AVIM

AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI
CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES

NAVAL STRENGTH IN THE AEGEAN: STRATEGIC
LESSONS FROM THE BALKAN WARS

Teoman Ertugrul TULUN

Analyst

Analysis No : 2024 /9

12.06.2024

Introduction

Undoubtedly, the seas are vital for states in terms of economic and commercial interests,
as well as national security and defense needs. Throughout the ages, shipping by sea has
been one of the main elements of international trade. In this context, the security of
maritime routes was of great importance to all states and played a decisive role in the
foreign policies of states. Especially for coastal countries, naval power often requires a
strong security and defense policy. These countries' strong land forces were not enough
to ensure their security. Countries incapable of keeping the surrounding seas under
control sometimes suffered heavy territorial losses and paid a heavy price. For example,
due to territorial loss, ethnic groups had to leave the lands where they lived for years and
migrate to the countries they considered their homeland, causing severe human suffering
and causing the countries experiencing territorial loss to face significant economic and
political problems.

In this context, the problems experienced by the Ottoman Empire with Greece in losing
the Eastern Aegean islands and Crete and the painful experiences during the Balkan wars
of 1912-1913 constitute a striking example of the issues we have mentioned above.

The Road to the 1912-1913 Balkan Wars

In the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913, the Ottoman Empire lost almost all of its European
territories. These wars had a decisive impact on the disintegration and eventual collapse
of the Ottoman Empire. A strong naval force played an important role in Greece's
territorial gains during the Balkan wars. Before examining this issue, it is helpful to briefly
remember the developments before the Balkan Wars and the process of establishing a
Balkan Alliance against the Ottoman Empire,
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According to the evaluations of Barbara Jelovich, an expert academician on Balkan
history, two critical diplomatic alliances regarding the Balkans were formed in the early
twentieth century. The first was the Triple Alliance between Germany, Austria, Hungary,
and ltaly. The second alliance included Russia and France. Britain initially chose not to
participate in these alliances. However, she later negotiated with France and Russia in
1904 and 1907 to resolve colonial disputes. These agreements resulted in the loosely
structured diplomatic combination of Britain-France-Russia known as the Triple Entente.
This structure became effective in the Balkans with its interventions in the 1897 Ottoman-
Greek war and the Greek rebellion in Crete.

Meanwhile, the status of the Ottoman Balkan lands had also become a matter of debate.
Diplomats began bargaining, so to speak, over Ottoman territories. In October 1909, Italy
and Russia came together and agreed on their shared regional interests. Within the
framework of this understanding, Italy started a war with the Ottoman Empire over Tripoli
in 1911. On the other hand, Russia began to follow a policy that encouraged the Balkan
states to start negotiations to form an alliance. With active diplomatic assistance from
Russia, the Balkan governments signed a number of agreements. They formed war
alliances against the Ottoman Empire. The first agreement was made between Bulgaria
and Serbia in March 1912. Bulgarian representatives at these negotiations supported the
creation of an autonomous Macedonian state with the expectation that it would eventually
join Bulgaria. Serbia, on the contrary, wanted a partition arrangement.

For this reason, there was no agreement on the sharing of Macedonia. And it was agreed
that Russia would mediate. It was also decided that Bulgaria would provide 200,000
soldiers and Serbia 150,000 in the future war with the Ottoman Empire. In May 1912,
Greece and Bulgaria made a similar agreement. The territorial provision was not included
in this agreement. In October, Montenegro signed agreements with Serbia and Bulgaria.
The Balkan states were thus organized for war. Although the great powers were worried
about these developments and tried to intervene ineffectively and perfunctory at the last
moment, they failed. Montenegro attacked the Ottoman Empire and was immediately
joined by its Balkan allies. Thus, Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia, and Montenegro joined a Balkan
alliance for the first time and declared war against the Ottoman Empire.[1]

The Role of the Greek Navy in the Balkan Wars

The following points regarding the preparations for Greece's participation in the Balkan
War, included in a book published in 1914, reveal how much Greece relied on the power
of its naval forces to participate in the Balkan wars:

