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1 / The Arrival





ON OCTOBER 5TH 1915 two small transports steamed past Cape Paliouri, turned north-eastwards through the narrows off the mouth of the river Vardar, and dropped anchor off the breakwater protecting the Greek port of Salonika. Other transports and the British battleship Albion followed in the course of the morning, slipping in behind the hastily constructed anti-submarine nets to berth in the crowded rectangle of a harbour or send pinnaces to the east quay. The vessels were packed with men in khaki and steel-grey blue – the troops of Britain and France were about to experience for the first time the frustration of warfare in the Balkans.


The British and French came to Salonika as neither allies nor enemies of the Greeks. It was a curious situation, without precedent at that time. The major European powers had been at war for over a year. Greece had declared herself neutral but the Greeks were well disposed towards their neighbours and former allies in Serbia, who were the first victims of Austrian aggression. It was this geographical proximity to Serbia that made Greek neutrality precarious. Serbia had no sea-coast; hence, if the Entente Powers (Britain and France) wished to send effective aid to the Serbs they could do so only through the largest port in Greek Macedonia, Salonika. Moreover, the Entente Powers considered that international law entitled them to send a military force to Greece since, when Greece won independence from Turkey in the early nineteenth century, a formal treaty had given Britain, France and Russia the right to land troops, by agreement among themselves, in case of violent upheaval in the Balkans. The British had, indeed, already set up a base in the Aegean at Mudros, on the Greek island of Lemnos, for operations against the Turks at Gallipoli. Now, in concert with the French, they sought to establish themselves on the mainland as well. For by October 1915 the position of the Serbs was becoming desperate. They anticipated an attack in the near future, not only from the Austro-Hungarian armies, but from the Germans and Bulgars as well. Only an inter-allied force could check an offensive of this magnitude; and the route to Serbia was by way of Salonika and the single track railway up the river Vardar. Yet how would the Greeks react to the landing of belligerent troops on their soil? Their prime minister, Venizelos, favoured the Entente and had promised the British and French every facility in Salonika; but it seemed unlikely that the provincial garrison commanders and local governors would continue to support him. ‘I fear the Greeks even though they offer gifts:’ the sentiment with which Virgil credited Laocoon was expressed with less elegance but equal brevity by the senior officers arriving at Salonika. As the convoy moved up the Gulf, the glinting steel of the Krupp guns at Fort Karaburun looked ominous even if the troops manning the battery were Greek and not German.


Although it was a Tuesday and a working day when the transports sailed in, the waterfront of the Greek city filled with onlookers in the afternoon, for the habit of a siesta persisted, despite the cool wind that was blowing down the Vardar. Moreover, the arrival of the troops was not unexpected. On the previous Friday the destroyer Scourge had brought senior British and French staff officers to the port to make preparations for the allied troops. The town was full of rumours, speculation on the size of the force and its intentions. Some maintained that the newcomers would take over the administration of the city from the Greek authorities; others that they would move off within a few days into the mountains of Serbia. Salonika, which until three years before had been a Turkish garrison town, was accustomed to the presence of the military. Indeed, there were already two Greek divisions encamped on the outskirts, pledged to uphold Greek neutrality. Feelings about the imminent arrival of belligerent forces were divided, that first weekend in October. The civil administration was openly hostile, but the merchants and shopkeepers were uncertain. Occupying troops, with their highhanded requisitioning of buildings and transport, were a burden for some; but for others they were a source of profit. Everyone knew that the purchasing power of the poilu, and even more of the Tommy, was greater than that of the Greek militia. The bazaar-men and the brothel owners awaited the Allies, if not with open arms, then at least with interest. For, like everyone else in Salonika, they considered themselves by now connoisseurs of soldiery.


The observers along the waterfront (who included the German and Austrian and Turkish consuls) were far from impressed by their first sight of Allied military power. The British troops, the headquarters staff of the 29th Brigade and two battalions of Irish infantry – some 1,400 men in all – were an advance guard of the 10th Division. They were veterans of the Gallipoli campaign and, only nine weeks before, had stormed ashore in pitch blackness below the heights of Suvla, two hundred miles away. The Division reached Salonika under strength and battle-weary. Some men were wearing regulation serge, others were in shorts. A few had greatcoats, others tropical drill uniform. They had come without waggons and lorries, and were to be seen, in the fitful sun of the late afternoon, lugging their tents off eastwards from the harbour, puzzled and perplexed. Brought post haste from the peninsula of Gallipoli to the island base of Mudros they had, at once, been put aboard the ships for Greece. So swift had been the move that little regard had been given to their immediate requirements. The units of the French 156th Division, which had also been serving at Gallipoli, were in better shape, but they too had left their transport in Mudros for later shipment. Gradually, as vessel after vessel disgorged its human cargo amid rumours of political crisis in distant Athens, the whole landing assumed the unmistakable air of an afterthought, and the attitude of the Greeks hardened. It was a dismal beginning.


If the Greeks watched the coming of the Allies with sullen passivity, the soldiers themselves were hardly more impressed by the town on which they had descended. After weeks on the beaches and cliffs of Gallipoli, Salonika had looked attractive from the sea. The vessels had turned northwards beneath the snow-capped sentinel of Olympus itself. Across the bay a long line of low buildings had come into view stretching the length of the waterfront to the massive stump of the White Tower, an isolated pivot of the old ramparts. A fleet of caiques rode at their moorings and further back two dozen minarets pointed skywards, slim white pencils above the domes of Byzantine churches which the Turkish conquerors had converted into mosques. Low hills came down to the outskirts of the town, offshoots of the Rhodope range, which loomed, a distant grey smudge, far away to northwards. It had seemed, at any rate, a livelier base than Mudros.


Closer acquaintance dispelled many illusions. Salonika in 1915 was an ancient city almost mocking her own history. Sixteen hundred years ago the Emperor Galerius had erected a triumphal arch commemorating his victories over the Persians and spanning the Via Egnatia, Rome’s highway to the East. Now the bas-reliefs on the arch rose thirty feet above a busy road, with a copper-smith’s shop behind it and a tram passing less than five yards from the carved legionaries. The old town was a maze of winding streets. Behind it climbed the terraces of the Turkish quarter, alleys clinging to the sides of a hill, low houses with balconies enclosed with lattice-work and a teeming population who would squat suspiciously on the uneven pavement. Near the port, which had been modernized at the turn of the century, there were cobbled streets, divided by tram-lines, garish cafés on the pavement, and drab hotels with grandiloquent names (‘Splendid’, 24 rooms; ‘Olympus Palace’, 20). It was a dusty and a noisy town; and it was also an overcrowded one, for Salonika had not yet absorbed the refugees thrust down upon it by the upheavals of the Balkan Wars. There were Greeks and Slavs and Albanians and Turks in the streets. But above all there were Jews of Spanish origin, sixty thousand of them, proudly independent even after centuries of exile, and forming a third of the population. Salonika, once the second centre of Byzantium, was by now a bustling, clanging, strident city on the make. To the Frenchmen of the 156th Division, it had all the appearance of a Balkan Marseilles. To the men of the British regiments, it was a second-rate Port Said, with Alexandrine undertones, neither in Europe nor in Asia, but of both.


