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Foreword


It is an honour to be invited to write a brief Foreword to this remarkable book about Lost Worlds of Ancient and Modern Greece. As the title indicates, the book deals with people, places, and events ranging over widely separated periods of time: from pre-classical and classical times to the early years of the 20th Century. Thus, while the stage, at least geographically, remains in much the same location, Greece and the Eastern Mediterranean, the focus is on two time-settings which are sometimes 3,000 years apart. The result might be seen as virtually two scholarly books within one cover – a double-decker in which the author does a superb job of linking and discussing the contrasts, relationships, and comparative relevance to one another of the people and events of these two historic eras on this shared great stage, even though there is such a vast time gap between them.


The volume records and examines an extraordinary litany of historical events and historical characters in the two time periods under scrutiny. The common thread linking such an immense spread of subject matter, in both geography and time, is the very lively curiosity and scholarly activity of one man, Gilbert Forrest Bagnani. The book is appropriately subtitled, ‘The Adventures of a Young Italian Archaeologist in Greece, 1921-1924’. Adventures, indeed! It reads at times like a highly imaginative picaresque novel as it follows Gilbert through a sequence of frequently amazing encounters ranging over the Eastern Mediterranean and sometimes beyond in pursuit of knowledge about the classical world. For the sheer fascination and delight to be found in these factual tales the book will be savoured and enjoyed by many readers for years to come.


But Lost Worlds of Ancient and Modern Greece is, of course, much more than a great adventure story. It is a well-organized and beautifully written work of immense erudition, the product of very extensive and tireless research, and a good deal of profound thought, by the author. Its twenty-four chapters follow Gilbert’s activities, investigations, and thought as he pursued his deepening interest in and commitment to the challenge and opportunities of archaeology and the study of relevant monuments, records, artifacts, and historical personalities. In so doing, he added immensely to knowledge and understanding of the classical world of ancient Greece and, indeed, to knowledge and understanding of the no less complex situation and events in Greece and the Eastern Mediterranean worlds in his own times.


Fortunately, Dr Bagnani had a remarkable talent as an expositor and teacher. He shared his knowledge with many others, inspiring and expanding interest and enthusiasm for the study of ancient Greece and many other facets of the classical world. His interests, enthusiasm, knowledge and gifts of exposition were shared with his talented and much-loved wife, Stewart, a very well informed and experienced appreciator, student and critic of painting and the visual arts.


It was Canada’s good fortune when, in the face of the hostility of Mussolini and the darkening of the European world, Gilbert and Stewart returned to Canada where Gilbert became in due course a professor of classical history at the University of Toronto, and Stewart established and led a program of art education and appreciation at the Art Gallery of Toronto. Both were very highly respected by their colleagues and much beloved by many students.


The Bagnanis had also a long and special relationship with Trent University. I had had the good fortune to be a student of Gilbert’s in his Greek and Roman history classes as an undergraduate at the University of Toronto and subsequently served with him in a very minor way as a tutorial assistant while I pursued my studies in Canadian and Commonwealth history. It was a constant delight to observe him at work and to see the lights go on as students warmed to the subject as classes progressed under his tutelage.


It was, consequently, an immense pleasure when, some years later, having been invited to found Trent University in Peterborough, I was able to invite Gilbert and Stewart to join in this venture which they did with great enthusiasm and steadfastness. The range and value of their contribution to the academic and collegiate life of Trent is remembered and honoured in a number of appropriate ways including: The Bagnani Medals presented annually at Convocation to students in the General Programme who achieve high overall standing on graduation; Bagnani Hall at Trent’s Traill College in which portraits of Gilbert and Stewart preside over a significant collection of furniture and artifacts which they left to the University; the Bagnani Lectures based at Traill College of which Gilbert and Stewart were Honorary and very active Fellows; the appointment of a Bagnani Fellow, the first of whom is the distinguished author of this volume; a substantial contribution of books to the University Library; and a massive bequest to the University Archives of documents, correspondence, notes, papers, manuscripts, memos, maps, plans, prints, published works, scrapbooks, postcards, and some 1,500 photographs, glass negatives, slides, and sketches, as well as other invaluable research materials, much of which has been of assistance to Dr Begg’s scholarly research in preparing this volume and other publications.


Yet, perhaps the greatest of the gifts and memories left at Trent by these two lifelong scholars is their belief that, despite the often laborious work involved, and the many dangers and difficulties they encountered, the pursuit of knowledge can be and, indeed, should be fun in the deepest meaning of that word. Gilbert’s celebrated discourse ‘Lucullus Dines: Food and Drink in the Roman World’ conveying a sense of Roman high life, amounting at times to debauchery, by describing this occasion in extraordinary detail is an example of his sometimes playful but at bottom deadly serious deployment of humour in the service of scholarly reality.1 He applied this talent also in his writing about The Satyricon and in his gossipy anonymous articles about Greek politics written for the Morning Post newspaper in London, England.


Gilbert and Stewart Bagnani were renaissance figures who are remembered with great affection by countless people – students, colleagues, and friends whose lives they enriched.


This volume is the first in a proposed trilogy. The next two volumes will be awaited with eager anticipation by the scholarly community and by many lay folk alike.


Thomas H.B. Symons, C.C., O.Ont., FRSC, LL.D., D.U., D.Litt., D.Cn.L., FRGS., KSS.,


Founding President and Vanier Professor Emeritus, Trent University


Trustee, The Gilbert and Stewart Bagnani Endowment


29 March 2019


 


1 Prof. Bagnani delivered variations of this lecture in the mid-1960s at universities across Canada but no typescript of it has yet been found.





Preface


Lost Worlds of Ancient and Modern Greece relates three years (1921-1924) in the life of a young Italian archaeologist in Greece, based on his letters to his mother in Rome, at first as a non-partisan observer of, and later as an active participant in some of the most tumultuous events in modern Greek history.


After a brief account in Chapter 1 of the central event of the destruction of Smyrna in September 1922 and the creation of a million refugees, the story in Chapter 2 begins nine months earlier, with the arrival in December 1921 of Gilbert Bagnani in Greece, when the royalist government is vainly trying to extract itself and its armies from central Turkey. In ante-bellum Athens, only a relative few including young Gilbert could conceive of the potential catastrophe about to befall a million compatriots in Anatolia. Thus Chapter 1 is a flash forward to enable the reader better to appreciate Gilbert’s insights. When he returns to Greece for his second year in December 1922, the city is filled with thousands of refugees and ruled by a military junta.


What were current events to Gilbert Bagnani a century ago, however, are forgotten histories today. So the Prologue of Odysseus vs. Achilles is intended to provide the interested reader with the relevant historical background preceding Gilbert Bagnani’s arrival in Greece, but is not necessary in order to follow the narrative of his travels in and around Greece.


Gilbert himself thrived on contemporary politics, not to mention gossip about the rich and powerful, so much so that he wrote anonymous articles about Greek politics for the Morning Post newspaper in London. His sources and perspective were uniquely those of a foreign observer inside the upper echelons of Athenian society at a critical juncture in modern Greek history. His brilliant mind, near photographic memory and arrogant self-confidence belied his youth, being only twenty-one years old upon his arrival in Athens but displaying a maturity well beyond his years most of the time.