"A meeting was held at Sofia some weeks before the outbreak of the war, at which
M. Gueschoff and the Servian, Montenegrin, and Greek Ministers were present. The
discussion turned upon the numbers of the forces which each of the allies would be
able to place in the field against Turkey. M. Gueschoff stated that Bulgaria could
supply 400,000, the Servian Minister answered for 200,000, and the Montenegrin
representative for 50,000. Thereupon they all turned towards M. Panas, the Greek
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Minister; he said, 'Greece can supply 600,000 men.' They all looked at him with
amazement, if not incredulity written upon their faces, and asked him how that was
possible. He replied, 'We can place an army of 200,000 men in the field, and then
our fleet will stop about 400,000 men being landed by Turkey upon the southern
coast of Thrace and Macedonia, between Salonica and Gallipoli! 'Se non e vero e ben
trovato (If it is not true it is well found.) The story, in the opinion of the writer, makes
a true point. It cannot be contended that if Greece had not the command of the sea
Turkey would have been able to land as many as 400,000 of her Asiatic troops in the
few weeks which preceded the signing of the armistice. In view, however, of the
shipping which Turkey had at her disposal, she should have been able to land some
2,000 troops a day; so that at least 150,000 men might well have been ready in
Thrace within ten weeks. The strengthening of the Turkish forces in Thrace would
almost certainly have placed the Turks in such a position that they would not have
wanted to sign an armistice when they did, and within about six months at the
outside the figure of 400,000 would have been reached."[2]

In diverse books written by Western academics about the Balkan Wars, it is reported that
only Greece had a strong navy among the members of the Balkan Union. As per these
academics, "the Greek Navy had two main tasks in the war. The first was to guard the
mouth of the Dardanelles to prevent Ottoman shipping in the Aegean and Adriatic Seas.
This was important as it would prevent the Ottomans from reinforcing and resupplying
their European forces. The other task was to occupy the Aegean islands belonging to the
Ottoman Empire." [3] It is also stated in these works that the Greek Navy not only
maintained a very effective blockade but also took possession of all the Aegean Islands
under Turkish rule, except Rhodes and the Dodecanese, which Italy held. According to
these academicians, "the Greek navy was sufficient not only to terrorize the Turkish navy,
which it reduced to complete impotence, but also to paralyze Turkish trade and commerce
with the outside world, to embarrass railway transportation within the Empire, to prevent
the sending of reinforcements to Macedonia or the Aegean coast of Thrace, and to detach
from Turkey those Aegean Islands over which she still exercised effective jurisdiction."[4]

The backbone of the Greek Navy at that time was the heavy cruiser, Averof. The
battleship "Georgios Averof' was designed by Giussepe Orlando in 1905. The ship was
built in the Livirno Orlando shipyards in Italy between 1908 and 1911. At that time, the
same shipyard designed "Averof" and two more armored warships named "Piza" and "San
Antonio" for the Italian Navy. Italy purchased the first two ships but gave up purchasing
the third ship for financial reasons. In 1909, the Orlando shipyard made an offer to the
Ottoman Empire to sell this third ship. The Ottoman administration, wishing to strengthen
the Navy, wanted to purchase the battleship but hesitated due to economic difficulties.
Thereupon, the Orlando shipyard offered the battleship to Greece. However, Greece
decided that it could not purchase the ship due to financial reasons. The George Averof
Foundation [5] , which was informed that such an offer had been made to Greece, made a
grant to the Greek State to purchase the ship, provided that it was named Averof.[6]
Thanks to this grant, Greece was able to make its naval forces very strong.

The following information given by Retired Admiral Afif Blyuktugrul in an article about the
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discussions held at the Ottoman Parliament at that time regarding the purchase of the
battleship Averof by the Ottoman Empire contains instructive information for today:

"There were details in the Ottoman-Greek naval arms race: While the Greek
government had reached a consensus on strengthening the Navy, the Ottoman side
was in a polemic about the Navy or the Railway. The Minister of Naval Affairs had
been changed nine times in two years, as opposed to a single Minister of War in the
Ottoman government. The majority of these Naval Ministers, as if this duty were an
additional duty, was chosen from among the corps commanders serving under the
command of the Minister of War. Of course, this was a factor that delayed the
construction of the Navy. The political situation with Greece had become so tense
that it was necessary to purchase ready-made warships quickly. However, there
were no ships for sale in Europe or America. Finally, the navy personnel found an
armored cruiser that was about to be completed in Italy and brought its purchase to
the Parliament. However, the Minister of Foreign Affairs was going to take the
podium and say, 'The Greeks are bluffing; they can neither declare war nor buy this
ship." When the Minister of Finance supported him, the purchase of this ship was
abandoned. This Minister of Foreign Affairs was the same minister who stood at the
same podium during the Balkan War and said, "the sailors fought unserious way."
He both prevented the strengthening of the naval forces and exposed the sailors to
unfair accusations." [7]

