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A VIEW ON ALBANIAN-YUGOSLAYV RELATIONS
DURING 1922-1923

ABSTRACT: This scientific article aims to reflect some of the aspects
of Albanian-Yugoslav relations in the years 1922-1923. During this period,
there were two options facing the political leaders in Albania: Orienting their
country toward Italy or the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, as the two
countries that were interested the most on the Albanian issue. Albanian-
Yugoslav relations during these years were affected by several factors, such as:
the Albanian issue in Kosovo and other ethnic areas located within the King-
dom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes; the Italo-Yugoslav rivalry in Albania, as
well as the orientation of the various Albanian political groups in Albania in
relation to its neighboring countries.
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Addressing the issue of Albania’s relations with the Kingdom of Serbs, Cro-
ats, and Slovenes, during 1922-1923 could serve to better illuminate, among others,
two important problems: 1. Were the political leaders of the Albanian state well-
oriented in the field of international relations during these years? 2. Was the attempt
of the Albanian Government for the normalization of Albania’s relations with the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes the right political movement in favor of the
interests of the Albanians or should it had had improved its relations with Italy?

In the early 1920s, one of the main concerns for the key political leaders
of the Albanian Government was where the Albanian state should be oriented in
its foreign policy. During this time, there were no diplomatic relations between
Albania and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. From 1920 to 1922,
an informal communication corridor continued to function between the two
countries, if it could be called that.!

' Paskal Milo, Shqgipéria dhe Jugosllavia 1918-1927 [Albania and Yugoslavia 1918-1927],
(Tirané: Enciklopedike, 1992), 106.
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In 1920, the eviction of Italy from Albania and the Balkan Peninsula
was in the best interests of Albania and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slo-
venes. In the spring of 1920, the Albanian state took the first step to start coop-
eration with the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. The Albanian Gov-
ernment sent MP Sejfi Vllamasi on a secret mission to Belgrade. During the
talks held at the ministry of foreign affairs, among other things, Vllamasi asked
the SCS Government for help with weapons and ammunition to expel the Ital-
ians from Vlora. The Yugoslav officials promised to provide weapons and am-
munition to the Albanian Government.” They assured the Albanians that if the
Italians were to be expelled from Albania, they too would withdraw from the
interior of the Albanian borders decided in 1913.%> Despite the nice words about
aid in arms and ammunition, the Albanians never received this help from the
Yugoslav state. Thus, Sejfi Vllamasi’s Belgrade mission failed.

This attempt to lay the foundations of cooperation between the Albanians
and the Yugoslavs failed for several reasons: First, the Yugoslav Government did
not trust the Albanians nor their liberation war against the Italian troops. Second,
apparently, during this time Belgrade continued to be in talks with Rome to re-
solve their disputes over Albania as part of the “Adriatic Question”.* Third, the
key political figures in the Yugoslav Government failed to perceive clearly the
existing internal political developments in Albania. After the “Congress of Lush-
nj€” (January 1920) a national government had come to power in Albania, while
the SCS officials still continued to rely on Essad Pasha Toptani.’

Essad Pasha Toptani’s political activity affected a cool atmosphere in
bilateral relations. After the arrival of the new Albanian political group at the
helm of Albania in the early 1920s, Essad Pasha did not dare to set foot in Al-
bania. However, through his supporters, such as Osman Bali and Halit Lleshi,
Essad Pasha tried to restore his power within the country.® When it became
clear that the “Essadist” movement was endangering the internal stability of the
Albanian state, the government forcibly suppressed this movement in Central
Albania. On June 13, 1920, Essad Pasha Toptani’s problem was finally solved
with his assassination in front of the “Continental” Hotel in Paris.’

One factor that kept Albanian-Yugoslav relations under tension was the
so-called “Strategic Line.” In the autumn of 1918, with the authorization of the
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French commander Franchet d’Esperey, the Serbian Army occupied a part of
northern Albania up to the Drin River. This area was named the “Strategic
Line”. The Albanian territories included within the “Strategic zone” included
almost half of the northern part of Albania in 1913, with a population of about
126,000 Albanians. From the Yugoslav point of view, the “Strategic Line” was
a defensive zone against the attacks of the Albanian rebels, while in fact, it was
a political maneuver, which tended to legitimize the occupation of the Albanian
territories included within this strategic line, based on the decision of the Su-
preme Allied Command of 1918, and then to annex it. Serbian political circles
were determined to occupy northern Albania, as they aimed to extend westward,
descending to the Albanian shores of the Adriatic.®

Although the Yugoslavs had promised to withdraw from northern Alba-
nia if the Italians left Vlora, they refused to do so after the Albanian victory
over the Italian troops.’

Another factor that aggravated Albanian-Yugoslav relations was the ac-
tivity of the Albanian and Serbian nationalist circles. The scholar Jason Tomes
notes that in the 1920s, expansionists in Belgrade continued to publish maps
showing all of nothern Albania as part of a Greater South Slav kingdom resem-
bling the Serb empire of the fourteenth century.'

The Albanians were also very dissatisfied with the borders set for Alba-
nia by the Conference of Ambassadors in London in 1913. This conference
decided that more than half of the population and ethnic territories inhabited by
an Albanian majority should remain outside the borders of the Albanian state,
making it one of the rare cases in Europe. That very same year marked the start
of the Albanian political movement demanding the unification of Kosovo and
other areas inhabited mostly by ethnic Albanians into a single Albanian state. In
1918, their leaders such as: Kadri Prishtina, Hasan Prishtina, Bajram Curri,
Bedri Pejani, Qamil Bala, Sali Rama, Hafiz Ismet Dibra, etc., laid the founda-
tions of the Committee of “National Defense of Kosovo” (NDK), which aimed
to inspire the movement of resistance among the Albanians. "

Naturally, the question arises about the attitude of the Albanian Govern-
ment toward the leaders of the “National Defense of Kosovo” Committee. During
1920, the Albanian Government leaders felt that Albania should establish normal
relations with the Yugoslav state. The Albanian political group known as “Krahu

