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  Panzers in the Peneios. Frustrated by demolitions set off by New Zealand troops in the Peneios gorge, German armour took to the water. (Alexander Turnbull Library)


  [image: images]


  First published in Great Britain in 2013 by


  PEN & SWORD MILITARY


  an imprint of


  Pen & Sword Books Ltd,


  47 Church Street,


  Barnsley,


  South Yorkshire


  S70 2AS


  Copyright © Jeffrey Plowman, 2013


  ISBN 978 178159 248 9


  eISBN 9781473832084


  The right of Jeffrey Plowman to be identified as Author of this Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


  A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the Publisher in writing.


  Typeset by CHIC GRAPHICS


  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


  Pen & Sword Books Ltd incorporates the imprints of Pen & Sword Archaeology, Atlas, Aviation, Battleground, Discovery, Family History, History, Maritime, Military, Naval, Politics, Railways, Select, Social History, Transport, True Crime, and Claymore Press, Frontline Books, Leo Cooper, Praetorian Press, Remember When, Seaforth Publishing and Wharncliffe.


  For a complete list of Pen & Sword titles please contact


  Pen & Sword Books Limited


  47 Church Street, Barnsley, South Yorkshire, S70 2AS, England


  E-mail: enquiries@pen-and-sword.co.uk


  Website: www.pen-and-sword.co.uk


  Contents


  Photograph Sources


  Introduction


  Chapter One


  The Greco-Italian Conflict, 1940-1


  Chapter Two


  Opposing Plans in the Balkans


  Chapter Three


  Germany Enters Bulgaria and Jugoslavia


  Chapter Four


  Opening Moves in Greece


  Chapter Five


  From the Aliákmon Line to Thermopylae


  Chapter Six


  The Flight of 1 Armoured Brigade


  Chapter Seven


  The Evacuation of W Force


  Chapter Eight


  Operation Merkur


  Chapter Nine


  The Battle for the Airfields


  Chapter Ten


  The Retreat to Sfakia


  Epilogue


  Photograph Sources


  I wish to thank the following for photographs and information: Lee Archer, Jeff Bell, Peter Brown, Ian Collins, Phil Deed, Claude Gillono, Robert Gregory, Michael Grieve, Hervé Jojot, Shane Lovell, Mark MacKenzie, Wes Olsen, Patrick Ott, Dinko Predoević, Perry Rowe, Heinz Richter, Steffen Rossler, Peter Scott, Katy Sinton, Mike Smythe, Larry Te Keoti, Malcolm Thomas, Irena Tojcic, Douglas White and Shaun Winkler.


  I am grateful to the following veterans and families of veterans for making their photographs available over the years: Hans Bender, Jack Dalton, Charlie Grainger, Frank Horton, Stratton Morrin, Robert Simpson, Mervyn Sim and Wilhelm Weier.


  I am also grateful to the following archives and organizations for making photographs available to me: the Alexander Turnbull Library, the Army Museum of Western Australia, the Bundesarchiv, the Imperial War Museum, the Médiathèque de la Défense, d’Ivry (ECPAD) and the Regimental Historical Centre (Burnham).


  Introduction


  People seem fascinated by heroic defeats, Custer’s Last Stand, the Battle of Balaclava or the Germans at Stalingrad to name but a few. The battle for Crete in 1941 is another one of these. It seems that hardly a year goes by in New Zealand and Australia without some new book being published on the subject. It is not hard to see why. The struggle of the ill-equipped ANZAC troops against the elite troops of Germany falls into this category of a heroic defeat. At the same time there is a similar fascination in the opposite hemisphere of the world, a fascination largely centred around the elite fallschirmjäger and how they overcame all odds to take this island. But in terms of the war in the Mediterranean there is more to this than just Crete. What has largely been neglected is what went before, the campaign through the lower Balkan countries of Jugoslavia and Greece.


  The reality is that the epic struggle on this small island in the Aegean was merely the terminal phase of a dispute between Greece and Italy that can be traced back to before the First World War and their clashes over Albania and the Dodecanese Islands. Though Albania came into existence in 1913 at the end of the Balkan Wars, within this new state was a region that many Greeks regarded as having strong connections to the former Greek region of Epirus. In 1913 ethnic Greeks living there started to use the term Northern Epirus, proclaiming it an autonomous region in the spring of the following year and one recognized by the Albanian government. This territory proved to be short-lived, collapsing along with Albania at the start of the First World War. Greece took over control of this region and held it until 1917 when they were driven out by the Italians. Likewise, the Dodecanese were largely inhabited by Greeks but Italy occupied the islands during the Turco-Italian War of 1911–12. Italy initially agreed to return them to the Ottoman Empire after signing the Treaty of Lausanne but the general vagueness of the treaty allowed Italy provisional administration of these islands and Turkey eventually renounced all claims to them.


  Italy and Greece came into conflict again after the First World War. At the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 the Italian government discovered that Greece had been promised large tracts of Asia Minor for its support during the war. Upset by the Greek occupation of Western Anatolia, the Italian delegation walked out of the conference and did not return for several months. In the meantime they occupied part of south-west Anatolia, threatening the city of Smyrna. The Greeks took exception to this and landed a force of 20,000 there, securing the city and then advancing deeper into Anatolia. The Turks retaliated, routing the Greek force in Anatolia and, with Italian aid, eventually re-took Smyrna in September 1922.


  The final phase of this conflict erupted in 1923 over the so-called ‘Corfu Incident’. In August that year an Italian general and three of his assistants were murdered within Greek territory. Italy’s new prime minister, Benito Mussolini, sent an ultimatum to Greece demanding millions in reparation money and the execution of the killers. When the Greeks could not identify them the Italians retaliated by bombarding and then occupying Corfu in the Ionian Islands, a move no doubt motivated by the strategic position it occupied at the entrance to the Adriatic Sea. Thereafter, largely under the premiership of Eleftherios Venizelos, a period of normalization of relations occurred between the two countries culminating in the signing of a friendship treaty in 1928. In fact, Italy was still regarded as a friendly state as late as 1935 despite invading Ethiopia from Somalia and Eritrea, a move that saw the imposition of economic sanctions by the League of Nations. Though these were lifted after the Italian annexation of that country in 1936, Italy seemed less inclined to maintain friendly relations with the British in the Middle East, sending troops to support General Franco when civil war broke out in Spain in 1936, and expanding their influence in the western Mediterranean by occupying the Balearic Islands. A further cause for concern was the formation of the Rome-Berlin axis that year, though this was somewhat relieved by the signing of the Anglo-Italian Joint Declaration in January 1937. Not that this signalled an improvement in relations between Italy and Greece, and in fact the situation continued to deteriorate culminating at the end of the year in the announcement that Italy had joined Germany and Japan in their Anti-Comintern Pact against the Communist International.


  Chapter One


  The Greco-Italian Conflict, 1940-1


  There is no doubt that Mussolini was jealous of Germany’s annexation of Austria, so it came as no surprise when he asserted Italian control over Albania by sending in troops on 7 April 1939. This action prompted the Prime Minister of Britain, Winston Churchill, to offer to support the sovereignty of both Greece and Rumania should they be threatened and a month later a similar offer was made to Turkey. Not that that this was of any benefit to Rumania as in June, with Hitler’s encouragement, Bulgaria, Hungary and Russia stripped it off its frontier provinces. As a sign of things to come the governor of Albania began agitating the Greeks on behalf of the Cham Albanian minority in Greek Epirus. After the headless body of an Albanian bandit was discovered near the village of Vrina he blamed the Greeks and began arming some of the Albanian irregular bands. It was therefore just a matter of time before Mussolini made his next move against Greece.


  One incident that the Greeks blamed on Italy was the torpedoing and sinking, with heavy loss of life, of their cruiser Helle by a submarine on 15 August 1940 when she was anchored off Tinos. Though taking no action against Italy, the President of the Greek Council, General Ioannis Metaxas, did ask what help Greece could expect from Britain; not that Churchill could offer much, other than naval support. The situation deteriorated further the following month when Italy sent three more divisions to Albania. This led Britain to discuss the possibility of a coordinated defence of Crete but the Greeks would not allow any landings on their soil without a declaration of war. Nor did the Italians have much luck either in their discussions with Germany. When they sought German support for an attack on Jugoslavia, Adolf Hitler was adamant that he did not want to see the war spread to the Balkans. As a result Mussolini switched his attention to Libya and on 13 September launched his forces on a drive into Egypt. Not that he turned his back on Greece entirely but, assured by the governor of Albania that there would be no difficulty in securing Epirus and Corfu if he decided to attack Greece, he drew up plans for the invasion. In preparation for this three more divisions were dispatched in September. Nevertheless, by October Mussolini had started to waver in his plans and it was only after Hitler sent a strong military mission to Rumania that he became aware of Germany’s true interest in the Balkans and finally resolved to proceed with his plans to invade Greece.


  Thus it was at 3 am on the morning of 28 October that the Italian minister in Athens presented the Greek government with a note charging them with having systematically violated their neutrality, particularly with respect to their dealings with the British, by allowing their territorial waters and ports to be used by the British navy and their refuelling facilities to be used by the RAF. Metaxas’ immediate response was to reject these demands, with the result that 3 hours later the first Italian troops crossed the frontier into Greece.


  The British response to this was to send a naval flotilla into the Ionian Sea on 29 October. It sailed as far as Corfu before returning to the west coast of Crete to await the arrival of a force charged with garrisoning Crete and setting up a naval refuelling base in Suda Bay. This force had been dispatched the same day from Alexandria carrying the 1st Battalion of the York and Lancaster Regiment. They arrived on 1 November and were followed soon after by what anti-aircraft, engineer and ancillary units the Commander in Chief of the Middle East, General Archibald Wavell, had reluctantly agreed to release. At that stage the only airfield was at Heraklion, 70 miles to the east, and too far away to provide air protection for the naval base so work began on another airfield for fighter aircraft at Maleme. Pleased with these moves, the Greeks withdrew the Crete Division from the island. However, their concern with the non-appearance of British aircraft prompted the British to arrange for the dispatch of Blenheims from 30 Squadron and Gladiators from 80 Squadron, though the Greeks forbade them from being stationed any further north than Eleusis or Tatoi to avoid provoking the Germans.


  As it turned out the invading Italian forces were in for a rude shock. Expecting little resistance from the Greeks, the Italians launched their attack in the Epirus sector on the Greek Elaia–Kalamas River Line, with a flanking attack in the Pindus Mountains. Starting in the morning, 51 Divisione di Fanteria ‘Siena’ and 23 Divisione di ‘Ferrara’ backed by the Centauro Armoured Division thrust towards Elaia, prompting the Greeks to begin a slow withdrawal in that direction. On 2 November, despite being under bombardment from the air and artillery, the Greeks easily fought off repeated attacks, while the tanks of the 131 Divisione Corazzata ‘Centauro’ wallowed in the marshy terrain. More success was had to their right as the Littoral Group, after a slow advance along the coast, secured a bridgehead over the Kalamas River on 6 November. On their left flank the 3 Divisione Alpina ‘Julia’ pushed through the mountains to capture the village of Vovousa but was unable to secure the critical pass at the town of Metsovo. Unfortunately at this point disaster struck when their troops found themselves entirely cut off by the arrival of Greek reserves and were virtually wiped out in the subsequent fighting. However, by then the fight had gone out of the Italians and on 8 November their offensive came to a halt.


  At this point the Greeks responded by launching a counter-offensive on 14 November. With in a week they had captured Koritsa and Leslovik and re-crossed the Kalamas River. To add insult to injury they not only regained their lost territory but carried the war into Albania, penetrating deep into the mountains in the northwest of Koritsa. In the south they took the port of Santa Quaranta, thus restricting the Italians to the port of Durrës and the size of the forces they could keep in the field. In the centre the Greeks made good progress towards Berat and by 10 January 1941 had secured Klissoura, though were still short of their goal of taking Tepelene. By now, however, the weather, with frequent blizzards, was taking its toll on their troops, with cases of frostbite common. This was not the only reverse Mussolini suffered. In North Africa the British launched their counter-offensive which not only drove the Italians out of Egypt but by January 1941 saw them in headlong retreat along the Cyrenaican coast.


  The British were not slow to respond to the fighting in Albania but reacted in quite a different way. Noting the reluctance of the Italian fleet to force the issue at sea, Admiral Cunningham decided instead to launch an attack on the Italian battle fleet in Taranto harbour. Originally planned for Trafalgar Day, 21 October, the attack had to be deferred till 11 November thanks to a fire in the hangar of HMS Illustrious. The attack was carried out in two waves that night, two aircraft dropping flares east of the anchorage and bombing the oil storage depot, while Fairy Swordfish torpedo bombers, coming in from the west, attacked the main anchorage. As a result, two ships were hit and damaged for one aircraft lost. The second wave arrived at the harbour around midnight, hitting one additional ship, also losing one aircraft. By the end of the attack half of the Italian capital ships had been put out of action, two for at least six months. The success was not confined to this as later that night a raiding force sank another four Italian merchant ships in the Adriatic Sea.
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  A Pavesi artillery tractor being unloaded at a port in Albania during the build-up of Italian forces. (Daniele Guglielmi)
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  One of the unit’s Obice da 100/17 howitzers being swung ashore. (Daniele Guglielmi)
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  A column of Pavesi tractors and guns making their way up to the front line in Albania, 1940. (Daniele Guglielmi)
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  Italian artillery in action during the campaign in Albania. (Daniele Guglielmi)
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  Among the armour the Italians deployed in Albania were these L3/33 tankettes. (Daniele Guglielmi)


  Chapter Two


  Opposing Plans in the Balkans


  One of the consequences of the turn of events in Albania and the raid on Taranto was to push Germany into supporting Italy in her Balkan venture, though this was as much driven by their concern that the British were in a position to bomb the Rumanian oil fields that Germany had only recently secured. On 4 November Hitler requested that an examination be made of the possibility of sending troops to support the Italians in Greece, though he made it plain to them that this could not be done before March 1941 when the weather was more favourable. What he did not do was tell them of his plans to invade Russia, confining himself to saying that he would need his forces back by the beginning of May. In the meantime he made available Fliegerkorps X, then in Norway, for use against military and economic targets, with the special task of trying to eliminate the British fleet. It started to arrive in Sicily in late December, bringing 186 aircraft of all types, including 96 bombers and 25 twin-engined fighters. Though they were not able to bring the British Mediterranean Fleet to heel, they did score one success on 11 January 1941 when the aircraft carrier HMS Illustrious was damaged by a force of thirty to forty Ju 87s and 88s and had to put into Malta for repairs.


