the temperamental 18 set and tells him that he must withdraw.

Hargest, no more in control of his battalions than Andrew is of his companies, replies, ‘If you must, you must.’ And at 9 p.m. Andrew gives the order for withdrawal.

His order had indeed been anticipated here and there. Private Blain, for instance, in the mortar position overlooking the airfield, had lost touch with surrounding units and with Battalion Headquarters during the afternoon.53 His Sergeant had decided to pull back. They dismantled the mortar, broke the sight, threw away the firing-pin, and the remains were ditc enever they came across an officer and a group of men making a stand.

As they were leaving, they heard a voice with a marked accent calling for help. The Sergeant went off with two men to investigate and came back with a young German. A bullet had creased his skull behind the ear. About twenty, he was more frightened than hurt. From sign language and his little English the New Zealanders made out that he’d been told to expect an almost unopposed landing. They were impressed with his equipment which they inspected closely including the energy tablets and the vitaminised food. This one even had two whole lemons with him. They took him with them; and handed him over to another unit later on.

Andrew’s decision to pull back is one on whi ch, say the commentators, the loss of the island turned. The exhaustive official New Zealand History is ponderously critical. Its author, D. Davin, was in the New Zealand force. Indeed, Andrew and Hargest, it has even been suggested, may have been made scapegoats as a matter of policy. Long afterwards historians from the British War Office were to plead the cause of these officers in correspondence with the Editor-in-Chief, Sir Howard Kippenber ger, who himself took part in the battle. It was a futile effort. Their views were ‘noted’.

In a recent letter54 Colonel Andrew writes: ‘Before publication I had many discussions with Davin and Kippenberger about what happened and when, but that did not change the publication – they had some reason no doubt. Davin was a junior officer in the counter-attack which would not counter-attac k. . . . I am now prepared to let the men who were there with me and know what happened be the judges.’

In fact two companies – one from 28th (Maori) Battalion and one from 23rd Battalion – did get forward after dark, the Maoris reaching the fringe of the airfield around midnight, but finding no New Zealand troops they withdrew eliminating pockets of Germans on the way. This effort cannot pro perly be called a counter-attack.

That there was no effort to retake the airfield was decisive.

General Student appreciated that if he did not secure it on the first night, May 20/21, he was dependent on the doubtful chance of a sea-borne follow-up. On trial for war crimes in 1945 he said: ‘I decided that the whole mass of the reserve would be put into action on the airfield at Maleme. Th at was a critical night for me. If the enemy had made an all-out effort in counter-attacking that night, May 20/21, or on the morning of the 21st, the very tired remnants of the Sturm regiments, suffering from lack of ammunition, could have been wiped out.’

By the end of the first day, when further attacks had been made in strength near Canea, Suda Bay, Rethimnon and Iraklion, the Germans had suffered heavy casualties in bitter fighting.

The situation was confused, and little reliable information was available at any level. Major-General Bernard Freyberg, the General-Officer-Commanding, reported to General Wavell in Cairo:

‘The day has been a hard one. We have been hard pressed. So far I think we hold Maleme, Iraklion, and Rethimnon aerodromes and the two harbours. The margin by which we hold them is a small one, and it would be wrong of me to paint an optimistic picture.’

The Prime Minister’s statement to the crowded benches of the House of Commons that evening was: ‘After a good deal of intense bombing of Suda Bay and various airfields in the neighbourhood, about 1,500 enemy troops wearing New Zealand battledress [loud shouts of ‘On!’] landed by gliders, parachute and troop-carriers in the area of Canea and Maleme.

‘This message was sent out at 12. o’clock today and the military report was that the situation was in hand.’

The reference to the enemy’s wearing British battledress was to appear widely in contemporary newspaper reporting.

It was without substance.




Chapter Nine

Why was there no counter-attack at Maleme on the first day when opportunity was still golden?

An analysis of the situation in geographical order east from 22nd to the other battalions of the New Zealand 5th Brigade, 21st and 23rd, and behind them again 28th Battalion, may provide some answer.

Lieutenant-Colonel J. Allen commanding 21st Battalion had earlier been given three mutually exclusive roles. They were to advance to the Tavronitis in the event of attack; to move into the positions of 23rd Battalion should it counter-attack in support of 22nd Battalion on the airfield at Maleme; or to stay and fight where they were.

The conditions which were to determine the role he was to select were unclear in Allen’s mind. Indeed, no priorities had been decided in the original orders.

In the event, as 23rd Battalion remained where it was throughout May 20, his choice was narrowed to advancing to the river or staying put. Crediting Brigadier Hargest at 5th Brigade Headquarters with more knowledge than he himself possessed – he had no communication with Andrew at 22nd Battalion after 7 a.m. although he had seen, through a haze of dust, the descent of the gliders and paratroops at Maleme – he decided he should wait for orders. His battalion was anyway much reduced in numbers from Greece and he doubtless felt could not shoulder the task of counter-attacking on its own.

No orders came; and so throughout the day most of his men in four depleted companies stayed where they were on the feature known as Vineyard Ridge. He pushed out some patrols. And towards evening he was dive-bombed severely by Stukas.

To the north of him the stronger 23rd Battalion was initially heavily engaged. Most of the Assault Regiment’s III Battalion came down in or around its perimeter.

Slaughter of the parachutists was rapid and as easy as duck-shooting with more excitement but about as much significance. Lieutenant-Colonel D. Leckie commanding the 23rd Battalion himself killed five from the gulley in which he had sited his headquarters. His Adjutant, Captain R. Orbell, a peace-time shipping clerk, executed a couple without getting up from the packing-case that was his desk.

As soon as the paratroops among their own slit-trenches had been dispatched, the individual companies sallied out to deal with the Germans who had landed outside the perimeter. Again the New Zealanders were tremendously successful. For instance, Lieutenant N. Thomas leading 15 Platoon killed thirty Germans for the loss of one man killed and two wounded.

The rest of the morning passed in local patrolling and mopping-up operations. Leckie, by prearrangement, sent a few signallers to an observation post on the western slopes of 23rd Battalion area. Their task was to establish contact by visual signals with 22nd Battalion. They failed to do this. Nor did they see the white-green-white counter-attack signals put up by Andrew later in the day.

But they watched the enemy through binoculars. And as he did not move in the open, they assumed and passed word back to Leckie that 22nd Battalion was keeping him pinned down.

At 2.25 p.m. there came a message from Brigade which endorsed his policy of wait and see. Hargest told him that reports from other units were satisfactory; that everything was in hand; and that Leckie would not be called on for counter-attack unless the position became very serious.

Leckie, unaware of the tenuous hold of Andrew, did send one platoon forward to try to reach Headquarters Company of 22nd Battalion. But as their neighbours were now firing on all movement, the Platoon was unable to reach them. Then, later in the evening, he got orders from Hargest to send one company forward. About dusk, A Company moved forward.

This was merely a patrol in strength; it was not a counter-attack; it reconnoitred only as far as the fringe of the airfield. At the end of the day the remainder of his battalion, who had suffered casualties of seven killed and thirty wounded, settled down for the night in high spirits. Of the 600 men of the German III Battalion who landed around them, 400 were dead.55 And many of these had fallen to Leckie’s 23rd Battalion.

Brigadier Hargest’s own headquarters at Platanias further east were in the area of the Maori 28th Battalion; and he was able to observe the small scale of enemy operations in that area which left untouched one of the strong battalions of the Brigade. Apart from a glider and a transport which crash-landed on the beach during the morning, and a couple of isolated paratroopers who landed near Battalion Headquarters, the day was uneventful.

His headquarters were sited far back; but he did not make any personal reconnaissance.56 He was in a slit-trench from where he could observe Maleme; and he accepted the breakdown of communication within his own command as inevitable.

Hargest’s signals back to Freyberg were confident. At eight minutes past ten in the morning he reported by telephone that the situation was well in hand. Then communications with headquarters also started to break down.

But twenty minutes later he was able to call on 27 Battery for artillery fire beyond the Tavronitis. Somehow 22nd Battalion’s urgent need of searching fire had been communicated. A and B troops of the artillery were well hidden and fired on map references after the line to their observation post had been cut. C troop were exposed and fired over open sights. This brought down on them the immediate attention of flights of German planes. Air attacks became constant so that they had to fire, if at all, while they themselves were under fire. With their Troop Commander wounded, they continued in action, most satisfyingly when the first round from their guns landed with an accuracy which modestly surprised them in the middle of a column of paratroops in close formation. The distant, tiny figures fell and scattered.

A subsidiary if essential task for these gunners was to defend themselves against parachutists. This was not simple as they were short of rifles. One gun in B Troop had one rifle among eleven men. Major W. Philp, the Battery Commander, has described57 the scene:

‘B.H.Q. now receive a ‘carrier’s load right in our front garden and we get into the fun. One Hun is only about 25 yards away in grape vines. A few rounds are fired but he may be lying doggo. [One of our gunners] sets our anxiety at rest by coming up from the opposite direction walking straight up to the Hun and saying – “You’d look at me like that, you bas . . . would you?” with appropriate action. Another poor devil gets his on the wing. His ‘chute catches in an olive-tree and he finishes up by leaning on a rock wall, head on hands almost as if he had been meditating by the wall when death caught up to him. Dead Germans everywhere – ’chutes caught in trees and fluttering in the wind. . . .’

Meanwhile Hargest’s determination to hang on to his reserve had been reinforced by a captured enemy map brought in during the afternoon. It showed the enemy’s main drive out of Maleme eastwards to Canea.

And, when Andrew asked for counter-attack around 5 p.m., he was told by Hargest that 23rd Battalion was unavailable as it was still busy with its own quota of paratroops.

As hour succeeded hour confusion caused misunderstanding; and misunderstanding caused yet greater confusion. Runners were swept down on by fighters as soon as they left cover. And most of the wireless-sets had been left on the beaches in Greece. Batteries of those the Brigade had left were low and signals weak.

Although in the afterlight the inactivity of Brigadier Hargest, who did not survive the war, appears decisive, his lack of action was grounded in bad communications; there remained the threat of seaborne invasion; and he was almost certainly waiting for the situation to clarify before committing an all too expendable reserve. Also, there was the oppressive effect of continuous aerial bombardment which was an almost physical weight on the spirits of the defence, and paralysed liaison.

That he did not perceive that this was a new type of warfare in which hours counted and not days, should not be held against him. He was not the first and will not be the last commander facing a situation for which little in his previous experience had prepared him. He should not be judged as if possessed of the prescience of universal military genius.

But no doubt what the fluid situation here and elsewhere really demanded was bold and flexible personal leadership of the order which Rommel was soon to demonstrate in the desert of Africa to the south. The New Zealanders were the best amateur soldiers in the world. The character and courage of their troops was beyond reproach. If their leadership had a fault it was in an over-trustful tendency to delegate and leave subordinate commanders to ‘run their own show’.

It was all friendly and democratic, suited to their vigorously independent temperaments, and grew up out of the very provincialism of their young country. In its way it was wholly admirable; but here against German professionals steeped in the theory of von Klausewitz and operating at the end of two centures of dedicated militarism, it was altogether too uncertain in its methods. Later in the desert they were to learn swifter, more decisive operating methods. But had the more experienced 4th Brigade under the resourceful Brigadier L. Inglis been sited on the airfield it might, even there in 1941, have been a different story.

 



Colonel Howard Kippenberger, a New Zealander of German descent, in command ot the composite 10th Brigade to the east, had argued that 8 Greek Battalion was only a circle on the map; that it was murder to leave it where it was.

He was told that in war sometimes murder had to be done. But in the event the Greek Battalion near Alikianou at the southwestern end of Prison Valley played a useful role. And the action of Brigadier E. Puttick, commanding the New Zealand Division, on leaving it where it was proved justified.

The weakness in the dispositions in this area between Maleme and Canea south of Galatas was the big gap of quite 4,000 yards between 6 and 8 Greek Regiments which extended for the length of Prison Valley.

Kippenberger himself was in his billet in Galatas that morning at dawn when the first German reconnaisance plane appeared. It was a fighter which flew up and down the main street of the village firing at anything it could see. Kippenberger before his death gave his own account of what followed:58

‘Nothing appeared imminent, so I finished dressing and went down for breakfast under the trees outside. The plane was still tearing up and down the street and maybe the cooks were bustled, for the porridge was mere oatmeal and water. I was grumbling about this when someone gave an exclamation that might have been an oath or a prayer or both. Almost over our heads were four gliders, the first we had ever seen, in their silence inexpressibly menacing and frightening. Northwards was a growing thunder. I shouted: “Stand to your arms” and ran upstairs for my rifle and binoculars. . . .

‘When I reached the courtyard again the thunder had become deafening. The troop-carriers were passing low overhead in every direction one looked, not more than 400 feet up, in scores. As I ran down the road to my Battalion Headquarters the parachutists were dropping out over the valley, hundreds of them and floating quickly down. Some were spilling out over our positions and there was a growing crackle of rifle fire. I pelted down the road, out-pacing the two signallers who had started with me, and scrambled up the steep track to the battle post, a pink house on a little knoll east of the road. As I panted through the gap in the cactus hedge, there was a startling burst of fire fairly in my face, cutting the cactus on either side of me. I jumped sideways, twisted my ankle, and rolled down the bank. After whimpering a little, I crawled up the track and into the house, and saw my man through the window. Then I hopped out again, hopped around the back and, in what seemed to me a nice bit of minor tactics, stalked him round the side of the house and shot him cleanly through the head at ten yards. The silly fellow was still watching the gap in the hedge and evidently had not noticed me crawl into the house.’

Meanwhile the main action was taking place to the south-west where, with timings a little after Maleme, Colonel Heidrich, who after the death of General Süssmann en route was also in command of the Centre (Mars) Group, dropped with the main body of 3 Parachute Rifle Regiment.

8 Greek Regiment was at once cut off from the main body. But from the sound of heavy rifle and mortar fire it was clear they were fighting well as they withdrew into the foothills to the south-west.

The Greek 6 Regiment made a less spirited resistance. It was not the men’s fault. A consignment of rifle ammunition had arrived the evening before. It had not been distributed. They had only a few rounds apiece and soon withdrew – north to Galatas and east to Perivolia.

Even so, only three men from the aircraft of Company Sergeant-Major Neuhoff reached the ground unhurt. Three hundred and fifty men from his battalion survived through the period of organisation and reorientation.

Heidrich had the typical good German commander’s ability to exploit success swiftly. With a firm grasp of Prison Valley with the third battalion, he pushed in an immediate attack to take the key features south-west of Galatas – Cemetery Hill with his first battalion and Pink Hill with his second.

Neuhoff led the attack on Pink Hill, which was initially repulsed. Between two and three o’clock in the afternoon they moved on to the hill and had gone about half-way up it when, suddenly, they ran into heavy, accurate rifle-fire. This fire had been held with an impressive discipline, the Germans being well inside effective range before the defence opened up.

But the second attack was successful; the New Zealand counter-attack was delayed until 8.30 p.m. and then pinned down by accurate German fire 600 yards from the start-line, and at nightfall both Cemetery Hill and Pink Hill were still in German hands.

This strong German force south of the Canea-Maleme road was now a permanent threat to the flank of any counter-attack developed west in the direction of Maleme airfield.

But, although Heidrich drove on from the Cemetery Hill attack and reached Mournies three miles from Canea, he did not achieve his initial objective – the capture of the town. He was only checked by Captain Forrester of the Queen’s Regiment attached to the Greek Military Mission with some men from 6 Greek Regiment.

Forrester appears to have been admired by the New Zealanders. A tall, thin, blond, young Englishman wearing shorts and a long army jersey reaching almost to his knees, with the brass of his web belt polished and gleaming, he looked, they thought, more like a Wodehouse character than a soldier hero.

A subsequent eye-witness report of a New Zealand private soldier speaks of ‘a most inspiring sight’ with ‘Forrester at the head of a crowd of disorderly Greeks, including women; one Greek had a shotgun with a serrated-edge bread-knife tied on like a bayonet; others had ancient weapons – all sorts. Without hesitation this uncouth group, with Forrester out in front, went over the top of the parapet and headlong at the crest of the hill. The enemy fled.’59

To the south-west, Heidrich had also failed to capture Alikianou by the first night. He therefore ordered the Engineer Battalion of 3 Parachute Regiment to close to a position where it could cover his rear and act as a reserve. 8 Greek Regiment had thus performed well. But from now on communication with the ill-armed Greeks and Creforce failed and their early success, such as it was, remained inevitably unexploited.

A company of his command was dropped just south of 7 General Hospital. Although clearly marked with red crosses it had been identified in German reconnaisance simply as a tented camp.

During the preliminary bombardment inmates who could walk had sheltered in slit-trenches or had gone with some of the medical staff into a near-by cave, as machine-gun bullets stitched neat rows of bullet-holes in the sides of canvas tents.

At last all was quiet; and they stood up only to find German parachutists looking at them curiously along the barrels of machine-pistols. The hospital contained some wounded German airmen. They had been signalling to the paratroopers with mirrors. One was zealous in greeting their arrival with ‘Heil Hitler’s and Nazi salutes. Clad in pyjamas, he borrowed a weapon and officiously joined them in mounting guard over the patients who were too weak to walk.

Around noon, the rest of the patients, about 300 in all, wearing only pyjamas and boots and still with their hands up, were ordered to start marching, to a place where, the Germans said, they would be picked up by air and taken to Greece for hospital treatment. One man’s pyjama-trousers began to slip as they started off. He lowered his hands to pull them up; and was at once shot dead.

Only one other unarmed man seems to have been killed. This was Lieutenant-Colonel J. Plimmer, who commanded the 6th Field Ambulance. He had one arm in a sling and was shot dead as he stood up in his slit-trench.

The Germans can have had no precise rendezvous in mind. They simply headed south in the general direction of an area east of Galatas about a mile away to where they had seen other parachutists dropping. This was probably the anti-aircraft and machine-gun company of their own III Battalion.

Soon after starting a German aircraft swept down on them and fired some bursts of its machine-guns. One of the captured officers was made to climb a tree and drape a white flag across the topmost branches. The plane flew off. Then a light tank was seen – there were nine light tanks of 3rd Hussars in the Canea-Galatas area. Its driver hesitated and withdrew.

They moved off the road and headed inland, through broken country with little hills and ditches, hedges and low stone walls. From time to time, intermittent rifle-fire came out of the olive groves. None of them knew whether it came from Greeks, New Zealanders or Germans. But one or two men were hit. There seemed to be no sign of other German units. The guards debated among themselves.

The paratroops they had seen dropping were those whom Kippenberger had noted falling on the New Zealand positions – in fact they landed inside the perimeter of 19th Battalion or of 6 Greek Regiment. By now they had all been killed or driven off to the south.

A patrol from 19th Battalion worked across their front through the olive groves. Under the guns of the Germans the prisoners lay down and kept absolute silence. The New Zealanders came within a hundred yards of them. They heard one of them say, ‘There are no bloody Huns down there,’ before they moved out of sight and earshot.

The patients, who with their five guards on the flanks moved in the crocodile march of English schoolgirls, were now allowed a rest. After a few minutes there was a sudden burst of gun-fire. A number of men in the line of fire were killed. Several had identified the noise of a bren-gun. And one of the men who was there, a Portsmouth Marine, Sergeant C. Bowden, recalls that there was a chorus of: ‘Hang on you . . . !’

A few seconds later Bowden saw two New Zealanders with the bren-gun moving across a gap in the trees. Now knowing their target the New Zealanders acted with great care and with complete regard for the prisoners’ safety. Next time the bren-gun fired, three of the guards were killed.

The other couple fled – pursued by two Maoris ‘who appeared from nowhere’. By the cries that followed, Bowden gathered that the Maoris caught them! The New Zealanders now led the survivors, who were either suffering from dysentery or had been lightly wounded in earlier bombing attacks, to the defended area of 19th Battalion where they rested until dark.

 



Other glider and troop landings in the Canea area were made to the west and south of the town and on the Akrotiri Peninsula, Canea being the objective of the Mars or Centre Group.

Anti-aircraft guns in the area had been silenced by a heavy air attack between 7 and 8 a.m. Earlier in the year these Marines had been defending the English coast at Folkestone. On Crete they had no opportunity to apply the lessons they had learnt. The frequent straffing and close watch kept on the batteries from the air reduced the volume and effect of their fire and, in the last days of the action, guns in exposed sites were brought in and sited in the olive groves for the engagement of ‘opportunity’ targets.

Lieutenant Gentz led one of the three independent companies of the Assault Regiment landing in a semi-circle around Canea. One of his fifteen gliders was lost en route. Another three landed at Canea – one within fifty yards of Major Farrier of the Royal Marines who, with seven of his men, was putting up a roadblock. Like some huge locust, it was rapidly exterminated.

Sapper Cliff Trethowen, of the New Zealand Field Park Engineers, watched the fate of two of these gliders. His account begins: ‘It was a wonderful sight. Parachutes of many colours just poured down and it did not take them long to reach the ground. So started a hectic week!’

Then: ‘Now as I watched I saw several gliders heading in our direction and one in particular was making for the town below me and I began to wonder where he intended to land as the only open area was where underground shelters had been made. In a wonderful piece of flying its pilot dropped the glider down right on it – it was a drastic finish for his passengers who did not last long, but they sure had guts to try a stunt like that. At this stage I realised things were getting serious and I set off after my mates who were some distance away and when I got to our skunk-hole there were three anxious faces to greet me. One glider was about to land on top of us when the pilot must have seen the posts carrying the grape-vines [wires] and flew on another 200 yards where he crash-landed on a rocky area at the head of our gully. The glider went up in smoke and the crew suffered the same fate as the other poor devils.’

Three Germans appear to have survived the crash since Trethowen helped dispatch them with hand-grenades – they had been sniping from a position near the head of the gully – at sundown two days later.

When things had quietened down in his area he managed to inspect one of the gliders. He thought it ‘a credit to its makers. With my pocket-knife I managed to unscrew the wind-gauge and banking-meter; also the signalling keyboard, a door-handle and a belt support – and seat strap all ready camouflaged to match the olive-trees no doubt.’

His acquisitive, souvenir-hunting instinct was subsequently defeated only by the keyboard which he found too frail and bulky to carry back across the island.

A further four gliders landed in front of B Company of the Welch Regiment, commanded by Captain B. Evans, and were engaged at a range of 150 yards with light machine-guns. Incendiary bullets from the brens set the gliders on fire and their crews perished. (Captain B. Evans was later awarded the Military Cross for his part in the campaign.)

Another group of seven gliders landed in front of a searchlight detachment of the Royal Engineers and the Northumberland Hussars to the left and were engaged with rapid fire at a range of some 400 yards. Two of the gliders were set on fire and the paratroops from the rest were shot down before they could reach cover.

The German action on the peninsula came to nothing. Four out of a total of fifteen gliders ended in the sea; Captain Altmann, the sector commander, was already dead; and during the night C Company of the Welch, whose Regiment’s task was to defend Force Headquarters and act as a general reserve, moved out to eliminate the last of the parachutists who had not already been dealt with by the Northumberland Hussars. Darkness made it impossible to find them, but the next morning they were seen manning an enemy anti-aircraft site. An immediate attack destroyed them.

With typical ruthlessness, the German command in Athens left the men on the peninsula to their fate. They were prepared only to reinforce success.

But, further south again, Lieutenant Gentz’s detachment successfully captured a battery of 3.7-inch guns. The war diary of Captain C. Hiscock’s 2nd Anti-Aircraft Regiment, Royal Marines, gives a laconic account of this action. At 10.30 Lieutenant-Colonel Sergeant reported to Group Headquarters. He was ordered to collect all available troops and clear the 3.7-inch gun-site south of Canea which had been occupied by the enemy.

By 12.45 troops had been collected and organised. The attack was to begin half an hour later; but it ‘failed to materialise’ although covering fire was given by the carrier platoon of the Welch battalion as ordered. At 1.45 the carrier platoon was recalled; and a quarter of an hour later two platoons of ‘S’ battery from the Marines’ 2nd Searchlight Regiment arrived. A repetition of the same plan was ordered with a starting time of 2.30 p.m.

In his report on the attack, Hiscock’s neat initials verify the typewritten sentences: ‘Attack successful. Captain W. D. Scott, “S” Battery, wounded. 1530 hours Lt.-Col. Sergeant reported task completed to Group H.Q.’ The dialogue does not disclose that the guns were recaptured intact; nor that the troops taking part, in addition to the Royal Marines, part comprised men of the Rangers and No. 2 Greek Regiment; nor that some thirty men of the original gun-crews were liberated.

By the end of the day Lieutenant Gentz had a severely reduced command. He was isolated and the outlook for the next day was bleak. In wireless touch with Heidrich, he was told to break out to the south-west and rejoin the main body of German troops. Gentz, who spoke fluent English, at once moved off. His route passed through a number of British positions. In the darkness he bluffed his way through. Where this ruse failed, he fought his way out and with three officers and twenty-one men joined Heidrich early the following morning.

As with the glider troops on Akrotiri, so the whole pattern of the German attack around Canea was seriously incomplete. Units had failed to link each to each in a circle of steel around the town. The assault teams of Altmann and Gentz – half a battalion – had been virtually destroyed. And the only parachutists to penetrate the town defences had no more than slight value as snipers.

Of the remaining three battalions of the Assault Regiment under Heidrich’s command, one had been dispersed; the other two were in better case but had so far made small gains. In the Canea sector, the defence were in a position of strength. Except that Heidrich’s concentration in Prison Valley was potentially dangerous.

 



There were enough rations to last the Australians at Rethimnon for about ten days. Supplies had been augmented by buying eggs, fruit and fresh vegetables from the near-by farms. The West Australians of 2/11th Battalion had also hired milking goats which they kept tethered by their trenches.

Lieutenant-Colonel Ian Campbell of 2/1st Battalion was in charge of the whole force at Rethimnon which, on the day previous to the attack, had reached brigade strength.

The two battalions of Australians were both in excess of 600 strong; each had two carriers, but their three-inch mortars had no baseplates and they were down on their complement of two-inch mortars.

The Greeks in the area had been improvised into four battalions – 2,300 men in all. They had between them 800 American Springfield rifles, 1,500 Greek rifles, and a few ancient French machine-guns. There was some ten rounds of ammunition per man. Also under command was a disciplined force of 800 Cretan police.

