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PRE-GREECE 
 

Background to RAF Presence in Greece 
 

Italian adventures in Africa and Greece 
 
From her 1911 war with Turkey, Italy had taken Cyrenaica and Tripolitania as colonies, amalgamating 
them in 1934 as Libya. In the same year, Mussolini invaded Abyssinia. Albania was annexed in April 
1939. 

 
Italy’s belated declaration of war against France in June 1940 also brought the war to North Africa. The 
period June to September saw the Italians mount air attacks and a successful advance into Egypt from 
Libya. With confidence high after this African adventure, Mussolini made Greece an ultimatum on 28 
October 1940. To the surprise of the Italians, the Greeks declined to surrender, strongly resisting the 
invasion that followed immediately through Albania. 

 
In North Africa, the Italian advance from Libya into Egypt had halted around Sidi Barrani in mid-
September 1940. With considerable secrecy Wavell was in the process of building his forces for a 
response, the first of many see-saws across the Western Desert. Then the Italians struck at Greece.  

1939 treaty obligations aside, the British government was quite determined to support the Greeks. 
Contemporary documents are guarded in their discussion of underlying strategic issues but it has become 
clear in recent years that, through Ultra intelligence, there was considerable awareness in London and in 
Cairo of the timing and weight of Italian preparations in Africa and Albania, and of German intentions in 
Eastern Europe.  

Mindful that the presence of British troops might provoke a German response, the Greeks called for air 
support only and declined other aid. At this stage of the war, the slender British Middle East forces were 
the only practical source for any such adventure, be it naval, ground or air.  

211 Squadron’s Presence in the Middle East, 1938-1940 

 
211 starts afresh 
 
Disbanded in 1919, the mid-summer of 1937 saw No. 211 Squadron RAF re-forming at Mildenhall as a 
bomber squadron, equipped first with Hawker Audaxes and then with Hinds, which they took with them 
when posted to the Middle East in mid-1938. 
 

 
 

Hawker Hind flightline: 211 Squadron El Dabaa 1938 (G Grierson) 
(the leading three aircraft all bear the AO code) 
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By the Spring of 1939 they had re-equipped with the Bristol Blenheim Mk 1.  

 

Bristol Blenheim Is 211 Squadron El Dabaa 1939 (M Sainsbury) 
(L1488 leading, LJ code in use)  

Middle East movements 
 
Tasked as a mobile Squadron, by the time war broke out in the Middle East they had spent time in Egypt 
(Helwan, Ismailia, and Quotafia and El Dabaa in the Western Desert) and in Palestine (Ramleh, Semakh).  

 211 Squadron’s establishment (their Initial Equipment or IE) was officially 12 aircraft. Of these, nine 
aircraft were expected to be fully serviceable at any one time. That is, nine aircraft (three flights of three) 
with their 27 aircrew was “maximum effort” – a full Squadron operation. In March 1940, the Squadron was 
made up to its war establishment, increasing the personnel strength to 361 officers and airmen. 

Aptly, the Squadron badge included the motto Toujours à propos (“always at the right moment”). With 
pride in their reputation for speedy deployment (and likewise aptly), they called themselves "The 
Greyhounds" and their various little bars “The Greyhound Inn” and the like.  

 

Helwan camp (G Grierson) 
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Helwan was the site of a major RAF station in Egypt well before the war, on the edge of the eastern 
desert 15 miles (25 km) south of Cairo, both Nile and railway close at hand. The size of the encampment 
is readily seen above. On the apron outside the vast main hangar are 6 Vickers Wellesleys,  probably of 
45 Squadron. No dispersals but signs of a heightened state of readiness, with a number of slit trenches in 
evidence. Taken together, these suggest a date between the Munich crisis of October 1938 and June 
1939, when 45 Squadron re-equipped with Blenheims. 

 
Additional Note, referring to “Erik Kay’s Greek Odysseys”  
 
A Mobile Radar Unit were stationed at RAF Helwan in September and October 1940 when the station was 
bombed by the Italian Air Force, as recorded here by Eric Kay.  Presumably Len was still here at the time, 
as 211 Squadron did not arrive in Greece until November 1940. 
 

         
 
         “RAF Helwan, just south of Cairo”          “RAF Helwan being bombed, Sep/Oct 1940” 


