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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


DEFIANCE: GREECE AND EUROPE


If Europe gets torn apart, it will start at the bottom corner. Greece, the first country in modern times to elect a radical left-wing government, faces economic war from Brussels and a tide of refugees from collapsing states to its east. At this critical moment Roger Silverman’s book views the origins of the Greek crisis using the lens missing from most media coverage: class, class conflict and the problems of a democratic system balanced on deep corruption and oligarchic power.


Paul Mason, Economics Editor of Channel 4 News, formerly Economics Editor of Newsnight, author of Postcapitalism: A Guide To Our Future and Why It’s Kicking Off Everywhere


In the last 4-5 years, I have been asked many times by friends from Europe and even Latin America to recommend them a book on postwar Greece. Unfortunately, I always had to answer that there is no such book, not at least in the major European languages, and that there is an enormous gap in the international bibliography of modern Greece. Now Roger Silverman’s book not only fills this gap but goes even further, by covering Greece’s recent political and economic turmoil with up-to-date first-hand information. But this is not its only virtue. Silverman prefers to give the floor to the protagonists and actors in these cataclysmic Greek events, leaving the reader free to judge and draw the lessons of this emblematic modern Greek tragedy. It goes without saying that such a book, written not only for specialists but accessible to almost anyone with an interest in the recent Greek crisis, needs to be translated into other languages as soon as possible.


Yorgos Mitralias, Athens. Journalist and member of the Greek Debt Truth Commission.


Roger Silverman’s excellent and most accessible book engages with the exciting advances and the devastating setbacks of Greek popular movements facing down the powerful and vindictive forces of international finance over the last five years. His analysis of the real possibilities in the first year of the SYRIZA Government is developed from a much needed popular history of the resistance of the Greek people from the War of Independence in 1821 to the present, and from an appreciation of similar developments across the world today.


Paul Mackney, Co-chair, Greece Solidarity Campaign, Former General Secretary, National Association of Teachers in Further and Higher Education (now part of UCU).


Roger Silverman’s book is the only one I have found which answers the fundamental questions I wanted answered about the tragedy of the Greek people. Nothing happens without reasons, but there are few writers who know how far back to go to provide a clear, honest and readable analysis of the corruption and mismanagement which led to a whole country being pauperised. Clearly written and with hair-raising details of the crisis which has brought Europe close to disintegration, this is a book to learn from.


Bill Boyle, Editor, DatacenterDynamics
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How many hearts wept in those black years


That we lived in slavery, treated like dirt?


How many young bodies and lives wiped out


And houses shut up without cause?


Let them take a good look at what made our hearts burn


While they got rich and had fun on our helplessness.


From “The Black Years”, a rembetika song by Stratos Payioumdzis, 1946, translated by Gail Holst and included in her book Road to Rembetika: music of a Greek sub-culture, songs of love, sorrow and hashish, published by Denise Harvey.










Introduction


The Greek people today find themselves doubly trapped by the human consequences of twin aspects of a single catastrophe: a capitalist crisis which is simultaneously both stripping them of the elementary requirements of civilised life, and driving millions of global refugees onto its shores in flight from the wars, civil wars and environmental degradation it has left in its wake.


Greece has always uneasily straddled the border between Europe and the “global south”. Even since the Second World War, while the rest of Europe enjoyed a healing respite from the horrors of the past in half a century or more of relative peace, Greece was facing yet more war and repression. As in Korea, Vietnam and the Philippines, fighting continued for many more years against overwhelming odds as a war for independence. Greece’s postwar history belongs more to Asia than Europe; it bears especially uncanny parallels with that of the Philippines. In both countries, a ragtag wartime guerrilla resistance movement had overthrown a fascist occupation army virtually singlehanded; in both, it was forced to continue its struggle, this time against the world’s strongest economic and military superpower and its allies within the local elite, among them outright wartime quisling collaborators. And where the conflict in Korea ended in a draw, and in Vietnam a humiliating defeat for US imperialism, in both Greece and the Philippines the guerrilla struggle was ground down by a relentless war of attrition. In both cases, later generations were to rise up in massive popular mobilisations that brought new dictatorships crashing to their downfall: the Greek colonels fleeing for their lives and the Marcoses clambering on to their palace roof to the helicopter that lifted them to exile.


Today the old neat tripartite partition of the postwar world between two rival superpowers and a so-called “third world” has long since vanished. Stalinism has crumbled into history; capitalism is reeling from a downturn comparable to the 1930s. It is Europe now that is staggering from one crisis to the next, and tracts of Asia where capitalism still fitfully flourishes – above all, paradoxically, in Mao’s China, whose Stalinist state bureaucracy had cleared the path to development by sweeping away the blight of landlordism. On a world scale, the rich have got stupendously and senselessly richer than ever before in history, largely nowadays by parasitic speculation; the poor stripped bare of the most basic means of subsistence and nowadays even of a viable homeland, as they roam the seas in leaky boats and trudge barefoot across continents.