Prof. Thomas H. B. Symons, who kindly agreed to write the Foreward, was a student of Gilbert Bagnani’s at the University of Toronto and later invited both Gilbert Bagnani and his wife Stewart to teach at Trent University, which Prof. Symons had recently founded in Peterborough, Ontario. Since the arrival of the Bagnani papers at Trent University two decades ago, when I discovered their unique historical material, Prof. Symons has always encouraged me in the research for writing an account of the lives of Gilbert and Stewart Bagnani. Lost Worlds of Ancient and Modern Greece is the resulting volume, the first of a projected trilogy about their lives in Europe and Egypt in the 1920s and 1930s before they immigrated to Canada.
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Introduction


An only child, Gilbert Bagnani was born in Rome 26 April 1900. It is not known where, when or how his Canadian mother and Italian father met. Florence Ruby Dewar was an heiress descended from a family of lawyers and doctors in Edinburgh. An ancestor had purchased the landed estate of Vogrie at Gorebridge near Edinburgh and a cousin had built a mansion there which he called Vogrie. Her father, Dr John Forrest Dewar, born in 1834, graduated in Medicine from the University of Edinburgh, visited hospitals on the continent and practiced in Turin, Italy, before immigrating to Port Hope, Ontario in 1859.1 A well regarded surgeon and physician for Trinity College School at Port Hope, he married Anne Jane Hughes as his second wife in 1868 and died in August 1877, when Florence, their only surviving child, born 14 October 1872, was not yet five. Her widowed mother Anne, having lost her own father, brother, and two children within a few years, moved with Florence in April 1878 to Edinburgh. Her brother-in-law, Gilbert Innes Dewar, died 26 September 1879, leaving almost all of his estate to his young niece Florence. Anne raised Florence not only in Scotland but in Dresden (to study music) and Florence, Italy, as well with only occasional trips back to Port Hope, where the Rev. Charles Bethune, who was Headmaster at Trinity College School, was her godfather. Florence was very fortunate not only in being an heiress but in having such a capable and intelligent mother as Anne Hughes.


Ugo Giro Bagnani was born in 1863 in Pisa, son of Giuseppe Bagnani, a pharmacist, and of Emilia Franceschetti, who had nursed the Italian hero Garibaldi during his recovery from a bullet wound at Aspromonte in 1862. Ugo had one older brother born in 1859, Arturo, an engineer who eventually immigrated to Descalvado, Brazil. The Bagnanis traced their ancestry back to 1201 in Tuscany and included a Jerusalem knight ennobled at the time of the Venetian-Maltese naval battles with the Turks in 1717. After Giuseppe Bagnani died in 1864, leaving the widowed Emilia with two very young sons, Ugo became a Second Lieutenant in the infantry by the age of eighteen, attending military school and entering the Bersaglieri, an elite corps of the Italian infantry, trained for speed, endurance, marksmanship and independent initiative. Ugo rose very rapidly through its ranks to become Italy’s first Military Attaché in London from 1908 to 1911, an Aide-de-Camp to King Victor Emanuel III, and finally in 1917 Italy’s representative at the British front at Cassel in northern France, where he died suddenly of pneumonia.


By a coincidence then, both of Gilbert’s parents had been raised by their widowed mothers and never really knew their fathers. Also, Gilbert had ancestors on both sides practicing medicine, although he himself showed little interest in healing except with the workers on the excavations in Egypt when there was no one else to minister to the sick.


Florence Ruby Dewar married Captain Ugo Bagnani on Tuesday 14 Sept 1897 at the Chapel of Trinity College School in Port Hope, with a reception at 44 Augusta St., Port Hope. Although there were undoubtedly many marriages between Italians and English, there would have been relatively few between the educated elites, then a very small proportion of the general population.


Gilbert was born in Rome and his mother’s mother, Anna Jane Hughes Dewar, seems to have lived in Italy near her daughter and grandson. She died in 5 July 1905 at the residence of her son-in-law Major Bagnani in Verona and was buried in the Protestant Cemetery in Verona. In order to settle her estate, Ugo, Florence and Gilbert together with their maid sailed to New York and traveled by train to Toronto. They stayed for a few days with the Rev. Charles Bethune. A second cousin of the famous medical missionary in China, Norman Bethune, Charles would go on to found the Canadian Entomological Society while teaching at Guelph University. A very large red album of postcards, invitations, and other ephemera documents the years 1900 to 1907, including their trip to Canada. Gilbert would have heard Port Hope mentioned countless times in discussions with his mother but what it symbolized to him in his early years remains unknown; three decades later he would choose to leave Italy and immigrate to Port Hope, Ontario.


Gilbert grew up speaking Italian to his father and their servants and English to his mother. Gilbert was attending elementary school in Peschiera near Verona when his father was posted to London, England, in January 1908. For the next three and a half years, Gilbert was raised in a diplomatic environment while at the same time inheriting his father’s military disdain for diplomats in general. Moreover, he and his family would have been outside observers of political and social events, detached from most of their neighbours and compatriots. Invitations to royal events at the palace indicating a dress code of ‘feathers and trains’ convey the elaborate protocol of the period, culminating with an invitation to the coronation festivities in June, 1911.


In London, Gilbert attended Charles Herbert Gibbs’ Pre-Preparatory School, which was located at 37 Sloane St in the 1911 census. Re-established in 1918 at 134 Sloane St, Gibb’s School was attended in the late 1930s by the sons of American Ambassador Joseph Kennedy as after the war by Prince Edward and Viscount Linley. In the Bagnani Archives at Trent University in Peterborough, Ontario, Gilbert’s notes on Napoleon dating from about 1911 suggest an early interest, possibly prompted as a school assignment, which continued into his adult life. At some stage in his schooling, Gilbert played the title role of Euripides’ Iphigeneia. But his mother was equally influential. Decades later Gilbert recalled that she ‘presented me on my eleventh birthday with Macauley’s essays. It was a turning point in my life. I devoured them avidly. They confirmed my interest in history, & gave me the passion for the eighteenth century’ that never deserted him.


In the 1911 census, Lt. Col. Ugo Bagnani was living at 15 Onslow Square with his wife Florence, son Gilbert aged ten, visitors Amedeo, aged twelve, and Aimone di Savoia, aged eleven, and servants Italia Ballardini, parlour maid aged forty, Vittoria Ballardini, cook aged twenty-three, and Santina Venturini, housemaid aged eighteen, all single. The Duke of Aosta, 1st cousin of King Victor Emanuel and at that time heir to the Italian throne, had sent his sons Amedeo and Aimone to London at this time, and Gilbert’s father served in loco parentis. The two royal brothers may have had little to do with the commoner Gilbert, and he seldom ever referred to them later in life.


After his family moved back to Italy, Gilbert attended the Nobile Collegio del Nazzarino in Rome but his father’s duties and whereabouts as General are less clear. There is a file of about thirty letters written to him from 1910 to 1913 by his commander, the Duke of Aosta, but the Duke’s handwriting was so notoriously illegible that the King was said to have placed his letters on the floor and walked around them to determine which side was up. There is also a thick file of telegrams between them. It was during this period that Italy seized Libya and the Dodecanese islands in the Aegean from Turkey.


In the Spring of 1915, just before Italy entered the war against Austria, Gilbert wrote several letters from 4 Via S. Martino Rome to his mother who was elsewhere in Italy with his father. Gilbert would not have been at home alone in Rome since there were at least two servants in the apartment. He was not only following the current political events avidly but even taking part in violent anti-Austrian demonstrations. Gilbert’s father was serving as an Italian observer at the British front in France when he died suddenly of pneumonia in February 1917. The small funeral procession attended by his widow was observed and movingly described by a Canadian officer, General George H. Mitchell, who later became a good friend of Gilbert’s in Canada as the Dean of Applied Science and Engineering at the University of Toronto. Gilbert seems not to have attended the funeral and, in the absence of any surviving correspondence between Gilbert and his father, little is documented about their relationship, nor in what ways Ugo may have influenced his son.


Gilbert began studying at the University of Rome in November 1917 but had to attend the Royal Military Academy in Turin for six months from September 1918 until March 1919 just as the First World War was ending. Becoming an officer had little appeal for him. While it was undoubtedly elite, Gilbert’s letters home leave no doubt that he could not wait to get out and back to academia. Surrounded as he was in Rome by history and historians, it is hardly surprising that Gilbert eventually concentrated his studies on ancient history and archaeology.


Even before he graduated, Gilbert had given public lectures and published two articles. In 1920 he used his connections in Rome to arrange to lecture to the Hellenic Society in London on recent Italian excavations at Cyrene, and various ambassadors’ wives and a Roman princess were in attendance. When he lectured in August at Cardiff in Wales to the British Association for the Advancement of Science, he met the famous Egyptologist, Sir Flinders Petrie, and even drew satirical sketches of characters he met there.


