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GREEK CAMPAIGN 
 

Lieutenant Mike Cumberlege, Royal Naval Reserve & Special Operations Executive 
 

Brief Timeline Summary, Part 1 
 
c 18 Feb 1941 Flew from UK to Gibraltar en route to Alexandria. 
Late Feb 1941 Introduced to other team-members in Alex – Lt Cdr Francis Pool, Capt/Major? Nick Hammond, his 

cousin Cle (Major) and various Jewish operatives. 
April 1941 Took command of caique “Dolphin II” in Piraeus Harbour and commenced sea-trials. 
6 April 1941 Moored alongside Clan Fraser but (somehow!) survived ammunition cargo explosion. 
21 April !941 Loaded mines onto Dolphin II and sailed for Corinth. 
22 April 1941 Sailed through Corinth Canal (Archivist’s Note: presumably SE to NW passage). 
24 April 1941 Released mines and depth charges (timed to detonate 1st May). 
25 April 1941 Returned to Athens. 
27 April 1941 Assisted in evacuations from Navplion. 
28 April 1941 Assisted in evacuations from Monemvasia. 
1 May 1941 Mines in Canal failed to detonate. 
Early May 1941 Dolphin II under repair in Heraklion Harbour, Crete 
17 May 1941 Sailed round to S coast of Crete to check on grounded ammo ship – also observed by Luftwaffe. 
21 May 1941 Returned to Heraklion – fired on by Germans from shore (immediately post-invasion). 
27 May 1941 Abandoned “Dolphin II” for “Athanasios Miaoulis” – sailed for N Afrika. 
31 May 1941 Attacked by Me110.  Mike’s cousin Cle and AB Ernest Saunders killed, Mike wounded. 
3 June 1941 Arrived Mersa Metruh. 
June – Oct Recuperation and Reformatiion in Egypt (mainly Alex). 
 

 
Greek Campaign, Part 1 
 

   
 
Greek caiques pressed into service by the RN for clandestine operations in the Aegean Sea and 
Eastern Mediterranean Image from the private collection of Leopold Mitchell RNVR (South African Divn) 

 
SOE had been formed in August 1940 but it did not formally take control of subversive operations in 

Greece until the end of 1941, well after the German invasion of mainland Greece in April 1941 and the 
capture of Crete the following month.  In the meantime its agents answered to a variety of masters in 
rapidly changing circumstances.  Moreover, as Cumberlege soon discovered, its 'para-naval' strength was 
miniscule - no more than one slow-moving trawler and one motor boat for much of 1941. 

 
Undeterred, he set about making his presence felt.  Within weeks of arriving in the Middle East and 

taking charge of the trawler, a lightly armed caique called HMS Dolphin, he piloted the vessel and its crew 
(who included his cousin Cle) through the Corinth Canal, leaving behind a time-delayed mine and depth 
charges.  The objective was to block the strategically-important, narrow waterway to slow the German 
advance south, but the charges failed to detonate. 

 
The failure of the April 1941 attempt to block the Corinth Canal led to recriminations all round.  The 

mission was overseen by the Naval Attache in Athens, Rear Admiral Charles Thurle, who disagreed with 
the policy of blocking the canal and failed to make adequate arrangements "for a task already rendered 
difficult by earlier lack of planning on his part" in the words of the Director of Naval Intelligence, Admiral 
J.H. Godfrey. 
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To be fair to Thurle, he was also trying to arrange the despatch of the Greek Navy to Alexandria and 
the evacuation of shipping from Greece so may have had more pressing matters on his mind. In any 
event Thurle provided a short account of the mission when he reached Alexandria in June. 

 
The following month (8th July) Cumberlege wrote up his report of the mission.  In this he stated that 

his team, which included his cousin Major Cle Cumberlege, had laid one magnetic mine and eight depth 
charges in the canal as agreed with Admiral Thurle on April 23rd.  Both had seven-day delay fuses.  The 
team then returned to Athens on Dolphin without having aroused any suspicion "but receiving a hostile 
reception from the natives we decided to make for Nauplia with the idea of assisting in any way 
possible*."  In Crete he heard from a Greek business man that the canal had been destroyed" but this 
proved to be incorrect. The likeliest explanation seems to be that the charges and mine went off but were 
insufficiently powerful to have caused any significant damage to the sloping banks of the canal at the point 
where they were dropped. 