This is the consequence of a breathtaking concentration of wealth. 1% of the world’s population now own more wealth than all the other 99% combined. According to the latest report from Oxfam, the world’s richest 62 people own as much wealth as half of the world’s entire population. (Only five years previously, in 2010, the equivalent number was 388 people.) These 62 masters of the universe had seen their wealth grow within five years by half a trillion dollars to $1.76 trillion. Meanwhile, between 2010 and 2015, despite a population increase of 400 million, the total wealth of the poorest 50% fell by an astounding 41%.1 Nowhere in the world have the poor got poorer so catastrophically fast as in Greece; and nowhere have they stood up so boldly for their rights.


This book is frankly partisan. It expresses a consistent interpretation of past as well as current events that is controversial, and that will no doubt be contested by others. I don’t claim to be an expert on Greece, though I have tried to justify my assertions with references to sources. My interest in Greece is as a fellow campaigner against austerity, and as a champion of the Greek people’s inspiring stand against it.


I remember in the 1960s, during my early political awakening, reading with fascination reports of building workers marching through Athens in their thousands demanding the right and means to defend themselves against the impending military coup2, then observing with horror the sheer brutality of the junta once it had seized power; and in the early 1970s, watching in awe the courage of the youth at the Polytechnic as they defied the guns and tanks of the regime, and greeting with jubilation the subsequent flight and disgrace of the overthrown colonels.


These were stirring times, defining the period as one of revolutionary change. Almost simultaneously, along with the Greek colonels, the Portuguese dictatorship had collapsed after almost half a century; in Spain, Franco’s bloodthirsty regime was on the point of crumbling at last; and the memory was fresh in the mind of the 1968 uprising in France, when ten million workers had occupied their workplaces and festooned them with red flags and insurrectionary slogans, while the ageing de Gaulle fled Paris to hunt desperately for loyal troops. Further afield, as a generation of conscripts at home were tearing up their army draft cards and downtrodden youth in the ghettoes were rioting, the USA was suffering its first ever military defeat at the hands of a ragged army of peasant guerrillas in an obscure backwater of South-East Asia; the heroic youth of Soweto were rising up against South Africa’s slave-labour apartheid system; and cracks were bursting open throughout the East European Stalinist monolith …


Not for the first time, it was the Greeks who were in the vanguard of this wave of revolt. In the exciting times following the downfall of the junta, I had the rare privilege as a full-time political activist to visit Greece often, for a period almost commuting regularly between London and Athens and engaging in heated but always enlightening political debates.


Gradually I came to learn more about Greece’s history of endless wars, coups and civil wars; its liberation from Ottoman rule; the meddling intrigues of the European great powers; the rout of Mussolini’s invasion; popular resistance to the Nazi occupation and its historic overthrow; British and then American military occupation; the civil war and its aftermath; strangulation by the EU and the German banks.


These days were vividly recalled when I witnessed the Greeks’ recent mobilisations in Syntagma Square; their avowedly internationalist slogans calling on the other countries of Europe, in their own languages, to wake up and join them; the rise to power of a previously obscure dissident group pledged to fight the austerity plague; and the subsequent months of real panic that gripped the institutions that ruled Europe and the world.


Defiance seemed the best word to describe the consistent response by ordinary Greeks to invasion, occupation, domination, dictatorship, exploitation and bullying. True, it hardly describes the current posture of the SYRIZA government towards the troika; but it defines the unmistakable mandate of the Greek people in July’s referendum. And, with the clock ticking towards a new world financial crisis, the Greek story is by no means over. Strikes and protest demonstrations are back, and the government today is barely clinging on to its majority.


The Greeks’ misfortune is that they launched their struggle a little ahead of the rest of us and found themselves facing the enemy alone. There is nevertheless a certain symmetry at play. The rise of SYRIZA had helped spark up a frisson of hope throughout Europe, as shown in the growth of PODEMOS, the Corbyn upsurge, and the election of a coalition government in Portugal claiming opposition to austerity; a mood reflected even across the Atlantic in the Sanders phenomenon. Prior to taking office, Tsipras had toured Latin America to consult the “left-leaning” governments of Argentina and Brazil. Conversely, SYRIZA’s subsequent capitulation to the troika has left its mark by contributing to a lowering of morale internationally, as indicated in sharp reverses for the left in Argentina, Brazil, Venezuela and Bolivia; the rise to power of xenophobic governments in Hungary and Poland; and the ominous growth of the Front National in France and the Lega Nord in Italy. It is a trajectory parallel to the horrific tide of communal barbarism that drowned the flicker of hope aroused by the “Arab spring”. Without a bold counter-offensive, the world could find itself stumbling towards catastrophe.


