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Utopian Dream or Lost Opportunity?
A Tripartite Commission to
Rehabilitate Postwar Greece

John O. Iatrides

The unique wartime coalition that Winston Churchill labeled
“The Grand Alliance™ proved successful despite conflicting
national interests and priorities, mutual suspicions and rivalries,
and endless stresses and strains of every kind. Much has been writ-
ten about friction between the Soviet Union and its two principal
western allies. Less attention has been paid to a variety of disagree-
ments in Anglo-American relations which surfaced despite the
close personal relationship between President Franklin D. Roos-
evelt and Prime Minister Churchill and the cooperation they and
their principal advisers achieved in the war effort.

The issues that tested the alliance included the fate of many
nations of East-Central Europe which in the course of the war had
suffered enormous devastation and whose future as free and inde-
pendent states was anything but certain as their region appeared
destined to fall under Soviet control. One such country was Greece,
Britain’s ally from the earliest days of the war against the Axis pow-
ers. Thebrutal occupation by German, Italian and Bulgarian armies,
the collapse of the prewar dictatorship and the splintering of the
country’s political forces had left the nation in ruins and raised
the specter of anarchy, widespread poverty and political violence
which the two western Allies could not ignore. A review of the
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impact of Greece’s post-liberation problems on relations between
the United States and Britain sheds light not only on some of the
fault-lines of the bilateral relationship but also on the prospects
that the wartime cooperation with the Soviet Union could continue
after the common enemy had been defeated.

Long before military victory appeared assured, the principal
Allies began preparations to address the more serious problems
which many smaller countries were expected to face after the war.
Most of the planning was done by the United States and the govern-
ments of the British Commonwealth which were to provide not only
the necessary relief supplies but also the administrative personnel,
transport facilities, technical advice and supervision of the recovery
effort. The most pressing needs were expected to be in food, medi-
cine, fuel and building materials for emergency shelters. Especially
in the Balkans, where prewar political institutions and civil society
had been weak or had all but collapsed, the Allies might also be
called upon to assist in establishing law and order, provide basic
social services and remove vestiges of collaborationist regimes.

For the Roosevelt administration the master plan for long-term
international cooperation and economic development, and for
establishing a permanent authority to promote peace and security
at the global level, was the proposed United Nations Organization.
Relying mostly on American planning, personnel and resources,
a temporary agency for emergency assistance, the United Nations
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), was prepared
to go into action as soon as conditions in the liberated countries
allowed. To provide immediate relief in the Balkans an Anglo-
American “Supply Center” was created which, in the end, func-
tioned only in Greece where the presence of British troops afforded
the necessary security. During the “military period” immediately
following liberation and before it was safe for UNRRA to enter the
field a “British Military Liaison” service was to be in charge of civil
affairs and operate the Supply Center.?

Friction between British and American personnel involved in
relief planning for Greece surfaced almost immediately. The Amer-
ican head of UNRRA’s Balkan mission, Laird Archer, considered
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his British colleagues haughty and “a hard-headed lot who do not
look with favor upon interference . . . [G]ood fellows, genial hosts,
expansive toward junior cousins from overseas just so long as we
follow the indicated trend.” Laird thought that the British acted
behind a veil of secrecy, refusing to share with officials of other
nationalities, including representatives of the nations to be assisted,
vital information about planned relief operations. He was particu-
larly annoyed by “The attitude that the Greeks . . . must be treated
like children who cannot be trusted, and that plans must be left to
their superiors who know better what's good for them. ... ” And
although officially the Soviet government was to be treated as a
partner in UNRRA’ planning for the Balkans, the British ambas-
sador in Cairo, Reginald Leeper, confided to Archer that “he would
consider as nothing less than catastrophic Soviet Russia having any
place of influence in the relief administration in Greece”

Dissention and rivalry between British and Americans in the
field over Greek issues were not limited to those involved in relief
work. Through much of the war British and American intelligence
agencies which engaged in clandestine operations in and around
Greece often acted at cross purposes and hindered each others’
work. Agents of the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) believed
that the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was favoring
the leftist EAM/ELAS Resistance movement and seeking to under-
mine British influence in Greece. Churchill, who had played a lead-
ing role in the establishment of the wartime Special Operations
Executive (SOE), and followed closely its underground activities
in occupied Europe, complained to Roosevelt about anti-British
attitudes in the ranks of the OSS.* On their part, OSS officials were
critical of what they viewed as British attempts to “subordinate the
common interest of defeating the Germans to what they consider is
the interest of the postwar British Empire . . . [W]hile individually
honorable, [British agents] may resort, where the Empire is con-
cerned, to the most dishonest and ruthless behavior on the highest
moral principle”®

