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OPERATIONS IN THE MIDDLE EAST.
7th FEBRUARY, 1941, TO i5th JULY, 1941.
Situation after Capture of Benghazi.

1. While the operations in the Western Desert
and Cyrenaica, described in my despatch cover-
ing the period 7th December, 1940, to 7th Feb-
ruary, 1941, were taking place, a campaign
which was to prove of almost equal importance
-to the fortunes of the British Forces in the
Middle East was being fought in Greece and
.Albania.

The unprovoked and treacherous attack of the
Italians on Greece which had begun at the end
•of October, 1940, had been repulsed by a swift
Greek counter-stroke, and the Italians had been
driven back into Albania. During the winter,
of 1940/41 the Greeks, in spite of appalling
conditions of weather and in most difficult
-country, gradually forced the Italians back in
.Albania and had hopes of driving them out of
Albania altogether. A small British air force
•with certain army units for its protection and
•service, had (been in Greece since November.

2. At first the senior partner of the Axis had
•seemed to be disinterested in the Italian mis-
iortunes in Albania as well as in Libya, but
early in 1941 German troops were fully estab-
lished in occupation of Rumania and it became
•clear that a further movement south-east was
impending. The attitude of Bulgaria, obviously
to be the next victim of German aggression, did
not long remain doubtful, and it soon became
fairly certain that her rulers did not intend to
resist a German advance through Bulgaria,
which might be directed either at Turkey or at
•Greece, our only two remaining allies in Europe
•who were likely to resist German aggression.

3. In the middle of January, while operations
.against Tobruk were still in progress, I had been

ordered by the War Cabinet to visit Greece and
to make an offer to the Greeks of armoured
troops, field artillery, anti-tank artillery and
anti-aircraft guns to assist their forces in the
defence of Salonika and Macedonia against
possible German aggression. I was in Athens
from I3th to I7th January and had a series of
conferences with the Greek Premier, General
Metaxas, and the Greek Commander-in-Chief,
General Papagos. As a result, the offer of the
British Government was declined, mainly on the
grounds that the landing of further British
forces in Greece was likely to provoke German
aggression without being strong enough to
check it. Had this offer been accepted, it is
improbable that it would have been possible to
continue the operations in Cyrenaica beyond
Tobruk. After the refusal of assistance by the
Greeks, an offer was made by the Prime Minis-
ter of assistance, especially by air forces, to
Turkey, which was also declined on similar
grounds.

4. Immediately after the fall of Benghazi on
7th February, I received a telegram from the
Chiefs of Staff setting out a new policy for the
forces in the Middle East. General Metaxas
•had died towards the end of January and the
new Greek Government had sent a request on
8th February for information as to what help
we could afford them in the event of a German
attack. The War Cabinet accordingly directed
that no operations were to be undertaken
beyond the frontier of Cyrenaica, which should
be held with the minimum possible force neces-
sary to secure the flank of our Egyptian base,
and that it was essential to be able to send the
largest possible army and air'forces from the
Middle East .to assist the Greeks against a Ger-
man attack through Bulgaria. At the same time
the operations against the Italian Dodecanese,
which were in preparation, were to be pressed
on and undertaken at the earliest possible
moment.

5. The Chiefs of Staff's telegram stated that
the Foreign Secretary, Mr. Eden, and the Chief
of the Imperial General Staff, General Sir John
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Dill, were setting out by air for Cairo on I2th
February to discuss our policy and strategy in
the Middle East. They were delayed owing to
bad weather in the Mediterranean and did not
arrive in Cairo till late at night on igth Feb-
ruary, five valuable days being thus lost at a
critical time. Shortly after their arrival, on
22nd February, British representatives, includ-
ing Mr. Eden, General Sir John Dill, Air Chief
Marshal Sir Arthur Longmore (Air Officer
Commanding-in-Chief, Middle East) and my-
self flew to Greece and held a series of conver-
sations that evening at Tatoi Palace near
Athens.
Military Position in Middle East at beginning of

February.
6. It is necessary at this stage to recapitulate

the troops available in the Middle East Com-
mand and their state of readiness for battle.
The following formations existed:—

In Western Desert 7th Armoured Division.
6th Australian Divison.

