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On the Centenary of the Greek Genocide

Hannibal Travis

he fall of 20161 will represent the 100th anniversary of the deportation and

extermination of many Greek communities of Pontus, a region on the northern
coast of Turkey. Insofar as there is ongoing confusion concerning the Greek genocide
and the atrocities suffered by Turkish civilians, this anniversary may present a
unique opportunity to correct misconceptions and myths, with a review of the
historical events and their implications.!

Many contemporary historians emphasize the atrocities suffered by Turkish
civilians during the multinational response to the Germano-Ottoman bid for world
conquest. For example, Sean McMeekin characterizes Kemalist assaults on Greek
communities as the defense of the Sultan and the fatherland against the “egregious ...
impunity” of the forces guarding the Greek safe zone in 1920.2 Bruce Clark,
similarly, praises Arnold Toynbee for exposing Greek atrocities, but criticizes
contemporary Pontian Greeks for taking the "hardest possible line" by remembering
the Kemalist genocide of the Greeks.? Mark Mazower arguably minimizes the Greek
deportations, implying that a small number of Greeks died as a result of them and
that these deaths were accidental and in any event justifiable.*

Another line of attack is to deny that “Ottoman brutality” was perpetrated
against Greeks by pointing out that the Greeks aimed at “carving territory” from
"Turkey" and that Greeks serving in the Ottoman military were a “let down.”> This
theme is being pursued by comparing the Ottoman deportation of the Armenians
and Greeks with campaigns of the United States to suppress insurgencies in Cuba
and the Philippines.® The "relocations" of Greeks with suspect sympathies was the
aim, followed by the Greeks being "killed" (passive voice) along with Muslims and
Kurds in civil war.”
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The Greek ambassador wrote that 4.5 million ethnic Greeks lived in Turkey
before World War 1.8 Other sources suggested that four to five million Greeks lived
in Anatolia and Thrace. At the outset of World War I, the Ottoman Empire deported
the Greeks of Thrace and northwestern Anatolia, and allocated their homes and
properties to the refugees from the Balkan Wars or Russia’s conflicts with Turkic
movements.® The U.S. ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Henry Morgenthau
wrote that during the war, a “devilish scheme to annihilate the Armenian, Greek
and Syrian Christians of Turkey” was carried out.’’ In 1917, the Chairman of the
Relief Committee for Greeks of Asia Minor called the policy respecting the Greeks
the “same treatment” that the Armenians had received.!! A report by Near East
Relief to the U.S. Secretary of State stated that like Armenians, “Greek deportees are
now in a condition worse than slavery.”!?

Greek deportee children went hungry.”® The Kemalists prohibited the
distribution of food or blankets as charity to ethnic Greeks.* The rationale was that
“the Greeks were enemies of the government and that they should be killed....”®> In
1922, Nansen noted that the Kemalist Minister of the Interior had announced that
contrary to the treaty of peace, Greeks were no longer allowed "on Turkish soil."1

Although it is too late to commemorate the occasion properly, July 1916
represents something of a centenary for the deportations from and massacres in the
Pontus region."” "The entire Greek population of Sinope and the coastal region of the
county of Kastanomu has been exiled" and "[e]xile and extermination in Turkish are
the same," the German consul in Amisos reported to Berlin in summer 1916.'® The
New York Times reported that "in a considerable number of villages" Greeks were
being deported "in batches to concentration camps into the interior" where death
awaited them due to lack of food, murder and plunder of the deportee caravans, and
theft of children from their mothers.”” In December, with many Greek men having
been conscripted into labor battalions and thereby killed, the deportations of Greek
women and children from Amisos and Samsun accelerated, with one report being
that "large number of women and children were killed, the young girls of the nation
outraged, and immediately afterwards driven into the interior" where the "majority
of course died on the road."?
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Figure 1 - Detail of Sinope to Batum Region

Source Edward Sta.nfc;rd. As;za,Mmor Stanford S London Atlas Map (1901)