UNRRA officials were aware that the war and enemy occupation
had caused living conditions in Greece to drop to dangerously low
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levels and that prompt relief operations on a large scale would be
essential. To complicate the task, political divisions and the rising
level of anarchy and partisan violence were likely to hinder the deliv-
ery and distribution of emergency assistance. Beyond the Greeks’
own quarrels, there were also major disagreements between Wash-
ington and London on how to address Greece’s more fundamental
problems and, in particular, the so-called constitutional issue.
During the war, Britain, the traditional patron of modern
Greece and its monarchy, had played a dominant role in that coun-
try’s affairs. Under an Anglo-American understanding reached at
the Quebec conference in August 1943, the entire Mediterranean
region had been consigned to Britain’s zone of military responsibil-
ity. After 1941, Britain had emerged as the benefactor and guardian
of the Greek government in exile and of King George II. British
intelligence services promoted and supplied Resistance groups and
British liaison officers were attached to major guerrilla bands in an
attempt to harness their efforts to the allied cause and prevent their
domination by the communists. At the heart of Britain’s policy was
the belief that the restoration of King George and his cabinet offered
the best guarantee that Greece would remain in Britain's postwar
sphere of influence and beyond Moscow’s expanding orbit. The
problem with that strategy was that the majority of Greeks were
strongly opposed to the kings return, fearing the restoration of a
royalist regime similar to the dictatorship which the monarch had
sanctioned in 1936. Hoping to defuse the situation, at the urging
of British officials the king and his government had announced
that following their return to Athens the nation would be given
the opportunity to decide by referendum the monarchy’s future
(the “constitutional issue”). To the king’s many critics, whose ranks
included American diplomats, such a promise was anything but
reassuring. As a result, the issue of the unpopular king’s return
continued to inflame Greek political passions and to create friction
between the British and American governments complicating their
plans for post-liberation Greece.
In March 1943, the Department of State declared that “the ques-
tion of the acceptability of King George II by the Greek people is
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one that can only be determined by the latter,” and warned that
British support for the king and his government “besides consti-
tuting intervention in Greek internal affairs, seems likely to stir up
political dissention and divide the Greek people on the old Royal-
ist and anti-Royalist lines, rather than to create unity” Returning
the king and his government “under the wing of an Allied military
occupation would largely deny to the Greek people the free choice
of their own Government promised in Article 3 of the Atlantic
Charter. More immediately, it might well involve serious inter-
nal disorders, since it appears from reliable indications that both
political and military elements in Greece are organized to oppose a
restoration of the King”® Wishing to distance itself from London’s
interventionist intentions the Department cautioned that “the prin-
cipal Allied Governments should carefully avoid any action which
would create the impression that they intend to impose the King on
the Greek people under the protection of an Allied invading force
or that the Greek people can secure the rewards of the common
victory only at the price of accepting the return of the monarchy.
This Government would regard it as a great tragedy should any
civil disturbances arise in Greece as a result of internal opposition
to the return of the King, in which it might be necessary for Allied
troops to intervene.”’

On matters of more immediate importance the Department of
State was prepared to cooperate with British officials in address-
ing the domestic problems of Balkan states following their libera-
tion from enemy occupation. The issue was particularly significant
since, as Secretary of State Cordell Hull had advised the president,
“I do not believe that the Balkans can be separated from the over-
all united war effort or that we can avoid our share of political
and economic responsibility in this area which our general policies
have lead our own citizens and the rest of the world to expect us to
assume. .. " And to drive the point home, he added: “ . . . we will
be called upon to furnish approximately 80% of the civilian sup-
plies for the area”®

In September 1943, with Roosevelt’s authorization, the Depart-
ment communicated to the British government its readiness to
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participate in the Administration of Territory Committee for the
Balkans (ATB) “in order to meet the increasingly urgent need for
a direct method of Anglo-US collaboration as regards the Balkans
and with a view to full US participation in the execution of agreed
political and economic policies in that area.” Following months of
equivocation the British authorities responded that the question
of American representation on the ATB, a British military-civilian
agency, had been “discussed at the highest level in North Africa”
and promised to provide “a definite reply as soon as they knew
the results of those discussions.” The issue was dropped when the
president returned Hull's memo with the notation: “C.H. I don't
remember any discussions on this in Cairo or elsewhere. FDR
In fact, British resistance to American involvement in the Balkans
was deeply ingrained. In May 1943, the head of SOE operations
in Cairo, Lord Glenconner, told Ambassador Leeper: “I think ...
that as soon as [the Americans] have got their personnel, schools,
equipment for War Stations, W/T sets and aircraft etc. they will
throw off [our] control and do just what they like. If so, the result
in the Balkans will be chaotic*’

Washington’s periodic objections and warnings appeared to
have little effect on British officials, particularly as their fears of
Soviet aggressive intentions in Eastern Europe steadily increased.
In May 1944, a top-level memorandum to British military com-
mands in the Middle East was categorical: “Our long term political
and military objects [sic] are to retain Greece as a British sphere
of influence and to prevent Russian domination of Greece, which
would gravely prejudice our strategical position in the Eastern
Mediterranean”'’ Roosevelt’s determination to avoid Balkan
entanglements, his tendency to ignore his diplomatic advisers'?
and his willingness to give Churchill a free hand in Eastern Europe
undermined occasional American efforts to influence the course of
events in Greece. Bowing to the realities of the situation, in June
1943 the Department of State moderated its previous position and
agreed to raise no objections to the return of King George and
his government “unless it should become clear during the military
operations that such return would be overwhelmingly contrary to
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the wishes of the people and could only result in civil warfare”*?
In August 1944, following consultations with UNRRA officials, the
departments of War and State informed London that in countries
to be liberated from enemy occupation the “United States military
is not prepared to engage in maintenance of law and order even
though such operations should be necessary to make relief distri-
bution possible.” Accordingly, “the British military must have suf-
ficient authority available to permit it, if need arises, to cope with
local disorders or even with enemy resistance”'*
As the liberation of the Balkans appeared imminent, the Amer-
ican ambassador to Greece, Lincoln MacVeagh, sought to warn
Roosevelt about Britain's “active interventionist policy in Yugo-
slavia and Greece which is the very opposite of our policy” and
urged the president to “make it clear that we are not supporting
this policy, or the British puppet Governments in Greece and Yugo-
slavia.” In the brief conversation that followed, Roosevelt readily
acknowledged “the tendency of the British and Russians to come
into conflictin the Balkans” and added: “Itisn’t so bad now, but may
become worse. And I don’t want our men to be involved.” A disap-
pointed MacVeagh recorded in his diary: “The meaning of this . . .
would seem to be that Pilate is washing his hands, or, to paraphrase
Bacon, “What are the Balkans? asked jesting Roosevelt, and would
not stay for an answer. He has handed over the region to his friend
Churchill, and as the latter must take the responsibility, it is 100
per cent sure that Franklin will not call a halt to any of his doings