The Australian artillery – 2/3 Field Regiment – whose guns had stayed behind in Greece, had been re-equipped with four 100-millimetre Italian guns and four 75-millimetre guns of an American pattern which, in the familiar absence of sights, were aimed through the barrel. A detachment of 7th Royal Tank Regiment had two Matilda tanks. They were in a wadi south of the landing-strip. Troops and guns were concentrated on two hills, known as Hill A and Hill B, which covered the airfield from the east and south-west. Another two battalions of Australians were stationed twelve miles to the west of Rethimnon at Yeoryioupolis where they were under the personal control of the commander of the 19th Australian Brigade, Brigadier G. Vasey.

At Yeoryioupolis the chance of seaborne invasion was reckoned to be a serious risk. In the event X Battery of the M.N.B.D.O.’s coastal-defence guns was never in action and Captain A. Fleet and half his men were eventually to become prisoners after destroying their guns unfired.

The Germans had allotted 2 Parachute Rifle Regiment under Colonel Sturm from the Centre Group for the capture of Rethimnon and its airfield. Thereafter it was to move in captured transport to rejoin the main body in the Canea sector.

There had been delays in refuelling and the dust haze which now hung over their airfields in the Dodecanese and on the mainland. When the Stukas arrived over the target at around 3.45 they were an hour late on schedule. And so effective had been the Australians’ use of camouflage that their positions were not precisely identified from the air and previous aerial reconnaissance photographs had been misinterpreted. Little damage was done and few casualties caused.

One of the Greek battalions, the 4th, an inexperienced horde of peasants who later were to fight well, dispersed from the centre of the line although no bombs had fallen on them. Australian non-commissioned officers from both neighbouring battalions were sent across and rallied them. They led them back to their positions and stayed with them.

Later Corporal R. Smallwood, a drover from New South Wales who had been born in England, led a fighting patrol of these same Greeks, returning from the main Iraklion road with some twenty prisoners.

After a quarter of an hour of noisy but ineffectual bombing, twenty-four transports flew in from the east, parallel with the coast, at a height of about 400 feet. More flew in past the olive-oil factory towards the airfield. Soon 161 had been counted. Nine were shot out of the sky by the infantry’s rifle-fire. Others headed north with flames trailing from their engine-cowlings. The remainder belched forth the parachutists, who followed their slow, billowing descent, many of them meeting death before they hit the ground. One plane’s consignment of twelve men fell neatly between two sections of the 2/ 11th. Every man had several bullets in his body by the time they crumpled, shapelessly, like so many rag-dolls, between the Australian positions.

Germans dropping on the left of the 2/11th among the vineyards were invisible even at a range of a few yards. Private T. Graffin of Kalgoorlie dashed out time after time into this area killing parachutists with the bayonet. At last he fell to a machine-pistol bullet.

A force of some 500 eventually landed beyond the Australian positions in the west and rapidly moved off towards Perivolia out of range of the West Australians’ machine-guns. On Hill A, the feature commanding the airfield at its eastern end, there dropped a sizeable body of paratroops. Concentrated in an area about 200 yards by 300, the Germans landed on top of Captain D. Channell’s company of 2/1st Battalion who also had in the area six 75-mm. guns and four Vickers machine-guns. Like a colony of ants erupting suddenly into activity, the hill, in a moment, was a confused mass of fighting men.

A few of the Australians, in these desperate minutes, found the refrain of ‘Waltzing Matilda’ taking possession of their minds. And, here and there, a wounded man recalled how he had marched with the Australian Imperial Force in the sunshine through the streets of Sydney, with their long bayonets fixed:


Up jumped the swagman and sprang into the billabong. 
‘You’ll never take me alive,’ said he! 
And his ghost may be heard as you pass by that billabong, 
‘You’ll never take me alive,’ said he!


Many crews of the Vickers machine-guns were killed. And the handful of gunners from the 75s who were left alive, and who had no weapons other than three pistols, pulled back to their battery headquarters carrying the guns’ breech-blocks with them. There, using captured weapons, they fought on – until overwhelmed by a strong German attack a few hours later.

The Germans now held most of the top and eastern side of Hill A but were pinned down by fire from other Australian positions if they attempted to advance from it. And, as the paratroops had landed among the Australian slit-trenches, their planes, ready to perform their customary oppressive and effective role of close ground support, were here initially ineffectual.

Meanwhile, in a drop which was complete in thirty-five minutes, other paratroops were landing in an oval-shaped area encompassing the olive-oil factory in an undefended area to the east.

At 5.15 p.m. Colonel Campbell ordered the two tanks to attack the Germans east of Hill A. Their performance was not impressive and they had soon shared the experience of the tanks at Maleme who were deployed at about the same time – the first fell in a drain on the north side of the airfield; the second fired a few shots in the area east of Hill A and then fell into a wadi eight feet deep. The tank commander, Lieutenant Simpson, was killed as he got out of the first tank. As the Germans advanced that night the remainder of the crews were taken.

Some days later Campbell was presented with another opportunity to use the tanks when on reoccupation of Hill A he found them undamaged. Second attempts with carrier crews of the 2/1st fared little better, however. One of the drivers was alarmed by a low-flying Blenheim – a rare enough sight – and this time the tank tumbled over a culvert into a creek. Recovered, it and its partner were subsequently put out of action by shell and mortar fire.

Despite this display of ineptness in tank handling, the result more of obsolete machinery than of any human deficiency, the Chiefs-of-Staff Committee in London had been at fault in not agreeing before the battle to Churchill’s suggestion that the Clan Lamont from ‘Convoy Tiger’ should be diverted into Suda to off-load an additional twelve infantry tanks. These, properly employed, could have even been decisive and particularly at Maleme. In the event, fifty cruiser- and fifty I-tanks went in a later convoy around the Cape which was not to anchor off Suez until July 15.

At dusk, Campbell issued his orders for attack next day against the German positions. Then, knowing that the paratroops controlled the vital Hill A and ignorant of the situation elsewhere, he asked Freyberg by radio for reinforcements.

The reply arrived at midnight. Freyberg regretted he had no reinforcements to send; and wished him luck.

 



The German onslaught on the New Zealanders at Maleme airfield had begun around 8 a.m. on the morning of May 20. But it was not until five o‘clock in the afternoon that the beating of improvised gongs and the cry ‘Parachutists’ announced the blow about to fall on the defenders at Iraklion.

Australians’ Bofors, Marines’ 3-inch guns, pom-poms, and the light machine-guns of British infantry brought down fifteen aircraft on their run in. One of the Junkers transports caught fire as the men were jumping. As each parachute opened the silk exploded into flame and its passenger plummeted to the ground.

Gerald Barry, serving as a Company Commander with 2nd Battalion Black Watch, had a grandstand seat in a crowded slit-trench on a bare and rocky hillside overlooking a valley to the south-east of the airfield.

He afterwards described the first vital minutes:60

‘The leading planes of the armada had passed overhead; when the hatches opened small black objects came tumbling out, and, in the space of a few seconds, the air above and over the valley beyond was filled with hundreds of men dangling on their parachutes, swaying this way and that. . . .’

For a split second they watched in sheer amazement and then – every rifle was firing and the crash of volley after volley echoed and re-echoed up and down the valley.

As the sinister creatures bringing death, their own or someone else’s, slowly sank to earth, the firing grew in intensity. Every soldier selected a swaying figure, sight on target, drop a yard for ‘aim-off’, then swiftly fingers squeezed triggers with ‘a mad excitement’. Rounds jammed in breeches; some of the firing was wild; the Germans blazed away with tommy-guns in an attempt to keep defenders’ heads down. But many of them never reached the ground alive.

Barry ordered one of his men to put his head out of the dug-out and see what was happening above and behind them.

‘My God, three of them are just about to land on top of us!’

Grabbing some Mills grenades, he pushed towards the entrance. Meanwhile a companion had already pulled out the pin from one of his. In his excitement, he dropped it on the floor. Quickly picking it up, he rushed out. A moment later Barry heard it explode. A figure appeared in the doorway: ‘It’s all right, I’ve got two of them!’ Then he threw another.

‘To speed the parting guest,’ Barry added one of his and, looking over the stone wall, saw two Germans lying dead a few yards away. A third was gently writhing.

Near by he saw one German land on top of a small fir-tree and get entangled in its branches. Under the trees were more Highlanders. ‘He’ll no flee again’ was the sardonic comment from one of them as the German thudded to the ground, his body still tied to the parachute tangled in the branches above. The air was full of bullets and Barry slipped back into the slit-trench. Shortly afterwards the telephone rang.

‘Air-raid Purple, sir!’ announced the exchange operator.

‘Bit late in the day,’ someone commented.

Coalville miners and other elements of the Leicestershire Regiment, the Green Tigers, further west acted with courage and dash. Today Terence Cuneo’s picture showing them in action on the first day at Iraklion hangs in the Mess at Glen Parva Barracks. German showmanship in staging the operation they found outclassed the pre-war Hendon air display and Cobham’s Circus, but, as for the parachutists, ‘it was plain slaughter for them, poor chaps!’

Further west still was the York and Lancaster Battalion, the town of Iraklion itself being held by Greeks. Dispositions were good at Iraklion and, though short of artillery, Brigadier B. Chappel was in command of a strong infantry force. More than two hundred of the attackers were killed in the air and most landed around the airfield near Buttercup Field east of the town, precisely where they had been expected.

In these upland valleys, among fields of grain, vine and olives, down wadis and on the lower ridges of the grey, bare slopes of Dicte, the Germans were dying above the ruins of the Palace of Knossos, a high, sophisticated centre of Minoan civilisation that had fallen, perhaps to savage enemies, on a night of terror and destruction more than thirty centuries before. With uncomprehending curiosity the troops had in past days inspected those great, gaudy frescoes excavated from the Palace of the Sea Kings, with its legend of the Minotaur, by Sir Arthur Evans in years of careful leisure before the war. Now all that was forgotten. Knossos throughout the battle would be known only for its hospital which, by tacit agreement, was used alike by British and Germans.

During the night there was bitter fighting in the streets of Iraklion. The Greeks, army and civilians, reinforced by a detachment of the enterprising York and Lancasters, fought with any weapons they could find. German groups got through to the quay, dominated by its Venetian fort with the winged lion still set in its ancient massive walls, and others dug in at the southern edge of the town.

Despite the survival of such elements it was clear by next morning that the German attack at Iraklion had failed.




Chapter Ten

On April 22 King George II of the Hellenes had withdrawn his Government to Crete.

At first he had installed himself and his personal suite in rooms above the bank in the market-place of Canea. Here came nightly a group of disaffected and hard-drinking troops. Brawls and shootings were routine events. The King moved, on the invitation of M. Manos, to a house, ‘Bela Kapina’, some two miles out of town at the village of Perivolia.

Apart from being King of the Hellenes, George II was a very Anglophile Danish prince,61 for whom London was a spiritual home and who had lived at Brown’s Hotel; he was the Germans’ arch-enemy in Greece. On arrival in Crete he had issued a proclamation affirming his intention to fight to the death. He was treated to a special denunciation in Hitler’s speech of May 4 heard by the German senior commanders who had led the Greek campaign over the loudspeakers in the Hotel Grande Bretagne in Constitution Square, Athens.

He appreciated, however, that his capture by an airborne operation while under British protection would be highly damaging to the incipient Greek resistance movement as well as a propaganda triumph which Hitler would exploit to fullest advantage.

On the other hand, while there was still Greek soil which had not fallen to the enemy, the King and his Government ought to remain as long as possible. The political and prestige reasons for his doing so were obvious to the British Cabinet. The Foreign Office, through Sir Michael Palairet, the late British Minister in Athens, instructed General Freyberg that he was responsible for seeing that the King and his party were not exposed to ‘undue risk’ but that their presence in Crete was of importance in its effects on home and neutral opinion.

The unconscious humour of this instruction was evidently undetected by the sender of the telegram. No one could possibly have been safe on Crete with a German airborne attack expected daily. The only people responsible for exposing the King to ‘undue risk’ were therefore the Foreign Office who urged Freyberg to get him to stay.

Freyberg wrote afterwards: ‘It seemed to me that in the circumstances the front-line – and Canea during the middle of May was certainly very much in the front-line – was not the right place for the King and the National Government. . . . I did not see any reason to expose these important and gallant people to the risk of being killed or wounded or, far worse, captured.’

With accurate intelligence building up of troop movements and airfield construction, unmistakable pointers to impending attack, Freyberg judged that the period of ‘undue risk’ would arrive on May 14. This selection of date seemed to some a shade arbitrary.

At 11 a.m. on May 9 there was a meeting between the King, M. Tsouderos, the Prime Minister, General Freyberg, Sir Michael Palairet, Major-General T. Heywood, Head of the Military Mission to the Greek Government and Rear-Admiral C. Turle, the Naval Attaché and Head of the Inter-Services Mission. Turle took an unofficial minute; his diary records: ‘Freyberg said straightaway that he advised the King to leave the Island as soon as he could. H.M. asked what day he could go and Freyberg replied that he would ask for a flying-boat on the 12th and that anyway he should be out of the Island by the 14th.

‘After the King and Tsouderos left I asked Freyberg “Why the 14th?” and he replied, looking wise and important, “That is my affair”.’

After the meeting broke up Turle hurried to catch up with the King. He assured him that a small, fast destroyer or a flying-boat would always be available should he decide to stay on; and he added that a destroyer could wait for him off the south coast; it was available at any time.

Turle sensed that by now the King was anxious to be off; but when, on the following day, Freyberg sent a message to General Wavell in Cairo explaining the reasons for his anxiety to get the King off the island by the 14th at the latest, he was overruled. Wavell told him (on May 12) that he felt very strongly that the King and Government should stay even if the island was attacked.

This view was conveyed to the King by Palairet who was promptly asked why the evacuation was opposed. Both the King and M. Tsouderos felt that it was better to go before the German attack as this would look less like flight. Palairet told him that to leave before the attack would have bad political effects. Squeezed between the military and the King, Palairet telegraphed his dilemma to the Foreign Office. They backed Wavell. And finally on May 14 Wavell told Freyberg that, while he was not without sympathy, both he and the Foreign Office felt that the King should remain.

Colonel J. Blunt, the British Military Attaché to the Greek Government, now took up with Freyberg the question of a prearranged plan of escape in the event of German airborne invasion. Blunt had the magic initials p.s.c. (passed Staff College) after his name in the Army List. He was temperamentally disinclined to leave everything – or anything – to chance.

Some thought that Blunt’s idea was a bit far-fetched. The whole thing smacked of Red Indians.

Blunt drew up a plan between himself and Colonel K. Stewart, a New Zealand regular soldier who would later become Chief of the New Zealand General Staff and whom Freyberg had chosen to be his Staff Brigadier.

On attack Blunt, with a platoon of New Zealanders under command, would lead the royal party back into the H.Q. perimeter in the Canea/Suda area. Later it was agreed that in the event of this proving impossible, he would lead them almost due south across the Levka Ori range to the tiny fishing village of Ayia Roumeli lost among the precipitous cliffs and gorges of the savage southern coast of the island. There, two days after starting, the navy would have a destroyer waiting for them.

Approved by Freyberg, copies of the plan were circulated. Captain A. Morse, R.N., Senior Naval Officer at Suda, was on the distribution list. It was a nice, taut arrangement, simple like all good plans.

Blunt moved to the house at Perivolia with the King. He slept and breakfasted there, but, like the King, drove into Canea daily to the Government offices. In Canea also were Sir Michael Palairet and his wife, Harold Caccia, his First Secretary, Major-General Heywood, Rear-Admiral Turle, and other accredited members of the Diplomatic Corps.

As a matter of protocol rather than of operational necessity, it was agreed that this group should, when the attack came, make their way independently to the rendezvous at Ayia Roumeli if the second of the two courses had to be adopted.

Meanwhile the air-space over the house where the King and Blunt were living at Perivolia had become increasingly used by German Stukas for the approach run to Canea. It was pointless to stay there, Freyberg thought, and risk capture by paratroops. The King would be safer at his headquarters. But the King thought this would increase the risk of death from bombing. Freyberg’s comment, conveyed to the King who was uncertain whether to be shocked or amused, was that it didn’t matter if the King was killed but he mustn’t be captured. He asked whether he might be allowed to move to the house of the Prime Minister, himself a Cretan, which would place them outside the lines of flight of the German aircraft, and which was a mile or two nearer the great mountains of the Levka Ori to the south and where he might avoid both death and capture.

Blunt said he would ask Freyberg; and over luncheon on May 19 in answer to a further inquiry from the King, and following an inspection by Freyberg, he conveyed the permission to move. ‘I think we’d better move this afternoon,’ he added. The King’s move was carried out in the late afternoon, a bare twelve hours or so before the German onslaught.

At dawn next morning Blunt told the signallers to open up with General Headquarters only to learn that the batteries of the wireless-set were flat. Minutes later, after a cup of tea made for him by ‘John’, the English butler of Colonel Levidis, Master of Ceremonies, Blunt saw the big Junkers flying sluggishly in with – in tow – gliders! Then he watched the descent of the German parachutists around Perivolia.

‘It was quite a sight,’ Blunt said afterwards. ‘Parachutes were of all colours: red and green and blue. Through the glasses you could see the puff of french chalk in which the parachutes were packed drift away in the light wind as each parachute snapped open.

Some 150 to 200 men were landing around Perivolia on every side of the villa occupied by the King until the previous day. It was certain that the Germans had known his whereabouts and were making a bid for his capture. They dashed into ‘Bela Kapina’ and demanded his whereabouts from M. Manos. Had he stayed where he was, he must have been killed or captured.

Blunt at once ordered that the party take to the hills away from the main battle area. Counting some Greek gendarmes and the New Zealand detachment under 2nd Lieutenant W. Ryan, they were more than thirty in all. The party included Prince Peter of Greece, the King’s cousin, M. Tsouderos, M. Varvaressos, a most important man to the Allied cause whose signature was necessary on documents to release Greek Government funds in the City of London – and Colonel Levidis.

It was 9.30 a.m. when they started to move south; the King had been in pyjamas and took time to change into uniform. And as they moved off with the wireless-set dead and telephone lines already cut by parachutists, they were unable to let General Headquarters know that the agreed plan for evacuation from Ayia Roumeli was ‘on’.

Almost immediately there was danger. A group of parachutists tumbled to earth a few hundred yards from them. They had only their schmeisser tommy-guns and were rapidly driven off by .303 rifle-fire from Ryan’s New Zealanders. A bit later another larger group fell about 600 yards away but did not seem to see them; they at once set off in the direction of the main battle to the north.

In reality the danger was greater from wandering bands of Greeks heading into or away from the battle area; rumours of Germans in Greek or British uniforms were already rife; and the only safe course was to ‘pepper’ each group as a warning to keep off. As they came to one ridge, Cretans subjected them to a particularly heavy if inaccurate burst of fire. Prince Peter called out: ‘Can’t you see we are Greeks?’

‘Germans also wear Greek uniforms and speak Greek,’ came the reply and the firing continued. They at last managed to convince them of their identity and went on their way.

Within an hour or so of starting Blunt had an accident which looked as if it might mean tragedy. While he was organising some mules, one of the beasts kicked him viciously on the upper right thigh where he had been wounded in the ’14 – ’18 war. Blunt, however, who had experience of the North-West Frontier where the axiom which invariably held good was ‘Get above the other fellow’ continued to press on upwards into the mountains dragging himself by the tail of one mule. He was lucky that the leg was not broken; but the march was now difficult and painful for him. Time and again the party had to go to ground as German aircraft flew into their immediate area. Blunt’s red band on his Colonel’s cap seemed particularly conspicuous to the Greeks, but nothing was said.

After five hours’ climbing, they reached a cave where they rested and made a meal from some of the tinned food snatched up by Blunt and Prince Peter as they left.

As the others continued the climb south, Blunt now limped back towards the battle area to see if there was chance of getting back through to Force Headquarters. At Mournies he learned there were Germans in strength between the village and Canea and that there was no chance of getting through.

A patrol which he had sent back to Perivolia to collect some valuables the King had left behind (they included the Order of the Garter) returned; at the house they had been driven off by fire, Cretan or German, they were not sure which, and had not been able to get entry. Accordingly the little group turned south again and rejoined the King and the others on their climb.

By nightfall they had reached the almost deserted village of Panashia at the foot of a glen. Despite a day’s hard climbing they were only eight miles from Canea. The local patron, the head man of the village, too old to fight, received them. They ate bread and cheese and drank red wine. Later they settled down to sleep on the stone flags.

Next morning, having breakfast outside, they were joined by a dangerous-looking Greek in striped prison clothes. He had been released by the Germans after the capture of the prison in the valley below the village. Now he was ungratefully seeking arms; and would later fight well against the invaders who had given him his premature freedom.

Here Blunt had one bit of luck. He spotted a telephone line and made inquiries. A villager told him that the schoolmaster near by was also the village postmaster and had a telephone in his house. From here after a long delay Blunt managed to get through to the exchange at Suda.

‘Can you connect me with the Naval H.Q.?’ he asked the girl operator at the other end.

There was a short silence; ‘I have a line to the Senior Naval Officer,’ she replied.

‘That’ll do,’ he said, and shortly afterwards heard the voice of the naval signaller on the line. It was then a desperate business to persuade a surprised member of the Royal Navy to connect him with the duty Commander. At last he was through; and the difficulty now was to explain over a line that was probably tapped to a man who knew nothing about the operation that the prearranged plan for a south-coast rendezvous was to be put into execution and that evacuation should be in forty-eight hours’ time – the excellent and necessary scheme of designating operations by particular code-names was not thought of until later in the war. And then: ‘Morse is in his office. I’ll give him your message.

Blunt hung on; and the Commander was back on the line. ‘Morse has asked me to say that he completely understands your message; and he will now make all arrangements for the night of Thursday, May 22.’

Next day, the party resumed their climb away from the battlefield now littered with the debris of war and scattered everywhere, like confetti, the flecks of colour that were discarded parachutes. Compared with the day before, it was equally fatiguing but less dangerous. By nightfall they were above the snow-line, more than 7,000 feet up close to the crest line of the highest ridge.

Around them in the darkness were the campfires of wandering bands of Cretans. They felt safe to light their own fires and roasted scraggy mountain sheep. For the New Zealanders in tropical kit and without greatcoats or blankets, it was bitterly cold. Some managed to snatch a little broken sleep by squeezing down in crevices between the rocks. Others sat huddled round the fire all night. Blunt said afterwards: ‘The bearing of everybody from H.M. downwards was all that one could desire.’

Before dawn, the horizon to the north was lit with the efflorescence of naval gunfire. Through the glasses they could see the ships. The Mediterranean Fleet of Admiral Cunningham was destroying a seaborne convoy of Greek caiques, crowded with reinforcements from the German mountain division.

Meanwhile Sir Michael Palairet, British Ambassador to Greece, and his wife, Harold Caccia, with Admiral Turle and General Heywood were making their way from Freyberg’s H.Q. to keep the rendezvous at Ayia Roumeli.

At Khomitades on the night of May 21 Turle recorded in his diary they had met a stray wing-commander : ‘He seemed most strange and told me he was going to Messara Plain to look at possible sites for aerodromes. This alone made me dislike him, most unreasonably as it wasn’t his fault; he presumably was carrying out orders; but good God! six months at least too late.’

His dislike was sharpened at Khora Sfakion when he found that the wing-commander had commandeered the last available caique and sailed away towards Messara. With the help of a local port Official, who was impressed by the fact that Turle’s halting Greek was spoken in a Cretan accent – he had learnt a little Greek from a Cretan in 1916 – they got in touch with a harbour master and gendarmes and soon after midnight on the 22nd, after they had finished a meal of roast goat and yoghourt, the caique returned.

They set sail at around 2 a.m. and four hours later found the village of Ayia Roumeli. They lay up in a thicket at the top of the path leading down from the mountains which rose steeply from the beach. During the morning Heywood sent off a Cretan runner; and at the village of Samaria about half a dozen miles from the sea in the foothills Blunt thankfully read the briefly scribbled message which told him that the Minister and his party were already at the rendezvous.

Bleeding, blistered feet were somehow thrust back into tattered shreds of boots, and the march to the sea resumed. Now they moved through a high, narrow gorge along a stream-bed that would take them to the coast. A little before they reached it a German aircraft flew overhead. For the last time they went to ground; and the aircraft droned away into distant silence.

Lady Palairet decorated three tables, set in horse-shoe pattern under the trees, with vine leaves and asphodel and anemones. When the King and members of his Cabinet arrived, footsore and weary that evening, they dined on milky soup, corned beef and boiled potatoes.

Now everything turned on whether the navy would find and keep the prearranged rendezvous. The signal was simply S.O.S. and the reply the same. From 10 p.m. onwards Turle with a powerful flashlight kept up an intermittent signalling. At last at five to one he got a clearly seen answer: S.O.S. But through powerful night-glasses he could see nothing, and, a little later, Caccia took the caïque62 and headed seawards. An hour later they returned.

‘Our luck holds,’ Caccia shouted. ‘It is H.M.S. Decoy.’

In a letter dated 21 October 1960 Blunt sums up the adventure:

‘It was certainly nobody’s wish that the King of Greece, his entourage, and Prime Minister should be exposed to the dangers of a German air-invasion, but arrangements for their evacuation just did not materialise in time, no blame to anyone in Crete.

‘Luck was on our side – we got away from the farm without being spotted from the air. We were able to collect some mules, and with luck and a little management we avoided the German parachutists. After dark on the first evening, I got through to Suda on our undamaged Greek gendarmerie line, and told them the plan was in operation. Neither enemy aircraft, nor the Greek defenders whom we encountered, shot any of us. No one broke a limb falling on the steep mountain slopes, and the elderly finished the trip as strongly as the youngest. We reached the rendezvous on the coast dead on time; joined up with the rest of our party from Canea, and were picked up as arranged, by the destroyer Decoy, after a fine piece of navigation in a heavy sea mist and in the dark.

‘The fortune of war was certainly with us, but on the march I spent a good deal of time with my fingers crossed.’

The King of the Hellenes decorated Blunt for conducting him to safety; apparently no one else, and certainly not the British Government, even troubled to thank him.




Chapter Eleven

General Student sat at the central table in the Fliegerkorps operations room; the electric light threw an arc down on him from the heavy shade; this spotlight on the solitary figure working through the night seemed to increase his apparent isolation. He might have served to exemplify the loneliness and burden of command.

Everything had been simple and straightforward in planning. Never had the advent of the unexpected been more capricious in the event!

First had come the news of the crash of General Sussmann’s glider on Ægina in which he and two of his staff had died. Then had come the message from Maleme that General Meindl had been severely wounded. Thus in the first hours, Groups West and Centre were without their commanders. Next he learned that, although his troops were established on the fringe of the airfield at Maleme, they had failed to secure Height 107, the hill which dominated the airfield.

