Pumb. 38426

537

SUPPLEMENT TO

T’he London Gazette

OF FRIDAY, 8th OCTOBER, 1948
Publishev by QAuthority .

Registered as a newspaper

MONDAY, 11 OCTOBER, 1948

NAVAL OPERATIONS IN THE AEGEAN BETWEEN THE
#2tH SEPTEMBER, 1943 AND 28TH NOVEMBER, 1943.

The ‘following Despatch was submitted to the
Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty on the
27th December, 1943, by Vice-Admiral Sir
ALGERNON U. WILLIS, K.C.B., D.S.0.,
Commander-in-Chief, Levant.

Levant.
27th December, 1043.

. Be pleased to lay before Their Lordships the
attached report of Naval Operations in the
Aegean between the 7th September, 1943 and
.28th November, 1943.

‘(Signed) A. U. WiLLIs,

Vice-Admiral,
Commander-in-Chief.

GENERAL REPORT ON AEGEAN
OPERATIONS.

EveENTs LEADING UP TO OUR ENTRY INTO THE
. AEGEAN.

The possibility of capturing the island of
‘Rhodes and subsequently opening up the
Aegean (Operation ‘‘ Accolade *’) had been
under active consideration since January, 1943.
Outline plans were drawn up but the require-
ments of the advance in North Africa and later
the invasion of Sicily (*“ Husky *’), prohibited
the allocation of forces necessary to mount such
an operation.

2. In April, Force Commanders and their
staffs were assembled in Cairo to plan for
‘ Accolade ”’ to take place shortly after the
landing in Sicily, when an Italian surrender
was considered possible. By the middle of
June, however, it became apparent that assault
shipping, craft and air forces would not be
available and the Naval Force Commander and
staff were sent to Algiers to plan *‘ post-Husky *’
operations in the Central Mediterranean.
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3. Following our successful landings in Sicily
with unexpectedly small losses of assault ship-
ping and craft, an attempt was made to plan
and mount ‘‘ Accolade "’ using such forces as
were available in the Middle East or were
earmarked for India. Once again, it became
necessary to call on General Eisenhower to
make up deficiencies, particularly in long range
fighters, and, as a result, *‘ Accolade’’ was
cancelled by decision of the Combined Chiefs of
Staff, at the Quadrant Conference.* The Com-
manders-in-Chief, Middle East informed the
Chiefs of Staff on 3Ist August that the only
operations which could be mounted from Middle
East were:—

(2) Small Scale Raids.

(b) Sabotage and Guerilla operations by
Resistance Groups.

(¢) Unopposed “* walk-in *’
evacuated by the enemy.

to areas

Puase 1.

Surrender of Italy to the opening of the German
Air Offensive.

8th to 26th September, 1943.

4. When it was known that Italy had sur-
rendered, it was decided to take advantage of
this situation by encouraging the Italian gar-
risons to hold such Aegean islands as they
could against the Germans, and to stiffen their
resistance by sending in small parties of British
troops.  Between 8th and 16th September,
Casteloriso, Kos, Leros, Samos, Kalymnos,
Symi and Stampalia were all occupied by small
detachments of Raiding Force troops accom-
panied by Civil Affairs Officers. Fairmile motor

Admiralty footnote :
* Quadrant Conference—the British-American con-
ference held at Quebec in August, 1943.
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launches and caiques of the Levant Schooner
Flotilla manned by Royal Naval crews provided
the transport.

5. In Rhodes our emissaries were unable to
prevent the Italian Governor surrendering the
island to the Germans after a short resistance.
(There were 30,000 Italian and 7,000 German
troops in the island.) The combined service
mission waiting at Casteloriso and the 234
Infantry Brigade waiting to proceed to Rhodes
were therefore held available to reinforce the
British forces in the other islands.

6. During this phase our naval forces, con-
sisting of six Fleet destroyers of the 8th
Destroyer Flotilla, 2 Hunt class destroyers, 1st
Submarine Flotilla, 6 motor launches, 4
L.C.F.* caiques and 8 R.A.F. high speed
launches and pinnaces were employed on:—

(@) Building up British forces and supplies
in the islands,

(b) Intercepting enemy shipping proceed-
ing from the Piraeus to the Dodecanese.

7. By 28th September, the following had
been landed:—

2,700 men, 21 guns, % vehicles, 450 tons
of stores and ammunition.