. 7% The president did not mention to MacVeagh that earlier in
the year he had advised the Department of State that “It would be
a great mistake for us to participate in a military campaign against
the Balkans at this time. We can attach halfa dozen observers to the
British army, but should do nothing further till later>¢

In Sept1944, a new Greek cabinet under George Papandreou was
moved from Cairo to Italy in preparation for sailing home escorted
by British troops; King George had agreed to remain in London
for the time being. Ata meeting in Caserta convened by high-level
British military and diplomatic officials the regular Greek armed
forces in the Middle East and the principal Resistance armies were
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formally placed under the command of a British officer, Gen. Ron-
ald Scobie. The communist-controlled guerrilla army ELAS was
ordered to remain away from Athens and the surrounding Attica
region; the liberation of the capital was to take place under the
command of royalist or staunchly anti-communist officers and
British troops. And on October g, in Moscow, Churchill and Sta-
lin agreed to divide their responsibilities in Eastern Europe under
the now notorious “spheres of influence” agreement.'” The secret
arrangement revealed Churchill’s powerlessness to prevent the
eventual domination of Eastern Europe by the Soviet Union and
his determination to retain Greece exclusively in Britain’s sphere.
He may have acted in the nick of time; in the days following his deal
with Stalin, Red Army troops poised to enter Greek territory were
diverted to Yugoslavia instead. *° Determined to keep his distance,
MacVeagh received his superiors’ permission to decline a British
invitation to join the Papandreou cabinet in Italy and travel with it
to Athens in the company ofits British escorts. MacVeagh remained
in Cairo and flew to Athens in an American military plane.

By most accounts, Stalin honored his October 1944 commit-
ment to give Britaina free hand in post-liberation Greece." Follow-
ing the December 1944 EAM/ELAS uprising in Athens the Soviet
leader lamented to his Bulgarian confidant, Georgi Dimitrov: “I
advised not starting this fighting in Greece . ... They've taken on
more than they can handle. They were evidently counting on the
Red Army’s coming down to the Aegean. We cannot do that. We
cannot send our troops into Greece, either. The Greeks have acted
foolishly”? Stalin also reportedly told Dimitrov that the United
States and Britain “would never tolerate a ‘red’ Greece threatening
their vital communications to the Middle East™™

As many American observers had feared, on December 3, only
a few weeks after the liberation of Athens, the Papandreou coali-
tion government collapsed when the leftist ministers resigned and
fighting erupted in and around the capital. The spark for the crisis
was provided by a government order, issued by General Scobie,
demanding the disarming of all Resistance bands. Afraid that the
loss of ELAS would deprive it of critically important leverage, the
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communist-dominated EAM refused to comply. Within days Brit-
ish troops went into action to prevent ELAS from seizing control of
the city. When Papandreou offered to resign, Ambassador Leeper
instructed him to continue in office. The fighting lasted for more
than a month and was quelled only when British reinforcements
were rushed to the Greek capital from Italy. The spectacle of British
soldiers doing battle against Resistance fighters of an allied nation
aroused the wrath of public opinion in Britain and the United
States. Churchill faced withering criticism in parliament and in
the press. On December 25 the beleaguered prime minister flew
to Athens and at a hastily assembled conference he lectured repre-

sentatives of the principal factions on the need to stop the fighting
and find peaceful ways to settle their differences under the lead-

ership of Archbishop Damascinos who was to be named regent.

Although sporadic fighting continued, ELAS was eventually forced

to withdraw and in February 1945, under the Varkiza agreement,

the insurgents accepted defeat. The key political issues were to be

settled by a plebiscite on the monarchy and parliamentary elec-

tions and a new government. For the time being, the Greek crisis

appeared to have been defused.