More British troops disembarked on October 6th, mainly Irishmen but including a battalion of the Hampshire Regiment. They were even unluckier than the first arrivals. By now the weather had broken, and the rain beat down with tropical force. The troops were encamped three miles north-east of the town, and the heavy rain churned up the ill drained soil. Brigadier-Gerneral Hamilton, who had accompanied the staff officers in the Scourge, had already found that the Greeks had requisitioned most of the buildings which the Allies required and were not prepared to assist them in any way. Horses and mules arrived from Mudros on the Thursday, short of nosebags and guiding ropes. It was still pouring and the mules, with characteristic sensitivity, saw no reason for leaving the sheltering vessels for the mud-bespattered streets. Three years later a Bulgarian general, coming to negotiate the surrender of his army, was to admire and envy the British mule-packs, a tribute duly noted by the military commentators. But on that October morning, as men and beasts struggled on the rain-swept quayside, such a sentiment would have seemed as ironical as it was improbable.


By five o’clock on the Saturday when a destroyer brought General Mahon, the commanding officer of the British Salonika Force, to his base, Brigadier Hamilton had his cup filled to overflowing with vexatious frustration. It was a relief to pass some of his problems on to other shoulders. Sir Bryan Mahon was a familiar figure to the men of the 10th Division. He was a very senior lieutenant-general, a fifty-three year old Irish landowner, a cavalryman, set in his ways and by now naturally cautious, but an officer for whom his troops felt genuine affection. Mahon had been imposed on the division by Lord Kitchener late in 1914 when it might have been wiser to entrust the command to a younger man of greater energy. Yet Mahon had something more than the traditional ‘distinguished record of service’ behind him. There had been a time when he enjoyed a few weeks of popular adulation, for in the Boer War it was Mahon’s flying column which finally relieved Mafeking. The hysteria of Mafeking Night lay now in another age, even if by the calendar it was only fifteen years ago. Mahon reached Salonika under a cloud, for at Suvla his hesitancy after the initial assault had provoked criticism, not only from his immediate superiors, but from Colonel Hankey who had been sent by the prime minister to make an assessment on the spot and had visited Mahon’s headquarters within a few hours of the landing. Poor Mahon (who paid his Turkish opponents the compliment of assessing them as ‘regular Boers’) was puzzled by this strange warfare of combined operations in which famous regiments, deprived of their auxiliary services, clung to the very cliff face of Europe.


Yet, although Mahon himself may have lacked dynamic enterprise, it is questionable whether even a young Bonaparte could have fired the 10th Division into action under the conditions in Salonika. There were no howitzers, only a few batteries of field artillery, and little transport. The men looked as if they were fitted out for an Egyptian expedition, but they were expected to advance into a region more impenetrable than Snowdonia and, at this time of year, just as wet. The local population was coldly uncooperative; Mahon’s instructions from London contradictory and vacillating; and, when Mahon disembarked, his senior French colleague had only just sailed from Toulon. As Mahon inspected his makeshift camp on the Seres Road, it is hardly surprising if he began to wonder what these veteran troops were doing on the fringe of the Balkans. It was a question others were asking at conference tables far distant from the mud of Macedonia – and it was a question that was to be posed many times in the following three years, before the men in Macedonia themselves supplied the triumphant answer.



















2 / Plans and Policies





IN AUGUST 1914 there seemed little likelihood of Salonika becoming a centre of military operations. War burst on Europe over a question of such little concern to the combatants in the west that it was thrown into the back of men’s minds and virtually forgotten. For the manœuvrings of two rival armed camps among the Great Powers in the preceding decade had not merely accustomed people to the possibility of war, but had determined both the probable composition of the contending forces and the fields of battle. As the troop trains brought the millions of recruits to their war stations the last amendments were being made to plans long since drawn up for just such a contingency. There was an awful resignation in the Ministries of each of the capital cities – even British civil servants rubber-stamped documents ‘War, Germany, act’ with the imperturbability of postal officials franking the evening mail. This was the testing time which French generals and British admirals had anticipated with confidence ever since the German Emperor made his bellicose speech at Tangier in 1905. This was the conflict which Count von Schlieffen, that master strategist who never fought a battle, played out on paper each Christmas for the last seven years of his life. The army and navy staffs knew, in Paris and Berlin and London, that the fate of Europe would be determined probably within a month on the plains of Flanders and Poland or the seas around the British Isles. To their way of thinking the Balkan Peninsula lay on the periphery of the military arena, geographically remote and politically irrelevant. It was a habit of thought which persisted.


Yet the immediate occasion of hostilities in 1914 was not the tension of naval or colonial rivalry nor the ambition of the French to recover Alsace and Lorraine; it was the explosion of pent-up forces of nationalism in that most cosmopolitan of Balkan cities, Sarajevo. Soon the war would assume the guise of a crusade for the sanctity of treaties but it began over an issue which was essentially Slav and hence, to some extent, antipathetic to the British. There was little knowledge of Serbia in London and virtually no sympathy with her political aspirations. It was not appreciated that while the youth of Britain were shedding their blood for a courageous little Belgium ravaged by the despicable Hun, their Serbian co-belligerents were waging a lonely war on the Danube for a cause which, in their eyes, was no less noble – the liberation of their fellow Slavs from Teutonic and Magyar regimentation. In Paris, on the other hand, there was a strong tradition of Serbian friendship, reaching back to the travels of the romantic poet, Lamartine, early in the nineteenth century, emphasized by the services rendered by King Peter to France in the war of 1870, and fostered by commercial contacts in the preceding decade and a half. This difference in outlook between London and Paris was, in time, to prove significant.


Initially, however, the war in the Balkans was a separate conflict distinct from the great setpieces on the Western Front and in East Prussia. Thus, as Ludendorff was fighting his way into Liège on August 12th, Austrian troops were crossing the river Drina into Serbia, only to encounter strong resistance. And on August 20th, as the Belgians fell back on Antwerp, the Austrians were making a desperate effort to break through the defences of Sabac, and the Serbs were still holding firm. By August 25th, when the Germans on the Eastern Front were beginning the encirclement of Samsonov’s army at Tannenberg, the Austrians had been forced to evacuate Serbian territory, and the Serbian commander-in-chief was poised for an impudent (and possibly imprudent) incursion into Austrian-held Bosnia.