  In accordance with their plans early in January 1941 the Germans began to move into Rumania by way of Hungary, ostensibly to help organize and train Rumanian forces but it fitted in with their ultimate plan to have troops in position for their invasion of Russia. The directive for the Operation Marita, issued by Hitler on 13 December 1941, called for the occupation of Greek Macedonia and possibly the whole of Greece, if necessary, to stop the British using it as a base to threaten Italy or Rumania. Just how Bulgaria would react was not certain. Despite having been invited to join the Tripartite Pact between Germany, Italy and Japan, it had still not come to a decision. Likewise, it was not clear whether Jugoslavia would allow the Germans to pass troops through their territory unchallenged. One thing was certain, the Russians had not been fooled by Hitler’s explanations of his intentions and continued to follow events in the Balkans with considerable interest.


  For the forthcoming invasion Generalfeldmarschall Wilhelm List’s 12.Armee had 4 panzer, 1 motorized, 2 mountain and 11 other divisions, all backed up by 153 bombers and 121 fighters of Fliegerkorps VIII. Bad weather, however, brought delays to the programme, particularly treacherous ice on the Danube, the crossing of which had to be put off until early March. Thus, the launch date for the attack on Greece was set for the beginning of April.


  It did not take long for the British to learn of developments in Rumania. It was also becoming increasingly apparent that it was Germany’s ultimate intention to launch an attack on Greece via Bulgaria. As a result the British decided to make another offer of support to the Greeks. Wavell was also told that Greece was to take priority over all other operations once his troops reached Tobruk in Libya, unless an advance to Benghazi seemed possible. On 13 February Wavell headed a British delegation to Athens where he met with Metaxas and senior Greek officers. Wavell offered them two field artillery, one medium artillery and one anti-tank regiment, plus one or two batteries of anti-aircraft artillery and a tank regiment, all of which Metaxas refused. His reason being that it would not achieve the desired results and most likely further provoke the Germans. Instead, their main interest was in resolving the situation in Albania and after which they would release forces for the Bulgarian front. Only at that point would they welcome the sort of assistance the British proposed, though in reality they would only accept it if the Germans crossed the Danube. There the matter rested.


  One thing the British did send, however, was ammunition for the Greek’s French artillery, clothing, including boots and socks, blankets and some field and anti-aircraft artillery. A ship carrying vehicles was also diverted to Greece. More air support came in the form of 37 Squadron, with six Wellington bombers, and some Hurricanes from 33 Squadron as, thanks to the depredations of the Italian air force, the Greek air force had all but ceased to exist. The Wellingtons were successful in their attacks on the airfields at Durrës and Tirana. The same could not be said for the Greek ground attack. Launched on 13 February with a view to taking Valona, it met with some success at first but the attack eventually had to be called off.


  The situation changed significantly on 29 January with the death of Metaxas. While his successor, Alexander Koryzis, was still adamant that no British troops be sent to Macedonia unless the Germans entered Bulgaria, he was open to the possibility of the deployment of a British force alongside his own troops in the event that the Germans made such a move. On 8 February Koryzis suggested that it was time for the British to decide upon the size of the force to be sent to Greece. This caught the British by surprise because Benghazi had just fallen and they were debating whether to proceed further into Libya and secure Tripoli. At issue was the opportunity to clear the Italians from North Africa for good, something that would have made it difficult for the Italians, or the Germans, to reoccupy Libya. However, one concern the British had was the difficulty their navy would experience in safeguarding a supply line to Tripoli at a time when they were trying to honour their commitments to Greece and Turkey.


  Churchill decided to send his Foreign Secretary, Athony Eden, and the Chief of Imperial General Staff, General Sir John Dill, not only to negotiate with the Greeks but also to encourage the Turks and Jugoslavs to do what they could for the Allied cause. They met first with Wavell, who, with the need to garrison Cyrenaica and two Indian divisions committed in Eritrea, could only offer one armoured brigade group, two divisions, two medium artillery regiments and some anti-aircraft artillery, with the possibility of another division and an independent brigade group to follow. After the meeting with Wavell, Eden and Dill met Koryzis and General Alexander Papagos, his Chief of General Staff, in Athens on 22 February and the latter agreed to accept the proposed British force. The British delegation also thought agreement had been reached for the Greeks to give up their attempts to defend Salonika by holding positions along the Nestos or Struma rivers and instead withdraw everything but light forces to a much shorter line that ran along the northern slopes of Olympus-Pieria Mountains and the line of the Vermion range to the Jugoslav border, the Aliákmon Line.


  On meeting the Turks it became apparent to Eden that, while willing to remain loyal to their alliance with Britain, they had no wish to precipitate a conflict with Germany. Though they assured Eden that they would defend themselves if attacked, there was the problem of deficiencies in their equipment, which the British promised to make good if they could. The Jugoslavs were less than forthcoming. No meeting with them took place and all Eden received was a communiqué from their ambassador to the effect that they would not allow the passage of foreign troops through Jugoslavia and would defend themselves against any aggression. Thus informed, Eden and Dill returned to Greece, arriving in Athens on 2 March to the news that the Germans had crossed the Danube and Bulgaria had joined the Axis.
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  The RAF provided initial support for Greece against Italy. Here an RAF Blenheim Mk IF of 211 Squadron lands on Tatoi airfield after a raid on Italian positions in Albania. (Imperial War Museum)
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  A Lewis gun anti-aircraft team overlooking Suda Bay, Crete. (Heinz Richter)
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  HMAS Perth in Suda Bay after the Battle of Matapan, 25 April 1941. (Army Museum of Western Australia)


  Chapter Three


  Germany Enters Bulgaria and Jugoslavia


  Before the war Hitler had put Bulgaria under considerable pressure to join the Axis. When Germany invaded Poland, Bulgaria, driven largely by King Boris III, declared itself neutral. Not that the Bulgarians had a strong desire to join the war after their losses in the First World War, on top of which their army was very small and had few modern weapons. Despite this the Bulgarians found themselves slowly been drawn under the Axis hegemony. In 1940 when war threatened to break out between Hungary and Rumania, Germany intervened, transferring large areas of Rumania to Hungary, while Bulgaria was awarded southern Dobrudja. Hitler’s concerns over Bulgaria grew after a visit from the Russian foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, particularly after he discussed possible guarantees to Bulgaria. Wishing to secure his southern flank prior to the invasion of Russia, Hitler summoned King Boris to his mountainside retreat at Obersalzberg in November. King Boris, however, proved no more willing to join the Axis than before and said so in a subsequent letter to Hitler. Nevertheless, more pressure was applied after Rumania joined the Axis that same month. No doubt the appearance of the Wehrmacht in Rumania helped, so too did the promise of the return of all of Bulgaria’s lost territory. In the end Boris agreed to join the Axis Pact, his prime minister signing the treaty on 1 March 1941, and with it Germany moved their troops into Bulgaria.


  The Italians, having assembled twenty-eight divisions in Albania as well as more aircraft, also chose this moment to renew their offensive. This began on 9 March against the Greeks over a 20-mile front in the area of the Klisura pass. After a week of intense fighting, and despite the heavy Greek losses, the Italian attack ground to a halt and eventually ceased eleven days later having only made small gains.


  Shortly after the German entry into Bulgaria a representative of the Jugoslav General Staff arrived in Athens for further talks. Though these were unsuccessful, the British entertained hopes that some progress was being made. Eden then turned his attention to Turkey with the view that persuading them to declare war on Germany would encourage the Jugoslavs to side with them. Unfortunately, all the Turks would do was reiterate their intention to resist any attempt by Germany to invade their country. Worse still, around 17 March word was received that the Germans were pressurizing the Jugoslav government to sign a modified version of their Tripartite agreement. A personal appeal to Prince Paul of Jugoslavia had no effect and on 25 March the Jugoslav government signed the pact in Vienna, though it was not without its dissenters, three Serbian cabinet ministers having resigned three days beforehand. Germany’s success was short-lived as two days later a band of officers under General Dusan Simovitch seized power in a coup d’état. The British then approached the new Jugoslav government but the talks were inconclusive. The Jugoslavs were far from ready for war, still needing time to mobilize their forces, but, more importantly, were unwilling to commit to an alliance with the British as this could put them in a difficult position politically. Not surprisingly, Hitler was enraged when he heard about the takeover and did not hold much by their assurance to honour the pact. Two days later he summoned his military advisors to Berlin and began planning the invasion of Jugoslavia.


  In the end the Jugoslavs did not have much time to prepare themselves for war. On 6 April Germany opened its invasion of Jugoslavia by launching the Luftwaffe in a raid on Belgrade. Over the next hour and a half the city was subjected to intensive bombing. Their air force and anti-aircraft defences were wiped out in the first sortie and after this the bombers turned their attention to the principal government buildings in the centre of the city. At the conclusion of the attack over 17,000 people lay dead and almost all communication had been cut off between the Jugoslav high command and their forces in the field. This operation successfully concluded the Luftwaffe turned its attention to other airfields, lines of communication and troop concentrations.


  Within two days the German ground forces moved in, with three separate forces converging on Belgrade from different directions. Spearheaded by 11. Panzer-Division, 1. Panzergruppe crossed the frontier near Pirot, north-west of Sofia, and set out for Nis. Despite bad weather and stiff opposition from the Jugoslav Fifth Army, they broke through on the first day, entering Nis on 9 April. Behind them 5.Panzer-Division, after being held up on the poor roads, were ordered to turn southwards to cut off some enemy troops around Leskovac and then shortly after reverted to the control of XL.Panzer-Korps prior to the assault on Greece. The following day 11.Panzer-Division launched their drive up the Morava valley from Nis, meeting and overrunning the Jugoslav Sixth Army early on the morning of 12 April. By that evening they were less than 40 miles from Belgrade.


  On 9 April the XLVI.Panzer-Korps established bridgeheads over the Mura and Drava rivers between Kotor and Barcs, the bridge at the latter being secured despite being prepared for demolition. This led Croatian soldiers, sympathetic to the German cause, to mutiny at several points on the front to the extent that by the time the Germans had crossed over at Barcs on 10 April the disintegration of the Jugoslav army here was well advanced. With this secured, 14.Panzer-Division set out for Zagreb, advanced elements of it entering the city later that evening. The following day, after a softening up of Jugoslav forces in the Ljubjana area by the German air force, the Italians entered the fray. They encountered little opposition, capturing entire divisions intact. On 12 April 14.Panzer-Division linked up with the Italians at Vrbovsk. Not to be left, out the Hungarian Third Army also moved into Jugoslavia, taking over control of the area between the Danube and Tisza rivers.


  In the meantime 8.Panzer-Division, followed by 16.Infanterie-Division, struck southwards in the direction of Belgrade. Following the capture of two vital bridges over the Sava River, two days later they entered Mitrovica, before continuing south to link up with 1. Panzergruppe. At the same time they detached a small group to secure the Sava bridge near the western outskirts of Belgrade. The city itself fell to a patrol from a motorcycle company from SS-Infanterie-Division (motorized) Reich on 12 April. On discovering that all the bridges over the Danube had been destroyed the patrol led by Hauptsturmführer Fritz Klingenberg crossed the river in pneumatic rafts and hoisted the Nazi flag at the German legation. The mayor of Belgrade officially handed the city over to Klingenberg and his men 2 hours later. That night they were joined by the detachment from 8.Panzer-Division.