In March 1917, the Greek Metropolitan of Amisos reported that most of the
Greeks deported from his diocese and from the province of Sivas died in or en route
to Angora.?! He counted among these victims the Greeks of Sinope, Karakol, and
Tripoli.2? Abduction of children and women and detention of the deportees without
food were the norm.? The Metropolitan of Trabzon estimated that more than 90% of
the Greeks from Rizé and Tripoli did not survive the deportations.? In 1917, Marshal
Liman von Sanders confirmed in writing that rather than this being mere chaos,
Enver Pasha had planned the deportation of the coastal Greeks.” In 1918, a German
diplomatic report stated that by the end of 1917, the Ottoman Empire had drafted
more than 200,000 Greeks into the army and labor battalions, with many perishing
from violent treatment, hunger, disease, and exposure to the cold weather.?® Along
with starvation and imposed homelessness in winter months, 100,000 Greeks died
during the deportations from the Mediterranean, Marmora, and Black Sea coasts.”
With the men gone, Ottoman Turks took Greek boys and girls into slavery, much
like ISIS does today.*® As an American account reported:

On Turkey’s entry into the War, a decree was signed and
promulgated which rendered all men up to the age of 48 liable for
military service. The Christians thus drafted ... were for the most
part formed into labor battalions and sent hundreds of miles into the
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interior, ... [where t]heir daily ration was half a loaf of black bread,
eked out with a little dried fish or olives. Driven like slaves and
under-nourished, they died by tens of thousands.... Many
thousands were massacred by the inhuman Turkish guards. Of
these Greek battalions it is estimated 150,000 died....[In the villages,
civilian] deportations, begun in 1915, reached a total of 450,000
during the period of the War. During these tragic pilgrimages the
poor, barefooted Greeks, beaten by guards, attacked by brigands,
never resting, lacking food and water, ... died by the wayside of
fatigue and suffering ... and upwards of 100 Greek villages were
destroyed.”

The American Committee for Armenian and Syrian Relief (ACASR) reported
that more than 500,000 Ottoman Greeks had been deported and that half of the
deportees died from attacks and ill-health.®® In 1918, the Greek Foreign Office
announced that 1.5 million Ottoman Greeks had been deported, half of whom would
be 750,000, while a French author in 1919 wrote of three-quarters of a million being
deported, half of whom would be 375,000.5! The German government knew by 1918
that the Greeks “will be destroyed as the Armenian element was.”*? Similarly, the US
Relief Committee for the Greeks of Asia Minor announced in 1917 that "more than
700,000 Greeks have fallen victim to persecution in the form of death, suffering, or
deportation...."3

The centenary of the Kemalist Greek genocide could be marked starting in
2019. The year 1919 was an important transition period in the Greek genocide, so
that the year 2019 will be another centenary of Greek persecution. In May,
persecutions of Greeks were reported, and in June more large massacres.>* Without
an Inter-Allied Force in Sivas, Trabzon, or Konia, further massacres were reported in
September.* Brigands gained an official role as Kemalist gendarmes, starting in
Samsun and proceeding towards Sivas.** In November, a British admiral reported
that patriotic gangs were using "terrorism" to ensure the Greeks could never return
home.?¥ "Attacks on Christians, which had become less numerous since the armistice,
increased in frequency and ferocity — more particularly with regard to the Greeks
— in March 1920, and even more so in June and July 1920, when Greece was
preparing to enforce the treaty of peace."* In October 1920, an American missionary
noted that the Russian Bolsheviks were aiding the Kemalists in the slaughter of
Christians in Turkey.* Estimates of Greek deaths rose from 360,000-750,000 in 1918
to 900,000 by 1919, and to 1.5 million by 1923.4°
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Mustafa Kemal personally announced new massacres in 1922.41 The British
Foreign Minister believed a few months later that “a million Greeks have been
killed, deported or have died.”#> At the time of the warning, Ambassador
Morgenthau asked whether the plan to “annihilate” the Armenian, Greek, and
Syrian Christians, including the “well authenticated massacres on the shores of the
Black Sea,” would go “unpunished.”® It would in the Greek case, although some
perpetrators of Armenian massacres were punished. Greek military losses were
70,000 in the failed attempt to enforce the Treaty of Sevres and to save the Greek race
in Anatolia from eradication, as opposed to losses of 13,000 among the Kemalists
and Turkish civilians.*

