Versailles episode 64
Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to episode 66 of the VAP. In the last episode, we somehow managed to squeeze almost an hour of content out of only two days in May, specifically 8-10th of that month. Today, our detailed analysis continues, but with a focus on an actor and a cause which has been in the background of our narrative for some time. The Greek premier Eleftherios Venizelos, and his dreams of a Greater Greek Empire straddling portions of Asia Minor, the Bosphorus, Macedonia, Albania, Bulgaria, the traditional Greek islands and many other places besides. This empire took the shape of a kind of crescent moon gleaming over the Hellespont, linking Asia and Europe together, as it had been, Venizelos said, for millennia as Greeks roved and wandered all over these places, and Greek culture and language was the lingua franca of the region. 
And this region was, and still is to some extent, steeped in the rich history and culture of Greece. Pergamum, Ephesus, Halicarnassus, not to mention Troy, were cities of Greek legend and history that straddled the coast of Asia Minor. Herodotus, the father of history, was said to have been born in the region, as was Hippocrates, the father of medicine. These two fathers were not the only parents of a Greek legacy; many more legends besides, such as Jason and the Argonauts, who sailed to Georgia to retrieve the Golden Fleece, or Leander who had drowned for love of Hero, these were part and parcel of the Greek story of nationhood. 
The destiny of Greece seemed to demand a renaissance in culture, power and influence based on this past, and it was up to the allies to determine exactly how just or accurate these claims were. The policies of the big three towards Greece led almost logically to a war between the Greeks and vanquished Turks, but at the head of the Greek cause was Venizelos, the Cretan born former guerrilla with the brains and emotions to match. Uniquely among the smaller powers in the PPC, he was actually liked by those he petitioned, and even those that disliked him, felt this way out of a sense of fear; fear that, with his incredible charm, Venizelos would entrap the allies into committing to something catastrophic. 
Whatever way you spin it, it seems fair to conclude that Venizelos was too charming for his own good, since he got what he wanted, only for it to cost Greece so dearly and painfully in the end. This story is a key part of the PPC, and I’ve been looking forward to telling it for some time, so without any further ado, I will now take you a strange scene on 7th March 1919, where the American diplomat, war veteran, historian and personal translator to the President, Stephen Bonsal, met with some very interesting characters indeed…
**********
‘Three of the strangest looking men wandered into my office yesterday morning’, Stephen Bonsal wrote in his illuminating book Suitors and Supplicants: the Small Powers at Versailles. ‘Their dark mysterious faces and their stealthy tread excited the suspicions of our guardian sailors, but soon they produced a letter from Venizelos which authenticated their mission.’ And what was this mission? It was nothing less than to petition the American government on behalf of the Greek diaspora. No, not that Greek diaspora…no, not that one either – these Greeks were from a forgotten portion of the Hellenic culture group, the so called Euxine Pontus, better known in the western world as Greeks living along the Black Sea. These ethnic Greeks came with a letter from Venizelos, the leader of Greeks in and out of the mother country, with an unusually reserved request – Venizelos did not want the Black Sea Greeks brought into the homeland, but simply for Stephen Bonsal to work his magic, and try and find some means to help them. 
These unfortunate people, like so many others in spring 1919, were suffering from acute shortages in food and money, brought on by the war and the drawn out negotiations which failed to end it. Their livelihoods were seasonal and depended upon industries that were vulnerable to disruption; fishing and forestry, and the dislocation of these industries during the war had had a profound effect upon them. Yet, unsurprisingly, while they were hungry and desperate, and close to destitute, these men remained proud Greeks, who attempted to tell Bonsal all about their heritage and history, in the hope that, while arranging aid for them, he would achieve some bonus and unite them with their homeland. It was inconceivable to imagine a Greek Empire stretching that far, but Bonsal still listened to the stories of these old Greeks as he walked with them to meet the one American who might be able to help them with their food shortage problem – Herbert Hoover, the chairman of the American Food Administration, and deliverer of life for countries allied and enemy, victorious and vanquished. 
