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-Gifeek American Commandos of World

By Steve Frangos
Special to The National Herald

It was the first, and only time, a
foreign flag had flown with Old Glo-
ry to lead a formation of American
troops. Proudly marching behind
the Greek and American flags, the
122nd Infantry Battalion, commonly
known as the “Greek Battalion,”
passed in review before President
Franklin D. Roosevelt and various
high-ranking military personnel. it
was April 24, 1943, Camp Carson,
Colorado and as the New York Times
reported, the day was filled with
“spectacular demonstrations” such
as the use of the new “secret anti-
tank rocket gun, dubbed the
‘bazooka,’ which knifed a projectile
through two inches of armor plate.”
As Roosevelt waved his hat high over
his head and spoke here and there
individually to the troops, we will
never know what he thought as the
Greek Battalion gallantly passed in
strict formation. This all-volunteer
unit composed of a mix of Greek
Americans and Greek nationals was
founded in January 1943 via an ex-
ecutive order issued by President
Roosevelt, himself. These men had
joined this special Batalion to fight
on America's behalf to free Greece of
Axis occupation.

Nothing was what it seemed.
When the Greek Battalion’s com-
mander Major Peter Clainos had re-
ceived his orders to take command
of this newly formed unit he was
told something none of the others in
the Bartalion knew at the time. As
Clainos, revealed, decades later,
“When I was briefed by the Pentagon
in Washington, D.C. before going to
Colorado Springs, 1 was told the
Greek Battalion in American uni-
forms would never go to Greece. No
American unit would be allowed in
the Balkans because it was the
British domain.”

If that was the case, then why,
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Greeks of the 122nd Infantry Battalion at Camp Carson, Colorado, vc
occupation of their native land. This all-volunteer unit contained a mix o

form this special unirt at all? Logical-
ly, we are only left with the assump-
tion that Roosevelt, ever the con-
summate politician, was being expe-
dient with the social forces and polit-
ical pressures at home as well as
those abroad. Fighting alone the
small nation of Greece was the first
to stop the Axis juggemaut. The
Greek War Relief Association was
raising millions of dollars in relief
supplies, Red Cross aid and these
same Greek immigrants consistently
proved to be among the most suc-
cessful war bond salesmen (and
women) in the entire nation. On that
day in early spring, none of these
Greek soldiers, so smart and precise
in executing their formations, real-
ized they were little more than polit-

ically or mentally unfit and kept only
those who proved they could with:
stand the rigorous training.

The second reason was ever
more significant. Given that Clainot
knew the Pentagon would never al
low any American unit into Greece
or the Balkans given that they were
in the British sphere of influence he
worried the battalion would be sen
to the Pacific. Clainos explained it
this way, decades later: “By the time
we completed our training and re
ceived assignment to a regiment, i
would have been too late for the En
ropean Theater. We would have
been sent to Japan. | couldn't visual
ize Greek nationals, who had suf
fered atrocities under the Germar
occupation, putting on their belt:
and their bavonets to fight the



Major Peter Clainos

Yet, these very same Greek Amer-
ican soldiers had a destiny, no presi-
dent or general could have foreseen.

Uncertain of where this battalion
might be deployed, Clainos set a vig-
orous training program to eliminate
the unfit and train the rest for any
contingency. It was Major Clainos
who was responsible for not allow-
ing the 122nd to build up to battal-
ion strength. He later said this was

b | —done two-teasonsrfiiSthe was:not

satisfied with the physical and men-
tal condition of many of the Greek
nationals who were older and not
physically able to compete; many
had been forced to join the battalion
because they were Greek immi-
grants. Clainos discharged the phys-

Japanese on the other side of the |

world. It was not my job to decide
where the Greek Battalion would
g0; it was up to the Pentagon™. i
Still Clainos was particularly
worried some of the Greek nationals
who had been promised to return to
their homeland to fight the Nazis
might desert in protest. He was also
concerned the Greek Baualion

would set a bad example for all of |
Greek America if thereswere deser—

tions. Mainstream America 'would
neither understand nor excuse the |

~ desertions and would not bother to

leamn about the political ramifica-
tions of the Balkans agreed on at the
Teheran Conference by the three Al-
lied powers, the United States,

—



TP s bbby madee ] et A TPamII Ao e MiswaeaEe TS e aareeog) e

et LT LALLM

DAY . 9

War II: Behind-Enemy-Lines in Greece

v to avenge the brutal invasion and
Greek Americans and Greek nationals,

Britain, and the USSR. This was
1943 and Greeks, among the last im-
migrant groups to arrive in America,
were second-class citizens in most
parts of the country.

Major Clainos continued the in-
tense training, biding his time, elim-
inating soldiers who were not physi-
cally fit and keeping the battalion
from reaching its maximum
strength; U.S. battalion strength of
1100 men. This negative became a
positive because the quality of Clain-
os' battalion improved with every
dismissal. Clainos continued to re-
move the undesirables untl fortu-
nately a group from the OSS arrived
on the scene and asked for volun-
teers.