And yet the experiences of the Greeks directly affect us all; we can learn alike from their achievements and their failures. Nothing has been resolved by SYRIZA’s defeat. As markets once again slide into recession, all the expectations are that there will be a fourth debt crisis, a fourth bailout deal, a fourth memorandum, and a new Euro crisis. And if the lessons are not learned from last time, then the sinister shadow looms ahead of Golden Dawn and its ugly counterparts throughout Europe. It is a threat we ignore at our peril.


There are some excellent books about each of the momentous chapters in Greece’s history, but throughout these years I wanted so much to be able to read and recommend to others a single straightforward account of Greece’s story; to draw people’s attention to the rich historical background to today’s news. And since, as I discovered, there wasn’t one, I thought maybe I should have a go.


In tackling this task, I found especially useful the gripping blogs and commentaries of Paul Mason, Michael Roberts, Yanis Varoufakis, Stathis Kouvelakis, Costas Lapavitsas, Nasos Iliopoulos, Panayiotis Lafazanis, Maria Pendaraki and others, and Kevin Ovenden’s history of SYRIZA.


Above all, my sincere gratitude to all those who read my manuscript at various stages and offered me their invaluable expertise, ideas and advice. Special thanks are due to Eric Toussaint of the Committee for the Abolition of Third World Debt for his patience in clearing up my confusion over the origins of the Greek debt; to Yorgos Mitralias and Zoi Konstantopoulou in Athens for their painstaking verification of historical details; to Paul Mackney and Cherry Sewell of the Greece Solidarity Campaign; to Themos Demetriou, Andros Payiatsos, Sonia Mitralias, Yiannis Tollios, Yorgos Baskozos, Mick Brooks, Finn Geaney, Felicity Dowling, Julian Silverman, John Pickard, John Reimann, Ed Bober and my co-thinkers in the Workers’ International Network, all of whom helped me gain a clearer insight; also to Aggelos Kalodoukas in Athens for the cover photo and to Dominic James, Stuart Davies, Douglas Lain, Emma Jacobs and everyone at Zero Books for their support. All the ideas expressed here, including all the mistakes and omissions, are of course entirely my own.


I would welcome comments, contributions and constructive criticisms from readers at https://rsilver100.wordpress.com/.


—Roger Silverman, February 2016








Chapter 1



Rebirth


The future of Europe, with a population of 500 million and a gross domestic product of €13 trillion, depends on the self-sacrifice of 11 million Greeks in its south-eastern corner – or so we are told. If this seems to place an inordinate burden on a population 46 times fewer and a GDP 60 times smaller, then for the Greeks that is nothing new.


Like so many other nations within the Ottoman empire, and also the Russian and later the Austro-Hungarian empires (or the Kurds, Basques and Palestinians today), the Greeks were until the early nineteenth century a stateless and scattered people with a rich culture of their own and a growing yearning for statehood. Modern Greece is a product of revolution. Over three centuries, lawless kleftes or bandits had been defying the Ottoman rulers, together with defectors from the security forces (armatoloi) and their commanders (kapetanioi). Greece’s rebirth was impelled by the radical wave that swept Europe in the wake of the French revolution. Inspired by the continental-wide aspiration for liberty, equality and fraternity, early Greek insurgents stood for a multi-national state where Greeks, Turks, Albanians, Slavs and all the other Balkan ethnic groups would participate as equals. Their pioneer Rigas Feraios translated the Marseillaise into Greek and appealed to Napoleon for military support. After his execution, the secret society Filiki Etaireia (Society of Friends) was founded to prepare an armed uprising alongside “the people of Europe, fighting for their own rights and liberties”. Tens of thousands of Greeks were massacred during 11 years of guerrilla struggle. Since then, Greece has always been Europe’s simmering volcano.


The Greek revolution was closely monitored by the “Great Powers”, seeking to play off their rivals. Britain, France and Russia intervened decisively at the battle of Navarino to destroy the Ottoman fleet, while failing to raise the siege of Athens. The British were content to patronise a new Greek mini-state limited initially to the Peloponnese region.


Liberation from Ottoman rule did not free the Greeks from foreign domination, nor from constant coups, wars and civil wars over the following century and a half. In the 193 years since its foundation, Greece has had no fewer than 186 governments – some of them concurrently.