8. Acting on air reconnaissance, on reports
from agents in the Piraeus area and from
Italian reporting posts and L.R.D.G.{ patrols
in the Cyclades, destroyers carried out sweeps
‘n the Aegean by night, retiring to the south-
ward or lying up in Leros during the day. On
18th September, H.M.S. FAULKNOR (Captain
A. K. Scott-Moncrieff, D.S.0., R.N.), H.M.S.
ECLIPSE (Commander E. Mack, D.S.O.,
D.S.C., R.N.) and H.H.M.S. QUEEN OLGA
(Lieutenant-Commander G. Blessas, D.S.0,,
R.H.N.) sank a 3,000 ton merchant vessel and
a 1,200 ton merchant vessel north of Stampalia
and damaged the escort vessel, which put into
Stampalia and was captured by one of our
patrols assisted by the Italian garrison. This
convoy was carrying specialist personmel and
supplies to Rhodes. On 23rd September,
H.M.S. ECLIPSE sank a 2,500 ton merchant
vessel off the S.W. point of Rhodes which had
landed reinforcements in Rhodes and was re-
turning to the westward. An ex-Italian tor-

pedo-boat was driven ashore and later
destroyed by the R.A.F.
9. Prior to the Italian surrender, the

Germans had made preparations to take over -

the entire military administration of Greece
as from 6th September and had disposed suffi-
cient forces on the west coast of Greece, the
Peloponnesus, Melos, Crete, Scarpanto and
Rhodes, to ensure the retention of their control
in these key positions. In the period im-
mediately following the surrender, the Germans
were in no position to undertake seaborne
operations, owing to the lack of shipping,
escort vessels and landing craft, which they had
to obtain from the Italians or transfer from
other areas. By the middle of September, how-
ever, they had collected enough craft to
despatch raiding forces to the Cyclades to
evacuate the Italian garrisons and such food

Admiralty footnoies :

* L.C.F.—large landing craft converted to mount
AL,A. guns for air defence in combined operations.

t L.R.D.G.—Long Range Desert Group.
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and war material as they could lay their hands
on. With the exception of Syra they estab-
lished observation posts only and did not
garrison the islands in force.

10. Apart from Rhodes, the Italians’ atti-
tude was co-operative in the islands visited by
us, though their fighting value was low. It
was considered that even if Leros were rein-
forced by such British troops as were avail-
able and Kos airfields developed and defended
adequately, we should not be in a secure posi-
tion to continue operations in the Aegean until
Rhodes was in our possession. Accordingly on
22nd September the Chiefs’ of Staff approval
was obtained to mount ‘‘ Accolade ’’ before
the end of October with such forces as were
available in the Middle East and could be spared
from the Central Mediterranean.

Prase II.
The Start of the German Offensive.
26th September-12th October.

II. With the arrival of large enemy air re-
inforcements from France and the Russian front
and the proved inefficiency of the A.A. defences
of Leros, as shewn by the sinking of H.M.S.
INTREPID (Commander C. A. de W. Kitcat,
R.N.) and H.H.M.S. QUEEN OLGA in Leros
harbour on 26th September, operations of our
surface forces in the Aegean were restricted to
sweeps during the dark hours with forces who
retired to the south-eastward to gbtain fighter
cover from Cyprus during the day. On 1st
October all available Fleet destroyers were
sailed to Malta as escort to H.M. Ships HOWE
and KING GEORGE YV, leaving us with the
Hunts whose speed and endurance made it
difficult for them to operate far into the Aegean
and still be clear by daylight. As a result,
H.M.S. ALDENHAM (Lieutenant-Commander
J. 1. Jomes, DS.O.,, D.S.C., R.N.R),
H.HM.S. MIAOULIS (Commander C.
Nikitiades) and H.H.M.S. THEMISTOCLES
(Lieutenant-Commander N. ‘Sarris, R.H.N.)
who were patrolling off Kaso Strait on the night
of the 2nd/3rd October, were short of fuel and
in no position to take action on an aircraft
report of an enemy convoy sighted off Naxos
and believed on all available intelligence to be
bound for Rhodes. They were ordered to with-
draw to Alexandria for fuel. This convoy, in
fact, carried an invasion force which was landed
on Kos at 0500 on October 3rd and captured
the island in spite of stubborn resistance from
the British battalion, who received small
assistance from the Italian garrison.