‘Hoover received us with his most ferocious glare’, Bonsal recorded, adding that his new Greek friends, while in the presence of Hoover…
…were all of a tremble, and my knees, too, were knocking together. In a quavering voice one of them told their story in a sort of bastard Italian, the lingua franca of the Mediterranean, and I passed it on to Hoover as best I could. He told how all navigation on the Black Sea had been arrested by the war conditions, and so no longer could their usual foodstuffs reach them from South Russia; and how outside Trebizond Anatolian bandits were lurking so that the peasants in the interior, the few who had any, did not dare to bring their produce to town. With what seemed a contemptuous smile, Hoover listened and then, just as I thought he was going to have us all thrown out through the open window by the side of his desk, he said: "Tell 'em I'll feed 'em. They must be here tomorrow – sharp at nine – and we will work out the details.”
Upon learning of his success in this venture, Stephen Bonsal found that he had some new best friends in these Pontic Greeks. ‘The delegation was so jubilantly excited that I did not dare to leave them alone in the mazes of traffic outside’, Bonsal recorded, adding: 
I walked them…to a boulevard café and ordered drinks which I hoped would prove soothing. Several of their countrymen who were lurking in the background joined us and all burst out in paeans of victory. They agreed that Mr. Hoover was the greatest man who had lived since Alexander and that I was evidently a favourite son of Hermes. I wanted to hear something about the war as viewed from their distant standpoint and also about their relations with Mother Hellas, and they were not at all loath to enlighten me.
What followed was a frankly brilliant conversation, which helps to illustrate just how colourful these characters and conversations could sometimes be during the PPC – a fact which is hard to absorb sometimes, if trawling through the daily minutes of the C4 doesn’t excite you as much as it does me. Bonsal recorded the conversation:
"We, too, helped not a little in winning the war," one asserted. "Of course, our war chariots of the Homeric days were the forerunners of the tanks." Soon they were telling me the story of the fate of their nation, alas, for so many centuries submerged by the unspeakable Turks. "We represent the oldest overseas Greek colony in the world, several centuries older than Marseilles; of course, to us the French port is a mere parvenu," they insisted. "Our noble city of Trebizond [on the Black Sea], the Attic atmosphere of which none of the barbarian hordes has been able to destroy, should really be called Xenophonopolis. Now this is why: When Xenophon brought his men back from the Persian campaign with Cyrus and once again they were all cheered by the sight of the Pontus, 'Here,' he said, 'I want to found a great city--a home for the overseas Greeks, a bulwark of Hellenism against the barbarians on the dark shores of the Great Sea.' At first the plan was warmly applauded; with trained oxen the confines of the city that was to be were being drawn when – ah, that was terrible, I should not tell it…” But I insisted, and at last the sad tale came out. "There had slipped into that noble band of Greeks an unreliable soothsayer, a despicable sorcerer. We recall his name to cover it with infamy, and if you will allow me I will now expectorate. [At this, all three Greeks spat in unison] His name was Silanus of Arcadia. He had cozened up to Cyrus and extracted much money from him and he did not care about founding a noble city, a bulwark of civilization; he wanted to return home and 'revel' with his money. So he told the hoplites that Xenophon was deceiving them, that he had no thought of building for them homes; no, he was planning to lead them back into the deserts of Asia from which they had so recently and so narrowly escaped. And that sorcerer was a cunning man. Every time he consulted them, the entrails told the same story. They said, 'Go home.' So the great plan was defeated, or rather postponed for several generations, and Xenophon returned to Sparta where, though broken-hearted over the failure of his project, he had a good time hunting and raising dogs and writing histories.”
In such a way had the dream of a Hellenic city on the shores of the Black Sea been denied, it was in many respects a typical Greek tragedy. After some further prodding, Bonsal insisted that if these claims were true, then they would certainly trump all others, being the oldest claims that existed. He then left the company of the Pontic Greeks, and met later with Venizelos. Bonsal recorded the conversation:
A few hours later Venizelos came back and thanked us warmly for bridging over the gap between Hoover and the Euxine Pontus. "But I have told them that I cannot claim the south shore of the Black Sea, as my hands are quite full with Thrace and Anatolia. I told them to 'go home, make all the money you can, and send it back to the mother country. If you do that, we shall always cherish you' --and they went away well pleased." Then, as an afterthought, the Greek Premier said: "Often it seems to me wiser, and certainly more helpful, to have commercial marts rather than political colonies beyond the seas. But for the contributions that came from them in a steady stream we never could have faced the financial strain of this cruel and most costly war. It was our merchants in Cairo and Constantinople, in Liverpool and in Norfolk, Virginia, who kept us afloat."[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See Stephen Bonsal, Suitors and Suppliants: The Little Nations at Versailles (New York: Prentice Hall, 1946), pp. 181-184.] 