In Egypt 2nd Armoured Division.
New Zealand Division.
6th British Division (in

process of formation).
Polish Brigade Group.

In Palestine 7th Australian Division.
9th Australian Division.

In Eritrea (Engaged in front of
Keren).

4th Indian Division.
5th Indian Division.

In East Africa ist South African
Division,

nth African Division,
I2th African Division

(about to begin opera-
tions against Kis-
mayu).

7. Of the above, the 7th Armoured Division
had been fighting continuously for eight months
and was mechanically incapable of further
action; only a fraction of its tanks had suc-
ceeded, thanks to most skilful maintenance, in
reaching Beda Fomm for the final engagement
of the Cyrenaican campaign. It was obvious
that the armoured vehicles of this division
would require a complete overhaul and would
be in workshops for many iWeeks to come. For
all practical purposes the 7th Armoured Divi-
sion had ceased to be available as a fighting
formation.

The 2nd Armoured Division, which arrived
from the United Kingdom on ist January, 1941,
consisted of two Cruiser regiments and two
Light Tank regiments only, the other two
regiments of the division having been sent out
some months previously to bring up to strength
the 7th Armoured Division which had always
been short of two regiments of its establish-
ment. These two regiments of the 2nd Armoured
Division had formed part of the 7th Armoured
Division throughout the Western Desert opera-
tion and shared with the rest of the 7th
Armoured Division the same mechanical
exhaustion.

Thus all the armoured troops available were
the four regiments and Support Group of the
2nd Armoured Division, and from these I had
to find armoured forces for both Cyrenaica
and Greece. The Commander of the 2nd
Armoured Division^ Major-General J. C. Tilly,
on arrival in Egypt gave me a most alarming

account of the mechanical state of his two
Cruiser regiments, of which he said the tracks
were practically worn out, while the engines
had already done a considerable mileage. He
had been informed that fresh tracks would be
supplied him in the Middle East, which had
been specially made in Australia. After some
investigation these tracks were discovered but
on trial proved to be practically useless; and
the two Cruiser regiments continued with their
old tracks, which it was hoped would give less
trouble in the desert than they had at home.

8. Of the three Australian divisions, the 6th
Australian Division had taken part in the
Cyrenaican campaign from Bardia to Benghazi,
was seasoned and fully equipped and had not
suffered heavy casualties. The 7th Australian
Division had had no training as a division and
was still in process of equipment, while the gth
Australian Division had only recently arrived,
was only partially trained and was very short
of equipment.

The New Zealand Division was fully trained
and equipped and available for operations, but
the 6th British Division, which was being
formed out of various British battalions in
Egypt, had practically speaking no existence as
a division and was without artillery and sup-
porting arms; it was being trained for landing
operations against the Italian Dodecanese. The
Polish Brigade Group was available but was
not fully equipped.

The 4th and 5th Indian Divisions were
engaged in front of Keren; it was hoped,
should Keren fall and the campaign in Eritrea
be concluded, to withdraw one of these divisions
to garrison Cyrenaica; meantime neither divi-
sion could be reckoned as available.

Of the troops in East Africa, the South
African Division had been provided by South
Africa for the operations in East Africa only
and had not been released for operations
further north, while the two African divisions
were not suitable in personnel, training * or
equipment for operations in North Africa or on
the continent of Europe.

9. Thus the maximum force that could be
made available for Greece was part of the 2nd
Armoured Division, the New Zealand Division,
two Australian Divisions (the 6th and 7th) and
the Polish Brigade Group, and of these both
the 7th Australian Division and the Polish
Brigade Group were still incomplete in equip-
ment.