Then, from Colonel Heidrich, came the report that the regiment which had jumped between Alikianou and Canea was meeting fierce resistance from Greek and British troops, and that the heights of Galatos remained untaken.

From Iraklion, the commander reported the use of tanks – obviously, the airfield was still in British hands.

From Rethimnon – silence. 63

Casualties were, he knew, alarming – greater probably than the total suffered by the Wehrmacht in the whole war to date.

Of the gliders landed on the Akrotiri Peninsula and south of Canea there was no word. Aircraft reported that there were no signs of concealed activity in these areas.

This was a Luftwaffe operation and political considerations were not absent. The situation had only to worsen fractionally, and the Wehrmacht would, he knew, exert pressure at General Staff level to have the operation abandoned.

Certainly there was a case for cutting their losses. And had he known it, the case would have seemed even stronger than he supposed. For by the light of a hurricane-lamp in the quarry tunnel that served Freyberg as a headquarters, a translation of the full text of the operation order for the 3rd Parachute Regiment was being read. It had been discovered by chance, among a pile of documents awaiting transmission to Middle East Headquarters, by Lieutenant Geoffrey Cox, editor of the troops’ newspaper – Crete News. With the help of a pocket dictionary he had roughed out a translation, and it was he who read it over to Freyberg.

Much has been and is still made of this captured operation order, but in fact it did not have the significance which rumour and ignorance presume. For one thing, Freyberg had no knowledge of the order of battle of a German parachute division, the key to any informed reading of the document. Nor was there any mobile reserve to be switched according to new intelligence. The effect it did have was to inform Freyberg that the Germans had not reached their first day’s objectives and, for this reason, to leave him with the feeling that the defence was holding its own.

For Student the considerations were whether to go on, when he might destroy Hitler’s most precious force; or, if he did not go on, to appear as a discredited incompetent before his own commander, Goering.

He did not hesitate. At Maleme, there was ‘a glimmer of light’. Student writes:64

‘Against my calculations and expectations, it had up to then been impossible at any point to capture an airfield by sudden and quick attack. The attack at Maleme was the most successful so far. Besides this it was the nearest to our base in Greece.’

But, he makes clear, it was not quite as simple as that; his views deserve quotation as they reflect his appreciation made at the time:

‘I had a very difficult decision to take. . . . The airport at Maleme which glistened red like a tennis-court was very small and had been used only for fighter-planes by the English. That was known. To concentrate a large airborne attack with 500 heavy transport planes and with all the attendant unforeseeable incidences meant to stake everything on one card. This decision was indeed not easily arrived at. But I had no other way.’

Thus, he made Maleme the definite centre of attack. There he would commit the remaining half-battalion of paratroops and, by transport aircraft, the mountain division. The necessary orders were issued by him at midnight.

He admits that slow reaction on the part of the defence gave this plan its only chance of success:

‘During this decisive night and also during the morning of May 21, the enemy carried out only a few splinter attacks with the forces of 5th New Zealand Brigade stationed near Maleme. During this time further and perfectly fresh troops were stationed near the coast between Maleme and Canea – they were expecting the main German attack by sea which was not even planned.

‘The enemy command would not risk transferring these troops to Maleme and to undertake a large massed counter-attack there against the exhausted Assault Regiment which was suffering from shortage of ammunition. Thus they missed a unique chance and enabled the German paratroops to capture the airfield of Maleme.’

It is ironic to recall that on May 13 the New Zealand Division had issued to brigades typed notes based on earlier Creforce reports which recommended swift counter-attacks, movement to threatened areas, and the rounding up of paratroops on airfields before the arrival of support troops.

Student, a commander of high calibre with a clear mind and vigorous approach, was not, however, prepared to act completely in the dark. During the night he sent for Captain Kleye, a ‘bold dare-devil’ of his personal staff, and ordered him to land a Junkers 52 during the dawn of May 21 for personal reconnaissance at Maleme and to establish contact with the Assault Regiment.

Kleye was able to land on the airfield; and, although under fire from four French 75s, three Italian 75s and two British 3.7 mountain howitzers, managed to take off again. In doing so, he established an important fact – the western side of the airfield was in dead ground. More important still, he returned to his master with the news that ‘the Assault Regiment, during the night and early morning unaided by other troops and by using flame throwers, had stormed the elevation 107, the cornerstone of the enemy defence of the airfield’.65

(This, of course, was a coloured report – with 22nd Battalion off the hill, the Assault Regiment would have met with little opposition in taking it. However, of the Maleme ‘Kommandeurs’ left alive, both Stenzler and Gericke, two of the best officers in the German army, at once appreciated that this feature was the key to the battleground.)

Luftflotte 4’s report on the invasion of Crete states that, in addition to the occupation of Maleme airfield, the following combination of operations had to be achieved on May 21: first, occupation at the earliest opportunity of Suda Bay for the supply of heavy arms; second, the appointment of new commanders for the two groups; and, third, the sweeping of the sea around Crete in order to eliminate any danger to supply routes by enemy warships.

The decisive and ambitious nature of these further objectives reflects the confidence of the command – the abandonment of the operation was clearly not seriously considered by them. And their slightly unrealistic demands for May 21 were translated into orders for the two Fliegerkorps: XI was required to drop further parachute reinforcements at Maleme; to embark on the first landings of General Ringel’s 5th Mountain Division; and, holding Maleme, then to drive east to Canea and Suda Bay to effect junction with the Central Group. Fliergerkorps VIII, with its war planes, was ordered to protect the landing of troops at Maleme; to give additional support for the attack on Canea and Suda Bay; and to make a reconnaissance at dawn of the sea area around Crete – strong forces were to be kept ready for attacks on any enemy warship sighted.

A renewed attempt to persuade the Italian fleet to put to sea in order to draw the Royal Navy from Cretan waters, failed because of ‘the refusal of the authorities in Rome’. Matapan was too recent in painful Latin memory.

Brigadier Puttick, in command of the New Zealand Division, had been correctly informed by his intelligence staff of the strength of German landings – a regiment around Maleme and another south of Galatas. Their intention to advance east had also been correctly assessed.

At a conference at about 2 a.m., Puttick ruled that 23rd and 21st Battalions should hold their positions next day; and that at dawn the weary remnants of 22nd Battalion, now about 200 strong, should be given shelter inside 21st and 23rd Battalion positions.

The 5th New Zealand Brigade was now practically isolated, however. And when an officer from 22nd Battalion reported to Brigadier Hargest, the Brigade Commander, that ‘we were officially off Maleme’ the Brigadier, who had been asleep and was in pyjamas, ‘was absolutely surprised and unprepared’.

He was not, indeed, the only one to be surprised. Lieutenant Alec Ramsay, R.N.V.R., with some 200 of the Fleet Air Arm and R.A.F. men who had been stationed on the airfield at Maleme, discovered during the night that together with a few New Zealanders and Marines they were the only people on Maleme Hill. As nothing happened they eventually all left the hill around 4 a.m., but the party became separated in the dark. His own group halted and the following appreciation was made:



	We didn’t know where our own people were.

	We didn’t know where the enemy were.

	Many people had no rifles.

	Many people had rifles and no ammunition.

	Everyone was desperately tired, thirsty and hungry. We had no food and no water.

	We had no objectives to make for.


As he didn’t know where to go or how to get there, not surprisingly his conclusion at this time was that their position was hopeless.

The fire was doubtless German. Or was it? They couldn’t see where the bullets came from. Ramsay and the others would have been happier dressed other than in R.A.F. or naval blue which made them easily mistaken for German troops. Obviously they had to make a move; and Ramsay announced they would try to reach the south coast. A desperate decision, it at least gave them an objective. But it was not to be before them for long as on the next ridge, nearer to Canea, they found a company of 22nd Battalion.

Ramsay’s report continues: ‘We held a position there with them for a few hours till we found ourselves once again alone on the hill with no knowledge of what was going on.’ There had been some talk about withdrawing through another battalion, so that when he discovered that 22nd Battalion’s headquarters were about a mile away, he went to ask for instructions. He didn’t get any: ‘their food was low and they didn’t want semi-armed men’. Ramsay did, however, meet there Lieutenant Sutton and Flying-Offcer Crowther who had brought back between them a group of 220 bewildered men.

At least Sutton could say that his position was better than it had been at the end of the previous day when, so his report records:

‘Evening came down slowly on this giant bonfire. The men about me were depressed and badly shaken – the mortar especially was a deadly, vicious weapon. There was no water left, little food and ammunition and there was talk of the fight being hopeless and giving themselves up.’ Somehow, with the aid of an occasional guide, he had extricated them from the peril of that situation.

Now he and Ramsay decided to continue east, with Colonel Andrew’s permission, to find 23rd Battalion where they hoped to spend the night. Twenty-third Battalion gave them food – one tin to every two men. They were handed out. It was the luck of the draw whether a man got a tin of bullybeef, condensed milk or pears. But despite this unexpected largesse, it was made unmistakably clear that they were not wanted. In Ramsay’s words: ‘Once again nobody loved us; nobody wanted us.’

Sutton describes their movement during the rest of this second day: ‘After wandering like the Israelites in the wilderness, from 22nd Battalion to the 23rd and finally to the 21st, we settled down for the remainder of the night in an olive grove by 22nd Battalion Headquarters, where the Marines collected their men and took them away to re-form while the oddities stayed with me.’

If Colonel Andrew was surprised to see them back, he was too polite to say so.

Although he had been, for the most part, out of touch with them, his own men had conducted a tidy withdrawal.

Between I a.m. and 4 a.m. Captain Johnson of C Company on the eastern fringe of the airfield had tried to contact A, B and D Companies without success. German patrols had ceased activity around midnight. He reasoned that with the Germans sharing the airfield and by now in strength, he would not be able to withstand the inevitable dawn attack. Timings66 were as follows:






	0420
	Johnson orders withdrawal – and sends a runner to 13 Platoon to advise them of his order. He tells the men to remove boots and hang them round their necks.


	0425
	Seriously wounded men are made as comfortable as possible in sheltered positions. He tells them they must be left behind.


	0430
	They move off in single file, walking wounded interspersed along line of march . . . past snoring Germans on their right . . . in their stockinged feet through vineyards . . . across the main road. . . up the hill past a grounded glider.


	0530
	Getting light. No sign of the enemy. Orders boots on and strikes east to where 21st Battalion should be. One or two sleeping members of 22nd Battalion are picked up en route unaware that withdrawal had taken place.


	By 0600 arrive in a small wooded area as German aircraft begin morning attack. He meets Headquarter and D Companies. A few Germans on a near-by hillside are wiped out. Then they stay put until the worst of the air attack is over.



One New Zealand private had good cause to remember the start of the retreat from Maleme aerodrome. It was soon after dawn: ‘We had been on patrol and found ourselves encamped in an olive grove where the undergrowth was quite thick and trees provided cover overhead. A rescue plane was buzzing around looking for Kiwis. We were searching our gear for something to eat – my mate exchanged his tin of herrings in sauce for mine of bully beef.’ They had begun eating when ‘I saw sitting up, like a rabbit, a member of Hitler’s glorious army. I don’t know who received the bigger shock, the Jerry or our boys. After that things happened fast. Grabbing our rifles, pistols or whatever was handy, everyone blazed off. The German managed to reel off instructions to a team behind him and – crash! – a bracket of mortar fire landed right in our midst. The chap alongside me on my right was killed outright, the fellow on my left was wounded badly, and before we could stop him, walked right into the enemy lines.’

Altogether six or eight of the group were wounded, the same number killed. ‘I was most fortunate, although wounded in the face, eyes, head, arms and legs, I survived!’

The Germans had by now landed field-guns. But worse were the heavy mortars.

Further east, Private E. Marcroft, a bandsman and a member of the Kiwis’ Concert Party, was one of many non-combatants who suddenly found themselves in the front-line:

‘We stood to all that first night and next morning things were getting desperate. I got out of the trench to visit “the little house” and a bullet landed in the olive-tree right next to me, so I smartly dived for the trench again. Every time we poked our heads out of the trench, bullets would ping all round us. Some snipers were giving us their personal attention. I never had the breeze up so much in all my life. I felt so helpless, what with mortar shells bursting all round and stray bullets from goodness knows where.’

About 9 a.m. his sergeant said that D Company of the Maori Battalion had been badly hit. He wanted twelve volunteers from the Band to help in the first rearguard action, ‘so my cobber and I hopped out and joined the ten others and made a dash down the valley. A Maori corporal took us about a mile into the hills to another ridge commanding a good view of a valley where the Huns were reported to be advancing to cut off 5th Brigade. Strange to say that as soon as I got out of the slit-trench I felt O.K. I could move around, and on joining the Maoris, felt that at any rate I could not be in better company. We were allotted positions and had 250 rounds of .303 each. . . .’

Just before dusk the Maori C.O. told them to watch a clump of bushes 200 yards to their front. ‘Then we saw several Jerries moving about and opening up with two brens, and I tell you there was a scatter – they went in all directions.’

A large number of parachutists had dropped on and around the Maori 28th Battalion at about 3.40 p.m. By nightfall most of them had been accounted for. And six transports that crash-landed on the beach were shot to ribbons. Twenty men were left alive; all were taken prisoners.

But the main pressure throughout the day continued in and from the west at Maleme. It was around 8 a.m. that the first of the long lines of German transport aircraft had come slowly in from the Ægean and begun to circle the airfield, which was under fire from every weapon the New Zealanders could bring to bear; eight field-guns were firing over makeshift sights – slivers of wood and chewing gum – mortars, machine-guns, small arms. For the gunners it was ‘money for old rope’.

Then the incredible happened. One of the planes came slowly in, nose up, and touched down, rolled to a stop, unloaded forty men and their equipment, and off again over the southern horizon to its base in the Islands. It had all been done in seventy seconds. Now a second, and a third. New Zealanders squinted down sights of rifles and machine-guns at men of the Mountain Division who looked no bigger than a trigger finger, and then bowled them over like rabbits at extreme range.

Planes meanwhile pancaked and slithered out of control to break up among the mounting pile of debris – wings, tails, fuselages, engines, all scattered across the airfield. A fourth, a fifth, a sixth. And now an endless succession. The whole of 5 Mountain Division was committed at Maleme. The New Zealand artillery, now running short of ammunition, could not stop them.

The German parachute drop took place in the afternoon – east of Pirgos at 3 p.m. and the reinforcements in the west, after an hour’s preliminary bombing, at 4 p.m. Luftflotte 4’s report records the failure in the east:

‘Two Companies landing at Pirgos met with little success; they landed immediately in front of well-camouflaged machine-gun nests and infantry positions, or on minefields. Most of their weapon containers were lost and only a very small detachment was able to fight its way to a farm-house and form a defensive position.’

The attack of assault troops from the west was more successful. Here, Colonel Ramcke arrived to take command in place of the wounded General Meindl. In the aircraft with his newly-promoted adjutant, Lieutenant Reil, he had a quick glimpse of dark-green olive groves and, here and there, splashes of a lighter green which were the vineyards.

The pilot throttled back. They were now at the lowest altitude possible.

‘Get ready to jump.’

Then the signal to jump – and he was swinging on his parachute above a green field. Now 52, an ex-ship’s boy and one-time Marine, he had only volunteered for the parachutists in the previous year67 and the novelty and the pleasure of parachute descent were still fresh for him. But today, he had only a few short uneasy seconds before he was on the ground struggling to get out of his parachute harness. He drew his pistol and looked around. There was no sign of the enemy.

Now the sky was full of parachutes. He saw with horror that one Junkers had left it too late, and a few parachutists were being driven out over the sea by a strong wind. They sank helplessly beneath the waves with the weight of their equipment.

‘Poor gallant fellows,’ he thought.68

These were some who had died rather than triumphed. What was the second commandment of the parachute rifleman? ‘Cultivate true comradeship for together with your comrades you will triumph or die.’ It was a sensible soldier’s code, these ten commandments – together with a certain amount of indoctrination.

How did they go on?

‘Be shy of speech and incorruptible. Men act, women chatter; chatter will bring you to the grave.

‘Calmness and caution, thoroughness and determination, valour and fanatical spirit of attack will make you superior in the battle.

‘Face to face with the enemy, the most precious thing is ammunition. The man who fires aimlessly merely to reassure himself has no guts. He is a weakling and does not deserve the name of parachute rifleman.

‘Never surrender – your honour lies in victory or death.

‘Only with good weapons can you achieve success. Look after them, therefore, on the principle first my weapons, then myself.

‘You must grasp the full meaning of each operation so that, even if your leader should fall, you can still carry it out coolly and warily.

‘Fight chivalrously against an honourable foe; sharp-shooters deserve no quarter.

‘With your eyes open, keyed up to the highest pitch, agile as a greyhound, tough as leather, hard as Krupp steel, you will be the embodiment of a German warrior.’

Such was the code that had shaped the aggressive, forceful elite of the German army, for whom ‘the fight was fulfilment’.

And now, as on all sides of Ramcke parachutists struggled out of their harness, he saw ahead of him a house and, standing outside it, other paratroopers. A signals officer approached. He recognised Lieutenant Göttsche. Then listened to his report – the General badly wounded . . . the Battalion Commander fallen . . . many other officers dead . . . after a bitter struggle, the landing-strip in their hands. Captain Gericke, with all the men he could muster, on the east side of the landing-strip fighting on both sides of the coastal road. Major Stenzler, with his group, on the south-eastern edge of Height 107 . . . The mountain troops landed, but the landing-strip still under artillery fire. Sir!

Scarcely encouraging!

Ramcke went forward.

A company of mountain troops were right on the coast on the left flank of Gericke’s group. The rest of the mountain troops were in the broad river bed on the west of Height 107. Some Junkers were burning on the airfield. He watched the columns of dust and dirt leap up from the burst of exploding shells. In the houses on the west side of the landing-strip were countless wounded men.

By nightfall Ramcke had his commanders with him and was in effective temporary command. Of the men who had jumped with him he had sent Keibitz Company to join Gericke and Klein Company to Stenzler. Gericke and Stenzler were now stabilised on a line from the eastern edge of the airfield through Height 107. Both were looking at the situation with confidence. Ramcke advised them to strengthen their defences and be ready for the attack next day as soon as the mountain troops, under Colonel Utz, whom he ordered to advance through the mountains to the south at dawn, had cut off the New Zealander’s southern flank.

The first objective was to wipe out the artillery batteries. The second to press the attack through to the east until they joined up with Heidrich’s group outside Canea.

And the German sentries on the beach now vainly strained their eyes in the darkness for a glimpse of the reinforcements who were to land by sea.

 



By the end of the day, with the tempo ever quickening, most of the Division had been flown in ready for immediate action. Despite heavy casualties, the balance of fire-power had now swung to the enemy.

The necessity for counter-attack had become increasingly clear at 5 Brigade Headquarters as the day wore on. The Germans were known to be dropping unhindered west of Maleme, the airfield was in German hands, and only a handful of New Zealand field-guns, mortars and machine-guns, prevented the unopposed landing of reinforcements by J.U. 52s.

Success of the counter-attack would turn on speed and force. But because of the German air superiority the case for postponing it until after nightfall was strong. And Brigadier Hargest’s request for fresh troops was natural: 22nd Battalion had been badly hit, 21st Battalion was under-strength, and 23rd Battalion was committed to holding the line where it was most hard-pressed.

In telephone conversation with Puttick at Division, he said the Maori Battalion plus one other would be sufficient. This was a misappreciation – by now it was not.

General Freyberg’s practice was to let commanders fight their own battles. Thus, he did not intervene here to allocate greater strength for a now crucial effort, although the 1st Battalion, the Welch Regiment, for instance, the only full-strength regular and properly-organised battalion on the island, could have been made available.

He doubtless had in mind the threat of seaborne landings. For at 7.50 p.m. he had sent a signal to the New Zealand Division: RELIABLE INFORMATION. EARLY SEABORNE ATTACK IN AREA CANEA LIKELY. LUKE [N.Z. Division] REMAINS RESPONSIBLE COAST. . . . But he was guilty of the mistake bridge-players call finessing against his partner – the navy were patrolling off-shore and ready to intercept. And that night, May 21/22, the hard-pressed troops on Crete were encouraged to see gun flashes flickering like phantom lights across the horizon to the north.

Eighteen miles north of Canea Force D, cruisers Dido, Orion and Ajax, and destroyers Janus, Kimberley, Hasty and Hereward, had encountered an enemy troop-convoy. Caiques crowded with German soldiers were engaged for two and a half hours. R.D.F. (radio direction finding) and radar proved invaluable in leading ships on to fresh targets.

The Greek skippers of fishing caiques played their part. Only they knew the routes and currents. In the darkness some of the caiques were deliberately smashed into submerged rocks and sunk.

The captain of one of the cruisers interviewed after the arduous return trip to Alexandria, during which an Italian destroyer was sunk and three Stukas shot down, said:

‘We sank the enemy caiques with 4-inch guns and pom-poms. Cruisers and destroyers rammed them. The sea was full of thousands of Germans clinging to the wreckage and shouting for help.

‘The havoc wrought was so great that no Germans managed to land in Crete that night.’

Indeed, despite losses so heavy that Admiral Cunningham, C.-in-C. Mediterranean, was to write of ‘a disastrous period in our naval history’, no German soldier was to land by sea on Crete until the campaign was over.

The Germans were bitter and angry at their defeat by the Royal Navy from which Italian motor-torpedo-boats had not saved them. Commander George Beale, previously commanding the Fleet Air contingent at Maleme, who had been wounded on the first day and was by now a prisoner, remembers an enormous German parachutist entering a room full of British wounded in a peasant’s cottage somewhere west of the Travronitis River. He was waving a Mauser and talked excitedly about the British navy machine-gunning Germans in the water. Beale, in khaki shirt and shorts, was quite glad not to be in naval uniform.

Meanwhile the counter-attack on the airfield, for which 20th and 28th Battalions had been allocated, was dangerously delayed. It was past midnight, and Lieutenant-Colonel George Dittmer and his Maoris were still waiting on the start-line at Platanias for the arrival of 20th Battalion. As they waited and as the night wore on they watched the fires and gun flashes out to sea.

Dittmer, like Kippenberger a New Zealander of German descent, thought again how lucky he was to command these Polynesians.

The Maoris’ origins have never been satisfactorily established. But they are certainly a Polynesian people. According to their own oral traditions, they went to New Zealand from Hawaiki. This had been identified with the Society Islands; other claims are made for Samoa, the Cook Islands and Hawaii itself.

According to Maori legend, New Zealand was discovered by one Maori who hauled the North Island from the sea when fishing. Their great migration to it from Hawaiki took place in 1350. The voyage by canoe, from whatever source, must have been an extraordinary feat of navigation. The fleet comprised seven canoes. And each Maori tribe today traces its ancestry to the occupants of one of these seven canoes – Tainui, Te Arawa, and so on.

Always a military race, their cannibalism has been spasmodic only.

During forty years of intermittent Maori wars in the nineteenth century the British soldier, according to the military historian J. W. Fortescue, found the Maoris ‘the grandest native enemy he had ever encountered’. Certainly Dittmer reflected that they were excellent material. Commanding them was like riding a good hunter – you knew that no matter how stiff the jump, you wouldn’t get a refusal. Now they were waiting impatiently to be off. Twentieth Battalion, had they known, were themselves waiting for the arrival of the Australian 2/7th Battalion who were to relieve them.69

The Australians had left Yeoryioupolis on time but were bombed severely en route. Indeed, it was unrealistic of the New Zealand commander to expect that they would be able to make such a move unmolested from the air. The Battalion was split. Further delay occurred in Canea after dark where the guide was lost, and they were then misdirected. Then more delay followed confusion over passwords.

The Maoris had no choice but to wait. Midnight came and went. One o‘clock . . . two o’clock. . . . At 2.15 Major J. Burrows, commanding 20th Battalion, arrived and Hargest briefed him. Half an hour later two of his companies were in position. But still there was no sign of the rest.

They were already two hours late on schedule. If the attack was going in at all, further delay was out of the question. Twentieth Battalion, whose objective was the airfield, would move on the right of the road; 28th Battalion, who had been ordered to re-take the Tavronitis river bed beyond the airfield, would advance on its left.

But Hargest appreciated that there would be strong enemy pockets between Platanias and Maleme. These were bound to cause delays and casualties. There was small chance of reaching objectives before daylight. And at dawn German aircraft would again be in the air. It would surely be better to call the whole thing off. He rang Divisional Headquarters and asked whether the attack must still go on.

‘It must,’ was the reply.

As things were it was nearly 3.30 in the morning when Roy Farran of the 3rd Hussars, who after the war would be tried in Palestine for the murder of two Jewish terrorists, clattered off down the road with his troop of tanks. A section of Maoris went with him to give protection from Molotov cocktails.

Captain C. Upham, a Government land-valuer, who was to win a Victoria Cross for his gallant and resourceful leadership in the Crete fighting, and who would later win another in the Western Desert, was in the van of 20th Battalion. Weak from dysentery, he subdued with pistol and grenades two machine-gun posts single-handed.

But the New Zealanders met strong opposition in depth – in ditches and behind hedges, among the tombstones of Maleme’s cemetery, in fields and gardens, and beside the road as they neared the ’drome. And mines and booby-traps were causing casualties and slowing down the rate of advance still further.

The New Zealanders, masters of the bayonet, pressed on through tommy-gun and pistol fire. Fortunately much of it was high, and by the dim light of tracers they hurled their own grenades. It was in-fighting, on the classic Russian pattern following Suvorov’s dictum: ‘In with the grenade, and after it with the bayonet.’ The New Zealanders had heavy casualties. But the Germans’ were heavier still. Some of them were without boots. Others without trousers. They were helpless in the dark.

Now, as the sky to the east began to lighten, the tanks were in trouble in Pirgos village. Dawn broke, and the German fighters screamed into the attack. The crew of one tank were wounded. Farran took cover in eight-foot-high bamboo. A bogey of his tank went. Its gun jammed. Unwilling to let the third tank go on by itself, he went back three miles to find his fitters. But now it was too late to continue and he gave the order ‘cover the withdrawal’.

Upham had reached the edge of the airfield where he found New Zealand dead and the Germans already landing, the parachutists jumping out of still moving transports and getting straight into the battle. It was suicide to cross the open fire-swept ground in front of them.

