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The Yugoslavia–Axis Negotiations, in 1940-1941, 

and the Question of Ceding Thessaloniki1 to Yugoslavia 

 

The Yugoslav Government, in order to protect its country from the de-

struction which ravaged Europe,2 decided to join the Axis Powers3 by 

acceding to the Tripartite Pact,4 on 25 March 1941. The Yugoslav leaders 
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of Thessaloniki. 

1 The term “Thessaloniki” will preferably be used instead of “Salonika” as it accurate-

ly attributes the Greek word Θεσσαλονίκη. “Salonika” will be used wherever is a cited 

term – some authors, however, write it as “Salonica”. 
2 After the defeat of France and the absolute predominance of Germany in Europe, 

Belgrade’s rulers felt that there was no. other way to save the country than to reach 

the Axis. J.B. Hoptner, Yugoslavia in Crisis, 1934-1941 (New York–London: Colum-

bia University Press, 1962), 298; “Yugoslavia–The Tragedy of Honor,” The Round 

Table 31, no. 123 (1941): 496. 
3 However, Milan Gavrilović, minister of Yugoslavia to the Soviet Union (1940-

1941), had suggested to Sir Richard Stafford Cripps, the British Ambassador there 

(1940-1942) that Yugoslavia (and particularly the Croatian element) might be won 

over if London recognized Yugoslav claims to Istria and the Italian islands off the 

Dalmatian coast. Although British Government had determined that no. territorial 

changes were to be discussed during the war, they decided however to make an ex-

ception to the rule by accepting to offer Yugoslavia –after the war had been ended– 

support at the peace conference for a revision of her frontiers with Italy. Stevan K. 

Pavlowitch, “Momčilo Ninčić and the European Policy of the Yugoslav Government 

in Exile, 1941-1943: II,” The Slavonic and East European Review 62, no. 4 (1984): 

531; The same about British assurances at the future peace Settlement, David A.T. 

Stafford, “SOE and British Involvement in the Belgrade Coup d’État of March 1941,” 

Slavic Review 36, no. 3 (1977): 404; nevertheless, the territorial concessions to which 

Britain was willing to consent to were not enticing enough to “move” Belgrade; be-

sides, the Axis was in the apogee of its power, while Britain, already expelled from 

the continent, struggled for its very survival. Samo Kristen, “Rojstvo tragedije iz duha 

farse: domnevna in resnicna ozemeljska zagotovila Velike Britanije Kraljevini Jugo-

slaviji v letih 1936-1941” (The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Farce: Dubious 

and Real Territorial Assurances by Great Britain to the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in the 

1936-1941 Period), Treatises and Documents, Journal of Ethnic Studies 66 (2011): 

64-104. 
4 It is also known as the Berlin Pact. It was a defensive military alliance between 

Germany, Italy and Japan signed in Berlin on 27 September 1940. To that agreement 
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of that time had succeeded in securing very favorable terms when signing 

the agreement in question. However, one of these terms referred to a major 

portion of central Greek Macedonia, including the city of Thessaloniki. 

The Yugoslav government asked the Germans to pledge that by the end of 

the war, Yugoslavia would then be permitted to occupy the afore-

mentioned territory. The Italians also consented to the agreement that 

would allow for Yugoslavia to occupy a majority of Greek Macedonia.5 

The war did not have a good end for the Axis Powers, so the stipulation in 

question was never applied, however it was not forgotten.6 Notwith-

 
joined also Hungary, Romania and Slovakia (20, 23 and 24 November 1940 respec-

tively), Bulgaria (1 March 1941) and Yugoslavia (25 March 1941).  
5 At the meeting that Hitler had with count Galeazzo Ciano, in Berghof, on 18 No-

vember 1940, –Joachim von Ribbentrop, the German foreign minister was present– 

he presented to the Italian foreign minister what he was going to offer to Belgrade in 

order for the latter to accede to the Tripartite Pact: except for the guarantee of the 

Yugoslav borders, the second offer concerned Thessaloniki, which would be granted 

to Yugoslavs. Hitler asked Mussolini’s view on the aforementioned proposals in a 

letter he sent with Ciano. on 20 November 1940, when he met with the latter in Vienna 

on the occasion of Hungary's accession to the Tripartite Pact. Mussolini lost no. time 

to reply, on 22 November, that he was in accord with the German proposals, namely 

the guarantee of the Yugoslav borders and the concession of Thessaloniki. Documents 

on German Foreign Policy (hereafter DGFP) 1918-1945, Series D (1937-1945), vol. 

XI (The War Years, September 1, 1940-January 31, 1941), no. 366 (London: Her 

Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1961); Malcolm Muggeridge (ed.), Ciano’s Diplomatic 

Papers (London: Odhams Press, 1948), 410; Survey of International Affairs 1939-

1946, XI (The Initial Triumph of the Axis) (London–N. York–Toronto: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 1958), 342; Ernst L. Presseisen, “‘Prelude to “Barbarossa:’ Germany 

and the Balkans, 1940-1941,” The Journal of Modern History 32, no. 4 (1960): 364. 
6 The Americans, in 1944, did not fail to underline that Yugoslav territorial claims to 

Greece were a threat. It was of importance the fact that in January 1945 “the mass of 

soldiers in Skopje demonstrated against their transfer to the North, asking to occupy 

Salonika instead.” The Assistant Military Attaché in Athens Captain William H. 

McNeill, in mid-1945, reported to Washington about escalation of the Yugoslav ag-

gression against Greece. And even though Yugoslavia’s claims for annexation of 

Greek Macedonia, submitted in the Paris Peace Conference (29 July-15 October 

1946), were turned down, the American ambassador to Greece, Lincoln MacVeagh 

(1933-41 and 1943-47) reported to Washington, in December 1946, that “Belgrade 

and Sofia were still seeking to annex Northern Greece.” Charalampos Minasidis, 

“American Diplomats and Officials on Macedonia and the Macedonian Question dur-

ing the 1940s,” Macedonian Studies Journal 1, no. 1 (2014): 85, 86, 90, 91. 
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standing that modern historiography7 (Yugoslav/Serbian8 one included)9 

did not fail to refer to the policy pursued by Yugoslavia before the Ger-

man invasion of April 6, 1941. Thessaloniki’s agreed concession and 

the backstage bargaining for securing it is incidentally referred to as 

something among many others that just happened without further anal-

ysis. There are however, two exceptions which are presented by 

Professor Radoje Knežević of Serbia and the Croatian historian Bogdan 

Krizman. Professor Knežević (Knejevitch)10 published an article in 

 
7 It is true that there are only a handful of articles referring directly to this topic. Except 

for Knežević’s and Krizman’s articles, which are mentioned below in notes 10 and 

11, the “overall production” on this topic could be presented in note 8. 
8 A comment should be made about the terms “Serbian” and “Yugoslav(ian)” in order 

to avoid a certain confusion in the usage of them. After the foundation of the Kingdom 

of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, in 1918, the term “Serbian” was used in order to state 

whatever related to the Triadic Kingdom and that continued throughout the interwar 

period: for example, in the Annual Reports of the British Legation in Athens for the 

years 1923-1928 the British diplomats carried on using the term “Serbian” in lieu of 

“Triadic Kingdom” or “Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes”; Hitler, enraged after 

he was informed about 27 March 1941 coup d’état in Belgrade, said “The Serbs [not 

Yugoslavs] were a pack of conspirators.” DGFP, vol. XII (The War Years, Feb. 1-

June 22, 1941) (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1962), no. 371, 584. Most 

probably that may have been due to the dominance of the Serbian element in the gov-

ernment machinery of the newly founded state; and that gets us to the fundamental 

cause which was the notion that the Triadic Kingdom was seen to have evolved from 

the old Serbia. Although, indeed, from 1929 onwards the official title “Yugoslavia” –

with its derivative forms– was widely used, still people –especially in Greece– con-

tinued to speak of “Serbia,” “Greek-Serbian relations” etc. 
9 Dragan Bakić, “The Port of Salonica in Yugoslav Foreign Policy 1919-1941,” Bal-

canica 43, (2012):191-219 ; Boško I. Bojović, “‘Qui habet tempus habet vitam.’ La 

question de Thessalonique et la crise dans les Balkans. La Yougoslavie au seuil de la 

guerre: entre diplomatie et coup d’État (octobre 1940-mars 1941),” Balkan Studies 

44, no. 1 (2003): 95-108; Hoptner, op.cit.; Technically, Hoptner doesn’t belong to 

modern Yugoslav/Serbian historiography since he is an American historian (of Slo-

vene origin though); however, his seminal monograph on Yugoslav foreign policy 

under the regency was the first of the kind; Survey of International Affairs, op.cit., 

341-356. 
10 Radoje Knežević was a key member (the link between the military conspirators and 

the politicians) of the group that organized the coup d’état of 27 March 1941 that 

deposed the Prince/Regent Paul and overthrew the Government of Dragiša Cvetković 

(Tsvetkovitch). 
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195111 in which he disclosed that after month-long talks between the 

Yugoslav and German governments, the latter agreed to allow Belgrade 

to have Thessaloniki. On the other hand, Bogdan Krizman published an 

article in 197612 in which he clearly stated that the sources he used were 

based upon facts recorded and stored in the political archive of the 

German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In the archival records the bar-

gaining about Thessaloniki was clearly documented.  

