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IN the aftermath of the Asia Minor Catastrophe in 1922, Greece had to deal 
with unfavorable geostrategic conditions in the region.1   No longer able to rely 
on British and French diplomatic and economic support, it had to drop the ir- 
redentist aspirations that had characterized the first century of the modern 
Greek state and shift its attention to the domestic consolidation of Greece and 
the defense of its territory against foreign threats.  The absence of a naval dis- 
armament accord between Greece and Turkey amplified Greek consternation 
toward the latter and forced the Greek government to immediately reorganize 
all branches of its military forces,2   namely, the army, navy,3   and the newly 
founded air force.  It was not only Turkey, however, that alarmed the Greek 
government, but also Bulgaria and Yugoslavia.  Although the former was on the 
side of the defeated, it never stopped to pose a threat;4  that potential danger 
was underlined anew by the fact that Bulgaria had subscribed to the cause of 
territorial revisionism yet again.5 On the other hand, Yugoslavia, although 
bound by alliance with Greece, treated the latter arrogantly throughout the 
1920s, as it seemed, especially in the case of the free zone in the port of 
Thessaloniki.6 Even after the signing of the 17 March 1929 agreement,7  the 
Greeks continued to receive disquieting information—whether proven or just 

rumors—about  Yugoslavia’s  expansion  schemes  and  belligerent  attitude,  at 

least of its political and military establishment, at the expense of the Greeks.8 

That was an alarming reality that surely demanded on Greece’s part the for- 

mulation of a policy dedicated to deterring these threats.  The establishment of 

a Greek aircraft factory and the consequent creation of a substantial air force 

could greatly contribute to the realization of the aforementioned goal.  Besides, 

as early as 9 February 1912, the day after the first successful flight in Greece, 

Prime Minister Eleftherios Venizelos had presaged as much: “the aircraft is in- 

dicated as the weapon of the weak. Indeed, the Greeks’ daring and bold nature 
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will render it as a brilliant weapon in war, bound to offer great service.”9 The 
only thing successive Greek governments needed to have done was to constant- 

ly pursue this aim, based on a consistently formulated defensive military policy. 

Time, however, proved that such a policy was hardly followed.  This is precisely 

this essay’s main purpose: to show that, in spite of the labyrinthine relations be- 

tween successive Greek governments and the Blackburn Company, the former 

did not show any real or constant will for a fully functional aircraft factory in 

the country.   British ministers’ annual reports from Athens and documents 

from the Public Record Office have been used to shed light on the negotiations 

between the Greek government and the Blackburn Company.  In addition, the 

bibliography used provides recent information about the air force and the way 

it operated (or should have operated) in Greece, Great Britain, and Poland. 
In 1925, the Greek government finally decided to establish an aircraft 

factory, eight years after the Venizelos government had made the same deci- 
sion but not acted on it, because of the country’s participation in World War 
I.10   Although Greece had been caught in the vortex of the war, the Ministry of 
Marine, recognizing the need for aircraft manufacture and repair facilities, as 
early as 1918 built a factory for aircraft maintenance in the Naval Arsenal at 
Sedes (Thessaloniki).   The results, however, were hardly satisfactory.   Then, 
Commander J. Weston of the British Naval Mission in Greece suggested the 
construction of a properly equipped Greek national aircraft factory adjacent to 
the naval air base at Old Phaleron, near Athens.  It did not take long for his 
suggestion to be accepted; as a result, toward the end of 1920, plant, machi- 
nery, and tools arrived from the United States, while gas and oil engines were 
obtained from England.11   The war effort in Asia Minor, however, and the tur- 
moil caused after the defeat in August 1922 prevented these plans from being 
implemented.  Thus, the construction of the factory in question did not begin 
until 1923. Even then, political unrest slowed down progress considerably. 

In  1924,  Minister  of  Marine  Georgios  Roussos  invited  the  British 
Blackburn Aeroplane and Motor Company Limited to take over the project. 
As a result, the newly established factory, though still the property of the Min- 
istry of Marine, was run entirely by the Blackburn Company.12 The aircraft 
factory was set up at Phaleron in 1925,13  its operation inaugurated on 1 July. 
Management was provided by the Blackburn Company, which had signed a 
contract with the Greek government in December 1924 with the official pur- 
pose of training Greek workers in airplane manufacture, developing the factory 
technically, and producing airplanes at an economical price.14 

It should be mentioned, however, that at the time the Greek Air Force 

was not under a unified command.   There were two branches of air service: 

one of the Army and the other of the Navy.  At that time, the value of an inde- 

pendent air force was not yet taken seriously.   During the 1920s, even the 

Royal Air Force (RAF), the world’s first independent air service, was poorly 

integrated into the defense framework of the British Empire, lacking a clearly 

defined strategic function.15   So, although in 1919 the Americans16 were certain 

that Britain was the world’s leading air power,17 the latter presented a poor co- 

herent air policy.  After the end of the war, political leaders were no more re- 

ceptive to the idea of consolidating a united air service, while the officers, who 
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were expected to lead the fledgling Royal Air Force, found it difficult to escape 
from feelings of loyalty to the Army or Navy where they came from initially.  In 
fact, some of them did not even approve the secession of the air service from 
the Army or Navy.18 

Given that the Royal Air Force lacked unity, it would not be surprising 
that the same, more or less, could happen with the Greek Air Force.   That, 
however, was not the only problem.   Sympathies and allegiances to foreign 
powers played a significant role as well.  The Ministry of War, in particular, was 
pro-French in sympathy, whereas the Ministry of Marine was pro-British.  To 
make matters worse, even members of the same group could not agree on what 
policy should be followed; in naval circles, especially, there were different 
opinions as to the relative advantage of purchasing cheap French machines in 
quantity and developing an aviation “arsenal” of Greek workers in Greece. 
This state of affairs could hardly be described as functional. 