The ruling powers of Europe were wary from the beginning of these unpredictable Greek brigands. In London in 1830 it was decided that Greece’s “independence” would take the form of rule by a king chosen by officials of the British Empire from one of the royal families of Europe. It was standard practice for British imperialism either to impose its rule through homegrown local chiefs and maharajahs or to foist surrogate hand-picked royals on those peoples not directly incorporated into its empire – the Hashemites, the Sauds, the Pahlavis3 and the rest. That is what it did in Greece repeatedly over the following 150 years.


First a spare prince from Saxe-Coburg was approached, and when he passed up the offer, Otto, a Bavarian teenager, was persuaded to accept. The British simultaneously appointed two imperial overlords to command Greece’s naval and military forces.


Greece fell under the patronage of the British establishment, which soon found itself incapable of containing the implicit instability of the new state. The new puppet monarchy was propped up by Bavarian troops until new revolts in the 1840s forced Otto to concede cosmetic reforms, which gave him no more than a breathing space. In 1862, Otto was overthrown and fled the country. The “protecting powers” promptly began the search for a new king of Greece, first proposing Victoria’s second son Alfred, but following objections from France and Russia, settling instead on another teenager: this time a Danish prince named Glucksburg (the grandfather of “our own” Prince Philip), who assumed the title George I.


The new Greece had a population of 700,000, which still left two million Greeks living under Ottoman rule, or that of other foreign powers (including Britain itself). To assuage anti-royalist sentiment, Britain later ceded the Ionian islands and granted Greece a formally democratic constitution, although it was not until 1951 that women would achieve the right to vote. By the time of the Crimean War, the British were now in alliance with the Turks, and actively suppressed any support for uprisings of Greeks still under Turkish rule.


It was largely left to the British government to determine the new boundaries of Greece. In doing so, it excluded the majority of its current territory. Even today, Greece’s northern border is completely artificial: Greeks, Serbs, Bulgarians, Jews, Albanians, Gypsies and Turks were scattered all over the Balkans and moved freely throughout the area. Years later, there was still semi-clandestine movement across the border. (It was not until 1947 that Greece was to extend to its current boundaries, which were drawn in line with NATO’s Cold-War considerations: its need to cut off the newly-established states of Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and Albania – all falling at least potentially within the Soviet sphere of influence – from access to the Mediterranean.)


From the very start, class conflicts were already raging, with the shipping magnates demanding huge compensation for their losses, and landowners blocking the attempts of the new government to distribute land previously owned by the Turks to the Greek poor. Between 1865 and 1875 Greece had seven general elections and 18 governments. It was only from 1875 onwards that Greek political life settled down for a while to a British-style alternation of rival establishment politicians: the “westerniser” Trikoupis and the “panhellenist” Deliyannis.


However, even this temporary stability was not to last long. Not only the government but the very borders of Greece were in constant flux. The drive for Pan-Hellenic unity – the Megali (big) Idea – remained powerful. In the 1860s, the people of Crete rose up under the demand for enosis (union with Greece) – a demand rejected by the “protecting powers”. After Russia beat Turkey in a new war in 1878, the Ottoman Empire continued to crumble. Bulgaria gained independence and there were renewed claims on areas populated by Greeks. Britain gained overall responsibility for Cyprus, though it was to remain formally under Turkish sovereignty. In 1881, there were more uprisings which forced Turkey to cede more Greek-populated territories to Greece. In 1885, as Greece mobilised its armies for a new war to liberate other compatriots still under the Ottoman heel, the British government sent warships to impose a blockade.


Well before the end of the century, Greece found itself in a predicament that is easily recognisable today. The combination of Trikoupis’ domestic liberal reform programme and Deliyannis’ foreign expansionist military adventures had drained the treasury dry. No further taxes could be squeezed out of an already impoverished population. Not for the last time, Greece fell under the clutches of foreign bankers. By 1893, half of revenues were going to service external debts; then came a succession of agricultural failures. Greece was bankrupt.


Another familiar consequence of the crisis was the wave of emigration by young Greeks fleeing unemployment and decay at home. Between 1890 and 1914, 350,000 Greeks – one sixth of the then population of Greece – emigrated, mostly to the USA. Greece staggered on, surviving on the remittances of its emigrant workers.


Into the whirlwind


There followed half a century of wars, coups and civil wars. First came simmering conflict with Bulgaria over Macedonia – a melting pot of nationalities including Greeks, Bulgarians, Turks, Albanians, Gypsies, Jews and Vlachs. Then in 1897 Greece finally went to war with Turkey over the status of Crete. A Greek invasion of Turkey was repulsed, and once again it was the grossly misnamed “protective powers” who established a Commission of Control to enforce the payment of Greek indemnities to Turkey.