In preparing the articles both authors researched and referenced his-

torical information sourced from the original German documents.13 It is 

without doubt that the two authors’ research contributed to restoring the 

historical truth. After all, where would one looking to find out what 

actually happened go if not to the official records of those directly in-

volved in the pledge? 

 
11 R.L. Knéjévitch, “Prince Paul, Hitler, and Salonika,” International Affairs 27, no. 

1 (1951): 38-44. 
12 Bogdan Krizman, “Zavrsni Pregovori o Pristupu Jugoslavije Trojnom Paktu 1941” 

(The final negotiations on the accession of Yugoslavia to the Tripartite Pact in 1941), 

Historijski Zbornik 29, (1976): 517-527. 
13 That especially applies to Krizman’s article who, following the array of documents 

as they presented in volumes XI and XII of DGFP –namely from October 1940 up to 

March 1941–, clearly shows the bargaining about Thessaloniki. Bakić, it is true, used 

widely (documents of) the volume XI as they were translated and published in two 

voluminous collections under the name, Dušan Gvozdenović (ed.), Aprilski rat 1941 

(The April 1941War) (2 vols.) (Belgrade: Vojnoistorijski Institut, 1969). He, however, 

presented almost exclusively what happened in November 1940, when the bargaining 

had not yet started –the two sides still being on the stage of sounding out each other 

intentions–, and only one reference for December (an estimation of the German Su-

preme Command about Yugoslavia’s participation in the planned attack on Greece). 

When he refers to March 1941, there are three mentions in the 2nd vol. of the three-

volume edition titled April War 1941 (Aprilski rat 1941) (essentially to documents of 

volume XII of German Official Documents) that have to do with Hitler’s promise 

about Thessaloniki and the (secret) stipulation on it in the treaty of 25 March 1941 – 

the third one referring to the attempt of the British Government for a non-attacking 

clause against Thessaloniki to be included in the text of the forthcoming agreement 

that would confirm the adherence of Yugoslavia to the Tripartite Pact. No. mention 

though about the “back and forth” of the negotiations and the great deal of effort on 

the Yugoslavian part for the agreement to be written in such a wording that it would 

indisputably secure their rights on Thessaloniki and the area of [Greek] Central Mac-

edonia after the war was ended. 
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In Greek historiography, on the other side, there are only two books 

that deal with the topic: the first, by Achilles A. Kyrou;14 the second by 

the seasoned diplomat B. P. Papadakis.15 The authors of the above pa-

pers both researched and referenced the same official German docu-

ment that Knežević relied on. It should be noted however, that while 

both the aforementioned books made explicit reference to that official 

German document, the monumental Ιστορία του Ελληνικού Έθνους 

(History of the Greek Nation),16 makes only two brief mentions. These 

being only two lines, located, on two different pages: “Yugoslavia was 

negotiating its accession to Tripartite Pact in exchange for Thessalo-

niki” (434) and “after Yugoslavia signed it she would take Thessaloniki 

– at least that was what the Yugoslav government wanted” (444). 

This article, using both German17 and the Italian18 published docu-

ments, will focus on the question of Thessaloniki – “the bribe of Salo-

nika,” as W.M. Medlicott put it.19 The bribe of Salonika is not widely 

known20 and it deserves greater attention and discussion by both schol-

 
14 Achilles A. Kyrou, Η αποφασιστική καμπή του πολέμου (The Decisive Turning 

Point of the War) (Athens: Aetos, 1946). 
15 B.P. Papadakis, Διπλωματική ιστορία του ελληνικού πολέμου 1940-1945 (Diplo-

matic History of the Greek War 1940-1945) (Athens, 1957) 
16 Ιστορία του Ελληνικού Έθνους (History of the Greek Nation), vol. 15 (Athens: Ek-

dotiki Athinon, 1978). 
17 DGFP, vols XI and XII; Siebtes Weißbuch der Deutschen Regierung, Dokumente 

zum Konflikt mit Jugoslawien und Griechenland, Auswärtiges Amt 1939/41 Nr. 7 

(Berlin: 1941) available at https://www.scribd.com/doc/208378640/Auswartiges-

Amt-Weissbuch-Nr-7-Dokumente-zum-Konflikt-mit-Jugoslawien-und-

Griechenland-1941 (accessed January 2018). 
18 Muggeridge, op.cit.; Hugh Gibson (ed.), The Ciano. Diaries: 1939-1943. The com-

plete, unabridged diaries of Count Galeazzo Ciano, Italian Minister for Foreign Af-

fairs, 1936-1943 (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1945). 
19 The renowned historian W.M. Medlicott, reviewing the 12th volume of the DGFP, 

1918-1945 underlined: “The most notable new material in this volume is, however, a 

large collection dealing with the negotiations with Yugoslavia for her adherence to 

the Tripartite Pact and a bribe of Salonika, and then with the German reaction to the 

coup d’état in Belgrade,” The English Historical Review 79, no. 312 (1964): 643.  
20 It is characteristic that in an article like Stafford’s, op.cit., 402, the German White 

Book no. 7 is referred and mention of “military clauses” (of 25 March 1941 agree-

ment) is made, there is no. mention though of Thessaloniki. 
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ars and students of history. This article intends to establish that Thessa-

loniki’s acquisition-in the future by Yugoslavia, as stipulated on 25 

March 1941 agreement, was not something that just came up but was 

the result of a premeditated and well-played diplomatic game. In fact, 

the bargaining game undertaken was made only for those with nerves 

of steel. The entire planning and bargaining process demonstrates the 

truthfulness of Knežević’s statement that “this deed was not in reality 

an act of weakness,21 but the issue of a conspiracy planned for several 

years.”22 In other words, Yugoslavia’s intentions towards Thessaloniki 

were based on past strategic military planning and economic calcula-

tions23 and aspirations.  

 

Ottoman Macedonia24 was a region characterized by a wide mix of dif-

ferent people and cultures. Immediately prior to the Balkan Wars (1912-

1913) Thessaloniki (the “coveted city” as it was once called)25 was the 

most typical paradigm of this state of affairs. Turks, Greeks, Slavs, and 

Sephardic Jews made up its population, the last group being the larg-

est.26 The Greeks, who incorporated the city into their state in 1912, 

were only the third largest group at that time, while the Turks were the 

second largest. By 1916, the Greeks were the largest group with a mar-

ginal difference of approximately 7,000 individuals to Sephardic Jews 

 
21 Conversely, several scholars have argued that the decision of the Yugoslav Govern-

ment to join the Tripartite Pact was not the result of its hopeless position but that of a 

fruitful brinkmanship. Paul Shoup, “Review on J.B. Hoptner’s book,” Balkan Studies 6, 

no. 2 (1965): 432; Presseisen, op.cit., 367; Survey of International Affairs, 346. 
22 Knéjévitch, op.cit., 43. 
23 Iain Lauchlan, “The Serbian Struggle in Macedonia, 1890-1910,” The South Slav 

Journal 15, no. 1-2 (1992): 65. 
24 It was constituted by three administrative districts (vilayets): Salonica, Monastir 

and that of Kosovo. 
25 As it is mentioned in William Miller, “Salonika,” The English Historical Review 

32, no. 126 (1917): 161 (note 1). 
26 Mark Mazower, The Balkans: A Short History (New York: Modern Library, 2002), 

