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The geostrategic importance of the Ionian Islands has been known since 

antiquity. In the course of history, many conquerors passed through these 

islands. The last, and by many the most cruel, were the British. They an-

nexed the Ionian Islands (for their own reasons) to Greece in 1864. How-

ever, from the beginning of the 20th century, other thoughts began to be 

expressed in London. The British government, however, could not re-

claim all the islands. Therefore, it focused its attention on Kefallinia. This 

article will show how close the British came to achieving their goal. 

From the middle of the 19th century, London considered that the stra-

tegic importance of the Ionian Islands had diminished, as Great Britain 

gave more weight to Malta, while it penetrated more and more into Egypt. 

The road to India seemed secured, while the occupation of the Ionian Is-

lands absorbed a lot of funds, as their inhabitants did not have friendly 

feelings towards the new rulers. In the Greek kingdom, King Otto had 

proved to be an unpleasant surprise to British interests. His attitude during 

the Crimean War, and in many other cases (i.e., the Pacifico incident),1 
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1 The incident took place in Athens, on the feast of Easter, in 1847. The British citizen 

(of the Jewish religion) David Pacifico claimed that his house was severely damaged 

during the ritual of “the burning of Judas” and asked the diplomatic support of the Brit-

ish Government. London demanded excessive compensation, but Athens refused until 

justice ruled on the matter. The latter did not confirm Pacifico’s allegations. The British 

government was outraged and –in collaboration with the corresponding French– im-

posed a naval blockade of Piraeus for 42 days (in January 1850). Finally, the case was 

settled amicably next July. Pacifico received only 3,750 drachmas (instead of the 

886,736 drachmas he requested) and left Greece. For more details, see Dionysios Kok-

kinos, Ιστορία της Νεωτέρας Ελλάδος (History of Modern Greece) (Athens: Melissa, 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
26 Ioannis S. Papafloratos 

had clearly shown that he was an independent monarch who was not easi-

ly manipulated and did not discipline the advice and “persuasions” of for-

eigners. In the aftermath of the Crimean War, the dissolution of the three 

parties (pro-English, pro-French, and pro-Russian) had dealt a severe 

blow to British influence in Greece. However, London, through its repre-

sentatives and numerous agents, made every effort to reduce the prestige 

of the King of Greece, whom the British considered an instrument of the 

Russians and in some cases of the Austrians. 

After several years, the British efforts succeeded and the fragmented 

opposition coordinated its actions, resulting in the outbreak of successive 

uprisings. Eventually, King Otto resigned voluntarily after the emergence 

of another movement in October 1862 and the question of electing a new 

monarch arose. The British knew that most Ionians (with the sole excep-

tion of some Kefallinian radicals) did not accept anything less than their 

unconditional union with Greece. They had also expressed their will to 

the British government envoy William Ewart Gladstone, who had visited 

the islands in 1859. After the failure to establish an “Ionian Hegemony” 

(which would include Thessaly, as well) with Prince Alfred, the second 

son of Queen Victoria, as ruler, London changed its policy, without devi-

ating from the goal of increasing its influence in Greece. To this end, cir-

cles of the British government approached the Greek envoy to London, 

Charilaos Trikoupis, and explained to him their intention to return the Io-

nian Islands to Greece on the condition of electing a ruler they liked. 

Trikoupis informed Athens, which was initially positive of the idea. 

However, this soon changed, as the British government set as an inviola-

ble condition the neutralization of the Ionian Islands and the demolition 

of the medieval fortresses of Corfu. 

