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INTRODUCTION
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We live in a world that many great people have made, not to mention scores of unsung individuals across the generations. Winston Churchill, surely indisputably, is one of the “great men” of history. The countless ordinary soldiers of World War Two—justly described today as the “greatest generation”—also played their vital roles, men like my wife’s Uncle Lacey, who spent his sister’s wedding day in 1944 crossing the English Channel, thousands of miles away from the happy ceremony in Virginia, to land and fight on the beaches of Normandy. Winston Churchill, Lacey Foster Paulette, Jr.—they have been, in their own ways, the history-makers of our times.

In calling this book Churchill’s Folly, I am not necessarily taking sides, either supporting those who ascribe everything that happens to the decisions and whims of a few outstanding individuals (what our nineteenth-century ancestors called the “Great Man Theory of History”), or supporting the Marxists and others who equally vigorously ascribe the course of history to impersonal forces and inevitable economic factors. What I have tried to do in this book is demonstrate that our fate is often a mix of the two: the interaction of someone like Winston Churchill, one of the most dynamic and influential men of recent centuries, with the forces of Arab nationalism that reflect the wish of all oppressed peoples to be free from tyranny. My hope is that this exploration of the interplay of unique individuals and impersonal tidal forces that reordered the landscape of the Middle East in 1922 will shed some light on the world we live in today.

Take just two wars in the immediate past in which British, American, and other troops have fought: Kosovo and Iraq. These wars were the result of decisions made by leaders such as Winston Churchill, Woodrow Wilson, and other statesmen of the period from 1917 to 1922.

Look at a map of Africa. How many straight lines do you see? The answer is that, of the boundaries separating one country from another, many are straight lines. But how many straight lines do you see in a map of Europe? Not nearly as many. A great number of Africa’s borders were created by European conquerors in the nineteenth-century era of colonial expansion; the sole concern of the officials who drew them was often to apportion how much land would go to each of the competing empires.

But groups of people do not live according to straight lines drawn with a ruler. Ethnic boundaries are very complex things, as the peacemakers at Versailles quickly discovered. Worse still, some ethnic groups live in separated enclaves, surrounded by other groups that hate them. As we know, this was to be a major cause of the Second World War, as Hitler used the fact that German minority groups lived all over parts of Central and Eastern Europe as an excuse to begin his campaigns of conquest.

The ethnic problems that the peacemakers could not solve after the First World War did not end with the Allied victory in the Second. In the twenty-first century, we still live in a world created early in the twentieth by Wilson, Lloyd George, Clemenceau, Orlando, and others.

If you look at a map of Europe in, say, 1909, the year after the massive Austro-Hungarian empire formally seized Bosnia, and then at a map of the same region in, say, 1923, you will discover a country that literally did not exist before—Yugoslavia, the land of the Southern Slavs. What we are talking of here some sociologists call imagined communities, or artificially created states that have no history in their present format—a very important qualifier. What it means is that many ancient regions rich with history did not exist prior to 1919 as the countries they are called on today’s map. They were mere provinces of the Ottoman Empire, ruled from Constantinople.

Of course empires themselves are artificial, whether centered around a nation’s conquests or the prowess in battle of a particular warrior. The Ottoman Empire, of which present-day Serbia and present-day Iraq were both part, was exactly that—an accumulation of lands, from the Hungarian border in Europe to the Atlantic coast of Morocco, conquered over the course of centuries by a powerful dynasty and its generals.

Up until 1912, both Kosovo and Iraq, now very distinct and geographically distant countries, were an integral part of the empire of the Ottoman Turks, who, as a fairly insignificant Turkish Muslim group in the fourteenth century, began to create an empire in Europe, Asia, and northern Africa that would last right up until 1918, and, as a legal entity, until 1922.

In 1918, following the fatal decision of the Ottomans to ally themselves with Germany against France and Britain in World War One, their once-great empire was defeated and utterly shattered. The same year saw imperial collapse on a previously unimaginable scale, with the downfall of the Austro-Hungarian, Russian, and German empires as well. The end of empires is often the result of great tides of economic fluctuation and of ideological passions—in the case of the empires that fell in 1918, a wave of nationalism and the corresponding desire of subject peoples to rule themselves.