American reaction to the outbreak of violence in Athens, and
particularly to the employment of British troops in seeking to quell
it, was swift and unambiguous. Secretary of State Stettinius released
a statement declaring that “ . . the United States policy has always
been to refrain from any interference in the internal affairs of other
nations. In conformity with this policy, the United States has scru-
pulously refrained from interfering in the affairs of other countries
which have been liberated from the Germans. The United States
will continue to refrain from interference in the affairs of other
countries. Unless the military security of the Allied armies is at
stake, the United States will make no attempt to influence the com-
position of any government in any friendly country”’** Following
Stettinius’ statement and in violation of the regional Allied chain of
command, the Chief of US Naval Operations ordered the US Com-
mander of the Mediterranean Fleet to forbid the use of American
ships to carry supplies to the British forces in Greece. The order,
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about which an enraged Churchill threatened to complain directly
to Roosevelt, was quickly nullified by the transfer to the British
navy of the seven vessels in question.”

The Proposal

OnDecember 8,1944,inapersonalletter to Roosevelt, MacVeagh
analyzed the many factors which, in his view, had contributed to the
upheaval in Athens and concluded: “But at bottom, the handling of
this fanatically freedom-loving country (which has never yet taken
dictation quietly) as if it were composed of natives under the British
Raj, is what is the trouble, and Mr. Churchill’s recent prohibition
against the Greeks attempting a political solution at this time, ifa
blunder, is only the latest of alongline of blunders during the entire
course of the present war ... "** A veteran at his diplomatic post
with a deep knowledge of Greek history and local political realities,
MacVeagh gave the president a carefully reasoned explanation for
the violence he was observing at first hand: “neither pure royal-
jsm nor pure communism has many followers in Greece today,
while each enjoys accretions of strength, none the less dangerous

for being fundamentally fictitious, from suspicions which are rife
and growing among democrats with possessions, on the one hand,
and among democrats without possessions but hungry, homeless
and armed on the other . . . But the Greeks will never be quiet under
any dictatorship, or suspicion of dictatorship, from either right or
left. Therefore, I feel that a hopeful solution for the present situa-
tion must involve removing any such suspicions” Because of the
escalating bloody upheaval neither a government installed by the
British nor EAM could propose a settlement that would be accept-
able to the other side. This apparent stalemate could, nevertheless,
be overcome: “Disarm such suspicion on both sides . . . .and there
is enough soundness left in the Greeks, despite all they have gone
through, to warrant some hope that they may settle back to their
relatively harmless normal state of political instability with the pas-
sage of time, the restoration of communication and the provision of
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.food and shelter. Otherwise, communism will continue to exploit
its present marvelous opportunities for still further collapsing the
social order and creating a ‘Greek problem’ to plague Britain, and
us too in the background, perhaps for many years to come’ 25
For MacVeagh the key to solving the Greek crisis was the intro-
duction of a “neutral agency” that would command the respect
of all parties concerned: “I believe that a commission on Wlljich
British, Russian and American members should all sit, to guar-
antee impartiality, would do the trick” Aware of the president’s
persistent refusal to involve the United States in Balkan squabbles
imd in Anglo-Soviet disputes over that region, he pressed his point:
-Of e} I realize that to set up an International Commissiori
is a serious affair, presenting many difficulties. But I give you the
suggestion advisedly, believing that the problem to be solved is
also serious. If Britain herself could be got to propose it, to save
her ‘face’ which is now deeply involved, this might go far ]towards
setting her back on a ‘good wicket, even if it were never actually put
into effect, but for success in composing Greek differences it would
have to ll)e implemented” MacVeagh believed that to succeed, his
roposal requi initiati
fhe I{J nitedegq;zziﬁthat the initiative come from the President of
The key element in MacVeagh's analysis of the root-cause of the
Greek crisis is his characterization of the two rival camps as “demo-
crats with possessions” on the one hand and “democrats without
possessions but hungry, homeless and armed” on the other. In ret-
ro_spect, this explanation may be viewed by some as naive or sim-
plistic. Yet it is significant that in December 1944 an experienced
American diplomat saw the communist-controlled Left in Greece
not as a revolutionary force bent on imposing a one-party dictator-
ship tied to international communism but as the populist move-
ment of the disenfranchised seeking legitimacy and empowerment
I,Tndoubtediy many officials in Washington shared MacVeagh’s.
view of the Greek problem. These Americans perceived Stalin not
as the high priest of communist revolution but as a potentially use-
ful partner in any attempts to defuse the crisis in Greece.
In his letter MacVeagh was also able to report to the president
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that he had discussed his proposal with his British colleague in

Athens who claimed that “similar ideas had ‘come into his mind’

He agreed fully as to the fundamental nature of the clash here, and

that something must be done ‘after the present battle is over’ to

disarm these suspicions.” Leeper, who only a few months earlier
had told Archer in Cairo that he would consider “nothing less than
catastrophic” a Soviet involvement in UNRRA’s relief operations
in Greece, now foresaw “the possibility of a tripartite Commis-
sion of the three great powers to guarantee an equitable settlement
of the nation’s problems, mentioning the ‘precedent’ of the three
‘guaranteeing powers’ after Greece’s war of independence.” Still,
Leeper was not prepared to stick his neck out. As MacVeagh told
the president: “ . .. he feared to go too far on the matter himself
and thought the person most likely to succeed with Mr. Churchill

would be you™’

