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Introduction 

During the Italo-Turkish war (1911-1912), the Italian troops occupied 

the Dodecanese Islands (April-May 1912). What began as a tactical ma-

neuver, it was evolved in a military occupation that lasted until the 

Treaty of Lausanne (24 July1923) which ceded the Islands to the victo-

rious Italy.1 The British expressed their concern about the occupation 

of the Islands, owing to their strategic position close to the Suez Canal 

and the Turkish Straits.2 However, the First World War brought Italy to 
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the side of the British and their allies and London agreed in 1915 to 

cede the Islands to Rome as a war prize. Nevertheless, when the post-

war negotiations began, the British and the Americans, for ethno-

graphic, diplomatic, and military reasons opted to grant the Islands to 

Greece rather to Italy. Yet, the defeat of the Greek expeditionary force 

in Asia Minor, the firm attitude of the new Italian Prime Minister, Be-

nito Mussolini and the change of the British government after the elec-

tion of 1924, led to the annexation of the Islands by Rome when the 

Lausanne Treaty officially came into force on 6 August 1924.3 

In the following years, the Islands became the only Possession, “Il 

Possedimento” of Italy and a diplomat, Mario Lago, was appointed gov-

ernor of Dodecanese on 28 August 1924.4 Lago initiated a policy of 

Italianisation and urban development in order to demonstrate the bene-

ficial aspect of Italian colonialism. At the same time, the Italian Navy 

(Regia Marina) began development of a naval base on the island of 

Leros.5 The Islands were of strategic importance to Italy. Their proxim-

ity to Asia Minor, the Dardanelles, the Suez Channel and the Middle 

East enhanced the Italian presence and diplomacy in the Eastern Medi-

terranean basin. Initially, until 1927, the primary function of the Islands 

was that of a base of operations against the new-born Republic of Tur-

key. However, the domestic stabilisation of the new state forced Italy 

to abandon its aggressive policy and pursue a more Ankara-friendly 

one.6 Their strategic position close to the Dardanelles enabled the Ital-
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ian forces to monitor the Italian sea routes in proximity and as a result, 

the Islands were mostly a place of naval interest. 7 

Initially, the occupation of the Dodecanese Islands by Italian military 

forces brought British supremacy in the Eastern Mediterranean into 

question, but it was not until the second half of 1935 that Britain began 

to consider the Italian Mediterranean policy as a threat to its interests in 

the region. Until then, Britain’s position in the Mediterranean could not 

be disturbed as long as her naval bases in Gibraltar and Malta and the 

control of the Suez Canal and the Red Sea guaranteed free passage to 

the oil fields of the Near East and to India. After the end of the First 

World War (1918), Britain’s aims were fulfilled by the assignment of 

mandates by the League of Nations for Palestine, Transjordan and Iraq. 

As a consequence, she secured the control of the Suez Canal’s neigh-

boring territories lying northwards. Furthermore, Imperial Airways in-

augurated flights from London to India through territories which were 

exclusively under the guardianship of the British Crown (for example 

airports were established in Basra, air and naval bases in Bahrain).8 

Hence the British enjoyed a sense of stability and tranquility in the 

Mediterranean basin, while in Europe the Covenant of the League of 

Nations and the expectations that the Locarno Treaties had created, 

guaranteed European peace and security. 

 

The Dodecanese during the Abyssinian Crisis (1935-1936) 

i. Britain, the Abyssinian Crisis and the Dodecanese 

The British view that the Mediterranean route served as a safe link be-

tween Home Waters and the Far Eastern Dominions remained un-
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changed until the second half of 1935. As a result of the Italo-Ethiopian 

dispute (1934-1936) and Mussolini’s intention to upset the balance of 

naval power in the Mediterranean, London started to re-evaluate the 

country’s political priorities and its naval strategy in the region, in order 

to face a possible Italian attack effectively. At the same time, both coun-

tries started to consider the possibility of an escalation and even of war 

between them. 

The preventive measures taken by the British government were: “1. 

The strengthening, in men and material, of the defences of Malta. 2. 

The despatch of the Mediterranean Fleet to the Eastern Mediterranean 

and its reinforcement by certain units of the Home Fleet. 3. The des-

patch of some naval units and one air unit to Gibraltar. 4. The reinforce-

ment of the Royal Air Force in Egypt.”9 In addition, the British govern-

ment imposed an embargo on the exports of war material both to Italy 

and Ethiopia, while on 29 August 1935 the Mediterranean Fleet left its 

naval base in Malta and proceeded to Alexandria, where it was stationed 

up to July 1936.10 In response, significant reinforcements were shipped 

by metropolitan Italy to its overseas territories and among them, Do-

decanese.11 

During August and September 1935, London in its exploratory con-

tacts with the governments of the Balkan Pact (Greece, Turkey, Yugo-

slavia and Rumania) tried to secure their support regarding the applica-

tion of economic sanctions against Italy, according to article 16 of the 

Covenant of the League of Nations.12 With respect to the Mediterranean 

members of the Balkan Entente –namely Greece and Turkey– the 

Chiefs of Staff (CoS) had concluded that the two countries could assist 
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British air and naval forces. In the case of Greece, it was suggested that 

Navarino Bay –the so-called Port “X”– could be used as an operational 

base since Malta was vulnerable to an air attack and since it was in the 

same distance from Libya and from the Italian air base on Leros. But 

this option was finally abandoned and Alexandria was chosen as a more 

suitable candidate for a naval base. Consequently, the strategic value of 

Greece was diminished.13 Besides, if the British occupied Navarino 

then Greece might seek recompense from them, for example their ap-

proval for the incorporation of the Dodecanese into Greece in the case 

of an Italian defeat or a guarantee of her territorial integrity in the event 

of an Italian attack.14 

Turkey, in contrast, was intended to play a more important role than 

Greece in British defence policy and during this period Turko-British 

relations began to rapidly improve. In its reports the Sub-Committee of 

the CoS mentioned that Turkey’s geographical position –close to the 

countries of the Middle East and especially Iraq– was of significant 

strategic importance for British communication arteries in the Eastern 

Mediterranean and imperial interests in the Middle East, India, and the 

Far East. Moreover, Turkey was opposed to Italy’s intention to control 

the Eastern Mediterranean and supported actions taken by the members 

of the Balkan Entente against Germany, the Soviet Union and Italy. 

Therefore, from this point of view, British and Turkish interests were 

identical, for the Italian naval and air bases in the Dodecanese threat-

ened Turkish territorial integrity and British lines of communication to 

an equal degree.15 

Greece and Turkey promptly noticed the Italian actions in the Do-

decanese. For instance, in January 1936, according to information pro-

vided to the Greek Ministry of Foreign Affairs by fugitives from the 

Islands, the Italian authorities in Rhodes were spying the activity at the 
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Greek and the British Consulates there.16 On the other hand, the local 

Italian authorities suspected the Greek and the Turkish consulates for 

espionage. In its part Turkey was alarmed by the military built up in the 

Islands. The correspondence of the Italian diplomatic staff shows that 

Turkey throughout the 1930s was afraid of the Italian activity because 

of Rome’s aggressive initiatives in the previous decade. Even though 

Rome was repeatedly trying to reassure Ankara that the fortifications of 

the Islands were nothing more than “a preventing action against possi-

ble British enemy activity,” the Turks were unconvinced.17 Conse-

quently, Turkey turned to London in order to protect itself from a pos-

sible Italian attack. 