Always fearless, in June 1921 he sailed on his own via Syracuse and Malta to visit the Italian excavations in Cyrenaica in eastern Libya. Cyrene was an early Greek colony, an important city under the Romans, and highly prized by archaeologists for the sculptures discovered in its public markets and baths, but the region was potentially dangerous. It was a politically sensitive place and time because the Italians had seized Libya from the Ottoman Empire in 1911 and were still encountering resistance from the local Senussi tribesmen.


At the Art Gallery of Ontario there are perhaps three hundred photos of eastern Libya from this tour, many remaining to be identified. Some photos show the two-storeyed tomb of Menechrat outside ancient Barka or Merdj with plans and sections. This tomb might have been the subject of a university project and the immediate reason for his trip but he never published these documents or his photos of the tomb and these did not appear in its later publication.


In the relatively few letters written from Libya to his mother he described the personalities of the local Italian archaeologists, who were arguing among themselves. While he was at Cyrene, three skeletons were discovered in the ancient marketplace where they had been crushed in the earthquake of 365. This was also the same season that the famous inscribed edicts of Cyrene were discovered which clarified the imperial powers legally held by the first emperor Augustus.


He also met military officials and ventured southward out into the desert with local police but was forced to turn back by some unidentified political or military incident which Gilbert did not feel comfortable making explicit in his letter while there. His photographs do portray Italians and Arabs together, including Omar al Mukhtar, who was soon to lead the revolt against the Italians.


Upon his return to Rome, he published an article about the sculptures previously found at Cyrene and displayed in the British Museum, which he would have seen the previous summer (Bagnani 1921: 232-46). This subject also might have been a component of his university requirements. His interest in classical sculpture would continue in Greece. In addition, he wrote another article for the Roman Society about the discovery of an underground neo-Pythagorean Basilica in Rome (Bagnani 1919: 78-85).


His main academic thesis was on the depiction of Greek fountains as painted on Greek vases. An English version of this paper survives at Trent. It reveals, however, that he was unaware of Greek publications during the war, an understandable though important omission.


Gilbert graduated from the University of Rome in November 1921, having changed his focus from law to ancient history and archaeology. Serious and precocious, he had been given every advantage by his doting parents but he also had several very influential academic mentors who recognized his exceptional gifts and offered him guidance. Gilbert’s connections in Rome were with the archaeological and diplomatic establishments. He once said he considered himself more Roman than Italian, socializing with the old ‘black aristocracy’ whose families had been ennobled by the popes long before Rome was incorporated into modern Italy in 1870. Gilbert and his mother lived in a fairly spacious apartment in a palazzo, now the German Embassy, at 4 San Martino, only a five minute walk from the Terme Museum. His mentors were not only Thomas Ashby, the Director of the British School at Rome, and Mrs. Eugénie Sellers Strong, the Assistant Director, but also Federico Halbherr, the éminence grise of Italian archaeologists, and Roberto Paribeni, arguably the most politically influential Italian archaeologist of his generation: he was in charge of Italian Archaeological Missions in Asia Minor and the Levant for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It is little wonder that Gilbert obtained a scholarship to attend the Italian School of Archaeology at Athens.


William Miller and his wife lived at 36 Via Palestro, just around the corner from Gilbert’s mother’s apartment. Certainly after the death of Gilbert’s father, if not before as well, Miller was very influential in Gilbert’s early life. Miller was a foreign correspondent for the Morning Post newspaper in London and for him political journalism was a ‘treatment of modern history.’ (Hetherington 2009: 156) Miller became interested not just in the medieval history of Greece but particularly in the evidence for the western crusaders or ‘Latins’ in the east, so much so that his two major publications, among hundreds, were The Latins in the Levant. A History of Frankish Greece (1204-1566) and Essays on the Latin Orient, which had just appeared. At least as early as 1919, Gilbert was asking Miller for his opinion on the latest developments at the peace conference negotiations in Paris, but Miller, writing from Tuscany, feared that his letters might be opened and preferred reluctantly to ‘defer the question till we can meet on your comfortable divan.’2 Within weeks of arriving in Greece, Gilbert would reveal a thorough comprehension of Greek politics, embark upon political journalism and develop a burgeoning interest in evidence for western Latins in the East.


When Gilbert first traveled to Greece in December 1921, he was uniquely prepared for more than archaeology. His family’s military, diplomatic and social background as well as his own precocious mind and keen interest in current politics assured that archaeology would not be his only occupation.


 


1 https://www.accessgenealogy.com/canada/biography-of-john-f-dewar-m-d.htm According to this same article, Ann Hughes ‘was his second wife, he marrying before leaving the old country. His first wife lived only one short year after their settlement in Port Hope,’ but according to http://www.alivingpast.ca/inquests.htm, there was an inquest into the death of Susette, an Italian servant of Dr Dewar’s after she died of ‘poor quality of blood’ July 14, 1863. So far, there is no trace of any of them in any 1861 census.


2 Letter to ‘my dear Bagnani’ dated August 17, probably 1919. Although Gilbert was only 19 and Miller about 55, Miller wrote to him as an adult. I am indebted to Paul Hetherington for emails regarding his research on Miller.
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Prologue


Odysseus vs. Achilles


King George I of the Hellenes and his Prime Minister, Eleftherios Venizelos, paraded triumphantly together in the rain through the streets of Salonika, welcomed by throngs of cheering Greeks, newly liberated from the Ottoman Empire in November, 1912. As Commander-in-Chief of the Greek Army of Thessaly, Crown Prince Constantine had easily routed the Ottoman Army at the pass into Macedonia and was eager to continue on to defeat the main Ottoman army but was forbidden by Venizelos who instead ordered him to rush his army eastward to Salonika. By force marching his men there, Constantine occupied the city only hours before the Bulgarian army arrived outside the city. To make clear and establish the Greek presence in Macedonia, King George moved his entire court from Athens and resided in Salonika1 until he was assassinated there the following March 18, 1913, just days short of the fiftieth anniversary of his election as King of the Hellenes March 30, 1863.


After the Bulgarians subsequently attacked Greece in the Second Balkan War, Constantine, now king, defeated the Bulgarians soundly. With these Greek military victories, Venizelos was easily able to negotiate Macedonia and Epirus out of the Ottoman Empire, nearly doubling the territory of modern Greece. The combination of an effectively led army and the best negotiator in Europe had brought Greece to the pinnacle of good fortune, and together Constantine and Venizelos received a tumultuous welcome back in Athens, the capital of old Greece. The Fates were against them, however, for their personalities were irreconcilable. Living and serving in separate countries, they might have got along, but not confined within one nation.


Venizelos was both the most fascinating Greek politician of the twentieth century and the most successful modern Greek statesman as well. A skillful bridge-player, he learned bargaining in his father’s shop in Chania Crete, then still part of the Ottoman Empire. He was ambitious, charming, crafty and opportunistic, all traits despised by King Constantine, and utterly self-confident of his ability to argue and bluff his way out of any situation. Unlike his far more cautious political opponents, Venizelos had successfully seized upon the emotional appeal of the populist dream of reuniting all Greeks in one nation. (Mazower 1992) Venizelos’ charisma was so widespread that he was able to act as an international spokesman for Greece whether elected or not.


Constantine, on the other hand, was born in Athens, the oldest son of a Danish prince and a Russian grand duchess. His father’s Danish sisters were Queen Alexandra, wife of Edward VII of Great Britain, and Dagmar, wife of Tsar Alexander III; so the family frequently holidayed in Denmark and Russia, with occasional visits to their English cousins. His father sent him to the elite Hellenic Military Academy, where he excelled at ballistics, and the Prussian Military Academy in Berlin. While there he met Princess Sophie, a daughter of Kaiser Frederick and his wife, the Empress Victoria, who was the eldest child of Queen Victoria. The Empress raised her daughters to be Anglophiles but endured a life-long feud with her eldest son and later Kaiser, Wilhelm. As a result of his ill-starred breech birth, deformed arm and tortured upbringing, Wilhelm grew to detest his mother and her Anglophile ways. (Röhl 2014) Sophie was said to be ‘the most English of the children and spoke English around her own children and husband.’ (Van der Kiste 2015: 73) There was no love lost between Sophie and her oldest brother Wilhelm: for a time he threatened to banish her from returning to Germany after she married Constantine and converted to Greek Orthodoxy; during the war between Turkey and Greece in 1897, Wilhelm strongly supported Turkey. He was a vain, erratic and unpredictable megalomaniac whose royal relatives treated him warily. Sophie was later often accused of being pro-German but more accurately she was anti-Venizelos because of the difficulties he had caused for the royal family before the War. (Gelardi 2005: 156-59) Sophie was a frequent visitor to England with her younger children up until 1914 (their great aunt was Queen Alexandra) but public animosity there prevented her from frequent visits after the War. Constantine and Sophie had three sons, George, Alexander and Paul.