Later in March 1919, Bonsal would become somewhat disenchanted with the stubbornness and inflexibility of the Greek delegation, in respect to Albania, another troublesome frontier. ‘Both are roving people, like most of the Balkan tribes’, Bonsal wrote, adding that:
Undoubtedly the problem could be solved by an exchange of population and some slight frontier changes, but no one will accept either the one or the other. The Greeks will not yield a village or an inch of territory, and my friend, Albanian leader Essad Pasha, says the plan infringes on the Law of the Mountains and contravenes the Code of Lex, which he says has been honored by his people since the days of Moses, the Lawgiver.
This demonstrated how far back some individuals wished to trace their ancestry; they weighed this heritage against the ‘new’ arrivals, be they Turks or Italians in some cases, or in the Greek mind, invented nationalities like the Albanians, Macedonians and Bulgarians, who were really Greek at heart. Bonsal was confounded by the existence of so many nationalities in such a closed space, that being the Balkans, but it would perhaps be more accurate to say that he, like so many others, was confounded by the existence of the Balkans full stop. Bonsal concluded:
This region was undeniably a part of the great Serbian Empire in the thirteenth century. Should it be restored to Belgrade now? Should California and New Mexico be restored to Spain or to Mexico? I don't know. I fancy a statute of limitations will have to be established. Of one thing I am certain: in both cases the restoration would require the employment of large military forces. All would be well if friendly relations could be established between the disputants, but unfortunately all the experts say this is impossible; on this point at least they are in full agreement.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  See Ibid, p. 185.] 

A statue of limitations would be useful indeed, but how far back or how recent should the limit be placed? When you had people justifying their statehood on the basis of what Moses did or what the fall of Troy meant to them personally, you were bound to have problems, especially when that people were louder and less practically powerful than the nation which had since taken their place. This was a serious problem not just with the Greek claims, but with every power who attempted to petition the PPC’s allied councils. Rarely were their claims straightforward, uncontroversial or completely accurate; we have seen before have demographics and maps were manipulated to demonstrate certain facts, and this was true across all of Europe beyond the Rhine. The Czech case at Teschen, the Polish Silesia, the whatever is going on in the Baltic, Transylvania, Macedonia, Albania, Dalmatia, Fiume, Yugoslavia itself, if you happened to be a non-Serb – all of these cases and many others were enormously contentious, yet the Greek example sticks out precisely because, in Britain, the Greeks had an interested and sympathetic ear. Typically in the British case, this sympathy did not come from purely romantic ideas about Ancient Greece, but from Imperial interests. Together, it was imagined Britannia and its Hellenic partner could dominate the Mediterranean.
Something which we need to bear in mind about the GW is how unlike previous British foreign policy the conflict was. The British had never ceased to prop up the Ottoman Empire against the Russian; the Eastern Question had led to the Crimean War in the 1850s, it had sank governments and led to a recasting of the Conservative Party under Benjamin Disraeli, as Britain’s national honour was said to be at stake if she did not defend the Turks from the expanding Russians who, it was said, wanted Constantinople and the Straits for the glory of the Tsar. The balance of power had led to an identification with Prussia, and with German culture, and hostility towards France, its major colonial rival. We know all this of course, and we know that Sir Edward Grey’s foreign policy before 1914 redefined British relationships for the rest of the 20th century. Still, it deserves repeating, and it also deserves mention that the last time the British had waged war against the Ottomans, only to regret it almost instantly afterwards, was when it had been in the name of that noble idea, Greek independence from Turkish rule, in the 1820s. 
Throughout the initial phase of the GW, until LG became PM in December 1916, Britain’s war aims barely materialised, but with the new vitality LG invested into the government in the final half of the war, British statesmen found that they had more of an interest in imagining what the post-war order would look like. With that in mind, in March 1918, the Political Intelligence Department or PID was established, with the mission of ‘collecting, sifting, and coordinating all political intelligence...’ and it came to serve as the foundations of the British negotiating team at the Paris peace conference. The P.I.D. comprised on average a dozen experts, each with a regional speciality. Most of its staff were civilians doing temporary war work, augmented by some regular Foreign Office officials. In October 1918 as peace loomed the P.I.D. was reorganized to take on the full weight of preparing Britain's negotiating brief. The South Eastern Europe section was an important plank in this brief, and one of the experts assigned to it is a man we know very well indeed by this point, the Oxford graduate and rising star in the FO, HN. 