12. No surface force was available to interfere
with the landing, but submarines on patrol
were ordered to proceed to the Kos area to
attack invasion shipping, and on 4th October
the 12th Cruiser Squadron, consisting of H.M.
Ships AURORA, flying the broad pendant of
Commodore W. E. Agnew, C.B., D.S.O.,,
R.N., PENELOPE (Captain G. D. Belben,
D.S.C., AM., RN, SIRIUS (Captain
P. W. B. Brooking, D.S.C., R.N.) and DIDO
(Captain J. Terry, M.V.O., R.N.), with five
Fleet destroyers sailed from Malta at high
speed to be available for operations in the
Aegean. From the night of 5th/6th omwards
a force of cruisers and destroyers patrolled
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close off the Kaso or Scarpanto Straits ready
to act on any enemy reports which might be
received, retiring to the south-eastward by day.

13. H.M. Ships SIRIUS, PENELOPE,
FAULKNOR and FURY (Lieutenant-Com-
mander T. F. Taylor, R.N.) entered the Aegean
on the night of 6th/7th October when recon-
naissance indicated that enemy reinforcements
were arriving from the westward, and assisted
by an enemy report from H.M. Submarine
UNRULY (Lieutenant J. P. Fyfe, R.N.)
received at 0630 on 7th, they located and sank
an enemy convoy consisting of an ammunition
ship, an armed trawler and six landing craft.
This encounter delayed the retirement of our
force, which was attacked in daylight in the
Scarpanto Strait by J.U.88s and 87s, H.M.S.
PENELOPE being hit by an unexploded bomb
and her speed reduced to 23 knots. (The
destruction of this convoy probably prevented
the enemy from making an immediate assauit
on Leros.)

14. A force under H.M.S. CARLISLE
(Captain H. F. Nalder, R.N.) carried out a
sweep on the nights of #th/8th and 8th/gth
October to intercept any further enemy forces
attempting to reach the Dodecanese from the
Piraeus. No sightings were made and at 1215
on gth October, when the force was proceeding
south through Scarpanto Strait, it was heavily
atacked by J.U. 87s and although the escort-
ing Lightnings shot down 15 enemy aircraft
and ships accounted for three more, H.M.S.
PANTHER (Lieutenant-Commander Viscount
Jocelyn, R.N.) was hit and sunk and H.M.S.
CARLISLE was hit aft and was towed to
Alexandria by ROCKWOOD.

15. It now became apparent that our forces
could not enter the Aegean to intercept enemy
shipping and be clear again by daylight, and
that further attempts would lead to unaccept-
able losses, more especially as the Lightning
Squadrons were withdrawn to the Central
Mediterranean.  Accordingly the policy was
adopted of operating destroyers only as an anti-
invasion force, and using cruisers to provide
A.A. and fighter direction during approach and
retirement from the Aegean and for operations
in such areas they could reach during the night.

16. The loss of Kos airfields, besides finally
destroying our hopes of fighter cover for our
surface forces, greatly increased the difficulties
of supply as it prevented the passage and un-
loading of merchant ships and heavy lift ships
which were urgently required to provide heavy
A A, defences and to improve the transport
situation in Leros. The capture of Rhodes
became increasingly important for the continua-
tion of our operations.

17. On gth October, a meeting was held at
Tunis, attended by General Eisenhower, the
First Sea Lord (Admiral of the Fleet Sir Andrew
B. Cunningham, Bt., G.C.B., D.S5.0.) and all
Commanders-in-Chief in the Mediterranean
and Middle East, including the Commander-in-
Chief, Levant, Admiral Sir John H. D.
Cunningham, K.C.B., M.V.0., to consider the
situation, and it was finally decided that our
resources would not allow us to mount Opera-
tion ‘‘ Accolade ’, but that we should try to
hold Leros and Samos as Jong as supplies could
be maintained.
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Prase III.

We build up Leros and Samos whilst the
Germans prepare to invade.

12th October-5th November.