Greece was in dire need of finding a new way of functioning.  At that 
juncture the Greeks hoped that Blackburn-run Phaleron Aircraft Factory, in 
conjunction with the arrival of the British Naval Mission in April 1925, would 
provide the impetus to modernize the air force’s materiel and the training of 
their personnel, as it was in a deplorable state of indiscipline, neglect, and dis- 
repair.19   So, the presence of the Blackburn Company in Greece nominally was 
considered to be a mutually beneficial arrangement; and yet, the whole thing 
did not proceed smoothly.  The cause could be traced on both sides.  On the 
one hand, the Blackburn Company did not estimate its moves well, and the 
type of contracts it signed left it uncovered and vulnerable because of mini- 
mum profit—if any—and maximum overhead expenses.   On the other hand, 
the  Greek  government  failed  to  honor  its  commitments  to  the  Blackburn 
Company and to protect the interests of the country. 

From the beginning, the Ministry of War was hostile toward the Black- 
burn Company.20 This, along with the confusion between the Army and the 
Navy regarding the best policy to follow over the fledgling Air Force, inhibited 
smooth operation.   Indeed, the first contracts between the Blackburn Com- 
pany and Greece were delayed and eventually cancelled.   Furthermore, at- 
tempts were made to exchange the British engines, bought and paid for, for 
cheaper French types.  On the other hand, no sort of program was provided to 
the Blackburn Company, which thus ran the risk of locking up its capital on 
materials and equipment.  At the same time, the Greek government was likely 
to incur unnecessary expenses on the manufacture of single units owing to dis- 
proportionate overhead charges.  These two factors were not likely to contri- 
bute to the financial or moral success of the Blackburn Company.  The whole 
situation turned out to be most unsatisfactory, but, thanks to skillful negotia- 
tions on both sides, the difficulties were largely removed, and, by the end of 
1925, the company commenced construction of a number of engines for the 
government, and the factory was fully equipped for the continuation of a regu- 
lar program.21 

The year 1926 was an embarrassing one for Greece from both the po- 

litical and the economic perspective.  Early in the year the dire state of both 

public finances and the National Bank of Greece caused the government to 

adopt measures of a forced loan;22 moreover, in the field of politics the country 
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experienced the culmination of the Pangalos regime and its overthrow, further 
throwing the country into chaos.  In such a turbulent state of affairs, the Black- 
burn Company could hardly remain unaffected.  As a direct result, the com- 
pany was idle for the whole year.  Even though the company had the potential 
to be highly productive, employing between three and four hundred Greek 
workers  in  1926,23   it  remained  inactive. Despite  these  setbacks,  the  gov- 
ernment managed to persuade the public of the necessity to raise funds in sup- 

port of the Air Force through voluntary subscriptions from both the civil popu- 

lation24 and the armed forces.  These efforts raised enough funds to purchase a 

certain  number  of  planes  and  aviation  material—the  planes  bought  being 

French, “Breguet XIX.”25   It seems strange, indeed, that the funds raised were 

not used for the construction of planes in the Phaleron factory.   That would 

have given the company the chance to operate properly.  Furthermore, having 

boosted the operation of the Phaleron factory, Greece could have gradually 

developed its own air industry; however, that never happened. 

 
The Lost Chance 

 
Up to World War I, the Greek Navy was seeking to utilize new tech- 

nologies in order to enjoy a technological advantage especially over its Ottoman 
opponent.  The only way for a small state like Greece with limited means to 
meet its defense needs successfully and cheaply was being open to innovative 
weapon technology.26 The best example of that innovative spirit was the view 
Venizelos had about the use of the airplane in military operations.  As early as 
the beginning of 1912, the prime minister expressed his conviction to General 
Joseph-Paul Eydoux, head of the French Military Mission to Greece, that the 
airplane could constitute a significant tool of war.27   It was not long before this 
prediction was proved true: on 24 January 1913 a Greek hydroplane conducted 
an air reconnaissance to spot the position in the Dardanelles of the Ottoman 
fleet, giving the Greek Navy the opportunity to successfully bomb it.  This was 
the first mission ever of joint cooperation between naval and air forces.28 The 
best recognition of that impetus to advance came from Vice-Admiral Mark 
Kerr, the head of the British Naval Mission to Greece from 1913 to 1915, who 
praised the extraordinary capabilities of the Greek naval and air forces.29   It had 
been shown in action that the extremely small Greek Air Force had realized 
what exactly its role should be, and, in cooperation with the Navy, that they 
could have an edge on their rivals in the eastern Mediterranean. 