8 1. Swire, Shqipéria. Ngritia e njé mbretérie..., 265, 267; By an Australian [Morton F. Eden],
Albania and her neighbours, London: [There is no publishing house], July 1921, 4; Armend
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[British diplomacy in Albanian-Yugoslav relations 1919-1939], botim i Institutit t&¢ Historisé
prané¢ Akademisé s€ Studimeve Albanologjike [Published by the Institute of History at the
Academy of Albanological Studies], (Tirané: Kristalina — KH, 2020), 111.
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Kombétar” [National Wing], which included Ahmet Zogu, Eshref Frashéri, Sejfi
Vllamasi, and part of the political leaders of Albania, thought that at this time the
Albanian state did not have the military and diplomatic opportunities to achieve
the unification of Kosovo and Albania. What the Albanian state urgently needed
was peace. Representatives of this political group thought that before the Albani-
ans could undertake an irredentist policy of any kind, Albania should initially
become stable internally and return to a stable situation. That is why the question
of Kosovo and the fullfillment of the national aspiration of the Albanian popula-
tion outside Albanians borders had to be postponed.'?

The Albanian Government’s primary task during this time was to per-
suade the Great Powers to accept Albania as an independent and sovereign coun-
try. For the sake of internal stability, the delimitation of the final state borders,
and the provision of international recognition of the Albanian state, the govern-
ment in Tirana agreed to make small concessions to its neighboring countries."
The pursuit of a pragmatic policy, moderate and not provocative by the Albanian
state, gradually began to yield positive results in the following years.

Some of the leaders of the “National Defense of Kosovo” Committee,
such as Hasan Prishtina and Bajram Curri continued their efforts to unite all Al-
banians, without taking into account the difficult situation that Albanians and the
mother country were in. This Albanian nationalist group did not agree with the
position of the Albanian Government. They said they had fought all their lives for
Kosovo and therefore they could not abandon their people.'* Hasan Prishtina,
Bajram Curri, and some others came out against the restrained and realistic policy
of the Albanian Government of the time and went into open conflict with them,
becoming an important part of the coups and armed anti-government uprisings
that were quite dangerous for the existence and stability of the Albanian state.'

After the border incidents in the area north of Shkodra in July of 1920,
Albanian Interior Minister Ahmet Zogu expressed his regret to the Yugoslav
representative in Shkodra, Vukoti¢, for the incident that occurred on the Albani-
an-Yugoslav border and asked for input from both parties to clarify the circum-
stances of this incident.'® After this, Albanian Prime Minister Sulejman Delvina
asked Kadri Prishtina, Bajram Curri, and Ndoc Coba to keep the inhabitants of
the northern part of Albania under control.'” Ahmet Zogu wrote to Elez Isufi, a
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Ndérkombétare [100 years of Independence: Proceedings of the International Scientific
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popular leader in the northeastern part of Albania, that the Albanian Govern-
ment intended to take control of the territory of Albania established in 1913
through diplomatic means.'® During this period, at the request of Hasan Prisht-
ina, Gabriele D’Anunzzio sent to the ports of Shéngjin (San Giovanni di
Medua) a quantity of weapons and ammunition for the Albanian nationalists to
start a war against the Yugoslav state, but the Albanian Government decided to
prevent the landing of this quantity of weapons."

At the end of September of 1920, talks took place between the Albanian
Government representatives and Ljuba Nesi¢, the Yugoslav representative in
Shkodram. The Yugoslav delegate tended to justify the occupation of the terri-
tory of Albania in 1913 by Yugoslav troops on the grounds that they were with-
in the “Strategic Line” occupied in agreement with the Allied Powers for rea-
sons of security. He raised the concern that in Albania there was a secret politi-
cal organization called the “Committee for the Defense of Kosovo”, which
aimed to start an uprising on the territory of the Yugoslav state and that they
were receiving weapons and war materials sent through the Italian nationalist
leader Gabriele D' Annunzio.?

During the talks with the Yugoslav side, the Albanian Government appar-
ently promised the Yugoslavs that in exchange for their withdrawal from Albania,
it would try to contain the Kosovo Albanian political leaders. The “Kosovo Na-
tional Defense” Committee considered A. Zogu’s talks with the Yugoslavs which
aimed at reaching a compromise, as a betrayal. Indeed, in the conditions in which
Albania was in this period, it must be admitted that compromise was the right solu-
tion.”! Bernd J. Fischer considers A. Zog’s action as “realistic”” by which he man-
aged to temporarily avert the danger posed to his country by the Yugoslav side.?

Even for Albania’s accession to the League of Nations, the neighboring
countries, including the Kingdom of SCS, expressed opposition. With the help
of France, they went so far as to demand the abrogation of the decisions for
Albania taken by the London Conference in 1913.2 When the issue of Alba-
nia’s membership in this international organization was submitted for approval,
among those who had opposed this accession so far had been the Yugoslav rep-
resentative, but contrary to expectations, the SCS delegate voted in favor of
Albania joining the League of Nations.**

Minister Sulejman Delvina to Hoxha Kadri, Sotir Peci, Ndoc Coba, Bajram Curri, Tirana,
August 5, 1920.
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During April of 1921, the Albanian Government sent a delegation head-
ed by Ali Riza Kolonja to Belgrade to discuss all issues of common interest. He
presented to the Yugoslav Government a note containg several proposals: 1.
The Yugoslav Government should recognize independent Albania with its bor-
ders according to the decisions of the London Conference of 1913 and therefore
vacate the entire Albanian territory occupied by Yugoslav troops; 2. The Alba-
nian Government promised the Yugoslav Government to maintain its neutrality
and not to sign any defense or aggression treaties with any state; 3. As soon as
diplomatic relations were restored between the two countries, the Albanian
Government would agree to conclude a trade treaty and a customs agreement on
reciprocity with the Yugoslav Government. This mission also ended in failure
and the Albanian delegation returned to Tirana empty-handed.*

On May 11, 1921, the Albanian Government took another step toward
normalizing Albanian-Yugoslav relations. Through its delegation to the League
of Nations, the Albanian Government proposed to the Yugoslav Government to
reach an agreement on the basis of the above three points stipulated in Belgrade.
The Yugoslav Government did not accept these proposals but presented its con-
ditions to the Albanian Government, including: the establishment of a military
alliance and the approval of a project for the formation of a federation between
the two countries. The Albanian delegation did not accept the Yugoslav Gov-
ernment’s terms and the talks ended without any results.*®