The process euphemistically referred to as a Greek-Turkish “population
exchange” involved the mass killing of the Greeks. According to a representative of
the American humanitarian organization Near East Relief, 250,000 persons, mostly
Greeks and Armenians, “were doomed to death by burning, drowning, or worse
still, later by starvation” after the Kemalist entry into Smyrna following the
departure of the Greek treaty force.** According to another report, 100,000 were
massacred.? In October 1922, British Prime Minister Lloyd George, on the occasion
of his resignation, stated that the Turks had “slaughtered in cold blood ... five
hundred thousand Greeks,” in addition to 1.5 million Armenians.*” Using estimates
of an original Greek population of 3 or 4 million, as some did, would raise the toll to
between 1.3 and 2.8 million Greeks.
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Figure 2 - Detail of Smyrna Region
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Were the atrocities by the Greek army in 1919-1920 comparable to or even
worse than those against the Greek communities? Scholars have made much of
Greek army's extermination of Turkish civilians and destruction of Turkish villages
during the Sakarya campaign and the implementation of the Treaty of Sevres.
However, an examination of their source materials reveals that these instances of
extermination were not equivalent to the Greek genocide in scale, and that these
instances were more humane than the Allied treatment of German and even of
French or Italian civilians during the world wars.
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Four of the cases described as establishing the reciprocity of the Orthodox
Christian-Turkic Muslim genocide are the most plausible: the northern and western
Balkans, Smyrna and western Thrace, Circassia, and northwestern Anatolia. Leaving
aside the western Balkans and Circassia as largely involving Slavs as perpetrators
rather than Greeks, I will focus on the other two scenes of massacre.

Greeks mentioned hundreds of thousands of deaths and disappearances
among their brethren in Smyrna and Thrace.* British Intelligence estimated 750,000
Greeks perished as a result.* By contrast, Mustafa Kemal did not mention a large
number of Turkish victims in his memorandum to the Harbord commission in 1919,
five months after the alleged Greek massacres of Turks, to which Kemal alluded.*
Arnold Toynbee also did not cite a high number of dead in his study of the subject;
he mentioned figures of 40 and 200 Turks.>! The worst incident on the Greek side, he
wrote, was after a tense situation possibly including weapons being fired from a
crowd on the Greek forces, which opened fire on the persons in the crowd, hitting
Christians as well as Muslims.?> Toynbee mentioned another 315 victims of the
Greeks later.”

Population estimates confirm contemporary accounts that the Turkish
populations in Smyrna and Thrace were not destroyed. The Greek Christian
population of Turkey fell to less than 150,000 and to only about 15,000 by 2008.5
According to the 1965 census, there will still 1.2 million Turkish-speakers in Smyrna
province, as opposed to only 898 Greek-speakers and 17 Armenian-speakers.®
Likewise, according to Turkey's estimates, there were still 129,000 Turks but only
34,000 Greeks in western Thrace in 1923, down from 325,000 Turks in 1910.%
Western Thrace was excluded from the exchange of populations in 1923-1924.%"
Turks remained

Despite the disparity in casualties, the Greek intervention to save the
Christians of Smyrna has been very useful to propagandists over the past nine
decades. Consul General Horton observed that due to Turkey's efforts, the atrocities
by the Greek army in the Smyrna region became more famous than "the deliberate
extermination of whole nations by the Turks, and no consideration seems to have
been given to the prompt suppression of the disorders by the Hellenic authorities
and the summary punishment of the principal offenders, several of them by death."s
Alongside the criminal prosecutions to establish order, the Greek administration
provided health care and education to the Turkish population of Smyrna.” A "war of
extermination" only began two years into the treaty force's presence, in April 1921,
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according to Toynbee.®® And it was largely carried out by the Turkish side, as the
statistics reviewed above indicate.