This being the case, the construction of an aircraft entirely designed in 

Greece seemed to be a requisite for establishing a sound domestic air industry. 

After all, the British considered it as the next logical step to be taken.   In a 

memorandum  to  the  company’s  headquarters,  the  local  manager  of  the 

Phaleron factory, Maj. F. C. Buck, indicated that step as what was expected to 

happen next: the construction of an aircraft entirely designed in Greece.30   And 

that was exactly the case of the Chelidon project,31  which could have been a 

most promising start for such an undertaking.  Nevertheless, the Chelidon pro- 

ject proved to be symptomatic both of the problems in Greek industry as a 
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whole and the lack of a vision for the country on the part of politicians.  The 
Greek-designed Chelidon32  was a response to an order from the Greek Navy 
for eighteen aircraft.  The order was originally placed in December 1926 and 
was completed in only eight weeks, including the drawings, design, and con- 
struction—virtually record time.  The Chelidon—a small spruce and plywood 
open cockpit two-seat biplane—made its first flight on 11 February 1927.33 

After a three-month test flight period, however, the Chelidon was considered 
inferior to alternative types and was abandoned; no further production fol- 
lowed.34 It seems as if the competent Greek authorities wanted to have the 
perfect aircraft from the beginning, from the very first attempt. That, however, 
is not what usually happens.   Instead, if something less than perfect is first 
crafted, it provides a solid foundation for future development.   What was 
needed were patience, vision, and willingness to invest money, time, and con- 
stant effort.  The Greek authorities seemed to lack all of these, in stark contrast 
to their counterparts in other countries, such as Poland, where the authorities 
ultimately managed to build a national aircraft industry that before World War 
II broke out had reached the world’s highest technological level.35 And even 
though they built the aircraft under license from French and British firms,36 it 

did not prevent Polish scientists and engineers from contributing significantly 

to the international aviation industry.  By working on various problems of aero- 

dynamics and flight mechanics, they improved jet engines, provided specific 

construction solutions, and introduced major improvements, such as in the case 

of the Spitfire fighter plane.37   It could not be more ironic that in the late 1930s 

the Greek government purchased thirty-six Polish PZL fighters.   The Poles 

were rewarded for their persistence in producing something that could be 

called a national product, whereas, in spite of a completely nationalized air in- 

dustry from 1938 on, the Greeks did not have a national aircraft. 

 
A New Contract 

 
Returning to the tired relationship between the Greek government and 

the Blackburn Company, the first half of 1927 was the same as the previous 
year; the latter and the Phaleron factory remained inactive owing to a lack of 
orders from the former.38   After having built and delivering to the Greek Naval 
Air  Service  six  or  seven39 torpedo-firing  hydroplanes,  and  even  though 
equipped and organized along modern lines, the Phaleron factory was given no 
further work by the Greek government.40 Wishing indeed to fill all probable 
requirements of the government, the factory purchased the rights to build Avro 

planes.41   On 15 December 1927, the Greek Parliament ratified a new contract 

for the Blackburn Company for five years, whereby the government was com- 

mitted to order all its engines from the Phaleron factory, which was committed 

to supply all British engines at CIF42  Piraeus prices.  Foreign engines were to 

be supplied at the same price, plus varying percentages, averaging about 13 

percent.  Although the contract was better than the previous one—Blackburn 

was guaranteed a turnover sufficient to cover overhead charges and leave a 

margin of profit for the factory—it again could not be considered satisfactory. 
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In order for the agreement to operate well it required both parties’ goodwill, 
which was lacking at the time.43 

It soon became evident that the recently signed contract would not 
protect the company’s interests.   Hence, the Blackburn factory again found 
itself in difficulties.   The main reason for this was that Blackburn could not 
manufacture  Bréguet  planes44   at  the  price  demanded  by  the  Greek  gov- 
ernment.  The British minister in Athens was puzzled.  It was difficult for him 
to understand how the firm had been so ill-informed when negotiating the con- 
tract as to allow find itself in such an awkward position.  There was a need for a 
new arrangement.  Robert Blackburn, who was in Athens, suggested some al- 
terations that he believed would be advantageous to both the Greeks and the 
firm.45   Specifically, it dealt with how to change the method by which the com- 
pany’s remuneration was calculated.   Under the existing contract, the remu- 
neration amount was governed by and fluctuated with output.   Owing, how- 
ever,  to  low  output  during  the  three  years  of  Blackburn’s  operation,  the 
company eventually was working at a serious loss.  The greatest part of its ex- 
penses was, after all, of a fixed nature, namely, the wages of its British person- 
nel.46   For that reason Blackburn came to the conclusion that the basis of calcu- 
lating its income was impractical and submitted a proposal, which a committee 
then considered, for payment at a minimum fixed annual sum of £5,000, plus 
an additional remuneration at 15 percent on turnover.47 Secondly, since the 
company was responsible, according to the contract, for financing all aircraft 
orders it received and only later recovering its expenditures from the gov- 
ernment, it proposed that its responsibilities should be limited to those of a 
technical  nature,  and  that  the  obligation  to  provide  capital  should  be  re- 
moved.48 Indeed, in a letter to Venizelos, Robert Blackburn suggested that, if 
it proved impossible to come to a speedy agreement as to modification of the 

contract, it would be better to sanction its termination by mutual consent. 
 