The Yugoslav Government tried to extend gradually from the Albanian
eastern areas to the Mirdita region, to have the latter as a strategic base, with the
objective of reaching the Albanian coast and later annexing all of northern Al-
bania.?’ Pagi¢ tried emphatically to create a favorable situation for the Kingdom
of SCS on the ground. For that purpose, he covertly supported the Roman-
Catholic inhabitants of Mirdita who occupied a strategically important curve
along the Drin River in their rebellion against the Tirana Government.?®

In early June of 1921, the Yugoslav Government tried to implement this
political goal through Mirdita leader Marka Gjoni, who was known as a friend
of the Serbs.”” Marka Gjoni took advantage of the poverty of the inhabitants of
this province of Albania, inciting their dissatisfaction against the Albanian Gov-
ernment. Marka Gjoni went to Prizren with some of his supporters, returning to

25 The British National Archives (hereinafter: TNA), Foreign Office (hereinafter: FO) FO
371/5727, Telegram of H. C. A. Eyres to Foreign Office, Durrés, June 2, 1921; Arben Puto,
Shqipéria politike 1912-1939 [Political Albania 1912-1939], (Tirané: Toena, 2009), 305.

26 P, Milo, Shqipéria dhe Jugosllavia 1918-1927, 129-130.

27 D. Baki¢, “Nikola Pasi¢ and the Foreign Policy of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes,
1919-1926”, 302.

28 Bogumil Hrabak, ,Mirditi izmedu Italijana, arbanaskih nacionalista i Srba (1918-1921)
Istorija 20. veka, 1-2, (1993), 35-51.

2 TNA, FO 371/ 5726, Telegram of H. C. A. Eyres to Foreign Office, Durrés, May 13, 1921;
Ibidem, FO 371/ 5727, H. C. A. Eyres to Earl Curzon of Kedleston, Durrés, June 16, 1921;
Albert Mousset, Shqipéria pérballé Europés (1912-1929) [Albania in front of Europe (1912-
1929)], pérkthyer nga [translated by] Asti Papa, (Tirané: Dituria, 2004), 35.
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Mirdita from the territory of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes with a
large sum of money.® He incited the Mirdita uprising against the Albanian
Government and after the intervention of Albanian Government troops, he
withdrew to Prizren. On 17 July 1921, the Yugoslav Press Office announced the
proclamation of the “Republic of Mirdita”.’'

The creation of the so-called “Republic of Mirdita” was really an at-
tempt by the SCS Kingdom to separate the northern part from the Albanian
state, based on a proposal made at the Peace Conference on 14 January 1920.%
This further strained relations between Albanians and Serbs. When the Albani-
ans saw that even the few remaining territories of the state were again in danger
of being reduced, this further ignited the desire of the Albanian nationalists to
start an Albanian widespread-scale uprising in Kosovo.*?

In late October of 1921, Yugoslav troops launched a military operation
inside the territory of Albania. Yugoslav troops occupied Lura, Oroshi and
Shéngjin [San Giovanni di Medua], approaching about 60 kilometers from Ti-
rana, the capital of Albania.’* Already, the Albanian state was in serious danger
of losing part of northern Albania.>® British military experts estimated that the
Yugoslav Government aimed at the occupation of all of northern Albania. In
these circumstances, British Prime Minister David Lloyd George called on the
Council of the League of Nations to approve measures to be taken under Article
16 of the League of Nations Convention if the Yugoslav Government refused to
implement the commitments it had made.*®

The dissatisfaction caused within the cabinet indicated that Pasi¢’s han-
dling of Albanian affairs had met with strong opposition in governmental and
public circles.”” According to the agreement of 9 November 1921, the Great

30 TNA, FO 371/ 5728, H. C. A. Eyres to Earl Curzon of Kedleston, Durrés, July 7, 1921; Ibid.,
FO 371/ 5731, Telegram of Pandeli Evangjelit to Eric Drummond, Secretary General of the
League of Nations, Tirana, September 25, 1921.

31 AQSH, F. 146, Y. 1920, D. 35, p. 20, Telegram of Marka Gjoni to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs in Belgrade, Prizren, July 17, 1920.

32 TNA, FO 371/ 5728, British Military Attaché William Strang to the Marquis Curzon of
Kedleston, Belgrade, July 6, 1921; Ibid., FO 371/ 5728, Telegram of W. Strang to F. O,
Beograd, July 13, 1921.

3 J. Tomes, King Zog, self-made monarch of Albania, 46.

34 TNA, FO 371/ 5733, H. C. A. Eyres to the Marquis Curzon of Kedleston, Durrés, October 30, 1921;
Ibid., FO 371/ 5732, Telegram of H. C. A. Eyres to Foreign Office, Durrés, October 31, 1921.

35 Ibid., FO 371/ 5733, Colonel Liet. James M. Blair, Assistant Military Attaché to the British
Legation in Belgrade, November 2, 1921.

36 Tbid., FO 371/ 5733, Telegram of the British Prime Minister D. Lloyd George to Sir E.
Drummond, Secretary-General of the League of Nations, Geneva, November 7, 1921; A.
Mousset, Shgipéria pérballé Europés (1912-1929), 36.

37 Ibid., FO 371/ 5735, Extracts of the Serbian newspapers attached to Sir A. Young’s report to
the Marquis Curzon of Kedleston, Belgrade, November 23, 1921.

38 Céshtja shqiptare né aktet ndérkombétare pas Lufiés I Botérore (1919-1926) [The Albanian
question in International acts after World War 1 (1919-1926)], vol. III, Arben Puto (ed.),
(Tirangé: “albin”, 2001), doc. no. 39, 305-306, Declaration of the Governments of the British
Empire, France, Italy and Japan concerning Albania, Paris, November 9, 1921.
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Powers turned on the green light to the domination of Italian interests in Alba-
nia. The British Minister in Belgrade, A. Young, said that it was no longer a for
occupation and that it was in the best interest of the Serbs to try to establish
closer cooperation with the Albanian Government. The British diplomat saw
this as a way of balancing to some extent what had been given to Italy at the
Conference of Ambassadors in Paris.”