  Following the fall of Belgrade Jugoslav army commanders hoped to withdraw to the mountainous region of Serbia, there to carry on the fight, but the Germans were too quick for them and launched a two-pronged drive on Sarajevo. Worse still, starting around Mostar fighting broke out between Serb and Croat troops that quickly spread to the rest of Dalmatia. Sarajevo eventually fell on 15 April when 14.Panzer-Division entered it from the west at the same time as 8.Panzer-Division from the east, resulting in the capitulation of the Jugoslav Second Army. With the Germans now in almost complete control of Jugoslavia the Jugoslav high command decided to seek an armistice, which was concluded and signed in Belgrade on 17 April.
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  On 5 March 1941 the Germans entered Bulgaria, these tanks from 9.Panzer-Division rolling over the Danube from Giurgui, Rumania, to Ruse, Bulgaria, on a massive pontoon bridge. (Bundesarchiv)
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  ASdKfz 232 armoured car passing Rumanian soldiers engaged in road repairs. (Bundesarchiv)
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  Sturmgeschütze-Abteilung 191 also passed through Bulgaria in April 1941 on its way south to Greece. Here locals inspect one of its SdKfz 250 halftracks. (Bundesarchiv)


  [image: images]


  After seizing the bridge at Barcs on the Drava River on 9 April 14.Panzer-Division drove on to Zagreb, eventually reaching it on the evening of 10 April. (Dinko Predoević)
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  When they first arrived in Zagreb 14.Panzer-Division drew some interest from the locals, seen here inspecting this PzKpfw II and PzKpfw III beside one of the local banks. (Dinko Predoević)
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  But the crowd soon disbursed leaving the column of PzKpfw IIIs alone. (Dinko Predoević)
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  A column of PzKpfw IVs from 14.Panzer-Division in northern Jugoslavia. After securing Zagreb the division split up into three separate columns. One column headed for Bihac and Sarajevo and ultimately Dubrovnik, another to Banja Luka and Zvornik, while the third set out for Krnjak and Slunj. (Dinko Predoević)


  [image: images]


  Beyond Zagreb the weather was a little kinder to 14.Panzer-Division and the crew of this PzKpfw III have been able to escape from the confines of their tank for a while. (Dinko Predoević)
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  A PzKpfw III from 14.Panzer-Division passing a horse-drawn supply unit during the invasion of Jugoslavia. (Dinko Predoević)
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  Sturmgeschütze-Abteilung 184 entered Jugoslavia through Slovenia on 6 April under command of 2.Armee and later assisted in the capture of the bridges over the Drava River. (Dinko Predoević)
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  StuG III crews from Sturmgeschütze-Abteilung 184 take a break while an artillery unit presses on into Jugoslavia. Sturmgeschütze-Abteilung 184 was organized into three batteries, each composed of two platoons equipped with 2 StuG IIIs and two SdKfz 250 halftracks. (Dinko Predoević)
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  The Germans received a warm welcome when they arrived in Northern Croatia. ((Dinko Predoević)
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  Members of the Folkdeutsch organization even put on a parade for them. ((Dinko Predoević)
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  These First World War vintage Renault FT-17 tanks were among sixty-one obtained from France by Jugoslavia in the mid-1930s. They were issued to 1 Armoured Battalion. (Dinko Predoević)
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  The Royal Jugoslav Army’s 1 Armoured Battalion, declared unfit for action shortly after the war started, surrendered on its first encounter with German troops. At the time of the invasion 1 Armoured Battalion was split up, one company being retained in Zagreb, one being sent to Sarajevo and the other to Skopje. The company in Skopje was railed to Strumica but was betrayed by its commander, declared unfit for action and surrendered when it encountered its first German troops. (Dinko Predoević)
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  A FT-17 partly capsized over a bank. The company in Sarajevo was sent to Arandelovac on 9 April but three days later, having used up all its ammunition and fuel, was ordered to destroy its vehicles and return to Sarajevo. (Dinko Predoević)
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  Jugoslavia acquired fifty-four Renault R35 tanks in 1940 and used them to equip 2 Armoured Battalion. (Dinko Predoević)
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  On 14 April 2 Armoured Battalion ran up against advance elements of 14.Panzer-Division, seen here, around Doboj and was overrun, most of its vehicles being destroyed or captured. (Dinko Predoević)
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  German soldiers inspect another Renault R35 tank from 2 Armoured Battalion. At the start of the conflict it was dispatched from Belgrade to assist the Second Army but found itself having to protect their headquarters from rebellious Croatian soldiers as well. (Dinko Predoević)
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  One of the eight Skoda T32 tankettes Jugoslavia obtained from Czechoslovakia in the mid-1930s. These were issued to the Independent Armoured Company which was based initially at Zemun, to protect the airfield. It was then ordered forward to Nis and five days later was surprised by Germans along the Topola–Kragujevac road, where the crews abandoned the tanks in panic. (Dinko Predoević)
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  A number of Skoda 77mm kanon P.U.V. vz. 36 anti-tank guns also fell into German hands. (Dinko Predoević)
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  Soldiers of the Royal Jugoslavian Army being rounded up by the Germans. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  Among the Jugoslavians captured during the German invasion were these Muslim soldiers. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  During the invasion of Jugoslavia troops from 14.Panzer-Division met up with their Italian counterparts on the Karlovac–Rijecka road on 12 April. (Dinko Predoević)
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  Destroyers from the Royal Jugoslav Navy lay where they were captured in Boka Kotorska Bay. (Dinko Predoević)


  [image: images]


  When elements of 14.Panzer-Division reached Belgrade they discovered that the Prinz Eugen Bruke over the Sava River had been blown up. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  German soldiers near the Prinz Eugen Bruke on the Belgrade side of the river. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  With Belgrade under the control of the Germans they set about pushing a pontoon bridge over the Sava River, this view of it under construction being taken from the Kalemegdan Fortress. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  Once the bridge was completed the Germans were able to move troops and supplies over the Sava River. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  A PzKpfw III of the 14.Panzer-Division. With the campaign in Jugoslavia over 14.Panzer-Division was pulled out, moving first to Doboj on 24 April, then to Slavonski Brod on the Sava River. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  At Slavonski Brod the tanks of 14.Panzer-Division were ferried across the Sava on barges. (Larry Te Koeti)


  [image: images]


  A PzKpfw IV of 14.Panzer-Division coming ashore at Slavonski Brod. (Larry Te Koeti)


  [image: images]


  Among the tanks in 14.Panzer-Division at Slavonski Brod was this Tauch PzKpfw III, though by now missing its amphibious gear. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  The Germans launched their invasion of Jugoslavia along several different axes. From Austria and Hungary they initially drove on Zagreb. From there they struck out to the east, to meet the Italians and south to Sarajevo. At the same time columns set out from Rumania and Bulgaria for Belgrade. Towards the end of the invasion the Hungarians also sent troops into Jugoslavia.


  Chapter Four


  Opening Moves in Greece


  Britain did not have much time to prepare itself for the invasion of Greece either, their W Force under Lieutenant General Maitland Wilson, in what was known as Operation Lustre, having only just arrived in Greece. On 2 March 1 Armoured Brigade Group (under Brigadier Spencer Charrington) arrived in Piraeus harbour, followed shortly after by the New Zealand Division (under General Sir Bernard Freyberg). From there they moved forward, the NZ Division covering the Olympus pass through to Katerini and the coast and 1 Armoured Brigade to the Vardar River covering the Edhessa gap. Concern over the threat from the Monastir gap (and the worn state of the cruiser tanks’ tracks) led Wilson to hold 3 Royal Tank Regiment back in the Amyntaio valley behind Edhessa, where he created the Amyntaio detachment out of it, 64 Medium Regiment RA, 27 NZ Machine Gun Battalion and (eventually) 1 Australian Anti-Tank Regiment. Next to come were 6 Australian Division (under General Iven MacKay), two regiments of medium artillery and then 7 Australian Division and the Polish Brigade. Unfortunately, Operation Lustre suffered a temporary setback when on 24 March the Italians launched an attack on Suda Bay, launching six barchini explosivi from their Regia Marina assault flotilla. HMS York was so badly damaged in the raid that it had to be beached. This forced the commander of the British Mediterranean Fleet, Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, to order one of the Lustre convoys back to Alexandria.


  Admiral Angelo Iachino, Ammiraglio di Squadra, followed this up by dispatching the battleship Vittorio Veneto and four destroyers from Naples on the evening of 26 March with a view to attacking convoys south of Crete. On their way they linked up with 1, 3 and 8 Cruiser Divisions. Cunningham’s response was to dispatch the battlefleet at Alexandria, which included the battleship HMS Warspite and aircraft carrier HMS Formidable, and link up with a covering force of HMS Orion, three other cruisers and three destroyers operating near Crete. On the morning of 28 March this force made contact with 3 Cruiser Division and attempted to draw the Italian ships onto their main force. Fearing they had moved too far east, Iachino ordered them towards their main fleet. Shortly after this Orion spotted the main Italian fleet and attempted to disengage to avoid being sandwiched between the two Italian forces. It had to endure heavy 15in gun fire until some Albacore torpedo-bombers appeared on the scene. This attack, although unsuccessful, forced the Italians to withdraw to the north-west. A second attack in the afternoon was successful, one torpedo hitting the Vittorio Veneto, though without causing it any serious damage. The RAF, operating out of Greece, then launched a series of sorties against the Italian fleet. This was followed up by another torpedo attack by Albacores and Swordfishes at dusk, once again missing the battleship but putting the electrical system on the Pola out of action. Regardless of the risks, Cunningham decided to press on that night, eventually running into 1 Cruiser Division off Cape Matapan, the Zara and Fiume having come back to help the Pola. In the resulting engagement, with Warspite, Barham and Valiant, both Fiume and Zara were hit, the former blowing up and the latter sinking several hours later. After rescuing survivors from the three ships the British withdrew.


  The deployment of W Force in Greece continued but it was not without its problems. Wilson’s understanding was that, regardless of whatever the Jugoslavs decided to do, the Greeks were going to withdraw their troops from Thrace, Eastern Macedonia and Albania to the Aliákmon Line. Unfortunately they had still not done so when the Germans crossed into Bulgaria and now General Papagos had decided to hold onto the Metaxas Line and their positions in Albania. This was driven by the fear of the effect it would have on their morale if they did withdraw, but also the possibility that they could get caught during the process of pulling out. Instead Papagos suggested to the British that they join them at the Metaxas Line but this was unacceptable to the British who, apart from considering it strategically unsound, were not prepared to throw away their only strategic reserve in the Mediterranean. In the end an agreement was reached in which Papagos would provide them with three divisions and seven battalions for the Aliákmon Line.


  In the meantime the coup d’état in Jugoslavia had created problems for the Germans. List had been confident that Operation Marita (their codename for the occupation of Greece) would start on 1 April but was forced to delay it, something that would provide the Allies with some relief but not much. While 1 Armoured Brigade and the NZ Division were in position, the Australians were not, in fact 16 Australian Brigade was just about to take over the defence of the Verria gap from 12 Greek Division. Of the rest of the 6 Australian Division, two battalions from 19 Australian Brigade were on their way up from Athens, while 17 Infantry Brigade and one field regiment was still in Egypt. Worse still, Wilson had just learnt that 7 Australian Division and the Polish Brigade were not coming to Greece (the former having been diverted to Tobruk). Wilson also had to call upon Freyberg and MacKay to provide some light machine guns for airfield defence.


  The first indication that something was afoot came on 4 April with news that preparations for crossing the Vardar River had begun. Then two days later the Germans declared war on Jugoslavia and Greece. In Greece this was swiftly followed at dawn by the launch of two thrusts in the west, one from the south-eastern tip of Jugoslavia in the Vardar valley towards Salonika while the other from Skopje into the Monastir gap. At the same time German mountain troops began their assault on the Metaxas Line. After a preliminary bombardment by artillery and aircraft, 5.Gebirgsjäger-Division launched itself against the Greeks, in their reinforced concrete bunkers west of the Struma River, only to be thrown back in their initial assault. Over the next few hours they managed to clear some trenches and bunkers but around midday the Greeks called down artillery fire on their own positions and then launched a counter-attack but were unable to dislodge the Germans.


  On the night of 6/7 April ten German aircraft raided Piraeus and laid mines in the harbour. HMS Ajax and HMS Calcutta managed to get out of the harbour but some bombs struck SS Clan Fraser, which was carrying 350 tons of TNT, setting it on fire. The British tried to tow it out but the cable broke three times. In the morning it blew up, sinking eleven other ships and causing considerable damage to the port, putting it out of action for several days.


  The Germans renewed their assault on the Metaxas Line on 7 April, finally breaking through that evening largely because 6.Gebirgsjäger-Division, on the right, having ascended to 7,000ft, encountered only light defences. Late on 7 April they reached the railway line to Salonika just to the east Lake Dorjan, though the city did not fall to them. Instead, after crossing the Bulgarian border, 73.Infanterie-Division captured Prilep in Macedonia, while 2.Panzer-Division drove down the Struma valley taking Strumica itself. On 7 April, after repelling a Jugoslav counter-attack, they swung southwards, overrunning the Greek 19 Motorized Infantry Division around Lake Dorjan and entered Salonika on the morning of 9 April.


  More seriously for W Force was the deployment of the rest of Generalleutnant Gorg Stumme’s XL.Panzer-Korps north of the Monastir gap on 9 April which threatened to cut off the Greek army in Albania. When the Greeks refused to withdraw any part of their First Army, Wilson ordered the withdrawal of W Force to the Olympia–Servia Line. At the same time he placed MacKay in command of the Amyntaio detachment, and the latter brought back the rest of 1 Armoured Brigade and strengthened it with the two battalions of 19 Australian Brigade (MacKay Force). At the same time General Thomas Blamey was put in command of the ANZAC Corps, comprising 16 Australian Brigade and the NZ Division.
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  The New Zealand Division was shipped over to Greece early in March 1941 by the Royal Navy. (Sir John White Collection)
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  New Zealand troops gather under the guns of one of the ships during the voyage to Greece. (Sir John White Collection)
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  New Zealand troops disembarking at Piraeus. (Sir John White Collection)
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  New Zealand troops waiting to for their transport to arrive, prior to moving out to their transit camp. (Sir John White Collection)
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  Among the sights that first greeted the New Zealand Division on their arrival in Greece were these Italian prisoners. (Sir John White Collection)
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  The ship that brought the NZ Divisional Cavalry into Piraeus on 21 March. (Charlie Grainger)
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  The Divisional Cavalry unload their Marmon-Herrington armoured cars. (Charlie Grainger)
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  The crew of a NZ Divisional Cavalry Marmon-Herrington stop for a cup of tea before moving out of Athens. (Charlie Grainger)
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  While the infantry travelled north in comfortable carriages, the crews of armoured vehicles, such as these men from 25 NZ Battalion’s carrier platoon, rode with their vehicles on railway flatcars. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  HMS York in Suda Bay. On 24 March the Italians launched an attack on shipping in the bay with barcini explosivi, resulting in the York being so badly damaged that she had to be beached. Nevertheless, the York continued to serve as an anti-aircraft platform. (ECPAD)
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  Two other ships were hit in the same raid, the tanker Pericles and this one. (ECPAD)


  [image: images]


  New Zealand soldiers marching through Katerini after travelling north by rail. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  Others, such as these men from 22 Battalion, travelled north in convoy. (Mervyn Sym)
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  The Greeks were still working on one of their anti-tank ditches when the New Zealand Division reached the Aliákamon Line. (Sir John White Collection)
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  Men from 27 Machine Gun Battalion gathered around one of their Vickers machine-gun pits along the Aliákamon Line. (Peter Cox)
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  The crew of a Marmon-Herrington Mk II from the NZ Divisional Cavalry enjoying a break by their camouflaged car on the Aliákamon Line. (Charlie Grainger)


  [image: images]


  4 NZ Field Regiment in the process of setting up their 25-pounders at top of the Olympus pass. (Ian Collins)
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  One of the highest 25-pounders in the Olympus pass. (Sir John White Collection)
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  German armour passing through one of the anti-tank barriers on the Metaxas Line. (Heinz Richter)


  [image: images]


  A PzKpfw III from 2.Panzer-Division passing by the Hamza Bey mosque in Salonika on the morning of 9 April. (Bundesarchiv)
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  A Sdkfz 251/3 mittlereKommandopanzerwagen (Funkpanzerwagen) from 2.Panzer-Division after its entry into Salonika. (Bundesarchiv)
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  Later the Sdkfz 251/3 and its crew moved down with the division to secure the port facilities of Salonika. (Bundesarchiv)
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  Following the fall of Salonika, 191 Regiment, 19 Greek Motorized Division was forced to surrender at Stavros. Among the vehicles captured was this Vickers Light Tank 1936 (or ‘Dutchman’) and some Universal Carriers. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  Australian transport crossing the Aliákmon River. (Heinz Richter)
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  After taking up their positions along the Aliákmon River the NZ Divisional Cavalry destroyed most of the bridges in their sector, and here smoke from the blown-up railway bridge can be seen in the distance. (Stratton Morrin)
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  The railway bridge over the Aliákmon River after its destruction. (Stratton Morrin)
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  The NZ Dvisional Cavalry held off destroying this, the last bridge over the Aliákmon River, until the arrival of tanks from 1 Armoured Brigade HQ Protective Troop. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  More than anything else the appearance of reconnaissance aircraft, such as this Henschel Hs 126, were feared by the Allies during their retreat because it was a portent of what was to come. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  German infantry with one of their mules pass a PzKpfw III halted on the side of the road. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  The Germans entered Greece by way of Bulgaria, launching mountain troops against the Metaxas Line, and through Jugoslavia, via Strumica and the Monastir Gap. Fear of being outflanked eventually forced W Force to abandon the Aliákmon Line for Thermopylae and ultimately evacuate their troops from Greece, the Germans in hot pursuit all the way.


