First Sikhs Remembrance Visit to the Monastir Road Indian
Cemetery and Memorial in Salonika, Greece.

25™ October 2012 , by Ranvir Singh Virdi

On Tuesday 16™ October 2010 Sikhs from UK and Greece made the first remembrance visit
to the Monastir Road Indian Cemetery in Salonika, Greece and paid respects to the soldiers
who died during World War 1. Mr Martin Leiper, regional supervisor for Greece and the
Balkans from Commonwealth War Graves Commission and his colleague Mr Peckrles, local
supervisor was also present. Professor Niki Papageorgiou from University of Thessaloniki,
Greece made the effort to be present at this historical event.

Nobody had officially visited this cemetery for remembrance since it was built in 1920. The
Sikhs of Greece and professor Niki Papageorgiou were not aware of the existence of this
cemetery. Efforts were made and access was gained by Mr Ranvir Singh Virdi and Mr Dal
Singh Dhesy, members of the Royal British Legion, Birmingham and of Sikh Community and
Youth Services, UK by liaising with Commonwealth War Graves Commission. After 92 years
of closure this first historical visit was made by the British Sikhs in collaboration with the
Sikhs from Shiri Guru Nanak Darbar, Tavros, Athens. The Sikhs from Athens were: Mr
Jagpravash Singh (Victor) President, Rajbir Singh, Mangal Singh, Gurmej Singh, Jaswinder
Singh, Harkirpal Singh and Gursharan Singh. Ardas (Sikh prayer) was done prior to entering

the cemetery gate.
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The Salonika Campaign 1915 - 1918

The Salonika Front was opened in 1915 to assist Serbia against the Central Powers —
Germany, Austria, Hungary and Bulgaria. The British Salonika Force was one element in an
Allied Army.

After the landing in October 1915 Allied forces pushed along the Vardar vally into Serbia but
were then compelled to retire to Salonika which was held as a fortified camp for a year. An



Allied offensive in the second half of 1916 established a line running from Monastir to the
Gulf of Strimonikos, the British Force holding the sector eastward from Doiran. This was to
remain the Allied line until 15" September 1918 when the decisive break-out to the north
led to the surrender of Bulgaria a fortnight later.

In the three years of its existence the British Salonika Force suffered 10,000 casualties, of
which nearly half were due to the high incidence of malaria in this campaign.
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Monastir Road Indian Cemetery and Memorial, Salonika.

The cemetery is 3 kilometres from the centre of Thessaloniki on the main road to Edessa. It
is situated near a level crossing, next to the railroad lines and is well sign-posted. The name
of the area is Dentropotamos.

The cemetery is now kept locked and prior permission is required for visiting. It is well main-
tained by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission and was designed by Sir Robert Lor-
imer.

Salinika was the principal base of the Allied Army. Through the city, whether by sea or the
overland route via Bralo, passed all reinforcements and supplies for the British Salonika
Force whose Headquarters were in the suburb of Kalamaria; to it were evacuated the sick
and wounded from the front. No fewer than 18 military hospitals were stationed in and
around Salonika from which casualities were buried in three cemeteries : the British Section
of the Allied Military Cemetery at Lembet Road, Mikra British Cemetery and Monastir Road
Indian Cemetery.



Monastir Road Indian Cemetery contains the graves of 105 soldiers of the Indian Army and a
memorial records the names of 220 of their comrades whose remains were cremated and
162 whose graves are unknown. 33 Indian seamen serving in the British Merchant Navy are
buried or commemorated in the cemetery.

The cemetery was made between 1916 and 1920, and is made up of two plots - the south-
ern plot, containing burials, and the northern plot, in which the remains of over 200 Indian
servicemen were cremated in accordance with their faith. The men served mainly with the
Royal Artillery, the Transport Corps of Bharatpur and Indore, the Mule Corps and, after
1918, certain Indian regiments.

There are now 358 Indian servicemen of World War 1 buried or commemorated in the
cemetery. The northern plot contains a memorial with panels bearing the names of those
who were cremated.
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The cemetery also contains the Monastir Road Indian Memorial, bearing the names of over
160 Indian servicemen who died in Macedonia during the World War 1, whose graves could
not be marked or moved. 220 names are written on the side of the octagonal structure.
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The Sikhs who died in Thessaloniki were mostly soldiers or drivers in the Punjabi units. There
are three small white standing gravestones of Sikhs in the cemetery namely: Dhan Singh,
Jagar Singh and Ganesh Singh. The individual gravestones have in white letters engraved on
white marble the name, speciality, number and date of death as well as an inscription, for
example in Punjabi: Ek On Kar Shri Wahe Guru Ji Ki Fateh (victory to the awesome Guru)
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The respect with which the British buried them and maintain their graves is very moving.
The ages of the dead are unknown. It has been recorded that the freedom of Macedonia
from the Bulgarians was due to some Punjabi’s.

In remembrance and to pay respect to those who made the ultimate sacrifice for Greece
and Europe’s freedom a wreath was laid by Ranvir Singh Virdi and Dal Singh Dhesy. Poppy
Khanda’s were places at the gravestones of the Singh’s.




Sardar Dal Singh Dhesy presented a Certificate of Appreciation to Mr Martin Leiper of Com-
monwealth War Graves Commission for their management of Sikh and Commonwealth War
Graves. Mikra mobile team was also acknowledged for their continued work in maintaining
the cemetery.

Remembering and honouring the fallen is the greatest tribute we can give to all those who gave
their lives for our tomorrow. One wonders if they knew in which part of the world they were when
they died. The Sikhs in Greece and elsewhere will continue to pay respect to the fallen at this ceme-
tery in the future. Itis hoped that this awareness will, in turn, improve community relations in
Greece.

Who were these Sikhs and from where did they come from? The Commonwealth War Graves Com-
mission has a website www.cwgc.org that makes the information available to those who are inter-
ested. It has a registry that mentions the name of each decedent, their rank, service number, date of
death, age, regiment or unit in which he serviced, grave or memorial reference, place of origin and
name of father or wife.

You tube video relating to the above event can be seen using the link:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IuFRvvmn8|E&feature=share&list=UUJx9tc4cqgHOMCV-

PGzRYQ8w
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