King Constantine was essentially a capable army leader, straightforward and guileless, disliking insincerity. He loved the life of a professional soldier and demanded the respect due his position but could be charming and magnanimous in person. As Churchill later wrote, ‘King Constantine had been trained all his life as a soldier. He had studied very closely the strategic situation of his country and conceived himself to be an authority on the subject. The road to his heart was through some sound military plan, and this he was never offered by the Allies.’ (Churchill 2005: 519) While Constantine himself could be manipulated with the right deferential approach, he regarded Venizelos as an unscrupulous manipulator, an unfortunate combination of character flaws and a potentially explosive working relationship. Constantine’s fate was to have the most brilliant statesman that modern Greece had produced as his Prime Minister, but the only attribute they shared was their Greek patriotism, not unlike the Spartans and Athenians when they were temporarily united against the Persian invasions.


Unfortunately for Greece, even in her time of triumph during the Balkan Wars, King Constantine alienated France. As a guest at Potsdam during German army maneuvers, the Kaiser presented Constantine with the baton of a Prussian Field Marshall in recognition of his recent victories over Turkey and Bulgaria. In a seemingly innocuous speech, Constantine expressed his sincere gratitude for the personal training he and some of his army officers had received at the Prussian Military Academy. The French, who had been reorganizing and training the Greek army since 1911 under General Joseph-Paul Eydoux, felt snubbed and never forgot nor forgave Constantine. Two weeks later, Constantine had the opportunity to thank the French as well, but he was not effusive enough to satisfy the French republican press, which forever after linked him and his wife with the Kaiser.2 The damage was done, and the French would have their revenge.


With the advent of the First World War, Constantine’s own General Staff, many trained in Prussia, favoured joining Germany believing it would win. Constantine himself, ‘under a profound impression of German military prestige and efficiency, believed throughout that Germany would win.’ (Churchill 2015: 260) Kaiser Wilhelm sent his brother-in-law Constantine a strongly worded note threatening severe consequences if Greece did not join the German-Austrian-Bulgarian-Turkish alliance.


Nonetheless, despite all this, Constantine resisted joining Germany. After an early offer of support to the Allies, which was rebuffed, he was resolutely determined to remain neutral. Greece was trapped between formidable Bulgarian land armies on one side and the British navy on the other. Not only did the British navy control the Mediterranean and could easily destroy Greece’s merchant fleet, it could also prevent the assembling of a Greek army in northern Greece which could only take place by sea since there was no railway link between the south and the north of Greece until 1916. So, with the support of his mostly German trained general staff, Constantine refused to join either side, adamantly insisting on neutrality.


After Turkey declared war in November 1914, Britain and France tried to persuade all the Balkan states including Greece to join their Entente. To help Venizelos persuade King Constantine to join the Entente, the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, then offered ‘most important territorial compensation for Greece on the coast of Asia Minor,’ which, of course, the Allies did not have in their possession to give. Venizelos found the prospect of an expanded Greek nation all around the Aegean irresistible. In fact even before the war Venizelos was offering Prime Minister Lloyd George to act in effect as the British Empire’s agent in the eastern Mediterranean. (Llewellyn Smith 1998: xiii)


In heroic terms, Constantine’s refusal to fight might be compared with the warrior Achilles at Troy, whose refusal to join battle cost many lives until he was finally provoked and brought down himself, while Venizelos resembled the wily Odysseus, who cleverly contrived the device of the Trojan horse, which actually won the war for the Greeks. Indeed, French Premier Clemenceau would later comment approvingly that Odysseus was but a child in comparison with Venizelos.


Constantine’s Acting Chief of the Greek General Staff, Gen. Ioannis Metaxas, had also been trained in Germany and was one of the most astute Greek military leaders. He also firmly opposed accepting the vague offer of undefined territory: not only did the Turks outnumber the scattered Greeks everywhere in Anatolia, even in its largest city Smyrna, but also with no natural geographical boundary there was no military way that Greek forces could occupy and hold such an extensive territory against the will of the Turkish inhabitants; they would be as overstretched as Napoleon’s army in Russia a century before. Indeed, Metaxas accurately predicted the events that later befell the Greek armies in Anatolia. To him, the proposal was militarily untenable, and he refused to be associated with it. Since Greece itself had not been attacked, why go to war to be used as a pawn by the imperialist Great Players of either side?


In March 1915, during preliminary Allied planning to force the Dardanelles straights, Venizelos was keen to offer military aid but Constantine, although initially enticed by the prospect of entering victoriously into Constantinople, withdrew his support and Venizelos resigned. Winning re-election in June, he returned as Prime Minister again. Despite months of inducements by the Entente Allies to persuade Bulgaria to join them, in September Bulgaria mobilised against Serbia. Venizelos and the Serbian Prime Minister had negotiated a secret treaty and military convention in 1913 whereby each country would militarily support the other with troops if attacked by a third country, specifically 150,00 Serbians and 90,000 Greeks. When Serbia, anticipating a three-pronged attack by German, Austro-Hungarian and Bulgarian armies, asked for help and explained she could not fulfill her commitments, Venizelos suggested that the Allies make up Serbia’s shortfall in troops by landing them at Salonika. Britain and France agreed and began landing troops in Salonika, a clear violation of Greek neutrality. After Venizelos won a vote of confidence in the Greek parliament, Constantine asked for his resignation once again. Anti-Venizelists then claimed that the treaty, whose details had not yet been made fully public, was never intended to be invoked against the Austro-Hungarian and German Empires. It was too late to save Serbia, however, whose army was forced to retreat, eventually in early 1916 taking refuge with the exiled Serbian government on the Greek island of Corfu.


Both political factions in Greece were ruthlessly exploited and abused by France and Britain, who in 1916 militarily occupied Salonika, where Venizelos set up a provisional government. The Allies then blockaded neutral Greece to starve the south into submission and bombarded Athens in order to force Greece to join their war against Turkey and Germany, and demanded that Constantine abdicate in favour of his second son Alexander. Ironically, it had been Germany’s invasion of neutral Belgium that led France to declare war against Germany. So Venizelos finally led a divided Greece into war in June 1917, the last country to join the Allies.


With the sudden collapse of both the Bulgarian and Palestinian fronts in September 1918, the Ottoman Sultan’s government signed an armistice with the British on 30 October 1918 at Mudros Bay in the island of Lemnos on board the British ship Agamemnon, appropriately named after the Homeric king who had led the Mycenaean Greeks to victory over Troy.


During the progress of the War the Allied leaders had played a duplicitous game, making identical and therefore conflicting secret offers of territories they did not possess to potential allies like Greece and Italy, who were now counting on their rewards of increased territories. While it would have been impossible in any case to honour such conflicting claims, their power to create and dispose of entire nations at a whim was dissipating as fast as their millions of troops were being demobilized, the lifeblood of their influence. Like patients after major surgery who feel ready to resume life as before without waiting to recover, they had focused intensely on survival with little thought for a necessarily new way of life afterward. The euphoria at the end of the war and the nationalist hopes raised by President Woodrow Wilson’s idealistic proposals crashed against the impossibly competing claims of so many supplicant and embryonic nations. Throughout the spring of 1919 Britain and France were rapidly demobilizing the millions of men still in service, half a million in the Ottoman Empire alone, and had neither the means nor the stomach for more fighting. Despite the map-making and grandiose re-arranging of the world at the Versailles Peace Conference after the War, in reality no one was prepared to implement any of their political decisions.