  Chapter Five


  From the Aliákmon Line to Thermopylae


  The Greeks finally broke off their attacks on the Albanian front on 10 April but the order to withdraw to a line further south did not come until two days later and by then it was too late. There were also issues with withdrawing 12 and 20 Greek Divisions on the left of W Force. Lacking wheeled transport and in mountainous terrain, General Wilson’s only hope was for them to do so at night, covered by MacKay Force, which was to hold Veve till the night of 12/13 April. At the same time he moved 16 Australian Brigade up to Servia in a gruelling overland march from Verria. By 14 April most of the ANZAC Corps was in position and 17 Australian Brigade, under Brigadier Stanley Savige, had started to arrive in the Larissa area from Piraeus. Savige Force, as it became known, was moved to Kalabaka to guard the roads over the Pindus Mountains from Epirus.


  Meanwhile, on the morning of 10 April, having set off demolitions on the Aliákmon plain, W Force was well on the way back to its new positions when the Germans launched their attack. The first encounter occurred that day when MacKay Force shelled S.S. Adolf Hitler Division Leibstandarte (LSSAH) in front of Veve. The following day, still with no supporting arms forward, the Germans limited themselves to probing along the front line but on the morning of 12 April they attacked at the junction between 1 Rangers (9 Battalion Kings Royal Rifle Corps) and the 2/8 Battalion. The Rangers were unable to hold their ground, making it difficult for the Australians to pull out but the Germans did not follow up that night and were successfully delayed the next day at Ptolemais. Afterwards the LSSAH and 9.Panzer-Division were brought to a halt after they ran short of petrol and ammunition.


  Following their rebuff at Ptolemais the Germans felt their way forward slowly, spearheads of 9.Panzer-Division reaching Kozani on 14 April. After crossing the Aliákmon opposite Servia they tried to rush 19 NZ Battalion’s positions but were driven back with heavy losses. Here, 4 and 5 NZ Brigades, along with 16 Australian Brigade, held their positions for three days. This rebuff forced the Germans to change their plans and shift their axis of advance to the coast with the view to outflanking the Aliákmon Line. It was on this flank, with 2.Panzer-Division driving south along the coast and 6.Gebirgsjäger-Division further inland, that things started to look a little more serious for W Force.


  On the morning of 12 April advanced elements of the Germans first appeared in front of the NZ Divisional Cavalry positions along the Aliákmon River. They were easily repulsed but the next day when they returned in force they managed to establish a bridgehead downstream of the New Zealand positions. The latter then withdrew and the Germans followed them into the Olympus pass, where two days later they ran up against 22 NZ Battalion, supported by artillery, and were driven off. They tried again the following day but were again repulsed and forced to find a way around the defences.


  Even before this it had become obvious to Wilson that W Force would not be able to hold the Olympia–Servia–Greneva Line for long. There was a danger of being separated from the Greeks in Western Macedonia and it was becoming apparent that they had little fight left in them. On 13 April Wilson raised the possibility with Blamey of pulling back to Thermopylae. Two days later when this was discussed with Papagos the latter suggested the British consider withdrawing from Greece altogether. On being told of this, Wavell advised Wilson to continue to support the Greeks, but fall back if necessary. He also said that a draft plan for their evacuation from Greece had already been prepared. In the end Wilson decided that the only option left was to withdraw to Thermopylae.


  As it so happened Wilson had already withdrawn 1 Armoured Brigade behind the Venetikos River, but, with its cruiser tank strength reduced to six, it was hardly an effective fighting force. Worse still, by the time it reached Kalabaka it was no longer capable of carrying out its covering role and was pulled out of the line altogether. In the centre 6 NZ Brigade also started to withdraw on 15 April and the following day were preparing defensive positions at Elasson, at what was the first of Blamey’s rearguard positions, the other two being on the Kalabaka road at Zarkos and one at Domokos where the road from Larissa rises out of the Thessaly plain. The key to all of this was the town of Larissa, because here the road from the Servia pass merged with that from the Olympus pass and the lateral road from Kalabaka.


  One complication occurred just as W Force began its withdrawal across the plains of Thessaly, the weather started to improve opening up the way for more attention from the Luftwaffe during daylight hours. At the same time the RAF was forced to give up its forward bases and operate from the two around Athens, limiting the amount of time their fighters could spend in the air. The Germans also scored two other successes, shooting down all six Blenheims from one squadron and destroying the Blenheims from another while they were still on the ground.


  Unfortunately for the ANZAC Corps, a threat to Larissa soon developed on the coast. Here, on the morning of 15 April at Platamon, after having blown up a railway tunnel through the ridge, 21 NZ Battalion came under attack from a German motorcycle battalion, supported by tanks. These they threw back with heavy losses to the Germans. Later that afternoon, reinforced by I/3.Panzer-Regiment the Germans came on again but in the fading light, with casualties mounting and many tanks throwing tracks, they had to abandon the attack once more. The Germans renewed their assault the following morning, pushing more tanks up onto the ridge, while attempting to infiltrate infantry around the side. In the process their infantry overran one of the New Zealand companies, though the tanks were less successful, more falling out through thrown tracks. This proved too much for the defenders, who pulled out mid-morning, falling back towards the Peneios gorge. The Germans quickly followed up, even to the extent of driving tanks down the Peneios River itself, after New Zealand engineers blew up the bridge. This created something of a crisis in the ANZAC Corps, threatening as it did Larissa, and Blamey was forced to switch part of 16 Australian Brigade to secure the western end of the gorge. Even this was not enough, as elements of 6.Gebirgsjäger-Division advanced over the hills that night, entering Gonnos the next day. At the same time tanks from 2.Panzer-Division emerged from the Peneios gorge, effectively cutting off both 21 NZ and 2/2 Australian Battalions. Both managed to escape by taking to the Ossa hills but only a few hundred men were able to rejoin their divisions.


  It could have been more serious as some German troops succeeded in reaching the road to Larissa behind the blocking force. They were unable to exploit this achievement, however, as the troops in the area managed to hold them long enough to allow the withdrawal through Larissa to proceed without any more interference. On 17 April 1 Armoured Brigade pulled out, followed shortly afterwards by Savige Force. Then the following day 6 NZ Brigade managed to extricate themselves from their blocking position at Elassón after tanks appeared in front of their position. In fact, thanks to the extensive use of demolitions in the hilly and rocky areas the Germans’ ground forces were unable to hinder W Force seriously. By 19 April most of W Force had reached Thermopylae.
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  Greek troops on the retreat in March 1941. (Heinz Richter)
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  After pulling out of the Aliákamon Line the NZ Divisional Cavalry withdrew to Katerini and from there drove up to the Olympus pass, this photograph being taken en route. (Charlie Grainger)


  [image: images]


  German troops, including these StuG IIIs from Sturmgeschütze-Abteilung 191, entered Katerini on 14 April. (Bundesarchiv)
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  A Bren No. 2 Mk I carrier of B Squadron, NZ Divisional Cavalry ascending the Olympus pass during the withdrawal. (Robert Simpson)
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  Universal Carriers of No. 4 Troop of B Squadron, NZ Divisional Cavalry halted near the top of the Olympus pass. (Jack Dalton)
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  Getting around in Greece was not always easy, as the crew of this Marmon-Herrington from the NZ Divisional Cavalry found out. (Charlie Grainger)
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  The crew of a Universal Carrier from B Squadron, NZ Divisional Cavalry keeping a wary lookout for aircraft during a halt in Larissa. (Charlie Grainger)
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  The New Zealand withdrawal through the Servia pass was aided by morning mist. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  Trucks of 6 NZ Field Ambulance passing through Larissa on 18 April 1941 during the early stages of the retreat. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  Troops from 26 NZ Battalion taking a break on 19 April during their evacuation by rail from Larissa to Kephissokhori in what was later described as a nightmare journey. (Regimental History Centre, Burnham)
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  Later the route of B Squadron, NZ Divisional Cavalry took them south along the coast. (Robert Simpson)
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  After his capture a lone British Commonwealth soldier rests on the side of the road with Greek troops. He is fourth from the right and easily identified by his distinctive rimmed British steel helmet. (Larry Te Koeti)
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  The Ju 87 may have been the bane of the retreating Commonwealth forces but this one did not make it back. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  The destruction of bridges by W Force during their retreat was often a considerable impediment to the German advance. (Larry Te Koeti)


  [image: images]


  Numerous temporary bridges had to be thrown across rivers as a result of the damage to permanent structures. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  While the panzers pushed on ahead the infantry had to make their way on foot or by bicycle on roads such as these. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  Behind the infantry divisions came their horse-drawn supply wagons. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  After the 21 NZ Battalion abandoned Platamon castle the tanks of I/3.Panzer-Regiment continued their advance along the railway line. (Bundesarchiv)
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  As they retreated the New Zealand engineers set off demolitions within and at the entrances of tunnels. (Bundesarchiv)


  [image: images]


  For their final act New Zealand engineers blew the bridge over the Peneios River. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  With the Peneios River bridges blown, tanks of I/3.Panzer-Regiment took to the river and made their way downstream, not all as successfully as this. Several fell into holes in the river and sank up to their turret roofs. (Bundesarchiv)
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  After pulling out of Larissa the route taken by some elements of the NZ Divisional Cavalry took them along the coast from Volos to Lamia. (Frank Horton)
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  Troops from the NZ Divisional Cavalry were forever having to seek shelter and camouflage their cars during their escape south. (Regimental History Centre, Burnham)
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  German troops inspecting an abandoned British 3.7in anti-aircraft gun. (Mike Smythe Collection)


  Chapter Six


  The Flight of 1 Armoured Brigade


  The problems experienced by 1 Armoured Brigade in Greece, and, in particular 3 Royal Tank Regiment, can be traced back to their time in Egypt. The brigade had arrived in the Middle East as part of 2 Armoured Division early in 1941, its main striking force, 3 Royal Tanks, bringing with them a mixture of A10 and A13 cruiser tanks. The latter had been issued brand new but when the decision was made to send the unit to Greece they were ordered to hand over their two squadrons of A13s, receiving in exchange A10s, most of which were in poor mechanical shape, with badly worn tracks. The brigade was shipped over to Greece at the beginning of March and from there transported by rail to Larissa, 3 Royal Tanks travelling by road to Amyntaio, while the rest of the brigade went further north to cover the Edhessa gap, though shortly before the German invasion they were reunited with 3 Royal Tanks. One of the concerns of 3 Royal Tanks was not only the poor state of their tanks but the lack of spares for them. Some were eventually received but turned out to be for the A13 cruiser and A15 Crusader. The issue of the tracks, however, was never resolved to their satisfaction. When Eden visited the unit later in March he was informed of the parlous state of their tracks and he promised that some replacements would be sent. These never arrived before the German invasion, though later on during the retreat, some tracks were seen lying at the railway station in Larissa but by then they had very few tanks left.


  Just prior to the invasion of Greece an agreement was reached with the NZ Division to swap the seven A13s in the Brigade Protective Troop for two troops of armoured cars from the NZ Divisional Cavalry Regiment. In their first action one troop was sent north on 9 April to cover some bridge demolitions. Here they encountered a motorcycle company from LSSAH. Unable to complete the demolitions, they were forced into a wild race to escape them, destroying two other bridges instead.


  Word of the German movement reached 3 Royal Tanks and on the afternoon of 11 April C Squadron were ordered forward to the foot of the pass at Panteleimon to counter a possible threat from the vicinity of Kella. It was an inauspicious start to the campaign as one tank failed to start, thanks to a cracked distributor, while six others were brought to a halt with track breakages. All these were made good but in the process all of the squadron’s spare parts were used up. The following morning it turned out to be a false alarm and the squadron was ordered back to Amyntaio. On the return journey five more suffered track breakages and two others fell out with cracked pistons. With no more spares the crews removed the machine guns and breech blocks and set the tanks on fire.