In early 1922, the Albanian Government was faced with the need to
strengthen Albania’s international position and encourage economic exchange
with neighboring countries to bail the country out of its difficult political and
economic situation.

In a resolution adopted on 2 October 1921, the Assembly of the League
of Nations charged the Council of this organization by setting up an inquiry
commission of three “impartial” members, with the task of going to Albania to
oversee the implementation of the decision of the Great Powers (when the deci-
sion was made) and to investigate the internal problems and incidents on the
borders of Albania, which it had to report to the Allied Powers. On 3 October
1921, the Council of the League of Nations decided that the inquiry commission
should leave for Albania without delay.*

In April of 1922, the inquiry commission to the Council of the League
of Nations*' recommended to the Albanian Government to normalize its rela-
tions with neighboring countries. According to the experts of the League of
Nations, the de-tensioning of Albania’s relations with Italy could be facilitated
by several factors. First, Italy was a major European power and a natural market
suitable for Albanian agricultural and livestock products, due to the geograph-
ical proximity and high level of economic development of this European coun-
try. Second, Albania did not have an active maritime policy that would be influ-
enced for the avoidance of conflicts of interest between the two countries.
Third, in the southern part of Italy there lived an Arbéresh (Albanian) communi-
ty, therefore, Italy would be interested in playing an important role in the future
political, economic, and social developments of Albania.*

3 Pranvera Teli (Dibra), Shqipéria dhe diplomacia angleze 1919-1927 [Albania and English
diplomacy 1919-1927], (Tirané: Neraida, 2005), 190.

40 TNA, FO 371/ 7329, A historical overview on the Albanian issue drafted by a member of the
Council of the League of Nations, April 1922.

41 The Commission of Inquiry to the Council of the League of Nations enjoyed a great authority
and sympathy among Albanians. In the report submitted by the Commission of Inquiry to the
Council of the League of Nations noted “the great moral authority and prestige enjoyed by the
League of Nations in Albania”. Moreover, all the members of this Commission expressed the
opinion that “Albania owed its independence and its very political being to the League of
Nations”. (See: Rapport a la Troisieme Assemblée sur l'oeuvre du Conseil, 3 Juillet 1922; A.
Mousset, Shqipéria pérballé Europés (1912-1929), 38). The Lord President of the British
Council Arthur Balfour would emphasize that “no organization or statesman could have
reached such achievements in Albania as the League of Nations”. (See: Resumé mensuel des
travaux de la Société des nations, Mai 1922, 106).

42 TNA, FO 371/7329, General report on Albania by the Commission of Inquiry to the Council of
the League of Nations, April 24, 1922.
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Despite this recommendation, the Italian Government’s relations with the
Albanian nationalist group that took over the country’s political leadership in
1920, remained tense since the “Vlora War” in 1920, when the Albanians routed
the Italian troops. The signing of the protocol between the Albanian and Italian
governments on 2 August 1920 was simply a symbol of the change in the tactics
of Italy’s foreign policy. What Italy had not managed to achieve through war in
Albania, Italian diplomacy aimed to achieve through other “friendly” means.*

During the years covered by the study, there were a series of incidents be-
tween Albania and Italy, which due to the lack of space, cannot be part of this pa-
per. Italy insisted on maintaining a contingent of military troops in northern Alba-
nia, controlling international telegraphic communication in Albania,** maintaining
cooperation between Italian diplomats and military officers and the Albanian
Catholic population of these areas, acting as supporters of the interests of this popu-
lation, in order to play the same “game” as the Yugoslav Government had done
with the Mirdita Uprising in 1921.% At the insistence of the Albanian Government
in the League of Nations, on 11 April 1922, about 500 Italian troops left the city of
Shkodra.*® These incidents were transient and not so great, but the essence of the
irritation between both sides was related to Italy’s political intentions to maintain its
presence in Albania. Through political, diplomatic and military pressure, the Italian
Government tried to bypass and humiliate the legitimate Albanian Government.

The Albanian Government confirmed to the British Minister resident in
Albania, Harry C. A. Eyres, that they had reliable data proving that the insur-
gent movement that took place in Albania in March of 1922 was a coup orga-
nized by the Italians. The Albanian Government was aware of the fact that some
Albanian political figures, such as Hasan Prishtina, Bajram Curri, Monsignor
Luigj Bumgi (a well-known figure of the Albanian Catholic clergy) and others,
maintained close ties with Italian diplomats. The British diplomats in Albania as
well as the international representatives in the Inquiry Commission to the Coun-
cil of the League of Nations and in the Serbo-Albanian Border Commission said
that for the Albanian Government and ordinary Albanians, it was clear who was
behind the March 1922 uprising, given the fact that the above Albanian political
leaders did not have adequate personal financial resources to take over the or-
ganization of such a large-scale uprising.*’

43 “The New Europe”, in: Nation, London: August 26, 1920, p. 3.

44 TNA, FO 371/7330, Narrative report of F. Giles, the British member at the International
Boundary Commission between Albania and the SCS Kingdom for the period from 22 July to 9
September 1922, Camp near Struga, September 9, 1922; Ibid., FO 371/8531, Report of the
Secretary General of the League of Nations on the activity of the Inquiry Commission to the
Council of the League of Nations for Albania for the period from June 1 to December 18, 1922,
Geneva, January 6, 1923.