On November 5, 1863, the Treaty of London was signed, according to 

which the consent of the three protecting Powers (France, Great Britain, 

and Russia) was given to unite the “Ionian State” with the Kingdom of 
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Greece. On November 14, 1863, a new treaty was signed, establishing the 

permanent neutrality of the islands and stating that “no naval or military 

armed forces would ever be allowed to concentrate or remain on the 

island’s territory or within its territorial waters, except for a few men who 

are absolutely necessary to maintain public order and ensure the collec-

tion of state taxes.”2 This term provoked the reaction of the Greek gov-

ernment, which complained that it constituted an immediate restriction of 

its sovereign rights. This reaction of Athens resulted in the amendment of 

the aforementioned treaty through a protocol, which was signed in Lon-

don on January 25, 1864. This text was included in the treaty of March 

29, of the same year, among the three protecting Powers and Greece with 

the consent of Austria and Prussia and limited neutrality only to Corfu 

and Paxoi islands.3  

In the coming years, London sought to strengthen its position in the 

Middle East. In addition to securing the road to India, the British sought 

to limit in any way the development of Russian power in the context of 

the so-called “The Big Game.” Anglo-Russian rivalry spread throughout 

the East during the last decades of the 19th century. To this end, the terri-

torial integrity of the Ottoman Empire became a dominant dogma of Brit-

ish foreign policy. However, this territorial integrity was seriously jeop-

ardized after the defeat of the troops of Sultan Abdul Hamid II, during the 

Russo-Turkish war of 1877-78. In fact, the Russians managed to impose 

their terms on the panicked Sultan, during the negotiations that began to 

end the war. These took place in Agios Stefanos (St. Stephen), a suburb 

of Constantinople, under the barrels of Russian weapons. The develop-

ment of military operations was such that it made it very difficult for the 

Great Powers to intervene in favor of the Turks. The Russians tried to 

speed up the signing of the treaty to prevent such an intervention, as the 

 
2 St. Seferiadis, Μαθήματα Διεθνούς Δημοσίου Δικαίου (Courses of Public International 

Law) (Athens: Makris, 1925), v. I, 243. 
3 Seferiadis, op.cit., 244; St. Nicoglou, L’affaire de Corfu et la Société des Nations (Di-

jon: Librairie Générale Felix Ray, 1925), 43-4. 
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British had begun to move actively in the background. Finally, on Febru-

ary 19/March 3, the treaty of Agios Stefanos was signed, the terms of 

which provoked the reaction of London and Vienna. 

The actions of the governments of the two Great Powers led to the 

convening of the Berlin Conference with the aim of revising the afore-

mentioned treaty. Behind the scenes, the British began negotiations with 

the Russians to resolve the issue. At the same time, London tried to take 

advantage of the negotiations with St. Petersburg to reap the benefits of 

the Sultan. The British diplomacy took care to inform its Turkish counter-

part “about the intense struggle it was waging with the Russians in order 

to revise the Treaty of St. Stephen and to preserve the integrity of the Sul-

tan's territory.” The British also expressed their desire to fight in the in-

terests of the Turks at the next congress. However, they demanded in re-

turn to rent of Cyprus. Abdul Hamid was found under pressure, and he 

was forced to retreat. The price was later set at 92,799, 11 shillings and 3 

pence. London’s original intention was to turn the island into an arsenal. 

As a result, the vast majority of administration officials were military of-

ficers during the early stages of the occupation. Later, however, the Brit-

ish governments changed their mind, with the result that the island was 

considered by many Prime Ministers to be of minor importance to British 

interests, in the early 20th century. 

In September 1911, the Italo-Turkish war broke out. Although London 

declared its neutrality as the two countries were considered friendly to 

Germany, behind the scenes it tried to use Rome as a counterweight to 

limit the influence of its ally the French government! Soon, however, the 

British realized that the Italians were not willing to play their game but 

aimed solely at serving their own interests. This was demonstrated by the 

occupation of the Dodecanese the following spring. The possible settle-

ment of the Italians in the region posed a potential threat to British inter-

ests, as Italy was linked by alliances with both Austria-Hungary and 

Germany. The British Foreign Secretary, Lord Edward Grey,4 expressed 

 
4 His full name was Edward Grey, First Viscount Grey of Fallodon. 
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his displeasure to the Italian ambassador in London and recommended that 

a peace treaty with the Turks should be signed as soon as possible. Indeed, 

it was signed in Ouchy, Switzerland, on October 15, 1912. The text stated, 

among other things, that Rome would temporarily occupy the islands 

until the last Ottoman soldier left the Cyrenaica. 