It was not considered that any smaller force
than the above would be likely to affect the
operations in Greece, but the despatch of this
force involved removing from the Middle East
practically the whole of the troops which were
fully equipped and fit for operations.

10. At the time when the decision as to the
maximum force which could be despatched to
Greece had to be made, there seemed no serious
risk to our position anywhere in North Africa.
The Italian armies in Cyrenaica had been so
completely defeated that any counter-attack
by them could be ruled out for some time to
come, practically the whole of their armoured
fighting vehicles and nearly all the Italian
artillery in North Africa had been captured or
destroyed and the fighting value of the Italian
troops remaining in Tripolitania could, for all
practical purposes, be discounted.

Though unconfirmed reports had been re-
ceived from time to time of the preparation of
German troops for despatch to Libya and of
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their progress via Italy and Sicily, no definite
information to justify our expecting the pre-
sence of German troops in Africa had been
received up to the middle of February. Our
intelligence from Italy was meagre in the
extreme and usually unreliable; nor were suffi-
cient long range aircraft available for more than
a very occasional reconnaissance of shipping in
Italian harbours or in Tripoli. From North
Africa itself our intelligence reports were prac-
tically none, since no service of agents had
been established there during the period before
Italy came into the war nor was it possible
now to establish one. We were thus working
almost entirely in the dark as to the possibility
of German formations being sent to Libya, and
on the whole the balance of our information was
against any such troops having been sent or
being on their way to Libya. Actually, the
landing of a German Light Armoured Division
at Tripoli had begun early in February.

I estimated that it would be at least two
months after the landing of German forces at
Tripoli before they could undertake a serious
offensive against Cyrenaica, and that, therefore,
there was not likely to be any serious threat
to our positions there before May at the earliest.
I accordingly considered that a garrison of one
armoured brigade and one division would be
sufficient to leave as a flank guard in Cyrenaica
and that it would be safe to leave comparatively
unequipped and untrained troops there so long
as their training and equipment would be
completed by May, by which time I hoped to
have reinforcements available of at least one
Indian Division from the Sudan.

I had intended originally that the division
to be left in Cyrenaica should be the 6th
Australian Division, and that the 7th Australian
Division should be the first Australian division
to proceed to Greece. This would mean that
at least one fully equipped and seasoned divi-
sion would be available for the defence of
Cyrenaica for the first month or so, since it
was calculated that the despatch of the total
force to Greece would take 10 weeks to com-
plete. General Blarney, commanding the
Australian Forces, insisted, however, and as it
proved rightly so, that the 7th Division was
not sufficiently trained or equipped and that
the 6th Division must be the first to proceed.
This involved relieving the 6th Australian Divi-
sion at once by the gth Australian Division,
which was only partially trained and equipped.

The armoured troops (for (the defence of
Cyrenaica would have to be found by taking
one -brigade from the 2nd Armoured Division,
leaving the other brigade available for despatch
to Greece; iboth brigades would consist of one
Cruiser regiment and one light tank regiment
only. I decided to send part of the Support
Group with each brigade and to send the Head-
quarters of the 2nd Armoured Division to
Cyrenaica. General Tilly, soon after reaching
Egypt, had died and Major-General Gambier-
Parry was now in command of the division. <

To increase the armoured troops in
Cyrenaica, I decided to foirm a unit from
captured Italian medium tanks.

Conversations with Greek Qovernment.
ii. At the conversations 'held at Tatoi Palace

on the evening of 22-nd February, the Greek
Commander-in-Chief, General Papagos,, des-
cribed his proposals for defence in the event
of a German attack on Greece. It will be ob-