HN and his colleagues in the SEE section were shaped by their studies, wherein they had acquired a comprehensive grounding in and love for the Classics; one of Nicolson’s colleagues spoke 15 languages, including the amalgamations in the Balkans like Bulgaro-Serb, Macedonian-Greek and Albanian-Serb, but his favourite was said to be Ancient Greek. A love of Hellenic culture, history and language was certainly a necessary requirement for Nicolson, who served on the Greek committee through the duration of spring 1919, and who managed to hand in the final report of that committee by the 8th March due date, to his immense pride. Another qualification for serving the interests of Greece was a straightforward hatred for everything Turkish, arguably the main opposing national group to Greek interests. As Nicolson confessed early in his memoirs: ‘I confess that I regarded, and still regard, the Turkish tribe with acute distaste…they had destroyed much and created nothing.’ This of course made it that much easier to discount the claims of the Turks, especially since pretty much everyone was doing this in spring 1919. Discussion in Paris revolved around not what shape the Turkish nation state would take, but which allied power would hold Asia Minor as a mandatory power. There seemed little sympathy in reserve for Turkish interests, especially when Nicolson’s section of the PID was loudly supporting the Greek interests instead, and he was not the only one. As the historian Erik Goldstein wrote in his article examining the British links to a Greater Greece idea, Nicolson was supported by some heavy intellectual muscle in the FO:
One other individual involved in the Greek negotiations deserves particular mention, Sir Eyre Crowe. One of the outstanding British diplomats of the era he was the dynamo which dominated the British delegation at Paris. Lloyd George and the politicians may have decided policy at the highest level, but it was Crowe and his protégés from the P.I.D. who influenced the shape and texture of the settlement in the various technical committees in which most of the issues were settled. It was the P.I.D. which formed the backbone of the British negotiating team at Paris. While the British delegation at the conference was vast and mostly decorative, these individuals held most of the key substantive positions.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Erik Goldstein, ‘Great Britain and Greater Greece 1917-1920’, The Historical Journal, Vol. 32, No. 2 (Jun., 1989), pp. 339-356; p. 341.] 

In a report written by Nicolson and others in December 1918, he and his colleagues in the SEE section of the PID revolved around the assumption that national self-determination would be the underlying principle of any settlement as it offered ‘the best prospects of a permanent peace in South-Eastern Europe, and as such are the most desirable and advantageous from the point of view of British interests’. Their ambitions for Greece, before the PPC had even opened don’t forget, are something to behold. Nicolson and friends recommended, according to Goldstein… 
…that Greece be enlarged by receiving an Anatolian enclave centred in Smyrna, that Greece and Italy reach an agreement as to the Dodecanese, that Greece should obtain all the Aegean islands (including the strategically placed islands of Imbros, Tenedos, Lemnos and Samothrace), that Britain should cede Cyprus to Greece, and that Northern Epirus up to the Voiussa be annexed to Greece.
Plans for Greece did not stop there; one of Nicolson’s colleagues even believed that the Turks should be evicted from Constantinople, and a mandate take root. For a it was rumoured that this mandate would fall into American hands, an idea which Wilson remained opposed to. ‘Greece undoubtedly benefited from a general philhellenic feeling among the central figures in Britain's negotiating team, incited in part by strident Turko-phobia’, Goldstein wrote, adding that:
Nicolson commenting on Greek claims in Asia Minor believed that ‘we will be morally lacking if we allow this sensitive and progressive civilisation to be again subordinated to the Turks...’ Nicolson later wrote that ‘for the Turks I had, and have, no sympathy whatsoever. Long residence at Constantinople had convinced me that behind his mask of indolence, the Turk conceals impulses of the most brutal savagery.’ Nicolson's views were not unrepresentative. His chief, Sir Eyre Crowe, saw the expulsion of the Turks from Europe as a vital aim of British policy, observing that ‘the policy of allowing the Turk to remain in Europe is so contrary to our most important interests and so certain to involve the continuance of all the abomination associated with the rule of the Turks, that we cannot afford to treat this as a matter of just humouring Moslem feelings...’