By October the momentum of the first offensives in the West and East had run down, and the old assertion that ‘It would all be over by Christmas’ was sounding grimly hollow. The Russians had lost the decisive battle in East Prussia but had stabilized their front; the Germans had fallen back from the Marne; and, although heavy fighting persisted in Flanders, the armies were entrenching themselves for a winter of war. Then, in the first week of November, the conflict spread. The Turkish military leaders, who had never disguised their admiration for the German war machine, authorized two Turkish vessels to participate in a bombardment of Russian ports in the Black Sea. There was only one possible reaction from the Entente Powers: Britain, France and Russia declared war on Turkey on November 2nd. New battle zones were thus created in the Caucasus, in Mesopotamia, and in Egypt. But Turkey was no less isolated from her allies in the West than was Serbia. Bulgaria and Greece interposed a barrier of neutrality between the combatants. It was inevitable that the diplomats of both sides should seek to entice the Balkan States into the fray.


*


The attitude of each of the Balkan neutrals to the greater European conflict was largely determined by the achievements and the failures of the two brief wars of 1912–13. Two years previously, in October 1912, the Russians had induced Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia and the tiny mountain kingdom of Montenegro to make common cause against Turkey. In a series of swift victories the Turks had been thrown back to the hinterland of Constantinople. Then the Balkan allies had fallen out among themselves. The Bulgars claimed that they had suffered three-quarters of the casualties but had been robbed of their due reward by the machinations of the Serbs and Greeks. In a six week campaign in the summer of 1913 the Bulgars failed to dislodge either of their rivals from their new conquests and were, in turn, invaded by the Roumanians from the north. The resultant treaty of Bucharest (August 1913) doubled the size of Serbia, made Greece the most important power on the Aegean, and left the Bulgars bitterly resentful. Their troops had been only four hours behind the Greeks in entering Salonika, but all they acquired for their efforts was a line of mountain summits in eastern Macedonia and a couple of second-rate harbours on the Aegean, Port Lagos and Dedeagatch. Subsequent Bulgarian policy accordingly showed rare singleness of purpose: Bulgaria would support whichever side afforded her the better prospect of revising the treaty of Bucharest. Although there was deep antagonism between Bulgar and Serb, it was not beyond the bounds of possibility that Bulgaria might support the cause of the Entente, for the Bulgars had influential friends in London and traditions of sympathy with Russia and hatred towards Germany’s new ally, Turkey. For nearly a year the British Foreign Office made representations to the Serbs in the hope of inducing them to hand over to Bulgaria regions in Macedonia which the Bulgars claimed they had been promised before the Balkan Wars; but, until it was far too late, the Serbs would not budge. From the start, however, the Entente Powers could offer Bulgaria substantial gains at the expense of Turkey. The Germans, on the other hand, while counselling friendship with Turkey, could promise Bulgaria everything that she wanted from Serbia. Not unnaturally, Bulgaria’s ruler – King Ferdinand, the fox of the Balkans – determined to stay out of the war until he could see which of his neighbours, Serbia or Turkey, would end up on the losing side.


Greek policy was more equivocal. Since October 1910 the Greek Government had been headed by the Cretan revolutionary, Eleutherios Venizelos. As a student thirty years before, Venizelos had hung a map on the wall of his study showing the boundaries of the new Greek Empire which was his national vision – its limits ran from Lake Ochrid through Monastir to Constantinople itself and stretched along the coast of Asia Minor to Smyrna and the Dodekanese. Many of his ambitions had already been realized: the Greek frontier in 1914 lay less than thirty miles short of the Ochrid-Monastir line in Macedonia and had crept along the Aegean to within two hundred miles of the Turkish capital. Venizelos was prepared to forego the small segment of Macedonia which the Serbs had occupied if he could secure the greater prize of Constantinople. But Venizelos had many enemies in Greece. He had reformed the financial administration, purged the army, revised the constitution. Moreover, George I, the Danish-born king who had ruled Greece for fifty years and had entrusted Venizelos with the formation of a government, was assassinated in Salonika in March 1913. He had been succeeded by his son, Constantine. George’s sympathies had been with Britain; he was, after all, the brother of Queen Alexandra. Constantine’s family links were with Germany; he had married the Kaiser’s sister. And, as a successful general in the Balkan Wars, Constantine shared the distrust of the High Command for Venizelos’ reforming activities and their admiration for the militaristic traditions of Prussia. Yet Constantine too had ambitions, not dissimilar from those of Venizelos. George may have entered Salonika in triumph; but there was one city whose very name called for liberation by his son.


On August 8th 1914 Venizelos persuaded the King (with some difficulty) to decline his brother-in-law’s invitation to participate in ‘an united crusade against Slav domination in the Balkans’. A fortnight later Venizelos offered to put all Greece’s military and naval resources at the disposal of Britain. This overture caused embarrassment to the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, and his French opposite number, Delcassé. They had no wish to drive Greece’s old enemies Bulgaria and Turkey (who was not then at war) into the arms of Germany, for this would have made the Balkans a major area of conflict for which the Western Powers could not spare troops. But if Grey and Delcassé were perplexed by Venizelos’ importunity, their Russian colleague, Sazonov, was angry. For the Russians had no intention of allowing the Greeks to enter Constantinople. If the cross were restored to St Sophia, it must be placed there by the Russian branch of the Orthodox Church, not the Greek. Venizelos’ offer was turned down, and Greece continued to maintain an uneasy neutrality, with tension mounting between king and minister. Venizelos left no doubt where he thought Greece’s true interests lay. He reminded Constantine that, by a military convention of June 1913, Greece was bound to assist Serbia if she were attacked by Bulgaria, provided that the Serbs could concentrate an army of 150,000 men against the Bulgars. We shall find, in due course, that figure of 150,000 becoming almost a talisman of success; but, for the moment, apart from unauthorized raids by komitadji guerrillas, all remained quiet in Macedonia.


While the Foreign Office and the Quai d’Orsay were conducting their complicated manœuvres, other public figures, less closely associated with the niceties of diplomatic etiquette, were seeking to offset the military stalemate in France. To one senior French commander, General Franchet d’Espérey at Fifth Army Headquarters north of Rheims, it seemed foolish to concentrate on breaking through the heavily fortified positions on the Western Front. The General was steeped in French military history. In private letters he recalled the grand strategy of the revolutionary wars: ‘Remember 1796–97’, he wrote, ‘It was not the mighty armies of the Rhine and Sambre-Meuse that succeeded; it was the little army in Italy.’ Was there, perhaps, a possibility of making a surprise thrust against Germany from a direction against which the Germans had no ready-made fortifications? He was mesmerized by the thought of a great cavalry advance across the open plains of Hungary. Strategically, there seemed to be a case for linking France with the Balkan Front. Did the route to Berlin lie through Budapest, Vienna, Olmütz, Prague and Dresden? It was a Bonapartist vision. Was its author a Napoleon?