  

ii. Britain, Turkey, and the Dodecanese 

In November 1934, the Turkish Minister for Foreign Affairs Tevfik 

Rüştü Aras stated to the Lord Privy Seal and Minister for League of 

Nations Affairs Anthony Eden that “the Turkish and Greek Govern-

ments had decided to increase their naval force so as to double the de-

fensive power of their two fleets.” Aras added that the two governments 

would prefer to place the shipbuilding orders in Britain and would also 

require a loan. London refused to grant a loan for armament purposes, 

which would be used as a countermeasure against Italian policy in the 

Dodecanese. Aras also maintained to the ambassador of Britain to An-

kara Sir Percy Loraine that the equilibrium in the Eastern Mediterra-

nean “has meanwhile been disturbed to Turkey’s disadvantage during 

the last five years by Italian Government’s action in arming and forti-

fying certain islands of the Dodecanese in close proximity to Turkey 

mainland, and later still by decision of Italian Government to build two 

35,000-ton battleships.” But both Loraine and Eden explained to the 
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Bastianini to Ciano, 24-10-1936, 320-323; VI, doc. 94, Ciano to Mussolini, 27-1-

1937, 116-117; Papastratis, op.cit., 112-113. 
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Turkish Minister that if Turkey and Greece proceeded to expand their 

navies, then there would be “the danger of competitive naval construc-

tion on the part of Italy” and discouraged him from putting this plan 

into action. Loraine particularly assured Aras “that the fears of the 

Turkish Government in respect of Italian naval construction were exag-

gerated, and that Italy’s intentions were entirely pacific.”18 

At the end of September 1935 during the League Assembly in Ge-

neva, the Turkish Minister informed Eden that “Italian activity in forti-

fying the Dodecanese was considerably preoccupying the Turkish Gov-

ernment. In particular, the construction of aerodromes was causing 

them some anxiety, and would compel them to increase their own air 

force and undertake costly works of defence on the coast of Anatolia.”19 

According to a secret report written by the Minister Plenipotentiary of 

the Greek Foreign Ministry Panayiotis Pipinelis it appeared that Turkey 

had tried by bargaining with the British to elicit from them not only 

their advance consent on the question of the fortification of the Straits, 

but also on a favorable settlement on the Dodecanese issue in return for 

Turkey’s assistance in Palestine or in Egypt, in the event where these 

two areas were under attack by Italian forces.20 Aras had suggested to 

Eden that the most preferable choice could be the granting of autonomy 

to the Dodecanese “in the event that these were liberated as a result of 

war operation against Italy.”21 

Continuing his report, Pipinelis described the meeting between Aras 

and Maximos on 28 September 1935. In parallel with his discussions 

 
18 For an account of these conversations see DIAYE/1934/A/3/12, no. 2629 (secret), 

Sakellaropoulos (Ankara) to Maximos, 9-12-1934; British Documents on Foreign Af-

fairs (hereafter BDFA), II/B/33/152, No. 46 (E 30/30/44), Sir P. Loraine (Angora) to 

Sir John Simon, 26-12-1934; II/B/33/157, No. 13 (E 477/30/44), Consul (Geneva) to 

Sir John Simon, 21-1-1935; II/B/33/151, No. 60 (E 854/854/44), Sir P. Loraine (An-

gora) to Sir John Simon, “Turkey: Annual Report 1934,” 31-1-1935; /II/B/33/198, 

No. 54 (E 933/933/44), Sir P. Loraine (Angora) to Mr. Eden, “Turkey: Annual Report 

1935,” 31-1-1936; Dilek Barlas–Seçkin Barış Gülmez, “Turkish-British Relations in 
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2018): 5, https://doi.org/10.1080/00263206.2018.1462163 
19 BDFA, II/B/33/198, No. 54 (E 933/933/44), ibid. 
20 DIAYE/1935/AAΚ24, Panayiotis Pipinelis to Panagis Tsaldaris, Athens, 3-10-1935. 
21 Constantinos Svolopoulos, The Dodecanese Question During the Second World 

War. Greece, Turkey and the Allies (Athens: Academy of Athens, 2013), 20. 
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with Eden, Aras had also approached the Greek Foreign Minister in or-

der to find a joint solution regarding the Dodecanese. Turkey’s Foreign 

Minister mentioned to Maximos that it would be advisable to request 

from Italy without delay, the assurance of disarmament of the Islands 

and the security of their inhabitants, if a war erupted in the near future. 

He also confided to him that he had previously discussed the matter 

with the Italian government. Aras continued saying that his primary in-

terest lay in the disarmament of the Dodecanese and the establishment 

of a three-mile sea zone around the Turkish coasts. For these reasons, 

he added, Turkey intended to buy out all the islets adjacent to Asia Mi-

nor’s coastline, including Castellorizo. Maximos on his part, could not 

agree with the above-mentioned Turkish schemes. He pointed out to 

Aras that the issue of the Dodecanese would be brought up for discus-

sion after the end of an eventual war and stressed that Greece would 

obviously demand the integration of the Dodecanese into Greek terri-

tory. Finally, both agreed not to raise the issue in any form.22 But in 

November Aras again proposed to Loraine that the settlement of the 

Italo-Abyssinian crisis should be completed with a general Mediterra-

nean agreement, “one of his principal lines of argument being con-

nected with the Italian position in the Dodecanese.”23 

As mentioned above, the initiatives taken by Turkey in the diplo-

matic field aimed not only at securing her Asia Minor coast from a pos-

sible Italian attack from the Dodecanese, but also at using the fortifica-

tion of these Islands as a pretext in order to achieve the remilitarization 

of the Straits. Eden, the newly appointed Foreign Secretary, had under-

stood that “the Turkish Government wished to raise the question of the 

Dardanelles, and to discuss that in relation to the fortification of the 

Dodecanese, with a view […] to either both the Dodecanese and the 

Straits being unfortified or the Turkish Government being given per-

mission to refortify.”24 

Finally, in April 1936 Britain gave her consent to the remilitarization 

of the Straits and with the conclusion of the Monteux Convention (20 
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23 BDFA, II/B/33/198, No. 54 (E 933/933/44), ibid. 
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July 1936), Turkey acquired the control of the area.25 Justifying his de-

cision, Eden wrote in his memoirs that “this action was right. Musso-

lini’s recent fortification of the Dodecanese and his avowed intention 

to upset the Mediterranean balance of power increased Turkey’s signif-

icance.”26 

 

iii. The Italian Military Strategy in the Dodecanese  

During the preparations for the invasion in Ethiopia, the Possedimento 

was an intermediate station for the Italian troops and ships that were 

heading to the colonies of Eritrea and Somalia. Its forces were limited 

in number and their role was to protect the Italian interests from the 

Dardanelles to Suez.27 Already in November 1934 Ettore Manca, the 

commanding officer of the army units stationed in the Islands, submit-

ted a new defence plan. The plan was approved in June 1935 and em-

phasized the importance of Leros and its naval base. The defence of 

Rhodes was also of great political importance, as it was the biggest, the 

most populated island and the seat of the Governor as well. However, 

due to the deterioration of the relations between Italy and Britain, a new 

military plan that would take into consideration the possibility of war 

between the two countries was urgently needed.28 

The development of the military forces there could permit Italy to 

carry out a more aggressive and effective policy in the region. Rome 

could threaten the British marine routes and bases, such as Alexandria, 

Suez, Haifa, and Cyprus. The presence of powerful military units on the 

Islands would also permit a more decisive diplomacy in bilateral rela-

tions with Greece and especially Turkey and would strengthen Italy’s 

position in the negotiations for the status of the Dardanelles. At the 

same time, the Italians were far more capable of protecting their own 

marine routes and interests. It is worth noting that 76% of Italy’s oil 

 
25 A.L. Macfie, “The Straits Question: The Conference of Montreux,” Balkan Studies 
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Dictators (London: Cassel & Company, 1962), 419-420. 
27 DIAYE/1937/59/9, no. 26321/A, Embassy of Belgrade to Ministry of Foreign Af-

fairs, 17-12-1937; 1936/38/4, no. 75, Embassy of Warsaw to Ministry of Foreign Af-
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imports were transferred through the Dardanelles and the Aegean Sea. 