18. On their return from Tunis, the Com-
manders-in-Chief, Middle East, at a meeting
presided over by the Foreign Secretary and
attended by the First Sea Lord, confirmed the
decision to hold Leros and Samos, using all
means in their power to dc so, and at the same
time decided that it would be impossible to
recapture Kos with the forces at their disposal.
Approval was given for the use of four Italian
submarines (ZOEA, ATROPO, CORRIDONI,
MENOTTI) and H.M. Submarines SEVERN
(Lieutenant-Commander A. N. G. Campbell,
R.N.) and RORQUAL (Lieutenant-Commander
L. W. Napier, D.S.0., R.N.) to assist in run-
ning supplies. Preparations were made to rum
a vessel of the Turkish ferry type through to
Leros with heavy vehicles during the November
non-moon period. This latter venture was sub-
sequently abandoned.

19. On 1x4th October, Vice-Admiral Sir
Algernon U. Willis, K.C.B., D.S.0. relieved
Admiral Sir John H. D. Cunningham, X.C.B.,

" M.V.0. as Commander-in-Chief, Levant.

20. Intelligence now suggested that the enemy
would stage an invasion of Leros from Kos and
Kalymnos with the 4,000 troops believed to be
already there, as soon as he could transfer
additional shipping and landing craft from the
Piraeus. Our surface forces were therefore
employed in conjunction with air reconnaissance
and striking forces, to prevent the arrival of
such shipping.- A striking force was kept almost
continnously available in the area, which was
employed on anti-shipping patrols, bombard-
ments of ports and harbours in Kos and
Kalymnos islands. It was hoped by a display
of activity to induce the enemy to believe we
were capable of exerting greater naval strength
in the area than was actually the case.

21. Reports at noon on 15th October showed
an enemy convoy of two merchant ships and
two landing craft off Naxos proceeding to the
eastward and H.M. Ships BELVOIR
{(Lieutenant J. F. D. Bush, D.S.C., R.N.) and
BEAUFORT (Lieutenant-Commander Sir
Standish O’G. Roche, Bt., D.S.0.) were ordered
to intercept and destroy it. They were reported
and heavily attacked by J.U. 88s and J.U. 87s
though fortunately without incurring damage,
and the convoy was diverted to the northward,
thereby evading our force who had to withdraw
to the southward due to lack of fuel. H.M.
Ships PHEOBE (Captain C. P. Frend, R.N.),
FAULKNOR (Captain M. S. Thomas, D.S.0.,
R.N.) and FURY who entered the Aegean at
dark, continued to search, but made no sighting
and had to withdraw from the Aegean before
daylight. At 1300B on 16th October, H.M.
Submarine TORB AY (Lieutenant R. J.
Clutterbuck, R.N.) sighted the convoy to the
northward of Levitha and sank one of the
merchant ships. During the night of the
16th/17th, H.M.S. HURSLEY (Lieutenant-
Commander W. J. P. Church, D.S.0., D.S.C.,
R.N.) and H.H.M.S., MTAOULIS (Commander
E. Boudouris, R.H.N.) searched Kos roads
and the east side of Xalymnos, setting a small
merchant ship on fire in Port Vathi, sinking an
E-boat and a landing craft and setting a sloop
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on fire in Port Akti. This was a very spirited
close range action. On the following night H.M.
Ships JER VIS (Captain J. S. Crawford,
D.S.0., R.N.) and PENN (Lieatenant-Com-
mander J. H. Swain, D.S.0., R.N.) bombarded
Port Kalymnos and set a merchant ship in the
harbour on fire. This was evidently the second
ship of the enemy convoy.

22. The above enemy losses, with the
addition of the damage of four F-lighters on
the 18th and 2oth by Mitchell aircrait of the
U.S.A.A'F. and Beaufighter aircraft of the
R.A.F. and torpedoing of a 600 ton merchant
ship and a lighter by motor torpedo boats on
the night 1g9th/20th, reduced the chances of the
enemy being in a position to invade Leros for
the time being and our naval forces then con-
centrated on the reinforcement and supply of
Leros and Samos during the non-moon period.

23. The supply of the garrison at Leros had
by this time (18th October) become unsatis-
factory. An organisation was being set up for
supply by caique through Casteloriso and
through Samos, but owing to various difficulties,
only very small quantities of supplies had so
far reached Leros by either of these methods,
though supplies to Samos were going well.
Some supplies were being put into Leros by
air, but this was falling off owing to shortage
of transport aircraft. Supply by submarine
could not start for a week and these would only
provide a proportion of the tonnage needed to
maintain the garrison, much less build up a
reserve. The situation was complicated by the
fact that the reinforcement of the garrison of
Leros, which then consisted of one battalion and
one company of infantry plus various details
making about 1,200 in all, was dependent to a
considerable extent on the creation of a regular
supply service. .