4 Tbid., FO 371/7331, The British Minister H. C. A. Eyres to the Marquis Curzon of Kedleston,
Durres, March 17, 1922.

46 Ibid., FO 371/7331, H. C. A. Eyres to the Marquis Curzon of Kedleston, Durres, April 15,
1922.

47 Ibid., FO 371/7331, Telegram of H. C. A. Eyres to the Foreign Office, Durres, March 7, 1922;
Ibid., H. C. A. Eyres to the Marquise Curzon of Kedleston, Durres, March 16, 1922; Ibid., FO
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Establishing relations between Albania and the Kingdom of Serbs, Cro-
ats, and Slovenes was one of the most sensitive and difficult issues to be re-
solved by the Albanian political elite. Maintaining a cold attitude by Albania
toward the Yugoslav state could be justified by the difficult historical past be-
tween the two nations, the issue of Kosovo and other regions inhabited mostly
by the ethnic Albanians, which were part of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and
Slovenes, as well as the demands of the Albanian people living in the Yugoslav
state made to the Albanian Government to exert more influence on Belgrade for
the protection of their national rights. However, the normalization of Albania’s
relations with the Yugoslav state dependent on several other important utilitari-
an factors. First, the Albanian state had most of the length of its border line with
the Yugoslav state, where many problems that inevitably arose on both sides of
the border had to be resolved. Second, a large number of ethnic Albanians lived
within the borders of the Yugoslav state. Laying out their problems required
maintaining an official line of communication with the Yugoslav Government.
Third, the inhabitants of the northern parts of Albania were interested in easing
the strained relations with the Yugoslav side, due to their blood ties with the
inhabitants accross the border as well as to traditional trade in the markets of the
cities near the border on the Yugoslav side. For the above reasons, the League
of Nations Inquiry Commission also asked the Albanian Government to start a
dialogue with the Yugoslav Government.**

This undertaking on the part of the Albanian side was not so easy, given
the fact that Albanian-Yugoslav relations during the previous years had had
various fluctuations. In addition to the factors mentioned earlier, the Albanian
political leaders were conditioned by several factors too, such as: the Italo-
Yugoslav rivalry for political and economic domination in Albania, as well as
the orientation of Albanian political groups in Albania in the foreign policy.

We emphasize that apparently it was the Albanian politicians who had
the courage to take the first step to break the ice in Albanian-Yugoslav relations.
The efforts of the Albanian state to establish diplomatic relations with the King-
dom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes began in January of 1922.* The first step
toward rapprochement between the two governments was taken by the ministers
of foreign affairs of Albania, Spiro G. Koleka and Theofan (Fan) Stilian Noli.

371/7330, Report of the British Commissioner Col. Liet. F. Giles on the events in the
Commission for the Delimitation of the Serbo-Albanian Borders from 1 to 31 March 1922,
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“Anglo-Persian Company” to the Board of Commerce, December 12, 1922; Albana Mema,
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On 27 January 1922, Foreign Minister Fan Noli sent a telegram to the minister
of foreign affairs of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes on the occa-
sion of King Alexander’s marriage to Princess Maria, expressing hope that his
congratulatary message would be the first step toward reaching an agreement
between Albania and Yugoslavia.*

Interior Minister Ahmet Zogu, who was an important factor in the Albani-
an Government of Prime Minister Xhafer Ypi, thought that Albania should pursue a
friendly policy with all the neighboring countries, including the Kingdom of Serbs,
Croats, and Slovenes. He tried to avoid a confrontation with the pro-Italian Albani-
an political group. Foreign impartial observers stressed that the aim of A. Zogu,
through the establishment of peace and good neighborly relations with neighboring
countries, to create more opportunities for the Albanian Government to focus on
resolving its internal problems and stabilizing the Albanian state. He had come to
this conclusion after recognizing the strength of the pro-Italian group in Albania,
their political intrigues, the lack of funds of the Albanian Government, the high
unemployment and the deep dissatisfaction that prevailed among Albanians within
the country, due to poverty and bad crops. For this reason, Western diplomatic
sources said that even in domestic politics, A. Zogu, wanted the country to be gov-
erned through reconciliation rather than through the use of violent means.”'

The group of Kosovo Albanian political leaders who acted in Albania
led by Hasan Prishtina, Bajram Curri, and others, opponents of Ahmet Zogu,
started a fierce political campaign against the latter, who at that time was the
“backbone of the Albanian Government”. From their point of view, since Ah-
met Zogu was the brother-in-law of Ceno Bey Kryeziu (Ahmet Zogu’s sister
was the wife of Ceno Bey Kryeziu) and the latter had close ties with Serbian
political circles, consequently A. Zogu also pursued a policy in favor of the
Yugoslav state. According to the representatives of this group, most of the sup-
porters of Ahmet Zogu were not interested in the liberation of Kosovo from
Yugoslav domination.’? For this reason, they demanded that the Albanian state
should look away from Italy, as they believed that its support for the creation of
a strong Albanian state was in fact a defense for Italy.>

In early 1922, Ferhat Bey Draga,’* who worked for the Religion Ministry
in Belgrade, came to Tirana with a mission to bring the two governments closer.>
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Apparently, Ferhat Bey accepted this task driven by the opinion that the normali-
zation of relations between the two countries would affect the improvement of the
Yugoslav state’s relations with the Kosovo Albanians. Yugoslav Prime Minister
Nikola Pasi¢ had tasked him with proposing an agreement with the government in
Tirana based on two main points: 1. The creation of a confederation between the
two states; 2. Signing of a joint Albanian-Yugoslav military convention. During
his stay in Albania, Ferhat Bey was convinced that the Yugoslav Government did
not have sufficient data on the political developments that had taken place in Al-
bania. He had concluded that the Albanian Government was not as weak as Bel-
grade thought, public order was established throughout Albania, the establishment
of Italian domination could not be easily accepted by the Albanians and that the
leaders of the Albanian Government wanted to adhere to the neutrality of the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. At the end of the visit, Ferhat Draga
expressed his opinion to the British diplomat H. C. A. Eyres that “he was return-
ing to Belgrade clear and at the same time happy, as he had seen that Albania was
a much better country than he had thought”. He also said that as soon as he went
to Belgrade, he would recommend to Prime Minister Pasi¢ the establishment of
diplomatic relations with Albania.>®

After receiving this information, the Yugoslav Government prepared to
recognize officially the Albanian Government, but it abandoned this idea as
soon as it was informed that Hasan Prishtina and Bajram Curri had begun prep-
arations for an uprising, aimed at overthrowing the Albanian Government of
Xhafer Ypi. After the success of the Albanian Government in suppressing the
March Uprising of 1922, the Yugoslav Government and press showed a greater
interest in the Albanian state. A British diplomat in Albania said that “the Serbi-
an consul in Shkodra has suddenly changed his anti-Albanian attitude and is not
so outspoken against Ahmet Zogu”.”” Yugoslav diplomacy also welcomed the
Albanian Government’s request to the Conference of Ambassadors for the full
withdrawal of Italian troops from Albania.’®

