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Madam Minister of State for the Armed Forces, 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Dear Friends, 

 

 

One hundred years ago, after 15 days of rapid and effective offensives, the allied 

armies commanded by General FRANCHET D'ESPEREY broke through the enemy 

lines. As one of the last French cavalry charges in history took Uskub, now Skopje, by 

surprise, the Bulgarian front finally collapsed.. 

On the evening of 29 September 1918, the first armistice of the Great War was signed 

here, in Salonika, between the allied forces and the Bulgarian government. For the first 

time in four years of fighting, a cessation of hostilities was no longer a vain illusion 

but had, finally, become a genuine hope.  

One hundred years ago, in the Balkans where the fuse of the conflagration was lit, the 

gates to victory opened. The allied armies were to sweep through them, on every front. 

One hundred years ago, the first "domino" had fallen. It bore within it the bugle call of 

November 11, 1918. 
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For the Army of the Orient, the armistice did not, however, mark the end of the war. 

Fighting continued for several months in Serbia and along the shores of the Black Sea. 

For many, demobilisation would not become a reality until the summer of 1919. 

* 
By my presence today, France pays tribute to the memory of its soldiers and 

those of its Greek, Serbian, Russian, British and Italian allies. France has come to 

remember the decisive hours of the Eastern Front, fully aware of the great 

importance of the combats that took place here. 

After the war, our Army of the Orient soldiers – our "poilus d'Orient" - were largely 

forgotten.  

Like the four soldiers I wish to honour today, they came from three continents to serve 

France. 

Albert CHABROL was from Nîmes. He was 29 when he lost his life fighting in 

Uskub, on the left bank of the Vardar.  

Duong YEM, aged 34, was Cambodian. He fought in the 20th Indochinese battalion. 

He succumbed to his injuries and is buried here in grave number 7788.  

Mohamed ELMILOUDI, born in Oran, died in Salonika after contracting dysentery. 

He was 20 years old and is buried here in grave number 5494. 

Gabriel PENOT, a native of the Niort region, was 22 when he breathed his last in an 

ambulance near the village of Brod. 

All four of them died for France. All four of them died on 29 September 1918, one 

hundred years ago to the day. All four of them illustrate the diversity of the French 

Army and the diversity of those who gave their lifeblood for victory. 

Like their 300,000 French brothers-in-arms, they fought with great bravery. And like 

the over 50,000 French infantrymen who died in the Balkans, they died far from their 

homeland.  
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Many of them had already fought in France, from Verdun to the Chemin-des-Dames. 

They left one hell to find another. As the coast of France receded, as they were 

buffeted by the waves of the Mediterranean, how many knew what awaited them? 

How many of them thought they would never again see the shores of France? 

These Army of the Orient soldiers marched through the Balkans from Salonika to 

Odessa, from Strymon to the Danube, from the sunny skies of Thrace to the snowy 

peaks of Serbia. 

They endured very harsh conditions of combat, contended with ineffective supply 

lines, and endeavoured to survive the ravages of epidemics. 

I do not forget our allies who fought alongside us and who also suffered heavy losses. 

In these last months of the centenary of the First World War, the Ministry of the 

Armed Forces wishes to hold high the memory of the heroes of Dobropolje and 

Monastir. I have already been to Romania, Kosovo and the Republic of Northern 

Macedonia / Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. On November 1st, I will be in 

Serbia to commemorate the capture of Belgrade. 

Yes, Ladies and Gentlemen, we cultivate the memory of the Eastern Front. Yes, dear 

friends, by honouring the memory of all these soldiers today, we demonstrate our 

attachment to them and rectify the injustice of having forgotten them for so long. 

One hundred years later, we are here! 

* 
Salonika is inextricably linked to the memory of the Eastern Front. This burial 

ground in the heart of the city is a perfect illustration of the connection between 

them.  

The bodies of 8,310 of our soldiers lie here. France owes them a grave worthy of their 

sacrifice, one that is well cared for and preserved. I will make sure this is done. And 

the Minister of the Armed Forces will ensure it is done thanks to the support of our 

diplomatic and consular network in Greece. 
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From 2011 to 2013, the French military cemetery benefitted from an ambitious 

programme of renovation. In 2015, for the 100th anniversary of the landing of troops 

in Salonika, the French cemetery museum was inaugurated. These investments made 

by France and, in particular, by my ministry, reflects a dual aim, which is to remember 

but also to transmit this memory. 

* 
Ladies and Gentlemen dear Serbian, Russian, British, Italian, Greek and French 

friends, we are gathered here today in a shared desire for remembrance, a shared 

desire to pay tribute. We stand beside each other in this burial ground in the same 

fraternal spirit as our brave soldiers who fought alongside each other as brothers-in-

arms. 

Our countries have forged unbreakable links, some of them on the battlefields of the 

Eastern Front. Today's ceremonies, like the global commemoration of the First World 

War, show that this shared history is a living one.  

The ceremonies marking the end of the Great War also convey an international 

ambition for the 21st century. Through its President Emmanuel MACRON, France 

wanted the centenary of the armistices to be placed under the auspices of international 

cooperation and multilateralism. Hence, more than 100 dignitaries from all over the 

world will meet, from the 11th to the 13th of November, in the name of remembrance 

and the building of peace. This "Paris Peace Forum" aims to move ahead on world 

governance and propose ideas for building a safer world. 

This safer world is what we owe future generations – it is also what we owe to the 

sacrifices of the men and women of 1918. 

 

Thank you. 