In addition, the Entente Alliance itself soon disintegrated in all but name. Britain and France had been imperial rivals for centuries but allies for only fourteen years, forced together in mutual self-interest until the defeat of their common enemy, Germany, removed the unifying factor. Lord Curzon, the British Foreign Secretary, was willing to sacrifice Britain’s goals in order to preserve a united front with France, when the latter repeatedly acted unilaterally and behind his back to serve her own interests.


Each of the Allies had its own divergent agendas which would partition Anatolia into Christian–administered regions: the British wanted free access to the Black Sea and the newly discovered oil fields in Mesopotamia, the French wanted Syria and coal-rich Cilicia, the Italians wanted western Anatolia, and the Greeks wanted to incorporate their nationals into Greek territory, although the great dreams of little Greece for territorial expansion were inconsequential to British imperial ambitions of global trade and naval control. Within days of the Armistice and against its letter and spirit, the British and French stationed some troops in Constantinople, and Britain seized oil-rich Mesopotamia, or Iraq, as it was soon to be known.


Despite the fact there had been no local disturbances in Anatolia to provoke the landing of any Allied forces as required by the terms of the Armistice, on 6 May 1919, just three men by themselves - Lloyd George, Clemenceau and Wilson - decided that they wanted to prevent their Ally Italy from unilaterally occupying unassigned territory it hoped to obtain and, to keep the Italians from learning of it, they did not consult any of their own advisers. Since not one of them was willing to deploy any of his own forces, this was the opportunity Venizelos had been waiting for: to be needed by the Great Powers. What in Paris seemed merely a relatively easy political decision to three uninformed men was to the Greeks a resumption of the Greek war of liberation against the Ottoman Turks.


So on 15 May 1919 Greek troops disembarked from destroyers and transports at the harbour of Smyrna to meet a jubilant welcome from the local Greeks, led by the politically active Archbishop Chrysostomos, and open hostility from the Turks. The Italian commandant of the Turkish gendarmes had released Turkish convicts who then armed themselves. After a shot was fired, the Greek forces began an all-out assault on the Turkish troops in the barracks, and several hundred Turks were killed or wounded. The Turkish press fanned the flames with their reports of a massacre of Turks resisting the Greek invasion of the Turkish homeland.


This Greek landing sparked the creation of modern Turkey. The Sultan appointed General Kemal, who had successfully defended the Straits of the Dardanelles against the Allies in 1915, as Inspector General to oversee Turkish forces in Anatolia. Kemal immediately sailed across the Black Sea to Samsun, where the date of his landing was later celebrated as the start of Turkish Independence, and on his own began recruiting troops in eastern Turkey. From the Turkish point of view, the Greeks, as opposed to the English, were precisely the wrong nationality to police Smyrna. Whether or not the three Allied leaders assumed that the military occupation was to be only temporary, many Greeks believed it was to be permanent, or at least many Greeks acted as though it would never end.


By the end of 1919, Turkish elections sent a majority of Nationalists to the revived Chamber of Deputies in Constantinople who then voted for the creation of an independent nation state. The Allies should not have been surprised after their cavalier treatment of the Turks. After a French defeat by a nascent Turkish army in Cilicia and a further massacre of Armenians, the British occupied Constantinople in force in March 1920, declared martial law, and dissolved the Chamber, arresting many officials and Deputies who were deported to Malta for trial. Allied military advisers warned that already they would need at least twenty-seven armed divisions to impose their will on the rebellious Turks, in reality by then a political impossibility. The rump of the Chamber of Deputies made their way to Ankara in central Anatolia, far removed from the reach of informants and the guns of the British navy. There under the Presidency of General Kemal they formed part of the Grand National Assembly, declaring that the Sultan was a prisoner of the Allies and his acts were therefore invalid. Kemal immediately began negotiating with the Russians, traditional enemies of the Turks.


By July 1920 Kemal’s Nationalists were in open rebellion against the Sultan, defeating his forces, attacking a British battalion, and firing on Constantinople until driven back by the last British cavalry charge. Provoked into action but unwilling to commit troops of their own, the British then accepted Venizelos’ eager offer to cooperate further with the Allies by expanding Greek held territory eastwards and northwards along the south coast of the Sea of Marmara, and throughout Eastern Thrace as well.


It was at this point that Britain, France, Italy and Greece agreed on the Treaty of Sèvres. The British, French and Italian Prime Ministers had met in San Remo, Italy, in April to discuss the terms of a treaty with the Ottoman Empire. Thanks to his charm and undeniable skills as a negotiator, in the Treaty of Sèvres Venizelos obtained territory for Greece that she could never have obtained by force of arms, and that was precisely the problem with the agreement on paper; it was a mirage, a dream for the Greeks but a nightmare for the Turks.


By the Treaty of Sèvres of August 1920, the puppet Sultan agreed that all of Anatolia was to be partitioned into zones of influence: Constantinople and the Dardanelles were to be demilitarized and internationalized, and there would be an independent Armenia and Kurdistan. Venizelos, after some initial Greek military success in the field, obtained for Greece the Aegean islands still remaining in the Ottoman Empire, Gallipoli, and Eastern Thrace to within twelve miles of Constantinople itself. The Greeks would administer Smyrna under Ottoman sovereignty but a plebiscite in five years would determine its future. The publication of the terms of the Treaty of Sèvres motivated both sides for opposing reasons. It was a piece of paper that raised unrealistic hopes among the Greeks and Armenians but further infuriated the Turks. In its immediate aftermath, the Greek forces achieved some military successes, the consolidation of which further extended their lines and manpower.


The signing of the Treaty at Sèvres was the zenith of Venizelos’ career. After having been honoured (together with Paderewski, the Prime Minister of a revived Poland) with an Oxford doctorate, he returned to Greece in triumph. In a modern Greek equivalent of ancient Roman generals returning from overseas successes in triumphant processions through the midst of the city, at a huge ceremony in the Olympic Stadium in Athens in September Venizelos was presented with a gold laurel wreath. Beside him stood King Alexander in his white uniform, and representatives of the Entente Powers were also in attendance including the Duke of York (second son of King George V), later King George VI. Within three months of this triumphant celebration, King Alexander would be dead and Venizelos voted out of office and living in exile in Paris.3


The Allies consistently underestimated Turkish nationalism and the abilities and ambitions of Gen. Kemal, while he knew that he had time and geography on his side. The Greeks, as Gen. Metaxas had foreseen and articulated in 1915, were overextending their manpower and resources in the highlands of Anatolia while Kemal was rapidly reinvigorating Turkish military and political power at a safe distance. What the Greek people failed to realize was just how politically isolated they were in Anatolia. The very reason the Greeks were there was because no other Ally was willing to send any troops to the region. Nor did the Greek populace appreciate the strategic impossibility of their situation. Both France and Italy wanted a way out of their formal support of Greece and the Treaty of Sevres, and the Fates were about to provide it in the form of a monkey.


Young King Alexander was a tragic figure, ‘the victim of fate as well as of policy.’ He had fallen in love with a young Greek lady, Aspasia Manos, and had insisted on marrying her in November 1919 despite general disapproval because she was a commoner and Greek. He ‘would never have hesitated for a moment in a choice between his love and his throne.’ (Churchill 2015: 263) He had been kept completely isolated from his family, not allowed even phone calls to them while traveling in France. One day at Tatoi, the royal residence outside Athens, his pet dog Fritz was attacked by two pet monkeys of his estate manager, and when Alexander tried to break them up, one of the monkeys bit him repeatedly. Blood poisoning set in and he died in agony a few weeks later at the age of twenty-seven, with only his pregnant wife to comfort him.


Venizelos was in the midst of a Greek national election. When he offered the throne to Alexander’s younger brother Paul, who refused it, the return of Constantine as King became an election issue. Venizelos was confident of winning, not only having led Greece to victory in the War but also having negotiated such an enormous increase of territory. Indeed, election posters portrayed Venizelos between ‘Before’ and ‘After’ maps of Greece in 1910 and 1920, with the latter showing western Anatolia and even the Italian-controlled Dodecanese as part of Greece.