 

One More Contract 
 

Finally, the government decided to cancel the old contract and to grant 
the Blackburn Company a new one dating from 1 May 1929 and lasting for a 
year.49   Under the new contract, the Greek government agreed to pay the com- 
pany a monthly allowance, in return for which the company would complete all 
work it had already agreed to deliver to the Greek government.  The new con- 
tract was certainly more satisfactory than the previous one but again allowed no 
margin for profit, since the new terms merely covered costs.   As a result, 
Blackburn, who wanted to secure the extension of the contract after June 1930, 
wished that the future contract grant a percentage of profit on the work actu- 
ally executed, as well as a certain minimum rate of profit, in addition to the 
monthly  allowance  for  expenses.50 The  problems,  however,  between  the 
Blackburn Company and the Greek state did not stop there.  The former made 

an additional claim amounting to some £55,000 for losses they attributed to a 

breach of contract on the part of the Greeks.51   At any rate, although the com- 

pany had the right, according to their contract, to submit that claim to a com- 
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mission of arbitration, it desired a settlement without recourse to arbitration 
and approached Venizelos directly on the subject.52 That course of action was 
anticipated to be more successful: the prime minister’s consent on the matter 
could  help  resolve  the  problem,  if  not  immediately,  at  least  more  easily, 
whereas the outcome of the arbitration procedure was much more uncertain. 

What alarmed the British and made their legation support the Black- 

burn Company was the rumor that the factory would probably be offered to 

public tender early in 1930, and that American as well as Italian competition 

should be expected.  This kind of development constituted an alarming turn in 

British interests in Greece and was unacceptable, for the following reasons. 

Apart from the fact that the factory was expected to play an increasingly im- 

portant role in the development of aviation in Greece,53  it had been for some 

years in British hands, thus enabling its personnel to be trained in English 

standards and methods, directly contributing to the employment of British air- 

craft.  If the factory were to pass into foreign hands, it would undoubtedly be a 

serious setback for the prospects of British aircraft industries in Greece.54   Fur- 

thermore, Britain believed that the continued presence of the Blackburn Com- 

pany in Greece would enhance British influence not only in the field of military 

aviation but also in the military affairs of Greece.  In so doing, Britain would be 

able to bring more influence to bear on Greece, and, naturally, British com- 

panies would be given more contracts.  Consequently, Britain’s efforts to main- 

tain the Blackburn Company’s presence in Greece were motivated by both po- 

litical and economic considerations.55 
 

A Positive Turn 
 

At the end of 1929, a new development presented prospects for enhan- 
cing Britain’s presence in Greece: the development of a separate Air Ministry.56 

After the bill passed the Chamber and Senate shortly before Christmas, an Air 
Ministry was created.  Venizelos (nominally) assumed the position of air minis- 
ter, with Alexander Zannas57 (a pilot himself during the war) as under-secretary 
with the rank of minister.   The new Ministry brought under its control the 
Army and Naval Air Services, Civil Aviation, and the Meteorology Service.  Its 
goal was to combine the two air services into one air force, with a common uni- 
form, a cadet college (based in Tatoi), and a separate method of direct recruit- 
ing.58 Under-secretary Zannas was pro-British, and, as he said to Group Cap- 
tain C. R. S. Bradley,59  he wanted to model his ministry and air force along 
British lines.60   In other words, the establishment of a separate air ministry held 
great promise for the promotion of British interests. 

The positive view Zannas had of British technology and methods, along 

with Venizelos’s expressed wish to incorporate them into the Greek Air Force 

as far as possible,61  created a favorable atmosphere for British interests.  Un- 

doubtedly, much would depend on the composition of the Air Ministry.  At this 

point, too, fortune smiled on the British: Captain Voulgaris, chief of the Naval 

Air Service and an ardent champion of British machines and methods, was ap- 

pointed director-general of the new ministry, giving a distinctly pro-British 
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bent to the technical side of the department.   At the same time, the pro- 
French chief of the Military Air Service, General Adamides, was removed from 
his post in suspicious circumstances relating to corruption in connection with 
the supply of French engines.62   The Air Ministry’s embrace of the British con- 
tinued, given that Zannas expressed a wish to employ as adviser to his ministry 
Wing Commander Dacre, the air officer attached to the British Naval Mission, 
since the new ministry was expressly empowered to engage the services of for- 
eign experts.63 It was obvious that the employment of a British officer at the 
Air Ministry would increase the already pro-British sentiment instilled by Zan- 
nas and Venizelos.   Furthermore, the under-secretary hoped to request the 
services of other British air officers later in the year.  Indeed, in early July, he 
asked the British for the services of a Royal Air Force squadron leader quali- 
fied as an engineer to act as technical adviser to the Air Ministry, with special 
reference to the organization of the air factory, aerodromes, and technical 
schools.  It did not take long for the British government to approve this propo- 
sal: Squadron Leader A. F. Somerset-Leeke was appointed in September 1930 
on a one-year contract renewable up to three years.64 