Outwardly, Louis Felix Marie François Franchet d’Espérey was an orthodox French commander, a good Catholic from a family with royalist traditions but despising political intrigue. His career looked, on the face of it, the typical success story of a French general who now, at 58, was past his prime, A graduate of Saint Cyr, he had served in Algeria and Tunis and Indochina, spent a couple of years in the Operations Department in Paris, returned to Saint Cyr as an instructor, joined in the international force which had suppressed the Boxer Rising in China, assisted Lyautey to pacify Morocco, and distinguished himself in the first weeks of the war. But Franchet d’Espérey, unlike most of his colleagues, had never been obsessed by the frontier of the Rhine. He had travelled profitably. He knew Austria-Hungary well. Not only had he visited the twin capitals and made a dutiful pilgrimage to the Napoleonic battlefields, but he also travelled down the Dalmatian coast, meeting in Trieste the redoubtable Conrad von Hötzendorf, the most gifted strategist in Francis Joseph’s army. And he had gone even further afield. Shortly after Venizelos came to power, he went to Greece. Once again he was not content to remain in the capital. He took a trip to Larissa, inspected the frontier posts in Thessaly, spent some days in the small port of Volo and got to know many of the Greek officers. Now, when a lull fell on the Western Front, his thoughts returned to the journey he had undertaken four years before.


In the first week of October 1914 President Poincaré visited d’Espérey‘s headquarters in Champagne. The President mentioned in conversation the possibility that Turkey might enter the war and the General seized the opportunity to give his views on Balkan strategy. The President was impressed and invited him to put his ideas on paper. With the assistance of his chief of staff and of a Major who had served with the French mission in the Balkan Wars, Franchet d’Espérey drafted a lengthy memorandum. The plan proposed the despatch to Salonika of five army corps (some 185,000 men) whence they would be transported along the Vardar-Morava valleys to Belgrade so as to mount an offensive aimed at Budapest in the spring of 1915. Franchet d’Espérey admitted that there were two grave military obstacles to be overcome before the force could be mustered in Serbia: the inadequacy of the harbour resources at Salonika and the limited capacity of the railway, a single track through difficult country. He suggested that Kavalla might be used as an additional base to Salonika and that engineers should begin work improving the resources of the railway. Even so, he calculated that it would take two months for the army to be moved from Greece to the Danube.


The plan was entrusted to a parliamentary deputy serving with the Fifth Army, Bénazet, and handed over to Poincaré on December 1st. It was a bad moment to discuss a Balkan offensive and for the time being the President took no action. The Austrians had launched an attack which threatened Belgrade late in November and on December 2nd the city fell. But the Serbs were a fierce warrior people steeled by an intensive national patriotism. Instead of falling back under the impact of the Austrian assault, they counter-attacked along the river Kolubara and broke the Austrian front. Within a fortnight Belgrade had been liberated and the Serbian High Command was able to issue the proud communiqué, ‘Not one enemy soldier remains at liberty on the soil of the Serbian Kingdom’. Yet the Serbs had to pay a heavy price for this triumph: some 170,000 men killed in battle and possibly as many as 50,000 in hospital from typhus. A victorious army stood on the threshold of the Austrian Empire but lacked the strength to cross it.


London and Paris remained in ignorance of Serbia’s true position. The ‘miracle of the Kolubara’ had awakened interest in the Balkans on both sides of the Channel. On January 1st 1915 Poincaré discussed a possible offensive with the French prime minister, Viviani, and his principal colleague, Briand, the Minister of Justice. Briand was enthusiastic and Viviani, though less sanguine, at any rate not hostile to the idea. They agreed to put proposals for an offensive on the lines of d’Espérey’s plan to the commander-in-chief of French armies in the north-east, the imperturbable ‘Papa’ Joffre, who was to lunch with them a week later.


Meanwhile, entirely independently of the French (and, indeed, of each other) two British observers spent the Christmas of 1914 drafting memoranda on the war situation. The first of these was Colonel Hankey, secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence since 1912. Hankey was surprised at what he termed ‘the remarkable deadlock which has occurred in the western theatre of war’. He sought ‘some other outlet’ for the employment of the newly raised armies. Among his proposals was an attempt to unite the Balkan States by vigorous action against Turkey and ‘the possibility of some co-operation with the Serbian Army against Austria’. The plan was duly laid before the War Council, a body of ten Cabinet ministers and military leaders which had been established in August 1914 to assume responsibility for the general strategy of the war and of which Hankey was secretary.


Hankey’s note was a general survey of the whole strategic scene; some commentators have suggested that it contained the genesis of the Dardanelles expedition. The second memorandum, a formidable document of nearly 4,000 words, was specifically related to the Balkan situation. It was the work of a member of the War Council, Lloyd George, the Chancellor of the Exchequer. Lloyd George was not popular with the army and navy chiefs; they had mastered the mysteries of war, he (they felt) was a demagogue. What did this Merlin from Snowdonia know of logistics or of the obstacles imposed by geography to the movement of armies? In their opposition they were less than just to Lloyd George. With his Celtic imagination, he was the least insular member of the Liberal Government. He had travelled widely in Canada and South America and knew more of Europe than any of his colleagues did. He had even had the enterprise to undertake a motoring expedition through Germany, Switzerland, Austria-Hungary and France. And, as his letters to his brother show, ever since the outbreak of the Balkan Wars he had made a point of reading all the military information that was put before the cabinet. He had not, indeed, visited the Balkans but his romantic radicalism had been fired by the image of Venizelos, an interest stimulated by his friendship with Sir Arthur Crosfield who had married a wealthy Greek, a close acquaintance of the Venizelos family. All these influences combined to attract his mind to the Balkans; and he came forward with a proposal for a general offensive against Austria in combination with the Serbs, Greeks and Roumanians. The Western Powers were to participate either through landing a force at Salonika or by an amphibious operation on the Dalmatian coast. ‘It might be advisable’, he wrote, ‘to send an advance force through Salonika, to assist Serbia.’ For the first time a note of urgency was coming into these Balkan proposals. The memorandum was dated January 1st 1915, and circulated at the same time as that of Hankey.


*


In the first week of 1915, then, the leaders of France and Britain were considering a possible extension of the war in the Balkans, assuming that Greece could be tempted to abandon her neutrality. The military chiefs on both sides of the Channel instinctively disliked the whole project. One tenth of metropolitan France was in enemy occupation; and the Germans were entrenched less than sixty miles from Paris, as near to the Arc de Triomphe as Oxford to the City of London or Gettysburg to Capitol Hill. The French High Command needed sublime confidence in the defensive ring around the capital to contemplate a speculative venture in a distant corner of Europe. Joffre, a veteran of the 1870 disaster, was not the man to take such a risk. And he had other reasons, apart from caution bred of experience. His strategic plan for 1915 provided for the maximum number of divisions concentrated as battering-rams at three points along the German defensive line in Artois and Champagne. Joffre believed (and it remained the one article in his Credo) that the war would not be won until the main German army had been defeated in the field of battle which the Germans had themselves selected for their principal effort. He had, under his direct command, over one and a quarter million men and they were supported by more than two hundred thousand British and Belgian troops. Never before had such a huge army been gathered on a single front. But behind the nests of barbed-wire and the machine gun emplacements lay 85 German divisions, almost equal in numbers to the Allied force. Casualties would be heavy – the British, for example, had lost 50,000 men in little more than a month’s fighting around Ypres – and Joffre would need every division he could raise. He made it clear to Poincaré that he could not accept the withdrawal of men from the decisive theatre of war for many months to come. Not everyone agreed with Joffre – General Galliéni, who had been nominated as successor to Joffre should the commander-in-chief be killed in battle, favoured a landing at Salonika – but it was still Joffre’s hour; and the French Government accepted his decision. For the moment, nothing more was heard of Franchet d’Espérey’s plan.