During his long absences abroad, however, some of his political colleagues had conducted a reign of terror in Greece against the supporters of Constantine, firing many from military and other public offices. In Athens itself, while Venizelos expressed his dismay at the excesses committed in his name during his long absences, he had nevertheless allowed them to continue. ‘In spite of his extraordinary merits and his brilliant parts, … he made a disastrous choice of the men to whom he entrusted the administration’ of Greece. (Gennadius 1922: 811)


In the first election held in Greece since the Allies’ attack on and attempted occupation of Athens and Constantine’s enforced exile in 1917, the royalist party won the most seats, and Venizelos lost his own seat. He withdrew into self-imposed exile in France, a ‘broken man’ according to a friend of Gilbert’s, William Miller, who saw him in Rome shortly afterward. In December 1920, after obtaining a landslide majority in a plebiscite, Constantine returned as King.


The Allies, who had not appreciated the depth of Greek nationalist feelings aroused by their arrogant treatment of neutral Greece during the war and unprepared for the local antipathy to Venizelos, used the results of this democratic election, i.e., the return of Constantine, as the excuse they wanted to withdraw even their nominal support of Greece in Anatolia. The French so detested Constantine for his ‘hostile’ acts as a neutral during the war that they demanded he and his family be formally ignored by all the Allied representatives, even coercing the Americans to comply. The British also acquiesced to the French insistence to withhold further financial support. Reneging on the previously negotiated loans was tantamount to a trade embargo on Greece, hurting mainly British interests because France and Italy had little trade with Greece.


This economic interference by the Allies in the domestic affairs of Greece may have been less blatant than besieging Athens as they had done in 1917 but had more profound and long-lasting effects. France and Italy actively and now openly supported Kemal both diplomatically and militarily. Only Lloyd George and his Foreign Office under Lord Curzon remained nominally in support of Greece, which was undertaking what the Allies had wanted and yet refused to do themselves. Internally, the country was seriously split between the royalists and the Venizelists. New political purges began to reverse the purges previously undertaken by the Venizelists, both among civilians and, more ominously, the military. Perhaps 15% of the officers were either cashiered or rendered inactive, and many drifted to Constantinople where they began planning a defense league. Geographically, the royalist Government’s support was primarily in the mainland of Old Greece, while the Venizelists were scattered in the North, Constantinople, Anatolia, and abroad.


Officially the royalists ‘made no pledge to demobilize or to liquidate the war. But it is indubitable that many Greeks, particularly in the army, voted against Venizelos in the hope that this would mean a rapid end to the war.’ (Llewellyn Smith 1998: 154) The new royalist cabinet was, however, persuaded by its generals to continue the so far successful offensive war. In order to encourage recruitment, the new government invited King Constantine and his brothers, Princes Nicholas and Andrew, to resume military commands, ignoring warnings from Metaxas about the resulting confusion of responsibilities. Several attempts at a knockout punch against the Turks failed, and the Greek armies were effectively stranded in hostile territory in the middle of Anatolia without adequate supplies for the duration of their occupation. To the Greeks abroad, to abandon their troops in Asia Minor and sacrifice territory held by the army that was winning battles seemed ‘monstrous.’ (Polyzoides 1923: 544) With so much national pride and dreams invested in the Anatolian enterprise after its initial apparent successes, to persuade the Greek populace to accept a return of the army now and abandon the Great Dream was more than the royalist government felt able or prepared to do. The Dream had great appeal not only to a widespread populace generally but also to elites wanting the opportunity to be part of something more than the most backward ‘least educated and poorest part’ of a greater Greece, (Kalyvas 2015: 43) asserting a claim to their broader Byzantine as opposed to Classical heritage.


Kemal’s strategy was to make use of the sheer size and inhospitableness of Anatolia itself in order to stretch and drain the material and psychological resources of the Greeks until he was fully prepared to engage them on his own terms and overwhelm them: they were taking the bait and falling into the trap. Moreover, by March 1921 the Russian Bolsheviks had negotiated with Kemal and began supplying him with weapons. Also the French negotiated separately with Kemal, contrary to her Allied obligations, and signed an agreement effectively recognizing the legitimacy of Kemal’s Nationalist Government in Ankara. Both Italy and France exploited the Greeks’ invasion of Anatolia by seizing the opportunity to be seen helping the Nationalist Turks with money and arms. In the summer of 1921 King Constantine paid a jubilant visit to Smyrna and his generals ordered an eastward attack which was initially successful. In August, however, the Greek army beyond the Sakaria River in central Anatolia was defeated by Kemal (helped in part by bombs dropped from French planes), and retreated back to the river. They settled into a precarious situation because their supply lines were being attacked. Constantine became ill and depressed. Because of Kemal’s intelligence gathering network in western capitals, especially Rome, he was very well informed about the Allies’ potential weaknesses and internal bickering: Lord Curzon was becoming paranoid about the duplicity of his French ally.


More disturbingly, the war was not restricted to the military but had spread to the civilians in the villages, where atrocities occurred after each advance and retreat of both Christians and Moslems, followed by reprisals and the creation of more refugees. Peoples that had lived together peaceably for centuries were now irretrievably becoming mortal enemies fearing for their lives.


An independent British review of the Greek forces in June 1921 concluded that the Greek officers were unlikely to collaborate well among themselves, partly because they had attended separate training schools in France and Germany, and also because the ‘senior officers were all politicians.’ (Walder 1969: 196) Even outsiders could see that the political schism had infiltrated and affected the Greek military.


In October 1921 Nikolaos Stratos, the leader of the National Reformist Party, one of the Greek opposition parties, demanded and was granted by Constantine a convocation of the National Assembly to deliberate the terms of a new constitution for Greece. The Assembly endorsed a visit to Paris, London and Rome by Prime Minister Dimitri Gounaris and Foreign Minister George Baltazzi to find a face-saving way out of the untenable situation. In London, the best that Foreign Minster Lord Curzon could offer them was to negotiate on their behalf with the Turks, and Gounaris now had no choice but to accept. Greece was in a state of war with the Turks, a war she did not have the military or financial resources to win, but which no one dared politically to try to resolve. The lives of two hundred thousand Greek soldiers plus many more undefended Greek civilians in Anatolia were increasingly at risk. Faced with the combined hostility of the god-like Powers, the Greek leaders, however heroic their efforts, were not only helpless but also soon to pay the ultimate price for their helplessness.


So the world that Gilbert Bagnani was to visit was torn between two political factions, the royalists and the Venizelists. The royalist government in power was politically, financially and militarily isolated from Greece’s former Allies while fighting a distant war in Turkey initiated by their Venizelist predecessors at the Allies’ request. No one dreamed that the fate of a million souls was at stake or how quickly time was running out to save them.


 


1 For similar reasons, the Greeks began archaeological activity in Salonika within two weeks of their arrival. (Davis 2000: 77)


2 Venizelos had wanted the French as military trainers in 1911 for several reasons including the prospect of a French loan but Constantine was opposed, dismissive of the French military in general and fearing republican tendencies. See Papacosma 1977: 170-75.


3 Cavaphis, the modern Greek poet, had evoked a comparable hollow public celebration in ancient Alexandria:


The Alexandrians gathered to see the children of Cleopatra - Caesarion and his younger brothers, Alexander and Ptolemy - who for the first time were being brought out in the Gymnasium, there to be proclaimed kings amid the brilliant military parade.


Alexander they called king of Armenia, Media and the Parthians. Ptolemy they called King of Cilicia, Syria and Phoenicia. Caesarion stood in front of the others, dressed in rose-coloured silk, with a bunch of hyacinths at his breast, his belt a double row of sapphires and amethysts, his sandals tied with white ribbons with pink pearls embroidered on them. To him they gave a greater title than the younger ones: him they called King of Kings.


The Alexandrians understood, of course, that all this was words and make-believe. But the day was warm and poetical, with the sky a pale blue: the Gymnasium of Alexandria was a triumphant masterpiece of art: the gorgeous dress of the courtiers something wonderful; and Caesarion was all charm and beauty (son of Cleopatra, blood of the Lagidae). So the Alexandrians came crowding to the festival, and they were enthusiastic and cheered in Greek and Egyptian (and some in Hebrew), delighted with the beautiful spectacle – though of course they knew what it was all really worth, what empty words those kingdoms were (Sofroniou 1962: 175-76, 207-08).