By the end of 1930, everything in the Air Ministry had been influenced 
by the British touch; Zannas no longer harbored the slightest doubt about the 
superiority of the naval section (which had been trained under the auspices of 
the British Naval Mission) to the French-trained military section.65 Thus, it 
was not without reason that the British minister66 remarked with pride that the 

future training of the Air Force was to be on the British model, with the (for- 

mer branch of) the Army Air Service gradually brought under the latter.67 

Moreover, the British could hardly be indifferent to the seven-year program to 

expand the Greek Air Force; on the contrary, the anticipated construction of 

more than 350 service aircraft could prove a gold mine for both the British Air- 

craft Manufacturers and the Blackburn Company.68 

 
“The factory has to be kept in British hands”: 

A New Contract at All Costs 
 

In order to profit from these favorable developments in the field of 

Greek aviation, Robert Blackburn should have signed a new contract, since the 

existing one was due to expire on 1 May 1930.  Minister Patrick Ramsay made 

no bones about the fact that earnest consideration had been given to the best 

procedure for retaining the factory in British hands; much was at stake.  And, 

indeed, the British legation went so far as to urge Blackburn to announce his 

readiness to tender again, even though he was unwilling to extend his com- 

pany’s operation in Greece by keeping the control of Phaleron Aircraft Fac- 

tory.69   On his arrival in Athens in March, Blackburn was opposed to the idea of 

his company maintaining its operations in Greece.  However, after close con- 

sultation with the legation, he eventually perceived both the potential conse- 

quences of leaving Greece and the new prospects for his firm there.  Thus, he 

not only chose not to raise the claims question but also evinced great keenness 

to obtain a new contract, based largely on the existing one; indeed, the only 
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change he sought was the addition of a clause providing for a percentage of the 
profits, since the expiring contract provided only an allowance to cover ex- 
penses.   The Greek side, however, was not ready to come to terms with the 
firm so easily; they wanted to cut the company’s demands in order to have the 
upper hand in the ongoing negotiations.  Zannas threatened the company with 
accepting his offer or facing an open competition, which would be negative for 
the Blackburn Company.  Robert Blackburn thus finally accepted a temporary 
expansion of the old contract for another six months, up to 31 December 1930. 
After the contract was signed, the air minister decided to place a fresh order 
because of his high opinion of the Phaleron Aircraft Factory.70 

Understandably, Blackburn was reluctant to agree to the proposed ex- 
tension, having decided, in fact, to refuse. Zannas’s promise, however, for plac- 
ing an order to cover the remaining six months, persuaded him to accept; 
Blackburn was convinced that the air minister was sincerely anxious to give him 
a fresh contract.  This promise, indeed, was duly fulfilled by an order for the 
construction of twelve Avro planes.71 Entering the final stage of negotiations, 
whether it was a bargaining chip or an actual consideration, Blackburn Com- 

pany’s high standing among British aircraft manufacturers was questioned by 

Greek government officials, including Zannas and Venizelos.   In view of the 

possible prejudice against the company, Ramsay at once thought it advisable 

that other British firms should be encouraged to investigate the position, so as 

to be ready to step in, if it became clear that Blackburn Company had no 

chance of a renewal72—the factory should remain in British hands at all costs. 

At that moment, the issue of questioning the Blackburn Company’s business 

status and technological efficiency appeared to be more a negotiating trick than 

a real intent for a thorough examination on the part of the Greek government. 

It is evident that this was a negotiating tactic from Zannas’s reaction to Sir Sef- 

ton Brancker’s letter73  and the former’s argument that developed with Oliver 

Charles Harvey, the British legation official.  Regarding Zannas’s first action, it 

would be somewhat odd that such a tough negotiator and decisive minister, 

who wished to enlarge the factory’s scope and make it operate more economi- 

cally, would overcome his doubts and change his mind simply by receiving a 

letter.74   That change of mind could hardly be explained, even if the letter had 

been sent by a renowned authority in civil and military aviation.  After all, Sir 

Sefton was still a British citizen and would certainly be interested in supporting 

a company of his homeland to continue to operate in a foreign country.  The 

second action was more demonstrative of Zannas’s views and attitudes toward 

the question of concession.  In a conversation with Harvey on 3 October 1930 

clarifying that he had definitely decided to keep the factory in British hands,75 

Zannas did not neglect to emphasize the great advantage he was conferring on 

British air interests, since whatever country held the factory could exercise 

great influence in favor of its own aircraft industry.  This explicit admission of 

the air minister’s favorable attitude toward British interests, however, could not 

but have something in return, namely, the Blackburn Company’s different con- 

tract.76   A new contract, therefore, should have been very different from the old 

in order to make the factory more representative of British aircraft manufac- 

turers as a whole.77   There remained, however, one more obstacle: the claim for 

past losses.  In informal conversations, Zannas was adamant that he was only 
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prepared  to  give  Blackburn  a  fresh  concession  on  the  condition  that  they 
waived their claim for past losses.   He was willing, in return, to concede to 
Blackburn slightly more favorable terms than otherwise would have been the 
case.  It was understood that, by securing the waiving of the claim, the air min- 
ister hoped to strengthen his position in Parliament78 in defending the granting 
of a fresh concession to the same firm.79 