In a telegram to the Department MacVeagh outlined the essence
of his letter to the president and expressed the belief that the Greek
crisis would be defused “if after restoration of order in Athens the
British were able and willing to announce formation of an inter-
national commission composed of British, Russian and American
representatives to oversee the holding of a plebiscite on the regime
and guarantee impartial settlement of other critical problems likely
to cause trouble” The British ambassador was communicating the
same suggestion to his superiors in London. MacVeagh concluded:
< feel certain that the present drastic foreign support being given
to one side of local Greek quarrel in which so much genuine patri-
otic fervor and even fanaticism is enlisted in the other contains
little if any hope of furnishing a durable solution unless it can be
followed by some such clear proof of genuine impartial interest in

»28

the Greek people as a whole.
In Washington disapproval of British intervention in Greece did

not easily overcome the desire to steer clear of becoming involved
in the on-going squabble. After receiving MacVeagh's telegram
Stettinius reminded Roosevelt that his Department had already
issued a public statement “favoring a free Greek choice of future
Government and attempting to disassociate us from British policy”

e
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At the same time the Secretary acknowledged MacVeagh's proposal
without endorsing it: “In this country the public has strongl psu
ported the Department’s declared position, but many demagn}:is aPr)f-:
accumulating for:1) Strong representations to the British; 2) United
States mediation; and 3) establishment in Greece of a Uni’ted States-
Soviet-British Commission to ensure a fair deal” In a separa;e
memorz’mdum to the president Stettinius correctly anticipated
Londolns most probable reaction to the suggestion for a tripartite
commission: “It seems likely that Mr. Churchill would immediatel
veto Russian participation, as he appears acutely to fear Russial};
penetration into Greece, and I think we should refuse any possible
counter-proposal to intervene on a purely Anglo-American basis”
He added a consideration that had previously been rejected b th;e
military: “T should also have some hesitancy in participating 1):1 an
international commission unless we are prepared to send some
civil affairs troops into Greece so that we could actually be sure
of what was going on. You may consider Ambassador MacVeagh's
prop?sal impracticable, for the foregoing or other reasons HEW-
ever, in communicating our reaction to his proposal, we miéht well
ask the Aml?assador to report whether he or the British there have
efx;}':j;lggestlons to submit as to any way in which we could be help-
Concerned that reaction to Britain’s military intervention in
the Greek crisis was damaging Anglo-American relations, and
that C'hurchill had become the target of severe criticism 1;1 the
American press, Roosevelt sent the prime minister strong words
of sympathy while explaining why officially the United States had
to lfefnain strictly neutral. The president could not have been more
tsohatous: “T have been as deeply concerned as you have yourself
inregard to the tragic difficulties you have encountered in Greece
I aPpreciate to the full the anxious and difficult alternatives With.
which you have been faced. I regard my role in this matter as that
o_f aloyal friend and ally whose one desire is to be of any help pos-
sﬂ?le in the circumstances . . . ” Nevertheless, personal senti?nints
asu:‘le, “ ... there are limitations imposed in part by the traditional
policies of the United States and in part by the mounting adverse
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reaction of public opinion in this country. No one will understand
better than yourself that I, both personally and as head of State, am
necessarily responsive to the state of public feeling. It is for these
reasons that it has not been possible for this Government to take
a stand along with you in the present course of events in Greece””
As for practical advice, Roosevelt thought that it would help mat-
ters if the Greek king agreed to a regency and promised that he
would not return unless invited to do so by a plebiscite. Also, if all
military forces and not just those of the Left were disarmed and
dissolved. The president made no mention of a tripartite commis-
sion for Greece.™
As the Department of State continued to monitor developments
in Greece MacVeagh's suggestion appeared to remain alive. On
December 20 Britains foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, informed
the House of Commons that “If our Allies will come and help” in
organizing free elections in Greece “their help will be welcomed.”
Reacting to Eden’s statement the Department’s Office of Near East-
ern and African Affairs recommended that “we should be prepared
to take an active part in a tripartite commission if requested to do
so” The memorandum specifically mentioned “sharing responsi-
bility in the administration of impartial plebiscite”’

In Athens, following his hastily assembled meeting with politi-
cal leaders ( at which MacVeagh and the head of a Soviet military
team had been silent observers) Churchill told a large gathering
of journalists that if the fighting continued the Allies might have
to place Greece under a temporary international trust. >* Later in
the day MacVeagh had a private talk with the British leader and
reported to the Department Churchill’s determination to crush
the leftist insurrection. “After that he appears to be thinking of the
possibility of composing matters in the rest of Greece through the
medium of a commission of the three great powers, somewhere
along the lines of my suggestion to you in my letter of December
3” Asked what message he might wish to send to the president,
Churchill’s response was blunt as well as somewhat disingenuous:
“Tell him that I hope he can help us in some way. We want nothing

from Greece . .. .We came in here by agreement with our Allies

to chase the Germans out and then found that we had to fight to
keep the people here in Athens from being massacred. Now if we

can do that properly —and we will—all we want is to get out of this

damned place*?