Three days after the signing of this treaty, the First Balkan War broke 

out. The Italians used the breaking of the war as a pretext in order to cancel 

their departure from the Dodecanese, causing the intense indignation of 

their inhabitants. The fears and worries of the latter could not be amused 

even by the Italian Prime Minister Giovanni Giolitti, who in his repeated 

statements once declared that “the occupation of the islands was not a goal 

but a means; Italy will return them to Europe who will solve the problem as 

best it can” and sometimes that “Italy never thought of annexing the 

islands, creating conditions of redemption contrary to its traditions. They 

were occupied for purely military reasons. […] It does not occupy these 

islands on behalf of the Ottoman Empire and has not made any relevant 

secret commitment.” His remarks, however, did not convince the British, 

who sought a counterweight to the region. Soon, they decided to approach 

Eleftherios Venizelos, Prime Minister of Greece, whose troops had already 

scored some impressive victories over the Ottomans. 

In November 1912, the first hints were made by Finance Minister Da-

vid Lloyd George to his friend, the young lawyer John Stavridis. The lat-

ter was a high-ranking diplomat at the Greek embassy in London and a 

friend of Venizelos. The British proposed the provision of port facilities 

to their fleet in Kefallinia in exchange for the concession of Cyprus to 

Greece. Most of the information about this “strange” case is contained in 

Stavridis’ diary. There, he briefly recorded various important events of 

his life in London, as he was associated with many important figures of 

British high society. Among his friends were many politicians and diplo-

mats, such as Lloyd George, who had been Treasury Secretary since 

1908. On November 18, 1912, the British politician reported that First 

Lord of the Admiralty Winston Spencer Churchill was looking for a port 

on the Adriatic to be used as a naval base. After all, at that time, Italy was 
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officially an ally of Austria-Hungary and Germany. Therefore, the Adriat-

ic would be a blocked naval zone for the British navy in the event of war. 

In addition, Rome would acquire the first dreadnought type vessel very 

soon, while Vienna would do the same by early 1915. The aforemen-

tioned events would dramatically change the balance of power in the 

Mediterranean Sea, where the Austrian fleet had already made its appear-

ance on the occasion of the Balkan Wars.  

Initially, Lloyd George spoke of Corfu, ignoring the special regime 

under which this island was found at that period. Stavridis hurried to 

point this out to him, a fact that made the British minister more careful. 

The latter wanted to know whether Athens was willing to discuss the 

whole issue and he received the answer that it depended on the price of-

fered by the British. To this day, it remains unclear whether Stavridis was 

authorized to go so far. However, Lloyd George noted that the idea be-

longed to Churchill and he simply agreed with it, indicating that he did 

not want to be committed. However, the next moment he went a step fur-

ther, talking about the concession of Cyprus in exchange for one of the 

islands of the Ionian Sea. At that time, Stavridis realized the seriousness 

of the issue and he was reluctant to convey the British proposals to the 

Greek government.5  

Churchill took over as First Lord of the Admiralty in October 1911. 

Inspired by strong anti-German sentiment, he considered Berlin his coun-

try’s primary enemy. Great Britain had to find a way to stop Germany’s 

naval program, the full implementation of which could threaten its sover-

eignty at sea. So, it had to cooperate with any country that would oppose 

German aspirations, even if it was (the eternal enemy) France or (the con-

stant rival in the East) Russia. The British politician was not afraid of a 

conflict in the Atlantic or on the high seas, but if this were to happen in the 

Mediterranean, the situation would be complicated, as British power might 

not be enough. As a result, the cooperation with the other major naval pow-

 
5 John Koumoulides, “Cyprus, the Enosis Struggle and Greece: Sir John Stavridis and 

the British Offer of 1915,” Journal of Modern Hellenism 4 (1987): 101. 
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er in the Mediterranean Sea, France, became imperative.6 Finally, an infor-