The transportation of Italian troops in Ethiopia and the development of 

the British Fleet increased even more the strategic importance of the 

Islands during the summer of 1935.29 

However, the British military preparation in the Eastern Mediterra-

nean alarmed the Military Command in Rome. They believed that the 

Islands were extremely vulnerable. They feared that a combined British 

task force with Greek and/or Turkish units would possibly attack and 

conquer the Italian Possedimento. They also believed that the British 

intended to seize one of the Islands (probably Astypalaia), establish a 

military base there and practically neutralize the whole Archipelago. As 

a result, the strengthening of the Italian defence seemed an urgent pri-

ority.30 

In response, the Italian Command on the Islands decided to elaborate 

the new defence plan in order to make the best use of the existing forces. 

During 1936 Manca and the Army Military Command was processing 

the details. Soon they concluded that Leros and Rhodes must be suffi-

ciently reinforced in terms of both resources and men. The forces in the 

Islands had to be able to defend the Possedimento in case of attack for 

a considerable period, at least as much as it was needed for the metro-

politan forces to support them. Thus, new barracks should be con-

structed, more goods and materials should be shipped, and more men 

should be transferred. In addition, the Military Command decided that 

the forces of Kalymnos, Astypalaia and Karpathos had to be strength-

ened, as they estimated that these Islands were important for the effi-

cient protection of Leros and Rhodes from possible attacks directed 

from Crete.31 

On its part, the Italian Navy Command decided, as soon as possible, 

to heavily fortify Leros and transfer more units to the Islands. As it was 

mentioned above, Dodecanese were considered a place of naval inter-

est. For this reason, the Commanding Officer of the naval units was also 

 
29 Esmonde M. Robertson, Mussolini as Empire-builder: Europe and Africa 1932-

1936 (London and Basingstoke: The MacMillan Press Ltd, 1977), 145-146; 

Quartararo, op.cit., 197-200, 208-209. 
30 Arielli, op.cit., 82; Robert Mallett, The Italian Navy and Fascist Expansionism, 

1935-1940 (London and Portland, OR: Frank Cass, 1998), 207-212, 214. 
31 Pasqualini, op.cit., 320, 343-346, 358-359, 363-368, 373-376, 382-386. 
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the Commander of all military forces stationed in the Possedimento.32 

During summer of 1935 the Navy Command believed that Leros was 

insufficiently protected, and urgent measures should be taken. There-

fore, they promptly sent the retired vice admiral, Francesco Bertonelli 

to the Islands to supervise the improvement of the defence capabilities 

and infrastructure.33 More importantly, the arrival of new army forces 

and military material in Leros meant that the base was safer and thus 

the operational capability of the naval units was increased. Hence, the 

Navy was able to undertake both defence and limited offensive tasks 

from its reinforced base in Leros. During May 1939, when the last De-

fence Plan, before the breakout of the World War II, was submitted, the 

Regia Marina had permanently assigned to the Islands’ Navy Com-

mand four destroyers, four torpedoed units, four submarines, eight 

MAS,34 five auxiliary ships of various types and two squadrons of sea-

planes.35 These were light units, capable of fast deployment, escort and 

reconnaissance missions, surprise attacks and counter attacks and able 

to conduct naval guerilla warfare. Although these units had limited 

combat capabilities, they had to been taken into consideration by poten-

tial enemies. 

The significance of the Italian Air Force was also increased. Until 

then, the aerial units simply consisted of seaplanes based in Leros. 

However, in 1935 a new airfield was constructed in the area of Maritsa 

(Filerimos) in Rhodes.36 Thus, not only the Italian Air Force was able 

to deploy different types of units, but also Rhodes acquired an increased 

military importance. In April 1936, the Air Force Command sent to the 

island Pietro Pinna, the Deputy Chief of Staff of the Air Force Com-

mand. The mission of Pinna was to investigate the possibility of further 

advancement of the Island’s capabilities. The report he submitted con-

tributed to the formation of the Aegean Air Force Command (Aero-

nautica Egeo) a year later. In addition, the construction of two other 

 
32 Pasqualini, op.cit., 313-315. 
33 Mallett, op.cit., 208-209. 
34 Motoscafo Armato Silurante (Torpedo-Armed Motorboat). 
35 Academy of Athens/Research Center of Modern Greek History/Italian Seized Rec-

ords (hereafter AoA/RCMGH/ISR), T821/347/De Vecchi’s Defence Plan/681. 
36 General Archives of State (hereafter  GAK), Archive of the Italian Administration 
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reserve airfields in Rhodes was decided, specifically in Kattavia (South) 

and Gaddura (East).37 In May 1939, in the Islands were stationed in total 

76 aircrafts of various types (bombers and fighters) and two new airfields 

were under construction in Karpathos and Kos.38 Although the types of 

the aircrafts were not the most recent ones,39 this fast growth in equip-

ment and overall capabilities of the Air Force in the Possedimento meant 

that it was no longer a place of naval interest only. In addition, the Army 

Command had to further reinforce Rhodes to protect its airfields from 

possible landings and aerial attacks.40 As a result, the Island evolved to 

the main base for offensive operations in the Eastern Mediterranean, as 

from there the Italian Air Force could hit within hours the most important 

bases and targets of Italy’s enemies in the region.41 

The increased strategic importance of the Islands caused changes in 

other sectors too. Until 1936 the governor of the Possedimento and the 

military commander of the forces there were two different persons, a 

civilian and an officer respectively. Under the new circumstances, the 

Military Command in Rome proposed both military and civil powers to 

be accredited to the same person. Thus, the administration of the Islands 

and the forces stationed there would be unified and more effective.42 

Indeed, in November 1936, a new Governor, Cesare Maria De Vecchi, 

was appointed to the Dodecanese, assuming both civil and military 

powers.43 While supervising the military development, De Vecchi sug-
 

37 Arielli, op.cit., 82-83; Pasqualini, op.cit., 359, 375. 
38 AoA/RCMGH/ISR, T821/347/De Vecchi’s Plan/682, 700; Spyridon Ploumides, 