As the defeat and disarming of the insurgents appeared certain
the British side lost interest in a tripartite commission. In mes-
sages to Roosevelt on December 28 and 30 Churchill askc.ed for the
president’s help in persuading the king to accept the regency of
Archbishop Damaskinos and for American support for the re Znt
No other form of allied cooperation in Greece was mentionedg Or;
the other hand, in the Department of State discussion of a poséible
tripartite commission continued. According to a memorandum
gre.p.ared on January 1, 1945, consideration was being given to a
military commission headed by a special representative other
than its Ambassador to Greece. The commission should be pro-
vided With sufficient military civil affairs personnel to enablepour
Commlssif)ner to keep fully informed.” In a significant departure
from previous protestations of neutrality in the Greek crisis, the
Department now asserted that “should the EAM-ELAS opiaose
by arms the efforts of the Archbishop Regent to find a reasonable
politictal solution in Greece, it would then be clear that the extreme
left ml.nority was seeking to gain power by force. In such an event
" this Government should make clear its support of the Arch-
bishop Regent and the duly constituted authorities”**

The Varkiza agreement, signed on February 12, 1945 by the
newly formed government of the republican warhorse Nikolaos
Plastiras and representatives of EAM, formally ended the fightin
and paved the way for a plebiscite on the monarchy question ang
f(-n' parliamentary elections. As a result, American fears that the
V1.0I€HCE might continue were allayed. However, even with ELAS
disarmed and despite a semblance of order established across the
country, the political situation remained volatile. On March 1
MacYeagh reported that EAM had addressed to the governmentz
of Britain, the United States, the Soviet Union and France a request
£0r the establishment, under the terms of the Yalta Agreeme?lt of
an Inter-Allied Commission to study the situation in Greece a:nd
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to make [take] those measures which will assure the Greek people
the democratic liberties which are an essential and urgent prelimi-
nary to a genuine plebiscite and elections”** There is no record of
an American response to EAM’s request. ‘

The proposal for an Allied commission to Greece was to sur-
face again, seemingly out of nowhere. One of the three “Top Secret
and Personal” messages Roosevelt sent to Churchill on March 21,
1945 opened with: “What would you think of sending a special
mission for developing the productive power of Greece rapidly by
concerted, non-political action?” The president was ready to name
the members of the high-power commission he envisioned: Oliver
Lyttleton, British Minister of Production, A. I. Mikoyan, a veteran
Bolshevik and People’s Commissar for Foreign Trade, and Donald
Nelson, one-time executive with the Sears Roebuck company who
had recently been removed as chairman of the War Production
Board (WPB). Roosevelt thought the three could meet in Greece
“in about a month’s time” Aware that the proposal might come as
a surprise to his British friend the president concluded: “T am not
taking it up with the Soviet Government until I get your slant”*®

Despite its three-member composition, Roosevelts proposed
commission was not what MacVeagh had suggested to the presi-
dent. In early December 1944, what MacVeagh thought was urgently
needed was a three-power team of high-ranking officials who could
compel the Greeks to end the fighting in Athens and agree to settle
their differences through the political process. By March 1945, with
the Varkiza agreement in place and under a new government the
country’s fundamental political questions appeared to be heading
toward peaceful resolution and the nation’s attention had shifted
to the holding of the plebiscite on the king’s return and elections.
37 Although unrest continued and mutual suspicions remained,
there appeared to be no need for a dramatic allied intervention,
especially since British officials continued to advise the govern-
ment and British troops in significant strength remained in Greece.
By contrast, Roosevelt’s proposal assumed that a political settle-
ment had already been achieved and that conditions were suffi-
ciently stable to allow a three-power effort to rebuild the country’s
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economy, a process likely to prove both slow and costly. Moreover,
the president’s message ignored the fact that on March 1, following
persistent friction and disagreements within UNRRA operations
in Greece, most of the agency’s American officials had resigned and
a gruff British army general had been placed in charge. Although
UNRRAT’ operations were to continue—by the end of 1946 more
than $350 million had been spent in Greece®®*—at tleast on the eco-
nomic front Anglo-American cooperation in Greece had reached
a new low. As a practical matter, the president’s suggestion that
the commission might convene in Athens in a month’s time was
also hardly realistic. Consultations among the three Allies and the
Greek government to define the purpose, authority, staff and antic-
ipated results of the mission would not have been easy, especially
while the war in Europe was still in progress.

More important, virtually on the day of Roosevelt’s proposal
to Churchill, the Soviet government abruptly announced its inten-
tion not to renew its 1925 “Ireaty of Friendship and Neutrality”
with Turkey unless Ankara accepted unspecified demands and
modifications. Moscow’s sudden announcement and its harsh
tone gave rise to fears that Soviet demands would include terri-
torial concessions and a base on the Dardanelles, a prospect that
officials in London and Washington—and , even more, Ankara and
Athens—were bound to view with considerable alarm.*® Under
the circumstances, inviting Moscow to take part in the economic
development of Greece would have been a highly questionable dip-
lomatic gesture.

In making his proposal Roosevelt did not consult the Depart-
ment of State or his principal advisers. Moreover, he named as
the American representative on the commission someone he had
recently removed from a top government position, a man whose
detractors included influential officials in Washington. The sur-
prise choice was apparently not without clever instigation. The day
before he sent his message to Churchill the president had received
from Donald Nelson a private note in which the one-time business
executive with no experience in Greece offered unsolicited advice
on matters of foreign policy which, one suspects, he hoped might
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land him a new assignment: “I think it is safe to say that many of
Greece's political difficulties have roots in her present productive
weakness, and could be resolved by an upsurge of production ...
.As 1 see it, many important consequences would flow from success
in restoring and increasing the productivity of the Greek people. ..
Small nations everywhere would take renewed hope, while Ameri-
can prestige and influence would be further strengthened” o