This anti-Turkish sentiment did not stop with the PID, it was felt in the highest echelons of Whitehall. Lord Curzon, most famous for his Curzon line, was  also chairman of the Eastern Committee, and he observed ‘that the presence of the Turks in Europe has been a source of unmitigated evil to everybody concerned...Indeed, the record is one of misrule, oppression, intrigue, and massacre, almost unparalleled in the history of the Eastern world.’[footnoteRef:4] The atrocity of genocide done to the Armenians had not helped the Ottoman case, nor did the fact that, as Christian minorities within the former empire, Armenians and Greeks had often intermarried or worked alongside each other. As the British received their requests for a Greater Greek Empire, the US delegation was bombarded with urgent requests from the Armenians to take their ancient kingdom on as an American mandate.  [4:  See Goldstein, ‘Great Britain and Greater Greece 1917-1920’, pp. 342-343.] 

Nor should it be thought that the British were alone in their sympathy to the quest of ‘redeeming’ Greece, a common phrase used by Greccophile diplomats which indicated the near religious sense of mission they attached to the cause. In his opening speech for the Greek Committee in February, the chair of the committee Jules Cambon exclaimed that the peace conference offered ‘the best means of satisfying the ancient claims of the Hellenic nation and of at least completing the work of independence begun by the Liberal Nations of Europe a century ago.’ The Greek bug was infectious even before the war had ended and the PPC entered its more intensive phase. The factor which arguably pushed it over the edge was the famed Greek premier, Venizelos.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid, p. 344.] 

If Greece had sympathisers in Britain, then Venizelos had adoring fans. ‘I’ve at last got Venizelos’ autograph’, wrote one of Nicolson’s colleagues, Allen Leeper, in May 1919, when the Greek premier finally invited him to dine, a favourite tactic of his when cosying up to the British delegation.[footnoteRef:6] Nicolson was open in his praise of Venizelos’ presentation of Greece to the CX in early February, calling it ‘extremely good’ even on its second day; it seemed the only highlight in a sea of other deputations from less interesting people.[footnoteRef:7] Nor were Brits the most susceptible; the American jack of all trades we met earlier, Stephen Bonsal, noted that ‘when Venizelos comes in they say, "I must be very careful. This fellow can conjure a bird out of a tree."’[footnoteRef:8] But again, it was not merely charm that pulled the British delegates in, it was the fact that it would be immensely beneficial to have a strong, pro-British Greece in the Mediterranean, as the PID underlined in a report sent out in mid-March, ‘M. Venizelos has merited our complete support...So long, therefore as M. Venizelos remains in power little anxiety need be entertained as to the internal conditions of Greece, or her relations to this country.’ On the other end of things, Nicolson wrote to Eyre Crowe that a Greece without Venizelos could mean disaster: ‘I need not elaborate the disastrous effects which any weakening of M. Venizelos’ position would have upon Greece itself and general Entente interests in the Eastern Mediterranean.’[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Ibid, p. 345.]  [7:  Nicolson, Peace-making 1919, p. 179.]  [8:  Bonsal, Suitors and Supplicants, p. 177.]  [9:  Goldstein, ‘Great Britain and Greater Greece 1917-1920’, p. 345.] 

Venizelos did much to encourage the view among the allies that if his requests were denied, his government would be toppled and a pro-German monarchy would take root, as it had done in the early phase of the war. Nicoloas Politis, a Greek ally of Venizelos and one of his many underlings, made this case to Stephen Bonsal in mid-February, when it was rumoured the allies were contemplating the alteration of Turkey’s borders, perhaps extending them into Europe. The plan did not last, and had only been floated in a meeting to solve the ethnic problem in Thrace, but the Greeks got wind of it, and Venizelos, as he did frequently, sent his subordinate to argue a difficult case, to preserve his image as an easy going, always pleasant individual. Bonsal recorded how Nicoloas Politis, almost certainly appointed by Venizelos for this task, represented the Greek case to him here:
What I am about to say is not authorized by M. Venizelos, but it is so important that I think you will pardon my indiscretion – if it is one. If this plan is approved, the first result would be the fall of the present government in Athens and the return to power of King Constantine and the pro-Germans. Even now these people are saying that we have failed to secure the benefits we fought for and were fully justified in demanding.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Bonsal, Suitors and Supplicants, p. 179.] 