Dittmer, on the left and a little further back, came across some of his men pinned to the ground by heavy fire. ‘Call yourselves bloody soldiers,’ he yelled at them, and alone pushed forward. His men followed him and the attack went on again. His account is given in the New Zealand Official History:70

‘The red Nazi banners erected on poles came up at us. The Maoris in a scattered mob under the trees going forward crying “ah! ah!” and firing at the hips. The Huns with their fat behinds to us going for their lives down the gully and then our job to hold the Maoris in. When one considers what the Maoris had been through and the position and state we were all in, and thinks of the spontaneous nature of that charge – the ancestral fighting urge was a truly magnificent thing.’

But at last the impetus died away. An over-late start, the length of the approach march, and their exposed position at daybreak meant – failure. The airfield remained in German hands. They were an hour too late.



Part Three

END

‘What these men did nothing can alter now. The good and the bad, the greatness and the smallness of their story will stand. Whatever of glory it contains nothing now can lessen. It rises, as it always will rise, above the mists of ages, a monument to great-hearted men; and, for their nation, a possession for ever.’

Closing sentence of Volume VI of the 
Australian Official War History of 
1914 – 1918






Chapter Twelve

The main object of naval operations was to prevent a seaborne landing on Crete.

With the R.A.F. gone from the island and with the fleet fighters of H.M.S. Formidable, the only available aircraft-carrier, reduced to four – a result of high casualties and unserviceability caused on escort duties with ‘Convoy Tiger’ – the navy had to achieve this object in waters under enemy air domination. The object was achieved but at heavy cost.

Broadly, the technique adopted was to withdraw south of the island in daylight; and to resume sweeps to the north after dark. Thus, during the 21st, naval forces waited south of Crete. The manoeuvre did not spare them. One force endured uninterrupted bombing from 9.50 a.m. to 1.50 p.m. The destroyer Juno was hit by a whole stick of bombs and sank inside two minutes with heavy loss of life. And in another force the cruiser Ajax was slightly damaged by near-misses.

Action for the navy really began that evening. III Battalion of the 100th Mountain Regiment, part of an anti-aircraft regiment and some heavy weapons, some 2,300 men in all, were moving slowly south through the night under a canopy of stars, the men lolling about the decks, silent, and not smoking, listening, but hearing only the slap of water past the hull. With them sailed the Italian destroyer Lupo and motor-torpedo-boats.

Dido, Orion, Ajax and four destroyers met them about eighteen miles north of Canea. It was 11.30 p.m. when the first searchlight swept over the startled Germans.

For more than two hours the scattered caiques were hunted while the troops on Crete watched the gun flashes and thanked God for the navy.

German accounts differ in their estimate of losses. The official naval history records a total of ten caiques lost with 800 men on this night.

Almost certainly this understates the total. Contemporary estimates of 4,000 should be cut because of the few survivors who stumbled ashore, half-crazy from their ordeal, near Canea or on the islands, or who were picked up in the water by Italian speedboats; but it should not be reduced below 2,000.

This engagement of the so-called Force D was a serious check for the Germans. They were to have another try at effecting a seaborne landing but this too would be frustrated and, to quote their historian Admiral Weichold: ‘. . . the danger of sending troop transports by sea had become so obvious that all such movements then in progress were immediately cancelled. The attempt to relieve the stubborn fighting on the island by means of sea transport had failed owing to the intervention of the British fleet.’

 



The second role of the navy, which had been exactly fulfilled, was the reinforcement and supply of ‘own troops’.

During May 15/16, for instance, the cruisers Gloucester and Fiji had embarked the 2nd Battalion of the Leicester Regiment at Alexandria and landed them at Iraklion. Then, during May 18/19, Glengyle had brought the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders to Timbakion on the south coast.

In this task of reinforcement and supply the key figure ashore was Captain J. Morse, R.N., the naval officer in charge at Suda Bay. With him as deputy was Commander C. Wauchope. They had arrived on April 22.
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His subsequent report records initially unfavourable impressions: ‘The effect of the evacuation of Greece on Crete was a great increase in the number to be fed and maintained without any great increase in fighting force. Such fighting troops as became available were poorly equipped and had suffered severely in Greece. Their morale was not high and the conditions under which they were forced to live did not improve matters. . . .’

Every opportunity had been seized to send away unwanted troops, prisoners and civilians, but the arrival of new fighting units kept numbers at approximately the same level.

One of the destroyers engaged in vital escort duties to these convoys was Isis.71 On May 9 she had witnessed ‘one of the most spectacular firework displays imaginable’ as she led a convoy en route for Alexandria out of Malta; and two days later she took another small convoy to Suda Bay and returned with the steamers Lossiebank and Nieuw Zeeland.

The Lossiebank broke down at dawn just off the north-east coast of Crete with 2,000 troops on board.

Enemy aircraft were likely to come over at any time, and it seemed an eternity before she was under way. But once more she broke down and it was only after a delay of two hours, when every moment was precious, that she reported ‘ready to proceed’.

Just as her screws were starting to churn the water at her stern, the long-expected enemy aircraft arrived. Lossiebank was lost to sight in a fountain of near-misses from which she emerged – undamaged.

The captain of Isis signalled his congratulations on a narrow escape.

Isis’s Quartermaster slowly read off the reply by hand flags.

‘Many thanks for your kind signal – all soldiers tails up,’ he began; then ‘But – P-H-E-W!’

‘Most expressive! ’murmured the captain of this fifth ship of His Majesty’s navy to be called after the Egyptian goddess.

 



On May 14 the S.S. Nieuw Zeeland returned with six ‘I’ tanks. They were landed by lighters and sent two each to Iraklion, Rethimnon and Maleme by road.

Morse had found that ‘as the scale of air attack increased, the supply of labour decreased!’ Cypriot labour had proved ‘completely unsatisfactory’. But by now he was using a dock company and additional labour from the Australian and New Zealand Brigades, who ‘gave excellent service under the most trying conditions’.

In the end night loading had become essential. On the 18th H.M.S. York had been hit twice and her remaining turrets put out of action.

Then, during the night, the harbour had been lit by fires burning in the Eleonora Maersk and the Olna. From time to time, islands of pouring oil floated down the harbour from the Olna.

In the period from April 29 to May 20, Morse, who had supervised the unloading of some 15,000 tons of army stores from fifteen ships, eight of which were sunk or damaged by air attack, had no cause to study every detail of naval movements at sea. He knew that with the probable date for the attack fixed as May 17, forces had been ready at sea from the 15th onwards.

There were the two battleships, Queen Elizabeth and Barham, with five destroyers in Force A under Vice-Admiral H. Pridham-Wippell. Then the two cruisers Gloucester and Fiji had sailed from Alexandria and, with two destroyers, under Captain H. Rowley, had become Force B. Another group of identical size – the two cruisers Naiad and Perth with two destroyers – entered the Caso Strait as Force C under Rear-Admiral E. King. The cruisers Ajax, Dido and Orion with four destroyers sailed into the dangerous water of the Kithera Strait as Force D and were commanded by Rear-Admiral I. Glennie.

The Commander-in-Chief had decided to control events from Alexandria, but he had authorised the senior officers of these various forces to take independent action to intercept any enemy surface ships reported. On May 20 these units were widely deployed, screening the island from seaborne invasion. The battleships, Force A, were to the west of Crete guarding against any possible attempt by the Italian Fleet.

Force D was sailing to be off the western half of the north-coast littoral after dark, covering Maleme-Canea-Suda – that night they watched the twinkling coloured lights which the Germans used freely to indicate the location of their forces. Force C had been given the task of covering simultaneously the eastern half and particularly Iraklion.

Force B held itself ready to support D; and meanwhile the destroyers Jervis, Nizam and Ibex bombarded the Italian airfield on Scarpanto in the Dodecanese. But the naval action at sea did not develop with the dramatic swiftness of the land battle.

During the 21st Morse ashore was again a witness of heavy bombing of shipping in Suda Bay and the harbour installations.

At 1.30 p.m. a naval ammunition-dump was hit and continued to blow up during the afternoon and evening.

Further heavy attacks on patrol vessels from Suda were interpreted by Morse as indicating the possibility of seaborne invasion. He told the military authorities so; but assured them that naval forces were active to the north.

At sea, volunteer reserve officers and seamen, as well as the professionals, now drew on the strength of traditions as old as Sir Francis Drake. Indeed one destroyer captain of Force D carried in his cabin some printed words of this predatory Elizabethan, in fact the exponent of a necessarily far more ruthless style of leadership than was common among these kindly men. Issued as an order of the day at Port St Julian on 11 August 1578, after he had court-martialled and executed his friend Thomas Doughty for hindering the progress of the expedition, they were now recorded on white card in bold twenty-four-point capitals and propped against a shaving mirror: ‘I must have the gentlemen to haul and draw with the mariners, and the mariners with the gentlemen; let us shew ourselves to be all of one company.’

However little this doctrine of practical socialism was reflected in the caste system of the Royal Navy, with its then separation of ward room from warrant officers’ mess and upper from lower deck, there was no doubting the devoted team spirit of the Mediterranean Fleet.

As in all teams, it was a spirit that derived from the top. A typical judgement on the Chief Executive of the operation is given72 by Captain Casper Swinley, D.S.O., D.S.C., who had served before Crete with Admiral Cunningham in 1935 during the Abyssinian and Spanish alarms: ‘A great Sea Captain, who inspired us destroyer captains to go on when human endurance was almost – but not quite – at an end. A truly wonderful leader whom I am proud to have served, especially in the desperate and thrilling days of 1941.’

Captain Swinley, in command of Isis, intermittently with Force B, but on May 21 under dive-bombing attack in company with Force D, survived Crete only to be bombed in the following month. On this occasion his sailors were pleased when, down fourteen feet by the bows, he ordered the piano to be taken aft to keep the ship on an even keel. They were lucky in having only one seaman casualty with a broken leg at B gun, and the canary, the bottom of whose cage fell out and which flew away!

Swinley had taken command of Isis in June 1940, her late captain, Commander J. Clouston, having been killed at Dunkirk. From Scapa Flow he had one trip across the North Sea, escorting Hood and Repulse to Norway for a sweep. Then there had been the important business of the ship’s cat to settle before leaving for the Mediterranean. Swinley recorded the story in a diary he called ‘Minor Adventures of the War’ :

‘Before leaving, our ship’s cat, “Whisky”, had an adventure. “Whisky” was our commissioned cat, and she had caught a Free French rat which she took over to the Keppel to show to her boyfriend there. Unfortunately Keppel sailed with “Whisky” on board, and our destination was Greenock and then the Mediterranean. The sailors were terribly upset about it, and I decided that after we got under way we would follow up the Keppel, who was attending on the Furious. So away we went at twenty-five knots, asking permission from the Furious to transfer important correspondence from Keppel to Isis. This was approved, and I made to Keppel, “Put cat in bag and transfer by heaving line,” to which Keppel replied, after some delay, “Can’t find cat.” I felt honour had been satisfied, and I made “Post cat by all possible means within a week to Miss Patterson, 32 Eldon Street, Greenock”. The cat duly arrived at this charming old lady’s house. She duly dispatched it to my wife at Buntingford, Herts., where, as far as I know, it now resides. The sailors were content in the knowledge that their special cat was now in residence at the house of their captain’s wife, and all was peace once more.’

Each of the ships had its little, cherished dramas.

 



After a night of action during May 21/22 when the encounter of Force D with the enemy troop-carrying caiques had been swiftly and successfully exploited, things began to go wrong on the morning of May 22.

Rear-Admiral King with the cruisers Naiad, Perth, Calcutta and Carlisle and three destroyers had spent the night patrolling off Iraklion and at 8.30 a.m. was steering north towards Milos when a single caique was sighted. Crowded with German soldiers, it was sunk by Perth while Naiad engaged the large numbers of aircraft who were by now attacking.

At 9.09 Calcutta saw and reported a small merchant ship ahead and destroyers were ordered to sink her. An hour later an Italian destroyer was sighted laying a smoke-screen. And behind and through the smoke there was a glimpse of another five fishing-smacks. It was the van of another large troop-carrying convoy.

The destroyers, slipping the leash like greyhounds, at once gave chase and Perth and Naiad engaged the escort. The destroyer Kingston, engaging another enemy destroyer making smoke, at a range of 7,000 yards had a tantalising sight of the convoy itself – a large number of caiques already scattering in all directions.

With the main speed of the convoy reduced to twenty-one knots to allow the slow Carlisle to keep station and running short of anti-aircraft ammunition, the Admiral decided he must withdraw to the south. As this did not result in any diminution of risk – indeed the safest place would have been among the enemy ships – a fine opportunity for doing slaughter among the German mountain troop was lost.

The Admiral did not, however, fully appreciate how fat the opportunity was which lay within his grasp. And by the time he had seen the Commander-in-Chief’s signal, which showed the convoy to be of considerable size (the message was timed 09.41) the convoy was back in the shelter of the many tiny islands of the Cyclades.

The effect of the action was thus to turn back the convoy and if any of the troops did reach Crete it was too late to affect the action.

Winston Churchill has suggested that the audacity of the Germans in sending practically unarmed convoys across waters of which they did not possess command is indicative of the ignorance which might well have sent similar defenceless convoys on a gigantic scale across the North Sea and English Channel in September 1940.

Meanwhile, another unlucky decision had been taken by Rear-Admiral Glennie in command of Force D wearing his flag in Dido. Seventy per cent of the cruiser’s anti-aircraft ammunition had gone; the accompanying destroyers’ magazines were also nearly empty; but Ajax and Orion had respectively forty-two and thirty-eight per cent remaining.

Glennie’s decision that Dido should withdraw from the Ægean was correct and subsequently approved by the Commander-in-Chief. And, in deciding that his whole force should accompany him, he was motivated only by his reluctance to leave others in a nasty situation from which he himself had withdrawn.

He could not well have foreseen the effect of his decision which was to deprive the hard-pressed Force C of valuable anti-aircraft support at a time when they were in dire need of it – for three and a half hours after they had turned away from the convoy, Naiad and Carlisle were bombed continuously. Both ships were damaged, and the commander of Carlisle, Captain T. Hampton, killed.

At 1.10 p.m., however, they were met by the strong Force A – the battleships Warspite and Valiant, the cruisers Gloucester and Fiji and seven destroyers.

Of the ‘fearful nightmare’ which followed, an eye-witness reported: ‘The great battle with the German air force dragged on interminably. Attack followed attack as the Nazi planes flew away to collect more bombs. But they did not have it all their own way, and every now and then one of them would be seen crashing into the sea.’

The destroyer Greyhound was the first casualty. She had just sunk a single caique full of ammunition following a signal to the other destroyers: ‘My bird, I think!’, when she was herself attacked and sunk by six dive-bombers. Commander W. Marshall A’Deane, Captain of the Greyhound, was prominent in helping men to the Kandahar who picked up survivors.

Later aboard Kandahar, whose log records that between 2.45 p.m. and 7.30 p.m. she was subjected to twenty-two separate air attacks, Marshall A’Deane dived overboard in the darkness to go to the rescue of a survivor from Fiji some way from the ship. He was not seen again.

Admiral Cunningham recorded in his dispatch to the Lord Commissioners of the Admiralty on 4 August 1941, that his ‘self-sacrifice stands out even amongst this record of fine deeds’.

Greyhound was in Admiral Rawling’s squadron. And Warspite herself was now hit. An onlooker on the bridge of an accompanying destroyer saw her under attack putting up a tremendous barrage from her Chicago pianos:73 ‘I saw the Warspite hit and columns of smoke rise from the great ship, but I felt a great thrill of pride when, after some time, the smoke gradually cleared and a hoist went up to the yard showing she was still conducting operations in spite of a grievous wound.’ The bomb wrecked her starboard 4-inch and 6-inch batteries and reduced her speed.

Some of the best work was being done in these ships by engineer officers, like Dudley Chandler of Isis, who was to win a Distinguished Service Cross and Bar, and the American Legion of Merit, and ratings who toiled in oppressive conditions to ensure that machinery met the heavy demands now put upon it. Indeed, with damage-control teams using concrete and huge baulks of timber for shoring, they were more than once responsible for saving their damaged ships, ending their work in water which had risen to waist height. But in the nature of things, they were not eye-witnesses to what was happening, which makes their own endurance the more remarkable. And they were, for the most part, unsung heroes.

One young officer with, by contrast, an excellent vantage point, and who was grateful for the opportunity to be present at this historic combat of air and sea power which a series of chance events had given him, was Sub-Lieutenant Francis Fowke, a pre-war R.N. officer who had at once rejoined on the outbreak of war and was now serving as officer of the quarters in Isis. In charge of the two upper 4.7-inch guns aft, he stood, to direct them, on the superstructure above the galley.

The guns had a maximum elevation of forty-five degrees which in itself did not give them the best opportunity of shooting down bombers. Also they were hand-loaded – the shells had to be pushed forward and the breech closed by pulling heavily on a wire. After some hours of action, the rating whose task it was to pull the wire, Seaman Ballantyne, became exhausted.

‘I just can’t do it any more, sir,’ he announced sadly. One of the others gave him ‘a spell’.

The pungent smell of cordite smoke got into the mouth, even it seemed into the stomach. It was difficult to eat. But when there was a lull in the action Fowke shouted down to the wardroom steward who worked in the after magazine to go and make some sandwiches. The guns’ crew struggled with inevitable bully-beef.

As the shells came up on the ammunition hoist they were stored in a circular rack around the gun. So rapid had been the firing at one stage that the rating lifting and carrying shells to the loading tray had no choice but to go forward and pick up a shell from under the very muzzle of the gun – all the others had gone. Years afterwards, Fowke still recalled his look of apprehension as he collected it and, glancing up at the smoking barrel, dutifully brought it back.

Also wearing on the nerves was the intermittent firing of the 3-inch guns close by and which went off independently of the main armament.

Despite hours of action Isis would not at the end of the day be able to claim any enemy aircraft shot down. But Fowke saw one shot down close by, its tailplane snapped off by a shell burst, before it fell into the sea.

Isis, which was to be sunk off Normandy in 1944, was often at this time in company with Phoebe. On parting for the last time Captain Grantham, who had been of service to Isis, particularly in lending clothes after her bombing, called her attention to Romans xvi, 1 & 2: ‘I commend unto you Phoebe our sister . . . that ye assist her in whatsoever business she hath need of you; for she hath been a succourer of many, and of myself also.’

 



Admiral King, now senior officer of the combined forces, had detached Kandahar and Kingston to pick up survivors and the cruisers Gloucester and Fiji to give anti-aircraft protection. The Admiral seems to have been unaware of the cruisers’ shortage of anti-aircraft ammunition. Afterwards it was rumoured in the Fleet that they had been reduced to firing practice ammunition – solid iron shot.

It was at 3.30 p.m. that Gloucester and Fiji were reported to be approaching the Fleet from astern at high speed under heavy air attack. Twenty minutes later Gloucester was at a stop and badly on fire, having been hit by several bombs. Fiji had no choice but to leave her and, by another mischance, fixed on a course diverging from that of the Fleet, which she could not see.

When she realised that she had missed the Fleet, being short of fuel, she turned with the two destroyers Kandahar and Kingston towards Alexandria. By now her guns were firing red-hot. Constantly she altered course to avoid falling patterns of bombs, her guns swinging round to meet simultaneous high-level attacks. Splinters fell about her decks and tore great gaps in the superstructure, and near-misses lifting her bows and stern out of the water gave the crew a terrific shaking.

One seaman kept a count of the number of bombs aimed at them. It was 186 in two hours. The heavy anti-aircraft ammunition was at last expended and ‘she was throwing everything but her anchor at the swarming dive-bombers’.74

At last she fell a victim to a single aircraft which approached unseen. A heavy explosion – then, listing, her speed down to seventeen knots, she steamed helplessly as another attack came in. Stukas swooped down on her and three bombs hit the bridge, amidships and the stern. The cruiser flopped over on her side like some stricken animal and, after another explosion, went down flaming. The black hands of the Admiralty issue clocks stopped finally against their white enamel faces at 8.15 p.m.

After dark the destroyers returned and 523 out of a ship’s company of 780 were picked up.

The day’s misfortunes were not at an end. That evening the Commander-in-Chief, Admiral Cunningham, ashore in Alexandria had a ‘most immediate’ signal which, because of a clerical error in the signals office ashore, stated that the battleships of Force A had no pom-pom ammunition left. In fact they had plenty. Cunningham, on account of the signal, gave the inevitable order, at 4.08 a.m., for all units to return to Alexandria. This did not save another disaster.

At dawn on the 23rd Decoy and Hero were joining Force A; they had on board the King of Greece, His Britannic Majesty’s Minister and other members of their party whom they had picked up from the south coast during the night.

Off Gavdhos Island the destroyers Stuart, Voyager and Vendetta were searching for survivors from Fiji. Jaguar and Defender, detached from Force A, were sailing for Suda Bay with urgently needed ammunition for the army. Force C was about twenty-five miles from Force A, also steering for Alexandria; Kandahar and Kingston were joining them. The destroyers Kelly, Kashmir and Kipling were just out of Canea. (A destroyer named after Kipling, operating here in alliterative company, perhaps recalled the names of his own ‘Mine-sweepers’: Unity, Claribel, Assyrian, Stormcock and Golden Gain.) Unprotected by the anti-aircraft guns of the Fleet, these three destroyers were subjected to immediate air attack, but survived, two without damage.

Then at 7.55 a.m. they were attacked by twenty-four dive-bombers, Kashmir was hit and sank inside two minutes.

Kelly, doing thirty knots, with full starboard rudder on in the beginning of a right-hand turning circle adopted as avoiding action, was hit by a large bomb. She began to list heavily to port and suddenly, still with considerable way on, turned turtle. She floated upside down for half an hour; and then sank. When Kelly turned turtle, Commander Mike Evans and three other engineers found themselves somersaulted in an inferno of steam and screaming turbines.

Picking themselves up, they found they were in a great air-bubble trapped inside the engine-room hull, with sunlight showing through the two round hatches, now six feet below the surface, in a sort of Blue Grotto effect. The discipline of their training even now controlled their actions as, before making an attempt to escape from their ghoulish tomb of steam and steel, they first closed the valves which shut off the steam from the turbines. Then Mike Evans led the way down the steel ladders to the water level, there taking a deep breath and fighting his way down, out and up to the surface outside the ship.

Three of the four survived this ordeal to be picked up by Kipling, which at once moved to pick up other survivors; despite six high-level bombing attacks, she carried on with this work until 11 a.m. and then made off, pursued by marauding Stukas, those birds of ill omen who dived on her out of the sun. Between 8.20 a.m., when she had begun her rescue operation, and 1 p.m., forty aircraft had attacked her and eighty-three bombs been aimed at her. She emerged unscathed. And she landed at Alexandria 279 survivors from Kelly and Kashmir, who had been machine-gunned in the water by the German pilots who had succeeded in killing and wounding several. Among the survivors was Lord Louis Mountbatten, captain of Kelly.

Later, safe and dry in England, he told the story of the episode over dinner to the admiring writer of light comedy, Mr Noel Coward. He told him of his last speech to survivors in the dockyard shed at Alexandria: ‘. . . But today I am afraid I have run out of jokes, and I don’t suppose any of us feels much like laughing.’

In Which We Serve was the creative piece inspired from that fluent pen; it was to prove valuable propaganda, with Mr Coward himself conveying the sincerest form of flattery in the role of the destroyer captain.

 



Ashore Morse, another senior officer who had previous experience of land fighting at Gallipoli where, as a young officer, he had been for some hours up to his waist in water helping to hold together under heavy fire the broken bridge of boats between the River Clyde and the shore, continued to send useful reports on the land fighting to the naval Commander-in-Chief. He had added personal reasons to throw his full weight into the contest as his only son had been killed by the German navy at the Battle of the River Plate.

One of his reports concerned the loss and probable eventual compromise of secret publications. On the 23rd, acting in advance of events, Morse sent a Paymaster Lieutenant in M.L.1011, under command of Lieutenant Blake, R.N.R., to Khora Sfakion on the south coast to establish an emergency and secret communications office and then to await events. With him went secret Admiralty code-books.

The motor-launch sailed half an hour before midnight on the 23rd from Suda Bay. Later the wind freshened and became an easterly gale. Mr Blake had no choice but to seek a roadstead until the wind moderated.

At six next morning they were anchored in two or three fathoms of water about fifty yards from the shore. Not long afterwards, they heard the consentient drone of aircraft engines. Looking out of the charthouse door, they saw seven Messerschmitt 110s and two Junker 88s, which flew steadily on, overhead, and passed. It seemed they had not been noticed. Then suddenly two of the aircraft broke formation and circled back. The others followed. An attack was coming in all right. And the only defence was a single Lewis gun.

‘Abandon ship!’

Some of the crew raced for the dinghy and got ashore in it. Others dived over the side and started swimming. They were about half-way there when the bombing and machine-gunning started. There were several near-misses and the ship was soon listing. She settled on her starboard side, with only the top of the mast and a small section of the forward part of the port guard-rail remaining above water.

A check was made of the crew. Mr Windiebank, the warrant telegraphist, was missing. One of them swam out but could see no trace of him – he had been hit by a machine-gun bullet before he could get off. Nor was there any trace of the cipher books which had been in a light steel chest in the charthouse.

They then carried on down the coast to look for one rating who could not swim and had been blown away by the gale as he clung to a carley raft, and eventually found him hidden in a cave by local Cretans and being well looked after. Two hundred Germans with motor-cycles were only eight miles away, they were told.

The only possible means open to the Paymaster to recover the books was by splitting the ship’s side with explosives and using one of the local sponge-divers to tie a rope to the chest. Not having the wherewithal to attempt this, and considering that the Germans would not know of the cipher books’ location so that immediate compromise was unlikely for the time being, he decided to volunteer with a small party of Australians, New Zealanders, Marines and Fleet Air Arm ratings to continue his journey to Khora Sfakion by walking across the mountains.

The Paymaster Lieutenant’s doings were later studied by higher authority. It was judged he had ‘failed to do his utmost’, but that his failure had been one of error and not of courage.

 



Wavell was not the only commander who patiently endured more than the heat in indifferent office accommodation in a teeming Egyptian city. Superfluous missives also arrived from the Chiefs of Staff in London for Cunningham.

Number 113,for instance, called for an appreciation. Replying to it in a signal whose time of origin was 6.30 p.m. on May 24, he said that the scale of enemy air attack now made it no longer possible for the navy to operate in the Ægean or the vicinity of Crete by day. And, he added, weighing his words with magisterial balance, the navy could no longer guarantee to prevent seaborne landings without suffering losses on a scale which, added to those already sustained, ‘would very seriously prejudice our command of the Eastern Mediterranean’.