A 2

vious that against a German attack through
Bulgaria the long narrow 'strip of Macedonia
and Western Thrace would be, in spite of the
limited approaches through the mountain
ranges to the north, extremely difficult to de-
fend owing to the lack of depth. The Greeks
had prepared a fortified line covering
Macedonia which had considerable strength;
but the greater 'part of the garrison -had already
been taken for operations in Albania, and the
troops remaining, even with the proposed
British reinforcements, would be insufficient to
hold this long line. The same objections
applied to a somewhat shorter position
approximately on the line of the Struma Valley
covering Salonika. West of Salonika there
was a much shorter and naturally strong de-
fensive line along the line of hills west of the
Vardar, following in part the line of the
Aliakhmon river. This defensive position was
called by General Papagos the " Aliakhmon
Line." He stated that, if the Yugoslavs would
act as allies, there was every advantage in
holding a line covering Salonika since this was
the only port through which munitions and
supplies could be sent to Yugoslavia; in view,
however, of the dubious attitude of the Yugo-
slavs it was impossible to rely on their co-
operation; and he therefore proposed to with-
draw the Greek troops in Macedonia and
Eastern Thrace, except for covering detach-
ments, to the Aliakhmon Line to prepare a
defensive position there. He also indicated that
it would probably be necessary to begin the
withdrawal of the Greek forces in Albania to a
shorter line and to use a .part of them for the
reinforcement of the Aliakhmon Line. He stated
that it would require some twenty days to with-
draw the troops in Macedonia and that he would
then have a concentration of thirty-five
battalions on the Aliakhmon line with one or
two divisions in reserve. When joined by the
British contingent, this would constitute a
formidable defensive force in a very strong,
natural position. The main danger to it lay
in the exposure of the left-flank if German
forces succeeded in- advancing through
Southern Yugoslavia and in entering Greece
by the valley of the Cherna or Monastir Gap.
It was considered, however, that the Yugo-
slavs, even if they would not beforehand make
common cause with the Allies in resisting the
Germans, would fight to deny them passage
through Yugoslavia and that, if so, the
mountainous nature of the country would make
the German turning movement slow and
difficult.

The proposals of General Papagos appeared
to offer a reasonable prospect of establishing
an effective defence against German aggres-
sion in the north-east of Greece. It was recog-
nised that our chief dangers would come from
our inferiority in the air, the uncertainty of
the Yugoslav attitude and the dangers to our
shipping in the narrow waters of the Aegean.
It was considered, however, that the import-,
ance of bringing timely assistance to Greece
was such that these risks were acceptable. The
conference agreed to the proposals of General
Papagos; and it was understood that he would
at once begin the withdrawal of troops from
Macedonia to the Aliakhmon line.

12. 'While active (preparations were made
for the despatch of the force to Greece, the
Foreign Secretary and the Chief of the Imperial
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General Staff, accompanied by my Chief of
the General Staff, proceeded to Turkey for
discussions with the Turkish Government and
General Staff. Though the Turks showed
themselves still cordial to the alliance and
approved our action in supporting Greece, they
professed themselves unable, owing to lack of
modern equipment, to take any action should
the Germans enter Bulgaria, or to give assist-
ance to the Greeks should the Germans attack
them. While these conversations were still in
progress the Germans, on ist March, entered
Bulgaria.

13. From Turkey the party proceeded direct
on a further visit to Athens. On arrival there
they found to their dismay that General
Papagos had changed his attitude. He had
not, apparently for political reasons, ordered
the withdrawal of the troops in Macedonia
to the Aliakhmon Line and he now declared
this to be impossible in view of the German
entry into Bulgaria, since the troops might be
attacked while in process of withdrawal. He
also stated that any withdrawal of reserves
from Albania was impossible. He now pro-
posed that the British contingent should land at
Salonika and be sent forward to hold the ad-
vanced line in Macedonia which he had agreed
at the previous conference was strategically
unsound.