An Ottoman leader, Djemal Pasha, cited 1.5 million Muslim deaths, about half
the toll among Ottoman Christians even though it included deaths in war against
Britain and Russia.®® Mustafa Kemal signed a long memorandum to the Harbord
Commission complaining of Greek atrocities, but did not mention any figures that
would compare to those that Greek leaders cited, such as 100,000 or 200,000 Turks
being massacred.®? This is not necessarily proof that no systematic massacres or
large-scale reduction of the Muslim population in northwestern Turkey took place,
but genocide scholars and the 1965 census also suggest a low death toll for which
Greeks could be blamed.®® Nor does it make much sense how Greeks could inflict
equivalent losses while suffering enslavement in chain gangs, mass deportations,
and the rout of the Greek treaty force.®

Similarly, a comparison of the Greek genocide to the U.S. campaigns in Cuba
and the Philippines reveals stark differences suggestive of genocide in the Greek
case but not in the Cuban or Filipino one. Comparative data indicate that the
analogy between the Ottoman Armenians and the Cubans or Filipinos occupied by
the United States does not hold water. The Filipino population rose by a million after
the U.S. occupation, or 15%, and the population of Cuba by 0.4 million, or 25%.
Had the Ottoman Christian population enjoyed similar trends, it would have been
between 4.4 million and eight million in 1927, instead of less than 400,000.% Notions
of legitimate counterinsurgency warfare, a reciprocal genocide, and a zone of mutual
violence are therefore no more persuasive as Ottoman history than as a theory of
World War II

Finally, an understudied aspect of the Greek genocide is the Bolshevik-
Kemalist alliance of 1919 onwards. In late 1919, the Bolsheviks began arming the
Kemalists.®”” In May 1920, the Soviets started giving the Kemalists large deliveries of
gold bullion.®® The Soviet subsidy of Kemalist operations reached 5-6.5 million gold
rubles per year in 1921-1922.% British intelligence figures state that the Soviets had
loaned 40 million gold rubles to the Kemalists by April 1921.7° Kurds were sent to
concentration camps in both Kemalist Turkey and the Soviet Union in the 1930s and
early 1940s." Eventually, Greeks and Jews were rounded up and placed in
concentration camps in eastern Turkey during the wealth tax pogrom of the 1940s.7
High mortality among Greek populations in the Soviet Union reduced their number
from up to 700,000 to fewer than 280,000.” The Bolsheviks deported the Soviet
Greeks to concentration camps in Komi, Siberia, and elsewhere.” Contemporary
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American commentators referred to the Kemalists as fanatical Bolsheviks, owing to
the similarities of their approach to that of Lenin, Stalin, and Trotsky.”” After
cleansing the Greeks, the Kemalists established a one-party system for decades.”

Conclusion

Despite ongoing minimization of the crime, the Greek genocide stands out as
one of the most effective and destructive campaigns of religious cleansing in history.
About 1.5 million to two million Greeks suffered deportations, massacres,
persecution, deprivation of wealth and businesses laboriously built up over the
decades, and many other abuses. The mental harm and impacts on family ties and
children's acculturation process were grave. Turkey became an epicenter of further
episodes of ethnic and religious cleansing, occurring in Istanbul, the Aegean islands,
the Balkans including Bosnia and Kosovo, and now in Libya and Syria.”

The next several years represent an opportunity to commemorate the
intentional elimination of Greek populations from the coasts of Turkey, where they
had been present for millennia. Late 2016 and 2017 will be the centennial of the
deportations from the Pontus region. The year 2018 will be 100 years on from the
reports that the death toll among Greeks had reached 700,000, a number comparable
to the genocide of the Tutsi in Rwanda in 1994, which is sometimes viewed by
scholars as one of the few attempted “total” genocides of the last century. Finally,
the 2019-2022 period will see many events during which the Republic of Turkey and
its allies celebrate the ¢ihad-1 milliye, an ethnic holy war that completed the Greek
genocide, under the rubric of Turkey's “liberation,” “independence,” and
“secularism.””® Throughout this coming period, the complicity of German, French,
Italian, and Soviet elites with the perpetrators of these massacres should not go
unremembered.”
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