“Impersonal forces”—war, nationalism, declining economies—have the upper hand, it seems, and the wishes of any individual are no match against the tide of inevitability. But the story does not end here. The key thing is that rulers have choices, and, as I argue in this book, their reactions, often made on very human grounds, make the crucial difference in the course of history. This is exactly what happened when it came to the key decisions that were made on what to do with the collapse of the centuries-old Ottoman Empire and, in particular, that part of it we now call Iraq.

In another book I wrote, Why the Nations Rage: Killing in the Name of God, I show how the choices Woodrow Wilson made about how to divide the European part of the old Ottoman possessions, such as Kosovo, set in motion a chain of events that led right down to that region’s war in 1999.

This book looks at some of the other choices that had to be made: in particular, what to do with the Arab-speaking Asian region of the old empire. The decisions made by Winston Churchill, the British Secretary of State first for War and then for the Colonies, included the creation of an entirely new country, Iraq; and his actions had repercussions that led to the war in which British and American troops fought in 2003.

At the start of the twenty-first century, we live in a world that has not yet fully coped with the consequences of the fall of those once-mighty empires back in 1917 and 1918. The wars in the 1990s over Bosnia, Serbia, and Kosovo, the Gulf War in 1991, the conflict over Iraq in 2003, the endless Israeli-Palestinian dispute, and even the crazed dreams of Osama bin Laden and the horrors of September 11, 2001—all can be traced directly back to the slow decline of the Turkish Ottoman Empire. This decline stretched from the year of Napoleon’s successful attack on Egypt, 1798, to the defeat of the Turks in 1918 and the Ottoman Empire’s formal abolition in the 1920s.

When it came to the crucial decisions on what to do with the Asian possessions of the Ottomans, few people played as pivotal a role as Winston Churchill. He was to favor first one solution and then another; but by the time he lost office in 1922, he had created a map of the Middle East that, with a few changes here and there, has lasted until this very day.

Iraq—or Mesopotamia, as it was originally known during Churchill’s tenure of office—was a wholly new state created by the great man himself. Unlike other artificial nations brought into being at that time, such as the former Yugoslavia, now broken up into several states after bloody civil wars, Iraq, for all its artificial borders, still exists. But just as the death of the local strongman of Yugoslavia, Marshal Tito, led to the violent disintegration of his country and the bloodbath of the 1990s, so too might Iraq now slide into chaos as its three very different component cultures seek to coexist without the glue of tyranny to hold them together. Some ethnically diverse countries, such as Switzerland, for example, have managed to remain cohesive for centuries. One can only hope that such will be the fate of the Iraqis now that they are free. If it turns out otherwise, one can only lament that so unlikely and disparate a nation existed because of Churchill’s folly.

A final word should be said about the archives upon which I have based this book. These are the Chartwell Papers at Churchill College, Cambridge, at their archives center. Since Churchill’s official biography was completed some years ago, this archive has been a treasure trove for historians, as Churchill kept just about everything, even down to restaurant receipts and railway tickets.

Other historians had, of course, delved into the Chartwell Papers before I did, not least of whom is Sir Martin Gilbert himself, Churchill’s official biographer. But I think that Churchill’s Folly is the first book to hone in on the documents that relate specifically to the creation of Iraq and to reproduce many of them in its pages.

The official life of a figure of Churchill’s stature has two disadvantages. First, it is almost too detailed, in that it encompasses absolutely everything Churchill; in our period, for example, his paintings as well as his politics. Second, Sir Martin is deliberately narrative and nonanalytical. This is fine for learning precisely what Churchill did on any particular day of his life, but there are no assessments, no critical analysis of, for example, whether a decision was a good one. For those just wanting an old-fashioned story, this is fine; but these days, surely, historians are expected to examine their subjects in a more inquisitive way.