With a clear view, Yugoslav Foreign Minister Momc¢ilo Nin¢i¢ man-
aged to point out that the aim of the political group headed by A. Zogu in Al-
bania was to avoid Italian domination in the country and establish good

political organization “Xhemijeti”’[ Dzemijeti] and through his other brother, Hajdin, secretly
connected and cooperated with the Committee “National Defense of Kosovo” in Shkodra. After
Nexhip’s death, in 1921, Ferhat Bey Draga became the chairman of the “Xhemijeti”. As the
representative of the “Xhemijeti” in the Yugoslav Parliament, in the first half of the 1920s, he
denounced the policy pursued by the Yugoslav state towards the Albanians. On the eve of the
parliamentary elections of 1925 and 1927 there were attempts to liquidate him. Finally, he was
imprisoned. (Taken from Fjalor Enciklopedik Shqiptar [Albanian Encyclopedic Dictionary],
Véllimi [Vol.] 1, botim i Akademisé sé Shkencave t€ Shqipérisé [Published by the Academy of
Sciences of Albania], (Tirané: Kristalina-KH, 2008), 508.

35 P. Milo, Shqipéria dhe Jugosilavia 1918-1927, 149.
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neighborly relations with the Yugoslav Government. For this reason, he
backed down from the previous Yugoslav policy of support to the idea of
inciting the population of Mirdita Province against the Albanian Government
with the ultimate goal of achieving its political goals through Mirdita’s Catho-
lic inhabitants.”

In such an atmosphere, diplomatic relations were established between
the two countries on 25 March 1922, with Nastas Ili¢, the charge d’affaires of
the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, arriving in Durrés on 28 April
1922.%

After the arrival of the Yugoslav representative in Tirana, Yugoslav di-
plomacy took the advantage over Italian diplomacy in Albania. This was also
caused by the completely opposite attitude of the Italian Government toward
Albania. Instead of a foreign, wise, and far-sighted policy, with which Italy
would win the friendship of the Albanians, she decided to pursue a policy of
domination over Albania. The British Minister H. Eyres concluded that “seen
from all points of view, it is unfortunate for this attitude, with which Italy is
likely to harm itself more than Albania”.®'

The Yugoslav Government was ready to offer Albania every possible
service. Due to its rivalry with Italy, Yugoslav politics was clear that a contrary
attitude on its part strengthened the political and economic position of Italy in
Albania. With the mediation of the Yugoslav diplomat resident in Albania, an
Albanian telegraph line with Tivar (Bar) was established; The Tirana-Sarajevo-
Belgrade postal service started operating; a shipping line was established be-
tween the two countries; It was decided to create a “Serbo-Albanian Bank” in
Cetina, which would have branches in Shkodra and Durrés. The Yugoslav Gov-
ernment did not raise further complaints about border incidents. British Minister
H. C. A. Eyres said that a bad Italian policy had enabled the Albanian Govern-
ment to prove to Italy that Albania did not have “only one wire” on which to
rely. Through a soft political line, the Yugoslav Government tried to take the
position that Italy should have secured earlier in Albania. The agile policy pur-
sued by Yugoslav diplomacy prompted the British Minister to ironically say
that, after the arrival of the Yugoslav diplomat, N. Ili¢ in Albania, the latter “did
not let the grass grow” in favor of Italy.%

To strengthen Albanian-Yugoslav relations, in June of 1922, the Alba-
nian Government decided to send an official Albanian delegation led by Gen-
eral Ali Riza Kolonja, to attend the wedding of the Yugoslav King. The Yugo-
slav press published the announcement that the Yugoslav Government was ne-
gotiating the issue of signing a trade treaty with the Albanian Government.®
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As its consul in Durrés the Yugoslav Government appointed Dusan
Drecun, who was considered a diplomat with a hardline position regarding Ita-
ly.%* He also expressed interest in setting up a Serbo-Albanian Bank.*

In September of 1922, the diplomat Andrea Katundi was commissioned
by the Albanian Government to open the headquarters of the Albanian legation
in Belgrade. He would remain in charge of the Albanian diplomatic service in
Belgrade until the arrival of the Albanian minister plenipotentiary, Ali Riza
Kolonja. Although Ali Riza Kolonja secured the approval of the Yugoslav
Government, he failed to take over as the Albanian minister plenipotentiary in
Belgrade because he had been under investigation by the Albanian Parliament
regarding his actions as Albania’s representative in the International Commis-
sion for the delimitation of the border between Albania and the Kingdom of
Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. His political opponents accused him of “holding a
pro-Serb stance” during the demarcation of the above border.*’

Foreign observers found that during 1922, the Albanian Government
had the opportunity to turn its back on Italy and move closer to the Yugoslav
Government, as the Italian government’s influence in Albania was at its lowest
level. However, this did not happen. The main reason was that most members of
the Albanian Government thought that if the Albanian Government followed
this policy, Albania could be oppressed by Italy and the Kingdom of Serbs,
Croats, and Slovenes. Therefore, the Albanian political leaders did not want
Albania to go from one extreme to the other in international relations, as they
were clear that through diplomatic means and political pressure the Albanian
Government would be forced to fall into the lap of the Yugoslavs.

The normalization of Albanian-Yugoslav relations provoked harsh criti-
cism from opposition leaders in cooperation with the hardline Albanian nation-
alist wing. Responding to these criticisms, Ahmet Zogu stated that “the Albani-
an Government [of Xhafer Ypi] was neither Serbophile nor Italianophile but
was only Albanianophile and this position or attitude could not change any
country”.®® Italian Minister Durazzo also informed Rome that during a conver-
sation with Ahmet Zogu the latter had emphasized that just like Italy, which did
not forgotten its brethren in Fiume and Dalmatia, so Albania could not abandon
its compatriots in Kosovo who were living under Serbian domination.®
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Despite the normalization of bilateral relations, the leaders of the Yugo-
slav Government were wondering whether or not the new political climate with
Albania was bringing it the benefits it expected. One of the problems that af-
fected Albanian-Yugoslav relations during the years 1922-1923 was the demar-
cation of the borders between the two countries. After securing the approval of
the border rectifications in its favor in the sectors of Dibra, Podgorica, and Priz-
ren by the Conference of Ambassadors in Paris,”® the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats,
and Slovenes intended to take over Saint Naum as well. The Yugoslav Govern-
ment kept the country occupied, arguing that the territory was recognized by
Serbia in 1913.”" She also claimed that St. Naum and the surrounding villages
should belong to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes because their
inhabitants were ethnic Slav Christians.’