  The following morning, even before the German advance elements arrived, one more tank from C Squadron succumbed to weak track pins and had to be destroyed. When the Germans did arrive 3 Royal Tanks and their supporting artillery held for a time before being ordered to withdraw through A Squadron at Ptolemais. B Squadron were first out, losing four tanks to track breakages, while a fifth had to be blown up. On the retreat a further two tanks were abandoned due to track failure. During their withdrawal C Squadron lost another three tanks to broken tracks and one to steering failure. After they passed through, A Squadron fended off an attempt by the Germans to outflank them, knocking out one light tank, while sending two tanks from 2 Troop to the aid of 4 Hussars on their left flank. The Germans then tried to work their way around to the rear of 4 Hussars but were engaged by 3 Troop who knocked out three further tanks.


  By now, however, the position of A Squadron was becoming untenable so they were ordered to withdraw, two tanks being abandoned due to track failure, another to a broken clutch and a fourth to clutch and engine failure. While acting as rearguard 9 Troop of C Squadron engaged a column of German light tanks at dusk, knocking two out. In the process of them withdrawing, however, the squadron commander’s tank threw a track and busted a pin in some soft going and was abandoned. Then, when the last tank attempted to depart later that night its fuel pump failed so the crew set it on fire. They then made their way back to Kozani where they were evacuated by B Squadron.


  During the night, when B Squadron pulled back to the Aliákmon River, another eight tanks were lost, three to engine problems and five to steering, so that by the time they rejoined the regiment they only had one tank left. Of the others, C Squadron had been reduced to two tanks, while A Squadron had lost one tank to steering problems, one to track failure and one to an engine breakdown. Thus on the morning of 14 April the decision was made to combine C Squadron with the nine remaining tanks of A Squadron and two from regimental headquarters. Fortunately for them, they did not to stay there long and were soon on their way south again, heading first for Grevena then Kalambaka. The losses continued that day and the next, when A Squadron lost four tanks to track failure, while B Squadron’s last tank dropped out after pulling off the road once it had crossed the Venetikos River. An attempt was made to build a road block around it but the crew was eventually ordered to abandon it and rejoin the unit. Unfortunately at the end of the day when they pulled into Karditsa only six tanks were left and, with its effectiveness reduced to almost nil, the decision was made to withdraw 3 Royal Tanks entirely.


  These losses continued as they headed south, two tanks from A Squadron dropping out of the march through track breakages on 17 April and two more the following day, one to track and one to steering failure. The last tank succumbed to a broken track pin on the road between Larissa and Lamia and then, while it was immobilized, it was finished off by German dive-bombers.


  If 3 Royal Tanks had to put up with enormous difficulties with their aging A10 cruisers, the same could not be said for the Brigade HQ Protective Troop. While little is known of their movements with the NZ Division, one thing is clear: almost all made it back to Thermopylae, with the loss of only one tank. The rest were reported operating in the Atalante area on 18 April. Not that things had been trouble free for the other unit of the brigade, 4 Hussars. They reported losing seventeen tanks alone to steering problems while crossing the Thermopylae passes.


  With their tanks now gone the personnel of 3 Royal Tanks and 4 Hussars were deployed in a number of roles before they were evacuated, some on anti-parachute duties around Athens, Thebes and Elefsis. They eventually crossed to the Peloponnese peninsula, some personnel being sent up to assist the defence of the Corinth Canal bridge. However, after the Germans seized the bridge the regiment was withdrawn south, to Monemvasia where it was evacuated by the navy on the night of 28/29 April. That same night the Brigade Headquarters was also uplifted by the navy at Rafina.
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  This A10 from B Squadron, 3 Royal Tanks was abandoned early on in the retreat between Florina and Kozani, possibly as a result of automotive or transmission failure. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  Lieutenant Robert Crisp, from 9 Troop, C Squadron, 3 Royal Tanks, was forced to abandon his A10, ‘Cool’, north of Kozani on 14 April because of a fuel pump failure. The crew appear to have short-tracked it on one side possibly in preparation to recover it. With the loss of this tank C Squadron was reduced to two operational tanks. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  A steering clutch failure saw the crew of this A10 cruiser from A Squadron SHQ of 3 Royal Tanks abandon it between Ptolemaida and Kozani on 13 April. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  Track life was a problem for 3 Royal Tanks, most tanks being close to exceeding the life of them before they went to Greece. This was the fate of this A10 CS from A Squadron, ditched on the road between between Ptolemaida and Kozani on 13 April. The crew appear to have set it on fire. (Mark McKenzie)
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  Two tanks were abandoned in Kozani itself during the retreat by B Squadron, 3 Royal Tanks, possibly because of engine or steering problems, this A10 CS being one of them. (Mark McKenzie)
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  The sergeant’s A10, ‘Calm’, from Crisp’s 9 Troop threw a track a day or two after Crisp’s own tank ‘Cool’ broke down. (Mark McKenzie)
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  Crisp took over command of a B Squadron A10 cruiser but it threw a track after crossing the Venetikos River. Crisp was ordered to set up a road block, seen here, but was eventually ordered to rejoin the regiment. (Mark McKenzie)
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  This much-graffiteed A10 from 1 Troop A Squadron, 3 Royal Tanks suffered track failure on the road between Larissa and Lamia on 19 April. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  A German soldier inspecting an abandoned Vickers Light Mk VI from A Squadron, 4 Hussars. Judging by the open engine compartment door it would appear the tank suffered an engine failure. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  A Greek soldier passes another broken down Vickers Light Mk VI from the 4 Hussars. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  The motor battalion of 1 Armoured Brigade, 1 Rangers of the Kings Royal Rifle Corps, had no better luck during the retreat, and this Universal Carrier Mk I is believed to be one of theirs. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  The seven A13s in 1 Armoured Brigade Headquarters Protective Troop were sent over to the New Zealand Division in exchange for two troops of armoured cars. (Robert Gregory Collection)


  Chapter Seven


  The Evacuation of W Force


  With the situation in Greece deteriorating rapidly Wavell flew to Athens on 19 April to meet Wilson and consider what action they should take. At their meeting with the King, Papagos laid out the status of the Greek army in Epirus and repeated his assertion that the British should leave to save Greece from further devastation. When asked whether the Greek government would endorse Papagos’ view they were told that no decision could be made until a new government had been formed.


  In the meantime the situation deteriorated further. On the same day the Greek army in Epirus surrendered to the Germans (20 April), a German bomber force attacked Athens. Though twenty-two of their aircraft were shot down and possibly another eight, five RAF Hurricanes were shot down and most of the remaining ten damaged, leaving few fit to fly. The RAF left Athens for Argos two days later, but the following day fourteen Hurricanes were destroyed in a German raid and so the remaining six were flown to Crete. Thus the skies now belonged to the Luftwaffe.


  Late in the afternoon of 20 April the last of the ANZAC troops pulled back through Lamia. They had been covered by a small rearguard force of Australian infantry and anti-tank guns, the NZ Divisional Cavalry and five A13s from 1 Armoured Brigade at the pass between Domokos and Lamia. Here they beat off several attacks, losing one A13 in exchange for an armoured car.


  While Wavell had been hoping to establish W Force firmly at Thermopylae, discussions with Blamey on 21 April left him in no doubt that it could not be held indefinitely and that the only course was to quit Greece. Faced with this fact, the Middle East command set in motion their plans for the evacuation of W Force. Thus, by the time they were in position at Thermopylae things were well advanced for their rescue. Given that Piraeus was unlikely to be usable, the beaches at Rafina, Porto Rafti, Megara and at the head of the Gulf or Nauplia were selected for the embarkation of the troops. To speed up the turnaround time of the ships all troops were to be taken to Crete. On the night of 22/23 April 4 NZ Brigade was moved back to Erithrai to cover the embarkation of the expeditionary force, the crossing from Euboea being guarded by 1 Armoured Brigade. At the same time a small New Zealand detachment was sent back to Corinth to prepare the bridge for demolition.


  The defence of Thermopylae itself involved setting up blocking forces on two of the three main routes: 6 NZ Brigade on the northern route to Molos and 9 Australian Brigade holding the Brallos pass. The third route through Delfi was left unguarded until there were signs of German troop movements in that direction. At this point a detachment of Greek infantry, backed by anti-tank guns, was sent to Navpatkos, along with a reserve officer’s college battalion to Patras. Wilson backed these up by sending 4 Hussars to Patras, while a party of Australian sappers set about destroying bridges and culverts and blocking the defiles with demolitions. After an artillery duel on 24 April 6.Gebirgsjäger-Division tried to outflank the northern route by pushing infantry through the foothills but were beaten back. At the same time, hemmed in between the coastal swamps and the mountains, 5.Panzer-Division sent in some of their tanks. Lacking infantry support, they suffered badly at the hands of the New Zealand artillery, nineteen being knocked out, of which twelve were totally destroyed. That evening the New Zealanders began to pull out and by the time 72.Infanterie-Division launched their attack on Molos the next day they were long gone. The Australians also managed to disengage at Brallos at the same time.


  That same night the first troops were evacuated, some 5,700 being taken off by the navy at Porto Rafti and 6,685 from Nauplia, though not without incident. Here the SS Ulster Prince ran aground, preventing other destroyers coming alongside the wharf, and was later bombed and sank. Blamey also flew out that day to Alexandria to report on the evacuation. The following day, with the Germans advancing out of Molos, 16 and 17 Australian Brigades were ordered to move south from Argos to Kalamata, while 6 NZ Brigade was sent south to Tripolis to guard the road to the southern beaches. At the same time 4 NZ Brigade was ordered south to the Corinth Canal to embark with the troops covering it. That night a further 5,900 troops were taken off at Megara.


  These plans had to be revised when, on the morning of 26 April, two battalions of fallschirmjäger dropped on both sides of Corinth Canal, seizing the bridge, only to see it blow up in their face. This, however, proved to be only a minor setback and by the end of the day the Germans had effected crossings at either end. Trapped north of the canal, 4 NZ Brigade were saved after a radio message got through to it from 1 Armoured Brigade ordering it to make its way to Porto Rafti. Wilson also flew to Crete on 26 April, handing over command to Freyberg, who had elected to stay behind. The evacuation proceeded on the night of 26/27 April with 3,503 being taken off at Rafina (including 1 Armoured Brigade), 4,720 at Porto Rafti (including 4 NZ Brigade), 4,527 at Nauplia and 8,650 at Kalamata, the latter including 16 and 17 Australian Brigades. Once again the Royal Navy suffered losses, one ship being bombed and disabled, while another transport was caught at daybreak and sunk. Also hit and sunk later were two destroyers that picked up the survivors. At Rafina a heavy swell had prevented the rescue of the remaining 800 but they were taken off on the night of 27/28 April, along with 3,400 at Porto Rafti. In the end, though, 1,700 had to be left behind at Nauplia. There one of the transports was bombed and sunk but all its troops and crew were rescued.


  By 28 April the bulk of the remaining troops were concentrated in the south, at Monemvasia and Kalamata. At Monemvasia, having hidden from the Germans all day, a total of 4,320, including Freyberg and 6 NZ Brigade, were successfully rescued on the night of 29/30 April thanks to the availability of 10 landing craft that had been slipped from one of the damaged ships the day before. Those at Kalamata were not so lucky, among them 800 men from the NZ Reinforcement Battalion, 380 Australians, 300 from 4 Hussars and some 6,000 administrative troops. Just as the evacuation began, a German force broke into the town, striking out for the harbour and in the process capturing the naval embarkation officer and his signalman and as a result cutting the link to the evacuation ships. The ANZAC troops launched a counterattack and by 1 am had driven them out of the town, but the troops offshore, having seen tracer fire and heard explosions, deemed it to risky to attempt an evacuation and all the ships withdrew, apart from 4 which managed to rescue some 300 men. Short of ammunition and food, the remaining men surrendered that morning.


  Nevertheless, more troops were evacuated by the navy over the next 2 nights, some 235 from beaches around Kalamata and another 700 from the island of Molos. From then on, though, all organized evacuations had ceased, some soldiers, assisted by the Greeks, managed to make their way over to Crete in caiques and other boats.
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  This A13 from 1 Armoured Brigade HQ Protective Troop, part of a rearguard on the pass between Domokos and Lamia, had to be abandoned after it was hit as the force was pulling out. (Robert Gregory Collection)
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  This PzKpfw IV from I/Panzer-Regiment 31 was knocked out by New Zealand artillery near Thermopylae during the regiment’s thrust towards Molos. (Archer/Auerbach Collection)
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  The crew of the second tank in line, this PzKpfw III, attempted to escape but it was knocked out just after they had turned it around. (Archer/Auerbach Collection)
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  Third in line was this PzKpfw IV. After the battle all three were pushed over onto their turrets to clear the road. All in all some eighteen or nineteen tanks were knocked out, of which a total of twelve were deemed unrecoverable. (Archer/Auerbach Collection)
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  New Zealand troops resting by the road side during the retreat through Greece. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  At daybreak on 26 March RHQ, HQ and B Squadrons of the NZ Divisional Cavalry reached Tatoi. They dispersed among the trees until they could pass through Athens that evening and from there make their way to the evacuation beaches. (Frank Horton)
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  Anxiety about the situation on the island of Euboea led to the NZ Divisional Cavalry sending a patrol of armoured cars and carriers to the island on 22 April via the swing bridge at Khalkis. It was near there where this Marmon-Herrington and crew were photographed sheltering under trees from the Luftwaffe. (Stratton Morrin)
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  Before making their way down to the evacuation beaches at Rafina and Porto Rafti the NZ Divisional Cavalry wrote off their Marmon-Herrington armoured cars by draining the oil and water and running their engines till they seized. (Mark McKenzie)
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  If time permitted other more extreme measures were taken to render trucks useless to the Germans. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  The New Zealand troops did not only disable their trucks and armoured vehicles, personal gear was also rendered useless. (Peter Cox)
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  On 20 April the Germans bombed Athens, losing twenty-two aircraft and, though the British only lost five Hurricanes, they were forced to abandon those airfields, leaving the skies clear for aircraft such as these Dornier Do 17s. (Heinz Richter)
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  Despite the fact that they were abandoning Greece to the Germans this column of New Zealand troops were given a warm farewell when they passed through Athens on ANZAC Day. (Ian Collins)
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  This was the scene that greeted the Germans as they entered Piraeus. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  On 26 April the anti-aircraft cruiser HMS Carlisle, seen here, along with HMS Kandahar and Kingston and SS Salween evacuated 1,410 New Zealand soldiers and some civilians from Porto Rafti. (Ian Collins)