mal naval alliance was concluded between the two countries in 1912.7  

On the afternoon of November 18, Lloyd George arranged for Stavri-

dis to meet with Churchill at the House of Commons. Earlier, the First 

Lord of the Admiralty spoke with his colleague in Finance and told him 

about his plans (which were approved by Paris) to block the Austro-

Hungarian and Italian fleets in the Adriatic in a possible war. A necessary 

condition was the securing of a port, in which ten (10) to twenty (20) tor-

pedo boats and destroyers as well as some submarines would be char-

tered. Finally, Churchill mentioned the port of Argostoli in Kefallinia.8  

He then reiterated his views briefly to the Greek diplomat, who stres-

sed that it was not a concession to the island. “Note what I will tell you: I 

am not talking about a transfer or even a lease, and not a single resident 

will change nationality or homeland, while the flag will remain Greek. 

What I am asking for is use and only use, that is, whenever the British 

government deems it necessary in time of war or peace, to have the right 

to use Argostoli as a port, as a naval base for its fleet, in whatever way he 

considers it better,” he stated characteristically. Opinions differ on wheth-

er the British minister spoke about the construction of a naval base, as 

Venizelos argued (see below) or not. However, it is an indisputable fact 

that some fortification works would be carried out, the cost of which 

would be borne by London. Finally, Churchill insisted on the secrecy of 

the negotiations. 

Stavridis hastened to assure his interlocutor of the consent of the Greek 

government and also asked for London’s support at the forthcoming Peace 

 
6 It must be mentioned that these views were shared by other British leaders, e.g., the 

ambassador to Madrid (and later to Vienna) Sir Maurice William Ernest de Bunsen had 

stated: “Malta has old fortifications unable to withstand modern weapons.” See Εd. 

Driault–M. Lheritier, Histoire diplomatique de la Grèce de 1821 à nos jours (Paris: 

1925-6), 67-8. 
7 Randolph Churchill, Winston Churchill, The Young Statesman, 1901-1914 (London: 

Heinemann, 1967), 590, 597. 
8 M. Llewellyn–Smith, Το όραμα της Ιωνίας (The Ionian Vision) (Athens: ΜΙΕΤ, 2002), 

52. 
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Conference (especially on the issues of Thessaloniki and the Aegean 

islands). At that time, Lloyd George intervened, saying that it would be 

difficult for the British to support diplomatically the aspirations of Ath-

ens, because the Russians were opposed to the concession to Greece of 

the islands at the exit of the Dardanelles. He asked Churchill how he 

would justify the transfer of Cyprus to the public, as long as everyone’s 

intention was to keep strict secrecy. It was well known that London did 

not give the slightest thing in return. Stavridis recalled the past of the Io-

nian Islands, but the British Minister of Finance replied that the times 

were no longer the same. Churchill did not seem to worry about public 

opinion and tried to lighten the atmosphere, recounting memories from 

his visit to Cyprus. He added the characteristic phrase that if it were up to 

him, he would take care to administer justice, implying the union of Cy-

prus with the Greek kingdom. It should be noted that both British politi-

cians demanded the personal commitment of the Greek diplomat to main-

tain absolute secrecy on the matter, at least until the Prime Minister Hen-

ry Herbert Asquith and their Foreign Minister Lord Grey. 

The latter two agreed to continue the negotiations and Lloyd George 

asked Stavridis to wait until all the details were settled. Until then, Venizelos 

should not have been informed either! After the end of the hostilities of the 

First Balkan War, the Greek diplomat should go to Athens and inform the 

Greek Prime Minister personally. Stavridis agreed and proposed the signing 

of a more general alliance treaty. After all, just a few weeks ago the Greek 

fleet had liberated the Aegean islands, one of which could be an anchorage 

for the British fleet. Lloyd George refrained from committing himself, prom-

ising to pass the proposal on to officials. However, he reiterated that 

everything had to be covered by a veil of secrecy. 