 
The Director of Naval Intelligence in his report of the affair in mid-August went out of his way to 

exonerate Cumberlege from blame.  "Lt Cumberlege RNR, who is reported as having carried out his work 
'boldly and efficiently within the terms of his instructions' is an officer exceptionally well qualified for work 
of this nature.  He was attached to the Special Operations Executive and later to the Naval Attache in 
Athens owing to his unrivalled knowledge of the Aegean, his seamanlike qualities especially in small 
sailing ships, and his natural aptitude for just such tasks as the one which is here reported upon." 
 
*Archivist’s Note:  The London Gazette quotes Lt M Cumberledge RNR and Lt-Cdr Hooke RN (Retd) each 
transferring troops by caique from the causeway at Monemvasia to awaiting ships, 28/29 April. 
 

Soon after the attempt to block the Corinth Canal Dolphin was in action against attacking German 
aircraft in Piraeus, claiming two 'kills.'  Days later Cumberlege "a bearded naval officer with a gold ring in 
one ear" in Beevor's words - headed to Heraklion as the Germans attacked Crete.  At one point 
Dolphin entered Heraklion harbour after a mission up the coast just as the city was falling to the Germans 
and was fired at from the dockside.  Seeing a swastika flag on the power station, the caique turned tail.   

 
(Brief apposite interjection from John Sadler’s “Operation Mercury – the Fall of Crete 1941”:  

 

 

 
  move to frustrate this pleasant prospect.)  

 
Over the next few days Dolphin and her crew ducked and weaved for their lives, on one occasion 

waving in friendly fashion at a patrolling German aircraft.  At the entrance to Suda Bay they engaged 
Stukas with Dolphin's pair of Oerlikon anti-aircraft cannons and a two-pounder gun.  Then the caique's 
troublesome engine failed, forcing Cumberlege back to Canea harbour in northwest Crete where 
Dolphin was scuttled and a replacement called Athanasios Miaoulis was commandered.  Within days this 
boat was attacked in the Libyan Sea by a Messerschmitt 110 fighter.  Cumberlege was wounded and his 
cousin and another crew member killed*.  Athanasios Miaoulis limped in to Mersa Matruh to a hero's 
welcome from the Navy. 

 
Some 5,000 Allied troops were stranded on Crete after the German invasion and the chaotic Allied 

withdrawal.  Cumberlege was in the thick of the action, rescuing as many of these 'stragglers' as possible. 
In September an SOE memorandum proposed that he be inserted onto Crete with three other officers to 
assist the evacuation and organise resistance.  His qualifications, the memo noted, included 'the knack of 
understanding and making friends with Cretans (who knew him as 'Skoularikos,' the man with the ear-
ring) and sabotage.  Later that month Cumberlege wrote a six-page paper fleshing out this proposal. 

 
Events on the ground overtook the suggestion, the coast of Crete was largely sealed off by the 

Germans and in October and November Cumberlege was fully engaged making repeated, highly 
dangerous forays in the slow-moving caiques Escampador and Hedgehog to rescue Allied servicemen 
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from remote beaches and convey them to waiting RN and Greek vessels further out to sea.  In all about 
550 Allied troops were retrieved this way.  The official New Zealand history of the Second World War, for 
example, records how Mike organised two successful rescues of New Zealanders. 

 
Once pre-arranged evacuations became impossible he spent three weeks surreptitiously mapping the 

deserted south coast of Crete between Cape Litinon and Tsoutsouros Bay looking for landing beaches 
and hide-outs for small craft and landing a few agents and supplies, without being detected.  An SOE 
assessment made in January 1942 stated, "these operations have so far been very successful."  For this 
work Mike was awarded the DSO and the Greek War Cross. 

 
Cumberlege's extraordinary daring-do (sic) record led to a decision early in 1942 to expand SOE's 

para-naval force.  Eventually it totalled 14 boats, based anywhere from Turkey to Cyprus, Egypt and 
Libya.  Part of this unusual force became known as the Levant Fishing Patrol.  An inside account of its 
activities written in mid-1945 estimated that nearly 300 operations were carried out in the eastern 
Mediterranean from 1941-45, 112 British servicemen were involved and 206 enemy craft captured.  "The 
only casualty was a six-ton caique."  The remainder of the winter of 1941-42, though, saw few SOE 
probes in Crete "owing to the absence of suitable craft" and poor weather.  Instead time and effort were 
put into a 'caique enticement scheme' to induce nervous Greek trawler owners to sell their boats. 

