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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Private Harry Bowkett, 2/11 Battalion, Australian Imperial Force 
 
 
Details of Harry’s personal experiences during the Greek Campaign are as yet unknown.  However, we do 
know that after retiring from their most advanced positions at Kalabaka and fighting a rear-guard action at 
the Brallos Pass (in support of the Battle at Thermopylae) 2/11 Battalion were successfully evacuated 
from Megara on the isthmus east of Corinth.  The Battalion then fought to defend Retimo airfield in Crete 
after the German paratroop assault, which is where Harry was taken prisoner.  
 

 
 

From the Australian War Memorial website: 
 
1 AIF Summary (Greece) 
 
The campaign was dogged by poor liaison between the ANZACs and their Greek allies - problems which 
were exacerbated by language difficulties and a lack of equipment. While the ANZAC force never lost its 
cohesion they were never in a position to reverse German successes. By 20 April, when it was clear that 
they could do no more than disrupt and slow the German advance, the Greek Government agreed that 
the force should be evacuated. 
 
The final withdrawal to the evacuation beaches on the Peloponnese was skillfully conducted and the 
evacuation began on 24 April. Over the next five nights more than 50,000 troops left Greece. They left 
behind 320 dead Australians - a further 2,065 became prisoners of war. More than 290 New Zealanders 
were killed and over 1,600 captured. Hundreds of others were cut off during the fighting, many of these 
men made their way back to Allied lines in Crete or North Africa via Turkey or the Greek islands. 
 

 
2 2/11 Battalion on the Greek mainland 
 
In early April 1941 the 2/11th were deployed to assist in the defence of Greece. The Allied forces, 
however, were unable to hold back the attacking Germans. The 2/11th withdrew from its initial forward 
positions at Kalabaka and remained on the move until it occupied rear-guard positions at Brallos Pass a 
week later. It fought and slowed the Germans there on 24 April and then continued its withdrawal to 
Megara, where it was evacuated by sea on the night of 25 April. The battalion landed on Crete the next 
day.  
 
3 AIF Summary (Crete) 
 
Crete's position in the centre of the eastern Mediterranean made it a key strategic asset during the 
Second World War. For the Allies it offered potential as a base for operations in the Balkans, and for the 
Germans, a base for operations against North Africa. Britain had established a garrison on the island in 
November 1940, but few preparations had been made for its defence by the time the German conquest of 
Greece in April 1941 placed it under dire threat. The garrison was hastily strengthened with troops 
evacuated from Greece but they lacked vehicles, artillery and other heavy weapons. The defenders' 
predicament was further complicated by the geography of the island - all of its major towns, airfields and 
port facilities were located on the north coast - and the Germans' control of the air almost completely 
negated Britain's naval strength in the eastern Mediterranean. The island's defence was based around 
three main defended areas: Heraklion and Retimo, each the site of an airfield, and the Canea-Suda Bay 
area, which contained the port facilities at Suda and the airfield at Maleme. The Australian units that 
formed part of the defending force were: the 2/2nd and 2/3rd Field Regiments, the 2/1st, 2/4th, 2/7th, 
2/8th, 2/11th, 16th Brigade Composite and 17th Brigade Composite Battalions, a battery of the 2/3rd Light 
Anti-Aircraft Regiment, and several composite groups of miscellaneous Australian troops. 
 
In an operation codenamed "Merkur" (Mercury) over 9,500 German airborne troops landed on Crete on 20 
May 1941, their main objectives being the three airfields. They initially suffered heavily at the hands of the 
defenders but, although held at bay at Retimo and Heraklion, they managed to take control of Maleme 
airfield by the night of 21 May. This allowed large numbers of German reinforcements to be flown in and 
begin pushing the Allied forces back towards Canea. On 24 May, continuing pressure from the Luftwaffe 
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forced the British naval forces to withdraw from the waters north of Crete allowing the movement of 
German shipping from Greece, which had hitherto been prevented. On 27 May, orders were given to 
evacuate the island and the forces in the Canea-Suda Bay area commenced a withdrawal across the 
island to the south-coast village of Sphakia. Over 12,000 Allied troops were evacuated from Sphakia over 
four nights, beginning on 28 May. The withdrawal in the west sealed the fate of the garrisons at Retimo 
and Heraklion, which had both effectively defeated the Germans. The Heraklion force was evacuated by 
sea on the night of 28 May, but, surrounded by troops advancing from Canea, the Retimo force was 
forced to surrender on 29 May. 
 