Naturally, many historians have looked at Churchill’s role in Palestine and written excellent books, such as those by David Fromkin and by Efraim and Inari Karsh. But they, I think, give us a slightly incomplete picture; the aim of the present book is to include what others have either left out or only skirted over in passing. Not only that; I look at the events of the time specifically through the prism of Churchill himself. While Churchill is pivotal to the authors I have just mentioned, they devote equal attention to the many other key players, whereas Churchill is truly central to this account of the creation of Iraq.

My aim, therefore, was to combine a look at one of the historically most interesting areas of the world, Iraq, with a study of Winston Churchill, perhaps the greatest Briton of all time, at a time before the events occurred that made him so deservedly famous and revered.


CHAPTER ONE
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FROM ABRAHAM TO ALLENBY

In March 1921, Winston Churchill, the newly appointed Secretary of State for the Colonies, summoned a large team of his advisers to meet together in a luxury hotel in Cairo. Over the course of a few days, the assembled experts, including such luminaries as T. E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia), Gertrude Bell, the eminent archaeologist, and other specialists, created a brand-new country—Iraq. Ever since its creation in 1922, its name has evoked war, intrigue, oppression, and general mayhem. Yet the land Iraq inhabits has a history that is very familiar to us, particularly if we have ever studied ancient history or been taught Bible stories in Sunday School.

The common heritage of biblical history explains the international outrage at the looting of the Baghdad museums in 2003. There are few major museums in the West today that do not count among their possessions artifacts from the major archaeological expeditions to the region early in the twentieth century (which include those made by two of Churchill’s key advisers, Gertrude Bell and T. E. Lawrence). Today, certainly in Western Europe, far fewer people read the Bible than was the case in the 1920s for Churchill and his contemporaries, who, even if they were not regular churchgoers later in life, would most likely have learned the Bible stories in childhood.

Because of our childhood memories, many of us think we know the history of the region, but what we remember is often misleading.

Consider the following:

Abraham was an Iraqi exile who moved to Israel. . . .

That, we quickly realize, is an anachronism, rather like the famous lines in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar when one of the conspirators hears the chiming of a clock, a device that was not invented until more than a millennium after Caesar’s death.

History is, unfortunately, full of such anachronisms, with people reading present-day realities and disputes back into the past. Tragically, during the twentieth century, millions of people were massacred purely on the basis of such readings of history—the subject of many recent books and one of the main themes of this book: Churchill invented Iraq, and the present-day country of that name did not exist before he did so. To see how anachronistic this statement is, we need only go back to the prehistoric times of the geographic area that is now within the borders of Iraq. To see the dangers of this view of history, we need only look at one of its main practitioners—none other than Saddam Hussein, who misused the past in order to bolster his hold on power.

Abraham, the father of the Jewish nation, indisputably came from Ur, a city now within Iraq; but to call him an Iraqi would, of course, be ridiculous. Saddam Hussein, however, did not hesitate to liken himself to the great Assyrian ruler Nebuchadnezzar. Saddam even spent a large fortune rebuilding the ancient city of Babylon, emblazoning his own name on the façades of replicated buildings, just as the city’s ancient rulers had left theirs on the original structures. Saddam’s pretensions were as absurd as considering Abraham an Iraqi, but Saddam did not hesitate to appropriate the potent imagery of earlier, mighty regimes to maintain his repressive control of his people right up until he was deposed in 2003.

It is vital to keep this historical perspective in mind as we take a bird’s-eye tour of the history of the land between the two rivers—the Tigris and the Euphrates, the cradle of much of the world’s civilization.

No histories of Iraq predate Churchill’s creation of it, and in the memoranda he issued to Colonial Office officials, he had to remind them to use the name of the new state rather than the ancient, Greek-based name for the region, Mesopotamia, which means land between the rivers. It is also called the Fertile Crescent, as the land that surrounds the Tigris-Euphrates valley itself is mainly uninhabitable desert.

Bringing together the history of this geographic region could also be called anachronistic, as it is something that people of earlier times would not have done. For example, while much of today’s Iraq was at one time among the lands of the great Abbassid Caliphate or the later, equally powerful Ottoman Empire, other areas of the present country spent centuries under various rulers of Persia, whose successor state is today’s Iran.