“The British plan to conquer Dodecanese, 1940-1941,” Clio 4 (December 2007): 84. 
39 Later, during the war newer types of fighters and bombers stationed in the Islands 

such as Cant. Z 1007 and Savoia-Marchetti SM.82 Marsupiale. 
40 Pasqualini, op.cit., 340. 
41 AoA/RCMGH/ISR, T821/347/De Vecchi’s Plan/667-8. 
42 Ibid, 330-333, 363-365, 368, 375-376. 
43 RDL, no. 2025, 22-11-1936, GU no. 278, 1-12-1936. According to the formula that 

was agreed he was responsible for the defence of the Islands but obliged to follow the 

orders of Military commanders in Rome in case of defensive and most importantly 

offensive operations, Pasqualini, op.cit., 381, 383, 385-388. Lago officially was con-

sidered over-aged but unofficially it is said that he was inadequate to insure the Italian 

interests in the Islands. The reason was a series of social unrests in Symi (1934), Cas-

tellorizo (1934) and Kalymnos (“The Stonewar,” 1935). Although they were success-

fully intercepted Rome was skeptical about Lago. For more see Alexis Rappas, “The 

Transnational Formation of the Imperial Rule on the Margins of Europe: British 
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gested that his predecessor had not done enough to promote fascism on 

the Islands and thus initiated a more aggressive policy of Italianization 

of the local Greek population and intensified fascist reform of the ad-

ministration and society. He also created a local branch of blackshirts, 

the legion Conte Verde, composed by the local Fascist Party members 

under his direct orders.44 Given the fact that De Vecchi was one of the 

most prominent figures of the Fascist regime and that fascist ideology 

promoted the militarization of society, it could be argued that the new 

Governor’s policy was one more aspect of the increased militarized role 

and importance of the Dodecanese to the Italian strategy.  

This rough policy alienated the islanders from the Italians and highly 

enhanced their will to preserve their religious faith and Greek national 

character. Although even Venizelos, back in 1931, had declared the is-

sue of the Dodecanese as an internal Italian matter, the new intense pro-

cess of denationalization of its fellow-patriots in the Dodecanese wor-

ried Athens and protested to the Italian government.45 However, the 

Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Caleazzo Ciano, ignored the pro-

tests of the Greek government.46 Yet, the protests of the Dodecanesians’ 

communities in Piraeus and Alexandria were far more vocal and success-

ful enough to irritate De Vecchi.47 Their criticism was so intense that the 

Italian Foreign Minister officially complained to the Greek Government, 

who had to restrain the local communities in order to avoid the deteriora-

 
Cyprus and the Italian Dodecanese in the Interwar Period,” European History Quar-

terly 45, no. 3 (2015): 482; Doumanis, op.cit., 55, 67-72; Lena Divani, Η εδαφική 

ενοποίηση της Ελλάδας (1830-1947) [The Territorial Integration of Greece (1830-

1947)] (Athens: Kastaniotis, 2010), 658, 660. 
44 Rappas, op.cit., 484; Divani, op.cit., 659; Kostas Tsalachouris, Η οικονομική 

πολιτική της Ιταλίας στα Δωδεκάνησα (Italian Economic Policy in the Dodecanese) 

(Athens: Trohalia, 2000), 19-20, 24; Zacharias N. Tsirpanlis, Ιταλοκρατία στα 

Δωδεκάνησα 1912-1943: Αλλοτρίωση του ανθρώπου και του περιβάλλοντος (The Do-

decanese under the Italians 1912-1943. Alienation of People and Environment) 

(Rhodes: Office of Medieval City of Rhodes, 1998), 257-260; Pasqualini, op.cit., 411. 
45 DDI, 7, XI, doc. 77, Bastianini to Grandi, Athens 19-11-1931, 130-136. 
46 See, for example: DDI, 8, V, doc. 251, Boscarelli to Ciano, 20-10-1936, 283; XIII, 

doc. 165, Grazzi to Ciano, 22-8-1939, 110; Divani, op.cit., 656-659. 
47 Messaggero di Rodi, f. 165, 22-7-1937; Tsalachouris, Italian policy, 25. 
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tion of the bilateral relations.48 Nonetheless, the Governor was of the 

opinion that the population of the Islands was peaceful and the local 

Carabinieri forces were sufficient to restore law and order, if needed.49 

Thus, it could be argued that domestic policy of De Vecchi reflected 

the new, militarized role of the Islands and of the fascist foreign policy 

generally. Consequently, a strategic transformation of the Islands took 

place during the years 1935-1936. The utilization of them as an inter-

mediate station during Ethiopian war and the presence of the British 

Fleet in Alexandria, too close to the Islands, increased their military 

value. First, the Islands had to be protected from possible enemy at-

tacks. Thus, they had to be supplied sufficiently and to utilize effective-

ly the already existing forces. Secondly, from the bases of the Dodeca-

nese, the Italians could strike the enemy forces and bases, attack their 

marine routes while protect the Italian ones. Therefore, they were able 

to perform both a defensive and an offensive role. In fact, the new mil-

itary plan of 1936 (accepted in February 1937) confirmed for the first 

time the role of the Islands as a base of offensive operations into a sys-

tem consisted of Leros, Rhodes and Tobruk.50 As a result, it can be ar-

gued that the thought of the Italian Military Command can be summa-

rized as follows: “protect-supply-attack.” This procedure did not have 

distinct parts. All of these processes were conducted concurrently, and 

it seems that the fear of the British played a major role. 

 

The Question of the Dodecanese in British and Italian Policy between 

1936-1939 

i. The Revaluation of the Mediterranean by Britain 

The conquest of Addis Ababa by the Italian army on 9 May 1936 not 

only consolidated Mussolini’s domination of that country and brought 

about the consequent removal of sanctions by the League in July 1936, 

 
48 Royal Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Η ιταλική επίθεσις κατά της Ελλάδος. 

Διπλωματικά έγγραφα (The Italian Offensive against Greece. Diplomatic Documents) 

(Athens: 1940), no. 45, Metaxas to Grazzi, 29; Divani, op.cit., 659; Tsalachouris, Ital-

ian policy, 24-26. 
49 Pasqualini, op.cit., 329. 
50 DDI, 8, III, doc. 689, Galli to Mussolini, 17-4-1936, 740-741; Pasqualini, op.cit., 

350-354, 358, 362, 371-372, 375, 380-381, 384. 
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but also compelled Britain to reconsider her position in the Mediterra-

nean. In a memorandum dated 11 June 1936, Eden conveyed his anxi-

eties about Britain’s Mediterranean situation plainly and suggested “the 

possibility of a restricted naval defensive agreement, under League aus-

pices, between Great Britain, Greece and Turkey.”51 

On 23 June 1936, the Minister for Co-ordination for Defence Sir 

Thomas Inskip invited the CoS Sub-Committee to “consider and report 

on the proposals […] for an Eastern Mediterranean understanding with 

Turkey and Greece”, according to the decision taken at the cabinet 

meeting.52 Subsequently, the CoS Sub-Committee instructed the Joint 

Planning Sub-Committee (J.P.) to analyse the advantages and disad-

vantages of these proposals and, in addition, to examine the possibility 

of establishing an “additional naval, military, and air base in Cyprus.”53 

The J.P. Sub-Committee in their report of 21 July 1936 ascertained 

that “in future the danger of Italy might become acute with very little 

notice at any moment – particularly after the lapse of time necessary for 

the consolidation of Italy’s present gains,” while stressing the vulnera-

bility of British communications in the Western Mediterranean and the 

Red Sea and the need for the establishment an “Eastern base,” because 

Gibraltar was far from the Eastern Mediterranean for ships operating in 

that sea, whereas Malta was not adequately defended and it was 80 

miles away from Italian air bases. Moreover, “by developing Naval and 

Air bases in the Dodecanese, Italy is extending her Naval and Air Power 

in the Eastern Mediterranean. Air bases in the Dodecanese are within 

500 miles from Alexandria, Haifa and Cyprus, so that even with their 

present aircraft the Italians could reach our Naval base, wherever we 

might locate it in the Eastern Mediterranean.” Consequently, Britain “in 

a single-handed war against Italy at the present time” would not be in 

 
51 PRO/CAB 24/262/55, C.P. 165/36 (Secret), Memorandum by the Secretary of State 

for Foreign Affairs entitled “Problems Facing His Majesty’s Government in the Med-

iterranean As a Result of the Italo-Ethiopian Dispute,” Foreign Office, 11-6-1936.  
52 PRO/CAB 23/84/14, Cabinet 43 (36), 23-6-1936. 
53 PRO/CAB 24/263/41, CoS 506 (Secret), Memorandum of the Chiefs of Staff Sub-