And Venizelos was not above making such petitions himself, particularly as time went on in the conference, and he felt Greece’s interests becoming swamped by other distractions, above all, from late April, the Italians. We have spent more than enough time on the Italian angle already, but something which we have not touched on is the treaty of St Jean de Maurienne  signed by the British, French and Italians in 1917. This treaty, crafted in late September 1917 when Russia was teetering on the brink of collapse, was designed to refine allied aims and the division of spoils through the ME in particular, with Anatolia coming under the microscope. Under this treaty, Italy would have been entitled to annex the south western quarter of Asia Minor, centred on Smyrna, where she would possess extensive rights and a sphere of influence. Now, if you think this treaty sounds problematic for Greek interests, then you’d be absolutely correct. Greek irredentists were enraged at what was perceived as an allied sell-out, especially since Greece had entered the war on the allied side earlier in the year. 
This great conflict between what the Greeks believed they were entitled to by right of history and culture, and what the Italians believed they were entitled to by right of treaty, reared its ugly head throughout 1919 when Venizelos did the rounds. Indeed, we will recall that in the first week of May, there was great concern regarding Italian intentions for Anatolia. It was invariably feared that Italy would launch a military expedition to Smyrna, or that she would get wind of Greek plans for such an expedition, and leak them to the Turks. Italian FM Sonnino, who had negotiated the treaty in 1917 which granted Italy these rights, felt understandably aggrieved that his country was once again, as it was with the 1915 TOL, being ignored because it suited the allies to do so. This only added to the sense of dissatisfaction which the Italians felt, particularly as it became plain that Fiume would not be theirs. The allies feared throughout the first week of May that Italy would launch a fait accompli for Smyrna, and even when her statesmen returned in time to watch the Germans receive the peace treaty on 7th May, there was still much distrust and anxiety in the allied camp about what the Italians might do. And then, of course, there was the increasingly active petitions of the Greek premier Venizelos, who approached Stephen Bonsal in late April about the stalemate, and the sense of urgency which Greeks felt about Asia Minor, saying:
Flesh and blood, not even Greek flesh and blood, can stand further delay in the approach toward a settlement of our problems…For six months now we have had two hundred and fifty thousand men mobilized and in the field at the request, I might even say at the order, of the Allies. This has cost us millions upon millions of drachmas which we haven't got, which we have borrowed and shall have to repay. Mobilized, yes; but mobilized for what? We are not told. 'Wait and see,' whisper the members of the Supreme Council – but of course quite unofficially. Apparently we are not mobilized to take over Constantinople, although that has been our dream for centuries, or even for a large slice of Thrace. Lloyd George points significantly to Smyrna and the fat lands around it where there is such a large purely Greek population. 'There a great future awaits you,' he insists, but within the hour he is urging Italy to jump in there on our right flank, and you can't help concluding that he has earmarked Adalia and the rich near-by districts for the Italians. 'What are we mobilized for?' I inquire, and he answers jovially: 'Have a little patience. You will learn very soon. Be assured the Council is not neglecting your problems.' I can wait, but it is quite clear that the Greek treasury can't stand the strain, nor, as a matter of fact, can our soldiers. Last September the morale of our men was excellent. They were eager to fight and to go anywhere, but now they want to go home, to get away from the stinking camps.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Quoted in Stephen Bonsal, Suitors and Suppliants, pp. 177-178.] 

Both the Italians and the Greeks had a case for Asia Minor, they believed, but only one could win, and in the last phase of the war, compromise was given the short shrift in favour of an approach to the great powers, who it was believed would be more sympathetic. The frustration of Italian claims over the course of the conference is a fact we’re familiar with, but it helps to explain how, in the microcosm of the Greek committee, Nicolson came to view the Italians with such disdain. As they came to fear that the allies would abandon their treaties with them in favour of the stronger ethnic Greek claims, the Italian delegates became more stubborn and difficult throughout the spring, reflected above all in VO’s gradual retreat from the Peace Conference altogether. But was Greece truly blessed with the stronger claim? Venizelos certainly believed so, but the state he laid claim to appeared more like something out of a dream-world than a possible nation state. ‘This Greece of the two continents and the five seas’, wrote Margaret MacMillan
…was a country turned inside out, a fringe of land around waters it did not control. It would have enemies: Turkey certainly and probably Bulgaria, both of which were down to contribute land, and probably also Italy…Yes, agreed Venizelos, the shape was inconvenient, ‘But for thirty centuries Greeks had lived under these conditions, and had been able to surmount great catastrophes, to prosper and to increase.’ 