With that in mind, we take a fleeting look at the amazingly rich and complex past of the land between the rivers, the region in which some of the very earliest signs of civilization have been discovered. Although we now know of other places, such as Mohenjo Daro in the Indus Valley, that are as old, we can call the ancient Mesopotamian culture a “cradle of civilization” even if “the cradle” is no longer appropriate.

Some of the oldest forms of writing (known as cuneiform) were discovered on clay tablets in some of the oldest cities in the world in Mesopotamia. Many of our most revered myths, such as the flood story, Epic of Gilgamesh, also come from tales told thousands of years ago in cities such as Ur. Certainly, so far as we in the West are concerned, much of what we now call Judeo-Christian civilization originated several millennia ago in the flood-plains of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.

Some of the greatest lawgivers of history began there, too: the laws of Hammurabi may now be thousands of years old, but we recognize in them an ancient attempt to create a system of justice that in its concern for the poor and underprivileged of society as well as for the wealthy, was remarkably progressive in its outlook. Hammurabi, the lawgiver king, was, alas, yet another of the ancients whose name was purloined by Saddam Hussein, who named one of his military divisions after him.

The ruins of Ur, the Chaldean city of Abraham, can be visited in Iraq today, and while it is incorrect to refer to Jews as Iraqi exiles, they are unquestionably of the wider Semitic groups of people of the region.

The signs of the zodiac would have been familiar to Abraham, as would the seven-day week. All this, too, we owe to the original Mesopotamians.

We know from the Bible that Saddam was not the first aggressor to spring up in the region. One of the earliest examples of foreign conquest in the Old Testament is the subjugation of Mesopotamia in the eighth century BCE by the Assyrian ruler Tiglath-Pileser III, whose bloodthirsty methods of capturing cities have a horribly contemporary ring.

The people known today as Assyrians converted to Christianity and, unlike most peoples around them, remained Christians throughout the Islamic era. (The terrified Christian Assyrian refugees became one of Churchill’s main concerns at the Cairo Conference in 1921.) Being Christian, many Assyrians were less antagonistic to Christian Western interference, and today, in the twenty-first century, the not-inconsiderable Christian minority in Iraq naturally views the possible arrival of an overtly Islamic state with more than a little fear.

The famous Rembrandt painting Belshazzar’s Feast, of an anxious Belshazzar reading the warning from God on the wall, reminds us that even the aggressive and warlike Assyrian Empire could not last forever. Nevertheless, since the past of Mesopotamia is part of our cultural heritage, Assyria’s history is ours as well.

Throughout recorded history, the land between the rivers was a battleground between empires. In the centuries before Christ, the battles were often between the great Roman Empire and the large Sassanian Empire in the east, based for a long time at Ctesiphon, now a ruined city not far from present-day Baghdad. Mesopotamia was disputed frontier territory, sometimes divided between the two warring empires and at other times principally under the control of one of them. Not for thousands of years was the territory of the present-day Iraq entirely part of one of the warring empires.

In the West, we forget that while the Western Roman Empire fell in the fifth century to barbarian invaders, the Eastern Roman Empire, more commonly known as the Byzantine Empire, lasted, in one form or another, almost continuously until its defeat in 1453. Not only that: the Byzantines, while Greek-speaking, thought of themselves as Romans, even though their link with the original Latin-speaking Roman Empire eventually became tenuous and distant.

Rulers and would-be conquerors swept in and out of the Mesopotamian region for millennia, but there was continuity in one thing: perennial border warfare with the peoples who controlled what is now Iran, a country whose direct political history is one of very few (along with China’s) that can be described as continuous over thousands of years. That is not to say that the dynasties ruling Iran did not change or that the rulers were always native to the peoples they ruled. But Iran does have an unbroken cultural history, something that is far less true of the Arabs in the land between the Tigris and the Euphrates.

By the seventh century CE, the millennia-long warfare between the main empire controlling what we now call the Middle East—the Byzantine—and whoever was controlling Iran was, unsurprisingly, exhausting both sides. This meant that, despite their antiquity, both combatants were highly vulnerable to any new power arising in the region.