The British generals were almost as adamant. They had little difficulty in shooting down Lloyd George, though it can hardly be said they silenced him. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, they maintained, ‘had discovered the Balkans in an atlas’. He did not understand that it would take six months to fit out a Balkan Expeditionary Force. He was thinking (and there was some truth in this criticism) of a paper triumph for political objectives, of a fillip to lagging morale at home. This, they intimated, was all that could be expected from a vote-catching politician; in war, it was the final victory that mattered, and final victory could only be achieved by wearing down the German army in France. Hankey’s paper they treated with a little more respect, but they refused to accept his contention that it was impossible to break through the German lines by a direct attack. Given less rain and fog and more shells, the German front could still be broken; until the military commanders on the spot were convinced that the Allies could not make a breach in France, no offensive should be launched elsewhere. Sir John French, the commander of the British Expeditionary Force, grudgingly admitted that, ‘An attack with Greece and Serbia was, perhaps, the least objectionable proposal, but the lines of communication would be long and difficult’. And so, too, he might have added, would be the conversion of the commanders in the field.


There were, nevertheless, good reasons why the ‘Easterners’ were not routed at this early stage. The War Office and the Admiralty were still dominated by Titans, Kitchener (the War Minister) and Admiral Fisher (the First Sea Lord) – and neither was completely convinced of the absolute priority of the Western Front. But action was forced on the Asquith Government from another quarter. On January 2nd 1915 a message was received from the Russian commander-in-chief urging ‘a demonstration of some kind against the Turks’ to ease the position of the Russian armies. Generals, admirals and ministers in London weighed the merits of rival theatres of war. A final decision was to be taken at the War Council of January 13th.


This day-long conference has rightly fascinated historians. The records of its participants retain, even today, the tension of high drama. We seem to catch the very gestures and inflexions of the principal actors: the nagging uncertainties of Lloyd George and Balfour about the Western Front; the long cross-examination of Sir John French on his proposed offensive in Flanders; the gruff interventions of Kitchener, finally convincing even the Chancellor of the Exchequer that at present not a single division could be spared from France; Grey’s plea for a naval raid in the southern Adriatic (to which few councillors gave their attention); and, as the curtains block out the murky evening, the magnetic appeal of Churchill’s masterly exposition of the Dardanelles problem, the sudden consciousness that in the long arm of the navy is salvation. Here, surely, is the true alternative for Britain to the soldiers’ war of attrition, an assault from the sea rather than an overland trek to central Europe. Here lies the key to southern Russia; this must be the victory to swing Balkan opinion in favour of the Entente and hand to the British public a triumph that meant something for them. ‘The Admiralty should prepare for a naval expedition in February to bombard and take the Gallipoli Peninsula with Constantinople as its objective’, ran the final decision of the conference. It was a magnificent directive, resolute in its laconicism, filled with the confidence of centuries of sea power. Thus spoke Britannia. Another six weeks were to elapse before the First Sea Lord penned the damning minute, ‘The Dardanelles futile without soldiers’.


Commitment to operations in the Dardanelles did not, however, necessarily exclude an expedition to Salonika. Lloyd George’s thesis had prevailed sufficiently for the Council to resolve that, should there still be stalemate in France and Flanders in the spring, British troops would be sent ‘to another theatre of war’. Moreover, Grey hoped that Greece might now be tempted to enter the war; if Greece moved, it was essential to safeguard that slender lifeline to Serbia along the Vardar and Morava. After characteristic prevarication, Venizelos offered support, provided that Greece was safeguarded from a Bulgarian attack by the presence of an allied force at Salonika and by the mobilization of the Roumanian army on Bulgaria’s northern frontier.


This overture from Venizelos gave Lloyd George another opportunity. The General Staff continued to hedge: Salonika was, indeed, the best place to send troops but it was useless to despatch them until the snow had melted. Lloyd George persisted. There was much coming and going between London and Paris. Churchill and Lloyd George both made visits to France to win support for an Aegean diversion. ‘We ought not to dilly-dally any longer’, urged Lloyd George on his return. The French reluctantly agreed to send a division to Salonika. Kitchener wanted Russian troops as well, believing that the presence of their fellow Slavs would be a greater deterrent to the Bulgars than a purely Western force; but the Russians could offer only a thousand Cossacks and it would have taken them several months to reach Salonika from Archangel. The Roumanians were unresponsive. But finally, on February 9th, Kitchener agreed to send the 29th Division to Salonika. A strong telegram was sent to Venizelos:




‘Every obligation of honour and interest renders it necessary that Greece should go to the assistance of Serbia. In order to help them to do so effectively, and to secure their communications, Britain, France and Russia propose to send a division to Salonica. Even if there is delay in the despatch of the Russian contingent, the British and French divisions will be despatched immediately’.





‘Might have beens’ are a temptation for the historian, and this one is particularly hard to resist. Had an inter-allied force landed in the Balkans in February 1915 rather than in October, the balance of the war would have been drastically altered. This would have been an act of reinsurance, not of succour. Linked with the naval assault on the Dardanelles, it could have rolled back the German map of Europe from its south-eastern corner. With Italy, too, joining the belligerents (as she did) and with Russia encouraged, the Central Powers would have been forced on the defensive on four fronts. This was the true policy of ‘encirclement’, the strategy the Germans had most feared since the days of Bismarck. It was the first, but hardly the last, of the lost opportunities.


Mistiming in Whitehall and mistrust in Athens effectively prevented Greece from ‘going to the assistance of Serbia’. Grey had believed that the naval bombardment of the Dardanelles forts would begin on February 11th; the British and French diplomatic representatives were to press acceptance on Venizelos four days later. But bad weather and technical problems postponed the naval action for over a week. The diplomats therefore waited on Venizelos too soon. They were not able to say to him, ‘If you seek confirmation of our determination to press on with the war, go to Mudros and listen to the roar of the guns’. Venizelos himself favoured intervention; but without some tangible evidence of allied power he could not carry Constantine and the General Staff with him. Hence the Greeks fell back on a technicality. They had asked that Roumania must threaten Bulgaria’s northern flank before Greece marched; the Roumanians would never enter the war until they saw a sound prospect of Allied victory; and the Greeks accordingly declined to move. The Salonika project fell into the background.