An  agreement  eventually  was  reached  on  17  December  193080   by 
which the future contract was fixed for seven years, starting in 1931, with the 
state reserving the right to cancel it after five years.  The scale of profits was 
agreed at a minimum of £3,750 per annum, with an additional remuneration at 
10 percent on turnover in excess of £25,000 but not exceeding £75,000, and of 
8 percent on every amount exceeding £75,000.  In addition, a monthly allow- 
ance of £1,000 was to be paid to cover the salaries of British personnel81  and 
certain overhead expenses, while the old claim was tacitly waived.  It was un- 
doubtedly true that these terms were not what Robert Blackburn wanted, rep- 
resenting a considerable whittling down of those that he had originally pro- 
posed.  Nevertheless, since the perspectives seemed to be auspicious—at least 
in theory—Blackburn stated that he was well satisfied with the result.82 

At long last, the new contract was signed, and no difficulties surfaced 
between the two parties during the year.  Due mostly to financial stringency in 
the aftermath of the 1929 economic crisis but also to the accession of Greece to 
the armament’s truce,83  the Greek government was obliged to cut back on all 
but the most necessary expenditure.   As a result, it placed no orders to the 
Blackburn factory for the entire year.  Consequently, the Air Ministry failed to 
implement the spirit of the agreement by placing orders that would sustain and 
expand the factory.  Attempting to sweeten this bitter pill, the government de- 
cided that the work of the aircraft repair factory at Sedes (Thessaloniki) would 
go to the Blackburn factory, where all repairs and reconditioning of aircraft and 
engines would take place, thus keeping the latter, as Zannas put it, busy, since 
there would be plenty of work.84 Nevertheless, what was in all probability the 
motive for Blackburn, namely, Blackburn’s expected profit from the so-called 
seven-year air force program agreed upon by the government, was delayed. 
Due to the ten-year-long financial crisis,85  the Air Force expansion program 
was not mentioned after 1932.  Only in the 1937 Annual Report was there a 
brief mention of an expansion program drawn up in 1935–36 (due for comple- 
tion in 1942) which provided for a force of twenty-six squadrons, or a first-line 
strength of 324 aircraft.86 In the end, only thirty-six Polish (PZL fighters) and 
twelve  German  naval  cooperation  planes  were  ordered;87 two  squadrons 
(twenty-four planes) of PZL fighters88 arrived in the country in 1938. 

 
 

The Economic Crisis and New Types of Problems 
 

In 1932 the factory, indeed, had been kept busy, as Zannas had prom- 

ised, by repairing the aircraft of the Greek government.  Nevertheless, no new 

orders for aircraft were placed, due to lack of money.  But that seemed to be a 

lesser problem at the time, given that the company experienced cash flow 
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problems throughout 1932, because it did not receive the foreign currency 
payments due it by the Greek government, thereby hindering their operations 
altogether.  In accordance with the terms of the contract, however, Blackburn 
was to receive in sterling the sums necessary for running the factory and also 
such profit agreed upon.  In addition, the Greek government had to refund in 
foreign exchange the sums expended by the company on goods purchased 
abroad on their account.   Be that as it may, early in February the Bank of 
Greece tried to prevail on the company to accept the sums due to it in drach- 
mas instead of sterling, but the company refused.  At the end of March, the 
Exchange Control Committee of the Bank of Greece informed the company 
that it had decided to give the company the necessary foreign exchange to pay 
for purchases made abroad on behalf of the Greek government, while operat- 
ing sums for the factory due to the company would be paid half in pounds and 
half in drachmas.  Finally, regarding the question of the currency, in which the 
profit due to the company would be paid, would remain in abeyance.  Despite 
this decision, however, payments due the company for both purchases abroad 
and operating expenses of the factory continued to be in arrears.  At that point, 
Ramsay exerted pressure on Zannas, inasmuch as his ministry observed the 
terms of the company’s contract.  Negotiations on the method of future pay- 
ments began in May, alongside discussions on how to effect reductions of fac- 
tory expenses.  In July, the two sides reached an agreement, by which the com- 
pany’s operating expenses for May and subsequent months would be paid half 
in sterling and half in drachmas, with the arrears of company’s profit to be paid 
off in instalments.  This agreement, however, would not be observed by either 
party.  For this reason, the British legation made frequent representations to 
the Greek government throughout the remaining six months of 1932 in order 
to convince it to make the payments due the Blackburn Company.  Unfortu- 
nately, the year closed with poor results: the government still owed £2,857 and 
700,708 French francs for goods purchased by the company in Britain and in 
France on their behalf.89 

