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Royal Air Force in Greece.

REPORT ON THE OPERATIONS ‘CARRIED OUT BY
THE RoYAL AIR FORCE IN GREECE: NOVEMBER,
1940, TO APRIL, IQ4I.

*Appendix ** A '—Memorandum on Ay Policy

in Greece. _
*Appendix * B '*—Lessons of the Campaign.
Sir,

I have the honour to forward the follow-
ing report on the operations carried out by
the Royal Air Force under my command in
Greece from November, 1940, to April, 1941.

Introduction :

2. In framing this report, my object is to
describe the various problems with which we
were confronted from time to time and how we
attempted to solve them; our reasons for adopt-
ing certain definite lines of policy; the difficul-
ties with which we were faced; our successes
and failures; and finally to draw attention to
some of the lessons we learnt in a campaign
which, although perhaps not entirely successful
in its highest conception, contributed materially
to the prosecution of the war as a2 whole and
formed a chapter in history of which the Royal
Air Force may well be proud. I do not propose
to compile a day to day record of all the activi-
ties of the Command. Apart from the im-
mensity of such a task, an account of this de-
scription would not serve any useful purpose
and would only tend to obscure those particu-
lar points which I wish to emphasise. Neverthe-
less in order to obtain some form of continuity,
it is necessary to deal with the campaign in
chronological sequence. I propose, therefore,

* Not reproduced.

dividing it into three periods of two months into -
which arrangement the campaign conveniently
divides itself from the strategical point of view.

NOVEMBER-DECEMBER, I9Q40.

Declaration of War:

3. At 3 o’clock in the morning of 28th Octo-
ber, 1940, the Italian Minister in Athens handed
to the Prime Minister of Greece a note from his
Government complaining in strong terms of
alleged Greek assistance to the Allies and de-
manding for the Italians the right to occupy
certain strategic bases in Greece. General
Metaxas regarded this note as an ultimatum
which he promptly refused and a few hours
later, Greece was at war with Italy.

Unlike the Italians, the Greek forces were
little prepared for war. Their repular Army
units were at their peace time stations through-
out the country and general mobilisation had
not been ordered. On being attacked, the
Greek units holding the frontier posts on the
mountainous borders of Albania, although
fighting with the greatest gallantry, were
overwhelmed in some cases by sheer weight of
numbers and compelled to give ground. This
was particularly the case in regions where con-
ditions were suitable for the employment of
Italian mechanised forces. The progress of the
Italian army was, however, slow dor although
Italy had concentrated large forces on the Greek
frontier, the firm attitude adopted by the Greek
government came as somewhat of a surprise as
it had been thought that all Italian demands
would be met without resort to arms. It was
confirmed also from the reports of prisoners
taken in the first few days that the opening of
hostilities was quite unexpected by the Italian
soldiers themselves, who had been led to expect
a diplomatic victory and a peaceful advance
into Greek territory.
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The Greek Problem:

4. It was clear that the problem confronting
the Greeks was largely one of time. Could her
frontier units hold the Italian forces sufficiently
long to enable her armies to be mobilised and
concentrated? As is well known, Greece 1s
badly served by communications. Roads and
railways on the mainland are few in number
and the former are in most cases bad. A num-
ber of her reservists had to come from the
Greek islands and it was estimated that it would
take at least three weeks for the Greek mobilisa-
tion to be completed and for sufficient forces
to be concentrated in the battle area before she
could really consider herself reasonably safe.
In the meantime, the Italian air force could, if
hamndled properly, play havoc with their mobili-
sation and concentration arrangements. This,
for some unaccountable reason, the- Italians
failed completely to do and wasted their com-
paratively strong air force in abortive attacks
on undefended islands and hospitals in Salonika.

The Greek Air Force.

5. The Greek Air Force, although small and
outnumbered by the Italian, fought most gal-
lantly during this initial stage. Their pilots,
many of whom had attended courses in Eng-
land at the C.F.S. and elsewhere, were keen
and what they lacked in modern war technique
they made up for in personal bravery. Their
aircraft, like those of most small independent
nations not possessing an aircraft industry of

. their own, consisted of a number of different
foreign types, French and Polish predominat-
ing, with a limited range of spares.

6. Operationally, the Greek Air Force was
controlled by the General Staff and was used
almost entirely in direct support of their army.
They were quite unable to obtain any degree
of air superiority and in consequence they
suffered severe casualties. In addition, owing
to the difficulty of obtaining spares, an abnorm-
ally high proportion of unserviceability soon
existed and in a comparatively short time, their
effort was reduced to negligible proportions.