Committee entitled “Eastern Mediterranean: Understanding with Turkey and 

Greece,” 29-7-1936. 
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position to “bring any decisive pressure to bear on Italy for a consider-

able period.”54 

As regards to the construction of a naval base in the Eastern Medi-

terranean basin, the J.P. Sub-Committee examined the possibilities of 

Haifa, Alexandria and Cyprus, concluding that the latter’s potentialities 

met requirements for the development of British military, naval and air 

services. Apart from the establishment of a naval base at Famagusta, 

“aerodromes could be constructed,” so that “aircraft based in the island 

could counter-attack any Italian forces in the Dodecanese, while at the 

same time being within easy flying range of Egypt if required to con-

centrate in that area.” However, if the government concluded on the 

necessity of establishing a naval base in Famagusta, this would oblige 

Britain to protect the whole island and, thus, to undertake a “permanent 

additional military commitment.” Additionally, Cyprus was 70 miles 

away from the Asia Minor coast and “if Turkey came under the domi-

nation of a hostile first-class air power the position of Cyprus would be 

geographically almost as weak as that of Malta.” Hence, British-Turk-

ish political relations would be affected on a permanent basis.55 

With reference to an understanding with Greece and Turkey, the J.P. 

Sub-Committee believed Britain should not be committed to military 

obligations towards Greece, explaining that she had little to gain, for 

Greece lay “so close to Italian aerodromes that a heavy scale of air at-

tack could be directed by Italy against any military bases established in 

that country.”56 

On the other hand, an agreement with Turkey would present consid-

erable benefits for Britain. Through Turkey’s friendship, Britain “could 

develop Cyprus into a Naval, Air and Army Base.” The use of ports and 

aerodromes in Cyprus and Turkey would enable Britain “to neutralise 

the Italian base in the Dodecanese.” In the event of war, Turkey had “the 

power to control all shipping passing through the Dardanelles.” Apart 

from military advantages, Turkey having “undoubtedly been impressed 

by the recent successes Mussolini has achieved in the face of the League 

opposition...will be driven to conclude some form of defensive agree-

 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
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ment with some major Power in the near future.” For this reason, the J.P. 

Sub-Committee suggested that Britain might “shoulder the commitment 

which an understanding with Turkey must imply” and thus prevent the 

Soviet Union from becoming “a guarantor of Turkish integrity.”57 

Nevertheless, the CoS in their conclusions underlined that at present 

the “first desideratum” was a secure Mediterranean, so “the acceptance 

of fresh military commitments” was not advisable. They also recom-

mended that Britain’s primary consideration should be the restoration 

of Anglo-Italian relations, although they added that “everything possi-

ble should be done to maintain friendly relations with Turkey” and “to 

avoid an unfriendly Greece in time of war.”58 

 Subsequently, the British government followed the CoS recommen-

dations and since then made efforts to re-establish friendly relations 

with Italy. From 1937 to 1939 the two countries concluded a “Gentle-

man’s Agreement” (2 January 1937) and signed the so-called “Easter 

Accords” (16 April 1938), by which they committed each other to rec-

ognise their respective rights and interests and respect the status quo in 

the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.59 Continuing its policy of appease-

ment towards the Rome-Berlin Axis, on 31 October 1939 Britain rec-

ognized the Italian annexation of Albania (7 April 1939). The annexa-

tion violated not only the Covenant of the League of Nations, but also 

the agreement of 1938, in which Italy had engaged to respect “the status 
 

57 Ibid.  
58 Ibid. For the CoS report see also Manolis Koumas, “Patterns of the Future? British 

Mediterranean Strategy and the Choice Between Alexandria and Cyprus 1935-38,” 

The International History Review 33, no. 3 (September 2011): 493-494, https:// 

doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2011.595239; John Koliopoulos, “Anglo-Greek Relations 

During the Abyssinian Crisis of 1935-1936,” Balkan Studies 15, no. 1 (1974): 104-

105; Lawrence R. Pratt, East of Malta West of Suez. Britain’s Mediterranean Crisis, 

1936-1939 (Cambridge University Press, 1975), 37-38. For the Mediterranean prob-

lem of Britain see the reports of the Greek Embassy in London in the DIAYE/1936/ 

35/6, no. 1506 and no. 1507, Simopoulos to MFA, 11-6-1936; 1936/65/2, no. 1652, 

Simopoulos to MFA, 26-6-1936; 1936/35/1, no. 2331, Simopoulos to MFA, 7-9-

1936; 1936/35/5, no. 2483, Simopoulos to MFA, 22-9-1936. 
59 Frank C. Willard, Jr., “The Spanish Civil War and the Coming of the Second World 

War,” The International History Review 9, no. 3 (1987): 390, https://doi.org/10.1080/ 

07075332.1987.9640449; William A. Podmore, “The Making of the Anglo-Italian 

Agreement, 1937-1938,” Italian Studies 49, no. 1 (1994): 122-123, https://doi.org/ 
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quo as regards the national sovereignty of territories in the Mediterra-

nean area.”60 

Due to the escalating Italian hostility, the Admiralty and the CoS had 

come to the conclusion after the spring of 1939 that the defence of the 

Mediterranean should be given higher priority than that of the Far 

East.61 Meanwhile, with the conclusion of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty 

of Alliance (26 August 1936) Britain had succeeded in securing military 

control of the Suez Canal62 and in 1938 Alexandria was selected as the 

main naval base in the Eastern Mediterranean instead of Cyprus.63 Dip-

lomatic initiatives were also taken by London in order to create a united 

front against Axis aggression in South-Eastern Europe. On 13 April 

1939 Britain guaranteed the territorial integrity of Greece and Rouma-

nia and a month later (on 12 May) Britain and Turkey signed a joint 

declaration, in which they engaged to assist each other in the Mediter-

ranean in the event of war.64 A similar Franco-Turkish declaration was 

signed on 23 June, following the cession of Hatay to Turkey.65 

 

ii. The Italians and the Dodecanese after Abyssinia and the British Mili-

tary Plans 

The foreign correspondence indicates that Dodecanese were an organic 

part of the Italian policy in the region. During the first months of the 

Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), the Italians and the Germans allegedly 

discussed the possibility of creating a German base on the Islands for 

operations against the Soviets but this project was never implemented.66 

Later, during a meeting in Milan (February 1937) with the Turkish Min-

 
60 David Britton Funderburk, “Nadir of Appeasement: British Policy and the Demise 

of Albania, April 7, 1939,” Balkan Studies 11, no. 2 (1970): 299-300. 
61 Omissi, op.cit., 11-12. 
62 DIAYE/1936/64/5, no. 2262, Simopoulos to MFA, 28-8-1936. 
63 The construction of a naval base in Cyprus was rejected due to strategic and finan-

cial reasons. See Koumas, “Patterns,” 494-497. 
64 Pratt, op.cit., 159; Omissi, op.cit., 12-13; Yücel Güçlü, “Turco-British Rapproche-

ment on the Eve of the Second World War,” The Turkish Yearbook of International 

Relations 27 (1997): 91-92, http://dergiler.ankara.edu.tr/dergiler/44/1569/17036.pdf 
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και ο ισπανικός εμφύλιος πόλεμος (Greece and Spanish Civil War), (Athens: Stahi, 