24. In these circumstances—at any rate
temporarily until the caique service and sub-
marines got going—it was decided that the
Navy would have to undertake the supply of
Leros with destroyers by night. This proved
arduous and trying work for the destroyers
who were constantly shadowed and attacked by
enemy aircraft during their approach and with-
drawal from the island. That the destroyers
avoided damage in harbour was due primarily
to the careful organisation and good judgment
of the Senior British Naval Officer, Aegean
(Acting Captain E. H. B. Baker, R.N.)
who, by varying the timing of the visits and
the unloading ports and by reducing the time of
discharge to a minimum, was able on most
occasions to frustrate the enemy efforts to locate
and bomb our ships whilst they were unloading.

25. During the period 16th to 3oth October,
the following reinforcements were put into
Leros: —

By Surface Craft.— By Submarine:—

050 men, 17 men,

290 tons of stores, 255 tons of stores,
6 guns, I2 guns,

II jeeps, I jeep.

11 trailers;

26. As a result of a visit to Leros of senior
Army Staff Officers from General Headquarters,
Middle East, policy was reviewed by the three
Commanders-in-Chief on the 3oth October. It
was then decided still further to reinforce the
island, which the Army considered needed
some I,200-1,300 more troops and additional
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guns and equipment to make it reasomably
tactically secure and capable of beating off an
attempt at invasion by the enemy. This was
all the more necessary in view not only of the
difficulty of intercepting an assault across the
very short distances from the harbours and
bays of Kos and Kalymnos islands and the
quantity of minefields in the area, but also
because of the approach of winter and the strain
on the destroyers, for owing to losses, the
distance from Alexandria, and other factors, it
was becoming increasingly difficult fo maintain
a striking force constantly in the area.

27. Every possible means was utilised for
passing in these reinforcements, destroyers,
sutbmarines, M.L.s, M.G.B.s, M.M.S.s,
B.Y.M.S.,* caiques and schooners, and be-
fween 31st October and 7th November, the
following were put into Leros:—

By Surface Craft:— By Submarine:—
1,280 men, 33 tons of stores.
180 tons of stores,

I4 jeeps,

I trailer;

28. During this period of build up no contact
was made with enemy forces, though our ships
carried out occasional bombardments of enemy
ports whilst entering and leaving the Aegean.
We were unfortunate in that three destroyers
were mined to the eastward of Kalymnos, H.M.
Ships HURWORTH (Commander R. H.
Wright, D.S.C., R.N.) and ECLIPSE were sunk
and H.H.M.S. ADRIAS had her bows blown
off. On board H.M.S. ECLIPSE were some 200
military reinforcements for Leros among whom
casualties were heavy. Although subject to a
considerable weight of air attack both by day
and night no ships were sunk by this method,
though H.M. Ships SIRIUS and AURORA
were both hit and damaged seriously and
H.M.S. BELVOIR sustained minor damage
from an unexploded bomb.

29. During the last week of October there
were clear indications of the mounting of a
major assault force in the Piraeus. To over-
come the shortage of landing craft, thirteen
6o ft. powered lighters of the I-boat class
arrived by rail from the north. Simmltaneously
a group of three escort vessels of U-J type were
sailed from Piraeus to the Cyclades. The load-
ing of several merchant vessels with munitions,
guns and supplies suggested preparations for a
follow-up convoy.

30. It was not clear if the assault was in-
tended for Samos or Leros, but a series of heavy
air raids suggested the former. The sinking of
a 1,200 ton eastbound merchant vessel off
Anaphi by H.M. Submarine UNSPARING on
2gth October made it probable that the opera-
tion would be posiponed, and this impression
was confirmed by the return of a 2,000 ton
merchant vessel from Syra to Piraeus on 1st
November.

PrAsE IV.
Invasion of Leros—3rd November to
16th November.

31. On 3rd November, landing craft and
escorts were in Lavrion and agents reported
they were carrying out landing exercises.
Photographic reconnaissance on 4th November

Admiralty footnote :—

* M.L.—Motor Launch ; M.G.B.—Motor Gun Boat ;
M.M.S.—Motor Minesweeper ; B.Y.M.S.—British Yacht
Minesweeper, :