On 6 December 1922, the Conference of Ambassadors in Paris adopted
a special resolution, which made it known to the International Borders Commis-
sion as well as to the Albanian and Yugoslav governments that the Conference
had decided to give the territory of St. Naum to Albania.” The president of the
Conference of Ambassadors in Paris, Raymond Poincaré, told the Yugoslav
minister on 23 December 1922 that the Conference of Ambassadors had decid-
ed that St. Naum should remain in Albania.’

The Yugoslav Government did not accept this decision, claiming that
St. Naum and the surrounding villages were inhabited by Serbs. It felt that the
monastery of St. Naum was a religious shrine for the Serb nation. For this rea-
son, the SCS Goverment refused to hand over St. Naum to the Albanian state, or
submit to the decision of the Great Powers.” In this way, during 1922, the ques-
tion of St. Naum remained unresolved.

Following the request of the Albanian Government in July of 1922 for
the demarcation of the border line in the area of Vermosh, Yugoslav troops
occupied this territory and refused to withdraw from there, using various pre-
texts, such as the need to use pastures by the inhabitants of the Kingdom of SCS
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in the areas near the border, the construction of the railway through this area,
etc. In fact, the Yugoslav Government claimed that Vermoshi had been given to
it as early as 1878 by the Congress of Berlin and in 1913 the Conference of
Ambassadors in London left it within Albania, cutting off the Montenegrin
tribes of Vasojevi¢ and Kuci going to Guci (Gusinje). In fact, the pastures of
Vermosh were the mountains of Kelmendi, where this population had always
grazed its cattle. The border of 1913, as it was, had left a large part of this prov-
ince outside Albania. To verify the situation on the ground, during the months
of June-July of 1922, the International Borders Commission went to Guci
(Gusinje) and Vermosh and after hearing the interested parties concluded that
Vermoshi should belong to Albania. This finding was fixed in the decision of
the Conference of Ambassadors in Paris on 11 October 1922.7

The question of St. Naum entered a swirl of controversy between the
Great Powers, especially between Great Britain and France over the establish-
ment of hegemony in post-World War I Europe. In the autumn of 1922, British
diplomats said that when the issue of St. Naum began to be discussed in the
International Borders Commission, the Yugoslav representative did not, even
for a moment, put forward any historical or religious arguments in defense of
the thesis that St. Naum’s monastery should belong to the Kingdom of SCS.”’
Lord Crewe, the British Ambassador in Paris, said that while the text of the
decision of the Conference of Ambassadors of December of 1922 provided that
St. Naum should be included into Albania and based on the conclusion of the
experts of the Commission of the Albanian-Yugoslav Borders, the British Gov-
ernment had to notify the Conference of Ambassadors that it had reached the
conclusion that St. Naum should go to the Albanian state.”

The French representative Laroche at the Conference of Ambassadors
in Paris insisted on the reopening of the case of St. Naum. French diplomacy
decided to withdraw from the decision of 6 December 1922."

Xhemil Dino, the minister plenipotentiary of Albania in Paris, stated at the
Conference of Ambassadors that Albania would not accept any other discussion
regarding St. Naum or Vermoshi. It would no longer accept new mutilations of its
territory. The Albanian Government claimed that otherwise it would not accept the
new border with the Yugoslav state and would seek corrections for some territories
that had been seceded from Albania in favor of the Kingdom of the SCS.%’
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Since neither side budged from its position on the case of St. Naum dur-
ing the months of August-September, on 24 October 1923 it was concluded that
the matter should be referred to the Committee of Jurists. The Conference of
Ambassadors adopted the decision to invite experts in the field of law to express
their views on the decision of the Conference of Ambassadors in London in
1913 and the decision of the Conference of Ambassadors in Paris on 9 Novem-
ber 1921. In this way, the year 1923 was closed without resolving either the
issue of St. Naum or Vermoshi.*!

Another issue that aggravated Albanian-Yugoslav relations in 1922-1923
was the case of the priest and the Orthodox Church in Shkodra, which was fre-
quented by Slavic-speaking believers of Montenegrin origin. Before the proclama-
tion of the Independence of Albania, this church had been part of the diocese of the
Orthodox Diocese of Peja (Pe¢). After 1912, the archimandrite who had been in
charge of this church left for Serbia. Shortly before this incident (1922), he was
proclaimed bishop by the Serbian Orthodox Patriarchate. Without prior consulta-
tion with the Albanian Government, the Yugoslav Government sent him as bishop
of the Slavic-speaking Orthodox community of Shkodra. It took this action based
on the argument that, in 1919 the Patriarchate of Istanbul had granted the right to
the Orthodox Church of Shkodra to be under the jurisdiction of the Serbian Ortho-
dox Patriarchate. The Orthodox Church in Shkodra passed unilaterally under the
auspices of the Serbian Orthodox Patriarchate, although the believers of this
church were Albanian citizens. In 1922, the Yugoslav Government decided to keep
a Serbian Orthodox bishop outside the structure of the Albanian Orthodox Auto-
cephalous Church (AOACH) in the Orthodox Church of Shkodra.®

On 21 February 1923, the Albanian Government protested to the Yugo-
slav Government and stated that it opposed this act, as it was contrary to the
authority of the AOACH. To settle the dispute, the Albanian Government pro-
posed that the Slavic bishop should obtain the permission of the head of
AOACH to lead the Orthodox Church in Shkodra. The Albanian Government
stated that any kind of appointment by another religious authority could not be
made in the Albanian Orthodox churches, except by the head of AOACH offi-
cially recognized by the Albanian state. In these circumstances, the Albanian
Government forced the Slavic priest to leave the Orthodox Church of Shkodra.*