165; “Salonica is neither Greek, nor Bulgarian, nor Turkish; she is Jewish” maintained 

during the Balkan Wars (1912-1913) David Florentin, a journalist and the vice presi-

dent of the Maccabi Club of Salonica. Devin Naar, Jewish Salonica: Between the Ot-

toman Empire and Modern Greece (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016), 1. 
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– the Turks had dropped to third place.27 Ever since, the Greek element 

prevailed demographically in this part of Ottoman Macedonia which 

was integrated into the Greek Kingdom. These demographic changes 

occurred after the Treaties of Neuilly (1919) and Lausanne (1923) 

which imposed an exchange of ethnic populations in the area. The 

Serbs, however, seemed to aspire to control Thessaloniki,28 even after 

the city had become part of Greece. It is well known that the Serbs were 

forced by the domineering Dual Monarchy to turn focus from the Adri-

atic towards the Aegean.29 The Serbs started to nurture their desire, as 

 
27 Iakovos D. Michailidis, “Ο αγώνας των στατιστικών υπολογισμών του πληθυσμού 

της Μακεδονίας” (The Statistical Battle for the Population of Greek Macedonia) and 

Loukianos Ι. Hassiotis, “Μακεδονία, 1912-1923: Από την πολυεθνική αυτοκρατορία 

στο εθνικό κράτος” (Macedonia, 1912-1923: From the Multinational Empire to Na-

tion State), in Ιστορία της Μακεδονίας (History of Macedonia), ed. Ioannis Koliopou-

los (Thessaloniki: Museum of the Macedonian Struggle, 2007) available at 

http://www.imma.edu.gr/imma/history/12.html and http://www.imma.edu.gr/imma/ 

history/11.html respectively (accessed January 2018). 
28 Lukáč (of the Institute for Balkan Studies, Belgrade) informs us that “Thessaloniki 

for decades was the object of aspirations by Serbian bourgeoisie”. Dušan Lukáč, “Ag-

gression of Italy against Greece and the consequences of failure of Italian expansion,” 

Balkan Studies 23, no. 1 (1982): 89, 90. 
29 According to the Austro-Serbian Secret Treaty of 1881, Belgrade forced to re-

nounce its claims over Bosnia-Herzegovina and Novi Pazar. As a return to this, the 

article VII of the secret treaty made clear that “If […] Serbia were in a position to 

make territorial acquisitions in the direction of her southern frontiers (with the excep-

tion of the Sanjak of Novi-Pazar), Austria-Hungary will not oppose herself thereto, 

and will use her influence with the other power for the purpose of winning them over 

to an attitude favourable to Serbia.” Furthermore, when the Treaty of 1881 was pro-

longed in 1889, an additional article was incorporated stipulating: “[…] Austria-Hun-

gary will recognize, and support with other Powers, the recognition in favor of the 

Kingdom of Serbia of the territorial extension […] in the direction of the valley of the 

Vardar as far as circumstances will permit.” Thus, the provisions of the abovemen-

tioned secret treaty essentially “canalized” Serbian aspirations towards Macedonia. 

Vladislav Sotirovic, Serbia, Montenegro and the “Albanian Question,” 1878-1912 

(Lap Lambert, 2015), 256-257; Misha Glenny, The Balkans: Nationalism, War, and 

the Great Powers, 1804-2012 (Toronto: Anansi, 2012), 148; Vemund Aarbakke, Eth-

nic Rivalry and the Quest for Macedonia, 1870-1913 (Boulder Colorado: East Euro-

pean Monographs/New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 86; Lauchlan, 

op.cit.;” Barbara Jelavich, History of the Balkans (vol. 2: Twentieth Century) (Cam-

bridge/New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 92; L.S. Stavrianos, The Bal-
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early as the 1880s,30 to expand to the vilayets of Kosovo. Which inte-

grated the notion of “Old Serbia,” (Monastir and Salonika) the latter 

being, in its greater part, the area that later constituted the Greek Mac-

edonia.31 There is some evidence that Serbian statesmen were fostering, 

 
kans since 1453 (New York: Rinehart, 1958), 450, 513; Wayne Vucinich, Serbia be-

tween East and West: The Events of 1903-1908 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 

1954), 25; H.R. Wilkinson, Maps and Politics. A Review of the Ethnographic Cartog-

raphy of Macedonia (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1951), 94-95. 
30 Two decades earlier anyway, Ilija Garašanin, prime minister (1861-67) and twice 

foreign minister (1852-1853, 1861-67) of the Principality of Serbia (1830-1878), 

claimed that only Serbia, among the Balkan states, was entitled to succeed the Otto-

man Empire and create its own. Petros Siousiouras–Constantinos Arvanitopoulos, 

“Geopolitical designs and realities in Yugoslavia’s foreign policy: the issue of access 

to the sea,” Journal of Political & Military Sociology 33, no. 2 (2005): 143; Edislav 

Manetovic, “Ilija Garasanin: Nacertanije and Nationalism,” La Revue Historique 3 

(2007): 162; Maja Miljkovic, “The Serbian view of Macedonia,” The South Slav Jour-

nal 21, no. 3-4 (2000): 19, 21. 
31 Basil C. Gounaris, “‘A Mysterious Bond forged by History’: The Making of Greek-

Serbian Traditional Friendship in 19th Century Greece,” Balkan Studies 45, no. 1 

(2004): 14; Although before 1885 could be found only few –certainly only Serbs– 

who actually believed that the Serbs were really an important minority south of the 

Šar Mountains, in 1889 Spiridon Gopčević (a diplomat and a scholar) brought the 

novel idea that the most of the three vilayets consisting Ottoman Macedonia were 

inhabited by Serbs – Serres, Kastoria and Edessa were situated, according to his eth-

nographic map, in Serbian land. And that whetted the appetite for more “updated” 

ethnographic ideas like those which contributed to the production of 1891 map devel-

oped by the scholars of the High School at Belgrade. Their claims about Serbian pres-

ence in the area in question were more striking than that of Gopčević’s: the Serbs 

extended “over the whole of the western Balkans, from Shkodra down the Drill valley 

to Konitsa in the west, to Kastoria, Veria, Salonika and Drama to the south, and in the 

east, as far as a line through Drama, north to the Danube, including Sofia. There were 

no. important minorities within their alleged Serbian territory.” Wilkinson, op.cit., 99, 

102, 106-107; Lauchlan, op.cit., 71 (note 46). Based on these ethnographic “data” 

Serbia claimed and opened consular office at Thessaloniki in 1887, and in 1899 had a 

consular office at Serres also. Vucinich, op.cit., 25, 28; Jelavich, op.cit., 92. Nikolaos 

Vlachos, a Greek scholar, who based his account on Greek Consular reports, in his 

book, Tο Μακεδονικόν ως φάσις του Ανατολικού ζητήματος, 1878-1908 (The Mace-

donian Question as a Phase of the Eastern Question) (Athens: Gertroudis S. Christou, 

1935), wrote that “Serbian proselytism was not restricted to the northern part of Mac-

edonia, but extended as far south as Salonica, Serres and the Chalkidiki peninsula,” 

as it is referred in Aarbakke, op.cit., 87-88; for the intense Serb propaganda activity 

in Serres see Ioannis A. Bakas, «Σερβικές κινήσεις στην ανατολική Μακεδονία στα 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Balkan Studies 54 (2021) 131 

even as late as the 1920s, aspirations to take over Greek Macedonia. 