The Chiefs of Staff did not believe in Joseph Chamberlain’s wise dictum, ‘Trust the man on the spot.’ All this was brushed aside. Unless more drastic naval action was taken, they informed him,75 the enemy would be able to reinforce the island to a considerable extent.

There was no precise suggestion as to what should be undertaken which was not already in hand beyond a statement that the Fleet should continue to operate north of Crete in daylight if convoys were expected – no imaginative canvassing, for instance, of any decision to turn the fifteen-inch guns of Warspite and Valiant in night bombardment on Maleme airfield where transports were by now landing unhindered at a rate of twenty an hour.

The Chiefs of Staff added that it was essential that the Commanders-in-Chief should at once concert measures for clearing up the situation.

To this Cunningham was constrained to reply that the determining factor against operating in the Ægean was not the fear of sustaining losses but the need to avoid crippling the Fleet without advantage; that so far the Germans had not landed any considerable reinforcements by sea; and that in three days two cruisers and four destroyers had been sunk, one battleship had been put out of action for several months, whilst two cruisers and four destroyers had been severely damaged. And, since starting to write the message, he added, Formidable and Nubian had been damaged.

His unwavering determination not to let the army down was soon to deepen their debt to him.




Chapter Thirteen

At Rethimnon at the end of the first day, the Germans were split into two groups – one on Hill A east of the airfield and the other, further west, at Perivolia, beyond the defended area, almost in the suburbs of Rethimnon.

The group on Hill A had suffered high casualties. But they were not cowed and before dawn overran one section of an isolated Australian platoon, advanced across the airfield to capture the crew of the stranded tanks – one had fallen into a gully some eight feet deep, the other was stuck in a drain.

Back in position, they broke up the dawn counter-attack with a dense pattern of mortar fire. Captain D. Channel, a one-time radio announcer from New South Wales, and Lieutenant W. Delves, a regular soldier from Sydney and a product of Australia’s military college at Duntroon, were both wounded. Their men advanced sixty to 100 yards under intensive fire and then were driven back until they were clinging to a precarious foothold on a spur at the western edge of the hill.

About 6 a.m., as arranged, Captain O. Moriarty brought across his company and the carrier platoon, without its carriers: he was to give support if needed. It was indeed needed. He took over command and, with the Germans pressing hard, telephoned Colonel Campbell that the position was ‘very desperate’.

Campbell now personally led one of the last companies still uncommitted along a creek he had called the Wadi Bardia (the 2/1st had opened the attack in the battle of Bardia in the Libyan desert). Leaving part of the company in the shelter of the wadi as a reserve, he took the rest on and reached Moriarty about 7 a.m.

The Australians were now immensely cheered by the sight of a German bomber which dropped six bombs along the paratroopers’ front-line on the neck of Hill A; prisoners afterwards said these killed sixteen men.

Campbell told Moriarty to get the Germans off the hill as soon as possible. A battalion commander of a few weeks’ standing, Campbell, who had assumed command as senior officer of the force, now returned to his tiny headquarters. As he did not wish to deprive the two battalions of fighting officers, his staff consisted only of his adjutant and quartermaster; his intelligence officer had been invalided to Egypt and the intelligence sergeant was sick.

Moriarty crawled and scrambled his way round his men, the bullets ricocheting from the rocks as he incautiously showed too much of head or backside. His force now included platoons from four companies. He organised them into four groups.

At 8 a.m. the Australians attacked. It was carried out with the dash and angry, casual-seeming determination of the Australian infantryman, anathema in his less sober off-duty moments to some British regular officers, but here, at his best, incomparable. As the groups met again, 2,000 yards on, beside the main road, these sweating, rangy men found they had collected fifty-nine prisoners and recaptured the 75s.

Germans who escaped capture or the long Gallipoli bayonet76 did so by moving round the spurs south of the road to the shelter of the beach and thence to a strong-point in the olive-oil factory at near-by Stavromenos. Eighteen hours after landing the one German force occupying a commanding height over the airfield had been broken up and only scattered groups of parachutists survived. These, however, were now to congeal.

Among prisoners taken during the rest of the day as the 2/1st and 2/11th ranged the coastal plain between Hills A and B covered by their machine-guns on the slopes above them, was Colonel Sturm, commander of the German force. From the orders which he carried on him, Campbell learnt that the enemy plan had been to drop one battalion of his regiment east and the other west of the airfield; about 1,500 men in all. Two companies had, evidently by error, dropped east of Hill A; they were intended for a dropping-zone west of Hill B; it was an error of about four miles.

Campbell’s orders for the 22nd were to expel the two groups of Germans now astride the main road, one cutting the road to Iraklion around the olive-oil factory, the other outside Rethimnon across the road to Suda Bay.77 The 2/11th was to thrust west; the 2/1st east.

At the factory the Australians were joined by Greeks from the south. Campbell ordered a quarter of an hour’s artillery fire from the 75s and, if this seemed to have had effect on the thick-walled building and its defenders, to move in to take it. But Moriarty, hero of the previous day’s action, had already fallen to a German rifleman’s bullet while reconnoitring, and the attack did not go in.

Campbell then ordered another attack for 6 p.m. Two hundred Greeks were to move down one wadi, forty Australians down another, and charge together while the remaining Australians gave covering fire into the factory from the heights overlooking it. The Greeks did not move at the appointed time. And forty yelling Australians gallantly charged on their own. A few survivors reached a bank forty yards from the factory. Captain G. Mann in command was not among them. He had been seriously wounded.

Campbell, who was near by, called to Corporal N. Thompson, now in charge, that he was not to move until the Greeks attacked. But then, deciding that the attack should not be pressed, he told the Greeks to stay where they were, keep the factory under fire, and allow the Australians to withdraw after dark.

On the opposite bearing, the West Australians of 2/11th continued to make good use of their captured aircraft code-book. Captain R. Honner placed ground signals calling for German aircraft to bomb his objective Perivolia, outside Rethimnon. Obligingly, they did so.

The diarist of 5th Mountain Division recorded, for May 22: ‘Reports from various sources that weapons and supplies were being dropped in the wrong places led to the certain conclusion that the Greeks and British were using swastika flags taken from dead or captured paratroops for purposes of deception, thus causing our aircraft to drop supplies in the wrong places or to make false reports.’

On the extremity of Perivolia the Germans made the Church of St George their strong-point (St George is a familiar patron for Greek Orthodoxy; his English connexions are not strong) and the Greeks were understood to be preparing to attack it. The Australians, again finding mutual understanding difficult, decided to dig in. And during the night they heard a good deal of shooting and miscellaneous noise, and, it appeared, here the Greeks did attack, take a few prisoners, and withdraw.

During the night the Australians were also surprised by the sound of aircraft engines; the Stukas did not usually operate after dark. In the morning they found a bag of .303 ammunition in front of their position. Any superstitious reading of this unexpected and unlooked-for supply drop as providential was dissolved by the sight of a similar bag in front of the German positions; a lone R.A.F. plane had mistaken the flat ground east of Rethimnon for the airfield.

Mopping-up east of the airfield during the day, the Australians captured the paratroops’ dressing-station. On the 23rd the medical officer of the 2/1st arranged with the German doctors that, for the future, both sides should use the Australians’ regimental aid post. From now on, German and Australian orderlies worked side by side, more tents being put up as the numbers of wounded grew, until fifteen were occupied by Australians, eight by Germans and four by Greeks. The number of German patients was cut by sending walking wounded to the prisoners’ compound,78 which, by the 26th, was to hold no less than 500 Germans.

When this arrangement was negotiated, a three-hour truce was also agreed for collecting wounded between the area of Hill A and the factory. Half an hour after it had begun a German officer was led in blindfolded. He had come from the factory and his message was to demand Campbell’s surrender. A bold demand, it was made with apparent confidence on the grounds that the German landing had succeeded at two other places and that therefore the Australian’s position was hopeless.

Campbell’s refusal was underlined by the expenditure on the factory of a few shells, which could ill be spared, as soon as the truce was over.

In the west on the 23rd, the Greeks promised to take the Church of St George. The Australians with a captured anti-tank gun therefore shelled it during the morning. It was abandoned by the Germans; but the Greeks failed to follow up.

In the afternoon, evidently obedient to German signals, a circus of fifty planes bombed the Australian positions for five hours. Under the fierce sun, they set fire to crops and houses. In the soft ground the bombs embowelled huge cavities. But most of the casualties were caused by cannon and machine-gun fire. And at sunset the Germans attacked out of a flaming sky.

By now the Australians had had some forty casualties. But the survivors wiped the dust from their eyes, spat it from their mouths, and proceeded to shoot the paratroops ‘down like rabbits’. The Germans were beaten off. Fittingly on this day a wireless message arrived from Freyberg for Campbell. ‘You have done magnificently,’ it told him.

So he was to continue, inept only in the use of antique tanks, fighting a classic of aggressive defence, with the attacking enemy contained until the end, as food and ammunition dwindled.

 



At Iraklion the British army was also proving that the German paratrooper was not the superman of fevered imagination.

Here again, the Germans had been split into two groups after the first day’s fighting. During the night units east of the town – I Battalion and the remnants of II Battalion of 1 Parachute Regiment – tried to break through to survivors of II Battalion on the airfield itself. The attack was broken up by artillery and infantry tanks, and the Germans were forced back to a height south-east of the airfield. Areas within the perimeter were swiftly cleared up.

The second main group comprising III Battalion of 1 Parachute Regiment and two companies of II Battalion of 2 Parachute Regiment were ordered to attack the airfield from the opposite direction by the German commander, Colonel Brauer. The message did not get through and Major Schultz, commanding III Battalion, renewed his attack on the town.

After severe fighting, the Germans reached the houses on the west close to the sea where the ramparts had been demolished, and no attempt had been made to erect barricades or wire entanglements.

Captain M. MacDonald, R.N., the naval officer in charge, had his office in this area. Bombing on the previous afternoon had cut his communications with the defence headquarters about three miles distant by road. Now with the clatter of small-arms fire getting ever closer, the senior non-commissioned officer and the Military Police with the crew of the anti-aircraft pom-pom on the mole decided it was time to evacuate. MacDonald did not try to stop them as they clambered into rowing-boats and set off across the dark waters of the harbour. And it was not until he reached Alexandria that he learned that they had been picked up by a British destroyer further down the coast. This was probably better fortune than they deserved.

During the night a message reached him from the Greek General whose men were barely holding the Germans in the fierce street-fighting. It stated that he had run out of ammunition and asked for reinforcements.

MacDonald could only reply that he was out of touch with headquarters; but at dawn he set out on foot and, about an hour later, saw Brigadier Chappel. With all the emphasis he could command, he said the Germans would probably break through unless reinforcements were sent.

On his return to the town the enemy, closing in on the north-west corner, were now not far from his office. Quickly he burnt his papers and then moved with a handful of his own and movement control staff to his house which was near by. As they moved past the silent houses and along the empty street to the door, a small detachment of paratroops dashed into sight, sprayed them with tommy-gun fire and wounded one of them. The Germans then occupied neighbouring houses which commanded the harbour.

MacDonald at once returned to the Brigadier, having on the way difficulty in persuading isolated groups of Greek soldiers that he was not a German, and told him that the enemy were in the town. The rest of his party reached the comparative safety of headquarters that evening.

Platoons of the Leicesters and the York and Lancasters were now sent to the rescue of the beleaguered Greeks, who were rearmed with captured weapons. MacDonald wrote afterwards in admiration of the Greeks’ ‘courage and resource’ although their subsequent use of German automatics was dangerously enthusiastic. The Germans were thrown back across their own start-line in a co-ordinated attack that evening.

About fifty Arab stevedores had arrived from Suda a day or two previously. These were captured by the Germans and the majority of them killed during an unsuccessful attack on the Venetian fort on the western mole – the Germans used them as body-shelds.

On the following day, the 22nd, the effect of the German decision to concentrate on Maleme became felt. Air attacks on troop positions were noticeably diminished, although the Germans now set about systematic destruction of Iraklion itself by aerial bombardment. Meanwhile supplies and light guns fell ‘like manna’ into the hands of the defence.

Gerald Barry with the Black Watch issued machine-guns, mortars, revolvers, masses of ammunition, Very-light pistols and cartridges, and hand-grenades.

‘Never,’ he wrote, ‘had we been so well armed as we were now.’ There was even a collapsible boat which they had seen coming down in what looked like a huge violin-case and wondered what on earth it could be.

Patrols from the York and Lancaster Regiment cleared the rest of the town; the Leicesters forced the surrender of a sizeable body of paratroops; and the Black Watch, with strong patrols, eliminated the last paratroops from their own perimeter, and settled down to face the main concentration of German strength which gathered on Ames Ridge to their south-east.

In the course of the day, enemy dead were collected for burial. The tally was only fifty short of a thousand by nightfall, and several hundred more were known to be in the Greeks’ area.

Before darkness fell the Germans reinforced with a further drop – 300 west of the town and 500 west of the airfield.

A Black Watch company commander, Neville Blair, was one of a number who had been cut off by paratroop landings. On the first day he had been in the hospital at Knossos, outside the defended perimeter, and had first learnt of the attack on Maleme from a B.B.C. news bulletin. After watching the assault on Iraklion from what proved a front-row seat in the dress circle, he collected a number of men from different units and a few vehicles. Attempts to find a way through northwards failed.

The next day, ‘for the better safety of the inmates’, they left the hospital and drove south, making contact with the various road blocks on the way, and helping them to round up several stragglers. In moving south Blair had in mind the possibility of strengthening a small picquet that had been placed to watch the road and a valley which had been thought a likely dropping-zone.

That night in a hill village, he learned that the local telephone exchange could connect him with some British troops who had recently landed on the south of the island. And he found himself speaking to the Commanding Officer of the 1st Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders whose voice he recognised, having served with their battalion in the desert in August and September of 1940. Blair learnt of their landing at Timbakion on the eve of the battle, and, indeed, of the progress of the fighting so far, the Argylls having had it by signal from Cairo.

Blair told him that if he failed on the following day to break through into Iraklion perimeter, he would lead his party across the forty miles of hills to join him. On his next attempt, however, Blair broke through and was able to give Brigadier Chappel news of the arrival of the Argylls. He had not so far been in wireless touch with them.

A diary kept by Captain Mungo Stirling79 is revealing of this stage at Iraklion. An extract for May 23 reads:

‘I think the German prisoners who have been spoken to were surprised at our comparative strength. They seem quite pleasant young lads, and I think we have shewn the maximum kindness to their sick, and to the prisoners. I think they fought well, considering what a bloody job it must be to be dropped from the air.

‘We all wonder what the day will bring forth. There appears to be a strongish force of about 300, with supporting weapons, on a high ridge overlooking this position, about one mile away.

‘Not having washed or shaved properly for four days is disgusting, and living in a slit-trench the height of discomfort. I don’t imagine this will go on for more than a day or so more. If no sea landing is made, then I am convinced the day is won – if a sea landing is made, then it will be lost.

‘I can imagine how worried the poor dear parents are. For their sakes as well as my own selfishness I hope to be spared, for I believe that should anything happen to me now, after Charlie’s death, they would be consumed with sorrow.

‘It is grand to have Alistair Hamilton so near – he is in great heart: I fear I have been very, very depressed, and down-hearted, not seeing a British’plane for three days in all.

‘The men have been in good form and are fighting well – some of my old friends have been killed – poor Snowden – such a charming, simple chap, was killed – just married, and a young child – then poor Tweedy, too. However, casualties have been light so far, but I rather fear we may have a battle today.

‘Oh! How tired I am – no proper sleep and constant gnawing worry is a heavy burden. Keith Dick-Cunningham and I are together most of the time, and he is a constant source of good cheer.

‘Andy Pitcairn has commanded with great calm – Andrew Campbell is a stout fellow, and has been very good. Michael Fairlie got slightly wounded, as in Somaliland, and is away – he did very well. All the officers and men, I think, have been excellent, so we can still hope to give the Germans a good fight.’

On the morning of May 23, with somewhat capricious timing, four days after the R.A.F. had been withdrawn from Crete, Number 73 Squadron was ordered to send six Hurricanes with a Blenheim escort, to land at Iraklion. Pilots were briefed to use the Iraklion field as a base, and carry out low-level attacks against the parachutists at Maleme and to shoot up the transport aircraft landing there. A hazardous sea-trip of over 300 miles was the first prerequisite but someone had decided ‘there was promise of good results’ and conjecture among pilots left behind centred on how the unescorted J.U. 52s would cope with the Hurricanes.

Led by the Blenheim escort, they took off at 11.35 a.m. Approaching Crete, the formation flew over a detachment of the Royal Navy who, mistaking them for enemy aircraft, put up such a heavy anti-aircraft barrage that the planes were scattered in all directions. Five of the Hurricanes lost contact with the Blenheims and, re-grouping, decided to return to their base in North Africa assuming that the sixth had been shot down into the sea.

The missing Hurricane, piloted by Flight-Sergeant Laing, was in fact picked up by the Blenheims and escorted to Iraklion. Laing put it down safely but shortly afterwards the airfield was bombed by Stukas and the lone arrival was destroyed on the ground. Back in Africa a second escort was provided, this time of Marylands, and, in the afternoon, the same pilots with another added to make the numbers up, took off again.

On the second flight, they gave the Royal Navy a wide berth and, almost out of fuel, arrived over the airfield to find a raid by twenty Stukas in progress. With the petrol-gauges flickering ominously at zero, they put in an attack on the startled Germans, damaged two of them and drove the rest off.

The surface of the airfield was now badly pitted with craters and, on landing, two of the Hurricanes damaged their undercarriages. Scrambling out of the planes, stiff after the long flight, the pilots found themselves under fire from parachutists concealed around the perimeter. They were obliged to crawl their way to the mess.

Ground-crews managed to refuel two of the planes which went up once more and kept a patrol over the airfield until dusk.

Their position at Iraklion was, it seemed, obviously untenable. And early next day all took off for Africa, including those with damaged tail wheels, Flying-Officer Goodman giving a lift to Laing by the expedient of sitting on him, the remainder emptying their ammunition belts at German parachutists around the airfield in a defiant gesture of farewell for the men who had turned them into creeping infantrymen the day before.

Back in Africa a sandstorm was blowing. Goodman and Laing landed safely despite this last hazard. Only one other pilot managed to find the aerodrome. Two, out of petrol, force-landed in the desert – one machine was damaged, the other wrecked. The remaining two never made a landfall and their pilots were posted as missing. And out of seven pilots who took part in the operation all but one (Flight-Sergeant Laing who was shot down over Tobruk a few weeks later but landed safely) were to be posted missing within two months.

According to Colonel Wills of the M.N.B.D.O. a Royal Marine volunteer tried to fly Laing’s Hurricane out of Crete when evacuation came, but was shot down.

Meanwhile, the devastation of Iraklion by bombing continued until Brigadier Chappel was forced to order the evacuation of the civilian population – one company of the 2/4th Australian Battalion had 200 civilians living in caves in its area at one time.

The main body of the Argylls arrived on the 25th. Their impression, confirmed later by an Australian platoon which had been pushed forward to the dominating feature known as Apex Hill a mile to the south to watch movement between the two German groups, was that the main thrust was building up in the east. And supply aircraft were now reported to be landing unhindered on the beach some seventeen miles east of Iraklion.

Skirmishing, with the occasional odd raid, now continued.

 



There was a Greek military college on Crete. And a fortnight before the invasion, when attack was expected daily, officer-cadets had sat down to a written passing-out examination. As the parachutists landed, one of the directing staff had even been engaged in marking the papers.

A New Zealand officer who had sought for third- and fourth-year cadets to act as senior non-commissioned officers for the 1st Greek Regiment was Major T. Bedding, who had been sent with a few instructors to train it.

The Greeks defended the little port of Kastelli twenty-six miles west of Canea. The account of the Greek Regiment’s action there is complete in itself as the battle was fought without reference to the main action at Maleme or elsewhere.

The 1st Greek Regiment had been locally recruited a bare three weeks before, had made their mark on the recruiting forms, these fishermen and husbandmen from the hill villages, and then gone off to drill in an empty factory which became their barracks. There were about a thousand of them and they could only muster 600 rifles between them with enough ammunition for three rounds per rifle. Those who were unlucky in the hand-out armed themselves with hunting knives, axes, sickles or the old flintlocks and shotguns that had been hidden for years.

An old Venizelist partisan, Kondopirakis, cursing the Government which had emasculated them by confiscating their rifles, now formed a local home guard to watch the coast and engage in night patrolling under Bedding’s sponsorship.

They were accustomed to sudden death these brave, simple, immensely dignified peasants with their fierce patriotism. Even the cult of a primitive blood law survived among them. High in these barren mountains, should a family’s honour be affronted by, for instance, the rape of a daughter, the father and brothers would have the right of blood vengeance. They would never scruple to take it. And such was the force of public opinion upholding a cult which at least ensured good order in the absence of law, there would be none to give evidence to the gendarmes.

The gendarmes, who were not popular because, for instance, they stopped fishing with dynamite, were now providing the only well-armed, disciplined force in Bedding’s command. But the poaching experience with dynamite now came in useful: grenades were made from it, with broken glass and old nails in place of the neat, pineapple squares of the more orthodox hand-grenade.

Bedding’s instructions were to put up a token resistance only in the event of attack. His levies in their knee-high boots, breeches and scarlet cummerbunds, armed or unarmed, waited for the coming of the Germans with no intention of accepting the limited role accorded them in overall defence planning. They were defending their homes. For centuries their forebears had fought to the death against the Turks and Venetians to preserve the homeland and a national identity. It was not in them to do less.

Parachutists detailed for the attack on Kastelli came from II Battalion of the Assault Regiment. There were seventy-four of them under Lieutenant Muerbe who had been ordered to land to the east of the village, reconnoitre, and provide a screen against attack from this direction towards the main force to the east.

The parachutists had little opportunity to go on reconnaisance. Bedding and his group were swiftly in action with the bren-guns they had prudently brought with them. Under their covering fire, the Greeks, alternately leaping the stone walls surrounding olive groves and crawling down drainage culverts, clubbed or stabbed the isolated Germans to death where they had no bullets left to shoot them.

With their natural feeling for weapons, their fieldcraft and marksmanship, they armed themselves effectively with enemy tommy-guns. As the Germans heard the rattle of their own weapons being used against them, confusion became worse confounded and they turned their mortars against the fast-firing tattoo of the machine-guns, which were, however, often still in German hands.

By 9.30 a.m., not more than an hour after jumping, the only survivors were isolated and surrounded in a farm and its outbuildings. The Cretans, prodigal of German ammunition, kept their heads down with uninterrupted fire.

An hour later, they charged, a stentorian, savage war-cry in their throats. This time they ignored cover; their casualties were heavy; but they carried the position. Twenty-eight parachutists in all were taken alive, fifteen of them wounded. Bedding relieved the Cretans of them before lynch-law decided their end. By 11 a.m. they were all in the local gaol.

For two days these brave, peasant simpletons, innocent of their fate, drank the wine which had been known to Homer, played and boasted interminably of their prowess.

Bedding, short of supplies, reduced rations and sent two of his men, Sergeant R. Adams, an ex-taxi driver, and Corporal J. Friend, a rigger, in a caique with two Cretans during the night of the 21st, to make contact with Canea. By a mischance, they lost their rudder and had to return. Which was probably as well since, particularly on that evening, it was advisable not to be sailing in local craft in Cretan waters dominated by the Royal Navy.

The Germans in the country west of Maleme had concentrated so far on clearing the road to Selino Kastelli (Palaiokhora), one of the two south-coast ports where British reinforcements might be landed (the other was Timbakion where the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders had landed on the night preceding the attack).

They now began to think about their own supplies and it was apparent that only one port could possibly be made available for landing armour – Kastelli.

By May 23 the 5th Mountain Division was able to spare troops to probe in a westerly direction. A detachment advanced under Major Schaette.

As they reached the outskirts of Kastelli they were fired on by the occasional sentry posted haphazardly by this pathetic and unconquerable force. Schaette reported that he had run into ‘snipers’.

Then his men came across some of the forty-six corpses of Muerbe’s group which remained unburied. Some of them had the hafts of knives still in their bodies. Others lay stiffened in the unnatural attitude of death with skulls crushed by unidentified weapons. There was nothing to determine the timing of the injuries that had caused death. Schaette thought that they had been inflicted on helpless prisoners and assumed mutilations.

Fifth Mountain Division war diary records ‘atrocities were reported’; and that it was decided to move against ‘these bestial hordes’. On Schaette’s inadequate and incomplete evidence – there was reference to the dead being slashed, their private parts cut or eyes gouged out – the writer records that it was hoped to put a stop to these practices ‘by taking hostages and initiating reprisals’.

On the next day, around 9.30 a.m., the Stukas circled the little town. Leisurely, they singled out their targets, the elegantly-gloved hands of the pilots pulling over on the control columns to dive until, it seemed from the ground, almost too late, but with a sophisticated, controlled jerk of the wrists, the bomb would be away and, with sirens suddenly silent, they would streak away across the rooftops, only their machine-guns now avid for a target.

One of the planes managed by sheer chance to get a direct hit on the gaol. The Greek guards had taken cover and, through the breach in the wall, the prisoners escaped. They found weapons and as Bedding and Second-Lieutenant L. Baigent, expecting an attack after the bombing, left their headquarters to rally the Greeks, promptly captured them.

The two remaining officers, Lieutenant R. Campbell and Captain H. Yorke, organised a rescue attempt. It failed. Campbell was killed. Nonetheless, Bedding had almost persuaded the prisoners who had become guards to surrender again, when Schaette’s men burst through the outskirts and into the centre of the town.

With the Greeks still armed with weapons they had snatched from German corpses, it was three days before house-to-house fighting ended despite the Germans’ heavy use of anti-tank guns for blasting through walls and doors. Thus it was not until the 27th that tanks were disembarked at Kastelli, too late to be of influence in the battle.

Hostages were now selected. The senior German medical officer present stated there were 200 and, despite the entreaties of Bedding and even of the original prisoners of Muerbe’s group who said that they had been properly handled, these men were shot in the square.

Elsewhere the Germans dropped leaflets stating that for every German that was tortured ten Greeks would be killed. Paratroopers who became separated from their units were still found in the stiffening attitudes of death hung by parachute lines from trees. The natives were not to be intimidated.

The Luftflotte’s report of the battle tells merely: ‘ . . . The civil population sided with the British and participated actively in the battles, especially in the west.’ Nothing was written to indicate that German pride had been wounded; or that another show of fine defiance had been concluded with another ‘Operation Punishment’. Many of the paratroopers were unaware that such incidents had taken place and today indignantly deny that, under Colonel-General Student, the soldier’s code was ever broken.