  [image: images]


  Greek troops passing through an ANZAC rearguard near Kreikouki/Erithrai. This position was held from 22 April until the night of the 26th. (Sir John White Collection)
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  Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 2 captured the Corinth Canal bridge in a brilliant coupe de main only to see it blow up in their faces shortly afterwards. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  After their capture at Corinth these New Zealand soldiers were taken back to Megara, the prominent peak behind is the Acrocorinth. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  The loss of the Corinth Canal bridge did not deter the Germans for long. That same day they crossed the canal nearer the coast and later threw this pontoon bridge over it. (Bundesarchiv)
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  Troops from 26 NZ Battalion under air attack near Tripolis in the Peloponnese in April. Mixed up with them is an A10 cruiser tank, possibly the last operational one from 3 Royal Tanks. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  Men from 26 NZ Battalion making their way down to the beach at the seaside village of Monemvasia where, along with the rest of 6 NZ Brigade, they were eventually evacuated by the navy on the evening of 28 April. (Jeff Bell)
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  RAF personnel being ferried out to a Short Sunderland flying boat from 228 Squadron in the bay off Kalamata in late April. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  These motorcycle troops took to the railway lines again before entering Athens. (Bundesarchiv)
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  The Germans entered Athens on the morning of 27 April and at 8.45 am raised their flag on the Acropolis. (Bundesarchiv)
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  Compared to the reception given to the departing New Zealanders, that given to the Germans was somewhat muted. (Bundesarchiv)
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  In some quarters of Athens the German flag was out to welcome the arrival of the invasion forces. (Bundesarchiv)
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  After the fall of Athens the Acropolis proved to be something of a magnet, the crew of this SdKfz 221 armoured car stopping for a look. (Bundesarchiv)


  Chapter Eight


  Operation Merkur


  While Hitler had been aware of the importance of Crete in the eastern Mediterranean he viewed it as the responsibility of the Italians. This all changed after the invasion of Greece. It was then that the Luftwaffe put forward a proposal to secure Crete by an airborne coup de main. Hitler immediately gave it his backing, though he was not willing to approve General Kurt Student’s proposal for this to be the preliminary operation in what would become a series of stepping stones towards the Suez Canal, the next one being Cyprus. Thus, with Greece finally secure by 29 April the Germans were able to turn their attention to planning for an invasion of Crete, codename Operation Merkur.


  Command of this operation was given to General Alexander Löhr of Luftflotte 4, the fighter and bomber support to be provided by Fliegerkorps VIII, while Student’s troops were to be used to secure the island. Plans called for the main assault to be launched by Generalmajor Alfred Sturm’s 7.Flieger-Division, after which it was to be reinforced by 22.Luftlande-Division. In the end, though, the damage to the rail network meant that the latter could not be brought down in time, resulting in the substitution of it by Generalmajor Julius Ringel’s 5.Gebirgsjäger-Division. In addition a tank battalion and motorcycle battalion from 5.Panzer-Division was made available. The final plan called for the initial assault to be made at Maleme by glider-borne troops from Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1, followed by landings there and at Rethymno and Heraklion in the afternoon by 7.Flieger-Division. The intention was to follow them up as soon as possible by flying in the mountain troops in relays, while the heavier equipment, including tanks, was to come by sea. To achieve this the Germans quickly laid down new airfields at Moloai in the southern Peloponnese, and on the island of Milos. One thing they did fall short of in their preparations was the acquisition of accurate information regarding the nature of the forces opposing them, or, for that matter, the reaction likely to be expected from the Cretans.


  Not that there were any firm plans to defend Crete on the part of the British. As early as 16 April, when the plans to withdraw from Greece were first reported to London, Wavell added that he assumed Crete was to be held, to which Churchill responded positively. However, two days later Churchill added that the defence of Crete was a long way down on the list of priorities, behind the defeat of German forces in Libya and the evacuation of troops from Greece. However, when Wilson arrived on Crete on 27 April he was asked what size of force would be required to hold Crete, assuming he could use the remnants of W Force but that no additional aircraft could be made available. Wilson was of the view that without good air support it would be a difficult task for all the services involved. He envisaged that at least three brigade groups of four battalions each would be required but that they would be considerably stretched if required to hold the beaches as well. Considering that holding the island was a dangerous commitment, he pressed Wavell for an immediate decision. This eventually came on 30 April when Wavell held a conference on Crete to announce that it was to be held to deny its use by the Germans as an airbase, the force to be commanded by Freyberg.


  The British and Commonwealth forces on Crete were under no such illusion that the defence of Crete would be easy, having received accurate information via Ultra transcripts. Unfortunately, the Middle East forces were involved on a number of fronts. Admittedly, the war in East Africa was coming to an end but there was a need to send troops to deal with an uprising in Iraq in May. At the same time there was a new threat developing from Vichy forces in Syria and Lebanon. However, highest priority revolved around the situation on the border with Libya and the need to hold onto Tobruk. Crete, therefore, was not a priority. In fact, following the fall of Greece it proved to be a real struggle to build an effective defence around the ragtag troops that had been shipped over to the island. Most of the fighting troops had arrived with rifles, submachine guns and some machine guns but lacked heavy supporting weapons, having had to abandon these in Greece. Worse still, many of their administrative troops lacked weapons, as did the Greek troops on the island. Those that did receive weapons were issued with a variety of rifles and often with ammunition of the wrong calibre. Many of these deficiencies were made up and more anti-aircraft artillery was brought over, along with some light and infantry tanks. The artillery units even received some ancient French or Italian field-pieces, though these often lacked elevation gear and sights. Unfortunately, as there were not enough to go around all surplus artillery personnel were shipped back to Egypt early in May. In fact, as early as 27 April one convoy was sent back to Alexandria as the navy had decided that there were too many transports in Suda Bay. The RAF had a presence but they could only field six Hurricanes and seventeen obsolete aircraft, many of them unserviceable anyway.


  Crete, itself, was not the easiest place to defend. A long narrow island, with its major mountain range running its entire length, the only ports for ships were on the north side and even then they were not the best. Those on the south coast were less suitable as they were exposed to the full force of the weather. As such, all transport had to be brought around to the north side but Suda could only deal with two ships at a time, Heraklion not much more, while at Canea and Rethymno vessels had to unload via lighters. There were no railways and only one major road, itself not the best, linking the three major airfields at Maleme, Rethymno and Heraklion. But being so close to the coast it was vulnerable, particularly near beaches suitable for seaborne landings at Kissamos and near the three airfields.


  By 3 May Freyberg had finalized his plans for the defence of the island by what was to become known as Creforce, which was to be centred around the three airfields. The strongest force was based in the west from Maleme to Suda Bay. The defence of the airfield at Maleme was entrusted to 5 NZ Brigade under Brigadier James Hargest, while 4 NZ Brigade under Lieutenant Colonel A.S. Falconer was based around Canea and Colonel Howard Kippenberger took over a mixed New Zealand-Greek force, 10 NZ Brigade, in the Ayia valley (‘Prison Valley’) and around Galatas. In addition there was a composite force at Suda Bay under the command of Major General C.E. Weston, based around the Mobile Naval Base Defence Organization, 1 Royal Marines and Force Reserve that included the 1 Welch and 1 Rangers Regiments. Unfortunately, it would appear that Freyberg placed too much emphasis on the seaborne invasion and as a result around Canea and Maleme deployed his forces to deal with both it and an airborne invasion, resulting in these defences having little depth. Worse still, the defences at Maleme ended at the western end of the airfield, leaving them vulnerable to attack from the bed of the Tavronitis River. Further to the east Brigadier George Vasey’s 19 Australian Brigade was based at Rethymno and Georgeopolis, while Brigadier B.H. Chappel’s 14 Infantry Brigade was at Heraklion. Their primary responsibility was the defence of the airfields but they needed to be prepared to deal with a seaborne landing as well.
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  New Zealand troops, rescued from Greece, resting on the quarterdeck of HMS Ajax on the journey over to Crete. (Sir John White Collection)
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  While some troops were brought ashore at Suda in small craft, others were landed directly onto a small mole. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  Soldiers from the New Zealand Division gather on the deck of HMS Ajax after its arrival in Suda Bay, Crete. (Sir John White Collection)
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  Some of the infantry were brought ashore to the mole at Suda in a landing craft. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  Suda Bay soon became crowded with ships of all sorts as seen in this view from 5 Australian General Field Hospital. (Army Museum of Western Australia)
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  Men from 19 Army Troops Company resting shortly after arrival on Crete. (David Filer)
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  On 9 May troops lacking weapons were evacuated from Crete and shipped back to Port Said, some of them on the heavy load ship M/S Belray. (Ian Collins)


  [image: images]


  German airborne troops taking a break while preparing their Junkers Ju 52 transport aircraft for the invasion of Crete. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Bound for Rethymno, these medics from 7.Kompanie of II/Fallshirmjäger-Regiment 2 ended up boarding their aircraft at Tanagra in the middle of the afternoon of 20 May. (Shaun Winkler)
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  For the German invasion of Crete Luftlande-Sturmregiment was assigned to the assault on Maleme airfield, while Heraklion, Rethymno and the area around Suda Bay were the responsibility of the three Fallschirmjäger regiments of 7.Flieger-Division (FJR 1, 2 and 3 respectively), each of these being assigned to the specific units from Creforce shown on the map.


  Chapter Nine


  The Battle for the Airfields


  On 13 May the British launched a series of bombing raids on German airfields in Greece that lasted until 20 May, but coming as they did from bases 300 miles away in Egypt they were of limited value. The Germans began their air attacks on Crete the following day and these continued daily until the launch of their airborne assault. Against these the RAF squadrons on Crete launched what Hurricanes they had against them until the remaining four were withdrawn on 19 May.


  On the day of the invasion, 20 May, the New Zealanders around Maleme and Suda Bay were subjected to another bombing attack that started at 6 am and lasted for 2 hours. When it ceased Lieutenant Colonel Leslie Andrew’s men from 22 NZ Battalion saw gliders coming in to the west of Maleme and around Canea, followed later by parachutists. Unfortunately because the bombing had cut his telephone cables and runners were unable to get through Andrew soon lost contact with his two companies on the airfield itself. Not that things went well for the Germans, the glider-borne force suffering heavily in the attack. Many were killed in their gliders or shot by the infantry holding Hill 107. Nevertheless a small force managed to make their way down the Tavronitis riverbed and secure the eastern end of the bridge. They then attempted to take the airfield, overrunning the RAF camp but beyond that made no further progress, despite using some of the captured RAF personnel as a screen.


  Andrew sent flares up to seek support from 23 NZ Battalion but these were not seen by them. A request was radioed to Brigade HQ for 23 NZ Battalion to contact 22 NZ Battalion, however, the platoon sent forward was driven back by fire by Andrew’s HQ Company. Around 3.50 pm Andrew contacted Hargest with a view to securing support from 23 NZ Battalion but was told they were fully involved fending off paratroopers in their area when in fact they had cleared their area by 11.40 am. Andrew then held out till around 5.30 pm when he launched a counterattack with his only reserve force, his two Matildas and a platoon of infantry, but that came to naught. One Matilda pulled out early with a defective 2-pounder breechblock and faulty traversing gear. The other bellied in the rough ground of the Tavronitis riverbed and most of the infantry were killed or wounded. Unable to contact the rest of his battalion and with no sign of relief, Andrew withdrew from Hill 107 to the south-east of the airfield around 9 pm. There they were joined by two companies, one that 23 NZ Battalion had sent over and another from the Maori Battalion, these men pulling back with them. That left the two companies on the airfield still holding their positions but in the early hours of the following morning, when they discovered that the rest of the battalion had gone, they too withdrew.


  The situation was no better for the Germans further to the east. There elements of III.Fallschirmjäager-Regiment 3, under Colonel Richard Heidrich, came down among well-concealed New Zealand and Greek troops in Prison Valley (Ayia valley), southwest of Canea, and suffered heavy losses. The local Crete civilians also joined in accounting for others. Those that did survive this soon found themselves penned up in the valley, many severely dehydrated.


  Further to the west a detachment of 72 paratroopers under Leutnant Peter Mürbe from II.Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1 were dropped on Kastelli Kissamou. Their objective was to capture the port and thus secure a base from which reinforcements, heavy equipment and tanks could be brought in by sea. There they ran up against 1 Greek Regiment, backed up by Greek civilians armed only with farm implements. Mürbe and fifty-eight of his men were killed, some being badly mutilated by the Cretans. The rest were taken prisoner.


  Hold-ups in launching the attack on Maleme, along with the need to repair aircraft damaged over Crete and then refuel them, imposed even further delays on the departure of Fallschirmjäager-Regiment 2 to Rethymno, to the point that most had not even emplaned by the time they were supposed to be over the target. When they did arrive the Australians held their fire during the short but fierce air attack that preceded the landings, only to open up on the Ju 52s as they swung in parallel to the coast. As a result seven aircraft were brought down, while the paratroopers suffered heavy losses in the initial drop. Some fell into the sea and drowned, others came down in front of the Australians and were either killed or captured. Their commander, Oberst Albert Sturm, and his headquarters survived only to be captured the following morning. The Australians launched a counterattack with half of their reserve company and the two Matildas. The tanks bellied in the rough ground but the infantry at least managed to halt the German advance. Part of the paratroopers landed around the olive-oil factory at Stavromenos. They and another group, which had landed miraculously in front of the Australians, eventually joined up and took Hill A on the flank of the Australian positions, but their success was to be short-lived. The following morning the Australians re-took the hill and forced them back to the factory, the others were soon mopped up by the Australians. More success by the Germans was had further west, where a battlegroup under Hauptman Weidmann landed near Rethymno. Unable to make progress against the Cretan gendarmerie they pulled back and established a defensive position in the town of Perivolia.