Vojislav Marinković, Foreign Minister (1924, 1927-1932) and Prime 

Minister (1932), underlined the desire to “reduce Greece to her real eth-

nographic frontiers.” Dragan Bakić observes that the aforementioned 

phrase is part of an undated manuscript bearing the title “A plan for a 

state policy;” but he concludes that since the document in question is 

not dated, it must have probably been written before the massive Greek 

refugee population, coming from Asia Minor and Eastern Thrace, 

flooded Greek Macedonia.32 Nevertheless, even if that were the case, it 

would be rather difficult to explain the fact that about a decade after the 

incorporation of [Greek] Macedonia and Thessaloniki into the [Greek] 

national body, the Serbian expansionist aspirations to the south had 

never ceased to exist. Certainly, one could say that it was a single un-

dated minute in the life of one Yugoslav politician of Serbian origin, 

handwritten sometime in the early 1920s, never published and forgotten 

(?) immediately after the Greek catastrophe in Asia Minor. Or it was 

just an adventurous statement of a politician which obviously never car-

ried weight. It is not so simple though; one could conclude that by 

stressing that a politician who served as (twice) Foreign Minister and 

 
τέλη του 19ου αιώνα και η αντιμετώπισή τους» (Serbian Activity in Eastern Macedo-

nia in the late 19th century and the Reaction to it), Βαλκανικά Σύμμεικτα 11, (1999-

2000): 223-233. The following books and articles highlight the dimension of the Yu-

goslav (Serbian) policy’s expansionist ideal, on the part of Greek scholars: Asterios 

K. Tsiourvas, «Η Γιουγκοσλαβία του Μεσοπολέμου μέσα από τη ματιά των Ελλήνων 

διπλωματών» (Interwar Yugoslavia seen from the Perspective of Greek Diplomats), 

in Έθνος, κράτος και πολιτική: μελέτες νεοελληνικής ιστορίας αφιερωμένες στον 

Γιάννη Σ. Κολιόπουλο (Nation, State and Politics: Studies of Modern Greek history 

dedicated to Yannis S. Koliopoulos), ed. Basil C. Gounaris (Thessaloniki: Epikentro, 

2009); Siousiouras–Arvanitopoulos, op.cit., 141-59; Loukianos Hassiotis, «Η 

σερβική προπαγάνδα στη Θεσσαλονίκη κατά τη διάρκεια του Α΄ Παγκοσμίου Πολέ-

μου» (Serbian propaganda in Thessaloniki during the First World War), in Πρακτικά 

του ΙΗ΄ Πανελληνίου Ιστορικού Συνεδρίου (Proceedings of the 18th Panhellenic His-

torical Congress) (1998): 375-88; Miranda Stavrinou, Ξένη προπαγάνδα στη 

Θεσσαλονίκη την παραμονή της συνδιάσκεψης της Λωζάννης (Foreign Propaganda in 

Thessaloniki on the Eve of the Lausanne Conference), in Πρακτικά του ΙΕ΄ 

Πανελληνίου Ιστορικού Συνεδρίου (Proceedings of the 15th Panhellenic Historical 

Congress) (1995): 313-34. 
32 Bakić, “The Port of Salonica,” 194-95. 
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Prime Minister, he was namely a top politician and his thoughts obvi-

ously carried weight. The Serbian politicians did believe that “Aegean 

Macedonia was predominantly populated by Slavs:”33 It is known that 

during the conference in Bucharest, 1913, the Serbian Prime Minister 

Nikola Pašić declared that “In the territories liberated by Serbian troops 

in Macedonia there is no one who is not a Serb.”34 A decade before, the 

Serbian Consul in Thessaloniki assured the French politician and dip-

lomat Victor Bérard that “en vérité, Salonique est serbe;”35 the maga-

zine of the Serbian organization Narodna Odbrana (National Defence), 

whose honorary president was King Alexander, supported the reason-

ing behind Pašić’s aforementioned assertion, writing in 1926: 

“Throughout the whole of Greek Macedonia until the Balkan wars, not 

even a thousand national Greeks dwelled there, in contrast to 310,000 

of our compatriots who lived there as a predominant element among the 

Turks, the Jews, the Gypsies, etc. […]”36 

The demographic evidence, nevertheless, showed something totally 

different: Bérard, after having thoroughly examined the claims of the 

Serbian Consul, had concluded that “Salonika does not appear to be 

Serbian. Except for the Consul, the two interpreters, two or three ka-

vasis [concierge or clerk] and some traveling Serbian merchants, there 

are no Serbs in Salonika;”37 after all, the last Ottoman census of 1905/ 

 
33 As Bakić presents it, it becomes quite obvious that it is solid evidence that Slavs 

(either Serbs or Bulgarians) constituted the overwhelming majority of Salonika and 

Monastir administrative districts (vilayet) even up to 1922. 
34 Thedoros Voudiclaris, Η βαλκανική εμπλοκή (The Balkan Entanglement) (Athens: 

1962), 80; even in 1867, on the occasion of the II Congress of the United Youth, the 

then-young Nikola Pašić stressed that “Albania and Macedonia must be deemed Serb 

lands.” Miljkovic, op.cit., 21-22. 
35 Victor Bérard, La Macédoine (Paris: Armand Colin, 1900), 181. 
36 Antonis Koulas, «Οι ελληνογιουγκοσλαβικές σχέσεις από το 1923 έως το 1928» 

(Greek-Yugoslav Relations from 1923 to 1928) (PhD diss., Aristotle University of 

Thessaloniki, 2007), 176. 
37 Bérard, op.cit., 182; I. Michailidis, “From Christians to Members of an Ethnic Com-

munity. Creating Borders in the City of Thessaloniki (1800-1912),” in Frontiers and 

Identities: Cities in Regions and Nations, ed. Lud’a Klusáková and Laure Teulières 

(Pisa: Plus–Pisa University Press, 2008), 173; nevertheless, writes that in the early 

20th century operated in Thessaloniki 20 Greek schools (out of 86 existed in total) 

with 3,857 pupils, whereas there were only 4 Serbian ones with just 240 pupils; As 

far as Gopčević’s claims, Bérard found them utterly ridiculous. Aarbakke, op.cit., 86. 
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1906 (performed from May to August 1905) recognized for Salonika 

and Monastir vilayets Greeks to be the second largest population group 

behind Turks,38 while the overall Slav population, under the millet of 

Bulgarians,39 was less than the Greeks by 108,171 and 88,913 individ-

uals for the vilayets of Salonika and Monastir respectively. Further-

more, just before the first Balkan war broke out, Mehmet Tevfik (Bilge) 

Bey, professor of History of Mustafa Kemal at the Monastir Military 

School, wrote in his book “History of the Monastir Administrative Dis-

trict” (Manastır Vilayetinin Tarihçesi, Manastır: Beynelmilel Ticaret 

Matbaası, 1911) that “in Monastir there were 393 Greek schools with 

28,147 students and 76 Serbian with 3,745 students;”40 last, but not the 

least, what Ioannis Kokotakis, the Greek Consul General in Skopje, re-

ported, in April 1930, about the demographic synthesis of the city of 

Monastir,41 undoubtedly it was a slap in the face for the credibility of 

the Serbian Prime Minister’s and the Serbian magazine’s aforemen-

tioned assertions. 

It was precisely this kind of “aspect” that a part of the Serbian world 

held about the region of Thessaloniki that the correspondent of the Man-

chester Guardian in Rome commented about in August 1925, by re-

porting that “Belgrade’s eyes were obsessively turned to Thessalo-

niki.”42 Indeed, one year later the magazine Narodna Odbrana made 

clear how this “obsession” should be understood, since it delineated the 

“[Serbian] ethnographic boundaries” to the south in such a way as to 

incorporate Greek Macedonia.43 

In the final analysis, could Yugoslavia –with Old Serbia as its core 

element– be counted among potential enemies of Greece?44 Could this 

 
38 Kemal H. Karpat, Ottoman Population, 1830-1914: Demographic and Social Char-

acteristics (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 166. 
39 Turks recognized four millets, namely Greeks, Bulgarians, Roman Catholics and 

Jews; consequently, in their censuses no. distinction was drawn between Serbs and 

Bulgarians. 
40 Voudiclaris, Η βαλκανική εμπλοκή, 80. 
41 “Out of the city’s 25,000 residents –10,000 of whom were Greeks– Serbs were few 

and most of them were civil servants.” Tsiourvas, op.cit., 289. 
42 Tsiourvas, op.cit., 285. 
43 Koulas, «Οι ελληνογιουγκοσλαβικές σχέσεις», 176.  
44 In Gounaris, “A Mysterious Bond,” 21-22, it is referred that, although this notion 

was present before the Balkan wars, no. one deliberately highlighted it. 
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way of thinking and this way of propagating this kind of expansionist 

dreams constitute a threat to Greece? Utilizing Serbian archives, Lou-

kianos Hassiotis asserts that any propagandistic action did not come 

from the official state, and that most of the documentation point to low-

ranking Serbian officers as responsible for that.45 He concludes that, as 

much as there were still some incidents of Serbian propaganda,46 the 

status quo, as it had been formed after World War I, did not permit 

changes in the Balkans. However, it was undeniable that Serbian circles 

(even within the state apparatus) had not ceased to envision expansion 

to the south to provide a desirable exit to the Aegean. Nevertheless, they 

had no power to determine their country’s foreign policy.47 

The foregoing analysis could be considered correct, provided the 

“system” of balance remained in place. If, however, the Serbian/ 

Yugoslav leadership at some point felt that the status quo which “did 

not permit changes in the region” was non-existant, they could believe 

that an opportunity may develop that would allow the desired descent 

to the Aegean. Given this situation there may be both support and desire 

to acquire what had been lost. Thessaloniki would then fall to Yugosla-

via regardless of the fact that the city had by then become in no uncer-

tain terms Greek territory. This article believes that what seems to have 

triggered a new course of action on the part of Yugoslavia was the Ital-

ian invasion of Greece in October 1940 and the laborious efforts of the 

Third Reich not only to secure Yugoslavia’s non-involvement in the 

war but also to draw her into the “New Order” German orbit. The status 

quo was about to change; the governing elite in Belgrade felt the time 

opportune to achieve the longed-for descent to the south, to the Aegean. 