Churchill’s response, sent on April 3, was a masterful diplo-
matic parry. While appearing to welcome the president’s proposal,
the British leader effectively emasculated it: “I am attracted by the
suggestion in your No 723 that a high-powered economic mission
should visit Greece, but I am rather doubtful whether this is an
appropriate moment to bring the Russians in. We cannot expect
any help from the Russians in the economic sphere, and to include
them in the mission would be a purely political gesture. As such,
it might be valuable if we could be sure that the Russian represen-
tative would behave correctly and make a public demonstration
of his solidarity with our policy, but this assumption seems very
doubtful” Churchill was determined to capitalize on the “spheres
of influence” deal he had struck with Stalin in early October: “There
is the further disadvantage that at a time when the Russians are
firmly excluding both you and us from any say in the affairs of Rou-
mania, it would be rather odd to invite them unsolicited to assume
some degree of responsibility in Greek affairs.”

On the other hand, Churchill was eager to have the United
States share with Britain the responsibility of advising the Greek
government, especially since British influence in Athens could
safely be expected to remain strong. “If you agree, I suggest thata
joint Anglo-American committee should be established, compris-
ing the appropriate British and American experts and responsible
to our two Embassies.” Still, he did not wish to give the impression
that he was rejecting out of hand the president’s proposal: “ feel
that this [Anglo-American] committee should be set in motion
before we consider sending a mission on the lines you suggest,” and
not until UNRRA, now under British direction, was fully deployed
and operating in Greece. “Once all this new machinery has begun
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to work, a high-powered mission on the lines you suggest might do
great good by smoothing out difficulties and getting things moving.
By that time we might also have resolved the troubles in Roumania
and be in a position to invite the Russians to join the mission.” Ever
the skilled diplomat, Churchill concluded his message with a flat-
tering nod in Nelson’s direction: “We should, of course, welcome
the assistance of Donald Nelson at any time, and if it [is| convenient
for him to visit Greece now, I would certainly not suggest that he
should delay his journey until a full Allied mission can be sent. The
problems to be overcome in Greece are so formidable and urgent

that his presence there even for a short visit might be of the great-
»41

est help!
In his authoritative Churchill & Roosevelt. Their Complete Corre-
spondence Warren E. Kimball suggests another possible motive for
Churchill’s cleverly evasive response to the proposal for a tripartite
commission. Arguing that “it was not just the Russian bear which
worried the Prime Minister,” Kimball speculates that “Roosevelt’s
proposal indicated that American business was interested in the
Greek market, and Churchill’s suggestion for a joint Anglo-Ameri-
can committee to dispense financial and economic advice to the
Greek Government suggests that the British wanted to make sure
that the United States did not operate alone.”*? This intriguing sus-
picion may not be totally unfounded: during the 1930s the meager
American involvement in Greece was based largely on financial
and commercial interests. Nevertheless, given the harsh realities
of the political and economic conditions in Greece in spring 1945,
the suggestion that Churchill had detected in Roosevelt’s proposal
and Nelson’s nomination a business-interest angle is less than con-
vincing.
The president’s response, approved by the Department of State
and sent on April 8, reflected the views of the top Washington offi-
cials involved in Anglo-American relations and European affairs:
“I recognize the force of the observations on the Russian angle in
your 932 and agree that it might be better not to go forward with a
tripartite economic mission at the present time. On the other hand
I think it would be a mistake to set up a bilateral mission. This
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would look as though we, for our part, were disregarding the Yalta
decision for tripartite action in liberated areas and might easily be
interpreted as indicating that we consider the Yalta decisions as
no longer valid. Such is certainly not the case, as you know, and 1
therefore feel that we must be careful not to do anything that would
weaken the effectiveness of our efforts to get the Russians to honor
those decisions on their side” Roosevelt reminded Churchill that
Washington had already rejected a British proposal for an Anglo-
American committee of economic experts for Greece. On the other
hand, it had agreed to send specialists to assist in restoring trans-
portation facilities in Greece: “Our people are doing all they can to
help UNRRA to do a good job” in that country. Finally, Roosevelt
persisted in finding a new assignment for his former War Produc-
tion Board czar: “While it seems impracticable at the moment to set
up an economic mission in Greece on a tripartite or bilateral basis, I
think it might be helpful if I send Donald Nelson out anyway, with
a few assistants, to make a survey of the needs and possibilities for
me. I shall discuss this with him and keep you informed of any

developments.”**

Tt was not to be. On April 12, four days after his latest mes-
sage to Churchill, Roosevelt died of a massive cerebral hemor-
rhage. With the president’s sudden death the idea of a high-profile
allied mission to Greece, with or without Soviet participation, was
also buried. The new president, Harry S. Truman, and his advis-
ers confronted a Soviet Union whose conduct across East-Central
Europe caused them growing frustration and alarm. The possibility
of collaboration with Moscow in Greece or elsewhere all but disap-
peared. British influence in Athens remained strong, and mid-level
consultations with Americans continued until February 1947 when
the Labour government announced that it was ending its assis-
tance to Greece and Turkey. By then Washington was ready to act
boldly in an attempt to block the further expansion of Soviet power
and influence in Europe. The first step was the “Truman Doctrine”
Defeating the unfolding communist insurgency in Greece, which
Truman’s advisers attributed to Moscow’s instigation, and prop-
ping up Turkey in its rejection of Soviet territorial demands would
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launch Americas strategy of containing Stalin’s growing empire
The cold war was on. -