Decision to send an R.A.F. Contingent.

7. In response to an urgent appeal for help,
the British Government decided to send a con-
tingent of the Royal Air Force to Greece from
the Middle East. The force decided upon was
to consist of two medium bomber squadrons,
one mixed medium bomber and two-seater
fighter squadron—all armed with Blenheim air-
craft, and two single-seater fighter squadrons
armed with Gladiator aircraft. On my arrival
in Athens on 6th November, 1940, the advance
elements of this force had already arrived and
were ready for action.

Asr Policy,

8. That evening I attended a conference with
the Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief to
discuss the war situation generally. Every
pressure ‘was brought to bear on me to employ
my force in the same manner as the Greek Air
Force, in close support of the land forces. I
appreciated, however, that the best help I could
give to the Greek armies was to concentrate my
small bomber force on the enemy’s disembarka-
tion ports in Albania and the important centres
in his lines of communication. I argued that such
a plan would do far more to delay his advance
than if I attacked his forward elements. If,
however, the situation deteriorated consider-
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ably, and a break through occurred, I would
of course devote the whole of my force to tI}e
immediate task of stemming the enemy's
advance. I finally obtained agreement on this
policy and attacks were directed forthwith on
the enemy’s back areas. These attacks were
maintained at maximum intensity with the few
day bomber aircraft at my disposal and the de-
tachments of Wellington aircraft sent over from
Egypt to operate during the periods of moon-
light. By the end of November, the Italian
advance had been stemmed and the Greek
forces who had by then completed their con-
centration were able to take the offensive. The
Greek General Staff were most appreciative of
the prompt and valuable help we had been able
1o provide for their gallant soldiers who, with
ferocious intensity, had disputed every foot
of the Greek soil, and they expressed the view
that it was largely due to our assistance that the
situation had now become satisfactory.

Selection of Aerodromes.

9. One of the main difficulties I experienced
in “establishing my force and one which was
a constant handicap throughout the whole cam-
paign, was the extreme scarcity of aerodromes
suitable for the employment of modern aircraft.
There were no all weather aerodromes, and on
the mainland of Greece there are few areas in
which aerodromes of any size can be made. In
the Salonika area, the country is flat and a
number of dry weather aerodromes already
exists. For political reasons. however, I was
not even allowed to reconnoitre these grounds,
let alone use them. In the Larissa plain, there
were many sites possible but by November, the
rains had already commenced and, although I
did station a fighter squadron in that area on its
arrival, it was soon flooded out and aircraft were
grounded for a period of fen days before they
could be moved. There are few other sites in
Greece except an occasional-flat stretch on the
coast and a certain number of level areas in
the valleys, but the heavy rainfall and the
prevalence of low clouds and mist make the:
latter quite unsuitable for operational purposes
during the winter months, at any rate for
modern bombers. I was forced, therefore, to
concentrate my bomber force on the two aero--
dromes in the vicinity of Athens, and station
my fighter squadrons on whatever grounds I
could find near the front line, where they had
to operate under conditions of the greatest dis-
comfort and difficulty. t

10. The main disadvantage of the aerodromes
near Athens was that they were a long way from
the front and it meant long hours of flying 10
and from the targets. They were, however,
better drained d&nd were only out of action for
a few days after heavy rain. Furthermore,,
being near the sea, they were not so liable to
get completely covered in by low clouds.
Criticism bhas been made that the initial force
which was sent to Greece was inadequate and
many more squadrons should have been pro-
vided. I should like to point out, however,
that even if these squadrons had been available,
which they were not at the time, the lack of
suitable aerodrome accommodation would, in
my opinion, have prevented us from accepting
them. During my first week in Greece, I made
a tour of all possible sites and on my return
pressed the Prime Minister to undertake im-
mediately the construction of all weather run-
ways at Araxos and Agrinion. I pointed out
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to him the operational disadvantages of the
existing situation and that, unless suitable run-
ways were provided near the front, the support
that we could give to the Greek nation during
the winter months would be severely limited.
He agreed fully with my recommendations and
arranged for the construction of runways to
proceed immediately. After consulting with
the head of the department concerned, he in-
formed me that the runways would be com-
pleted by the end of January, 1941. (NOTE.—
Unfortunately, owing to weather conditions
and shortages of material, this forecast proved
over optimistic, and neither of these was ready
for use when I left the country at the end of
April.)

