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FOREWORD 
 

Captain Richard O’Brien McNabb OBE, Special Operations Executive 
 

 
From what little that has been gleaned about Richard McNabb’s early life, he was born in 1908 and at some 
point joined the New Zealand Engineers Regiment.  He was listed in the London Gazette of 1 Nov 1939 as 2nd 
Lieutenant on the General List.  More will be available in National Archive File Ref HS 9/970/6 (not accessed). 
 
In Britain, under the gathering clouds of impending war in Europe, the Ministry of Economic Warfare (MEW) 
was established between 1936 and 1938 in order to acquire information about a very broad range of topics 
that might assist an enemy of the State in maintaining a viable national, international and local economy.  
MEW departments were secretively established in many perceived enemy-sympathetic countries.  In 1940, in 
order to add a pro-active disruptive capability against any selected economic activity, members of the Special 
Operations Executive (SOE) were attached to the MEW offices to be deployed as and when required. 
 
From “European Resistance in the Second World War” by Philip Cooke & Ben Shepherd: 
“In July 1940 the Special Operations Executive (SOE) was set up under the dynamic Minister of Economic 
Warfare, the Labour MP Hugh Dalton.  Churchill – famously – instructed Dalton to ‘set Europe ablaze’.   
Dalton, for his part, had great aspirations for SOE, and saw it as a force comparable to the conventional 
services, the army, navy and air force.  ‘Subversion,’ Dalton declared, ‘ should be clearly recognised by all 
three Fighting Services as another and independent Service.’  Among the professional military planners those 
of the British army, at least, attached high importance to the resistance, for eighteen months or so – until the 
end of 1941.” 
 
After the Allied withdrawal, Richard O’Brien McNabb (originally MEW, lately SOE) was to stay behind and 
become one of these thorns in the flesh of first Fascist then Nazi occupation forces in the rugged Taygetos 
Mountains of the Mani Peninsula, Greek Peloponnese.  He was engaged in organising and conducting 
partisan guerrilla warfare and assisting Allied evading and escaping troops to get out of Greece and back to 
safety. 
 
In doing so he was authorised to write cheques and promissory notes to local people sympathetic to the Allied 
cause, to be honoured in full by His Majesty’s Government on presentation of the written evidence – 
sometimes not till the war is over.  For a variety of reasons, which will become apparent on reading through 
what is to follow, certain of McNabb’s superiors were not entirely happy with the way he seemed to too-freely 
issue these binding financial commitments on behalf of the Crown.  As a result, towards the end of the war an 
Inquiry was established to examine several of the cases in question, and to generally call McNabb’s character 
into doubt. 
 
Furthermore, there were questions to be asked regarding his sense of judgement in the methods he used to 
attack the occupying forces, the choice and value of targets and particularly the scale of reprisals that the 
occupiers inflicted on the local population.  The intensified search activities of the Italian, then German, troops 
made escape and evasion of the, at times, several hundred men hiding in the Taygetos all the more difficult.  
McNabb had effectively gathered these fugitives together under his own command and wanted to carry on the 
fight, but the men had a different agenda and were reluctant to follow his lead.  Reports of these activities 
made their way back to Egypt via agents who were inserted and extricated into and out of Greece by 
submarine or caique.  Here was another reason to inquire into McNabb’s conduct, state of mind and suitability 
for the job. 
 
Consequently, the documents we have been able to find tell only a small part of McNabb’s highly colourful 
SOE career in occupied Greece.  Some of them can be considered to only concern his military activities, 
some only his financial activities, and some a bit of both.  I have divided them into two groups, Military and 
Financial (with one or two in both) so that the two matters can be treated largely separately.  An attempt has 
been made to recount his separate military and financial activities in the chronological order in which they 
occurred, not the date order in which they were reported and discussed.  However, due to the frequent use of 
monetary inducements to assist in achieving military objectives it is impossible to segregate the two aspects 
entirely.  I have identified some documents as Military, others as Financial and others as both, purely to 
indicate the subjects referred to in those particular documents. 
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McNabb was obviously a very complicated, dedicated, strong-willed and self-determined individual.  In Greece 
he was lauded by some, disdained by others, and mistrusted by a few.  A lot of information about his guerrilla 
warfare exploits comes implicitly and indirectly from the reports of others on his financial dealings, written 
several years after the relevant events took place.   
 
We can only assess the information to hand.  The tip of a very large and complex iceberg, one suspects.  It 
would be fascinating to learn more, but for now, what follows must be accepted as the totally inadequate 
McNabb story so far.  By the very nature of covert SOE operations, not a lot of written data can be confirmed 
– indeed a lot of what does exist from different authors is contradictory and incompatible.  The reader will 
need to study the source material and make whatever judgements accordingly. 
 
 
In his history of SOE activities The Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare Giles Milton makes the following 
tribute; “(SOE organised) guerrilla movements in Greece and the Balkans, led by men like ‘Eddie’ Myers and 
‘Monty’ Woodhouse et al, had tied down fifty enemy divisions in the most critical phase of the war.” 
 