*


The tragic tale of courage and confusion which is Gallipoli has been brilliantly told elsewhere, most recently by Mr Alan Moorehead, and it is, properly speaking, beyond the scope of this present book. Yet such an enterprise cannot be totally omitted from any narrative of events in 1915. For there are moments in the months which precede the creation of the Salonika Army when the historian feels that for Whitehall the war was Gallipoli. The War Council was superseded by the Dardanelles Committee; and it was the Dardanelles which led to the demise of the Liberal Government in May, 1915, and became the first problem of the Asquith Coalition which replaced it. Gallipoli, with its high hopes so nearly realized and its bitter disappointments, profoundly influenced British policy towards south-eastern Europe for many years ahead – and imposed blinkers on imaginative strategy for a generation.


By the end of February naval shells had silenced the outer forts of the Dardanelles. The political reaction to the news was electric. Venizelos sought to turn about, and promptly offered three divisions for an advance on Constantinople. Kitchener began to scrape up divisions in case the Navy needed backing up. Even the French, jealously guarding their influence in the Levant, proposed to despatch troops, while the Russians unearthed from their archives a well-worn project for landing men on the Bosphorus. To the young volunteer officers bringing war back to the Hellespont and revelling in romantic classicism it seemed as if they were witnessing an historical climacteric.


It was, alas, one of the turning points when history failed to turn. In mid-March the optimism began to evaporate. There were political disappointments: Venizelos was forced out of office by the General Staff and replaced by a pro-German government. Far more serious was the calling off of the naval attack when it was within a hair’s breadth of success. For the Allies thus drifted into a land campaign for which their military chiefs grudged every man and every shell. As the men sweltered in the heat of summer, the tip of the peninsula became a microcosm of established infantry practice, criss-crossed by trenches, four thousand of the attackers dying to gain four hundred yards on a mile front. The inconclusive futility of France and Flanders against which Franchet d’Espérey and Hankey and Lloyd George had railed was repeated in a very different terrain. Fresh divisions landed at Suvla in August suffered 38,000 casualties in three weeks of battle without being able to consolidate their position. By the autumn Gallipoli was a symbol of tragedy, not of triumph, for the Asquith Government. Nobody yet breathed the word ‘Evacuation’; but it was at the back of everyone’s mind. Unless, of course, another army, fresh men and new divisions, could sweep through those Turkish defences.


The war was going grimly for the Allies elsewhere that summer. The Germans and Austrians were rolling the Russians back through Poland. The Italians were immobile on the Adriatic; the Serbs static on the Danube. Joffre’s offensive in Artois lost the French 100,000 men in ten days of fierce combat and penetrated little more than two miles into the German defences. Joffre might dolefully pat his head and repeat his pet-phrase, ‘I keep nibbling at them’, but it was tempting to ask, ‘How strong are your teeth?’.


Nor was the political prospect any brighter. The Roumanians, who had contemplated intervention when all was going well in the Dardanelles, had second thoughts. The Bulgars seemed about to commit themselves to the Central Powers: an ominous telegram from the Sofia Legation early in August informed the Foreign Office that an influential colonel on the General Staff had slipped off to Berlin in high secrecy. Only in Athens was there some glimmer of hope; for on June 13th the Greek electorate, despite intimidation, gave an overwhelming mandate to Venizelos’ Liberal Party (184 seats in a chamber of 310). But another ten weeks were to elapse before Venizelos was invited to form a Ministry, for the King was seriously ill and constitutional propriety demanded (or was made to appear to demand) that until he was well enough to send for the victorious Liberal leader, the existing government should remain in office. Constantine’s convalescence coincided with the low ebb of Allied military fortunes, and by the time Venizelos was back in office the whole of Greece was politically split between the Entente party (which backed Venizelos) and the neutralists (who relied on King and army to keep the tiger from their gates).


*


It was at this point that political considerations in France began to exert an influence on the Balkans, for better or worse. For on the Western Front there had been a development among the military leaders of more than local interest. On July 22nd Joffre dismissed General Sarrail from command of the Third Army. There were good grounds for Joffre’s action and plenty of precedents. The Third Army had recently suffered a serious reverse, losing five thousand men killed and another four thousand taken prisoner in what were, strictly speaking, limited skirmishes. Yet it was a bold stroke of Joffre’s, for Sarrail was no mere field commander out of luck but the military idol of the dissident Left, a political general down to his infantryman’s boots.


Maurice Sarrail was born in south-western France, at Carcassonne in 1856, the same year as Franchet d’Espérey (and, indeed as two other French commanders, Nivelle and Pétain). He graduated from Saint Cyr in 1877, as did Franchet d’Espérey, but his character and personality marked him out for a different career. While many brother officers were devout Catholics, often affecting a sentimental royalism, Sarrail was an uncompromising radical, a Freemason and a freethinker. As a battalion commander in the eighteen-nineties he did not hide his sympathies for the martyred Dreyfus and the subsequent political victory of Dreyfus’ champions ensured Sarrail’s promotion. His contacts with politicians became closer after a period as commandant of the guard at the Palais Bourbon, the home of the Chamber of Deputies, and in due course he was put in charge of infantry instruction at the rankers’ training college of Saint-Maixent, the poor man’s Saint Cyr. There his name became associated with the unpopular system by which confidential reports on the religious practices of officers and cadets were forwarded to the War Ministry, but this did not impede Sarrail’s career for by now he had powerful patrons in one wing of the Radical Socialist Party. When, in the summer of 1911, his friend Joseph Caillaux became prime minister, Sarrail was promoted General and given a command of a division. Of his contemporaries, Franchet d’Espérey (whom it was generally agreed had a brilliant record) waited another year to attain a similar rank, while Pétain and Nivelle were still colonels when the war began.


It would, nevertheless, be unfair to suggest that Sarrail owed his advancement entirely to the happy coincidence of his views with those of M. Caillaux. Sarrail was a gallant soldier who had shown initiative on the Marne and at Verdun in the autumn of 1914; and it was for his abilities in the field that Joffre had appointed him to the Third Army in the first place. Indeed Caillaux, so far from assisting Sarrail on that occasion, was content to secure the general’s backing for his own ambition of becoming Paymaster to the Forces (having resigned as a Minister when his wife emptied a revolver into the editor of Figaro who, in a bitter campaign against her husband, had unchivalrously cast aspersions on her pre-marital status). But if Sarrail had won his own way to the top, his friends could at least prevent his dismissal banishing him to the obscurity of a provincial garrison. Though Caillaux was out of office, his lieutenants were in Viviani’s Government and Viviani could not afford a breach with the Radical Socialists if he were to continue as prime minister.