The German minister in Yugoslavia Viktor von Heeren put it aptly, 

when he reported to his foreign minister, Ribbentrop, on 14 November 

1940: “The Italo-Greek war has reawakened the old Serbian desire for 

a free outlet to the Aegean through Salonika.”48 

Indeed, Professor Radoje Knežević revealed that on 28 October 1940, 

the very day of Italy’s attack on Greece, the Yugoslav leaders reached 

 
45 Hassiotis, «Η σερβική προπαγάνδα», 380-81. 
46 Hassiotis, «Η σερβική προπαγάνδα», 386. 
47 Ibid. 
48 DGFP XI, no. 334. 
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the decision to attack Greece and take possession of Thessaloniki49 – in 

order to save it from the Italians since “it is better for Greece herself to 

have us instead of Italy in Salonica.”50 He maintained that what he dis-

closed was supported by official documents,51 which contained reports 

of meetings that took place among Prince/Regent Paul and the principal 

members of his government. Furthermore, the author disclosed that af-

ter month-long talks between the Yugoslav and German governments, 

the latter agreed to allow Belgrade to have Thessaloniki.52 Indeed, the 

fact that the signature of the Tripartite Pact on 25 March 1941 was com-

bined with Thessaloniki’s acquisition by Yugoslavia convinced him 

that this deed “was not in reality an act of weakness, but the issue of a 

conspiracy planned for several years.” Certainly, the then Prime Minis-

ter Cvetković rushed to vehemently refute these accusations in an arti-

cle of his own, categorically stating that “Neither on 25 March nor at 

any other date have I put my signature to an instrument which promised 

to give us Salonika.”53 Unfortunately for Cvetković, the Germans kept 

detailed minutes of the talks which clearly shows the Yugoslav policy 

makers’ bazaar-attitude about Thessaloniki. Certainly, this kind of re-

sponse on Cvetković’s part is both not surprising and understandable; 

modern Yugoslav/Serbian historiography, however, backs Cvetković’s 

point of view, making serious effort to defend the policy that Prince/Re-

gent Paul and his government planned on the cession of Thessaloniki 

immediately after the Italian invasion of Greece. For them, the fact that 

Knežević was a political opponent to Yugoslavia’s pre-war regime and 

one of the chief architects of the military coup of 27 March 1941, which 

 
49 Knéjévitch, op.cit., 42; the same view in Survey of International Affairs, 345. 
50 The phrase is quoted both by Knéjévitch, op.cit., 42 and Bakić, “The Port of Salo-

nica,” 206, with the latter attributing it to Milan Antić, the Minister of Court. Knežević 

implies that it was said on October 28, 1940, when the attack on Greece and the oc-

cupation of Thessaloniki was decided after a long and arduous debate; on the contrary, 

Bakić clearly states that it was said the next day by Antić who was trying to calm 

down the “very depressed” Regent Paul. 
51 Radoje Knežević himself writes that these documents –some of them are drafted 

entirely in the handwriting of the witnesses– were discovered after the coup d’état of 

27 March. 
52 Knéjévitch, op.cit., 43. 
53 Dragisha Tsvetkovitch, “Prince Paul, Hitler, and Salonika,” International Affairs 

27, no. 4 (1951): 466. 
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deposed the government and the regency. This made him to seem as if 

he was inaccurate or, worse, false. In this line of thinking, Bakić attrib-

utes Knežević’s “anti” view specifically to his resentment for not being 

allowed to return home after the imposition of the communist regime 

and to his effort to justify the 27 March coup d’état.54 Certainly, the 

rejoinder to this argument would be that what Knežević said about Yu-

goslavia’s pre-war regime “misdeed” should not necessarily be consid-

ered wrong just because he was a political opponent to it. Furthermore, 

that the essence of his assertion is verified by the German official doc-

uments. Regardless of whether or not Knežević’s account is considered 

reliable, what is an incontestable fact is that he brought to light the Ger-

man White Book No. 7, which disclosed the concession of Thessaloniki 

to Yugoslavia.  

In any case, modern Yugoslav/Serbian historiography must 

acknowledge that Belgrade viewed this Greek city not only from an 

economic standpoint55 but also from a military-strategic one. In a nut-

shell, the Greek city of Thessaloniki with its port never ceased to be a 

matter of security for Yugoslavia.56 As the Yugoslav prime minister 

Milan Stojadinović admitted to the Italian foreign minister Galeazzo 

Ciano during their interview in Venice, in June I938, “the question of 

an outlet to the Aegean [he meant through Thessaloniki] […] is always 

present to the Yugoslav people.”57 This continuous ‘presence’ seems to 
 

54 Bakić, “The Port of Salonica,” 213. 
55 That had to do with the diligent and pressing efforts of Belgrade’s government to 

secure the so called “Serbian zone” in the port of Thessaloniki which aroused so much 

tension and caused a great deal of problems in the Greek-Yugoslav relations through-

out the 1920s. 
56 Dragan Bakić, “The Great War and the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. The Legacy of an 

Enduring Conflict,” Balcanica 49 (2018): 160; the same, “The Port of Salonica,” 217.  
57 Muggeridge, op.cit., 214; In 1925, the Russian general Vygran of the Wrangel army 

told to the Greek consul in Skopje that the officers of III Corps of Yugoslav army 

“They were asleep and awake dreaming of Thessaloniki;” indeed, he continued saying 

that a year ago, in the spring of 1924, the aforementioned officers had received secret 

orders to be ready to march towards Thessaloniki. Historical Archives of (Greek) Min-

istry for Foreign Affairs (hereafter YDIAYE), 1925, Γ/62/α, 3423/82, G.Α. Tzivoglou 

to Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Skopje, 2 March 1925; After signing the Greek-Serb 

Conventions in 1929, George Melas, the director of the Political Department of For-

eign Ministry, put it bluntly “the old and clearly conquering manifestations of Bel-

grade had disappeared […] [but] of course no. action can eliminate the subconscious 
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have steered the government in Belgrade towards the decision to openly 

negotiate the acquisition of Thessaloniki, among other conditions, as a 

prerequisite to adhere to the Tripartite Pact. Yugoslav/Serbian histori-

ography, nevertheless, opposes this view: “Throughout these turbulent 

events Prince Paul and his government did not demonstrate an inclina-

tion to exploit the situation in order to achieve territorial aggrandize-

ment but rather reacted with restraint being vitally concerned that nei-

ther Italy nor Germany took possession of Salonica and thus encircled 

Yugoslavia completely leaving her at their mercy,” wrote Bakić.58 

Moreover, to make this more conceivable, he reveals that even when 

Italy accepted, on a German proposal, that Thessaloniki should be of-

fered to Yugoslavia, “Prince Paul adamantly stood against taking part 

in the partition of an allied country,”59 concluding that Yugoslavia cer-

tainly viewed the city as a point of security, but never wished its acqui-

sition.60 

Boško Bojović, on the other hand, downgrades this dealing (namely, 

the negotiations about Thessaloniki’s cession) to a “tactical maneuver” 

when he states: “It appears that this question (the Salonika question), 

which has repeatedly surfaced throughout the lengthy negotiations be-

tween Yugoslav leaders and those of the Axis powers, represented a 

tactical maneuver rather than a real strategic61 issue.”62 

 
chauvinistic feeling of the Serbs as a people.” YDIAYE, 1934, AΑΚ 9, 5576, Athens, 

20 June 1933; Furthermore, George N. Kofinas (president, in 1939, of the Hellenic-

Yugoslav Association of Athens) informed Nikolaos Mavroudis (Permanent Under-

Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs) that in 1930 Živković, the then Consul General 

of Yugoslavia in Thessaloniki, kept saying “Salonique, nos portes, nos fenêtres.” YD-