By the early 1900s, a combination of economic collapse, military disaster and national humiliation had led to a growing rebellion against the foreign-imposed monarchy. In Crete, the politician Venizelos led a daring revolt which captured the public imagination, and in 1909 a group of mutinous officers known as the Military League led a coup. In 1910 and again in 1911, Venizelos won two successive general elections with massive landslide majorities. He introduced substantial social and military reforms, formed the Balkan League alliance, and, following the defeat of Turkey by Italy, launched a military campaign. The first Balkan War forced Turkey to surrender nearly all of its European territories, and the second pitted Greece and Serbia against Bulgaria. Greece emerged with its population expanded from 2.8 to 4.8 million, and its land area extended by 70%. But three million Greeks were still left languishing under foreign (mostly Turkish) rule. Meanwhile, in Turkey, the Ottoman Empire was crumbling and the “Young Turks” were gaining influence.


In 1913, King George I – by that time the longest-reigning monarch in Europe, having somehow managed to survive on the throne for 50 years – was assassinated. He was succeeded by his son Constantine I.


The outbreak of the First World War plunged the monarchy even deeper into crisis. Constantine’s sympathies (and those of his chief-of-staff, General Metaxas) lay with his brother-in-law Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany, rather than with his cousins King George of Britain and Tsar Nicholas of Russia, while those of his prime minister, Venizelos, were with the Triple Entente. When Venizelos won another election in June 1915, and started preparations for war, he was dismissed by the king. New elections were called for December 1915, but they were nullified by a mass boycott. By 1916, Greece was close to civil war. August 1916 saw an anti-royalist military coup in Thessaloniki; royalist reprisals in Athens; and Venizelist counter-reprisals in the north. French and British forces landed at Piraeus to enforce a military ultimatum and blockaded the southern ports, bringing starvation to Athens. King Constantine fled the scene and, having failed to persuade his son George to take his place, finally managed to dump the crown on to his second son Alexander. With Greece now firmly back under British control, Venizelos was restored to the premiership in June 1917, and in July Greece entered the war on the Entente side. There was a purge of royalists and pro-German officers from the army and civil society, including Metaxas. May 1918 saw Greece’s first military engagement in the war.


The end of the World War brought no respite to the chaos and flux of Greek politics. At the Paris peace talks, Venizelos staked a claim for the territories around Smyrna (Izmir) in Asia Minor, which was the home of a Greek population greater than Athens. As a cynical bargaining counter, he volunteered Greek troops to aid the French intervention in the Black Sea, part of the multinational armed intervention against the Russian revolution. Faced with fierce resistance by the newly mobilised Red Army, the Greek forces suffered heavy losses, along with the British, French and other interventionist armies.


In May 1919, Greek forces landed in Smyrna, sent to police the area on behalf of the British and the French – supposedly until a referendum could eventually be held to determine its fate. The atrocities they are said to have committed there against the local Turkish population aroused national resistance. The presence of the Greek army in Smyrna was disastrous for other reasons too. Anxious to secure the region’s stability, it was determined to enforce the rule of both the Greek and Turkish ruling classes, and – being more efficient than the Ottoman authorities – was seen also by the Greek population less as liberator and more as the new oppressor.


While in 1920 the Treaty of Sevres handed over to Greece all the Greek-populated islands except for the Dodecanese, which were still occupied by Italy, Turkey refused to cede any territory on the Turkish mainland, above all Smyrna.


Meanwhile, although the new young king, Alexander, had suddenly died of blood poisoning, having met with an unfortunate accident (he had been bitten by a gardener’s pet monkey in the palace grounds), the monarchy was still trying in vain to reassert its dominance. In 1920, there was a royalist assassination attempt on Venizelos, and in November he lost an election. The country was exhausted by years of wars and mass poverty. There was a succession of weak and short-lived governments. For the fifth time, Rallis became prime minister; in February 1921 he was replaced by Kalogeropoulos, to be succeeded in April 1921 by Gounaris, who himself lasted only until May 1922. Koumoundouros was appointed prime minister no fewer than ten times in 17 years.


A grossly rigged plebiscite was held in which, by a highly improbable margin of one million to ten thousand, the throne was restored – if only briefly – to Constantine, and a wave of reprisals rocked military and civil society.


Soon came disaster. In March 1921 a new offensive was mounted against the Turks. This time, Greek armies succeeded in penetrating beyond Smyrna almost into Ankara. With an overstretched supply line in areas devoid of Greek populations, the Greek army crumbled and the adventure ended in disaster.