2000), 241. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Balkan Studies 54 (2021) 111 

ister of Foreign Affairs, Tevfik Rüştü Aras, Ciano clarified that the Do-

decanese Islands were a significant base for the Italian imperial routes 

and therefore the Italians had every right to reinforce them, exactly as 

the British used to do with their territories.67 In July, while the Great 

Palestinian revolt (1936-39) was ongoing, the Italians were secretly dis-

cussing with the Palestinian leader, Musa Alamy, the possibility of 

providing arms to the revolutionaries. According to a document dated 23 

July 1937, Rhodes was proposed as the place of the transaction. How-

ever, the initiative never took place.68 Finally, in January 1938 the Italian 

ambassador in Turkey, Carlo Galli, discussed with Aras the hypothetical 

scenario of a Mediterranean war between Italy, Britain, and France. The 

ambassador clarified that the Straits of the Dardanelles were of great 

importance to Italy and the Italian forces would ensure the continuation 

of their operation no matter the cost. Of course, the closest Italian bases 

in the region were at the Dodecanese.69 These events prove that the 

Dodecanese were strategically vital for the Italian interests in the Middle 

East, the Straits and generally in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

For its part, Greece was worried. In addition to the denationalization 

policy of De Vecchi in the Islands, the Regime of General Metaxas in 

Athens was concerned about Leros too. Throughout the Spanish Civil 

War, Italian submarines based there conducted patrols and even at-

tacked neutral ships carrying supplies to the Spanish Republican forces. 

In a classified report of August 1939, the Hellenic Navy Command 

urged the need of foreign reinforcements if it was to confront Italy in 

sea. At all costs, one of the first and urgent measures in case of war was 

the “Bombardment of the Dodecanese and especially of Leros.”70 As a 

result, Greeks were anxious to appease Rome but also to counter a pos-

sible Italian threat.71 

 
67 DDI, 8, IV, doc. 124, Ciano to Mussolini, 4-2-1938, 159. 
68 DDI, 8, VII, doc. 118, Enderle to Ciano, 23-7-1938; Arielli, op.cit., 112-120. 
69 DDI, 8, VIII, doc. 63, Galli to Ciano, 20-1-1938, 70-77. 
70 GAK, Metaxas Papers, File 88, Greek Naval Staff Study 45, Assessment on the 

situation during the initial phase of War, 23-8-1939, no. 3731. 
71 Sfikas, op.cit, 132-133, 233, 259-260, 265-266, 279. 
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 The occupation of Albania, in combination with the Italian activity 

in the Dodecanese, brought Italian troops even closer to the Straits.72 

During the summer of 1939, ten Turkish divisions were transferred to 

Smyrna, in a short distance from the Islands, and they were repeatedly 

trained in counter-landing and landing operations. The Italian authori-

ties were informed about the Turkish actions. Both the Italian embassy 

in Sofia and the one in Ankara had telegraphed the Turkish army move-

ments to Rome. What is more, Rome and Rhodes were well-informed 

(through espionage and phone-tapping) about the possibility of a British 

operation (probably with Turkish assistance) against the Possedimento, 

although they did not know when or how the enemy would act.73 

From 1935 to 1939 the size of the military forces of all branches on 

the Islands increased from 1,500 to almost 25,000 men in total. In ad-

dition, there were units of the Guardia di Finanza and the Carabinieri 

responsible for maintaining public order, combating, smuggling and de-

fending the minor Islands.74 Moreover, from April 1937 to February 

1939, more than 16,000,000 liras were spent for the military develop-

ment of the Islands. It is worth noting that military spending in Septem-

ber 1937 was five times higher than in April of the same year (3,000,000 

and 600,000 liras respectively).75 

In May 1939, De Vecchi developed and a new defence plan, which 

was submitted and soon accepted by the Military Command in Rome. 

De Vecchi considered the Islands as “bastions.” Each Island could serve 

as a platform to support nearby Islands. An interesting fact about De 

Vecchi’s plan is his statement about the strategic importance of the Is-

lands. According to his words, “the Islands were a significant national 

vanguard in the Eastern Mediterranean, in terms of the Navy and Air 

Force, a strategic base for deterring enemy forces, monitoring Italian 

 
72 DDI, 8, XI, doc. 712, Berio to Ciano, 16-5-1939, 827; 9, X, doc. 259, Guariglia to 
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marine routes and controlling the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean 

basin”. De Vecchi’s Plan was the one in force when the War broke out.76 

On the other hand, the Anglo-Turkish and Franco-Turkish declara-

tions paved the way for the negotiations for the formation of a tripartite 

Anglo-French-Turkish Treaty. Among other clauses of the draft text of 

the treaty, Article 3 of the annexed secret military convention stipulated 

that in case of a hostile action on the part of Italy, Turkish forces with 

the collaboration of British and French naval and air forces would op-

erate against the Dodecanese, in order “to isolate the islands in question, 

and to immobilize their garrison,” while the plans to be adopted for the 

execution of these operations “will be drawn up in the course of discus-

sion between the Staffs concerned when the present military convention 

has been put into force.”77 

Discussions about the Dodecanese region took place during the sum-

mer and autumn of 1939 between the Allied and Turkish military au-

thorities. During the negotiations at Ankara between the French General 

Charles Huntziger and the Turkish military staff in August, “reference 

was made to a proposal to conduct a thorough study of the plans for 

operations against the Dodecanese with particular reference to Article 

3 of the Draft Convention.”78 

Subsequently, on 13 September the War Cabinet authorized “Local 

Commanders in the Middle East to discuss certain outstanding points 

with the Turkish authorities,”79 among them plans for the “contem-

plated action by all three Services to harass Italian forces in the Dodec-

anese” were laid down.80 The J.P. Sub-Committee in an aide-mémoire 

had underlined Turkey’s strategic value pointing out that, with Turkey 

as an ally, “Italian supplies from the Black Sea can be completely inter-

 
76 AoA/RCMGH/ISR/T821/347/De Vecchi’s Defence Plan/667, 669, 673. 
77 PRO/CAB 66/2, W.P. (39) 63, Turkey, Results of Treaty Negotiations with: Mem-

orandum by the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, 1-10-1939.  
78 PRO/CAB 80/4/1, CoS (39) 83, Plans for the Capture of the Dodecanese, 13-10-