These unpaid sums brought the company to a predicament.   Having 

purchased  goods  in  the  United  Kingdom  and  France  for  the  Greek  gov- 

ernment, Blackburn now faced legal threats from the French and British firms 

that had supplied the goods.  These negative prospects for the company’s in- 

terests and legal status caused the British minister, in the first two months of 

1933, to increase pressure on the Greek government with a view to obtaining 

payment of the sums in question.  It did not take long, however, to see that the 

government could not pay.  When on 4 February Chargé d’Affaires Cavendish 

Bentinck called Leon Melas, the director of the Political Department at the 

Ministry for Foreign Affairs, to urge the latter to solve the problem, Melas con- 

fidentially told Bentinck the cause of the difficulty in hand: Zannas had placed 

the orders for the purchased goods in question after the credit granted to the 

Air Ministry in the budget had been exhausted, and without obtaining the prior 

sanction of the Ministry of Finance.  As could be expected, the British chargé 

d’affaires could not understand why a British company should be placed in the 

dock in Britain and France because the Air Ministry had violated the adminis- 

trative regulations of the Greek government.  At any rate, recognizing the le- 

gitimacy of the company’s demands and despite the financial stringency, the 
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government attempted to resolve the issue to the best of its ability.   It sug- 
gested, through Melas, that, as the full sum required (about £11,000) could not 
be paid out of the 1932/33 budget, a portion should be paid at that time and 
the balance in April, after the 1933/34 budget had been passed with the neces- 
sary provision for paying this debt.  But as elections were to be held in March 
and the ministers were occupied with the electoral campaign, Ramsay rightly 
foresaw that hardly anything would be accomplished until after the elections.90 

Indeed, it was not until after the elections took place that the question was 
solved.   On 10 May, Ramsay informed the foreign secretary that the Greek 
government had already paid the company 300,000 French francs, that pay or- 
ders for the rest of the sum due had been signed by the minister of finance, 
and that only formalities remained.91   A few days later, Ramsay reported to the 
Foreign Office the liquidation of the problem, enclosing Robert Blackburn’s 
letter of thanks to him for having effectively pressed the Greek government to 
settle the company’s claims.92 Although the Greek authorities followed this 
positive course of action concerning the matter of the unpaid debt, they were 

nevertheless anxious to reduce the payments made to the company.  This was 

the reason that Blackburn traveled to Athens in July, since the Greek gov- 

ernment wished to discuss the issue of reducing the percentage of profits pay- 

able to the company and the replacement of British by Greek personnel.  Re- 

gardless  of  various  proposals  and  counter-proposals  on  the  issues  at  hand 

during 1933, the year ended without an agreement.93 
 
 

New Government, New Troubles 
 

After the defeat of Venizelos (and Venizelism in general) in the March 
1933 elections, Blackburn’s problems shifted from purely economic to those of 
partisan politics.  The new populist government began purging the civil service 
and various government departments of those believed to have Venizelist sym- 
pathies.94 The Venizelist press was full of such cases, while the government 
denied accusations, responding that the dismissal of some employees had been 
justified by economic considerations.   The government’s response, however, 
would have been legitimate, if recruits who voted for the Popular Party had not 
replaced those who were fired.95 

In this context, the company experienced considerable difficulty during 
1934, due to pressure from the State Inspection Service director on Blackburn 
to replace some employees for political reasons.  These difficulties came to a 
head on 8 October, when seven workers were illegally ejected by an armed 
guard sent by the authorities.  After the British legation protested vigorously to 
the Greek government against this high-handed action, on 10 October the Air 
Ministry expressed disapproval of the director’s action and informed the British 
that it was taking steps toward his replacement.  For the moment, the question 
of staff organization seemed to be satisfactorily settled between officials of the 
ministry and the company.96 

After the abortive Venizelist revolt of March 1935, the government 
stiffened their attitude against Venizelists by attempting, wherever possible, to 
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replace sympathizers in the civil service with supporters of the Popular Party. 
The authorities created complications for Blackburn by arbitrarily dismissing a 
number of its employees, including a British Cypriot subject, who seemed to 
have been the victim of personal hostility.  The pretext for his dismissal was the 
alleged safety of the Phaleron Air Base, but everyone knew that the real reason 
was political.97 The year 1935 was supposed to be decisive for the Blackburn 
Company’s operation in Greece because, according to the 17 December 1930 

agreement, although the duration of the contract was fixed for seven years, the 

state had the right to cancel it after five years with six months’ notice.  Instead, 

the Greek Government agreed to allow it to run its full course of seven years, 

that is, until the beginning of 1938.98 
 
 

The Blackburn Company Shown the Way Out 
 

Although the Greek government honored the contract with Blackburn, 
it soon indicated its intention to take over the factory when the contract ex- 
pired at the end of 1937.99 In October 1936, the Greek minister in London, 
following orders of the Foreign Ministry, inquired of the British government 
whether they would be disposed to recommending a number of trained engi- 
neers, including one to act as director, for the development of the Phaleron 
factory.  Additionally, it became known that the Greek government had made 
similar inquiries in Berlin, Paris, and Rome.  This piece of information natu- 
rally created a great deal of uneasiness within Blackburn.  But, on the other 
hand, the fact that it had received a provisional order to build thirty Avro train- 
ing aircraft was viewed with hope that the company might nevertheless be left 
in control of the factory.100 