IAYE, 1940, Α/Ιδ, (without number), Athens, 19 July 1939. 
58 Bakić, “The Port of Salonica,” 191. 
59 Bakić, “The Port of Salonica,” 210. 
60 Bakić, “The Port of Salonica,” 216-7. 
61 Bojović’s attempt to demote the dealing about Thessaloniki to merely “a tactical 

maneuver” simply overturns the established view of the strategic importance for Ser-

bia/Yugoslavia of the passage through the Vardar Valley in the Aegean (read Thessa-

loniki). It should be remembered the constant view of the Yugoslav politicians after 

World War I that is echoed in Minister of Court Milan Antić’s saying “Salonica en-

tered into strategy and became an integral part of operational necessity of our army in 

defence of the country”. Undated Antić’s note in Antić Papers, as it cited in Bakić, 

“The Port of Salonica,” 196. 
62 Bojović, op.cit., 104. 
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Furthermore, J.B. Hoptner, who, in 1962, was the first to defend the 

foreign policy pursued by Prince/Regent Paul and his main associates63 

during the eve and the beginning of World War II, states that both the 

Germans and the Allies were left with the impression that the Yugoslavs 

were not at all interested in Thessaloniki.64 In fact, because of the con-

tinuing Greek victories over Italy, according to Hoptner, the issue of 

Thessaloniki came to the forefront. It was now necessary for Germany 

to intervene in order to get its ally out of the difficult position, and the 

offer of Thessaloniki was used as bait to bring Yugoslavia into the Axis 

camp.65 At this point, it is necessary to recall the aforesaid categorical 

refusal by the then Prime Minister Dragiša Cvetković, who, together 

with Foreign Minister Aleksandar Cincar-Marković, handled the ques-

tion of their country's accession to the Tripartite Pact: “Neither on 25 

March nor at any other date have I put my signature to an instrument 

which promised to give us Salonika.” 

Undoubtedly, had one read what the aforementioned authors wrote, 

one would easily conclude that either such a question was virtually 

moot or at most consisted of nothing more but tactical moves on the 

part of the Yugoslav leaders to merely deal with the dangerous embrace 

of the Axis and to prevent encirclement of the country that would result 

in interrupting its access to the sea. 

However, had one read the German and the Italian documents, one 

couldn’t form the same conclusion of the situation in question. These 

documents are the contemporary record of the thoughts, consultations 

and negotiations of the period from the Italian attack on 28 October 

1940 to the accession of Yugoslavia to the Tripartite Pact on 25 March 

1941, and the German attack on both Greece and Yugoslavia two weeks 

later, on 6 April. It becomes obvious that these sources do not want 

(neither do they seem to attempt) to justify or to embellish the negotia-

tions for the concession of Thessaloniki to Yugoslavia, nor the motives 

that led to it.  

 
63 Kruno Meneghello-Dinčić, “La Politique Étrangère de la Yougoslavie (1934-

1941),” Revue d’histoire de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale 15, no. 58 (1965) :57.  
64 Hoptner, op.cit., 209-10, 228.  
65 Hoptner, op.cit., 190. 
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In addition, Danilo Gregorić’s66 book “Thus ended Yugoslavia” (“So 

endete Jugoslawien”), published in Leipzig in 1943, although it consti-

tutes a piece of secondary literature, it offers a valuable testimony on 

the negotiations between the two parties, confirming thus what stem-

med from the German documents. Gregorić, who was Cvetković’s 

confidant,67 was authorized by him to go to Berlin to sound out the Ger-

man intentions, becoming thus an informal (nevertheless important) 

conveyor of the Yugoslav prime minister’s messages to Ribbentrop. 

The die had been cast. The detachment of a part of Greek territory 

and its concession to ‘friend and ally’ Yugoslavia was now one of the 

sine qua non conditions in order to bring the German-Yugoslav negoti-

ations to fruition; and they finally did in mid-March 1941. The Third 

Reich agreed to the Yugoslav demand that all assurances the latter 

wanted be given in written form. Thus, the final text of the agreement, 

that Ribbentrop sent to the German ambassador to Rome Hans Georg 

von Mackensen in order to have the consent of the Italian government 

as well, provided for the following:68 

i. “Respect at all times of the sovereignty and territorial integrity 

of Yugoslavia” 

ii. “The Axis Powers will not address the demand that Yugoslavia 

permit the passage or transportation of troops through its territory” 

iii. Yugoslavia was to be exonerated from any military contribu-

tion.69 Thus, “Should the Yugoslav government at any time con-

sider it to be in its own interest to participate in the military opera-

tions of the powers of the Tripartite Pact, it will be left up to the 

Yugoslav government to make the necessary military agreements 

for this with the powers of the Tripartite Pact” 
 

66 As characteristically wrote the seasoned diplomat Papadakis, Gregorić was the main 

agent and adherent of the Germans in Yugoslavia trying as hard as he could to stress 

the need for Yugoslavia to join the Axis powers, using his position as Director of the 

Belgrade newspaper Vreme. Papadakis, op.cit., 133.  
67 Neither Bakić, “The Port of Salonica,” 209 nor Bojović, op.cit., 98 question this 

fact. 
68 DGFP XII, no. 178, 313-4; Hoptner, op.cit., 240; Survey of International Affairs, 

347-8. 
69 Ribbentrop originally claimed that the specific stipulation should apply only to the 

fighting against Greece; in the end though it was Ribbentrop who was obliged to yield. 

Survey of International Affairs, 346. 
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iv. Consent on the future concession of Salonika, providing: “In the 

new settlement of the frontiers in the Balkans the interests of Yu-

goslavia in a territorial connection with the Aegean Sea, through 

extension of her sovereignty to the city and harbor of Salonika, are 

to be taken into account.” 

Regarding the 4th stipulation, it should be emphasized that neither 

the wording nor the acceptance of it was imposed70 on the Yugoslav 

government by its German counterpart. Quite the contrary. Three times, 

during March 1941, and before Belgrade eventually decided to join the 

Axis, the former asked Berlin (along with changes regarding the other 

three stipulations) to rephrase the term referring to Thessaloniki for the 

territorial extension over it to be guaranteed. On the 7th, 12th and 17th of 

March 1941 the Yugoslav side asked the Germans to change the word-

ing regarding Thessaloniki: from, “Yugoslavia’s interests in free outlet 

to the Aegean Sea through Salonika will be taken into account in the 

reorganization of Europe”71 to “In the new settlement of the frontiers in 

 
70 However, both Hoptner, op.cit., 221, and Bojović, op.cit., 105, file the same testi-

mony (product of personal interview with Croat leader Vlatko Maček who was present 

at the meeting): Cincar-Marković, at the meeting of 6 March 1941, in order to per-

suade the Crown Council on the necessity of joining the Tripartite Pact, argued that 

“refusal of the Germans’ offer of Salonika would cause them to doubt Yugoslavia’s 

sincerity.” He obviously implied that if Yugoslavia wanted to survive, it had to accept 

to integrate Thessaloniki. However, they don’t seem to bother about the problematic 

logic that lies behind it: why Belgrade’s possible retreat to the issue of the imminent 

incorporation of the Greek port would cause doubts about its sincerity to stand by the 

Axis? Perhaps if the Yugoslavs appeared at that moment nonchalant regarding Thes-

saloniki –the concession of which they had asked themselves from the very begin-

ning– they would seem as if they were not serious about the negotiations, especially 

after so many bargains and so many concessions the Germans had made theretofore? 

In that case, they should have disappeared as an obstacle. 
71 DGFP XII, no. 131, 233; Krizman, op.cit., 518.  
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the Balkans, account will be taken of Yugoslavia’s interest in a territo-

rial connection72 with the Aegean Sea through Salonika”73 and finally 

to “In the new settlement of the frontiers in the Balkans, account is to 

be taken of Yugoslavia's interest in a territorial connection with the 

Aegean Sea through extension of her sovereignty to the city and harbor 

of Salonika.”74 Three times also on the 9th, 14th and 18th of March 1941, 

Ribbentrop rushed to fully comply with Belgrade’s requests.75 

At this point it should be mentioned that an information had already 

reached the government in Athens, received by third-party embassies, 

that the forthcoming agreement between Germany and Yugoslavia stip-

ulated the concession of Thessaloniki to the latter.76 To the inquiry 

 
72 Hoptner, op.cit., 228, informs us that “Cincar-Marković exceeded his instructions 

when on March 12th he raised the Yugoslav demand from ‘free access’ to ‘a territorial 

link’ with Salonika;” at the same time, he makes known to us that it was minister of 

Court Antić who introduced the subject of “a territorial link” with the Greek city at 

the meeting of the crown council on that day. Despite the fact, though, that Cvetković 

reacted –as Hoptner assures us– to that decision making clear that the government 

“was interested only in making certain that Yugoslavia's rights in the free zone of 

Salonika would not be denied if the port should fall to the Germans,” he authorized 

Cincar-Marković to continue to negotiate this issue with the Germans; and even 

though he made crystal clear to him what should be the guiding principle of their 

policy apropos Thessaloniki, five days later “extension of (Yugoslavia’s) sover-

eignty” over that “mere” territorial connection with the Aegean Sea was demanded. 