1. Vengeance


13 September 1922




Smyrna has been practically destroyed by a gigantic fire which wiped out during the night all the town except the poor Turkish quarters on the hill at the back and on the extreme fringe at the north towards the Point. Without exaggeration, tonight’s conflagration is one of the biggest fires in the world’s history. The damage is incalculable, and there has been great loss of life among the native population. … What I see, as I stand on the deck of HMS Iron Duke, is an unbroken wall of fire, two miles long, in which twenty distinct volcanoes of raging flame are throwing up jagged, writhing tongues to a height of a hundred feet. Against this curtain of fire, which blocks out the sky, are silhouetted the towers of the Greek churches, the domes of the mosques, and the flat, square roofs of the houses. All Smyrna’s warehouses, business-buildings and European residences, with others behind them, are burning like furious torches. From this intensely glowing mass of yellow, orange and crimson fire pour up thick, clotted coils of oily black smoke that hide the moon at its zenith. Besides all this, from the many thousands of refugees on the narrow quay, between the advancing flames and the deep water, there comes such frantic screaming as can be heard miles away. Added to this is the frequent roar and crash of exploding ammunition stores, accompanied by the rattle of burning cartridges, which sounds like an intense infantry action.





So wrote George Ward Price, eyewitness to the events and correspondent for the Daily Mail (Price 1922: 4).


One of the last ships seen leaving the harbor at dusk was the USS Simpson carrying the US Consul George Horton and about three hundred other grateful passengers who had been able to claim American nationality. The destroyer sailed away directly across the Aegean Sea for Athens.


By nightfall, from all the ships out in the harbour could be seen tens of thousands of the suddenly homeless trapped along the two-mile long boulevard between the water in front and the searing heat of the burning buildings behind them. They were penned in at either end by troops and mounted Turkish cavalry brandishing swords. The soldiers, brutalized by years of warfare and zealous to avenge prior massacres and humiliations, were relentless. Now that the enemy in the field had completely scattered, the victorious Turkish army continued waging war only now on the unarmed civilian populace. Being allowed to loot and rape was traditional compensation for years of deprivation. Sailors who had briefly stepped ashore to accompany their own citizens to their ships brought back tales of atrocities.




About 1 a.m. the fire broke through these front houses almost simultaneously. It was a terrifying thing to see even from the distance. There was the most awful scream one could ever imagine. I believe many people were shoved into the sea, simply by the crowds nearest the houses trying to get further away from the fire. ... Many did undoubtedly jump into the sea, from sheer panic.1





The heat felt on the ships anchored far out in the bay was so intense that the ships pulled even further away. Ironically, the very same international ships out in the harbor which the Smyrniotes had believed and hoped would protect them from Turkish reprisals refused to come to their aid when most urgently needed. The captains of the British, French, Italian and American ships were steadfastly following their orders to remain neutral and not to rescue any but their own nationals. The collective consciousness of the hysterical souls along the waterfront was seared with this visible refusal to come to their rescue.


As young Paymaster Arthur Duckworth wrote from the Iron Duke to his parents:




Fearful crashes resound occasionally as the roofs fall in. The whole place is as dry as tinder, and in this hot weather nothing can possibly stop the whole town being gutted. It is the most terrible sight I have ever seen and passes anything you can imagine. ... I sat up the whole night watching the whole city of Smyrna burning fiercely. No one could go to bed. The wind caught the flames and huge houses were burnt in five minutes to ashes and dust. Loud explosions and crashes from falling roofs continuously. Above all the steady screams and yells of thousands of terror-stricken people. The fire reached the water’s edge on the north side of the town and the population crowded down to the water. Awful scenes. The Turks had forbidden anyone to enter, leave, embark or disembark some days ago (having put Smyrna under martial law) but about 3:00 a.m. the Admiral [Osmond de Beauvoir Brock] ordered all boats in [to shore] from the fleet. (Halpern 2011: 351-2)





As soon as British Admiral Brock finally decided to disobey orders and take action, after hours of explosions and distant cries for mercy to be spared from the fires and soldiers, he was immediately followed by the other ships’ captains. As the small boats made their way to the harbor amid floating bodies, they were inundated with waves of surging humanity nearly capsizing every boat.




Cautiously they go in, bow on. The dense masses of refugees are already heaving to rush them directly they come within jumping distance. Then the bow touches the quay, and a fighting, shrieking, terrified torrent of humanity pours over it. ‘Women and children only!’ roar the officers, fighting with fists and sticks to keep back the men. It is as unavailing as pushing at an avalanche. The only thing to do is to back out directly the picket-boat is full, literally to overflowing. So the night goes on, till two thousand hysterical Greeks and Armenians are huddled in the deck of the Iron Duke, which has changed in an hour from the appearance of a steam-yacht to that of a casualty ward. (Price 1957: 130)





This apocalyptic vision of hell on earth was deeply etched on all eye-witnesses by the stench of piles of corpses and burning flesh as bodies were thrown into the flames. The foreign warships out in the bay, however, could accommodate only a few thousand each of the tens of thousands of refugees, no more than twenty thousand altogether, and controversial estimates of the dead and missing reach into the hundreds of thousands. From across the bay in the suburb of Cordelio, the flames engulfing the largest city in Anatolia outshone the moonlight and obliterated simultaneously what had been called the ‘Pearl of the East’ by the Europeans and Christians but ‘Infidel Smyrna’ by the Nationalist Turks.


For another week after the fires subsided, the tens of thousands of refugees remained huddled in unspeakable growing filth along the waterfront but no one, neither Allies nor Americans, sent any ships, unwilling to risk provoking the newly victorious Turks. Finally a single American, Asa Jennings, a Methodist minister working for the YMCA, arranged to have American ships escort all available Greek ships into the harbor at Smyrna to take the refugees to Mytilene on the island of Lesbos, and he had had to threaten to publicize the inaction of the traumatized Greek government in Athens in order to obtain its approval.


As he led his flotilla in, Jennings later recalled:




Directly in front of us, gaunt brick-and-stone skeletons of once fine buildings pushed themselves up from the charred debris that covered the ground. It was the most desolate, fearsome sight I ever saw. And at the water’s edge, stretching for miles, was what looked like a lifeless black border. Yet I knew that it was a border not of death but of living sufferers waiting, hoping, praying for ships – ships – ships! As we approached and the shore spread out before us, it seemed as if every face on that quay was turned toward us, and every arm outstretched to bring us in. Indeed I thought that the whole shore was moving out to grasp us. The air was filled with the cries of those thousands, cries of such transcendent joy that the sound pierced to the very marrow of my bones. (Dobkin 1998: 196)





But the horrors were not over for the wretched souls along the waterfront. The Turkish authorities allowed the exodus only through the narrow railway dock at the north end of the open harbour, where they could screen every single individual through three successive check points. The British and American marines watching and hearing the heart-rending scenes were helpless to intervene while they heard the cries of families being torn apart forever as all military-aged males were physically separated from their parents, wives, sisters and children to be marched inland to oblivion. By the end of the first day of the rescue effort, about fifteen thousand women and children had been embarked onto the safety of the ships, and two days later another forty three thousand.


Commander Halsey Powell of the USS Edsall reported:




Two sides of the Turks’ nature were evidenced nearly every day of the evacuation: one … was the robber and more or less of a brute, the other was a soldier doing his duty with a very humane side to him. I have seen them … assist a cripple or an elderly woman. … Another report was that of one of the harbor police carrying a little child up and down the dock for quite some time until he found its mother. (Papoutsy 2008: 92)





With this concrete example of a solution to all their problems, the Allied commanders and captains and Turkish Gen. Noureddin agreed to act in concert: all available ships were used to transport the refugees, and Noureddin extended the deadline for them to get out. In all, more than two hundred thousand women and children were rescued, while the numbers killed or taken as prisoners will never be known.