Colonel Rudolf Böhmler, who fought in Crete as the commander of the 8th Company of Paratroop Regiment No. 3, landing in the area of Canea, and is now running the Bund Deutscher Fallschirmjäger – League of German Paratroopers – writes80 typically: ‘So far as the military bearing and courage of the British, New Zealand and Australian troops is concerned, only the highest praise applies. The opposite applies to the local Cretans who took part in the fight against all international laws, whereas the former showed real chivalrous spirit in the battle.’

General Alfred Schlemm, now also retired but at the time Chief of Staff of Fliegerkorps XI, reports:81 ‘The undertaking of the operations on Crete was strongly influenced by the local war of the inhabitants of the Island. Questions cannot be answered without reference to this local war. After the legal proceedings in Luneburg and Athens, the German Federal Government have now started legal investigations which are meant to clarify whether crimes against humanity were committed either by individual soldiers or their command. I myself . . . have repeatedly been questioned in the present investigations, which continue.’

Because of the shooting of hostages which continued, usually in batches of around twenty or thirty, long after the departure of the parachute troops from the island, Mr Churchill proposed to Allied leaders in 1944 that local crimes should be locally judged. The principle was accepted.

It is hard to believe that its application ever afforded much satisfaction to the Cretans, with their nice sense of revenge. No Germans, for instance, have ever been made to climb from the village of Khora Sfakion to the hill on its eastern side to where, in early September 1941 beneath the ruins of the Venetian fort, twenty men – almost all the adult population above the age of fifteen – were shot, below the waist, and their bodies burned in petrol, the officer in charge dispatching any that survived this treatment with a machine-pistol bullet through the head.

Today, there is a simple monument to mark the spot. Through a glass panel in its base can be seen the carelessly arranged skulls of the victims whose bodies were exhumed after the war. Many are shattered by the pistol bullet which indicates they survived both the preliminary bullet in the stomach and the petrol.

This event took place after the fall of Crete. There had been one or two ambushes; and peasants in the mountains were known to be feeding soldiers still at large, many of them Australian, with milk and honey. The garrison by then comprised second-line occupation troops; the parachutists had gone.

The German is an indefatigable tourist. Occasionally today an adventurous youth from a democratic western Germany, the Germany of Adenauer and Erhard, but in his shorts, leather jacket, boots and sun-glasses looking not unlike his predecessor who travelled widely into south-east Europe from the Germany of Hitler and Goering, penetrates into these mountain fastnesses. With the national obtuseness which has not deserted him, he wonders why he is not more warmly received, why these picturesque, humble peasants do not invite him into their homes.

For their part, he is obviously too young to have been in the campaign. They let him go in peace. But if, they say, an ex-paratrooper veteran of 1941 wandered into their country, it is most doubtful if he would leave it, and they are not given to idle threats.

Curiously, during the battle the Germans seem not to have blamed the British for organising the partisans. Judge Rudel, who headed a subsequent inquiry commission,82 having praised the fair way in which the British and New Zealanders fought, added that they had saved prisoners from the wrath of civilians, even firing on mobs.

Perhaps for this reason, German treatment of wounded British prisoners was good. Gerhard Conrad, Pilot Commander of Fliegerkorps XI,83 claims one incident as typical of the German attitude: ‘During the first days on May 24 or 25, a British soldier was found to have poliomyelitis in a P.O.W. camp near Maleme. When, in spite of concentrated search throughout the Greek military and civil hospitals no serum for his treatment could be found, I was ordered – although I needed every available aeroplane for the operation in progress – to send a J.U. 52 to Berlin for the serum. This saved not only the life of the sick soldier but, considering the high risk of infection, that of many other British prisoners.’ The incident is confirmed by C. Seibt, an Oberstleutnant whose work was that of a quartermaster on Conrad’s staff.

It is perhaps comforting, in view of subsequent post-war political developments, that there are such examples of humanity to set against the record of ferocity.

Those who would seek an explanation of German cruelty in terms of a fashionable, broad historical analysis perhaps could find one in the fact that Christianity was, in part, forced on them by the sword of Charlemagne and that the hordes of middle-Europe have remained as obstinately unregenerate as the tribes who preceded them and who may be encountered in the pages of Tacitus.

But when all is said and done perhaps it is wrong to adopt too marked a ‘holier than thou’ judgement on the paratroops in Crete. Isolated Germans who were taken prisoner occasionally met with a fairly barbarous treatment beyond the usages of war from Cretan village irregulars. Naturally this embittered and infuriated the Germans.




Chapter Fourteen

Although the New Zealand counter-attack on Maleme, when it came, began too late, there are some who took part in it (one is Charles Upham, now sheep-farming at Hundalee outside Canterbury, who won the first of his two Victoria Crosses on Crete) who feel that the margin between success and failure was only one of hours.

He isolates the reasons for the hold-up on the night of 21/22: the absence of any mobile reserve which resulted in the overanxious insistence that Upham’s battalion, the 20th, should not move until relieved by the Australians; their Cypriot drivers unnerved by bombing getting lost en route adding to the delay; and then the 20th themselves running most of the way from the Galatas area to join the waiting Maoris to start off four hours late quite out of breath. Nevertheless he recalls, they found it ‘easy’ until it got light, ‘as the Huns ran off and fired blind on fixed lines’.84

The Germans panicked, the 20th Battalion capturing a number who were frightened men, but again time was lost ferreting them out of buildings. So that by the time B Company in the lead was on the airfield, where they destroyed one or two transports, it was inevitably daylight.

Upham continues: ‘Along the road where I was, all the houses, most of them stone-built, were full of Germans and, although at night it was easy to fix them, it was much slower and more costly in daylight. The attacking companies did not have enough men or ammunition left and if we had had another fresh battalion to leap-frog through we would have had it.’

Despite this undoubted fact that the attack had shot its bolt after it had reached the airfield after dawn, it would, with equal certainty, have kept its momentum and stood every chance of capturing it if it had continued, at this point, to be a night attack. For, although the airfield was by now held by larger numbers of troops, who were lavishly equipped with machine-guns and mortars, ‘the Huns wouldn’t fight at night because their officers and non-commissioned officers couldn’t direct operations and the German soldier was unused to doing much on his own bat’.

Freyberg was aware that possession of the airfield at Maleme was vital. And at 5 p.m. on the 22nd he called a conference and gave orders for a fresh attack: 4th Brigade were to provide the main thrust with 18th Battalion and the Australian 2/7th.

Brigadier Puttick, the acting General Officer Commanding 2nd New Zealand Division, found, however, a deteriorating situation on return to his own headquarters. Sending a bren-gun carrier to 4th Brigade with the necessary orders, he learnt of a German thrust in the Platanias area aiming north to cut the main Maleme to Canea road in the rear of 5th Brigade. The main road was the lifeline of 5th Brigade and its only communication with 4th Brigade to the east before Canea.

Puttick telephoned Freyberg and urged the withdrawal of the 5th Brigade from what was now an exposed position. Freyberg accepted the point. At 12.15 a.m. on the 23rd he sent forward to Brigade Headquarters by special dispatch-rider orders which authorised 5th Brigade to withdraw during the night to the Wadi Platanias, thus abandoning a linear two and a half miles of ground.

In effect, this decision to withdraw conceded Crete to a force estimated in his own orders as ‘five battalions with heavy mortars and some motor-cyclists’. For it now left the Germans with uninterrupted use of an airfield.

The decision was not defeatist, however. Freyberg intended another attack on Maleme even after the withdrawal to Platanias. This was rendered impracticable by the exhaustion of the New Zealanders – no troops could have taken such punishment for so long before reaching physical and mental exhaustion – and by the threat to the flank from Heidrich’s force of parachutists in the Prison Valley position.

The sentiment of messages arriving at Freyberg’s headquarters from the outside world were now encouraging but moved behind events. From Churchill: that the eyes of the world were on the battle and that great things turned on it; and from Wavell: that there was evidence that the Germans were meeting great difficulties, that he would do and was doing his best to aid the defence, and that the world was being given a splendid example by the courage and resolution of Freyberg and his troops.

To Wavell, Churchill signalled, ‘Crete must be won.’

From the day battle was joined the importance of Crete, now it was too late to supply and fortify it, became, it seems, self-evident to everybody.

 



Lieutenant Sutton, R.N., of the Fleet Air Arm, still with his miscellaneous command in a position east of Maleme, on the previous day had watched the counter-attack slow down and stop.

‘The Maoris showed magnificent courage,’ he wrote in his subsequent report, ‘and everyone was loud in their praise; but they could not stand up to machine-guns and strafing by fighters and dive-bombing with rifles and bayonets.’

Then he watched the troop-carriers settling down on the airfield one after the other. The artillery close by, identified as ‘a troop of 3.7 How-guns’,85 kept searching and sweeping the aerodrome with fire. They caused considerable damage but did not deter the German pilots.

In the late afternoon, with the wounded streaming back with stories of fierce fighting and of the hopelessness of trying to keep the fire of German machine-guns down with rifle fire alone, a rumour started. It was that the order to retire had been received. One New Zealand platoon, according to Sutton, had the order to move given verbally. They fell back.

On their right, the Marines, ex-gunners from Maleme who were ‘hostilities-only’ men, pulled out of two platoon positions. The order was given that no retirement was to take place, and no orders to retire obeyed unless in writing, but they could not be got back into line. After the tremendous pounding they had received from the air both before and during the assault, they were temporarily unreliable.

Distressing as it was for the naval officers to see the Marines break, with their expectation, so seldom disappointed, that here was discipline and the right arm of authority, they had their hands full with their own little ad hoc unit, the Fleet Air Arm and R.A.F. men. Despondent after watching the daylong arrival of troop-carriers, the mechanics abandoned their positions in the general movement to and fro and were speeded by German snipers and a machine-gunner who had got in very close. But with the help of Flying-Officer Crowther the officers got most of them back into line.

Sutton then went to see the nearest senior officer of 21st Battalion whom he could find. It was Major E. Harding. Sutton told him that he considered it murder for the aircraft mechanics who comprised his force, untrained in shooting and ignorant of any idea of movement in the field, to come up against seasoned German infantry. Moreover skilled men should not be endangered unnecessarily. He argued that mechanics could not be trained in a couple of months, like infantry! An over-polite New Zealander heard him out in silence.

Harding told him that, if his men were cowering to the side of the hill away from the enemy and were likely to make off, they were useless anyway and Sutton could take them away.

Sutton got back to his position with difficulty; snipers fired at every incautious movement. He then arranged with the Marines’ Captain that the two groups should move together, the Marines providing an advance guard and his own men bringing up the rear during the night march across the hills.

He next issued orders to his men. They were delighted. They could not have stood another day of sniping and incessant enemy patrols, they said, apparently without shame that the men alongside them, fighting so courageously, were also very much citizen soldiers.

Sutton now made his way to Battalion Headquarters to report his intended movements. Every time he went into the open he heard the whine of a bullet overhead. But after a long detour, he found one of his fellow pilots, Lieutenant A. Keith, stalking a sniper with a pistol. On the previous day Keith had been unable to move with a severe attack of dysentery, and Sutton thought his activity a display of great spirit.

Colonel Allen, commanding the 21st Battalion, told him that, in the event, as losses among his own men had been severe, he could not release the Fleet Air Arm and R.A.F. mechanics. He ordered him to hold the position on the hill with at least a platoon on the left flank, and to keep at least twenty men in the Fleet Air Arm’s position on the right. This meant retaining in all at least fifty men out of a total of some 160.

Sutton retraced his way to the hill and called for volunteers to man the position during the night, the rest to go back with the Marines. There were no volunteers. This was scarcely surprising as, firstly, Sutton had sent back Crowther, the only R.A.F. officer who had control over his men, to report to Group-Captain Beamish at the R.A.F. headquarters in Canea (and to Captain Morse at Suda) that the naval and R.A.F. men were with the 21st Battalion and that all codes and signal publications at Maleme should be presumed captured, and, secondly, while Sutton had been away, two of the remaining R.A.F. officers had headed off for Canea with about a dozen men. This was desertion. After such an example, there was pardonably no holding the R.A.F.

The Fleet Air Arm, nursed by Lieutenant Ramsay, R.N.V.R., were in better shape and, as it was getting dark, after the Marines had left, they moved to their positions. Sutton drew the rations – a quarter of a tin of bully-beef per man; by the time these were issued it was quite dark.

Sutton moved off with three men to take up a position in a trench on the right. His deputy, Sub-Lieutenant Hinton, was on the left. Sutton never found the trench. After wandering in the dark for some time he walked into a machine-gun post which opened up on them. He decided he must be right on the enemy’s line. Making roughly south-east, they marched for about 200 yards and then lay down, each man keeping watch in turn.

As soon as he could see his non-luminous compass, they moved, again making south-east. Suddenly, against the lightening sky, they saw columns of men moving towards them. Slithering down the side of the hill, they searched for dead ground. Then, as the men came closer, they recognised the outline of British steel helmets.

It was men of 23rd Battalion who told Sutton that a general withdrawal was in progress and that the Germans were close at hand to the west. None of them knew where 21st Battalion Headquarters was, but Sutton did pick up his bearings from them, deciding that he was one valley east from the 21st. He told the men with him to join up with the 23rd and, turning all the way, navigated himself back to his position of the previous day.

There he found the New Zealanders ready to move out and Lieutenant Ramsay and Lieutenant Keith with the Fleet Air Arm men, many still asleep, ignorant that withdrawal was taking place. Sutton told Ramsay that the New Zealanders were withdrawing and that he should go with them making Canea or Suda the eventual destination if possible.

Ramsay and the others made Suda travelling in small groups. He retains a pleasing memory of going to see Group-Captain George Beamish and saying that he didn’t expect they were very welcome. This large man replied in a gentle voice: ‘You are as welcome as the flowers in spring.’ They were all fed on something. Drinking a whole tin of sweetened condensed milk on his own was ‘ecstasy’.

Meanwhile, Sutton was left with Sub-Lieutenant Hinton and the party on the left flank unaccounted for. He asked Major Harding about them. The New Zealander thought they had been told to withdraw. Sutton, not having much faith in this, decided he should go and see for himself.

‘If they’re still there,’ said Harding, ‘take them due east to the Platanias River, crossing it about four miles inland. There’s still a screen of our boys between here and Maleme and time for you to get there before they pull out.’

Sutton dashed off once more. He reached the outpost position at about 6.30 a.m. It was quite light and two hours since the New Zealanders had left. There was no sign of Sub-Lieutenant Hinton or his men; at morning twilight he had learnt from New Zealanders passing his position that general withdrawal was in progress and so had withdrawn his men too.

Sutton had arrived about an hour after he had left. He now looked round on a deserted landscape. He was alone. Then a line of figures appeared with startling clarity on the skyline to the west as if, like so many pasteboard targets, they had been jerked upright on a string. Sutton, certain that this was one time when discretion was indeed the better part of valour, set out without waiting to see whether it was the New Zealand rear or the German advance-guard. His easy double increased to a more athletic pace as a few bullets whistled overhead.

A bit later and he was certain that he was in the rear of the retreating army, ahead of the Germans. He did not make contact with the main forces again, but, seeing files of troops marching along a valley about five miles inland and about two from him, he made for the point. It took him about two hours to reach it and by then they were nowhere to be seen.

Deciding that he would be a fool to keep to the roads so far behind the rear troops, he took to the hills. About 9 a.m. he reached a hill village. The Cretans crowded round him with cries of sympathy and patted him on the back, ‘the men looking stern, the women sad’.

In every village in Crete there seems to be someone who speaks a little English. He was told the British had moved east along the valley to the south, where he had seen them, about an hour and a half before. They brought him milk and bread and cheese and told him to keep well inland because of pockets of German troops in the foothills.

He set out again and shortly afterwards met four New Zealanders from the 22nd Battalion. They had been cut off by the Germans while fetching water early that morning. (They were not, in fact, the only small group of New Zealanders from Andrew’s command who had found themselves on their own in this stretch of country. Three men of the Field Punishment Centre, for instance, were wandering abroad. They had not wanted to leave their captured spandaus behind and had gone into enemy-held territory to bring back a donkey. The beast was loaded with the machine-guns, the men carrying the ammunition. Their fellow-prisoners had not waited for them and, forced to the hills by German fire, they approached Platanias from the south to find themselves in the middle of a pitched battle. Bringing two of the spandaus into action, they got back to their parent 22nd Battalion to be asked by Colonel Andrew, ‘What have you been pinching this time?’ When he found it was machine-guns, his welcome was less grudging.)

Sutton continued glad of the company of his chance acquaintances from 22nd Battalion. Progress was slow as all tracks led along the valleys, but they felt they were too far behind to keep to them safely. Making the best route they could find across country, they were forced time after time to take cover from low-flying Fiesler-Storch spotter aircraft working with pairs of fighter aircraft, but the Platanias plain was reached about 11 a.m.

There was firing going on along the river towards its mouth so that Sutton continued inland as directed by Major Harding.

At noon they reached another village in the foothills. Discarded parachutes lay about, but the Cretans said the Germans had moved down on to the plain. But they came on the tracks of one parachutist and decided to stalk him – five rifles against one tommy-gun seemed reasonable to Sutton. Round a bend in the patch they suddenly came across him in the middle of a crowd of villagers. All threw their hands in the air. Evidently he was already a prisoner and had sprained both ankles so could not be taken in tow. The New Zealanders wanted to shoot him for apparently he had been one of the men who had captured the military hospital and forced the patients on their painful walk but, whilst sympathising with their point of view, Sutton forbade this and left him in charge of the Cretans.

Going back into the village for food, they met three more New Zealanders. Despite the early hour, they were drunk and could give no coherent story except that they were waiting until nightfall to get through the German line to join up with the British forces to the east of the Platanias River.

An officious Greek, ‘an American-speaking one’, then took it upon himself to look after Sutton and his party. It was impossible, he said, to get across the river by day as the Germans were everywhere along it in force. At night he could get a guide to take them to Suda. Canoa was out of the question as it was already being surrounded by Germans.

Sutton did not believe him, suspecting him of being a fifth columnist who was trying to hold them in the village until the main body of Germans arrived.

On their own, they started out for the river and had not gone a hundred yards before they saw an unarmed British soldier running back towards them. He told them that a Greek guide provided in the village had been taking him into Suda when they had walked, almost at once, right into twenty-five Germans.

He now joined them, Sutton arming him with his rifle and keeping his own pistol. Again they made off into the hills intending to get round the German flank to Suda. Up in the hills, after they had found a track which meandered eastwards, they met another Greek who told them that the right bank of the Platanias was indeed held by Germans; and that the next valley east where they were going was also occupied.

Sutton said they would continue to make for Suda but take a longer detour into the hills. The Greek said that such a route would take at least three days and the Germans were already encircling Suda. This seemed to confirm what the man in the village had told them, and Sutton decided they should try their luck on the south coast. This decision was helped by a fortuitous burst of gunfire from the village they had quitted half an hour before. It was assumed by Sutton to be nemesis in the shape of the twenty-five Germans overtaking the New Zealanders who had refused to join him.

They now started a gruelling march over the mountains. Strict discipline was kept: ten minutes’ halt every hour, otherwise continuous walking. Every Cretan village was most hospitable and, as other stragglers and escapers were soon to find, nearly every Cretan seemed to have real affection for the British. They fed on bread and honey, oranges and wild cherries and mulberries.

About 4 p.m. they reached ‘the river running down to Maleme’ and proceeded up it to the watershed. Making good progress, towards evening they caught up with another party of an Australian artillery lieutenant leading a mixed group of ‘refugees’ who had found themselves cut off after withdrawals of the army: Marines, gunners, R.A.F. ground-crew, New Zealanders and Australians. There were about fifteen of them in all.

The larger party had a guide, and they joined them and continued climbing until dark when they were nearly over the pass above the river source. They then slept. Next morning they started well before dawn in an endeavour to get over the crest of the mountain by daybreak. They did not succeed in doing so but, as the mountains were covered in cloud, they were safe from patrolling aircraft. The guide lost his way in the driving mist and they were not over the pass by 8 a.m. when a stop was made for breakfast. Every man carried his own food – hunks of bread and cheese and, for the lucky ones, tinned meats and fruits.

At last they were over the pass and for mile after mile followed an empty river bed down to the south coast. They caught up with more fugitives on the way and arrived around 1 p.m. at a fishing village of some ten houses. Here they found about eighty men, again ‘a mixture of all sorts’, who were living in caves on a plateau above the river mouth. They were disorganised – men with money had been buying up all the available food; those without money had been going hungry. Sutton ordered that no food was to be bought except through a quartermaster who was appointed by him. Both he and the Australian Lieutenant gave the quartermaster money and ration parties were sent to a larger village inland where they bought potatoes, eggs, bread, cheese, honey and onions. And meat was ordered for the next day.

A previous arrival, an R.A.F. officer, Pilot-Officer Brittain, had earlier gone along the coast to the east with a party of twelve in a rowing-boat to try to get help or find a boat. Look-outs with a signal lamp and a signal beacon were now posted by Sutton to keep a watch out to sea.

During the afternoon of the 24th a phone message was taken at the village store-cum-post office that a naval craft had been bombed and sunk at Palaiokhora (Selino Kastelli) ten miles to the west. Sutton telephoned through. It was Lieutenant Blake, R.N.R., of M.L. 1011 together with the crew and the Paymaster Lieutenant. Sutton was told that the motor-launch had sunk in fairly shallow water, that she had confidential books on board, that the crew had tried and been unable to get at them. Apparently there was no chance of refloating her.

Blake and the others arrived on the following day. With them came two army signallers from the army wireless telegraphy station near Palaiokhora who had destroyed their set and codes on being told by the Cretans that the Germans were eight miles away.

Two of Pilot-Officer Brittain’s party also arrived during the afternoon with the story that they had been forced to land from their boat by bad weather, and had been stranded without food or water. Sutton decided it was time to start for Khora Sfakion, doubtless on the grounds that rescue was not now to be expected from seaward. He started off with the crew of the motor-launch and a few Australians and New Zealanders at around 5 p.m.

They had to return to the backbone of the island, leaving the savage grandeur of the coast and any signs of cultivation, and they climbed up the barest trace of a track over the rocky pass at 7,000 feet. There was no moon, it was freezing, with the snow lying about in pockets in the ground, and cruelly rough going.

By 2 a.m. some of them were exhausted and notably the crew of the motor-launch. They were forced to stop at a shepherd’s hut for three hours. They bought cheese from the shepherd and set out again at 5 a.m.

At dawn they were on top of the pass which they had intended to be over by then. They now had to make their advance by walking hard, and then crouching or freezing into immobility as the cry ‘Aircraft’ went up and a Messerschmitt 109 or a Stuka came skimming over the mountain tops on patrol.

Descent to the coast was slow and painful. The sharp rocks lacerated the soldiers’ heavy boots, whilst the lighter service boots and shoes of the sailors just disintegrated. Sutton finished the journey walking on shoes with no soles at all as they made their way down an old glacier bed, jumping from rock to rock, descending from 7,000 feet to about 300 feet. Following the bed of a small rivulet which plunged through a chasm in the rock, they arrived at another small village on the coast at around 1 p.m.

There they found Pilot-Officer Brittain. He had arrived that morning and got through to Khora Sfakion by telephone.86 He had spoken with a British intelligence officer, Captain Ellabeck, who was there in a Government caique. Brittain had arranged for the caique to pick up him and the remainder of his men that night.

A Greek caique duly arrived as expected and Sutton and his party travelled on it. There was only just time to reach Khora Sfakion by dawn, but the caique was hired for the following night to get the rest of the men from the plateau down the coast to the west. Even off the south coast it was impossible to move on the sea by day as the Germans maintained continuous aerial patrol, shooting up every craft they saw. It was found later, however, that the caique had only six gallons of diesel oil left, that no more was obtainable, and that that amount would not take the craft more than a quarter of the thirty-six miles’ journey.

A senior British officer already present at the little port was Lieutenant-Colonel Frewen of the Royal Artillery. He told Sutton that ships had been asked for the evacuation of the army from that point and he wanted the beaches surveyed to see where and what sort of boats could land.

Sutton spent the morning inspecting the beaches and decided that the only one practicable for flat-bottomed barges and landing-craft was that at the village itself, a small shingle beach about 100 yards long ringed with rocks and with a couple of rocky landings near by. He gave Frewen a plan of lights he considered necessary: two low-power lights marking the rocks on each end of the beach to prevent boats going ashore, and a hurricane lamp on the cliffs about a quarter of a mile from the single main street of the village, up beyond the café of the Levka Ori, with its little sunlit terrace, so that ships could have some means of keeping a bearing on the rocky coast. Lamps were obtained from the town and biscuit-tins rigged up to screen the lights from the land and the air.

Sutton now settled down to await events.

 



Student had himself wished to fly to Crete and assume personal command of his beloved paratroops, and particularly of the élite of this corps d’élite, the Assault Regiment which had been mauled so badly by the New Zealanders at Maleme on the first day. But he was overruled. The balance of his command would, it was feared, be upset. And at 4 p.m. on the 22nd the Austrian General of the Mountain Division, Julius Ringel, who, with his beard and soft features, looked more suited to the role of chancellor of a provincial university than of a Wehrmacht general, was ordered to take command of all forces on the island and fly to Maleme at once.

His orders from Colonel-General Alexander Löhr87, Commander of Luftflotte 4, were to secure Maleme airfield, to clear Suda Bay, to relieve the paratroops at Rethimnon, to make contact with Colonel Heidrich and Group Centre and to occupy the whole island.

About 8 p.m. Ringel and his staff landed on a beach west of Maleme, the airfield still being under shell-fire.

He defined the first task as to secure the airfield and permit follow-up troops to land unhampered by having to neutralise the guns of the defence. Three battle groups were formed – first, 95 Engineer Battalion under Major Schaette operating west from Maleme; second, the Assault Regiment under Colonel Ramcke; the third comprising I and II Battalions of 100 Mountain Regiment and I Battalion of 85 Mountain Regiment, both under the command of Colonel Utz.

Task of the second and third groups was to push east and continue the enveloping movement to the south already begun. Ringel thereby intended to eliminate the New Zealand artillery, whose withdrawal was anyway accomplishing this for him, and, after junction with Heidrich and Group Centre, to move north to cut the main road east of Platanias.

Had the 5th Brigade stayed where it was for a further twenty-four hours, or had Freyberg’s plan of a second counter-attack been carried through, the German haul in prisoners of war would at this point inevitably have been sharply augmented.