As stated above, Greece's strategy in the Aegean Sea during the Balkan wars was to block
the Dardanelles, cut off the sea supply routes of the Ottoman Empire, and occupy the
Aegean islands. In the Aegean Sea part of the war, Greece successfully implemented this
strategy within the framework of an attack plan. In this context, the Greek Navy left the
port of Piraeus on October 18, 1912, occupied the islands of Lemnos on October 21,
Thasos on October 31, Samothrace on November 1, Psara on November 4, Nikaria on
November 17, Mytilene on November 21 and Chios on November 24. According to doyen
historian/Ambassador Bilal Simsir, while the Greek Navy was capturing the Ottoman
Aegean islands one by one, the Ottoman Navy was lingering in the Black Sea, bombarding
Varna. It did not attempt to cross the Aegean Sea. The Ottoman Navy returned to the
Aegean only after the armistice with Bulgaria. On December 16, 1912, the Turkish and
Greek navies faced each other in front of Gokceada (Imroz) for the first time. The Ottoman
Navy failed in this battle against the superior maneuverability and firepower of the Averof
battleship and returned to Canakkale. The two navies faced each other again before
Mudros on January 18, 1913. The Ottoman Navy suffered an even more severe defeat in
this battle.[8]

As this brief information reveals, the Ottoman Empire de facto lost the Eastern Aegean
Islands in approximately three weeks due to the weakness of its Navy and inadequate
management.

Conclusion
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Undoubtedly, the weakness of the Ottoman naval power played an important, if not
decisive, role in the loss of the Balkan wars. Due to the weakness of the Ottoman naval
power, Greek dominance in the Aegean Sea gradually grew stronger after that period.
While evaluating these issues, doyen historian/Ambassador Simsir states that Greece
maintained its naval superiority thanks to the USA and Britain, which have been helping
her with donations for years. Simsir states that this superiority was balanced when
Tlrkiye started to search for oil in the Aegean with the support of its Navy on May 30,
1974. He also states that the superiority of the Greek Navy in the Aegean Sea largely
ended with the Cyprus Peace Operation carried out in the same period and draws
attention to the following evaluation published in the Economist magazine:

"For the first time since 1912, when Admiral Koundouriotis drove the Turkish fleet
into the Dardanelles with the battleship Averof, Turkey is challenging Greece's
supremacy in the Aegean." [9]

The Greeks and the imperialist states that provoked them describe the victories of the
Turkish Army on the path to the establishment of the Republic of Turkiye, starting from
1919, and the great defeat suffered by Greece when she attempted to invade Anatolia, as
"the Asia Minor Catastrophe." The event that they call the great disaster is the very
disaster that the "Megali Idea"brought them. It results from pursuing dreams far beyond
their power and embarking on adventures with the encouragement and support of
imperialist states in the first quarter of the twentieth century.

In this context, the following point must always be taken into consideration: Greece is a
country that aspired to become an empire in the age of national states and made her aim
of significant expansion a state policy. She has a state structure that has internalized the
Megali Idea. Towards this end, she always tried to corner Tirkiye by securing the backing
of the powerful states or groups of states of the period. She never gave up her grandiose
claims and has spread its goals over time through fait accomplish in the Aegean Sea and
the Eastern Mediterranean. She has successfully employed "Fabian tactics"[10] during
the temporary détente periods. The "zero-sum game" policies she implements essentially
reflect an "offensive neorealist" political approach. We can say that Turkiye has
responded to this approach with "counter-offensive neorealist" policies since 1974,
especially by strengthening its naval power.[11]

It is observed that there are discussions, sometimes including criticism, in a certain
section of the public regarding the studies carried out on strengthening the Turkish Naval
Forces, the financial resources allocated for this purpose, thought exercises aimed at
deepening Turkiye's maritime strategy, and the doctrines being developed. In this
connection, we deem it useful to remember the following assessment made by the doyen
historian/Ambassador Bilal Simsir in 1976 regarding the importance of Turkish naval
power:

"The Aegean problem cannot be considered separately from naval power. Naval
power is one of the most crucial factors in the fate of the Aegean. It has always been
so. What happened in the Balkan wars is the most striking example of this. Greek
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revolutionaries confronted the Ottoman Empire with a naval fleet. The new map of
Greece was drawn at sea. Greece was born as a maritime state. The Ottoman fleet
was destroyed at Navarino. It must be put to an end to such weaknesses." [12]

Turkiye should continue to be realistic in its well-intentioned efforts to find solutions to the
Aegean problems, should not allow its well-intentioned efforts to be abused, should
continue to respond to essentially offensive neorealist policies with counter-offensive
neorealist policies, and should pay utmost attention to "Fabian tactics."
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