1939.  
79 Ibid. 
80 PRO/CAB 80/2/1, CoS 39 (22), Report on Staff Conversations with Turkey, 12-9-
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rupted, and the Italian forces in the Dodecanese could be to some extent 

neutralised, and the Dodecanese eventually captured.”81 

It had been suggested that the seizure of Leros and Rhodes was a 

highly important operation and should come first, as the two Islands 

were considered the most militarily reinforced areas, since the existence 

of naval and air bases on them could undermine the Allied naval and air 

forces, interrupt the Allies’ maritime communications in the Eastern 

Mediterranean and threaten the Greek and Turkish coastlines.82 Since 

1938 the British had become increasingly concerned about the fortifi-

cation of Leros,83 while in May 1939, British and French military ex-

perts had decided that the encirclement of Italy could avert further re-

inforcement of these fortifications.84 Nonetheless despite these con-

cerns, when war erupted, the military units of the Italian garrison in the 

Dodecanese had been increased between “20% and 50% above the nor-

mal war establishment.”85 

The above talks had taken place before the Second World War broke 

out, “when the hostility of Italy was assumed in the event of our [i.e., 

the British] becoming engaged in war against Germany.”86 However, 

the negotiations for the conclusion of the Tripartite Treaty came at a 

time when London was still trying to find ways of keeping Italy out of 

the war.87 The British and French Permanent Military Representatives 

proposed to the War Cabinet (28 September) that the latter’s policy 

 
81 PRO/CAB 80/2/3, CoS (39) 37 (J.P), 18-9-1939. 
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“should be to maintain the neutrality of Italy, and to consolidate the 

Balkan states into a benevolently neutral bloc.”88 

In their joint report of 28 September 1939, the Allied Military Rep-

resentatives had suggested that in the case of Italy being hostile and if 

“no German attack has been developed in the Balkans,” the main con-

cern of the Allies should be the co-operation with Turkey “in attacking 

the Italian trade and the Dodecanese and to give Greece, directly or in-

directly, any help possible against Italian aggression.” With the collab-

oration of Turkey “Italian trade with the Black Sea would be completely 

severed, operations against the Dodecanese could be undertaken, and 

Greece could be assisted by Turkish forces.” But if Turkey remained 

neutral, the difficulties facing the Allies “would be greatly increased, 

since control of the sea routes to and from the Black Sea would be more 

difficult and operations against the Dodecanese might have to be de-

layed.”89 

After the invitation of the Cabinet (6 October) to examine ways of 

approaching Italy “with a view of mutual withdrawal of troops from 

North Africa, and the establishment of a détente in the Mediterranean,”90 

the CoS recommended that the Italian neutralization could be achieved 

through a Mediterranean Détente,91 while the First Lord of the Admi-

ralty, Winston Spencer Churchill, pointed out that a naval arrangement 

in the Mediterranean could be attained, if Britain, France and Italy could 

agree to the prohibition of Germany’s U-boats in the Mediterranean.92 

Taking into consideration the CoS and the Admiralty’s analyses, the Cab-

inet concluded that for the time being “no approach to the Italian Gov-

ernment should be made with regard to the military questions.”93 

For these reasons the CoS, following the suggestion of the J.P. Sub-

Committee, had decided that “in view to the delicate position vis-à-vis 
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Italy, the Chiefs of Staff […] thought the item dealing with attack on 

the Dodecanese should be deleted on the instructions issued to our [i.e., 

the British] commanders for their talks with the Turkish authorities and 

this was done.”94 

Thus, on the occasion of General Mehmet Kâzım Orbay’s visit to 

London in October 1939, the J.P. Sub-Committee proposed that he 

should be informed:  

“a) That we [i.e., the British] do not consider it necessary to discuss 

actual plans at the moment.  

b) That, if and when a favourable opportunity for an attack occurs, the 

limiting factor in the time to stage it is likely to be the provision of 

equipment.  

c) That it would therefore be to the advantage of the Turks if he [i.e., 

General Orbay] could place an order for landing craft and other equip-

ment now, and that these could be provided.  

d) And that he might like to take the opportunity now to discuss with 

the appropriate British authorities the arrangements that might be made 

for training if and when the time comes.”95 

Although General Orbay was assured that Britain would provide 

Turkey with a newly constructed motor landing craft,96 the CoS again 

stressed that “it was of great importance not to undertake conversations 

of a kind which would have a most unfavorable effect, if they reached 

the ears of the Italians” and “that for the present, no further discussion, 

either official or unofficial should be held with the Turkish Authorities 

about plans for the capture of the Dodecanese; and that conversations 

with the Turkish Mission concerning landing craft for use in such oper-

ations should be discontinued.”97 

Indeed, soon after the conclusion of the Tripartite Treaty on 19 Oc-

tober 1939, no definite operation plan for the seizure of the Dodecanese 

had been decided on, although the Chief of the Turkish General Staff, 

Marshal Mustafa Fevzi Çakmak, had affirmed that the Dodecanese was 
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a highly important matter, even in the event of Italy’s neutrality.98 How-

ever, although Çakmak had emphasized that a final and immediate de-

cision should be taken on the question of operations,99 the Turks –ac-

cording to the British view– except in the case of a sudden attack, had 

neither prepared a plan nor they had realized the consequences of this 

operation.100 

But, apart from that, a divergence of opinion between the British and 

French General Staffs regarding Allied policy in the Middle East and 

the Balkans, hampered the formulation and the realization of an attack 

against the Dodecanese. For instance, the French authorities claimed 

that under Article 3 of the Tripartite Military Convention, the contract-

ing Powers should collaborate on the seizure of the Dodecanese “within 

the shortest possible time” and that the contribution of France in this 

operation would “include air formations withdrawn from Syria for the 

use of which bases are to be provided on Turkish soil before hostilities 

break out.” The British on their side commented that “in point of fact, 

Article 3 of the Turkish Convention makes no provision for the capture 

of the Dodecanese “within the shortest time.” On the other hand, the 

development of aerodromes which would be required for this operation 

is equally necessary for any operations in support of the Turks in Thrace 

or in Anatolia.”101 

Assuming Italy’s hostility and the active intervention of that country 

against the Allies, the CoS underlined that in such an event Britain’s 

“first preoccupation in the Middle East and Mediterranean area would 

be the defeat of Italy and the resumption of full use of the Mediterra-

nean.” Summing up, the CoS underlined that the difficulties arising 

from an Italian embroilment were the following: 

“a) The route through the Mediterranean and the route through the Red 

Sea would be liable to interruption.  

b) The British “should have to provide for the defense, as well as for 

the internal security, of Egypt, Aden, the Sudan, Somaliland and Kenya. 
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c) It would be necessary for Britain to eliminate the danger to its sea 

communications from the Dodecanese before she “could provide effec-

tive support to Turkey or Greece. 