On November 20th, 1912, Bulgaria (on behalf of both Montenegro and 

Serbia) signed an armistice with the Ottomans. On the contrary, Greece 

(at the insistence of the Commander in Chief Prince Constantine) refused 

to sign the text, but agreed to send representatives to London, where ne-

gotiations would be held for the final settlement of the issue. The British 

sought to transfer of the Greek Prime Minister himself to their capital ap-
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parently to start direct negotiations on this issue. They made sure to make 

it clear to both the ambassador of Greece Ioannis Gennadios and Stav-

ridis. In fact, on November 29, the British Minister of Finance told the 

latter that Venizelos’ arrival in London, where the fate of the Balkans 

would be decided, was a matter of life or death for Athens. There, in es-

sence, two conferences would take place, one among the belligerents and 

one of the Great Powers, which formed the Conference of Ambassadors.9  

On December 10, London changed its policy slightly as Lloyd George 

informed his interlocutor that Asquith, Lord Grey, and Churchill agreed 

with the master plan but did not want to start negotiations before the end 

of the work of the two aforementioned conferences. In addition, they did 

not want to have contact with the Greek Prime Minister on this issue and 

referred him to the Minister of Colonies, Lewis Vernon Harcourt, First 

Viscount Harcourt on the pretext that Cyprus fell within his remit. 

However, the negotiation for the mainland was one part of the agreement. 

There was also the part of Kefallinia, for which the British politician 

made no mention. Finally, an appointment was settled between Venizelos 

and Harcourt for December 13. 

Venizelos arrived in London the day before and, of course, he refused 

to meet with the Minister of Colonies. It was to be preceded by a meeting 

with his British colleague, or at least with Lord Grey. As a result, the ap-

pointment with Harcourt was canceled. However, the Prime Minister of 

Greece intended to decouple the issue of Kefallinia from the conclusion 

of a wider Greek-British agreement. On December 16, a breakfast took 

place at the office of the Secretary of the Treasury, at 11 Downing Street. 

Venizelos, Lloyd George and Stavridis sat in it. From the beginning, the 

good atmosphere was established, as the Greek politician expressed him-

self in very warm words for the British. However, the British minister 

was more cautious, citing the difficulties that would arise with the opposi-

tion and public opinion in England if they kept the horse trading for Ar-

 
9 The Conference of Ambassadors existed since the 19th century and was a commonly 

accepted diplomatic forum for discussing and resolving any disputes. See G. Pink, “The 

Conference of Ambassadors,” Geneva Studies 12, no. 4-5 (February 1942): 207-46. 
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gostoli secret. Venizelos agreed not to make the case public, provided 

there were clear results while he was still in London, while Lloyd George 

made it clear that British policy was to avoid a continental commitment. 

Nevertheless, a bilateral agreement could be concluded, just as it had 

been done with France. Venizelos agreed and they decided to continue the 

talks the next day.  

It must be mentioned that Churchill and Prince Louis Alexander von 

Battenberg10 also attended the meeting. Churchill developed the plan for 

Argostoli, emphasizing the geostrategic importance of his port. Venizelos 

had no objections, but they had to look at the matter from the point of 

view of International Law. The British proposed the publication of the 

issue, a proposal which the Cretan politician accepted on the condition 

that the signing of a general agreement would follow. It was clear that the 

Greek side changed its position, trying to connect the two issues, a fact 

that was not accepted by the British. Churchill politely stated that he was 

willing to discuss this issue as well, provided that he would not be con-

fused with the issue of Argostoli. The first concerned the other two mem-

bers of the Triple Entente (i.e., France and Russia), according to the Brit-

ish minister, while the issue of Argostoli was a strictly Greek-British af-

fair. Venizelos stepped down and Churchill pledged to discuss the issue 

with his colleagues at the Council of Ministers. Although the meeting was 

held in a good atmosphere, the silence of the other British officials made 

an impression. 