Changes in the New Zealand order of battle attendant on withdrawal included Brigadier G. Vasey’s Australian Brigade coming under command of Division, and 4th Brigade regaining 20th Battalion and taking over 22nd Battalion who were given a chance to carry out a badly needed reorganisation.

Meanwhile the New Zealand withdrawal was being carried out with more precision, although some timings were delayed, than had been apparent to Sutton. Captain R. Dawson, Puttick’s Brigade Major, had to get through to 23rd Battalion in person, the last 18 set having broken down. It was daylight by the time he reached their headquarters. He told Lt. Col. D. Leckie that he had some surprising news for him.

‘What – have they tossed it in?’ asked Leckie, indulging in a moment of common-enough wishful thinking; the enemy was deceptively quiet for the very reason that the encircling move to the south had already begun.

Dawson was given a blanket and told to have a sleep. It must have been a short one because the battalions withdrew at 5.30 a.m., the main body of 23rd Battalion leaving at 6.30 a.m., and each providing their own protection. They were to be in their positions in the new line, which was forward of Platanias, by 10 a.m. Their route was over the hills to the south of the coast road.

Leckie stayed to see his men out safely and to bury the Battalion’s payroll. He came out alone and overtook a platoon of the Battalion.

The Medical Officer of 23rd Battalion, Captain R. Stewart, stayed behind with the sixty-odd stretcher cases in their regimental aid post. Walking wounded had moved out before daylight. Those who were left were the more serious cases from 20th, 22nd, 23rd and 28th Battalions. Stewart’s decision to remain cannot have been an easy one for he can have been by no means certain that the Germans were following the Geneva Convention and the accepted usages of war. He elected to stay and ensure that the wounded were given proper treatment by the Germans. A Presbyterian Minister, Captain the Reverend R. Griffiths, and two orderlies, Private J. Walsh and Lance-Corporal W. Buchanan, M.M., also chose to stay.88

The Maoris of 28th Battalion formed the rearguard. Their commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Dittmer, was, according to the New Zealand Official History, ‘extremely rude’ about not being told of the withdrawal earlier.

His view that the Germans would see the withdrawal of the other battalions and that his own would ‘catch a packet’ was not unreasonable. But however deep his disgust, he stayed with a platoon of about thirty men after the Battalion’s third pause, to protect the rear, although it seemed likely they would be cut off.

On the last lap of the journey, the Germans had brought up guns, which were probably captured Bofors, along the main road.

Dittmer and the rear party waded south along the river. Then, in a last desperate dash, they tore over a slope bare of cover – most of them got over the crest and down into the new front-line, but seven or eight of them were left behind, their blood spilling into the warm earth. The time was around 2 p.m. on the 23rd.

The rest of Friday, Saturday and Sunday, May 23, 24 and 25, represented a time of growing strength for the Germans as they continued their pressure eastwards and their move to effect junction between Group Centre and Group West.

 



On May 24, in an alarming leading article, the Evening Standard was assuring its sophisticated, if for once slightly startled, readership in London that ‘if Hitler takes Crete one thing alone is certain. The next island to be assaulted is our own. This Empire Day is the gravest and the greatest hour for Britain since Trafalgar’.

Also on May 24 appeared the last issue of ‘the first British paper published in Crete’ – Crete News. Edited by Lieutenant Geoffrey Cox, a New Zealand Rhodes Scholar and lately a Fleet Street journalist, who had been on the Daily Express (and is currently editor of Independent Television News), Crete News carried under its miscellaneous information (that it was published at Fernleaf House, Canea, by Creforce, telephone 460, that sunrise was at 5.18 and sunset at 7.52) the banner headline ‘Battle of Crete rages around Maleme’.

Also on the front page was further comment on the flight of Hess to Scotland. ‘ “The Duke of Hamilton’s conduct has been in every respect honourable and proper,” stated Sir Archibald Sinclair on Thursday.’

It was good assorted reading, the work of a practised hand. But Cox had been working under difficulties. Type was hand-set and the presses operated by treadle were, despite the printed address, by now in a cave outside the town. And a deficiency of the letter ‘W’ had been met by the use of the Greek omega from another set of type faces.

All of the previous day, when the last issue was being printed, the Germans were bombing undefended Canea causing heavy casualties among old men, women and children still left in the old town, but with the crescent on the slim muezzin’s tower of its mosque and the crucifix on the church both seemingly indestructible. Cox’s compositors, who included two Greek girls, meanwhile were setting type despite personal danger from flying splinters through the open end of the cave.

Their bravery went for nothing, however, as the troops never read how ‘Rethimnon and Iraklion are firmly in our hands and mopping up of small enemy detachments remaining is going on. Heavy fighting is continuing around Maleme’. For the 600 copies produced had to be dumped during the withdrawal when the truck carrying them was destroyed.

Another who learnt of the heavy fighting around Maleme from official sources – this time via a B.B.C. news broadcast – was Sapper H. Wilson of the Australian Engineers. On detachment outside Suda he had seen the continual flow of men and machines and compared the defence effort to a basic wage-earner gambling his meagre resources againt a Texas oil baron; guarding a ration dump, they had been told an attempt by parachutists to seize it was on the cards and so lived in a state of expectancy as the German planes came searching, always searching, searching so low that he even on one occasion made out the features of the crew; then after the village church bells had rung to announce a landing which, after a search, proved a false alarm, they went into a village house to listen to a news broadcast from London. The Englishwoman’s voice sounded far away, cool, to Wilson, lovely. Fierce fighting was raging round Maleme, otherwise operations were going according to plan.

‘I had an overpowering feeling of isolation,’ Wilson wrote afterwards, ‘a feeling of finality and of being forcibly detached from something of which I was a part.’

Turning to his companion, he saw there were tears in his eyes – ‘He knew too what the fierce fighting at Maleme portended’.

Two outwardly tough, somewhat sentimental Australian blokes were prepared for the long walk home.

 



It was not until May 25, after the New Zealanders had been fighting for six days without sleep and with little food, that the coming of defeat was felt for the first time in the west. In the east, garrisons at Iraklion and Rethimnon were still holding.

The New Zealanders were now nearing complete exhaustion, their faces caked with dried sweat, their shorts and shirts torn and filthy. They kept their water-bottles, rifles and ammunition pouches. The rest of their equipment was jettisoned. Boxes of ammunition were being dragged to the firing line in handcarts.

All day, on the German side, the Maleme and Prison Valley forces had groped to effect contact and begin to work in concert, and the main pressure fell in the 10th Brigade area at Galatas.

One of the fiercest actions of the whole campaign was fought here during this Sunday when, after mortaring from midday and a dive-bombing attack by a dozen Stukas about 4 p.m., German parachutists attacked against 18th and a composite battalion, Greeks and 20th Battalion in reserve. For two hours they held. Padre, clerks, batmen, all took part. Then it became apparent to Colonel Howard Kippenberger, commanding the New Zealanders, that they must hit back or the line would crumble. 23rd Battalion was rushed in.

Roy Farran arrived with two ancient Mk. VI tanks of the 3rd Hussars, reconnoitred the village and reported: ‘The place is stiff with Jerries.’ Kippenberger sent him back to lead in two companies of 23rd Battalion who followed in his dusty wake at a walk, then, breaking into a run and shouting, a strange, deep-throated, wild beast roar from these men who had now been in uninterrupted combat for 120 hours, they disappeared into the village. There was a sudden chatter of rifle and automatic fire, the crump of exploding grenades, a crescendo of yells and the hoarse screams of bayoneted Germans – a wild cacophony of sound.

A few women and children came running back down the road. One woman, desperate with fear, clung to Kippenberger. But at last the clamour died away. It was nearly dark; the counter-attack had succeeded. But both tanks had been lost. And Farran89 was wounded. Private P. Whittaker of North Shore, Auckland, who was wounded in the face, eyes, legs and body, shared his last cigarette with him as they lay together in the village square near the knocked-out tanks. Farran fell silent. He had been shouting, ‘Good show, New Zealand; jolly good show, New Zealand; come on, New Zealand,’ as the infantry moved back in the dark-ness. Casualties were heavy, but the only Germans left in Galatas were dead, many of them from New Zealand bayonet thrusts.

Freyberg was to describe this action as ‘one of the great efforts in defence of Crete’. Eighteenth Battalion, for instance, lost 99 killed and 150 wounded out of 450 of all ranks in daylong engagements with all three battalions of 100th Mountain Regiment. But it was an effort in vain. They were now too few in numbers to hold the lines. It had to be shortened. The New Zealanders, overborne, pulled back.

A counter-attack was again considered. But only the Maoris of 28th Battalion were in any shape to undertake it. Four hundred men against as many as five German battalions, however, gave no chance of success, and it was not mounted. As they trudged east, Cretans saluted these last defenders of Maleme, and the women pressed cheese and bottles of wine into their hands.

Now the least that could be hoped for was an orderly withdrawal inflicting maximum casualties on the Germans. Freyberg had just finished writing his dispatch to Wavell that night beginning ‘Today has been one of great anxiety to me here . . .,’ when a message came from Brigadier Puttick. It said that heavy attacks had broken the line and that he was exceedingly doubtful whether he could hold the enemy on the next day, the 26th. The last sentence, underlined, of Freyberg’s draft telegram had read: ‘If we can give the enemy a really good knock it will have a very far-reaching effect.’

He thought for a moment, then struck it through and substituted: ‘Later: I have heard from Puttick that the line has gone, and we are trying to stabilise. I don’t know if they will be able to. I am apprehensive. I will send messages as I can later.’

The R.A.F. continued a slightly more than token effort on the night of the 25th when four Wellingtons bombed the airfield and beaches at Maleme. Hurricanes, Blenheims and Marylands continued the attacks on the following day. R.A.F. policy of concentrating on strategic bombing meant that there were now no aircraft available for a ground support role.90

Also on the 26th, certain base and dock workers from Suda were told to make for the small fishing village of Khora Sfakion on the south coast. Pronounced, in its anglicised form, ‘Spakia’, the name soon became known and assumed the magical property of salvation and release possessed by Dunkirk a few months earlier. Stragglers searching anxiously for it on stolen maps took to the hills picking up the only road somewhere along its curling, steeply climbing, awful twenty-five miles of length. In this way the composite battalion that had fought well at Galatas dissolved as a fighting unit. Unsustained by the discipline of properly constituted units, some were already being led only by the powerful instincts of self-preservation.

Ringel, commander of the 5th Mountain Division, in full charge of the operation and with some 20,000 troops by now under his orders, decided that this was the day for the death blow. Ramcke’s group continued east along the coastal road against Canea. Hundredth Mountain Regiment advanced through and east of Galatas. Heidrich’s Parachute Rifle Regiment pressed towards Canea from the south-west. These converging columns were designed to shatter the defenders before Canea. A nominal seven and at least four actual battalions were concentrated against three very weak New Zealand battalions.

At the same time 85th Mountain Regiment, who had finally broken the gallant but poorly equipped Greeks in the south – Colonel Fiprakis told the liaison officer, Major Wooler, on the 25th that he should withdraw with the New Zealand party as his regiment would disband next day – moved in a wide turning movement across the grain of the country, up one ridge, and followed the steep descent of another, their destination being Stilos whose possession would cut the main road in the rear of the British force. But it was twenty miles of virtually trackless country.

Fourth New Zealand Brigade, under Brigadier L. Inglis, which had formed the line during the 25th, withdrew through the 5th Brigade and it also headed, by the easier route of the main road, for Stilos. Inglis, for the time being, remained forward but was unable to reach and take over command of the Force Reserve. The weary 5th Brigade now held a line with its left joined to 19th Australian Brigade.

Freyberg, this philistine in appearance whose bravery was certainly never dissolved by too free-ranging an imagination but who had buried Rupert Brooke in these islands many years before and who was, paradoxically perhaps, a man of sensibility, was well aware that the climax had passed and that events were running out in dénouement. In a signal to Middle East Headquarters on this day he reported with regret that the troops in the Suda Bay area had reached ‘the limit of endurance’, and that no matter what decision they might take, the military position was ‘hopeless’.

Evacuation of the complete force was now impossible, but, he urged, provided that a quick decision was reached, a proportion of the troops might be embarked.

With the exception of the Welch Regiment and the Commandos – one of two battalions of Layforce landed at Suda Bay in H.M.S. Abdiel and the destroyers Hero and Nizam just before midnight, having left Egypt at 5 a.m. – they were past any offensive action.

Freyberg concluded by saying that if a gain of time in the Middle East would help the general situation he would carry on, but he would have to consider how this was going to be done; Suda Bay might be under fire in twenty-four hours, casualties continued to be heavy and most of the immobile guns had been lost.

Even before this message reached him, Wavell consulted with General Sir Thomas Blarney and the Hon. Peter Fraser. Admiral Cunningham was also present. The Australian General and the New Zealand Prime Minister expressed forcible concern. Cunningham assured them that he would put in hand preparations for the evacuation of Crete. And Wavell authorised Freyberg to evacuate according to opportunity.

Two days were to pass, however, before Churchill recognised the inevitable and ordered immediate evacuation with the priority of men over material.




Chapter Fifteen

By 5 p.m. on the 26th the situation was again critical for the New Zealanders in western Crete. Puttick, with the agreement of the other brigadiers, now proposed a withdrawal to the east of Canea along a line running south from the westernmost corner of Suda Bay. But communications to Freyberg had broken down and he had no authority for further withdrawal.

The commander of the Suda section, and now, as they had come into his area, of the New Zealand Division, Major-General Weston of the M.N.B.D.O., who arrived at Puttick’s headquarters at twenty minutes to six as he was writing a report, decided he could not endorse the withdrawal without reference to Freyberg and went off to see him at his headquarters. It took him an hour and twenty minutes; he walked.

In a rapidly deteriorating situation, Puttick, having heard nothing from him by 10.30 p.m., gave the order for withdrawal with the Australian Brigade on the right, the 5th New Zealand Brigade on the left, and the 4th Brigade in the rear at Stilos.

Meanwhile, Weston had met Freyberg who was adamant that the line should be held. He accepted, however, that the New Zealanders should be relieved and issued orders for the only available reserve, the composite Brigade comprising the Welch Regiment, the dismounted Northumberland Hussars and Rangers, to move at 8.30 p.m.

This order did not reach Puttick until nearly 2 a.m. Freyberg’s written instructions to Vasey to hold a wadi line 1,000 yards east of his present position was also received too late – the Australians like the New Zealanders were now disengaged and marching back through this night of confusion to new positions in the Suda Bay perimeter. It was too late to stop them.

 



‘The short story is that for some unknown reason the middle of our front caved in. Of this I was unaware, and I have since awakened in the night and thought of what a dreadful situation we were in. I was on the northern flank of the island on the coast, Ralph Garrett with a battalion, or near enough of a battalion of men, on the southern flank, and we were quite happy. We were holding our own, holding the enemy and killing them. At one period, I suppose we had something in the region of 400 prisoners. On the fourth day I really felt that we had actually won the battle. And then, to my astonishment, I was ordered to withdraw to the hillside behind Canea, and this I had to do – it was an order and therefore I had to carry it out.’

Such was the impression91 of Major Farrier of the Royal Marines who was in command of his scratch force outside the bombed and burning town, though not all the bombs were falling on defenceless Cretans: there were some who said the Stuka pilots amused themselves by cutting a swastika path of ruin through the labyrinthine streets, for ‘with absolutely nothing to defend ourselves we were plastered from morning to night. The only thing about it was that we knew that all the time the Huns were throwing bombs at us they could not be throwing them at our wives and families in England.’ When the men realised that their morale went up in leaps and bounds, he said. By this time Farrier had the ‘help and advice and courage of a very fine young air force officer. His name – Crowther.’

For a further thirty-six hours they were able to go back to their old positions ‘to have a look around and see what was going on and we frightened ourselves and a few Germans when we were doing this’. And their subjective impression remained that with a few reserve formations in the centre of this fighting sector they could have thrown the Germans clean off the island without a deal of trouble.

Farrier’s ‘interest’ in the campaign was upset when he was paralysed by heavy mortar shrapnel on the 25th. Withdrawal to Suda had by then been ordered. His men started to carry him on the seven- or eight-mile journey back. They ran into enemy parties on the way. Farrier had to be left behind. He was captured; then freed; and again left behind. He was indifferent to the Germans who surrounded him, fingered his clothing, and took his watch and small possessions. Now there was shouting and a confused burst of firing. And again he was lifted on strong shoulders and his possessions dropped back into the pockets of his khaki-drill uniform. His men continued the trek into Suda.92

Another Royal Marine moving in this arc of country was Sergeant C. Bowden, a survivor of the forced march undertaken at gun-point by patients of the tented hospital. On return they had found the tents so badly burned that they moved into caves near the beach. After the second night walking wounded were sent in small groups to the bivouac area at 42and Street, Suda Bay, from where, they were told, they would be collected for evacuation by hospital ship.

Bowden’s turn came on the third night when he was told to lead a small party back. He arrived about 2 a.m. to find both the town and the hospital ship on fire. At 42nd Street he reported to the officer-in-charge. His own unit, which was Major Garrett’s command, was some four miles further on, and the officer advised him to make his way there as quickly as possible since the olive groves would be straffed at dawn. Wearing pyjamas, boots and a Royal Marine cap, he made his way through the derelict streets.

He had been given the password and told to expect to be challenged by two sentries. Passing them successfully, he pressed on to where his gun-site had been when he had last been there, not knowing if it would still be in the same position. Every footfall on the road, it seemed, now brought a shot from jittery troops, and he took to the grass verge.

Rounding a corner, he was challenged by a third sentry. This surprised him as he had been told to expect two only, but it was little to the surprise of the sentry himself, a sailor, when he saw a ‘thwacking bootneck’ in cap, pyjamas and boots. Eight sailors, it appeared, had swum ashore when their ship went down and had rigged themselves a tent. They invited Bowden to spend the rest of the night with them. In the morning they had just asked him if he would like some bacon which one of them had been cooking over a fire, when they heard an aircraft approaching.

‘Put that fire out,’ someone shouted.

‘Not thwacking likely – it took about three hours to get it going,’ replied the man. And two of the others produced a sheet of corrugated iron which they held over the fire while the first, crouching down, carried on with his cooking. The resulting meal was Bowden’s first for many days.

He left them and reached the gun-site before stand to was over, and was nearly shot by one of his own unit’s sentries – they expected only paratroops. He drew some clothes and his rifle and, within three-quarters of an hour of re-joining, the order was given to blow up the guns. They had become an infantry platoon in a Marine battalion under Major Garrett. He was now part of a rearguard.
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As the Composite Brigade advanced, as it thought, to relieve the New Zealanders a mile to the west of Canea, they were blandly unaware that their left flank had been exposed by the simultaneous withdrawal of the so-called Suda Brigade of which Farrier had been a member. (Besides a battalion of Royal Marines, the Suda Brigade contained gunners from 106th Royal Horse Artillery and the 2/2nd Australian Field Regiment and some New Zealand infantry from their own composite battalion, all fighting under the command of the Royal Horse Artillery’s Commanding Officer, Lieutenant-Colonel A. Hely.)

Weston realised the danger to the Composite Brigade in their exposed position and wrote a message to recall them. There was difficulty in finding dispatch riders, but two were at last discovered and sent off at 1.30 a.m. It is unlikely that they ever arrived, although Weston recorded their return at 3.45 a.m. and wrote in his report: ‘These D.R.s have since been interviewed and the fact that the message was delivered to the Welch H.Q. has been established.’ In noting that no immediate withdrawal was attempted, Weston presumed that their Commander probably felt that to stand and fight was less dangerous than to attempt a daylight withdrawal.

It was not until next morning that Lieutenant-Colonel A. Duncan, the Welch Commanding Officer, after heavy losses, ordered the rear companies, the Hussars and Rangers to fight their way out. Some 350 men got back from an original force of 1,200.

A few men under Sergeant Raper of the pioneer platoon were left in the original positions. An eye-witness from a New Zealand field ambulance site left an account which exemplifies a spirited resistance by a dozen men which held a German army after the line had gone until the morning of May 28. Here, if not in Greece, was Thermopylae re-enacted by a handful of South Wales miners:

‘One incident93 was that of a bren-gun team. Fired bursts all day, drawing M.G. and mortar fire. Then must have run short of ammo. One man got out and in full view of the Germans walked 100 yards round the hillside – walked with no intention of hurrying though bullets were hitting the bare hillside. We could see every strike at his feet and above him on the slope. He got into a gun pit, emerged with two bren-mag carriers and walked back at the same pace – bullets and mortars. Then guns went into action again. . . . Patients cheered the inspiring sight.’

Weston, meanwhile, had been preparing and issuing – at 3 a.m. – orders for withdrawal. For units behind the front-line they were of academic significance. Weston himself reported that the line collapsed with such suddenness that no preparations for the retreat or evacuation could be made. Whilst the infantry withdrew from the front-line in good order, movements of the rest of the force were uncontrolled and without any organisation or priority. Units became inextricably mixed and it was never subsequently possible to sort them out. He tried, with the small staffleft to him, to set up a staging camp half-way on the road to Khora Sfakion and to police the route. This hurriedly organised attempt to impose some system of control never had a chance to function as many men from base units had set off during the night and now choked the road and during the day kept on marching. It was also difficult to get a truck through on the congested road as lorry-jumping stragglers filled any vehicle to capacity after a few miles. An additional hazard by day was enemy reconnaissance planes. By night it was impossible to drive a truck against the flow.

Weston knew nothing of any preparations for reception at Khora Sfakion. Fifty Australians had been sent to hold the beaches. He did not know whether they had arrived or not.

At 6 a.m., after a night of misunderstandings when Puttick had called at his headquarters to ask some rather pointed questions about orders, Weston was appointed commander of the rearguard. This was a logical but mistaken appointment. Weston, through no fault of his, had little experience of Dominion troops and was seemingly unable quickly to strike a friendly understanding with their commanders. Also, from the rear, with the batteries of the Force Headquarters wireless sets flat and with dispatch riders having their machines stolen if left unattended for a moment in the course of journeys to locate rapidly-moving headquarters on the escape route, he was unable to influence or control events.

It fell to Colonel ‘Bob’ Laycock, afterwards Chief of Combined Operations and, since, Governor of Malta, to fight the rearguard with Brigadiers Hargest and Vasey. The improvised Royal Marine Battalion was added to the strength of the fresh Commandos, which, with the tired, thin ranks of the New Zealand 5th Brigade and the small but still resilient 19th Australian Brigade, made up its strength. Also placed under Laycock’s command were the three remaining light tanks of the 3rd Hussars – though nobody was too sure where they were.

That the rearguard actions were successful was largely because of the excellent co-operation between Laycock, Hargest and Vasey, who fought their own battle without direction. An Old Etonian professional soldier, an officer of the Blues, a member of the Turf and White’s Clubs, Laycock was fortunately utterly free of that mild hauteur which has been known to afflict British officers in proximity with Dominion colleagues.

An hour or so after Weston briefed Laycock at Freyberg’s headquarters, the Welch Regiment and other survivors of the Composite Brigade were falling back on Suda. From the direction of 42nd Street, an earth track west of Suda village and an old bivouac area, came the sound of heavy firing.

A battalion of Germans, 141st Mountain Regiment, hurrying on incautiously in their anxiety to keep in touch with their retreating enemy, had bumped the Maori Battalion and the Australian 2/7th, who were on the line of the track, which was slightly sunken and gave good firing positions to the riflemen.

Nobody knew how it started; but with the sudden, angry spontaneity of a hunted animal, the men, without waiting for the German attack to develop in any force, went in with the bayonet. Some thought the Australians were the first to move; others said it was Captain Rangi Royal of the Maoris who, leaping to his feet and waving his men on with his revolver, began the movement. Whoever it was, the whole line was soon scrambling forward and the shocked Germans were hurled back for a thousand yards, leaving 150 casualties and a quantity of equipment.

Abruptly, the intention to rush Suda was abandoned. During the afternoon the German effort was reduced to heavy mortar and machine-gun fire. And on the southern flank the 85th Mountain Regiment made slow progress. The previous days’ fine resistance of Number 8 Greek Regiment at Alikianou had been even more effective than they knew; German records indicate they assumed a British garrison in the village, and Colonel Krakau, their commander, now moved slowly through the difficult country as, harassed by guerrillas, he expected, past every ridge, to meet the Alikianou garrison again in strength. By nightfall his force had covered only five miles and had not turned the southern flank of the defence.

It was not so easy to break contact, but at 10 p.m. the last of the New Zealanders followed the Australians from 42nd Street, through the rearguard position at Suda, occupied by Layforce, en route to Vrises, Imbros, Khora Sfakion and the cocoa and calmly-ordered hospitality of the navy, a familiar memory from Greece, which, ‘Let’s hope to Christ,’ they thought, waited for them off the south coast.

 



Attempts to let the Rethimnon garrison know that the evacuation had started, and to give Campbell a rendezvous on the south coast, failed. A small vessel under command of Lieutenant Haig, R.N., which left Suda for the garrison on the 27th, somehow sailed without carrying the vital orders. And an R.A.F. plane sent to drop a message – it was written in slang to bemuse the Germans in case they captured it – on the 29th, failed either to arrive or return.

On that day, the Germans began to move in from the west. Their motor-cyclists were in the town in the afternoon and drove on to Perivolia, whose force of paratroopers were, it may safely be presumed, relieved to see them; on the previous day two Australian companies had burst into the village and killed eighty of them.

During the night the Greek battalions slipped away into the hills. Campbell, with food enough for one more day, ordered signallers to keep flashing a message to the north but there was no answering flicker from the dark horizon: the navy were no longer operating north of Crete.

Next day, with tanks and field-guns coming up out of the undefended west, Campbell decided he should spare his men unnecessary suffering and, with two of his officers, walked forward under a white flag to give in his surrender. One hundred and sixty of his original force of 1,000 men had been killed; 140 refused to surrender and escaped; 700 were taken prisoner. They had killed around 700 Germans in ten days and were defeated now only because their battle had been lost for them elsewhere.

The undefeated garrison at Iraklion had better luck. They were in touch with Middle East Headquarters. Cruisers Orion, Dido and Ajax and destroyers Hotspur, Decoy, Kimberley, Hereward, Jackal, and Imperial, sailed from Alexandria on May 27 to lift them. A near-miss crippled Ajax and she limped back to port. The rest passed through the twenty-five-mile Caso Strait between Crete and the Italian island of Scarpanto under cover of darkness, and were off Iraklion, where hungry dogs were now scavenging among the dead, before midnight. Destroyers moved in to the stone pier and ferried the waiting men out to the cruisers.