  It was the same at Heraklion, Fallschirmjäager-Regiment 1 arriving even later at about 5.00 pm. Having resisted the temptation to fire on the Stukas and Messerschmidt bf109s, the anti-aircraft crews readily turned their guns onto the lumber Ju5 2s, a total of fifteen being shot down. Many paratroopers came down right on top of the camouflaged soldiers and were easily dealt with or shot while trying to run for their weapons containers that had dropped within full view. Those who survived the intense fire from the defenders were subjected to a strong counter-attack by the two Matildas and six Light Mk VI tanks. These charged across the airfield and wiped out the two companies that had landed west of it. The other battalions that came down away from the airfield fared somewhat better, particularly one that landed west of Heraklion, itself, and managed to fight its way into the town. However it soon became embroiled in a guerilla war in the narrow streets.


  The Germans at Rethymno never really recovered thanks to the prompt response of the Australians. Lacking radios, they were unable to call for assistance, while the Australians, having discovered their means of air to ground communication, managed to call for re-supply from the Germans by parachute. However, their attacks on the olive-oil factory and Perivolia came to naught, their Matildas being knocked out in attacks on the latter. Thereafter a stalemate ensued until 25 May when the Germans abandoned the factory. It was the same at Heraklion. The Germans there were not in a good situation and though they tended to be left largely to their fate by the Commonwealth troops, the Cretan civilians showed them less mercy, one battalion that dropped in among 14 Brigade losing some 200 men. They gave up on their attempt to secure the airfield and those paratroopers that had penetrated into Heraklion soon withdrew to the south and west.


  In the end, though, it was the fighting around Maleme that decided the fate of Crete. Unable to land all their troops at Heraklion on the first day, two companies of Fallschirmjäager-Regiment 1 were dropped between Pirgos and Platanias on 21 May, only to run up against the Maori Battalion and some engineers, suffering heavily. They eventually established a foothold in Pirgos. There was more confused fighting that day around Maleme. Around dawn some paratroopers occupied the now deserted Hill 107 but the airstrip itself remained in no-man’s-land for a little longer. Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1 initially advanced on it but ran up against 23 NZ Battalion. Nevertheless, in a bold move, in the afternoon transport aircraft bringing Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 100 started to land on the airfield under artillery fire and by dusk it was firmly in their hands.


  Not that the loss of Maleme had gone unnoticed in the NZ Division. Hargest was convinced that an attack could not be launched until after dark, while Freyberg insisted that he was not prepared to release the two battalions for the attack until they could be replaced by the two Australian battalions from Georgeopolis, largely through a fear of the seaborne invasion or of a further threat to Canea. As it so happened at about midnight the Royal Navy intercepted the first German flotilla carrying some 2,300 troops in 17 caiques and 2 steamers, escorted by an Italian light destroyer. In the ensuing engagement 10 caiques were sunk, with over 800 being thrown into the sea. Many of these were rescued but over 300 died. As a result of this the Germans withdrew the second flotilla.


  The counter-attack did go ahead. Having brought up the Australian 2/8 Battalion from Georgeopolis the previous night, 2/7 Battalion was also trucked over, though it was bombed on the way, causing a considerable delay. The counter-attack by 20 NZ and 28 Maori Battalions and three Light Mk VI tanks, commanded by Lieutenant Roy Farran, was finally launched at about 3.30 am but only reached Pirgos as dawn broke and did not get to the airfield itself until the sun was fully up. Here, thanks to the intense fire, they found it impossible to cross the open space and withdrew.
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  Ju 52s on the final approach to Crete, 20 May 1941. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  The Germans had not appreciated how rough the Tavronitis valley was, so many gliders, such as this DFS 230, crashed on landing. (David Filer)
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  Hill 107 above Maleme airfield offered a commanding view over the surrounding countryside, including two DFS 230s that flipped onto their back on landing. (Mike Smythe Collection)


  [image: images]


  This DFS 230 came down beside the Tavronitis bridge. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  After the gliders of Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1 landed Creforce troops were greeted by the sight of this line of Ju 52s aircraft bringing paratroopers from Fallshirmjäger-Regiment 3. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  Paratroopers dropping over Maleme. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  This was the sight that greeted troops around Maleme on the first day of the invasion. (Ian Collins)


  [image: images]


  Among the paratroopers being dropped in the Tavronitis area is an artillery piece, most probably a 37mm Pak 36. These were usually slung between the wheels of the Ju 52s. (Shaun Winkler)
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  While most paratroopers were shot after reaching the ground, some, such as this one, succumbed to the furious fire they were subjected to during their descent. (David Filer)
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  In the afternoon of 20 May the Matildas of 7 Royal Tank Regiment and supporting New Zealand infantry launched a counter-attack on the airfield at Maleme. Unfortunately, the crew of ‘Greenloaning’ discovered that the breech block of their 2-pounder was defective and had to pull out of the attack. (Michael Grieve)


  [image: images]


  The other Matilda, ‘Gnu III’, carried on the attack into the Tavronitis valley shooting up gliderborne troops until it bellied in the rough going. Its crew was captured. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  Following the occupation of Hill 107 on 21 May these men from 13. Kompanie, Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1 were witness to some of the first aircraft landing on the airfield. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Nevertheless, the airstrip at Maleme remained under fire for a long time. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  Maleme was under constant fire during the first few days of the invasion and this photograph, probably posed, shows what conditions were like for the mountain troops when they first disembarked from their aircraft. (Mervyn Sim)


  [image: images]


  This was not without a cost, many aircraft being hit and as a result Maleme soon became littered with the wreckage of Ju 52s. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  While some of the Ju 52s were totally destroyed, others, like this one, landed on their bellies after their undercarriages collapsed. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  The Germans also found a number of badly damaged Hurricanes at Maleme. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  A heavy machine-gun team in their defensive position hear Kontomari, the island of Theodori just visible in the background. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Men from Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1 relaxing in the shade of a tree near Maleme. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Mountain troops manoeuvring their 7.5cm leichtes Gebirgsinfanteriegeschütze 18 into position on the hills above Maleme. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Prison Valley, a key objective for the invading forces. (Shaun Winkler)


  [image: images]


  A Ju 52 flying along the coast of Heraklion. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  The medical company from Fallshirmjäger-Regiment 2 was dropped in the same zone as Fallshirmjäger-Regiment 1, seen here landing to the west of Heraklion. (Hervé J’s collection rights reserved)
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  After the jump the medical company from Fallshirmjäger-Regiment 2 assembled in the vineyards west of Heraklion. (Hervé J’s collection rights reserved)
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  On 22 May an attempt was made by 20 NZ and 28 Maori Battalions to retake Maleme airfield. This photograph is believed to have been taken during that counter-attack. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  Major Palandri’s medical post at Rethymno. It treated both Australian and German wounded. The Red Cross signs were made from German parachutes. (Army Museum of Western Australia)
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  Not all of the Ju 52s were successful in bringing troops into Rethymno airfield, this one crash-landing near the runway. (Hans Bender)
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  ‘Gnat IV’ was first used in a counter-attack to retake Rethymno airfield but it bellied in the rough going and its crew was captured or killed. However, the Australians recovered it after they recaptured the airfield and used it in an attack on Perivolia, where it was knocked out. (Mark McKenzie)
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  The other Matilda based at Rethymno, ‘Gnome III’, was abandoned after it threw a track during the attack on Perivolia. (Heinz Richter)
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  After failing to take the airfield at Rethymno the paratroopers were forced to dig in and wait. (Hans Bender)
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  Other paratroopers at Rethymno fell back and established themselves in Perivolia where they turned St George’s Church (in the background) into a strongpoint. (Shaun Winkler)


  [image: images]


  Men from 5.Kompanie returning to Fallshirmjäger-Regiment 3 on a captured British truck. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Troops from 13. Kompanie, Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1 making their way out of Prison Valley towards Canea. (Shaun Winkler)


  Chapter Ten


  The Retreat to Sfakia


  With the failure of the counter-attack and the incessant flow into Maleme of troops from 5.Gebirgsjäger-Division, Freyberg was left with no choice but to go onto the defensive. One advantage was the opportunity offered to the RAF of a definite target and though they did make an attempt to render Maleme’s airfield unserviceable it turned out to be on too small a scale to be really effective. Instead, on 22 May, though still under fire, the Germans stepped up the flow of aircraft bringing in reinforcements and the day was spent largely in building up their forces at Maleme. In the meantime in Prison Valley, when the New Zealanders in Galatos showed no signs of attacking, Fallschirmjäager-Regiment 3 probed northwards with some fighting patrols. Then in the afternoon III.Bataillon launched an attack on Cemetery and Pink hills, driving off the Petrol Company. But this success was to be short-lived. A ragtag band of 200 Greek civilians led by Captain Michael Forrester charged into the Germans, forcing them to turn and run. That night Freyberg, fearing he had no choice, ordered the withdrawal of 5 NZ Brigade from their forward positions.


  The pull back of 5 NZ Brigade early the following morning, to a position west of Platanias, did not go unnoticed by the Germans, who attempted to follow up. This retreat was covered by a company of Maoris, who charged towards the Germans with fixed bayonets, sending them back in headlong retreat. Nevertheless, while some of Ringel’s mountain troops advanced through the coastal hills one battalion from Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 100 attempted to encircle the NZ Division by pushing south through the foothills of the White Mountains. In this they were blocked at Alikianou by fierce resistance from 8 Greek Regiment and some Cretan irregulars.


  This move of 5 NZ Brigade was to be short-lived because of a further outflanking move by Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 85. This resulted in a second withdrawal the following night, along with the Composite Battalion, into reserve beyond Galatos. In front of them 18 NZ Battalion took over the Galatos sector, with Russell Force (from the Divisional Cavalry) to the south of the town. To the west of Maleme Gebirgsjäger-Pioneer-Abteiling 95 launched an attack on Kastelli Kissamou. The mountain troops took the town on 24 May but soon found themselves embroiled in a guerilla war, thus foiling any attempt to land tanks in the bay. That night Fliegerkorps VIII bombed part of Canea.


  On the afternoon of 25 May Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 100 backed by some paratroopers launched their attack on Galatos, overrunning the right-hand company of 18 NZ Battalion. At this point the Composite Battalion’s defence fell apart and it retreated. 20 NZ Battalion was sent forward to stabilize the line but the company holding Wheat Hill broke and ran. Shortly afterwards 18 NZ Battalion’s position disintegrated. Unfortunately, this left Russell Force in danger of being cut off so Colonel Howard Kippenberger scraped up two companies from 23 NZ Battalion with a view to launching an immediate counter-attack. They were joined soon after by two Light Mk VIs under the command of Farran, followed shortly afterwards by stragglers from other units. With bayonets fixed they swept into Galatos and, at the sight of their final charge across the square, the bulk of the Germans fled in panic. Having given time for Russell Force and Petrol Company to escape encirclement, they withdrew. From there they pulled back in line with the two Australian battalions at the end of Prison Valley.


  The following morning Freyberg finally contacted Wavell to inform him that the troops in the western sector had reached the limits of their endurance and that if an evacuation was decided upon it would be possible to bring off part of the force but not all. That day, against renewed attacks, the new defensive line held. This was partly a result of the Luftwaffe strafing and bombing troops from Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 85 for almost an hour, inducing them to take a more cautious approach that day. Wavell’s response that evening was to urge Freyberg to hold on for as long as he could, a sentiment repeated by Churchill, who exhorted Wavell to provide all possible support.


  Some of this support came in the form of Layforce, two battalions of commandoes under Colonel Robert Laycock. They were landed at Suda that night in a scene of utter confusion. Freyberg’s plan had called for 5 NZ Brigade and the Australian battalions to continue to hold their positions west of Canea. To this end, the 1,200 troops from Force Reserve (1 Welch, the Rangers and the Northumberland Hussars) were to move forward to relieve the New Zealanders. Brigadier Lindsay Inglis was supposed to take command of this unit but Weston insisted on keeping the command to himself and, after ordering them forward, went to bed. To make matters worse Freyberg left his headquarters in an attempt to get a message through to Campbell’s Force at Rethymno to warn him of their plans to evacuate Crete, a communication that was never received. Lacking contact with Freyberg, General Edward Puttick (overall commander of the NZ Division) countermanded these orders and ordered the Australians to pull back to 42nd Street that night.


  Unfortunately, the order countermanding the move forward of Force Reserve did not get through to them and they continued their advance. On the morning of 27 May the Germans were able to encircle Force Reserve fully and by the afternoon, after fierce resistance, the bulk of them were compelled to surrender. Only 200 managed to fight their way out of the pocket. That day too Canea finally fell, to Fallschirmjäager-Regiment 3 which entered the city from the east, while Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 141 continued its advance eastwards until they came up against the Australians and Maori Battalion at 42nd Street. Here a short, sharp bayonet charge scattered the surprised mountain troops, who lost 121 in the process.


  With the situation deteriorating approval was finally received from Wavell to withdraw from Crete. Freyberg moved his headquarters over to Sfakia that night, while the troops around Suda began to pull out in that direction, through Stylos. Here, in a brief but effective action, 23 NZ Battalion drove off Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 85. At the same time Layforce and two companies of Maoris, overlooking the Canea–Rethymno road, held off a small force of motorcycle troops until midday. Pulling out, they were nearly cut off south of Stylos but were saved by the appearance of two Matildas that had been brought over from Heraklion. Later in the day they provided good assistance to 2/8 Australian Battalion at Babali Hani as well.


