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For the Germans, the entrenched camp around the Greek port of Salonika during the First World War 

constituted the biggest internment camp in Europe, whose inmates Georges Clemenceau named 

derisively the »gardeners of Salonika«. For the British, the whole Balkans expedition and France’s 

insistence on retaining Salonika were incomprehensible. The Italians were more interested in the 

Adriatic than the Aegean. Yet over a million Allied soldiers – Albanians, Greeks, Italians, Russians and 

Serbians, as well as British and French – served in the Balkan theatre at one time or other between 

October 1915, when the Allies first arrived with the aim of saving Serbia from the Bulgarian assault, 

and September 1918, when the Allied offensive compelled Bulgaria to request an armistice and set in 

train the negotiations that ended on 11 November in the clearing at Rethondes.

The French commander of the French troops there, and later commander-in-chief of the Allied Armies 

of the East, was General Maurice Sarrail. He believed that he had commanded »successful« 

operations in the sector, which a later series of »inexactitudes« or »inventions« had deformed, and 

that the neglect into which they had fallen was the result of a »conspiracy of silence« (Sarrail’s words 

written in January 1920, cited on p. 27). The standard interpretation of the Salonika campaign and 

Sarrail’s role in it – namely that it had been devised as a way of giving a command to France’s only 

Republican general – has always seemed unlikely. Yet Sarrail’s post-war claim of a conspiracy against 

him has given weight to this interpretation, and little to contradict it has appeared in French or in 

English since the opening of the archives. The standard biography remains the American historian Jan 

Karl Tanenbaum’s »General Maurice Sarrail 1856–1929« (Chapel Hill 1974).

Sarrail published the text of his »Commandement en Orient« in 1920, hence it is now out of copyright 

and the marvellous Gallica has digitised the volume. Why, then, purchase this new critical edition of 

the text? There are several good reasons. First, its editor, Lieutenant Colonel Rémy Porte, is a serving 

army officer and brings a military eye to the text, revealing the fascinating sub-text. Next Porte is 

meticulous in referencing names and places mentioned by Sarrail (and the publisher is to be 

congratulated for allowing the reader to consult the notes as footnotes on each page, instead of 

forcing her to flick back and forth). Then there is an index which Sarrail’s original edition lacks, making 

for greater ease of use. An introduction, sketching Sarrail’s pre-war and post-war careers, a brief, five-

page postface and an extensive bibliography complete the critical apparatus.

Two of the themes that Porte’s annotations emphasise concern, first, the relationships between Sarrail 

and other generals both French and Allied, and, second, civil-military relations in Third Republic 

France. For a man coping with supply difficulties and the problems of operating in a foreign country, 
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Sarrail seems to have been remarkably abrasive. His tactless dealings with Allied generals and his 

high-handed treatment of authorities in neutral Greece make one wonder how the Entente would have 

fared if he had replaced General Joseph Joffre as commander-in-chief in France, as some proposed. 

The question of civil-military relations is particularly important. Porte points out how Sarrail’s account 

omits all the back-channel privileges that he enjoyed. In his notes Porte shows, in particular, how 

Sarrail’s correspondence with Paul Painlevé, war minister and briefly premier in 1917, gives an entirely 

different perspective (see, for example, p. 69, 110, 112, 152, 270). The Painlevé papers in the Archives 

nationales in Paris contain ample evidence of Painlevé’s unwavering support and Sarrail’s sometimes 

arrogant demands.

Other themes are neglected because Sarrail himself makes no reference to them, yet they are very 

significant because they go to the heart of what the French government and Sarrail thought they were 

doing in Macedonia at a time when part of France was under enemy occupation. Although Sarrail 

denied it explicitly, nevertheless it is clear that France’s interest in Salonika and the Eastern 

Mediterranean generally was for the post-war. This explains the archaeological effort led by members 

of the French School at Athens, and the enormous infrastructure effort which provided roads (900 km 

by the end of 1918) and railways, drained malarial marshes and dug wells for water. All these benefits 

were required for the Allied troops, of course, but the alternative (withdrawal) would have been much 

cheaper. Sarrail does make one, very brief, mention of archaeology (p. 147) while omitting the creation 

of the Service archéologique de l’armée d’Orient, but no mention at all of his efforts in the field of 

commerce. On 1 August 1916, when the Somme offensive in northern France had been under way for 

a month and the German assault on Verdun under way since 21 February, Sarrail was writing to 

various Chambers of Commerce in France encouraging commercial links with Salonika and its 

hinterland. France’s military occupation of Salonika provided an exceptional opportunity to prepare for 

a post-war economic conquest. Beginning in September 1916, Sarrail’s Intendant général began 

producing a monthly »Bulletin commercial« detailing the natural resources of the area and pointing out 

which French goods would be required in the Balkan region when post-war reconstruction began. It 

was such actions that made the British so suspicious of Sarrail, and Sarrail gives no hint of them in his 

account.

Sarrail’s replacement as Allied commander-in-chief was General Adolphe Guillaumat. He had 

experience as chef de cabinet in the ministère de la Guerre in 1914, had served as divisional and 

corps commander before taking charge of the Second Army at Verdun throughout 1917. His opinion is, 

therefore, an informed one. In February 1918, two months after arriving in Salonika, he wrote to 

General Foch, then chief of the army general staff in Paris, as follows: »Je n’ai rien trouvé ici comme 

plan de défense, comme projets d’opérations, comme plan de travail de routes, etc., rien, rien, rien.« 

The army’s troisième bureau (operations) had done nothing since the last offensive in May 1917: 

»aucun ordre, aucune instruction, aucun projet, aucun travail.« The second bureau (intelligence) had 

been »drowned« in ignoble police work: »Service des routes non créé, service topographique 

inexistant.« There were not even any maps of the enemy’s defence lines. This is a harsh verdict on his 

predecessor’s legacy. Porte’s verdict is more nuanced, describing Sarrail’s text as contributing to the 
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»ambiguity« and »confusion« that it helps to perpetuate (p. 355).

So the last word has not been written on France’s armée d’Orient and Sarrail’s command. Porte’s 

explication de texte of the general’s own account, which was obviously produced as a plaidoyer pro 

domo, makes a good start on placing it and him in a better context. In particular, it contributes to a 

better understanding of a front that is often neglected in favour of the fronts in France and Belgium. If 

proof were needed that the post-war memoirs of generals are to be treated with care, then the 

excellent commentaries in this annotated edition make ample provision. 
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