Yugoslav Prime Minister Nikola Pasi¢ threatened the Albanian Gov-
ernment saying that if it acted against the Orthodox Church in Shkodra and did
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not allow the Serbian priest appointed by the Serbian Orthodox Patriarchate to
preach the religion in the church, the Yugoslav Government would sever diplo-
matic relations with the Albanian state. The Yugoslav Government also raised
the issue before the League of Nations.*

The issue of the Serbian Orthodox bishop in Shkodra aggravated Alba-
nian-Yugoslav relations to the point that the diplomatic relations between the
two countries could have been severed. The Albanian Government opposed the
presence of a priest appointed by a non-Albanian religious authority in the
church of Shkodra, considering the recent Yugoslav intervention as interference
in the internal affairs of the Albanian state. It was concerned about the fact that,
although at first glance this seemed like a religious issue, it could have political
consequences, given the region and the environment in which the dispute took
place. The Albanian Government supported the autonomy of the Albanian Or-
thodox Church and consequently its independence from the Yugoslav authori-
ties. Its leaders demanded that the Albanian Autonomous Orthodox Church also
to be based on the principle of its Balkan sisters: “An autocephalous church in a
independent state”.

On the issue of the Serbian Orthodox bishop in Shkodra, the Albanian
Government asked the Italian Government to intervene with moderation advice
in Belgrade. Italian Prime Minister Benito Mussolini said that Italy should be
careful and prevent the escalation of this dispute until an open conflict between
Albania and Yugoslavia.®

The League of Nations recommended to the Albanian Government that
this issue should be resolved amicably between the two governments.® In the
face of Yugoslav pressure, which could call into question the official recogni-
tion of the Albanian state by one of the neighboring states, with which there
should have been bridges of communication and cooperation on issues of mutu-
al interest, the Albanian Government preferred its withdrawal from this issue. It
was declared that it would allow the Serbian priest to perform personally the
religious ceremonies, but without official status, until a final decision would be
taken by the League of Nations.*” In fact, this was a quiet withdrawal of the
Albanian Government, aimed at finding a suitable solution to this issue by the
two neighboring countries.

However, as a result of the de-tensioning of the political situation of the
Albanian Government with the Yugoslav Government, during most of 1923, a
kind of “detente” was created in Albanian-Yugoslav relations. The Yugoslav

8 TNA, FO 371/8536, Telegram of H. C. A. Eyres to Foreign Office, Durres, April 8, 1923.

8 DDI, Settima Serie: 1922-1935, vol. I, (31 ottobre 1922 - 26 aprile 1923)..., doc. 684, pp. 483-
484, President of the Council and Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mussolini to the Italian
Ambassadors in Paris, Romano Avezzana, in London, Della Torretta and Italian Ministers
Negrotto Cambiaso in Belgrade and Durazzo in Durres, Rome, April 6, 1923.

8 TNA, FO 371/8536, Alexander Cadogan to the French Ambassador, Count de Saint-Aulaire, F.
0., May 29, 1923.

87 AQSH, F. 152, Y. 1923, F. 27, pp. 61-62, Letter of the Minister of Internal Affairs of Albania
to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Tirana, June 12, 1923.
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Government allowed residents of the provinces along Albania’s northeastern
border to go to their traditional markets in Gjakova [Pakovica] and Prizren.
Every day, about 50 horses loaded with goods and products passed through each
of the border crossings between the two states. The Yugoslav authorities even
allowed the Albanian Government to purchase food products for its military
troops in the area.™

Conclusion

Looking at the development of Albanian-Yugoslav relations during the
years 1922-1923, it can be concluded that the normalization of Albania’s rela-
tions with the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes was a difficult political
move for the Albanian Government, but it was in the best interests of both par-
ties. Taking this political step had a positive effect on the internal stability of the
Albanian state, as it avoided to some extent external risks to the Albanian state
and calmed down the tense internal situation especially along the northern bor-
ders of Albania. The de-escalation of Albania’s relations with the Yugoslav
state created some communication space for Albanians on both sides of the
border, as well as enabling the Albanian Government to communicate directly
with the Yugoslav Government about the rights of its compatriots within the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. In the wide perspective, pursuing a
policy of normalizing relations with neighboring countries could limit the
grounds for the unilateral strengthening of the Italian influence in Albania.

8 Ibid., FO 371/8534, The narrative report of the British Commissioner Col. Liet. J. Giles at the
International Boundary Commission for the events that took place from July 11 to August 31,
1923, Prizren, August 31, 1923.
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A VIEW ON ALBANIAN-YUGOSLAV RELATIONS DURING 1922-1923
Summary

In the early 1920s, establishing relations between the Albanian Gov-
ernment and the government of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes
was a necessity, but it was also one of the most sensitive and difficult issues to
be resolved by the Albanian political elite. The normalization of these rela-
tions was seen by a considerable part of the Albanians as an abandonment of
the interests of their Albanian compatriots living in Kosovo and other areas in
the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. The Albanian state’s efforts to
establish diplomatic relations with the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slo-
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venes began in January of 1922. Ahmet Zogu, a prominent political figure in
the government of Prime Minister Xhafer Ypi, thought that through the estab-
lishment of peace and good neighborly relations with neighboring countries,
the Albanian Government would benefit more, as it would have the opportuni-
ty to focus on solving internal problems in Albania. On the Yugoslav side,
Foreign Minister Mom¢ilo Nin¢i¢ and Nastas Ili¢, the chargé d’affaires of the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes in Albania, were among the first who
understood clearly that the aim of the Albanian political group led by Ahmet
Zogu at this time was avoiding Italian domination in the country and the es-
tablishment of good neighborly relations with the Yugoslav Government. As a
result, during most of 1923, a kind of “detente” was established in Albanian-
Yugoslav relations. The de-escalation of tension between the two countries
was in the best interests of both sides, but this affected the internal stabiliza-
tion of the Albanian state.

KEYWORDS: Albania, Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, Italy,
Italian-Yugoslav Rivalry, Commission of Inquiry to the Council of the League
of Nations