In August a fierce counter-attack by Ataturk drove them back, and in September 1922 the Turks retook Smyrna. Thirty thousand Christians were massacred, and 250,000 Greeks and other Christians fled to Greece. The defeat had become a full-scale rout. A counter-coup was staged by the Venizelists, forcing Constantine to abdicate in favour of his son George and move back into exile. There followed a new purge of royalists, and a round of executions of former generals, politicians and prime ministers.


By 1923, Greece had lost half of its “historic” land and suffered huge human losses. The Treaty of Sevres had honoured Lloyd George’s promise of territory for Greece in return for support in the fight against the Ottoman Empire … but now it was shamefully abandoned under the Treaty of Lausanne, which formally rescinded it. Venizelos represented Greece at the negotiations and was forced to accept the treaty which established the current boundaries of Greece and Turkey (apart from the Dodecanese, which were only transferred to Greek sovereignty in 1947, following the defeat of Italy in the Second World War).


There followed a massive population exchange – one of the biggest mass migrations in modern history, comparable to the later expulsions of the Crimean Tartars or the Sudeten Germans. Four-hundred-thousand Muslims living in Greece were relocated to Turkey, while a massive 1.3 million Greeks were forced out of Asia Minor to settle in Greece. Refugees came streaming in, swelling the population by 20%. Between 1914 and 1923, an estimated 750,000 to 900,000 Greeks had died at the hands of the Ottoman Turks: yet another of the forgotten genocides of the twentieth century.


In 1923 a new royalist coup led by General Metaxas was suppressed, and the king and queen were driven out of the country. In January 1924, Venizelos won new elections, but resigned after just one month in a dispute with his allies over the future of the monarchy. In March 1924, the National Assembly voted to discard the monarchy and establish a republic. Soon afterwards, a national plebiscite approved this decision by a two-thirds majority. The monarchy – that symbol of national humiliation – was overthrown.


And still the political instability continued. Between Venizelos’ resignation in February 1924 and his return to office in July 1928, there had been ten different prime ministers and several military coups. In 1925, General Pangalos took power; in 1926, General Kondylis overthrew him. It was only with the return of Venizelos, who again held office from 1928 to 1932, that even a brief breathing space of temporary stability was restored. Venizelos normalised relations with Greece’s Balkan neighbours and reached an agreement with Ataturk.


Then came the Great Depression. Greece was hit hard by the slump in exports of its agricultural produce and by the drop in remittances from Greek workers in exile. Venizelos resigned in May 1932, and Greece once again witnessed a revolving-door succession of five prime ministers in the following ten months. In March 1933, the royalist Tsaldaris came to power; there was an abortive pro-Venizelist coup, followed in 1935 by another, which also failed. There were new purges by the royalists, and Venizelos slunk into exile, where he died soon afterwards. In new elections, the royalists (masquerading under the name Populists) won a landslide victory – though for the first time the Communist Party also won 10% of the vote. In October 1935, Tsaldaris was replaced by the more extreme royalist Kondylis, who then staged another rigged plebiscite (this time conjuring up a vote of 1.5 million to 32,000!) to restore to the throne George II, who returned in triumph in November 1935. The royal card had been dealt yet again. Worse still was to come.


New elections in January 1936 brought an indecisive result, with the Communist Party holding the balance of power with 15 seats. When King George appointed the fascist General Metaxas prime minister in May, there were widespread protest strikes. Metaxas declared a state of emergency, dissolved parliament, suspended human rights, and refused to set a date for new elections. In an echo of the nomenclature of the Third Reich, Metaxas labelled his dictatorship The Third Hellenic Civilisation (after ancient Greece and the Byzantine Empire). Political parties were forcibly liquidated, press censorship was imposed, trade unions were outlawed, the secret police were granted unlimited powers, and a fascist-style youth movement was launched. Thirty thousand people were jailed or fled into exile.





Chapter 2



Resistance


The rout of Greece in Asia Minor in 1922 had brought years of renewed turmoil: the overthrow of the monarchy and a new series of coups, counter-coups, successive short-lived dictatorships and foreign adventures (including a border skirmish with Bulgaria known as the War of the Stray Dog). Then, on top of these years of instability came the terrible scourge of the Great Depression, which sent the value of Greek exports plunging by a catastrophic 70%.


Against this grim background, the restoration of the monarchy on a fraudulent referendum in 1935 encountered little opposition from a demoralised and starving population. Within a year, the new king was presiding over a military dictatorship far harsher than anything that had come before, under General Metaxas. The impotence of the liberals was finally exposed when they tamely acquiesced in this coup rather than form a bloc with the fledgling Communist Party of Greece (KKE), which had begun to gather support.