Nevertheless, the Greek government did not weigh this parameter 

properly and was left overwhelmed by excessive optimism. Churchill re-

alized the Greek “euphoria” and hurried to “advice” the Greek Prime 

Minister to cancel the order of a large battleship at the German shipyards 

Vulcan. At the same time, the British politician did not stop praising the 

importance of the Greek navy and overemphasizing the role he could play 

on the side of the Anglo-French if the latter were involved in a major con-

flict.  

 
10 Later he changed his name in Louis Alexander Mountbatten. 
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On January 5, 1913, the next meeting between Lloyd George, Venize-

los, and Stavridis took place. The British minister said that Churchill was 

working on a broader plan, which would be considered by the French. 

Although he did not know the details, he tried to obtain the permission of 

the Prime Minister of Greece in order to discuss this during the forth-

coming visit of the First Lord of the Admiralty to Paris. He vaguely spoke 

of a general alliance, which would change the balance in the Mediter-

ranean. In essence, however, he was not able to show anything tangible to 

his Greek interlocutors. Therefore, this meeting was also fruitless. 

Two days later, the talks resumed in the presence of Churchill and 

Prince von Battenberg. In it, it was found that the plan that had been elab-

orated by the British First Lord of the Admiralty did not concern the case 

of Kefallinia, but the Greek Navy! This fact probably angered the Greek 

officials. However, it is certain that the discussion soon focused on the 

issue of Argostoli and the conciliation with France. Churchill expressed 

his confidence in the positive response of the French to the Greek alliance 

with the Triple Entente. He went on to say, however, that both Asquith 

and Lord Grey were now in favor of making the issue public in order to 

limit reactions to the handover of Cyprus. This publication was to take 

place after a reasonable period of time after the signing of the treaty, 

which would end the war between the four Christian states of the Balkans 

with the Sultan. Venizelos, fearing that this argument could lead to the 

collapse of the whole negotiation, agreed, but stressed that this period 

should not exceed three or at most four months.11  

In the next weeks, everyone’s attention was focused on the negotia-

tions for the end of the First Balkan War. During this period, Churchill 

traveled to the French capital, where he had contacts both with his French 

colleague Théophile Delcassé and with other French officials. On January 

29, the Anglo-Greek talks resumed, but Churchill had changed his mind 

on the matter. The issue of the concession of Argostoli had to be part of a 

 
11 Koumoulides, op.cit., 112. 
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more general agreement, which would be obvious, but would also contain 

some secret articles.12  

It was obvious that the French had made a decisive contribution to the 

change of policy on the part of the British politician, who hastened to 

amuse the impressions, noting that Paris was willing to accept Greece’s 

accession to the Triple Entente. In addition, he presented the Greek Prime 

Minister with a copy of the memorandum, which he had given to the 

French regarding the future role of the Greek navy. In fact, fearing a pos-

sible leak of the document, he had removed the indication that it came 

from the British Admiralty. He called on Venizelos to exert all his influ-

ence on the military for its faithful implementation. Apparently, he fore-

saw the reactions that would erupt in Athens, if a shipbuilding program of 

“small and flexible boats” was implemented, that is, the previous dogma 

of acquiring warships was abandoned (on which the “Averoff” buying 

was based). 

Venizelos did not react and stated that he had to inform King George 

about the results of the talks. Churchill, however, “advised” that the mon-

arch not know many details, and the ministers not to be informed at all! 

Venizelos noticed that the King of Greece was extremely confidential but 

eventually withdrew. He would tell George exactly what Churchill had 

recommended to him, that is, “that various informal discussions had taken 

place, that a basis for a possible future settlement had been found, and 

that after the signing of the peace the negotiations might resume.” During 

his departure, Venizelos heartily thanked Stavridis for everything he had 

done. 