The ill-fated battle for Crete cost the British Commonwealth forces 1,742 killed and 2,225 wounded. 
Another 11,370 troops were taken prisoner - persistent German air attacks and unsustainable naval 
losses had caused the Sphakia evacuation to be abandoned prematurely. The Royal Navy lost nine ships 
around Crete and over 2,000 sailors were killed. Operation "Merkur" had likewise proved costly for the 
Germans who suffered close to 7,000 fatal casualties. 
 
 
4 2/11 on the island of Crete 
 
2/11 Battalion was now amalgamated with and subsequently deployed with the 2/1st Battalion AIFto 
defend Retimo airfield, which was held tenaciously for ten days following the landing of German 
paratroops on 20 May.  
 
Retimo is a town on the north coast of the island of Crete, located between the island's major population 
centres of Canea in the west, and Heraklion in the centre of the north coast. In May 1941 it was 
strategically important because of the recently-constructed airstrip about 8 km east of town. 
 
In preparation for an expected German airborne attack, the 4th and 5th Greek Regiments and the 2/1st 
and 2/11th Australian Battalions, supported by elements from Australian artillery, medical, engineer and 
signals units took up defensive positions in the hills south of the airstrip. The defence of Retimo itself was 
the responsibility of a battalion strength unit of Cretan police. Lieutenant Colonel Ian Campbell, 
commander of the 2/1st Battalion, was appointed overall commander of Retimo Force. 
 
On the morning of May 20, the invasion of Crete began with German paratroop landings in the west of the 
island. At around 4.30 pm it was Retimo's turn. The invading force was made up of two battalions of the 
2nd Parachute Rifle Regiment, with detachments from divisional support units. The Germans, expecting 
minimal opposition, planned to take the airstrip first and then march west to the town. They received a 
very severe shock. 
 

 
 

Assault on Retimo Airfield, 20 May 1941 
 
The German landing was disorganised, and strong resistance inflicted many casualties, but the invaders 
were initially successful. One battalion-strength group of paratroops landed on and around the hill 
occupied by 2/1st Battalion that dominated the airstrip. They captured the hill but were forced off it the 
next day with heavy losses and fell back to defensive positions around an olive oil factory at Stavromenos, 
east of Retimo. From 21 to 26 May, the 2/1st Battalion attacked this group of Germans, eventually 
capturing the factory and forcing the few unwounded survivors to flee toward Heraklion. 
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Another battalion-strength group of paratroops made a very dispersed landing to the west of the airstrip. 
Some landed on top of the 2/11th Battalion, others on the coastal plain between the airstrip and the town. 
Those not killed or captured in the landing fell back toward Retimo. They reached its outskirts but, blocked 
by the Cretan police, took up defensive positions on a ridge that ran from the mountains to the sea. From 
22 to 28 May, the 2/11th Battalion launched several attacks on these positions, but, hampered by poor 
coordination with the Greek units, made little progress. They made a final attempt on 28 May but the 
inadequately trained Greeks opened fire early, warning the Germans of the Australians' approach. The 
attack was driven off. By this time Retimo Force had almost exhausted its food and ammunition. 
Communication with other Allied forces fighting on the island had broken down on 27 May, leaving 
Campbell with little idea of how they were faring. 
 
On 29 May the Greeks abandoned their positions and the Australians reduced the size of their perimeter. 
The next morning vehicle engines could be heard in the distance. A few optimists among Retimo Force 
assumed that they were about to be relieved but the appearance of German light tanks soon persuaded 
them otherwise. Campbell realised that further resistance would only inflict unnecessary casualties and he 
ordered his men to surrender. Major Sandover, leading the 2/11th Battalion, offered his men the choice of 
surrender or escape. Many took the latter option and evaded capture for several months, living in the 
mountains with assistance from the local population, despite the fact that locals helping Allied soldiers 
risked death if discovered. Between June and September 1941, approximately 600 Allied soldiers were 
able to escape the island of Crete. Almost one in ten of those escaping were from the 2/11th Battalion. 
 

 
 

“For you the war is over” – Australian & British troops taken by the Fallschmirger at Retimo 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 