What Venizelos was less open about was the fact that Greece proper contained roughly five million people – hardly enough to occupy and police the sprawling connection of lands he was proposing. Venizelos simply avoided this difficult fact, as well as others, like the high emigration rate among the young men in Greece to better opportunities abroad, or the rampant poverty which had plagued the country, or the terrible divisions which had resulted in a civil war as recently as 1917, as Greece stumbled under his leadership into the war on the allied side.[footnoteRef:12] It should also be emphasised as well that some portions of land which Venizelos claimed were virtual non-entities in the conception of Europe that did the rounds in London or Paris. The Balkans was confusing enough, but what even was Albania, and what to do with Macedonia? ‘If truth is to be found in Macedonia’, wrote Stephen Bonsal, ‘it is at the bottom of a very, very deep well. Certainly I never plumbed it.’[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  See Macmillan, Peacemakers, p. 362.]  [13:  Bonsal, Suitors and Supplicants, p. 181.] 

This of course explains the need for a Greek committee in the first place, but as Nicolson served as Britain’s technical advisor on that committee, to British delegates Sir Eyre Crowe and Canadian premier Sir Robert Borden, one could have expected a pro-Greek decision to emerge. Yet, Nicolson was by no means in the majority when he declared in mid-March ‘the Greek claims on Asia Minor are justified.’ Indeed, he had to factor in the Italians, who, somewhat hilariously, announced that they had been so insulted by the decisions made so far on Asian Minor that when it came up for discussion in the committee, they would remain completely silent. This protest was rendered ineffective the next day though, when the Italian stenographer for the meeting helpfully recorded the minutes of the meeting as per usual, recording in the process the same volume of Italian interjections as had occurred several times before.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Goldstein, ‘Great Britain and Greater Greece 1917-1920’, pp. 351-352.] 

With the Italian exit from the conference, the Greeks were given a brand new opportunity to have their way in Asia Minor. Indeed, as we have seen, from 6th May in an early meeting of the big three, the allied leaders outdid one another in their enthusiasm for the landing of Greek soldiers in Smyrna, to pre-empt what was feared as a similar Italian plot or a cunning sabotage. ‘Some attempt ought to be made to proceed further in regard to Turkey’, LG insisted, ‘Otherwise the Italians would establish themselves there.’ The PM then added that ‘it ought to be decided that M. Venizelos should be allowed to land two or three Divisions at Smyrna to protect his fellow-countrymen in Turkey. Wilson agreed, pointing out ‘that the report of the Greek Commission was now unanimously in favour of giving this area to Greece.’ Clemenceau said he was ready to allow M. Venizelos to send troops and Wilson, according to the minutes, echoed this eagerness by claiming ‘undoubtedly’ he was ready. When Clemenceau brought up the 1917 St Jean de Maurienne treaty, which granted Italy rights to the region of Smyrna, LG challenged whether Italy was still entitled to allude to this treaty, noting that it had been ‘conditional on Italy playing an adequate part in the war against Turkey, and had also been subject to the agreement of Russia’. LG then asked for a decision ‘that M. Venizelos might be authorized to send troops on board ship to Smyrna to be kept there ready for landing in case of necessity.’ Wilson, apparently eager to trump LG’s Greccophilia, asked ‘why they should not be landed at once? The men did not keep in good condition on board ship.’ LG agreed once more.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  These minutes are available: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1919Parisv05/d46] 

After this performance, it would be fair to note that Wilson was the more pro-Greek of the American delegation, but there some among that crowd who viewed Greek acquisitions in Asia Minor as a recipe for constant war. This had been decided, with the result that even when Italy returned, her interests in Smyrna were ignored. On the afternoon of 10th May, Italy was absent when Venizelos petitioned to the big three for the umpteenth time. According to the minutes, the allies and Venizelos first wanted to keep the Italians in the dark, but eventually agreed to inform them on Monday, 12th May, that the expedition was going ahead. By then, Venizelos said, the Italians would not be able to hamper the plan or leak the truth of its intentions. Some 14,000 Greek soldiers were to take part in the landing, which would set sail on Tuesday 13th May under escort of four British battleships, reaching the coast of Smyrna probably late in the evening of Wednesday 14th May.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Minutes for this meeting available: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1919Parisv05/d58] 