In Retrospect

Wel will never know with certainty what prompted Roosevelt
to revive MacVeagh's idea for an Allied mission for Greece and
propose it to Churchill. Whatever his deeper motives, his message
revealed his hope that the spirit of wartime cooperation, in which
Stalin had been a necessary if often prickly partner, mig,ht be pre-
served, at least for a while. To be sure, in his dealings with the
Soviet dictator the president had encountered difficulties which
upset him and he was not naive about the prospects for normal
East-West relations once the war had ended. A realist, he knew
that America’s relations with the Bolshevik regime had n’ever been
easy and that, after the defeat of the Axis, conflict with the Soviets
in Europe or in Asia remained a real possibility. Nevertheless, the
momentous legacy of the war effort and the apparent success o)f the
Yalta agreements had left room for hope that conflict with Moscow
on a broad front was not inevitable and might be avoided. Com-
pared to its two principal allies, the United States had no particular
stake in the Balkans and little to lose if in the end the problems of
Greece could not be resolved by three-power intervention. A col-
le'nborative effort in that small corner of the Balkans involved few
risks for America and might be worth the gamble. With Roosevelt
in the White House, a major East-West split did not appear immi-
nent and diplomacy remained the instrument of choice.

After Roosevelt, Washington’s perception of Soviet behavior
would undergo radical change, becoming consistently negative as
the end of the war approached and new points of friction with Mos-
cowemerged withincreasing regularity. For American officials, who
re.garded the Soviet Union internally weak and exhausted conjlmu—
nists in Europe and elsewhere were Moscow’s willing pro’xies in its
unyielding struggle against the capitalist West. Under Truman, the
possibility for a constructive relationship with Stalin rapidly ’dis-
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appeared and exploring possibilities for continued collaboration
became pointless. In confronting Moscow the choice appeared to
be between appeasement and an open-ended power contest.

There is every reason to believe that Stalin’s plans for postwar
Eastern Europe—his prize war booty—did not include Greece. The
Soviet leader had accepted without discussion Churchill’s deal for a
division of the Balkans under which Greece alone was assigned to
Britain’s sphere. He had no desire to antagonize his western allies
while the war was going on and it is conceivable that he might have
agreed to Soviet participation in a tripartite mission to Greece had
he been invited to do so. In that case, Moscow’s involvement in
a high-level allied presence in Athens might have persuaded the
Greek communists to pursue their goals through political means
rather than civil war, if the Soviet representative had taken a firm
stand on the matter. On the other hand, having pocketed the deal
offered by Churchill, Stalin was determined to impose his con-
trol on his share of Eastern Europe without interference from the
West. It is therefore much more likely that he would have refused
an invitation from Roosevelt to participate in a commission for
Greece so as to avoid requests for reciprocity elsewhere. As already
noted, in 1946 the Soviets refused to take part in the international
supervision of the Greek elections and plebiscite. Before the end
of that year the Greek communist leadership, without encourage-
ment from Moscow, moved toward an armed show-down with its
domestic adversaries. For his part, while careful not to become
openly involved, Stalin made no attempt to restrain the Greek

insurgents and permitted Moscow’s “satellites” to provide them
with whatever assistance they could deliver.

Stalin’s response to a proposal for an Allied commission for
Greece must therefore remain a matter of speculation. What is
certain is that the idea was effectively still-born, having been killed
before it could be presented to Moscow. As Churchill’s messages to
Roosevelt made clear, the British government refused to consider
giving the Soviet Union any say in international efforts to restore
political stability in postwar Greece and guide that country toward
recovery. For Churchill and his principal advisers, Greece was the
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cornerstone of British influence in the Eastern Mediterranean and
beyond, a vital part of the life line of their embattled empire now
increasingly threatened by the expansion of Soviet power.

Ir? retrospect, the origins of Britain’s efforts to prevent a com-
munist victory in Greece can be traced back to 1943 and the rise of
the Greek Resistance movement which the communists threatened
to dominate. Before 1946, American observers had generally dis-
paraged Londonss interventionist policies in Greece and attributed
them to Britain’s lingering imperialist traditions. For their part, b
blocking the spread of communism in Greece, British officials ;avzi
themselves as defending not only their own strategic interests but
the freedom and security of the majority of Greeks. In its rationale
this policy was the embryo of the global strategy of containing the
Soviet Union that the United States formally adopted in March 194
under the Truman Doctrine and pursued throughout the cold war7

Nei'ther autopian dream nor a missed opportunity, the tripartitei

commission Ambassador MacVeagh suggested to President Roos-
evelt was a sensible tool of diplomacy which, if properly employed
could have defused the Greek crisis of December 1944 and m}if h‘;
have established a precedent for postwar international coopegra-
tion elsewhere. To succeed such a tool needed the active support of
all three partners. Its fate demonstrates that despite their wErtime
co.operation, the rivalries and mistrust that continued to divide the
principal wartime allies were too deep to survive the defeat of their
common enemy. MacVeagh's proposal for a tripartite commission
for Greece was an early casualty of the cold war.
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