Neville Blair, now back in the line, was commanding B Company of the Black Watch. His company was the last to leave the battalion position. Timings were extremely tight, and shortly before his company was due to concentrate he was given news by his Brigade Major that there had been a mistake and the navy would have to leave half an hour earlier. It looked like ‘another dismal muck-up’. Unless he could find a short cut to the harbour along a track down a cliff-side they would not arrive in time. He thought he knew it. But could he find it in the dark? He found it, with minutes to spare, and led his company along it. They caught the last lift by H.M.S. Kimberley.

Four thousand men had been lifted in four hours. By 3.20 a.m. all ships had cleared the harbour mouth. Half an hour afterwards the steering gear of Imperial failed, and collision was narrowly averted. Time pressed, but Admiral Rawlings ordered Hotspur to return, take off her troops and sink her. Reducing his own speed in Orion to fifteen knots, he was rejoined by Hotspur whose decks were crowded with some 900 troops.

Now an hour and a half late on schedule, it was sunrise as he turned south through Caso Strait. And the prearranged fighter-aircraft cover failed to find him. First victim of the Stukas was Hereward at 6.25 a.m. This time there could be no turning back. The stricken ship steered for the island and most of her human cargo was discharged to become prisoners of war.

In the next few hours both cruisers were badly hit by dive-bombers, as was Decoy. And the Black Watch on Dido had heavier casualties than during the whole of the fighting on Crete – 260 men were killed and 280 wounded on her mess-decks when a bomb hurtled through the bridge and superstructure, killing her commander, Captain G. Black, and exploding with tremendous force on the armoured deck below.

At midday two Fulmars of the Fleet Air Arm arrived overhead and thereafter kept most of the dive-bombers at bay.

Blair’s Company Piper was on one of the cruisers, and, standing high on the bridge, he played the fleet into Alexandria early that evening with the Black Watch regimental march ‘Hielan’ Laddie’. As he played, searchlights searched for him, picked him out and held him in their beams. They did not yet know ashore that a fifth of the men lifted that morning had become casualties during the day.

After Commander Mike Evans’s experience in Kelly it was he who, of all people, was sent to clear up the mess. But many of the bodies in Orion were locked in coffins of twisted metal. And it was not until some months later, after a refit in San Francisco, that the Chaplain, the Reverend Gerald Ellison, was able to bury the last of them in the waters of the Pacific off the Golden Gate.

 



One of the first men through the Commando positions on the 27th had been Sapper C. Trethowen of the New Zealand 5th Field Path Engineers. He saluted these ‘do-or-die boys’, there to help them out, who advised his little group to keep going and get into the hills before resting. But they were exhausted and, as soon as it was dark, slept under any cover they could find. They had an abrupt awakening, about half an hour after dawn, to the clatter of machine-gun and tommy-gun fire. It was every man for himself and, when he looked around, he was alone:

‘As I sneaked out of the wreckage I picked up a small block of navy chocolate which was later worth its weight in gold. I crept along and up a gully towards the safety of the hills and it dawned on me then that most of the boys must have got going long before, as when I reached the first ridge the only Kiwi to be seen close at hand was a Maori chap who I called to. At this stage I still had all my gear but I soon realised that I would have to ditch it smartly if I was going to get far, so my blankets went and half my ammo and instead of going into the hills the two of us went down to the road round the waterfront and, after lying low several times to escape fighters blitzing the road, we arrived at a Greek roadside tavern where a number of the boys were doing their best with the good Greek wine.

‘Well, how true that saying, eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow you may die, seemed to me at the moment, the difference being, it could happen at any minute. I took a look around but did not see any of my outfit so had a good drink of water, filled my bottle and found the Maori boy, who was by now enjoying himself with more of his clan, and said “Come on, let’s get going before it’s too late,” but he decided to stay. What happened to them, goodness knows, but I wandered on till afternoon, following a road that led off inland as we had been briefed beforehand that our only chance of getting out was to make over the island to Spakia [Khora Sfakion].

‘About 3 p.m. I hid up in some rocks under some olive-trees about a mile from where the Jerries were concentrating on some target with very heavy bombing and cannon fire from their planes. I could not see from where I was what it was as it was over a rise, but I could see the smoke pouring up and knew only too well there would be little left of whatever it was when they had finished. To my surprise about 5 p.m. who should come by but our officer, Phil Carlton, and Sergeant Len Morris, who were just about all in as they, with most of the other chaps, had been walking the hills all day and then had got no further than I did in the end. We stayed till the sun was going down and the planes gave up before we carried on towards the target area. What a sight it was.

‘It was, or had been, the transport dispersal area where we might have found a truck or car mobile enough to carry us on our way but Jerry had done the job only too well – even the trees were on fire, not to mention the trucks. We came to a staff car burning merrily in the middle of the road, so I suddenly thought of my piece of navy chocolate and how a nice hot drink would go down. I found a tin pannikin and managed to get some water out of a Greek well about 200 yards away, put the piece of chocolate in and boiled it on the burning car. The three of us had a wonderful drink and a few mouthfuls of the scanty rations we had left. While partaking of this three of the unit we were attached to came along and we tried to get them to join us in what we had and peg along with us, but they would not stop and carried on their way. When we finally got back to Egypt and the personnel sorted out, those three boys were among the missing so they did not make it. Just one’s luck, I suppose.’

 



The German commander on Crete, General Ringel, had not learnt of the evacuation from Iraklion when he published his orders on May 28: ‘Ringel group will pursue the enemy cast-wards through Rethimnon to Iraklion without a pause. First objective Rethimnon and the relief of the paratroops fighting there.’ As Imperial troops were withdrawing south not east, his failure to appreciate this was an unlooked-for piece of good fortune.

Many of the stragglers were wounded. One Maori, who had been shot through the foot, limped along still carrying his rifle, its bayonet fixed. Several with amputated arms somehow staggered on. Men were exhausted from lack of sleep, hungry and thirsty. They dragged themselves along for fourteen hours a day under a sun which burned in a cloudless, deep-blue sky.

Private R. Batten, serving with 2/2nd Australian Field Regiment, by now ‘infantillery’, was with a section which stopped for an hour’s rest soon after dawn next day. They were on an escarpment overlooking the Suda-Rethimnon road. One of the men set an alarm clock he carried. Nobody heard it and when someone awoke four hours later, there, a hundred feet below them, was a party of Germans marching east. The cliff was too steep for the Germans to climb, and, as the road distance was half an hour’s march, they decided to let them have a few rounds. They opened up with two brens, three rifles, two Thompson sub-machine-guns and a German machine pistol. ‘It created quite a panic among the Jerries. But after five minutes they had taken cover and it was useless to carry on our own private war.

The rearguard was not now too hard pressed as the Germans operated only by day. ‘As darkness fell,’ Laycock recalls,94 ‘the Germans, too exhausted to close in behind us and cut us off, invariably dropped in their tracks and slept till daylight, by which time we had extracted ourselves and taken up our new positions to the southward.’

This modest appreciation does less than justice to German tactics which, in the hours of daylight at least, were effective and well thought out. They invariably followed the same procedure – on contact, high ground on the flanks was seized and machine-guns and mortars were quickly brought to bear as snipers edged forward. At the same time, other parties were pushed out in wide enveloping pincer movements.

The three tanks promised had failed to report to Laycock and he had not been able to find them. On his way through Stilos to find if the rear-line was properly manned, he had, when turning a corner in the road, walked straight into a body of German parachutists, who immediately opened fire. At that instant he spotted his three tanks under camouflage nets just off the road. The crew were asleep and had not seen the Germans. Nor had the Germans seen the tanks.

It was a matter of seconds before he was on one of the tanks and his Brigade Major on another. Camouflage nets and all, they drove ‘gaily over the Germans who broke and fled’. The tanks, however, could not operate over the country through which they were destined to retreat. Anyway there was no petrol, so they had to be abandoned.

 



Trethowen’s group had carried on until midnight and had only stopped before then to watch critically a group of engineers set and detonate a charge of gelignite on a bend where the road was narrow round a cliff-face. ‘They let go a whole box of jelly but the rock was so hard it did not blow a very large area of the road away – it could not hold the Jerries up for long.’

They slept in an olive grove not far off the road. Somehow he steeled himself to wake at dawn: ‘I had a hard job to wake my mates especially Phil, our Lieutenant, who had terrible bad feet and the walking was telling on him. He had got a dose of what we called desert worm in Egypt which took the skin off one’s feet and they had not had time to harden up properly before we left for Greece, and now the walking was taking the skin off again. To make matters worse Phil was over six feet tall and took size 10 boots, worse luck. He had worn his out and we could not find a Jerry with big enough ones to oblige, so he had to put up with a pair of deck shoes which were definitely not too good for raw feet and he certainly put up with a lot of pain before reaching Spakia. Well, Phil did his best to make Len and me leave him that morning – even tried to order us as a senior, but of course it just didn’t work. We had been through a lot together and we were staying together. We got back on the road and wandered on with short rests now and again and about 10 a.m. we heard a great commotion going on somewhere ahead of us so we smartly left the road and headed up hill so as we could keep out of sight if need be. We met a Greek boy who managed to make us understand they were Italian prisoners from the Albanian front and when Crete threw in the towel they were released.’

Soon the Italians came in sight. There were a thousand of them jabbering at the top of their voices and waving bits of white rag. Trethowen thought they looked a poor, dirty, ragged lot; friendly enough, they said they didn’t want to go back to the Germans. But they soon carried on down the road, where, from the New Zealand rearguard, they got nothing worse than unfriendly looks although trigger fingers itched. Hargest let them through because of their nuisance value and they disappeared, still shouting, in the direction of their allies.

For forty-eight hours now men had been trudging up from Stilos to the Askifou Plain, a small, green, saucer-shaped hollow that lay in the midst of these awesome mountains. A distance of only fifteen miles, it was also a climb of 3,000 feet on a narrow track of hairpin bends, twisting sinuously around fearsome precipices. It was ground barren as Sinai, of savage, splendid vistas across an antique land.

Private E. Marcroft, the New Zealand bandsman, wrote afterwards of his unit’s arrival at Stilos: ‘There was a fair-sized creek here, and all hands jumped into it with all their gear on. We drank till we could drink no more. Some of the poor chaps lay down in it and had to be lifted out.’ They had covered only the first nine miles but already, whenever they had a break, ‘a man just collapsed in a heap wherever we stopped and fell asleep immediately’. After a few minutes they would be on the march again over what seemed an endless hill.

Next day, in a village, Marcroft found some food – a twelve-ounce tin of bully-beef which they divided between six of them. And oblivion they found in a deserted shop: ‘there were a couple of barrels of Krassi, good red wine, and we made ourselves sick on it’.

For most, food was almost non-existent. An Australian sergeant saw men eating donkey’s flesh. They had slaughtered it in a wadi and hacked lumps off it to roast over a fire. He saw others eating raw flesh from chickens they had found. One of the greatest deprivations was the lack of tobacco. Some men were even smoking tea-leaves, not fresh but boiled; the dry leaves were smoked in pipes like cherry-woods fitted with bamboo stems.

Everywhere along the route was the abandoned material of war: helmets, water-bottles, shirts, haversacks, burnt-out useless trucks. A via dolorosa, someone called it, as these men of the British Empire stumbled, shuffled, crawled and died along its length.

There were many curious episodes. During an air-raid, for instance, one Australian sang ‘Trees’. One of his listeners thought that he had never heard it so well rendered, even by Richard Tauber. Amid the crash of exploding bombs in the olive grove ‘it made us all feel safer’.

The Germans kept dropping supplies on top of the retreating army. A gunnery crew, just out of ammunition, received a two-pounder gun complete with ammunition. It was equipped with large pneumatic wheels to take the shock of the landing. Rapidly it was turned on the Germans coming up the hill. The gunners forgot to remove the big tyres first, and with the first shot it went recoiling up the slope and then came charging back at them. They dodged, and watched it hurtle over the precipice.

The navy’s job began at the boats. Sutton, before he was embarked in Napier in the small hours on May 29, found the army beachmaster ineffective and ‘there was chaos and terribly slow working until various naval officers awaiting evacuation intervened, arranged the men on the beach in boatloads and speeded up the process’.

Even so, able-bodied men were not allowed to move down to the beach until all the woundedhad been cleared. Sutton reported: ‘Thus nearly an hour of very valuable time was wasted and eventually only 700 men were taken off instead of the 1,000 or more who could have been carried.’

With water short, Private H. Wilson, of the Australian Engineers, was one of those who lowered field-dressings into any well he came across and then sucked the water from the soaking bandage. For many, dysentery soon followed.

Trethowen’s group was lucky95 as they had a water-bottle which he kept replenished while he could, after which, any water they came to they used to wash the sweat from their blistered, swollen feet. And ‘Phil’s really crook now but he seems determined to make it’.

They came to a dressing-station with a huge red cross laid out in a sort of paddock behind it. The German aircraft were honouring it and the medical attendants asked them to disperse quickly when they went in to ask for food. They thought that if the German reconnaissance plane spotted too many men arriving they might blow the place sky high, wounded and all. Trethowen and the others went on through the paddock to disperse in trees and rough country at its end, where they rested throughout the day.

At dusk, from out of the rock-strewn landscape, there sprang a phantom army: ‘It was surprising where they came from – Greeks, Australians, English, and New Zealand boys all together, between 200 and 300 of us.’ They moved off, four deep, and, for a start, had organised halts for a rest. Then the little army began to get strung out and fewer and fewer in numbers as time went by, the stronger getting ahead, the weaker resting more and more often and getting left behind.

Water was really scarce now and about 2 a.m. they came across some trucks which had evidently been shot up by cannon fire. Several men tried to get to the radiator taps in the dark in the hope of finding one that would turn. But most had already been emptied and the few who did get a few mouthfuls of rusty, dirty water were soon very sick.

By dawn as early as the 29th, Trethowen, still with his two companions, had reached the summit and was in sight of the sea.

It was at this point that Private Marcroft met some of the Maoris who ‘were busy plucking fowls by the dozen prior to having a tangi’. There were several lorries about and he asked a Maori captain if they could have one. He told them to help themselves. They promptly acquired two, and with a load of stragglers, drove in style the remaining miles towards the point where the road petered out above a goat track which led, in steep descent, to the tiny village of Khora Sfakion. Twice they had to stop the lorries and take to the bush when a reconnaissance plane came over. Each time, from the twin machine-guns in the rear, they received a burst but no one was hit.

Embarkation on May 29/30 had lifted some 6,000 men, but the bulk of the New Zealand Division was still on Crete, as was their commander, General Freyberg, disobediently. He now signalled to his Prime Minister, Mr Fraser, through the British Embassy in Cairo: ‘Can you get more ships to evacuate us tomorrow night? Urgent.’ He had a reassuring signal from Cairo in return. Fraser and Blamey now kept up the strongest pressure, but, in the event, only four destroyers were sent that night. This meant 2,000 men. Weston selected the 4th and 5th Brigades.

Later Morse, by now in charge at the beaches, announced that only 1,000 could be embarked. Two hundred and thirty men from each battalion of the 4th Brigade were selected and the 28th Maori Battalion. Fifth Brigade stayed holding an inner perimeter around the village.

Hargest wrote:96 ‘There were hundreds of loose members of non-fighting units and all sorts of people about – no formation, no order, no cohesion. It was a ghastly mess. Into all this I was hurtled with no knowledge of it and with my hands already full. What had happened was that men had straggled; small units like searchlight detachments had walked off when their job was done; isolated troops of gunners, engineers, field ambulance, with no one to look after them. But the stragglers were the worst, lawless and fear-stricken. At night they rushed for water and ravaged the food dumps and crept back into caves at dawn – a hopeless lot – Greeks, Jews, Palestinians, Cypriots helped to swell the total. My mind was fixed. I had 1,100 troops – 950 of the Brigade and 150 of the 20th Battalion. We had borne the burden and were going aboard as a Brigade and none would stop us. All day (31st) I answered pleas to be allowed to come. . . .’

Marcroft, like his fellow-Private, Trethowen, spent the 30th and 31st in caves above the beach. With drinking a great deal of impure water and without food, their bowels were now acutely uncomfortable.

A casualty clearing station for the wounded had been set up in these caves. E. Bilk, a medical orderly, remembers a bad case coming in with a bullet through his eye, and the Medical Officer, covered in other men’s blood, injecting morphia. Rations were short. They were able to give patients a dixie of tea, but all day they had nothing to eat until, at night, one biscuit with marmalade. He was to leave the cave a prisoner.

Marcroft’s account continues: ‘We were told that we would be taken off that night, 31st, providing boats were available. Then at about 5 p.m. that we would have to wait for another night as only the remnants of the 4th Brigade could be taken off. We knew, if we had to wait another day, we would all be taken prisoners, as Jerry was even then shelling us with mortars. But to our great relief at 9 p.m. we were told to make a dash for the beach. All the way down the track to the beach were guards with fixed bayonets keeping back hundreds of chaps who had left their outfits days before, and we were told that if anyone joined our ranks it would mean that we would be left behind. You can bet your life we kept close together. We eventually landed on the beach and formed up in sixes ready to march aboard the invasion barges and then as soon as the barge had its quota we were driven noiselessly to the waiting cruisers. We climbed aboard and packed in like sardines. The navy soon had gallons of hot cocoa and biscuits for us and never did anything taste so good.’

Trethowen’s little group, still together, was taken off around 12.45 a.m. on Sunday, June 1, and boarded the destroyer Jackal a quarter of an hour later. ‘We were given a hot drink and food by the sailors who treated us like long-lost brothers. . . . Arrived at Alex. 5 p.m. where we left from two and a half months before, 14 March 1941 being a Friday at midnight.’ He was one of the last of the 16,000 men to be landed by the Royal Navy in Egypt.

At dawn on June 1, after the navy had gone, a few last landing barges set sail. New Zealanders were on board and the Maoris left on shore sang the Maoris’ farewell. Then the Australians sang it in English. ‘Now is the hour for us to say farewell. . . .’ Private Batten speaks for the Australians: ‘I don’t think that on the barges or on the hills there was one dry eye – and in fact in many of our memories it was never sung again unless it was used only as a prayer.

Some of the strongest spirits of those left behind took to the mountains. But not all could make good their escape. The Australian engineer, Sapper Wilson, who had watched the Sunderland take off senior officers including Weston at dusk on the previous evening – Freyberg and Morse had, under similar orders, left the night before that, May 30/31 – was one of those who were surrounded at dawn. His officer advised surrender. He smashed his rifle and a camera, won in a desert ‘two-up’ school, against a tree and waited laconically for the Germans.

Meanwhile, the senior Australian officer left, Lieutenant-Colonel Theo Walker of the 2/7th, climbed to Khomitades on the road back to Canea where he met an Austrian officer and surrendered to him.

‘What are you doing here, Australia?’ asked the Austrian in English.

‘One might ask what are you doing here, Austria?’ replied Walker.

‘We are all Germans,’ said his captor.97

Colonel Ken Wylie, a Commando, was one of those rounded up on the little peninsula on which Port Lutro stands to the west of Khora Sfakion. He recalls: ‘The march back under escort next day was very depressing, only partly due to the aching void in our stomachs.’ But prisoners were heartened to see a mist covering the sea, ‘a help to those more fortunate than ourselves’.

Among those taking advantage of this early mist was Major Garrett of the Royal Marines who with 140 men, half of them from his own battalion who had fought a gallant rearguard action and included in their number Sergeant C. Bowden, survivor of the march from the tented hospital, had found an abandoned landing craft. They had watched with bitter disappointment the silhouettes of the destroyers sail without them on the previous night, but, as the white flags started to flutter on the hillsides next morning, had refused to accept capture as inevitable.

The Marines were the last to reach Khomitades ravine which was the starting point of their voyage. Some of the men who joined them there, Australians, New Zealanders, a Greek and two Palestinians, had spent the previous day in the crowded, airless, stifling atmosphere of the ravine, and some, after a day in the fierce sun, were in a state bordering on coma, only able to exert themselves to drink from a water-bottle.

A hundred miles south of Crete, the landing craft ran out of petrol and they tried to get the engines going again, unsuccessfully, on the fuel they had aboard for cooking. The Marines improvised a mainsail of six blankets and a jib from four more. As the landing craft had no keel, she was impossible to steer and relays of six men had to swim alongside and push her head in the required direction.

They were rationed to a third of a pint of water, half a ship’s biscuit, and a one-and-a-half-inch cube of bully-beef each a day. Two Marines improvised a distilling plant from petrol tins and, using the fuel which had failed in the engines, produced an additional four and a half gallons of water in two days.

On the eighth day, two men died. But around 1.30 a.m. on June 9, they reached land – desert, seventeen miles west of Sidi Barrani. Two Maoris found water and Bowden set out in the darkness to reconnoitre. Five miles away he found a British anti-aircraft unit and arranged for lorries in the morning.

These took them to a Service Corps camp where they fed and rested. His account of his adventures ends here where, ‘in the early hours of the following morning, Jerry had one more go at us and killed one of our Marines. He was twenty-one that day.’

 



As the men were landing in Egypt, a document went out from Wavell.

‘I should like the following to be communicated to the troops who have returned from Crete,’ he wrote:

‘I thank you for the great courage and endurance with which you attempted the defence of the Island of Crete. I am well aware of the difficulties under which you carried out your task and that it must have appeared to many of you that you had been asked to do the impossible, and that you were insufficiently equipped and supported. As Commander-in-Chief, I accept the responsibility for what was done. It was for strategical reasons necessary to hold the Island of Crete if this could reasonably be done.

‘I was aware of the difficulties you would experience and the dangers you would undergo, and I sent you as much equipment as I could, a large proportion of which was unfortunately sunk before it reached you. I trusted to your courage and skill to hold the Island, as you would undoubtedly have done against the scale of attack I expected. The enemy were, however, able to launch a far greater weight of attack on the ground and in the air than I had considered likely, and were prepared to accept sacrifices on a very high scale. By your gallantry, you made them pay a very high price for their success. Again I thank you, and assure you that all your sacrifices have not been in vain.

‘You are aware of the courage and skill with which the navy brought you back from Crete; I have, on your behalf, sent them a message of gratitude. You saw little of the R.A.F. and may have thought yourselves deserted by them; I can assure you that, in circumstances of extreme difficulty, they did all they could to come to your assistance, and suffered heavy casualties in doing so.’

It was, perhaps, the nearest that a British general has ever come to apologising to his men.
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The British Foreign Minister confers with Service chiefs in Cairo, March 1941. Left to right: Mr Anthony Eden, General Sir John Dill, Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, Air-Chief-Marshal Sir Arthur Longmore and General Sir Archibald Wavell.
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Impact! German paratroops march into Athen.
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Greek prisoners carry a swastika flag on their march through the vineyards as protection against the German Stukas.



Khora Sfakion, showing the small evacuation beach.
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Today an iren cross surmounts Hill 107. Maleme Airfield is in the middle distance.
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Australians en route from Greece to Crete.
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Suda Bay after attack from the Luftwaffe, 20 May 1941.
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The coming of the ‘umbrella men’ to Crete. A German newsreel picture of the German drop over Maleme.



The landing – Maleme. Airfield. A German newsreel picture.
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The first minutes – dash for cover; Hill 107 in the background. A German newsreel picture.



A comparatively comfortable landing; but the paratroops often had little time in which to re-group.
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German glider-borne soldiers are killed before they go into action.



Reinforcements from the Mountain Division move off from the captured Maleme Airfield.
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Germans at Galatas., Sunday, May 25: a rare action picture.



General Freyberg, V.C.. enjoys a cigarette during a lull in the battle.
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The southern coast of Crete above the evacuation post.
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This picture of a German firing squad comes from the secret archives of the German High Command.



Cretan victims of German reprisals.
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70
Crete.


71
Isis is selected as typical of the twenty destroyers engaged off Crete. This is in order as, when battle honours were awarded after the war, Isis was listed third of all warships and first of all the many small ships in the Admiralty Fleet Order concerned.


72
In a letter to the author, 10 July 1961.


73
Pom-poms.


74
From a contemporary newspaper account.


75
Number 116.


76
The long ‘Gallipoli’ bayonet, and the short, which, in the form of the rising sun, are the subject of the Australian Military Forces badge, were in fact adopted shortly after Federation, circa 1906.


77
An attempt from the opposite (Suda) direction by the Rangers, made at Freyberg’s orders at dawn on the 24th, was an expensive failure.


78
On the 29th there were 232 Germans, 181 Australians and sixty-two Greeks at the aid post.


79
Lent by Lady Stirling, whose son was seriously wounded in an attack from Tobruk perimeter on 21 November 1941 and died three weeks later. His citation for an immediate award of the Military Cross speaks of his previously rendered gallant service in Crete and elsewhere.


80
In a letter to the author, from Stuttgart, 22 August 1960.


81
In a letter to the author, from Ahlten/Hannover, 5 August 1960.


82
He reported six or eight cases of mutilation in Kastelli.


83
In a letter, 16 August 1960. His position was roughly equivalent to a brigade commander. He was in charge often to fifteen groups of four squadrons each. Each squadron consisted of twelve J.U. 52s. Every three to five groups had a squadron-leader as commanding officer. His squadron-leaders were General-Major von Heyking, G.-M. Buchholtz and Oberst Wilke.


84
In a letter to the author postmarked 1 August 1961.


85
3.7s were high-angle anti-aircraft guns, but like the Germans’ 88 mm. could be fired effectively low-angle.


86
It was possible to telephone short distances, but as the Germans had cut the lines to the exchange in the north, there was no communication between each telephone group.


87
Löhr. then fifty-six, was afterwards Commander-in-Chief of 12 Army. Tried in Yugoslavia for complicity in the mass murder of Yugoslav civilians, he was executed on 27 February 1947.


88
In November 1941 Buchanan escaped.


89
His escape from P.O.W. camp in Athens was later watched with some admiration by Commander Beale, ex-Maleme.


90
Similarly, when German armoured columns were dashing south through Greece, the R.A.F. had been bombing Sofia railway station.


91
From transcript of tape dictated by Lieutenant-Colonel William Farrier, O.B.E.


92
Unconscious, he was evacuated to Egypt from the south of the island on the destroyer, Napier.


93
Report by Captain R. Sinclair quoted in Crete.


94
In a letter to the author, 24 December 1959.


95
Or more probably sensible; many of the men threw away their water-bottles early on the march.


96
Quoted in Greece, Crete and Syria.


97
From Greece, Crete and Syria.
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