In 622 CE, exactly such a power arose—Islam.

Muhammad himself came from what we now call Saudi Arabia. It is not within the scope of this book to go into enormous detail about the spectacular Arab conquests of conversion that followed. Suffice it to say that in the course of just a few years, the Arabs created an empire that stretched from the Hindu Kush in the east to the Atlantic coast of Spain in the west. (They also, incidentally, gave Iran the rare experience of being just part of a larger empire for the first time since the conquests of Alexander the Great nine hundred years earlier.)

Since the overwhelming majority of today’s Iraqis are Muslims, we need to stop and look at some significant events in Islam’s early history, those that created major divisions in Iraqi society and culture.

Muhammad, the founder of Islam, died in 632, having successfully conquered most of the Arabian peninsula. It was under his four chief successors, the Rightly Guided Caliphs, that the real exponential expansion began—of the new faith itself and of the lands over which his followers ruled.

Unfortunately, Muhammad did not bequeath a clear line of succession, and some devout Muslims believed, and believe today, that the post of Caliph (military/political/theological successor) should be elective, that the Caliph should be chosen by the umma (the community of the faithful). Others believe that the natural line of succession from Muhammad should be through the family of the Prophet himself. But even here we have difficulties, for some of Muhammad’s earliest opponents within his own lifetime were from his own family—the Quraish family, or clan. And as Muhammad had no sons, it was a question of which male branch of the Quraishi should be chosen as successors (female descent did not count unless it was also linked to male-line kinship).

All this might seem rather obscure to us in the twenty-first century, but it is the cause of the first major division within Islam—one that is still substantial: the split between Sunni and Shia Islam. Because the split had a powerful impact on the decisions made in Cairo by the British in 1921 and remains a major issue in contemporary Iraqi politics, we cannot ignore it.

Soon, victorious Arab armies had conquered most of what is now Syria, Iraq, Egypt, and Persia, with most of today’s Spain and Portugal also falling to the Islamic armies not long after, early in the eighth century. In one sense, therefore, one could say that Iraq has been part of the Islamic world ever since. But to cut a very complex story short, differences arose among the various Arab clans, and the halcyon days of the early conquests had a strong downside.

While the Islamic armies were highly successful in the battlefield, two of the first three Caliph died violent deaths within fourteen years of the death of the Prophet, one of them murdered by the son of the first Caliph, Abu Bakr. Ali, a close blood relation of the Prophet (a male-line cousin as well as the husband of Muhammad’s daughter Fatima), became the fourth Caliph, but his authority was challenged from within his own ranks, and the powerful Umayyad clan refused to recognize him as Caliph. When he was assassinated by members of another clan, his first son Hasan succeeded him but then was bribed by the Umayyads to vacate the post. Mu’awiya of the Umayyads became Caliph, and the Caliphate was moved to Damascus, the ancient city in what we now call Syria, after the Roman province of that name.

Ali’s second son, Hussein, was made of sterner material and went to war with the Umayyads. His supporters were called the Shia’t Ali, or the Party of Ali, and it is from this name that all subsequent followers are named Shia or Shiite Muslims.

We now associate Shia Islam with Iran, but to do this is to be anachronistic, since the vast majority of the early Shiites were, like Hussein himself, Arabs, unlike the Persians (later, the Iranians). The heartland of Shia Islam is still to be found in what we now call Iraq, and all the most sacred Shia sites are in that part of the Muslim world. It was not until centuries later that a Shah of Iran made Shia Islam the official religion of that country.

Despite Hussein’s impeccable bloodline, the majority of the Muslim umma followed the Umayyads. In the Battle of Karbala in 680, Hussein and his forces were defeated, with Hussein losing his life. It is his death—martyrdom, to Shiites—that the Shia of Iraq and Iran commemorate to this day (and in February 2004’s commemoration in Iraq, they were the victims of explosions that took many lives). If, by the time you read this, elections have been held in Iraq and a Shiite majority regime follows, it will be one of the few times that Shiites have ever controlled the sacred core territory of Shia Islam.