  The retreat continued the following day, covered by a rearguard of Australian troops and the three remaining Light Mk VIs at Askifou on the saucer-shaped plain, while 23 NZ Battalion manned the pass. Over at Heraklion all of the 3,486 troops of 14 Brigade successfully pulled out that night without the paratroopers being aware of what was happening. It was only after the ships were under way that things started to go wrong. The steering gear on HMS Imperial failed so the troops were transferred to HMS Hotspur and the Imperial sunk. The rest of the fleet then reduced speed to allow Hotspur to catch up, but that cost them an hour and half. With the coming of dawn they came under air attack. The first ship hit was HMS Hereward, which with its speed reduced tried to make for Crete, where it could be beached, but it sank before getting there. Of the crew seventy-six were killed but the remaining eighty-nine were picked up by the Italians. Next hit was HMS Orion, 2 bombs penetrating 3 levels below deck, killing 260 men and wounding another 280. HMS Dido was also hit, one bomb destroying a gun turret while another exploding below decks, killing over 100 soldiers. The rest made it back to Alexandria but some 800 had been lost as a result of this.


  Also on 28 May the first tanks of Panzer-Regiment 33 landed from lighters at Kastelli Kissamou. They soon joined up with Ringel’s troops in their advance on Rethymno, entering the town on 30 May and securing the surrender of the Australians soon after.


  With only Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 100 against them, the bulk of those trudging over the mountains to Sfakia made good their escape. On the night of 28/29 May the first 1,000 troops were evacuated from Sfakia, followed by 6,000 the next night. The HMAS Perth was hit during its return to Alexandria but the RAF managed to break up most of the other air attacks. During the afternoon of 30 May, as a sign of things to come, a detachment of mountain troops manage to penetrate into Sfakia gorge itself but were soon dealt with. On the night of 30/31 May a further 1,500 troops were evacuated, covered by the final rearguard of Australians under Vasey, backed up by the remaining light tanks. When the mountain troops did run up against them they unsuccessfully tried to turn the position by making wide flanking movements. Most of this rearguard was evacuated by the navy that night, along with 4,000 others. The only naval loss was the anti-aircraft cruiser HMS Calcutta from a force sent out from Alexandria to support this convoy. Unaware that Fliegerkorps VIII was in the process of being withdrawn in preparation for the invasion of Russia, the navy felt that no more could be removed and in the end some 5,000 troops had to be left behind. They surrendered the following morning and for their pains had to face a gruelling walk back over the mountains.
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  The acquisition of captured British trucks considerably increased the mobility of the paratroopers. These ones are on the coast road between Maleme and Canea. (Shaun Winkler)
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  The landing of motorcycles at Maleme enabled the paratroopers to move their supply cannisters around more easily. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  On 23 May the Luftwaffe launched a heavy raid on Heraklion as a reprisal over a breakdown in surrender talks. In the end a third of the city was reduced to ruins. (Hervé J’s collection rights reserved)
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  A column of paratroopers entering Canea after it fell to Fallschirmjäager-Regiment 3 on 27 May. Notable in the distance is the old Venetian light tower in the harbour. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Paratroopers manning a heavy machine gun on the hills overlooking Suda Bay with the Akouriti peninsula to the left and the prominent Malaxa escarpment on the right. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Mountain troops in Canea with a New Zealander they had captured. (Mike Smythe Collection)


  [image: images]


  German troops and their donkey moving into Canea after its capture. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  Donkeys were also pressed into service for other purposes, such as hauling this 37mm Pak 38. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  Lieutentant Roy Farran’s Vickers Light Mk VI was knocked out during the counter-attack on Galatas on the night of 25 May. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  The last operational Matilda on Crete was eventually abandoned on the road to Babali Hani after supporting a rearguard facing an advance by Gebirgs-Regiment 85. (Michael Grieve)
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  Axis destroyers pulling out from their berths in Piraeus in readiness for the invasion of Crete. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  After landing airborne troops on Crete the Germans bought reinforcements and heavy equipment over by sea, these destroyers being photographed en route to Crete. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  With the fall of Kastelli Kissamou the Germans were finally able to land some tanks, this PzKpfw II from Panzer-Regiment 33 among them. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Reinforced with armour and riding in captured trucks, the paratroopers set out for Rethymno and entered the town on 30 May. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Oberst Hermann-Bernhard Ramcke (in sidecar) stopped to talk to some paratroopers at rest in one of the towns they had taken. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  2/7 Field Ambulance troops drawing water from the last well on the pass to Sfakia … (Army Museum of Western Australia)
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  … before setting out on the climb to the pass. (Army Museum of Western Australia)
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  Troops making their way down to Sfakia during the final stages of the retreat. (David Filer)
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  On the night of 27/28 May Creforce headquarters was set up in this cave. (Sir John White Collection)
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  The Australian rearguard above Sfakia awaiting the arrival of their captors. (Army Museum of Western Australia)
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  Australian troops being marched into captivity at Rethymno. (Hans Bender)
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  Heraklion was eventually abandoned by the Commonwealth troops between 28 May and 1 June, whereupon the city was surrendered to the Germans. These are some of the defences around the western gate. (Hervé J’s collection rights reserved)
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  Paratroopers resting in the Greek army base at Heraklion. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Paratroopers resting in Heraklion after the battle. (Shaun Winkler)


  [image: images]


  The capture of Heraklion enabled the Germans to bring more troops in and evacuate their prisoners with ships such as the Vichy-French passenger liner Theophile le Gautier. (Hervé J’s collection rights reserved)
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  Despite the heavy bombing, the waterfront of Heraklion appeared to escape the worst of it. (Hervé J’s collection rights reserved)
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  A Ju 87 Stuka undergoing maintenance at Heraklion after the battle. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  Australian troops sheltering in a wadi while waiting to be captured. (Army Museum of Western Australia)
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  Commonwealth prisoners being marched through Canea. (Shaun Winkler)


  [image: images]


  Greek troops being marched through Canea at the end of the battle. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Having made their way laboriously over the White Mountains to Sfakia, many had to hike back the same way. (Mike Smythe Collection)
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  One of the less savoury tasks was the burying of their dead. (Wilhelm Weier)
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  With Crete secured General Kurt Student and other senior officers were taken on a tour of the battlefield. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Cretans were only too eager to join in the defence of their homeland, often just armed with farm implements. After the battle many were rounded up by the paratroopers as part of reprisals because of perceived mistreatment of their comrades. (Hervé J’s collection rights reserved)
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  After the conflict Suda Bay became home to Axis naval forces, serving as an anchoring point for their ships and float planes such as this Heinkel He 59. (ECPAD)
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  This Messerschmidt Bf 109 at Maleme from Staffel III, GruppeJagdgeschwader 77 carried the name ‘Harry Seidel’ in remembrance of one of their fallen comrades. (Wilhelm Weier)


  Epilogue


  The Balkans campaign was a costly one for all involved. That Britain had made a serious commitment there is no doubt, but for what perceived gain on Britain’s behalf and what effect did it have on the overall German war effort? In terms of losses through combat in the Balkans those for Germany were reported as: 1,160 killed, 3,755 wounded and 365 missing. Of the total of 62,612 British, Australian, New Zealand, Palestinians and Cypriots taken to Greece the following losses were recorded:
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  Surprisingly, despite having been harried by the Luftwaffe throughout their retreat in Greece, the British and Commonwealth casualties were realtively light. Where losses were heavy it was because troops could not be evacuated in time. That W Force was able to achieve what it did given inadequate numbers and sub-standard equipment is a testament to the troops themselves. There was the additional problem of having to develop a coherent defence plan with the Greeks and in the end the collapse of the Greek army in Epirus exposed their left flank and gave them no alternative but to withdraw. Not that the Germans had it all their own way. The withdrawal through Greece by W Force was by no means point-to-point from the Jugoslav border to the evacuation beaches but, by and large, a well-handled affair, with the Germans receiving bloody noses on several occasions. The only exception would have to be the German breakthrough in the Peneios gorge but it is difficult to imagine what else could have been expected of an infantry battalion and a few artillery pieces when it was up against the full force of both a panzer and mountain division.


  The losses had been just as heavy on Crete. In the case of the British and Commonwealth total casualties were:
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  In contrast German reported losses were:
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  On Crete Student had clearly miscalculated the sort of reception his men would receive. This could partly be attributed to the ease with which they had overcome their opposition in the Netherlands and Belgium in 1940. One other problem the paratroopers had was that none were armed with anything more than a knife. They had to retrieve their weapons from cannisters that were dropped separately and it would appear that many of these paratroopers were not impressed at being shot at while descending or before they had the chance to access their weapons properly. They were also taken aback by the ferocity of the Cretan civilians, expecting a kinder welcome than they received. However, they had also been considerably let down by their aerial reconnaissance, which had failed to pick up most of the defences, stating, in fact, just prior to the attack that there were no more than 5,000 troops on the island (it was more than 5 times that number). Nor had they given the slightest thought to the fact that their opponents might have worked out what their objectives would be, when in fact a British officer had correctly identified all of them six months before the attack.


  While Creforce were particularly badly off in terms of weapons and equipment, the problem had more to do with command and control. The airstrip at Maleme was the nexus of the battle for the entire island. As was demonstrated in the battle, whoever held it would hold Crete and, as the Australian and British troops at Rethymno and Heraklion demonstrated, the key was to counter-attack as soon as possible after the loss of any significant position, though to be fair they were attacked by a smaller force. Freyberg and his subordinates failed to follow up as promptly as the Australians and British, seemingly caught up in the belief that there would be a seaborne invasion. If anything, Freyberg, despite having advanced information by way of Ultra, seemed to have a fundamental misunderstanding regarding the seaborne invasion which coloured how he responded to the airborne invasion. The reality was that a series of small errors were made in the defence of Maleme, running from the lowly tank or infantry company commander right up to Freyberg himself. None of these mistakes by themselves would have made much difference but cumulatively they cost Creforce the airstrip at Maleme and ultimately the whole island.


  As to the campaign itself, it is clear that by pledging to support Greece, Turkey and Jugoslavia Churchill had over-promised on what he could deliver. At the time he was asked to send troops to Greece he also had to deal with Britain’s mandates in Palestine and Jordan, Iraq and Somalia on top of defending Egypt (and Tobruk) from the Italians and Germans in Libya. What Wavell was able to commit to Greece (and that was less than promised) was clearly inadequate, given what Germany eventually employed there. The diversion of forces to Greece also seriously hampered Wavell’s operations in Libya at a time when they were most needed, though whether he would have been able to reach Tripoli before the embryonic Afrika Korps arrived is another question.


  There was a view in some quarters that the invasion of Greece and Crete delayed the start of Barbarossa and ultimately cost the Germans the prize of Moscow, but this seems unlikely. In fact the deployment of German troops in the Balkans helped disguise the movement of troops intended for the eventual invasion. Nor was Crete the nadir of the German paratroop force, even though it lost half its fighting force and many of its top officers, as it went on to do sterling service in Russia, North Africa, Italy and Europe. However, Student was shocked to hear from Hitler, afterwards, that he considered that the days of parachute operations were over. More serious for Germany was the loss of 350 aircraft, almost half of them transport planes, of which the production of the latter never really caught up in time for the Stalingrad airlift in 1942.
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  On their return to Germany the troops from II.Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1 were honoured with a flower parade in Goslar. (Shaun Winkler)
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  Major Stenzler, commander of II.Luftlande-Sturmregiment 1, taking the salute in Goslar during the unit’s flower parade. (Shaun Winkler)
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  There was no heroes’ welcome for the Commonwealth troops from Crete. Most were just glad to get back alive, especially after the attention the naval and merchant ships received from the Luftwaffe on the return journey. (Alexander Turnbull Library)
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  For those Commonwealth soldiers unlucky enough to be left behind, such as these men in a prisoner of war camp at Heraklion, it meant interment for the rest of the war. (Mike Smythe Collection)

OEBPS/Images/figure140.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure61-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure105-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure41-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure125-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure38.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure124.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure97.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure54.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure62.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure21-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure89.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure145-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure159.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure14-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure54-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure132-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure152-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure74-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure112-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure87-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure67-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure47-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure70.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure120.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure139.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure144.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure101.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure132.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure85.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure42.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure133-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure100-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure26-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure140-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure152.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure160.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure99-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure143.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure157-1.jpg
Killed Wounded Missing Total
/.Flieger-Division and 1,520 1,500 1,502 4,522
Luftlande-Sturmregiment |
5.Gebirgsjdger-Division 395 504 257 l,156
Fliegerkorps X 56 90 129 275
Fliegerkorps VIII 19 37 107 163
Total 1,990 2,131 1,995 6,116






OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
IMAGES OF WAR

WAR IN THE
BALKANS

The Battle for Greece and Crete
1940-1

RARE PHOTOGRAPHS FROM
WARTIME ARCHIVES

Jeffrey Plowman






OEBPS/Images/figure59-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure93.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure50.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure74.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure31.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure57.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure148.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure14.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure42-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure27.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure111-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure146-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure105.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure106-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure151-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure88-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure114-2.jpg
Kissamog
Grook Rogt

19AustBde Rethymno

Heraklion
14 Inf Bde
Sfakia






OEBPS/Images/figure55.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure48-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure68-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure20.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure98.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure29.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure133.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure63.jpg
N

Skopiee BULGARIA
JUGOSLAVIA %

Strumica @

» ALBANIA

»
p is® ., .
tolemais2 veria o'a u

Kozani o Katerini ®
Servia o

Olympus &

Larissa ®

Thermopylae o
Bralos®

, @ 3
Corinth
PELOPONNESE Rafti
Tripolis.j \ \ Bﬁb
j 9
o
> I¢)

1 O
mmmmm  Aliakmon Line onSmYEs l% < 2
I Metaxas Line D

0 100






OEBPS/Images/figure52-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure49.jpg





OEBPS/Images/figure156.jpg
Killed Wounded Prisoners

British army 146 87 6,480
Palestinians and Cypriots 36 25 3,806
RAF 10 45 28
Australians 320 494 2,030
New Zealanders 291 599 1,614

Total 903 1,250 13,958
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Killed Wounded Prisoners

British army 612% 224 5315
Royal Marines 14 30 1,035
RAF 71 9 226
Australians 274 507 3,079
New Zealanders 671 967 2,180
Total 1,742 1,737 11,835

* Includes 92 missing.
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