The simple question that arises here is, since Cvetković and Prince Paul asserted both 

Allies and Axis that they had (only) a restrained interest in that Greek port, then what 

power pushed the whole thing to the point of Yugoslavia’s official acquisition of 

Thessaloniki?  
73 DGFP XII, no. 156, 281-2; Krizman, op.cit., 521. 
74 DGFP XII, no. 173, 303-4; Krizman, op.cit., 523. 
75 DGFP XII, no. 144, 156, 178, 256, 293, 314; Krizman, op.cit., 519, 522. 
76 Papadakis, op.cit., 159-160; Greek Diplomatic Documents 1940-41 (Athens: Min-

istry of Foreign Affairs, 1980), no. 183: N. Mavroudis to Ch. Simopoulos (Minister 

in London), Athens, 21 March 1941: “Priorité absolue. We are transmitting to you the 

following telegram from the embassy in Bern; we are kindly asking you to report it to 

the Foreign Office inquiring them if the information in question, namely about Thes-

saloniki, has come to them also, because we refuse to believe its accuracy. ‘I have the 

honor to inform you that the Ambassador of France has entrusted me that the Ambas-

sador of Yugoslavia has told him that he has received a telegram from his government 

informing him that an agreement is imminent between Yugoslavia and Germany ac-

cording to which, among others, Thessaloniki is granted to Yugoslavia. It should be 

noted that the ambassador of Yugoslavia also told the ambassador of France that he 
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posed by R. Rossetis, the Greek minister in Belgrade, whether there was 

any truth in this piece of information, the Yugoslav government cate-

gorically denied any rumors regarding Germany’s promises to them 

about exiting the Aegean through Thessaloniki; Cincar-Marković, alt-

hough denied any chance of joining forces with Greece against the ex-

pected invasion by Germany, however, asserted Rossetis that “Greece 

could count on Yugoslavia’s friendship.”77 The Greek government was 

puzzled with the obvious inconsistency: how the expected occupation 

of Thessaloniki by Germany (after her expected invasion of Greece) 

would be reconciled with the continually repeated statement that “only 

its possession by Greece was a guarantee for Yugoslavia?”78 However, 

what Hitler verbatim stated, while addressing Reichstag on May 4, 

1941,79 as well as the official statement of his government two days 

later,80 may reveal the reason why the Yugoslav government was not 

concerned about the expectedly disturbing turn of events regarding 

Thessaloniki: it was them who were going to get it! 

 

 

 

 
knew that Bulgaria too had achieved to extract from Germany a promise of exit to the 

Aegean (It was about those parts of Greek territory known as western Macedonia and 

western Thrace which until the defeat of Germany had been incorporated in Bulgaria). 

No. such information was received by the Foreign Office. The notion that Germany 

had proposed the cession of Thessaloniki to Yugoslavia in return for accession to Tri-

partite Pact was very likely, but even them (the Foreign Office), they refuse to believe 

that Yugoslavia would reach such a point of moral depravity to accept such a proposal; 

On receiving the information, on 21 March, about the Yugoslav Government’s deci-

sion to sign the Tripartite Pact, Sir Alexander Cadogan, the permanent undersecretary 

at the Foreign Office, noted in his diary that the “Yugoslavs seem to have sold their 

souls to the Devil.’” Stafford, op.cit., 403. 
77 Greek Diplomatic Documents, no. 186, Belgrade 23 March 1941. 
78 Greek Diplomatic Documents, nos 186 and 187 (Belgrade 23 March 1941). 
79 “Yugoslavia, after a specific and well-founded request of its government, received 

the assurance that, in the event of territorial changes in the Balkan Peninsula, it would 

be granted a territorial outlet to the Aegean Sea, which would be subject to the sover-

eignty of the Yugoslav State and which, among others, it would include the city of 

Thessaloniki.” Papadakis op.cit., 132. 
80 German White Book No. 7. Official Reich Government Statement of 6 April 1941, 

7; Papadakis, op.cit. 
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Conclusion  

After the citation of the information presented by the aforementioned 

documents, even a well-meaning reader would be tempted to think that 

Cvetković did not recall events accurately. It seems that, when he de-

clared ‘heroically’ in his article that his government's position on Thes-

saloniki issue was that they would not accept for it to fall into Italian, 

Bulgarian or German control,81 he did not remember that both he and 

Prince/Regent Paul had repeatedly told Arthur Bliss Lane and Sir 

Ronald Ian Campbell, US and British ambassadors respectively, that 

“the German occupation of Salonika would not be (for Yugoslavia) a 

cause for war;82 its Bulgarian and Italian occupation was another mat-

ter.”83 It seems that he did not remember that during the crown council 

meeting on 6 March 1941, seized by rebellious delirium, he declared 

that “above all Salonika must not be occupied by Axis forces […] he 

repeated that Salonika would have to be defended and that if Yugosla-

via were faced with the prospect of war, then the Yugoslavs would 

fight.”84 It seems that he did not remember that both Ribbentrop and 

Ciano had sent to him, on 25 March 1941, a letter confirming the Axis 

intention, as a consequence of Yugoslavia's accession to the Tripartite 

Pact on that day, to agree to the occupation of Thessaloniki by Yugo-

slavia.85 He did not remember the answer he himself had sent to Rib-

bentrop on the same day, confirming that he had received all the Ger-

man statements – certainly, and that about Thessaloniki.86 He did not 

remember Hitler's comment during the conversation they had on the 

same day, when the latter described “the acquisition (as it is mentioned 

in the original document) of access to the Aegean would probably be 

 
81 Tsvetkovitch, op.cit., 466. 
82 However, Cvetković did not seem to know that his Foreign Minister had argued 

(also) “heroically” in mid-February 1941 –in full contrast to Regent’s and his prime 

minister’s declared view– that it was better for Yugoslavia to fight the Germans than 

to let them have Salonica, because in that case they would “strangle us completely.” 

Bakić, “The Great War,” 162. 
83 Hoptner, op.cit., 228. 
84 Hoptner, op.cit., 219-220. 
85 DGFP XII, no. 205, 353; “Tajna Nota o Solunu” (The Secret Note on Salonika), 

Poruka 19 (1954): 1.  
86 DGFP XII, no. 206, 353-4. 
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considered the most successful act of Yugoslav foreign policy and 

would go down in history as a kind of vindication for those who today 

had to reach difficult decisions which were not understood or were felt 

to be painful by some Yugoslavs.”87 He did not remember the content 

of his unconditional enthusiasm expressed to Danilo Gregorić on the 

return journey after the signing of the Tripartite Pact, when he was stat-

ing jubilantly: “No other country has won what we have achieved. […] 

It is complete in this protocol the assurance that we will be given Salo-

nika. This is a great opportunity and great luck for our homeland. When 

we acquire Salonika and then adapt our economy to the German econ-

omy, we will have tremendous potential for growth.”88 

Such memory ‘gaps’ could certainly do History a disservice and 

would definitely not be possible to be covered either by interviews with 

those who “did the wrongdoing” or by recalling what they wrote several 

years later. These ‘gaps’ could be bridged only through studying the 

German documents; besides, only so would it be possible to have the 

full “picture” of the German–Yugoslav negotiations.89 At this point it 

should be emphasized how unfortunate it was, indeed, that the article 

of Bogdan Krizman was not included in the bibliography used both by 

Bakić and Bojović.90 Therein the author clearly states that the sources 

he used were drawn upon the political archive of the German Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs; coincidentally, the bargaining about Thessaloniki is 

deployed there unembellished.  