d) Italian invasion of Greece from Albania might be added to German 

and/or Russian attacks in the Balkans.”102 

Regarding the elimination of the danger coming from the Dodeca-

nese, the CoS reckoned that it “should be well within our capacity if, 

by the time we are required to undertake it, our air resources in the Mid-

dle East can be reinforced in adequate strength and provided that we 

can operate from Turkish bases in conjunction with the Fleet. Although 

the Anatolian railways cannot maintain any but small allied land forces 

in Turkey, it would be possible to establish and maintain the air forces 

necessary for this purpose.” Nevertheless, the conclusion of the CoS 

left no margins on the chances of success of the operation against the 

Islands, for there were “too many uncertain factors to assess how long 

this operation might take.”103 

One of these “uncertain factors” that the interested parties should 

take notice of was the future status of the Dodecanese, since Greece and 

Turkey “both harbor revisionist claims against Italy in the Dodeca-

nese.”104 In November 1940, Halifax wrote in a memorandum that “the 

question of the ownership of the Islands if captured from Italy is likely 

to raise burning issues between the Greeks and the Turks, and it is ob-

viously essential to ensure that there should be no quarrel between them 

over the prize when captured.”105 In order to avoid a Greek-Turkish dis-

pute over the Islands, the Foreign Secretary suggested that before any 

operation took place, the Greek and Turkish governments should be in-

formed confidentially “in due time” that the Dodecanese should be kept 

“under British administration until the end of the war” and “that a deci-

sion as to the future status of the Islands should be deferred till the peace 

settlement.” The British, he continued, “should insist at the peace set-
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tlement that the Greeks and Turks should try to agree themselves as to 

the future of the Islands. For instance, they might agree either to a divi-

sion, or more improbably, to an autonomous régime under joint Graeco-

Turkish protection.” Of course, he concluded, this plan, could be over-

ridden “if the Italian garrison were to surrender to the Turks.” In that 

case, the political situation would be difficult; so, Britain would have to 

handle the situation as best it could.106 

 

Conclusions 

Britain had not appreciated the Dodecanese as a strategic factor in her 

Mediterranean policy at least until the outbreak of the Second World 

War. For example, during a meeting which had taken place in Decem-

ber 1935 between German naval experts and Turkish officials, both had 

agreed that Britain had no particular interest in taking these Islands from 

Italy, because she “was safeguarded by her triangular base of Suez-

Haifa-Cyprus and would attach no importance to the possession of the 

Dodecanese.”107 

It is also significant that although in February 1924, Prime Minister 

Ramsay MacDonald had stated in the House of Commons that “the in-

habitants of these Islands ethnologically belong to Greece, and that their 

continued severance from that country is hardly conducive to that gen-

eral tranquility which His Majesty’s Government have so much at 

heart,”108 Britain did not actually take steps to press Italy for a solution 

to this issue, even when Mussolini proceeded to fortify the Islands. Two 

years later, the Secretary for Foreign Affairs Sir Austen Chamberlain 

answering to a question regarding the sovereignty of the Dodecanese 

and whether Italy was obliged to cede these Islands to Greece, he closed 

the matter, clearly declaring that “the international status of the Dodec-

anese is now governed by Article 15 of the Treaty of Lausanne, in virtue 
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of which Turkey renounced in favour of Italy all her rights and titles 

over the islands. The answer to the second part of the question is in the 

negative.”109 

Thus, until the second half of 1939 the British regarded the Dodeca-

nese issue as closed and their efforts were concentrated in securing their 

interests in the Mediterranean and the Middle East, while in parallel 

they followed a policy of appeasement towards Italy, even when the 

Second World War had erupted. For these reasons, London was reluc-

tant to operate against the Dodecanese in order not to provoke Italy, as 

long as the latter maintained its neutrality. Hence, relative discussions 

for the capture of the Dodecanese between the British and the Turkish 

military experts were discontinued. 

It is also obvious that the Dodecanese issue depended on the political 

and strategic goals that the Allies had posed as a priority and on the 

ambiguous attitude of Italy, which had been taken “as varying from be-

nevolent neutrality to open hostility.”110 In particular, while the French 

favored “a forward policy in the Balkans,” Britain was not in position 

“to undertake any adventures” in that region, since “the over-riding con-

sideration of Italy’s neutrality has not yet been achieved.”111 For the 

British, their “principal strategic interests in the Middle East” as had 

been set out in the C.O.S. memorandum were as follows: a) the Sea 

Route through the Mediterranean, the Suez Canal, and the Red Sea to 

the Far East, b) the Anglo-Iranian Oil-fields, c) the North-West frontier 

of India.112 In order to secure these interests, Britain should therefore 

defend Turkey and Iraq, which were of the “greatest military im-

portance” and build up a “Middle East reserve”, on the condition that 

the additional land and air forces needed would not be at the expense of 
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Britain’s “essential requirements in the West” or its “ability to defend 

Singapore.”113 

The significance of Turkey and its key-role for the defence of the 

imperial interests had been recognized by Britain since the outbreak of 

the Ethiopian crisis. Besides, Turkey, as Lord Halifax underlined, “is 

anxious on general grounds lest Italy shall become the predominant 

Power in the Mediterranean” and that “it must be remembered that Tur-

key's primary and over-riding reason in undertaking collaboration with 

His Majesty's Government is her fear of Italian ambitions in the Medi-

terranean.”114 

Indeed, the most important fact was that Italy had created almost a 

“stronghold” in the Εastern Mediterranean, capable of both defensive and 

offensive operations. Until 1935 the major competitor of Rome in the 

Mediterranean was France. Relations with the British were friendly, so 

the possibility of a military confrontation with London was not taken into 

consideration. When this possibility came true, the Italians had to reorder 

their military infrastructure. As a result, the strategic importance of the 

Eastern Mediterranean was increased. Thus, Italy urgently needed to 

strengthen its presence in the region and therefore had to take advantage 

of their Possedimento and its strategic potentialities.115 

Italy and its interests were safer due to the military development of 

the Islands. Although the process was still in progress when the World 

War broke out and the forces stationed in the Dodecanese were not ca-

pable of conducting large-scale operations, they were nevertheless suf-

ficient to avoid being ignored by the enemy.116 The British had to con-

sider the Italian forces there. Regia Marina and Regia Aeronautica units 

were able to inflict significant damage on enemy convoys and bases, 

such as Alexandria and Haifa, which were repeatedly bombed during 

the Second World War, as it was provided in the Plan of 1936 and 1939. 

In addition, the presence of numerous army forces on the Islands was a 

deterrent factor. This meant that resources, men and time had to be com-

mitted by the British in order to overcome the “problem” of the Dodec-
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anese. Even though the reinforcement of the Islands was always diffi-

cult and during the Second World War the Dodecanese had a severe 

shortage of provisions, the military development of the previous years 

proved sufficient to repulse all British attacks there. Moreover, the Ital-

ian forces were able to conquer the Cyclades Islands and land in Crete 

during May 1941.117 

There was also a significant impact in terms of diplomacy and poli-

tics. Italy became such an important player in the Eastern Mediterra-

nean that it could influence the policy of the neighboring countries, par-

ticularly that of Turkey and Greece. Italy’s actions on the Islands posed 

a threat to the security of both countries. As a result, Athens and An-

kara, while trying to appease Italy, persuaded a closer collaboration 

with the British. Thus, it could be argued that the military precautionary 

measures of Rome in the Islands created more determinant potential 

enemies.  

Consequently, the most important ramification of the advanced stra-

tegic role of the Islands was on the Islands themselves. The military 

precautionary measures against British, the radicalization of the Italian 

foreign policy and its fascist turn forced the Islands’ administration, in-

stitutions and society to become fascist too. They also turned the 

Possedimento as one of the most important targets of Italy’s enemies in 

the region. This is probably the most significant evidence of the strate-

gic value of the Islands: Italy’s rivals were anxious to neutralize Rome’s 

forces there. Although not powerful enough and mostly ill armed to be 

a proper stronghold, in five years (1935-1939), Dodecanese developed 

into Rome’s most significant military base in the region, capable of both 

offensive and defensive operations, even though of limited scale. There-

fore, it is not surprising that the Islands also emerged as one of the 

primary targets of French, British, Turks and Greeks in case of war with 

Italy. 
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