By September 1943, after rough-
ly seven months of special training,

teered must speak Greek fluently, be
in top physical condition, and realize
that their missions would experience
a projected ninety to 95 percent
causality rate. The OSS personnel
had come to the camp expecting
they would get some 10 to 12 volun-
teers. As Clainos tells the tale, once
he placed that prospect to the Battal-
ion, he and all of them immediately
volunteered for duty.

The OSS men accepted some 160
men. In early October 1943, these
Greek American soldiers arrived at
the Congressional Country Club just
outside Washington D.C. Once at
this luxurious location, they were
made to live in tents on the club
grounds. By this time, these men
were known, in military jargon, as
the Greek American Operational
Group or Greek/OGS for short.
Space does not allow me to describe
but only outline the kind but not the
full scope of the commando training
these young Greeks were given
which included but was not limited
to hand-to-hand combat, knife
throwing, extensive training in ex-
plosives, and in time paratroop
training.

After this intensive training,
these men were moved again toa re-
mote camp near Hagerstown Mary-
land for more demolition training.
Clainos was not among their num-
ber. This was never explained to him
although some mention of his poli-
tics was made. Years later Clainos
said, the saddest moment in his en-
tire life, was watching the buses
filled with those young Greek Amer-
ican soldiers drive away without

On December 23, 1943, this
Greek American unit boarded a
troop ship and two days later left for
Egypt. On January 23, 1944, 185
men (16 officers and 169 men) land-
ed in Egypt the group at this mo-
ment in tme was known as Third
Contingent, Unit B. The later and
now official name of this group be-
came Company C 2671 Special Re-
connaissance Battalion which was
not given sometime in August 1944,

Here I would like to draw directly

groups of our unit split up in Egypt,
January 1944. Three of our groups
then operated in Yugoslavia while
the other three went directly into
Greece. After five months of combat
by some in Yugoslavia, our six
groups were reunited in Greece
where each group was operating au-
tonomously,

Now, all six of our Greek Ameri-
can groups of the Greek/USOG were
operating behind enemy lines in
Greece, disrupting Axis garrisons,
convoys, and trains.

We did not discover the great ex-
tent of the damage these small
groups inflicted on the Germans and
Bulgarians in Greece (or on the Ger-
mans in Yugoslavia) until our
records were opened by the CIA in
1989. Unfortunately, our records re-

April 1943. Family bid Andrew
goodbye in Salinas four days af-
ter induction. L to R: Grandma
Caredis, Andrew, Cousin Leo
Malliaris, Mother Susie, Cousin
Sophie Cominos, Aunt Helen
Cominos, Cousin Marie Cominos
and Cousin Bessie Cominos.

mained top secret until then.”

For 219 days continuously from
April 23 o November 1944 these
Greek commandos were behind the
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“the Greek Ba 'o'r?,Jl num% at
.approximately 600 individuals.
!Even after such a short time the
{Greeks had eamed a reputation
| within Camp Carson as a crack unit.
It is said that word of this reputation
thad reached all the way to Washing-
ton.
I The Office of Strategic Services
|(0SS) was formed as a.wartime in-
itelligence agency with -General
‘Williarn Donovanas) co-coordinatos-
fin July 1941. In August 1943, OSS
ipersonnel visited Camp Carson and
Major Clainos. Two things happened
simultaneously: the Greek Battalion
was disbanded and the OSS request-
ed volunteers to fight behind the

lines in Greece. Those who volun-
| .

‘sumed et
upon Andrew S. Mousalimas™ €spe-.
cially fine account, “Greek-American
Operational Group Office of Strate-
gic Services (0SS): Memoirs of
Werld War 2" (www.pahh.com).
Aside from his own experiences Mr.
Mousalimas has spent decades
speaking with others in the various
units and combing the National
Archives for records on the Greek
Battalion and the 2671 SpecialiBe-
connaissance Batfalich. Nowy be
aware, other''memoirs by’ dther
members of this elite unit exist and
each is unique in its own way and
deserves our close attention since, as
we shall see, the various units oper-
ated independently of each other.

As Mousalimas reports: “The six

lines torally on their awn. Un /
23, Group 1. Captain Verghis, com-
manding went to Epirus landing in
an undisclosed location by sea. On
May 16, Group VII Captain Andy
Rogers, commanding parachuted in-
to the northem Peloponnesus. On
May 1, Group V Lieutenant George
Papazoglou, commanding went to
the region near Mount Paikon by
IseauOn June 8, GroupiLieutenat
4Jbhn' Giannaris, ‘commahdinigrivert
to Roumeli, with a base’ abbut@5
miles southwest of Lamia. On July
16, Group VIII Captain Ronald Darr,
commanding went by sea to Mace-
donia near Vermion. On July 19,

Continued on page 10