The principal argument of Yugoslav/Serbian historiography is that 

there were no plans at all for territorial expansion at the expense of 

Greece; it was only Belgrade’s government strategic preoccupation 

 
87 DGFP XII, no. 207, 355. 
88 Papadakis, op.cit., 137. 
89 The truth is that would be very difficult for Hoptner to get the insight of Belgrade’s 

bargaining attitude about Thessaloniki in its negotiations with Axis, since, for achiev-

ing it, he should have studied the 11th volume of the DGFP which was published in 

1961; no. question, indeed, for the twelfth one which was published in 1962. There-

fore, it is not strange that the list of the volumes studied by him stops at the ninth one. 
90 It should be underlined here that Krizman was one of the most renowned experts on 

Yugoslavia’s pre-1941 diplomatic history; together with Zivko Avramovski, probably 

the most quoted expert in this field during the 1970s and 1980s. 
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with the city/port of Thessaloniki that lay behind negotiations with Ger-

many in 1940-1941. They wanted to take it in order to prevent any pos-

sibility of blocking Yugoslavia’s access to the Aegean Sea in case that 

other powers (namely Italy and Bulgaria) tried to detach it from Greece. 

They did know, however, that Italy hadn’t ceased to try to direct Yugo-

slavia towards Thessaloniki and not to exclude her from it,91 while they 

undoubtedly had been informed by the Germans that Mussolini consid-

ered Thessaloniki “natural and vital outlet to the Mediterranean for Yu-

goslavia,”92 a statement that he repeated in his letter to Hitler himself 

on 22 February 1941.93 As far as Bulgarians are concerned, they had 

declared, already on 31st of October 1940, after Berlin had exerted con-

siderable pressure on them, their intention not to interfere in the Greek-

Italian war, i.e. to keep the neutrality status,94 remaining thus “out of 

the game” about Thessaloniki. Besides, Hitler himself, writing to Hun-

garian Regent, admiral Miklós Horthy in early April 1941, had made it 

crystal clear that he “had promised them [to Serbs, he wrote, meaning 

by that the Yugoslav government] Salonika at Bulgaria's expense.”95 

Why so much fuss over a territory which Yugoslavia had only “a 

restrained interest” for or a territory which the latter never ran the risk 

of seeing it in other hands than those of the Greeks? This being the case, 

why didn’t they do the only logical thing: since they had declared urbi 

et orbi that only its possession by Greece was a guarantee for Yugosla-

via, why didn’t they strive to secure its continuous possession by 

Greece? Obviously, as one certainly could deduce from what has been 

presented above, there could be an easier quid pro quo to extract from 

the Germans than what they did; and for the justification of that deed, 

based on the so called “blocking avoidance principle,” “hard to believe” 

arguments have been employed, like that one Cincar-Marković devel-

oped during the crown council meeting on the 12th of March 1941 about 

 
91 Triadic kingdom’s foreign minister, Momcilo Ninčić had said to Venizelos: “Yes, the 

Italians have been trying to direct us towards Salonica.” Record by Mr. Nicolson of a 

conversation with Mr. Venizelos, Foreign Office, January 22, 1925. Documents on 

British Foreign Policy (1919-1939), First Series, vol. 27 (London: HMSO, 1986), 29.  
92 DGFP XII, no. 15, 85 (February 5 and 24, 1941, respectively). 
93 DGFP XII, no. 76, 137-138. 
94 Lukáč, op.cit., 89. 
95 DGFP XII, no. 371, 584. 
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the peculiar “come and go” of Thessaloniki between Greece and Yugo-

slavia, his belief about ultimate defeat of Germany (!), and his “pro-

found” conception of “peace without victory.”96  

In the end, if one judiciously examined what had been presented, one 

might consider the leaders of Belgrade at the time as adventurists97 (if 

Knežević’s accusation of “conspirators” is too harsh) in stark contrast 

to other Yugoslavs’ stance/reaction on this question at that time,98 like 

 
96 Yugoslav foreign minister believed that “In the long run, Germany would lose the 

war. In that case, Salonika would be given back to Greece and Yugoslavia would have 

its original privileges there. But if the war reached a stalemate or ended in “peace 

without victory,” Salonika should be in Yugoslav hands. Then it could be returned to 

the Greeks when Europe was once more tranquil.” Hoptner, op.cit., 229. 
97 How else could the Belgrade leaders be described when, on the one hand, they 

seemed to help Greece against the Italians (Bakić, “The Port of Salonica,” 211; 

Hoptner, op.cit., 191-2) and on the other they secretly negotiated the detachment of a 

part of her?; indeed, Prince/Regent Paul theatrically was stating about “his inner tor-

ments” when they decided on 28 October 1940 to attack his wife’s country – Princess 

Olga was a granddaughter of King George I of Greece. Even if one would like to 

emphasize only on Danilo Gregorić’s secret mediation as Cvetković’s confidant, thus 

leaving aside Prince/Regent Paul, both the Germans and the Italians underlined that a 

confidential representative of his, Vladislav Stakić, a lawyer of the Italian Legation in 

Belgrade, visited Rome once in November 1940 and twice during February 1941 for 

discussing the accession to the Tripartite Pact and the concession of Thessaloniki. 

DGFP XII, no. 15, 23; DGFP XII, no. 85, 158-9; Gibson, op.cit., 309; Bakić, “The 

Port of Salonica,” 211; Bojović, op.cit., 98. 
98 However, it should be strongly underlined that the decision of the Yugoslav army, 

consisting mainly of Serbs, to overturn the regime that had allied to the Germans had 

nothing to do with Thessaloniki; they simply didn’t know anything about it: as the 

German foreign minister had explicitly defined, the stipulation regarding Thessaloniki 

should be kept strictly secret and the Yugoslav Government would make them (the 

secret note about Thessaloniki along with that concerning military assistance) public 

only in agreement with the Governments of the Axis Powers. DGFP XII, no. 144, 

205, 206; Besides, as Bojović, op.cit., 103, and Survey of International Affairs, 347, 

admit, the reaction of the people –expressed in the coup d’état of 27 March 1941– was 

directed solely against the alignment with Axis. 
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Colonel Vladimir Vauhnik99 and Ivo Andrić.100 In any case, even if the 

dilemma “were the Germans first to propose the concession of Thessa-

loniki or the Yugoslav government instead?” was to be put aside, what 

shouldn’t be ignored is the fact that for the latter, who had entered for-

mal and completely secret101 negotiations with the Axis, the detachment 

of a part of their ally’s territory was –among others– one quid pro quo 

for Yugoslavia’s accession to the Tripartite Pact. In that case, one could 

barely consider the Yugoslav–German negotiations for Thessaloniki as 

something that occurred for saving Greece by her neighbors’ predatory 

schemes, or as something that lacked real importance and possibly 

something that didn’t happen at all.  

 

 

 
99 Colonel Vladimir Vauhnik, the Yugoslav military attaché in Berlin, was ordered to 

sound out the German intentions about the possibility of Yugoslavia taking Thessalo-

niki; that order came to him as a result of the decision taken on 28 October 1940 

(Bakić, “The Port of Salonica,” 206; Bojović, op.cit., 98; Hoptner, op.cit., 183; 

Knéjévitch, op.cit., 42.) When it became obvious, though, that the Italians failed to 

defeat the Greek army, Vauhnik, acting with honour, rushed to take back the proposal 

about Thessaloniki pointing out to colonel, Von Mellenthin, the liaison officer with 

foreign military attachés, that “Salonika no longer had any real pertinence since the 

Greeks were chasing the Italians out of their country.” Hoptner, op.cit., 186. 
100 When Vauhnik informed Ivo Andrić, the Yugoslav (of Croatian descent) minister 

in Berlin, on the question of taking Thessaloniki, the minister exploded with anger, 

arguing that “That was an act of treason against Greece, Yugoslavia’s ally.” Bojović, 

op.cit., 98; Hoptner, op.cit., 184.  
101 Belgrade Government appears to have left in the dark even its minister in London, 

who –as Papadakis attests– “had a sympathetic attitude towards England.” Thus, the 

Greek minister there, Ch. Simopoulos, on 18 March 1941, was confidentially in-

formed by his Yugoslav colleague that no. pressure –via ultimatum– had been exerted 

upon Yugoslavia by Germany, and therefore there was no. case for his country to 

accede the Tripartite Pact. Even on 26 March 1941, the Yugoslav minister kept saying 

to Simopoulos that he was convinced that rumors about Yugoslavia’s exit to the Ae-

gean were groundless and that their desire was for Thessaloniki to remain Greek. Pa-

padakis, op.cit., 159-160, 166. 


