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T

he German invasion of Yugoslavia,
triggered by the need to rescue the
Italians from their disastrous attack on
Greece, was a model of co-operation
between tanks and aircraft. Riven by
national factionalism and hopelessly
outclassed, the Yugoslav armed forces were
quickly defeated.

Blitzkrieg: Fast armoured and mechanised
warfare supported by bombers and ground
attack aircraft.
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B

ritish and Greek troops fought together
against German and Italian forces, but
air power was the deciding factor of the
campaign. With the benefit of ULTRA
intelligence, the British and
Commonwealth troops of W Force were
able to withdraw from Greece and
German-occupied Athens.
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G

erman troops under General Erwin
Rommel arrived in North Africa to
assist the Italians who were suffering badly
under attacks by British and
Commonwealth forces. Under Rommel the
Afrika Korps counter attacked and
eventually pushed the 8th Army back into
Egypt, where General Montgomery took a
stand at El Alamein.
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T

he plans for the German airborne
attack on Crete were known through
ULTRA to the island's commander General
Freyberg. The inadequately armed and
equipped troops under his command fought
hard and were close to defeating the
German paratroops, but were finally forced
to withdraw.
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revolt in Yugoslavia has changed the political position in the

Yugoslavia, even if it makes initial prof essions of loyalty, must be

regarded as an enemy and beaten down as quickly as possible.
Adolf Hitler
Directive No 25, March 27, 1941

H

itler had been an early admirer of the
Fascist Italy of Benito Mussolini.
Long before Hitler achieved power in
Germany in 1933, Mussolini had begun to
transform Italy into a totalitarian state.
Italy went to war to seize the African
kingdom of Abyssinia in October 1935 and
had expanded its territorial and colonial
control through the 1930s.
As France was reeling from German
attacks, Italy declared war on her on June 10,

1940. The Italian attempt to advance along
the Mediterranean coast was disastrous and
the depleted French forces held the attacks
until the French surrender at Compiegne.
The Italians were then able to grab border
areas of southeastern France and extended
their control as far as Lyon to the north and
Avignon to the south on the River Rhone as
well as the island of Corsica.
On September 27, 1940 Germany and Italy,
who had already signed the Axis Pact on May
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22, 1939, signed the Tripartite Pact with Japan
that promised mutual assistance if one of the
signatories was attacked. In November
Romania, Hungary and Slovakia signed and
in March 1941 Bulgaria and Yugoslavia,
though following a British-engineered coup
Yugoslavia repudiated it almost immediately.
After the defeat of Yugoslavia the Nazi puppet
state of Croatia signed on June 15, 1941.
The Tripartite Pact did not include joint
measures for waging the war and left
member states some leeway. Even though
Italian troops had invaded the tiny and primitive kingdom of Albania as far back as April
7, 1939, Mussolini caught Hitler off guard
when he announced: "Fuhrer we are on the
march" and informed him that Italian troops
in Albania had attacked Greece on October
28, 1940. A day later the two leaders met at
the Brenner Pass and Hitler, though angry at
the lack of consultation, offered Mussolini the
assistance of German forces. The Duce
declined since he saw the Balkans as his
sphere of influence.
At the outbreak of war in September 1939
Greece, under its authoritarian leader
General Ioannis Metaxas, had adopted a
policy of neutrality. In the early hours of
October 28 through his ambassador in Athens
Mussolini presented a calculated unacceptable ultimatum to the Greeks. Metaxas
rejected it with a dignified refusal. (After the
war October 28 became a national holiday
celebrated as Okhi ["No!"] day.)
At 05.30 on Monday October 28, attacking
out of Albania, the six Italian divisions of the
11th and 9th Armies under General ViscontiPrasca made some headway in four thrusts
through the mountains. Accompanied by

BENITO AMILCARE
ANDREA
(1883

MUSSOLINI
-

1945)

B

orn at Dovia in the province of Forli on
July 29, 1 883 he served as a private
in World War I and was wounded in
training. Following the war Mussolini
established the Fascio di Combattimento the Union of Combat - the Latin word
"Fasces" from which Facism is derived
was chosen from the bundle of rods
encircling an axe that was used in ancient
Rome by Lictors as a symbol of authority.
In October 2 2 , 1922 he led the March on
Rome with 50,000 Fascists and
pressurised the government into making
him Prime Minister. Hitler took the march
as the model for his Beer Hall Putsch.
The parades, salutes and uniforms of
the Italians were adopted by the Nazis.
When Hitler visited Mussolini in Italy it
was as an up and coming politician
visiting an established national leader.
Italian and German troops served in Spain
in the Civil War but when Mussolini took
Italy into the war on the side of Germany
in 1940, this exposed the poor quality of
the equipment and training of the armed
forces. Italian troops suffered losses in
Greece, Albania, North Africa and Russia.
On July 25, 1943, following the Allied
invasion of mainland Italy, Mussolini was
sacked by King Victor Emmanuel. Under
German control an Italian Fascist state
hung on in northern Italy. At the close of
the war, attempting to escape into
Switzerland with his mistress Clara
Petacci, Mussolini was captured by Italian
partisans and executed on April 28,
1945. Their bodies were hung up in a
public square in Milan.

LEFT: Gaunt and frail, Mussolini greets a shaken
Hitler and congratulates him on surviving the
attempt on his life in July 1944. In less than a
year's time both men would be dead.
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