So it was that on Monday 12th May, VO was informed about the imminent landing of three Greek divisions with British and French assistance. We cannot tell for certain how tense the atmosphere was when the Smyrna landing was brought up that morning, but judging from VO’s short one sentence answers recorded in the minutes, we can imagine the Italian reception was frosty. The Greek issue was brought up after more than half an hour arguing over reparations, and the qualities which would help the allies determine the size of reparations coming from Austria. Predictably, the Italians sought a larger figure than LG felt willing to give. This tension meant that the sense of goodwill, if it had been there to begin with, had left the room once Smyrna was discussed. Orlando did little other than correct the allies on their information – there were two Italian battleships in the region, not 7, and he had no record of Italian landings in other regions. Orlando indicated that before further discussion was held on the matter, he would have to consult Sonnino, who ‘knew all about the matter.’ The discussion moved onto the familiar question of the Austrian and Hungarian treaties.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  See: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1919Parisv05/d60] 

When the allies reassembled at 3.30PM that afternoon on 12th May, Wilson ventured to ask what Orlando had decided about the Smyrna expedition. Orlando declared that he ‘accepted in principle’ and that he thought ‘it might be preferable to leave the troops of the Principal Powers on shore, and not to withdraw the British, French and Italian detachments, pending the final decision as to the disposal of Smyrna. That [is] the only alteration [I] ask for.’ Wilson and LG both interjected to claim that the forces they would be using were small, ranging from 50 to 200 men, and that the Greeks would be in command. Sonnino piped up to note that nonetheless, the venture would still have the character of an allied expedition, and the Italians should therefore be part of it. Orlando then said that he would not insist, apparently as a kind of olive branch, and when Sonnino asked whether the ships were ready, he got the answer from LG that ‘The decision had been taken more than a week ago’, perhaps a sly dig at the Italian absence on 6th May, when indeed, as we saw, the landing had been decided upon. 
The Turks, Clemenceau said, would be given 12 hours’ notice, and according to the minutes, in the final conclusion for the meeting, it was agreed that the Italians would be entitled to land a small detachment of their own.[footnoteRef:18] Here, at least, the Italians had won a kind of moral victory; they certainly would not be entitled to have their rights confirmed as per the St Jean de Maurianne treaty, but they would at least be visible when the city was formally seized from the Turks. Speaking of the Turks, the allies had spent such a long time pondering the reaction of the Italians, that only minimal attention had been given to the power which formally owned the city of Smyrna. This was not such a big deal, the big three claimed, and they had to act quickly, for Turkish soldiers were already reported to be firing on defenceless Greek and Christian citizens, and they had to be stopped. 12 hours’ notice was more than enough for a government and people that behaved like that; it was far more in fact than they deserved. [18:  See: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1919Parisv05/d61 ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]So it was that on 13th May the flotilla left the Greek port of Cavalla and make its way across the Hellespont. For all intents and purposes, it seemed that the Greeks were finally going home. While it was not the official fulfilment of his ambitions, Venizelos must have been buoyed at the allied decision to intervene here and effectively hand Smyrna over to him. By placing a piece of the former Turkish Empire under the Greek flag, even if only temporarily, Venizelos could demonstrate the civilised and united nature of the Greek people, and hopefully pave the way for further petitions to the Peace Conference down the line, where the permanent annexation of the historic city would be formalised and Greek expansion confirmed. Yet, as any modern map the region shows us, Venizelos was not destined to be successful. Macmillan wrote: ‘At that moment of triumph at the Peace conference Venizelos lit a fuse that led to the catastrophic destruction of ancient Greek communities in Turkey and an enduring hostility that still exists today between Greece and Turkey.’[footnoteRef:19] The key question was thus, where did it all go wrong for Venizelos and his greater Greek dreams? The answer presented itself in the opening moments of that planned Greek landing on 15th May 1919, the mood of jubilation among Greek troops was swapped for feelings of suspicion, anger and a desire for revenge…  [19:  Macmillan, Peacemakers, p. 362.] 