While all the unarmed civilian males were taken captive, most of the Greek soldiers who had reached the coast were able to escape. Just days before the holocaust at Smyrna started, from the same vantage point on the ship’s deck while sailing into the Bay of Smyrna on Friday, 8 September, the Daily Mail foreign correspondent Ward Price witnessed the spectacle of the rout of the half of the Greek army which had not been captured by the Turks fleeing for their lives, not so much defeated as panic-stricken:




The road running westward along the shore of the Gulf [toward the port of Chesme] was masked by a dense cloud of dust, churned up by their fleeing transport. We met a succession of Greek vessels, all bound for the Piraeus, the port of Athens. On some of them Greek soldiers clustered like swarms of bees. (Price 1957: 125)





Unmolested by Turkish soldiers, the Greek army sailed away from the harbour at Chesme to the islands of Chios and Lesbos. Colonels Plastiras and Gonatas, shamed and angered by the military fiasco of their sudden collapse and rout in central Anatolia and the catastrophe to their compatriots, still had troops under their command. Had they known the imminent fate of their doomed civilian compatriots in Smyrna they might have decided otherwise but, along with Captain Phokas of the battleship Lemnos, which had rescued troops at Chesme, they mutinied and plotted to overthrow the government in Greece. Together they set out from Chios across the Aegean to Athens bound for murderous revenge.


 


1 Quoted from the private memoirs of Bertrand Thesiger, Captain of HMS King George V, by Llewellyn Smith 1998: 309.





2. Back in Time


December 1921


Nine months earlier, before the Fire of September 1922, twenty-one year old Gilbert Bagnani was setting out for Greece in December 1921. His companion for the trip was a Greek official whom Gilbert nicknamed the Capsule, evidently returning from Rome to the Foreign Office in Athens. Arriving by train at Brindisi, they encountered




the local pirates who are really the limit. When they had taken our luggage from the station to the Douane [customs house] across the town, they insisted on being paid and finding what I gave them not enough (I must say that … we had a fearsome amount of luggage) they simply went on strike and refused to carry the luggage on to the boat. Then I started to carry them myself on to the steamer and told them that if they did not want to do it themselves I would take my time and do it. So then they decided to behave and got everything on board. The steamer was called the Pelops, small and rather dirty but free from the more objectionable sort of vermin but the washing accommodation was of the scantiest and it is certainly not to be recommended to ladies. (Tuesday, 5 December 1921)





Even as a boy, Gilbert never hesitated to ‘take matters into his own hands,’ as he put it, to get his way when he encountered obstacles.


As Gilbert was sailing into Greece, he went backwards in time because, while it was Monday, 4 December in the West, in Greece it was Monday, 21 November according to the Julian calendar (‘Old Style’) still being used there.1 The crossing was very rough until the steamer landed at Patras before proceeding eastward into the Gulf of Corinth. By this time the sea was calm, but the weather was ‘beastly, no view.’


Gilbert was impressed as he sailed through the deep narrow canal sliced through the isthmus at the east end of the Gulf of Corinth, especially when a train crossed the canal far overhead on tracks high above the steamer. After emerging into the Saronic Gulf, the ship sailed on in the dark to Athens’ harbour of Piraeus, where it waited at anchor for small tenders or caiques to carry the passengers to the docks before conveyance by train, carriage or car inland to Athens.




Reached the Piraeus about eight and are at once boarded by pirates [eager baggage handlers]. … I was sitting when I hear my name called. Look out, see a boat, and in it Anti the Padova [Padua] man, & Parlanti, of the School. They were really invaluable and I got off before anybody else, even before [the diplomat Capsule]. No difficulty about passports and customs were not more troublesome than most. They got me into a motor which took us three and all my luggage to Athens for 50 [drachmai] which is not much: I would have had to spend more in cabs and porters. Anti of course was delighted to see me as I was the first to give him all the detailed information about the Padova affair. He himself in his most rosy moments only hoped for the third place. He gave me a good dinner in a restaurant and we sat up till midnight gossiping. (Tuesday, 5 December 1921)





Carlo Anti, at that time 32 years old and an Inspector at the Prehistoric Museum in Rome, had just returned from the mountains of Lycia west of Adalia, the main port in south-western Anatolia. Roberto Paribeni, in charge of Italian Archaeological Missions for Asia Minor, had sent him on a mission supposedly to explore south-western Anatolia for potential sites to excavate, but also in fact to resume the Italian expansionist policy of ‘peaceful penetration’ of Mediterranean lands, looking for economic and propaganda opportunities under the guise of ‘science.’ Anti was effectively restricted to Adalia and the mountains of south-western Anatolia, however, by the lack of horses and the presence of brigands in the region. Still, he did discover evidence for two ancient cities.


While out there, Anti had won the competition in Italy for the chair of archaeology at the University of Padua, and Gilbert knew the details: thanks to his highly placed friends, Anti had been chosen over his former teacher in Athens, Luigi Pernier, and also over Ettore Galli, his subordinate at the Museum of Florence. So the two young Italian archaeologists had much to discuss in the Greek taverna.


In Athens, the Italian School of Archaeology occupied the Villa Makrygianni, an elegant white town house distinguished by an oval porch at its north entrance on the corner of Syngrou and Dionysio Areopagitou avenues. (Figure 1) At the south side the School had its own garden of fragrant roses and wild orange and palm trees. Toward the west the School faced the Parthenon on the Acropolis and below it on the south slope the Theatre of Dionysos where the tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides and the comedies of Aristophanes were first performed. Toward the east the School overlooked Hadrian’s Arch, the gigantic Temple of Olympian Zeus and the ancient Panathenaic Stadium. (Figure 2)
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1. Italian School
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2. Italian School and Acropolis from Olympieion





These structures are significant cultural symbols of Greece’s legacy both in antiquity and today. After capturing Greece, Rome was so overwhelmed by Greek art, architecture and literature that the Roman poet Horace stated that Greece, having been captured by Rome militarily, captured Rome culturally. It was the Roman Emperor Hadrian who finally completed the long-unfinished Greek Temple of Olympian Zeus and embellished the city of Athens with baths, an aqueduct and a library, commemorated in the Arch of Hadrian. The glory of ancient Olympic competitions brought about the creation of the modern Olympic Games and the marbling of the ancient Stadium for the 1st Olympics in 1896, thanks to the munificent generosity of the philanthropist George Averoff of Alexandria. Thus the Temple of Zeus and the Stadium visibly display the influence of ancient Greece respectively on ancient Rome and on the modern world two millennia later. The Italian School and Gilbert were surrounded by layers of history.


Having been the first to arrive at the School, Gilbert had his choice of rooms and chose a smaller, warmer one in the south-east corner on the ground floor to be located further away from that of the Director, Alessandro della Seta. This choice was an early manifestation of Gilbert’s distancing himself from direct interaction with his compatriots and fellow students. Although capable of taking charge, he often preferred to be a loner rather than a leader of others.


The next day Anti, who had lived at the Italian School in 1913-14 studying Greek sculpture, showed Gilbert around Athens.




This morning I made my first acquaintance with the Athens wind which is appalling. Anti & I walked about the new city, while in the afternoon, as it had slackened considerably, we went up to the Acropolis and measured some stones. The first impressions are excellent. I find I can rub along with the language. The food here is good, the Parlantis [who looked after the School premises] are awfully nice and the school is far better than anything I had expected. The antiquities of course pass description so I do not describe them but it is all very pleasant. (Tuesday 5, December 1921)





Gilbert preferred cold objective analysis to rhetorical flights of romantic fancy and could not be bothered describing details of complex subjects that he himself understood so well. For example, despite what we think we see in the Parthenon on the Acropolis, there is not a single straight line in the structure. Instead, every horizontal line is slightly curved, as though a draft were blowing under a carpet nailed down at its corners, and similarly with every angle and vertical line. It requires considerable study to appreciate the subtle details of the refined craftsmanship of this gigantic jewel box offered by the citizens of ancient Athens to the goddess of wisdom, Athena. While such esoterica were well known to students of archaeology, Gilbert did not have the time, the patience or the inclination to be bothered with explanations; it would be another two decades before he began to teach.
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