 
In the Spring of 1942 Mike had a bout of typhoid and returned to London in May to be with his wife 

and son.  Officially he was on medical leave.  Meanwhile, as Rommel broke through Allied positions in the 
Libyan Desert, retook Tobruk and threatened Egypt, the importance of the Corinth Canal to German lines 
of supply was again emphasised.  After a couple of months' recuperation, he was asked formally by the 
Admiralty in July to produce a new plan to block it. 
 
 
Brief Timeline Summary, Part 2 
 
27 Oct 1941 - 1st Sortie to set up bases on Crete. Now with 3 small vessels – Escampador, Hedgehog & 
2 Nov 1941 Porcupine. 
24 Nov 1941 - 2nd Sortie 
16 Dec 1941 
24 Dec 1941 -  3rd Sortie 
30 Dec 1941 Awarded DSO 
17 May 1942 England for R&R. 
July – Nov Planning for Operation Locksmith 
Dec 1942 – Beirut, Lebanon 
Jan 1943 Lt Cdr pension – but not pay! 
12 Jan 1943 Operation Locksmith begins on Crete. 
30 Apr 1943 Entire team captured (almost certainly betrayed by pro-German locals). 
1 May 1943 Incarcerated in infamous Averoff Prison in Athens. 

 
 
Greek Campaign, Part 2 
 
Operation Locksmith 

Operation Locksmith 1943 
What became known as Operation Locksmith had its origins in lessons learned from the failure of the 

earlier attempt to block the waterway.  Cumberlege realised that limpet mines were too small to cause 
more than temporary dislocation to canal traffic.  With Admiral Godfrey's support he persuaded the RN 
Mining School in Havant to build a special 45lb high explosive mine which would be detonated by the 
magnetic field of a large ship. 
 
*Archivist’s Note:  Another SOE operative was also on this trip – see Nick Hammond Archive. 
 

The raiding party would be given five of these mines and five counter mines to cause 
simultaneous collateral damage.  The crippled vessel, Cumberlege reckoned, would block the canal long 
enough for the RAF to come in and finish the job.  He proposed a party of five Allied commandos that 
would cooperate with an Athens-based resistance group tasked with providing a caique and Greek-
speaking crew that would sail through the canal and plant the mines.  The commandos would be inserted 
into Greece by submarine.  Based on Cumberlege's pre-war knowledge, a landing site was chosen at an 
isolated, treeless spot close to Cape Skyli and not far from Poros in the Peloponnese. 
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 With the advantage of hindsight, there were many flaws to this plan.  The mission statement was 
clear enough - "To block the Corinth Canal, thus forcing ships round Matapan and making them more 
vulnerable to submarine attack."  But the practical details were intricate and overly dependent on outside 
help.  The first flaw showed itself at once when only two of the eight men suggested by Cumberlege to be 
part of team turned out to be available - a Rhodesian Black Watch sergeant called Jumbo Steele, and 
Mike's old deck hand Jan Kotrba, at the time based in England in the Czech Army in exile.  Cumberlege 
then selected a wireless operator, the Yorkshireman Tommy Handley, whom he had never met and cut 
back the party to four, none of whom spoke Greek. 
 

A second flaw emerged at RAF Lyneham on the afternoon of November 18th 1942 when 
Cumberlege, having been told that he could load three tons of carefully selected stores for the flight to 
Egypt, was forced to leave behind a third of these supplies, including three vital wireless sets, to 
accommodate some unexpected VIP travellers on the plane. 

 
Seven weeks later on January 8th, 1943 Operation Locksmith began in earnest when Cumberlege 

and his team, all in uniform, left Beyrouth on a Greek submarine.  The landing at a cove near Poros went 
smoothly and two tons of weapons and supplies, as well as substantial funds, were hidden close to the 
shore by a deserted house half an hour by boat from three enemy posts.  Radio communication was 
established soon after.  A frightened Greek household was approached - "the fear of reprisals is universal; 
our presence was unwelcome for this reason only" wrote Cumberlege in his first progress report - so a 
rudimentary 'house" was erected in the hills.  For the first two weeks the four lived entirely off their own 
supplies.  
  