Arrival of the Force:

11. Units of the force continued to- arrive
throughout the months of November and
December and by the end of the year the con-
centration was complete and the whole com-
mand functioning smoothly. When the com-
position of the force was being considered in the
Middle East, it was decided that all the ancillary
services such as hospital, works, rationing,
etc., should be provided by the Army, with
appropriate Army officers on my Headquarters
staff to deal with them. This arrangement was
particularly successful. Although, even in our
respective services, few of us had served to-
gether before, officers of this combined staff
soon settled down and worked with the greatest
enthusiasm and co-operation. This happy
atmosphere which existed at the top had, I
consider, a beneficial effect on the relationship
between the operational units and the actual
services themselves who at all times provided
our requirements in spite of countless difficulties
occasioned by .weather and terrain. Similarly,
the liaison that existed between the British
forces in Greece and the Greeks was at all
times close and cordial.  Every evening I
attended a conference with the Commander-in-
Chief and the Greek General Staff to discuss
the day’s land and air operations and to plan
the programme of work for my force and for
the Greek air force for the following day. These
nightly meetings which were attended fre-
quently by His Majesty the King and General
Metaxas, when matters of higher policy were
freely discussed, were carried on throughout the
whole of my stay in Greece and were invaluable
from a co-operation point of view.

Progress of Operations:

12. As regards the actual operations them-
selves, the Greeks had by now taken the offen-
sive-on land and, although handicapped by
severe weather conditions and shortage of equip-
ment, had managed to drive all the Italian
forces off Greek territory and in some sectors
had even advanced into Albania. In the air,
our continued bombing offensive against the
ports of Valona and Durazzo and the focal
points on the enemy’s rearward system was
having a serious effect on his supply organisa-
tion. In addition, during moonlight periods, our
bomber effort was being extended to targets on
the mainland of Italy by means of Wellington
aircraft detached from Egypt for the purpose,
and considerable damage was being inflicted on
ports on both sides of the Adriatic. Similarly,
our fighter aircraft were establishing a definite
atmosphere of moral if not of numerical
superiority. in this theatre,
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Operational Difficulties.

13. The new year opened with a deterioration
in the weather conditions. Heavy falls of snow
and much low cloud made flying conditions
difficult and dangerous. A further handicap now
appeared in the form of severe icing conditions
which were experienced by our aircraft over the
mountainous country between their bases and
the targets in Albania. To avoid this serious
state of affairs, we were forced to route our
bomber aircraft by way of the coast. Over the
sea, the flying conditions were considerably
better, but this longer route limited the opera-
tional radius‘of action of our aircraft and
militated against effecting surprise. Further-
more, enemy aircraft opposition was now
becoming increasingly stronger, and large
numbers of modern enemy fighters were being
encountered constantly over the targets. These
reinforcements were undoubtedly being brought
over in an effort to reduce the scale of our
attacks on the enemy's rearward communica-
tion system, which were obviopsly causing him
growing embarrassment. Whalst it was com-
forting to think that our bomber offensive was
presumably having the desired effect, this
addition to the enemy’s fighter strength in-
creased considerably our operational difficul-
ties. It was now necessary to make full .use
of cloud cover and to adopt a system of fighter
escorts for our day bomber maids if heavy
casualties were to be avoided. Our lack of
modern fighter aircraft and the difficulties
encountered in arranging for bombers and their
escorts to meet, owing to the distance between
our bomber and fighter aefpdromes, badly
connected by communications, with weather
conditions constantly changing, all tended to
reduce the operational effort of my ibomber
fotce and it became increasingly obvious that,
until the fine weather came and more aero-
dromes were made available, there would be
little opportunity for any decisive action on our
part.

14. I would here like to pay a tribute to the
magnificent spirit in which the pilots and air
crews carnied out their work during an exceed-
ingly difficult pericd of operations. Based as
they were in the Athens area, every raid carried
out by the bomber squadrons involved a pre-
liminary' flight of at least 200 miles to the
theatre of operations in weather conditions
which were at times quite indescribable.
Throughout the journey, the pilots and air
crews were fully aware that they would meet
strong fighter opposition over the targets, and
would have to engage the enemy before they
were able to deliver their attacks. The number
of lucrative targets in Albania was strictly
limited and the Italians had by this time been
able to concentrate a high scale of anti-aircraft
artillery to defend them, and it was seldom
that our aircraft came through unscathed.
Having carried out their task, the long and
arduous journey home had to be completed.
Direction finding aids existed but the very
nature of the country made their results un-
reliable and much had to be left to the skill,
judgment and determination of the individual
pilots. In spite of all these difficulties, how-
ever, squadrons cheerfully ajccepted all the
tasks I gave them and maintained a scale of
effort far beyond that which is normally

" expested from Service squadrons working under