The British representatives were therefore
faced with the situation that, instead of a strong
and effective Greek force to hold the Aliakhmon
Line, there would only be one weak division,
and that there was every prospect of the Greek
forces being defeated in detail. In these cir-
cumstances I was summoned to Athens and a
series of long conferences took place between
2nd and 5th March, as a result of which it
was decided that the Greek army should leave
three divisions in Macedonia to defend the pre-
pared positions on the frontier, but would con-
centrate on the Aliakhmon Line three divisions
'and seven independent battalions, to hold the
line and prepare it for defence until the arrival
of the British contingent, which would be dis-
embarked mainly at the Piraeus, except for
certain units and stores which would be landed
at Volos. This was a very unsatisfactory
arrangement in comparison with the original
proposal but it was found impossible to per-
suade the Greeks to move back the troops in
Macedonia, and the alternative of refusing to
send aid to the Greeks altogether seemed
politically impossible.

14. The despatch of the British force to
Greece began on 5th March. The formations
were to proceed in the following order: —

ist Armoured Brigade.
New Zealand Division.
6th Australian Division.
Polish Independent Brigade Group.
7th Australian Division.

It was estimated that the programme would
be completed by nth May.
Concentration of British Forces in Greece

15. General Sir H. M. Wilson had been
selected for command of the British forces in
Greece, his place in Cyrenaica being taken by
Lieut.-General P. Neame from Palestine.
General Wilson arrived in Athens on 4th March,
but owing to the insistence of the Greek Govern-
ment on the avoidance of anything that might
be held to provoke the Germans he was com-
pelled for a month to remain incognito under

the pseudonym of Mr. Watt. This restriction
hampered him in supervising the occupation of
the Aliakhmon position and in reconnoitring the
ground over which operations might take place.
Several representations to the Greek Govern-
ment, however, were met with a request that his
incognito should be preserved, although it was
quite obvious that the Germans were well
informed both of his presence and of the landing
of British troops. It was agreed with the Greek
Government that General Wilson, when the
time came, should be in command of all the
troops, British and Greek, in the Aliakhmon
position. This force was subsequently entitled
" W " Force. The Greek portion of it was
known as the Central Macedonian Army. Its
original composition was the I2th Division from
Macedonia (six battalions, one field battery, one
or two mountain batteries and a group of seven
150 mm. guns); the 20th Division from Fiorina
(six battalions, one or two field batteries and
one or two mountain batteries); and the
igth Mechanized Division from Larissa, which
had only recently been formed, had little train-
ing and was of slight value. The igth Division
was removed to another front on the arrival of
the New Zealand Division. There were also
seven battalions to be withdrawn from Western
Thrace. This Greek force consisted of second
line troops of doubtful fighting value, and was
a very poor substitute for the original force of
five good divisions promised by General
Papagos.

16. The general situation in Greece at this
time was that practically the whole of the Greek
army was involved in Albania, where some
300,000 troops had been concentrated. The
aim of the Greek army in Albania had been,
ever since their successful counter-attack at the
end of 1940, to reach the line Berat-Valona.
Not only would this line enable them consider-
ably to shorten their front, but it was estimated
that if the port of Valona passed out of Italian
hands, the Italians would be quite unable to
support the large force they had assembled in
northern Albania. The Greeks had made
frequent representations to the British Govern-
ment that British naval and air forces should
combine to prevent the transport of reinforce-
ments from Italy across the Adriatic to Albania.
In the narrow waters of the Adriatic it was
impossible to maintain a sufficient naval force,
and our air resources were never sufficient to
keep up a heavy scale of attack on the ports in
Italy or Albania. Consequently the Italians
were able to keep up a continual flow of rein-
forcements into Albania and to prevent the
Greeks from attaining their main objective of
Valona. As a result of the appalling conditions
of their long winter campaign the Greek army
had begun to deteriorate in morale and fighting
value.

When the German menace developed it would
obviously have been sound strategy for the

»Greeks to withdraw from Albania to a shorter
front, so as to make available reserves for
north-eastern Greece to meet the German
attack. General Papagos, however, while
recognising the theoretical soundness of this
move, felt that a withdrawal would have a
disastrous effect on the morale of the Greek
army after its series of successes over the
Italians. Further, the lack of mechanical
transport and shortage even of pack animals,
together with the very poor communications