At this point a third amber light flickered when the leader of the Greek resistance group in Athens 
responsible for providing a caique to Cumberlege and his team was shot dead in the street by Italian 
police.  A courier arrived from Athens but spoke no English -  a fourth issue.  "We have been hampered 
by not speaking Greek," admitted Cumberlege in a summary report.  The bad news was conveyed 
somehow as was the decision of the owner of the caique supposed to drop the mines to withdraw from 
the operation.  A delay ensued until a second boat and crew were unearthed.  "The (go-between) shows 
keenness and enthusiasm now (but) is also inspired with the Greek spirit of procrastination," observed 
Mike wryly in his next message. 

 
Eventually the new caique and a three-man crew turned up near Poros.  In early March the vessel 

was loaded with eight mines, arriving at the Sipori Islands near the canal at dusk.  Next morning, as 
Cumberlege was in the water fixing the specialist explosives on to the bottom of the caique prior to its 
passage through the canal, and Steele was on deck, a German patrol vessel suddenly materialised from 
nowhere.  "The position appeared desperate", he wrote in Progress Report No. 2, "but hasty steps were 
taken."• By the time the Germans came alongside to conduct a stem-to-stern search the two commandos 
had been hidden away in a false bulkhead and went undiscovered thanks to 'the calmness and subterfuge 
of the Greek captain." 

 
The caique was then cleared for passage.  At dawn on March 5th 1943 Cumberlege and Steele 

disembarked into a dinghy seven miles from the entrance to the canal.  Shortly after an Italian guard came 
on board.  All the counter mines, camouflaged as petrol tins, were dropped unobtrusively from the stern 
and the specialist mines stuck to the hull of the caique detached.  Cumberlege and Steele travelled 
overland back to their hideout on the Herimone Peninsula and made wireless contact with Cairo on March 
11th.  Everyone waited for the explosions - in vain. 

 
Ten days later it was concluded by SOE in Cairo that the mission had failed; in all probability the 

mines were too small and fragile.  Cumberlege seemed undeterred and cabled that the actual mining 
operation had "presented no serious difficulties."  His team, he announced, was prepared to remain in the 
area to make another attempt if improved mines could be constructed and delivered to him. 

 
That was really the last positive news anyone heard from Mike Cumberlege and his colleagues - one 

of 140 messages sent to Cairo by the party.  On March 19th he reported that Italian secret police were 
searching for his party, the local inhabitants had become 'hostile' and the mission's position was 'difficult.' 
Early in April a small German patrol stumbled on Cumberlege and Handley.  Cumberlege opened fire and 
the patrol "withdrew in disorder."  But the mission's hideout had been discovered and had to be 
abandoned in a hurry.  A retreat into the mountains followed.  In the haste secret radio codes and a 
wireless transmitter were left behind and later retrieved by the enemy. 
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It was the beginning of the end for Operation Locksmith.  In the days that followed larger enemy 
patrols scoured the Poros area.  Cumberlege and Steele returned to the hideout to collect stores and 
funds only to discover that 2,000 sovereigns had disappeared.  Three days later, on its one remaining 
transmitter, the group received a message ostensibly from SOE Cairo that a submarine was coming to 
rescue it.  On the night of April 30th, with some hesitation, the mission members boarded a rowing boat 
and moved towards a flashing light they could see from the shore.  It was a trap.  Mike Cumberlege, 
Jumbo Steele, Jan Kotrba and Tommy Handley were captured and taken away.  In an attempt to exploit 
their coup, the Germans then twice tried to lure a British submarine to Poros to evacuate the party with 
false wireless messages using the captured codes. 

 

 
 

Courtyard of Averoff Prison – still in use in 1947 during Greek Civil War 
 

 
 

Prison exterior 
 
After the war efforts were made by SOE to discover what had gone wrong.  The most exhaustive, by 

the Balkan Counter Intelligence Service, visited Poros and spent a couple of weeks there interviewing 
locals.  It concluded that the Locksmith party had been betrayed either for money - the cache of gold, 
diamonds and cash that various locals had learned was in Cumberlege's possession - or by pro-German 
sympathisers on the island.  Suspects, including several who had splashed out in ostentatious ways in the 
1943-45 period, were arrested as the Greek civil war began in 1946, but never tried. 
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The following account of Operation Locksmith is an extract from the well-researched “The 
Extraordinary Life of Mike Cumberlege SOE” by Robin Knight: 
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