But where the peddlers of fine phrases had capitulated, the workers were now ready to join battle. Like the Asturian miners in 1934, the Greek workers rose up in May and June 1936 in a heroic bid to escape the fate of the Italian, German and Austrian workers before them. In Thessaloniki, police opened fire on striking tobacco workers. The next day, a general strike brought the city to a standstill; brutal police attacks on marching strikers left twelve workers dead and 32 injured; and when army units were drafted in, many soldiers deserted to the workers’ side. Within days the workers had won all tbeir demands: an eight-hour working day, pensions and health insurance. There were similar outbreaks in other cities.4


The dictatorship avenged itself by building up a formidable apparatus of terror, using spies, infiltration, police dossiers, forced declarations of loyalty, forgery, and the torture and imprisonment of up to 100,000 people. The people were temporarily stunned. But soon an opportunity arose to seize their chance to fight, no matter how hopeless the international background.


Thirsting for instant glory, Mussolini had invaded Albania in April 1939. In August 1940, Italian warships started harassing Greek shipping, and on 28th October, Mussolini issued an ultimatum demanding that Greece allow Italy a free hand to occupy certain unspecified locations in Greece. It was then that Metaxas – conscious, despite his pro-fascist sympathies, that his royal patrons owed their allegiance and their throne to the British – issued his famous proclamation: Ohi (no)! Italy launched an immediate invasion of 200,000 troops by land, sea and air.


There was an immediate national response. Metaxas even received a message from Zachariades of the KKE in his prison cell pledging unconditional support (see below). Within days the Greeks were counter-attacking. By 2nd November, the Greek army under the command of Papagos had driven the Italians back into Albania and were chasing in hot pursuit. By early December, Greece had captured towns in Northern Epirus (Albania) with an ethnic Greek population. The Italian forces had been routed. This was the Axis forces’ first defeat of the Second World War – and it was a mass popular uprising which had swept them back, celebrated not just as a national but also as a class victory. So widespread was the cry “Down with Fascism!” that the Metaxas press nervously insisted: “Greece is fighting not Fascism but Italy.”


In January 1941, Metaxas died, and the banker Koryzis replaced him. Nazi forces were by now already in the Balkans (in Romania, Hungary and Bulgaria, and soon afterwards Yugoslavia) and were edging closer. Koryzis accepted the offer of British troops which had earlier been turned down by Metaxas for fear of provoking Hitler, and 63,000 British squaddies arrived. In April 1941, the Nazi invasion began from the north. The British escaped to the south, but Greek forces were caught in a pincer movement between German and Italian troops, and in April they surrendered. Koryzis committed suicide. Athens came under heavy attack from air and land, and by the end of April Athens fell. The king, the government and the remnants of the Greek and British forces escaped to Crete in the Mediterranean, which was still under British naval control; and when the Nazis invaded Crete by air attack, albeit with heavy losses, the king and government fled onward to Egypt.


Despite Greece’s time-honoured commitment to the interests of British imperialism, the Greek ruling caste was so shaken by fear of popular mass resistance that, as in France, it chose to capitulate to Hitler rather than find itself perched uneasily at their head. The King was whisked out to safety in Cairo. The rulers of Greece absconded, leaving the people at the mercy of Hitler and a handful of quisling collaborators.


The KKE


Purged of all dissidents, like the Communist Parties worldwide the KKE was by now in effect an auxiliary agency of Moscow diplomacy. However, when Mussolini launched his invasion in October 1941, with half of the KKE’s 2000 members in prison or in exile, the remaining leaders were thrown into confusion. The so-called “Old Committee” of former KKE leaders still at large considered the conflict “an imperialistic war” in which communists should not participate. Another faction called for collaboration with the German and Italian dictatorships in accordance with the currently prevailing non-aggression pact between Hitler and Stalin. A third, including after some dithering Zachariades (the KKE’s general secretary, who was still in jail) and Siantos (the acting general secretary, who had escaped) argued that the KKE should support the Metaxas regime in spite of its persecution of the KKE.5


The Nazi invasion of Greece in April 1941 threw the KKE still deeper into confusion. When Germany occupied Greece, there were still two months to go before Hitler was to tear up the Hitler-Stalin pact and launch the invasion of Russia. Fully purged of all dissidents, the KKE was by now a thoroughly reliable agency of the Kremlin; so much so, that initially it failed to resist the Nazi invasion, Germany and Russia still being allies.


On entering Greek territory, the German occupation forces promptly released many of Metaxas’ KKE prisoners, though Zachariades was whisked away to the notorious Dachau concentration camp for the entire duration of the war.