Fortunately for Viviani, there was a post for Sarrail. The general in command of the two French divisions at the Dardanelles had been seriously wounded by Turkish shell fragments. On the day after his dismissal, Sarrail was summoned before Viviani and the War Minister, Millerand, and offered the Gallipoli command. He was reluctant to accept a post which he considered to be inferior to his rank and dignity, but was allowed two days grace to make up his mind. With typical self-confidence, he then sought a further interview with Millerand and accepted the appointment, but on his own terms: the French force to be increased from two to six divisions; complete independence from the British command; and recognition that these 100,000 Frenchmen should constitute ‘the Army of the Orient’. Millerand conceded these points in principle, but he too insisted on one condition: ‘Do not go canvassing Deputies’, he said to Sarrail. And, for once, Sarrail did not.


*


Sarrail never went to Gallipoli. The situation in south-eastern Europe deteriorated rapidly in the early autumn. For during those months of wrangling between Easterners and Westerners in the allied capitals, the Germans had become aware that the Serbian Front, though silent, was potentially dangerous. Falkenhayn and Conrad, the chiefs of the German and Austrian General Staffs, decided in August on action in the Balkans: the Serbian obstacle must be swept from the middle Danube; and, if Turkey were to be an effective partner, men and munitions must move freely along the great trans-European railway through Belgrade and Niš to Constantinople. Hence on September 6th they signed a secret convention with Bulgaria for the total elimination of Serbia as a military force. A German army and an Austrian army were to attack across the Danube and the Sava and were to be supported, within a week, by two Bulgarian armies advancing on Serbia’s flank to cut the Vardar–Morava link to the south. The Serbian army, sick of typhus and short of artillery, would thus be encircled by a force of over 400,000 men. A sledge-hammer was to be used to crack a small, but irritatingly tough, nut.


All this, although hardly unexpected, remained unknown to the Allies. Five days after the Bulgars had committed themselves to Falkenhayn’s design, a conference was held at Calais to discuss the despatch of four French divisions under Sarrail to the Dardanelles. Kitchener headed the British delegation, Joffre and Sarrail the French. There was still no sense of urgency. It was agreed that the French troops should only be sent eastwards after Joffre’s autumn offensive at Loos, which was to be launched in the last week of September. Should the German line be broken, as Joffre hoped, the four divisions were to be retained on the Western Front. The tardiness of the Allies defies belief. As late as September 16th, Hankey was still working on a cabinet paper for sending a nominal force to Salonika to deter the Bulgars from entering the War. Nor did the French show any greater resolution. The Army of the Orient still existed only in Sarrail’s ambitious imagination. Joffre had agreed on August 4th to send a French mission to Salonika to survey harbour installations and railway facilities; it did not reach its destination until September 22nd, a delay of seven weeks. By then it was far too late.


It was, in fact, on September 22nd that King Ferdinand signed the decree ordering general mobilization of the Bulgarian Army within three days. The Serbs promptly telegraphed an appeal for 150,000 French and British troops to be sent to Salonika and entrained for Serbian Macedonia. This, it will be remembered, equalled the number of men whom the Serbs were bound by the 1913 Convention with Greece to put into the field against Bulgaria to ensure Greek participation in a joint military enterprise. A similar request was received from Venizelos on the same day. In Paris, political sentiment and commercial interests dictated a swift acceptance of the demand for help even if the General Staff had no idea where they would find the troops. But in London there was dismal prevarication. Disillusionment with Gallipoli had strengthened the hands of the Westerners in Whitehall. Reluctantly the War Office looked around for men and material to form its quota (75,000) of the force. But the Foreign Secretary even refused to believe that Bulgaria had decided to intervene. Pathetically conjuring up the old Liberal image of enlightened Bulgaria, Grey took the disastrous step of advising Kitchener to veto a Serbian proposal to launch an attack on her neighbour before mobilization was complete and, a few days later, he enraged opinion in Serbia and Greece by holding out an olive branch to Sofia in the House of Commons.


London and Paris still behaved as if they had some time in which to muster an army. Sarrail was told by the historian Alphonse Aulard on September 25th that his destination was Salonika; another three days were to elapse before he received official notification. And it was not until a week after the Bulgarian mobilization that preparations were begun at the Dardanelles for the despatch of two British divisions to Salonika. Several weeks must pass before they could reach even the southernmost tip of Serbia. It was as if the whole notion of maintaining an army at Salonika had fallen on the Government out of the blue.


Yet had Falkenhayn been content to go through all the traditional motions of mounting an offensive, Allied counter-measures, although meagre, might at least have been in time. The Germans, however, had counted on swift action. In the previous spring Falkenhayn had organized the transference of troops for his Polish offensive with remarkable speed and secrecy but, even so, the presence of fresh German regiments in the line had become known to the Russians five days before the storm burst. Now he would strike with even greater surprise. The infantry was not to be massed along the Danubian Front until the very eve of the offensive. In Falkenhayn’s own words, the troops would have ‘practically nothing to do but march up and proceed instantly with the crossing’. Hence, although intelligence reports at the end of September noted the movement of troop trains through southern Hungary, neither the Serbs nor the British and French had any clear indication that an attack was actually imminent. When it came, on the morning of October 6th, Allied aid still seemed painfully far away. The first British and French divisions began to disembark at Salonika just fifteen hours before the artillery opened up on Belgrade. And between Salonika and Belgrade lay nearly four hundred miles of hills and mountains.


*


The greatest obstacle to Allied policy in these crucial weeks was, however, the political uncertainty in Athens. Even after half a century it is not possible to discover exactly what happened from day to day. Certain incidents stand out clearly enough. We know, for example, that Venizelos attended King Constantine on the afternoon of September 23rd, when the Bulgars were mobilizing. The two men met alone and their versions of the interview are at variance with each other. Venizelos claims to have told the King that the electorate had shown its support of his policy of not permitting Bulgaria to destroy Serbia. ‘Your Majesty,’ he said, ‘as representative of the sovereign people, I must tell you that you have no right on this occasion to differ from me’. To which the King, with equal spirit, allegedly replied, ‘As long as it is a question of internal affairs I must bow to the people’s will; but in foreign affairs I must decide what shall or shall not be done for I feel responsible before God’. Venizelos maintains that he thereupon tendered his resignation which the King refused to accept, agreeing to mobilize the army as a precautionary measure and to seek the aid of the British and French. Constantine, on the other hand, claims that he was only informed of the request for Allied troops by letter one hour after Venizelos had seen the British and French diplomatic representatives and denies that the audience was so dramatic as Venizelos’ account would suggest. Yet, though neither Venizelos nor Constantine may have used these actual words, they represent their differing points of view. Moreover, there remains one incontrovertible fact about the meeting: the King decided to call the 180,000 men in his army to their war stations.