Stavridis noted in his Diary that the Cretan politician “felt happy at the 

thought that our negotiations would result in a settlement with England 

and possibly France, and that the future of Greece would be very different 

from the past […] there would be such a force in the East that no one 

could ignore. Referring to Lloyd George, he compared him to the proph-

 
12 G. Pikros, Ο Βενιζέλος και το Κυπριακό (Venizelos and the Cyprus Question) (Athens: 

Philippotis, 1980), 7. 
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ets of the Old Testament and expressed his great admiration for his ex-

traordinary abilities and for his understanding of people and events.”13  

Two days later, Venizelos met Lord Grey, personally. The latter un-

equivocally stated that no discussion of “future political arrangements” 

could take place as long as the conflict in the Balkans lasted. He was 

quite vague as to what he said, simply focusing on the need to maintain 

an excellent climate in bilateral Anglo-Greek relations. It is written that 

that “his (Lord Grey’s) aspirations in Turkey, which he sought to keep 

away from Germany, albeit neutral, would hardly be reconciled with 

maintaining excellent relations with Greece.”14  

Venizelos returned to Greece full of enthusiasm. He informed King 

George and later Prince Constantine, when the latter ascended the throne 

after the assassination of his father (on March 5, 1913). Much later (in 

November 1931), the Cretan politician described what was happening in 

the English capital in a memorandum to his then (i.e., in 1931) British 

ambassador to Athens Sir Patrick William Maule Ramsay. In it, he stated 

that by accepting the British plan, he had stated to his interlocutors that 

“in case of a general European war, if I am the governor of Greece, I will 

place it on the side of Great Britain.” He added that, “in exchange for Cy-

prus, I prefer to cede the port of Argostoli to English sovereignty in time 

of peace, subject to the sovereignty in favor of Greece, the sovereignty of 

the cities within the port and the right of free use of the port in time of 

peace.”15  

Ramsey himself, referring to his superiors as “Private and Secret,” 

wrote, among other things, that the proposal came from Lloyd George. 

The Greek Prime Minister accepted it: “[…] because a war for England in 

the Mediterranean would probably mean a more general war, in which 

Greece would definitely be involved on the side of England […] England 

would definitely use all the Greek ports […].” However, Ramsay noted 

that Lord Grey was unaware of the case! During the same period, an in-

 
13 Llewellyn–Smith, op,cit., 59-60. 
14 Pikros, op.cit., 8. 
15 Pikros, op.cit., 9. 
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ternal search was carried out in the archives of the British Foreign Office. 

Unfortunately, no document was found in this case. In fact, a relevant re-

port states that no evidence was found to certify that Cyprus had ever 

been offered to Greece in exchange for port facilities in Argostoli! Below, 

the author of the document remarked that “whenever the use of this naval 

base was required, it was done without the permission of the Greek state.” 

In the next months, the issue faded. The Balkans made peace after the 

end of the Second Balkan War, during which Greece with Serbia (mainly) 

and Romania with the Ottoman Empire (secondarily) defeated Bulgaria. 

Nevertheless, the Aegean islands (and Mount Athos) were not definitively 

awarded in Greece, as the Treaty of London (of May 30, 1913) stipulated 

that it was up to the Great Powers to decide their future.  

Venizelos returned to London in January 1914. On January 20, he in-

structed Stavridis to ask Lloyd George if a conversation with Lord Grey 

on the Kefallinia affair was possible. Lloyd George said he had no objec-

tions but considered that the culmination of the crisis in Ireland was not a 

good time for the plan to succeed. Nevertheless, the Greek Prime Minister 

raised the issue with the British Foreign Secretary during their meeting 

the next day. To his great surprise, the head of British diplomacy was 

completely negative because he “considered it premature to consider a 

separate settlement of this kind between the Powers.” Venizelos at least 

asked for the guarantee of the Great Powers for the Greek occupation of 

the Aegean islands, but Lord Grey refused again, recommending him to 

go to Berlin! 