Despite  the  expectations  of  Blackburn’s  executives,  however,  1937 
erased all hopes for retaining management of the Phaleron factory.  Early in 
the year, the Greek government made it clear that they had decided not to re- 
new the contract due to expire on 31 December. The Greeks were determined 
to take over the Phaleron factory and run it themselves.   General Metaxas, 
however, was well aware of British sensitivities and rushed to give unqualified 
assurances that: (1) under no circumstances would control of the factory be 
allowed to pass into German hands;101  (2) any foreign personnel employed 
would be British; and (3) such foreign expert assistance as might be necessary 
in the early stages would be obtained by reengaging members of the existing 
staff.102 Notwithstanding the fact that the arrangements for the third part of 
Metaxas’s assurances had not been completed by the end of the year, the Air 
Ministry took over the factory at the end of the contract.103 

Thus, the factory at Phaleron, formerly operated by the Blackburn 

Company, reopened on 17 January 1938 as a unit of the Greek Air Force, and 

under the management of a Greek officer trained in France.  General Metaxas, 

in accordance with the assurances he had made to the British minister, offered 

to employ British personnel in the six key posts, three of which were filled from 

existing personnel of the Blackburn Company, and the remaining three from 
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candidates proposed by the British Air Ministry.  The contracts for all six were 
signed on terms satisfactory to both parties. 

The  business  arrangement  between  the  two  contracting  parties  no 

longer existed, but the company continued to experience difficulties in secur- 

ing permission for the transfer in sterling of the equivalent of their drachma 

holdings, amounting to about £12,000.  As usual, the British minister’s propo- 

sals offered a solution: General Metaxas finally agreed to the transfer of the 

funds in question at the rate of £1,000 per month.  The problems, however, did 

not seem to come from the Greek side only.  In 1938, the Greek Air Ministry 

submitted complaints to the British legation over difficulties in obtaining ne- 

cessary aircraft parts from Britain, maintaining that the delays in the supply of 

spare parts and other material from British firms impeded the production of 

planes at a consistent rate at the reconstructed Phaleron factory.  After this, the 

British minister recommended to the Foreign Office that pressure should be 

brought to bear on the firms in question to ensure punctual deliveries.104 

 
Conclusions 

 
When a person or a state is inferior to other persons or states, both 

usually strive hard to reduce the gap between them or try to even it out.  Nei- 
ther of them wants to be or remain second105  or vassal to the other.  The way 
Britain and Greece faced the challenge concerning aviation could be an in- 
structive example.  Certainly, the great difference in potential and power be- 
tween Britain and Greece could hardly allow them to be compared in terms of 
the magnitude of the final achievement.  The general idea, however, applies in 
both cases.   The state, namely the government, always was the leverage for 
pushing aviation forward: by investing in it, thus becoming the biggest cus- 
tomer of that industry, and in the name of its superiority against its rival states, 
the state was continually the driving force behind the technical advance in all 
range of air industry production and in all sorts of aircraft.106 One could ven- 
ture to articulate the following statement: Greece did not face the problems 
that Britain had to deal with; it was not in the awkward position to, essentially, 
subsidize its military and civil air industry manufacturers—as Britain did where 
they were quite a few;107 it had just one factory, and it could be easier to main- 
tain it by providing that at least a minimum of work.108   Greece, indeed, could 
have a national air industry by just following a consistent policy and investing in 
it regularly.  The aim of founding a national air industry could not materialize 
by sporadic injection of funds limited by a changing budget or government; on 
the contrary, it should have supported this fledgling industry through patent 
investment committed over time to enable it to grow, thus raising both its dip- 
lomatic and military stature. 

However,  this  analysis  of  the  Blackburn  Company’s  operations  in 

Greece suggests some rather unpleasant observations: (1) the primary role of 

Britain in the political and economic life of Greece and the privileged position 

British firms had compared with those of other countries, which also worked in 

Greece during this period;109 and (2) the inability of the Greek authorities and 
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administrative bureaucracy to make use of technologically advanced countries’ 
know-how to promote the productive capacity of the country.   Instead, they 
only cared about meeting their own short-sighted interests through employing 
foreign companies in a system of patronage. 

Strikingly,  even  when  no  political  advantages  were  to  be  gained 

through patronage, the political elite did not emphasize developing an indigen- 

ous industry, as in the case of the Chelidon project; they did not expand or de- 

velop it—and through it the fledgling indigenous aircraft industry—despite the 

momentum and more than obvious possible advancement of the Greek Air 

Force in the early decades of the twentieth century.  In retrospect, this kind of 

action hardly could not be considered reproachable, showing merely a lack of 

vision for how the future of the country should be shaped and absence of per- 

spicacity along with shortage of boldness in mind.  As the Polish did, despite 

the major shortage of investment capital in an inflation-ridden and depressed 

economy,110   the  successive  Greek  governments  should  have  discerned  the 

changes that had started to loom up after the first third of the 1930s and should 

have tried to make things better and the country really self-sufficient, meaning 

more independent, economically and politically.  To this end, a national air in- 

dustry could have greatly contributed to the country’s military safety,111  and 

perhaps to future economic prosperity through the development of Greek 

know-how in this industry.  Unfortunately, it seems that the people who had 

the fate of the country in their hands at the time, and not only then, did not try 

hard enough to do that. 
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