As soon as the pact with Hitler was broken, Stalin duly switched sides to form an alliance with the British. The KKE now found itself paradoxically in an uneasy and fragile partnership with its own former jailers and heirs of Metaxas, with EAM/ELAS, under the political control of the KKE, constantly seeking an elusive working relationship with the British.


The removal of the top Party leader had left room for a certain leeway, and there were some differences within the remaining leadership, with Ioannidis (another prominent KKE leader) generally supporting the Moscow line and Siantos often dissenting from it.


The German invasion in April 1941 resolved all doubts. On the very day that Hitler attacked the Soviet Union on 22nd June 1941, the KKE launched “the struggle to defend the Soviet Union and the overthrow of the foreign fascist yoke”.


Right up to the mid-1930s, the Greek Trotskyists – independent communists who were not subservient to the cynical twists and turns of the Kremlin bureaucracy – had actually been stronger than the Stalinist KKE. The 2000-strong so-called Archeio-Marxist group had been the largest section of Trotsky’s International Left Opposition, and the founder of the united Trotskyist party Pandelis Pouliopoulos was a truly heroic revolutionary, who campaigned courageously for internationalist principles as a soldier in the Balkan wars; went on to become the KKE’s first general secretary; broke away from the crystallising Stalinist stranglehold to form an independent revolutionary group; defied successive kangaroo courts; organised militant resistance against successive dictatorships; built the strongest section of Trotsky’s incipient Fourth International; translated the works of Marx and Engels into Greek; and died at the age of 43 in a concentration camp in the Italian occupation zone, having made such an eloquent impassioned speech in Italian to the firing squad assembled to execute him that they refused to open fire, and it was left to their commanding officer (or, according to alternative accounts, the Italian special police squads the carabinieri) to carry out that assignment.


For all their shining record, the Trotskyists never recovered from the repressions of the Metaxas regime, followed by the relentless persecution they suffered at the hands of the KKE’s resistance police force OPLA.6 It is estimated that some 800 Trotskyists opposed to collaboration and appeasement of the British were executed during the occupation at the hands of the KKE.


In practice, resistance to the Nazis was left almost entirely to the underground Communist Party (KKE), which in September 1941 created EAM (the National Liberation Front) and ELAS (the National Popular Liberation Army) – a broad anti-Fascist resistance movement and its armed wing respectively – adorned with various token liberal figureheads at the top. The KKE now found itself paradoxically on the same side as its own former executioners and torturers of the Metaxas dictatorship, and EAM/ELAS, under the political control of the KKE, made strenuous though largely futile efforts to work in harmony with the British, in line with Stalin’s new diplomatic alignment.


By June 1941, Greece was under occupation by Germany, Italy and Bulgaria, with Germany taking Athens, Piraeus, Thessaloniki, Crete and other strategic areas. The brutality wrought in western Thrace and Macedonia by Bulgaria – a residue of the Balkan wars – forced 100,000 Greeks to flee to other areas. A collaborationist puppet government was set up under General Tsolakoglu, who had earlier commanded troops against the Italian and German invasions; he was later replaced first by Logothetopoulos and then by the notorious Greek Quisling Ioannis Rallis – the son of a previous monarchist prime minister.


Under the Nazi jackboot, there was outright plunder of Greece’s agricultural and other resources to feed the German armies, while a British naval blockade was concurrently stopping all imports. The outcome was mass starvation and soaring inflation. By the end of the winter of 1942, 100,000 Greeks had died of starvation. Even after the arrival of at least a dribble of aid relief, people were still dying of the effects of food shortages and hyperinflation right up to the end of the occupation in late 1944.


Under Occupation


The first guerrilla band was formed early in 1942 under the legendary hero Aris Veloukhiotis. The guerrilla war which it launched in the mountains performed feats little short of miraculous. With the sole exception of neighbouring Yugoslavia, not one of the countries under Nazi occupation put up such outstanding resistance as Greece.


The KKE had a broadly liberal anti-monarchist programme. In areas under its control, it organised elections, ran education programmes and promoted women’s rights. By 1944, EAM supporters numbered up to two million, and there were about 60,000 active fighters in the ranks of ELAS.


The Nazi occupation forces exacted ferocious reprisals for every guerrilla ambush. For every German who was killed, 50 Greeks would pay the price. Many Greek villages suffered total destruction. Rallis mobilised brutal Greek security battalions composed of the dregs of society, criminals and royalists, numbering 18,000, to terrorise the population.


The peasants afforded protection to the partisans in the teeth of savage reprisals from the Nazis, including the burning down of whole villages with their inhabitants trapped inside, and the tossing alive of men, women and children into the local bakers’ ovens.7
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