The Cretan politician was surprised and tried to investigate the causes 

of the change in English policy. The opportunity was given to a new 

meeting between the old negotiators, namely Churchill, Lloyd George, 

Prince von Battenberg and Stavridis, which took place on January 22, 

1914. In it, he mentioned his discussion with Lord Grey noting that he 

had not raised the issue of Argostoli but only that of Greece’s participa-

tion in the Triple Entente. He reiterated that he was in London to negoti-

ate the terms of the agreement. However, both Lloyd George and Church-

ill considered any discussion on this issue unnecessary. “However, the 
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meetings that had taken place had allowed them to get to know each other 

better, to gain trust in each other, paving the way for further negotiations 

as soon as the Irish problem was settled. Churchill proposed to meet again 

in July or August, and Venizelos promised to return to complete the nego-

tiations.”16  

It was an obvious excuse for the British leaders to express the wreck-

age of the plan. Unfortunately, neither Venizelos nor Stavridis understood 

that this was a personal idea of Churchill, which was overtaken by the 

current political news, rather than an official British initiative. Only if cir-

cumstances made it absolutely necessary to serve the interests of Great 

Britain would it be possible. Moral doubts played a much lower role. 

However, the Greek Prime Minister refused to accept the failure of this 

plan and later blamed Foreign Minister George Strait, who was consid-

ered pro-German and did not want Greece to be so closely associated with 

Great Britain. 

However, a sober assessment of the facts proves that this proposal 

could be detrimental to Greece, as claimed by the then supporter of the 

Greek Prime Minister Colonel Ioannis Metaxas, who was informed of the 

content of the negotiations by Venizelos himself. 

“Suddenly he asks me: ‘What would you say, Mr. Metaxas, if we ced-

ed Kefallinia as a naval base to the English?’  

I replied: ‘Do you not mean, of course, Mr. President, to cede the is-

land, because that would be monstrous, but to give the English the right to 

have a naval base in Kefallinia?’ 

He hastened to answer: ‘Of course not to give the island. Although, 

Mr. Metaxas, you know, they would be willing to exchange it with Cy-

prus’ and they looked at me questioningly and subtly. 

I felt the indignation boiling inside me. I replied: ‘Concession of a 

Greek island, in exchange for any consideration, is not possible. As for the 

right to set up a naval base there, I can’t understand that either. If we are 

 
16 G.B. Gooch–H.W.W. Temperley (ed.), British Documents on the Origins of the War 

1914-1918 (London: 1926-30), v. II, 85. 
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allies with the British, they can use, as allies, all our naval bases. If they 

want to have a naval base in Kefallinia, let them give us the financial 

means to build it ourselves, as our own, so they can use it as well.’ 

He hurried to tell me that this would be a good solution. However, I 

didn’t feel him completely honest with me when he assured that he had 

rejected any idea of concession or exchange of Kefallinia.”17  

Nowadays, very few people are aware of this case. The First World 

War and his consequences in the Greek political scene (the so-called “na-

tional division”) pushed it into the oblivion of history. Considering what 

the Greek Cypriots suffered in the next decades, one might believe that 

this was another lost opportunity for a fair settlement of the Cyprus prob-

lem. However, the plan was not carried out under the responsibility of the 

British. In 1914, it is sure that the conditions had not been matured and 

the invocation of the Irish problem was merely an excuse from the British 

side. Nevertheless, Venizelos wrote that “unfortunately the Great War 

broke out before the conference was adjured and time was given for the 

said concession to take place.”18 However, the fate of the inhabitants of 

Kefallinia remains doubtful, if the British settled again on their island, 

just 49 years after their departure from it. 

 

 

 

 

 
17 Ioan. Metaxas, Ημερολόγιον (Diary) (Athens: Govostis, 1910-14), v. III, 234. 
18 Kon. Svolopoulos, «Η στάση της ελληνικής κυβερνήσεως κατά την κυπριακή κρίση 

του 1931» (The Position of the Greek Government during the 1931 Cyprus Crisis), Επι-

στημονική Επετηρίς Παντείου Ανωτάτης Σχολής Πολιτικών Επιστημών (1978): 482-511, 

505. 