The confusion in Greek politics was reflected, at the time, in the messages reaching London: Venizelos would like troops to be sent as speedily as possible to Salonika; Venizelos thought troops should go to Mudros for later shipment to Salonika; Venizelos was afraid he must protest if belligerent forces landed at Salonika, etc., etc. The climax was reached on September 28th when two telegrams from Athens arrived within a short time of each other: the first thanked the British Government for its offer of troops but maintained that, since Serbia and Bulgaria had both given pacific assurances, these would not now be needed; the second insisted that no notice should be taken of the earlier message. Nor were matters made any easier by the arrival of Brigadier General Hamilton with the advance party on October 1st. For a message from the Salonika garrison commander to Athens stated that ‘General Hamilton’ had declared that he would occupy the city. Venizelos, assuming that the British officer was none other than the commander-in-chief at the Dardanelles, Sir Ian Hamilton, promptly complained to the Allies that they were violating Greek neutrality by transferring the whole of their Aegean army to Salonika in order to force concessions from the Greeks. Venizelos felt he had been deceived and, enjoying as he did the full Cretan temperament, did not hide his feelings from Sir Francis Elliott, the British Minister in Athens. So tense was the situation that Elliott urged Brigadier General Hamilton to prepare to leave Greece and insisted that the embarkation of the main force for Salonika should be halted until Venizelos had been re-assured about Allied intentions (and the movements of poor Sir Ian). By the evening of October 2nd, when this particular misunderstanding had been sorted out, it is small wonder if the British Government was regarding the whole enterprise with marked distaste.


A further scene in the Athenian tragi-comedy was played on the Sunday afternoon (October 3rd). Venizelos again summoned Elliott and his French colleague to his office and asked that troops should be landed at Salonika, promising that all the facilities of the port should be at the disposal of the Allies. But, at the same time, he solemnly read out a formal protest at the breach of Greek neutrality, handing a written copy of the note to the French Minister. The situation was still obscure. Influential newspapers were openly hostile to the proposed arrival of the Allies, but Venizelos was preparing to defend his policy in the Chamber and the Allied authorities, feeling that Venizelos was behind them, decided to go ahead with the landing. Had they hesitated for a few more hours, there would in all probability have been no army at Salonika, for between the Sunday and the Tuesday Venizelos suffered political defeat.


All went well in the Greek Parliament. Venizelos made a rousing speech, making it clear that for Greece Bulgaria remained the paramount enemy and that he intended to stand by the 1913 Convention. ‘Greece has no immediate quarrel with Germany or Austria’, he said, ‘but if in the course of events in the Balkan Peninsula, she should find herself faced by other Powers, she will act as her honour demands’. He carried the Chamber with him; but it was too much for the King. On October 5th, at the very moment the Allied transports were sailing into the Gulf of Salonika, Venizelos had a further stormy audience with Constantine. The General Staff maintained that military intervention was tantamount to political suicide, and the King agreed with them. That evening Venizelos resigned, and Constantine entrusted the government to Zaimis, an able political manager who shared the King’s convictions. It was too late to stop the French and British divisions. Disembarkation continued in a country in which resentment was changing to apprehension with each hour that passed.


Dramatic events were also taking place elsewhere on October 5th. In Sofia the British and French Ministers asked for their passports, thus formally recognizing the breach between Bulgaria and the Allies. Along the Danube and the Sava the new German and Austrian infantry regiments at last moved into position. In Calais an inter-allied conference between Joffre and Kitchener revealed the extreme reluctance of the British to press on into the interior of Macedonia. And all this while at Loos the casualty-list was rising grimly, as division after division was thrown against the German lines on the Western Front.


Not for many decades had a British Government embarked on a military undertaking with greater repugnance. Among Cabinet ministers only Lloyd George and Carson and Bonar Law believed in a supreme effort to rescue the Serbian Army. The General Staff disliked and distrusted the operation. On his return from Calais, Kitchener left no doubt about the feelings of the staff officers. It was an absurd risk to send 150,000 men to Serbia ‘on the slender hope of being able to stop munitions from reaching the Turks’. A campaign of this nature might develop in such a way that it would become an ‘unendurable strain by land and sea’. The only real alternative to using troops to gain a decision in France was to defend Britain’s empire in the East and that could be done only at the Dardanelles. For the moment, the General Staff recognized that it was politically impossible to abandon Serbia because of France’s pledges to render her assistance. But it was abundantly clear that the Government was far too timid to undertake a general action in the Balkans. The 10th Division might be in Salonika; but it was anyone’s guess how long it would remain there.
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GENERAL SARRAIL SAILED from Toulon in a fast destroyer on October 7th and arrived at Salonika five days later. He had been refused the completely independent command for which he had asked but was directly subordinate to the Minister of War rather than to Joffre at his headquarters in Chantilly. Nevertheless Joffre had already made his general views known in a directive dated October 3rd, which is printed in the official French collection of military documents. ‘I consider,’ he wrote, ‘that it is in France, the main theatre of war, that we must seek a decision’, although he admitted that, ‘the Entente clearly has an obligation which it cannot shirk to prevent Serbia from being wiped off the map’. The immediate objective of the Allied troops must be the safeguarding of Serbian communications along the river Vardar as far as Skopje. He added, ‘In my view Britain must subsequently galvanize the Balkan powers into military action; she has the necessary resources for the task and her troops, less committed than ours to the offensive (in France) are also less essential than ours in the decisive theatre of operations’. Joffre clearly grudged every man sent to the Balkans – except, perhaps, Sarrail himself whom he was glad to see removed from the vicinity of the Paris politicians. Unfortunately, the British were not prepared to play the rôle for which Joffre had cast them. Indeed, the first instructions sent to Sir Bryan Mahon, in command of the 10th Division at Salonika, were to remain near the port until it became clear whether or not the Greeks would participate with the British and French in rescuing the Serbs. The inference was that if the Greeks continued to be obdurate now that Venizelos had fallen, Mahon and his men would be evacuated from Salonika.


Until Sarrail reached Salonika the French 156th Division was under the command of General Bailloud. He, too, had received orders from Paris, drawn up before Joffre’s directive. Bailloud was told to link up with the Serbs as quickly as possible, protecting the railway as far as Niš. This was a far more ambitious project.  Niš was the temporary seat of the Serbian government and was a further hundred miles along the twisting railway from Skopje. To reach Niš, Bailloud would have to move his men as far as Plymouth from London along a single-track line which, at several points, lay less than a dozen miles from the Bulgarian border and which, on a good day, might manage a train every four hours. This was a difficult enough task, but it was made no easier by the fact that the line south of the Serbian frontier was already being used by the Greeks to mobilize their own army. Nevertheless, Bailloud got under way with commendable promptitude. The division started on its long journey within thirty hours of landing. A peremptory order from Paris recalled the division before the end of the day. Bailloud was to remain at Salonika until he had been reinforced by the 57th Division, which was on its way from France and would not arrive for another week. Niš, meanwhile, hopefully awaited the coming of the French; it was still awaiting them on November 5th, when the town fell to the Bulgars.
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