After the Party of Ali made its stand, most Muslims followed the Umayyads, and today this majority is known as the Sunni Muslims, named after the sunna, or core teachings and example, of Muhammad. Today, 80 to 85 percent of Muslims worldwide are Sunni, including the Arabs of the central part of modern Iraq (the “Sunni triangle”) and the ethnically distinct Kurdish minority in the country’s north. The Shia include the vast majority of Iranians, Azerbaijanis, and 60 to 65 percent of ethnically Arab Iraqis who live predominantly in the south of the country.

Most Shiites are what is called “Twelvers,” meaning they acknowledge that there were twelve anointed successors (imams) to Muhammad, starting with Ali. A minority among Shiites acknowledge a lower figure of imams, the best-known group being the Ismailis, whose spiritual leader today is the Aga Khan, a descendant of Muhammad. The majority of Iraqi Shiites are Twelvers. It is important to remember that for many years in the Middle Ages, Egypt was also controlled by a Shiite dynasty, the Fatimids; this is another reason why it is incorrect to associate Shia Islam uniquely with Iran, since historically that is far from being the case.

The Kurds are an ancient people thought to be of Indo-European descent, ethnically close to the present Iranians, and therefore not Arab. Some people link them to the Hittites of biblical times, but at this distance it is not possible to be precise. They have been an essentially nomadic people for most of their history and have never had a powerful state of their own. The regions they inhabit are the borderlands between the great Roman/Byzantine empires to the west and the Iranian lands to the east that today encompass the border areas of Iran, Iraq, and Turkey (whose governments, one strongly suspects, would like to see them disappear).

Perhaps the most famous Kurd in history is Saladin, the victorious Muslim general and ruler who successfully beat the European crusader armies in the twelfth century. Saddam Hussein always liked to compare himself favorably with heroes of the past, and Saladin was among them—especially appropriate because Saladin beat the forces of the West. Nevertheless, Saddam brutally suppressed the Kurds and in 1987 and 1988 used poison gas to kill thousands of Kurdish villagers—notoriously so in the town of Halabja in March 1988—so it is ironic that he used history’s most famous Kurd to bolster his image of power.

Theologically, the Kurds chose Sunni rather than Shia Islam, and it was the desire of Feisal, the first King of Iraq, to balance the Shia Muslim majority in southern Iraq with Sunni Arabs in the center and Sunni Kurds in the north. Feisal’s scheme was one of the key factors in Britain’s unfortunate decision to absorb Kurdish territory into Iraq in the 1920s rather than give the Kurds their independence; in the twentieth century it was to cost them heavily. In any case, an independent Kurdish state—even if it had included the Kurdish lands in Turkey and Iran—would have been economically rather unviable without the oil wealth of Mosul.

To return to the main story, the history of the Caliphates is long and complicated; but in summary, the early successors of Muhammad, the Umayyad Caliphs, soon established an empire that went all the way from today’s Iran to present-day Spain. Were it not for a battle in 732 near the French towns of Tours and Poitiers, they might have conquered the whole of Europe as well. In 749, however, the Umayyads were overthrow and replaced by Caliphs who were from another part of the Prophet’s family, those of his uncle, Abbas. The Abbassid Dynasty succeeded the Umayyads, who then fled to Spain, under Muslim rule at that time, where they established one of the most magnificent and highly developed cultures of all the Islamic dynasties.

The new Abbassid Caliphs are significant because they moved the capital (the Caliphate) from Damascus to a new, hitherto rather unremarkable town—Baghdad. We know from history, archaeology, and fairy tales such as the Thousand and One Nights that Abbassid rule in Baghdad was the Golden Age of Islam. In a sense, one could say that Islam has not been as great—as learned or as splendid—since the Abbassid period. We in the West should never forget that during this era, the Islamic world was far ahead of Western civilization in virtually every respect: in literacy, medicine, technology, the arts, and the sciences. The Caliphate based in Baghdad was one of the great centers of world civilization when the West was no more than a comparative backwater. But, leaving out the many details, the power of the Abbassids, too, soon began to decline.

Abbassid civilization was Arab, with a strong admixture of Persian/Iranian influence, but soon a Central Asiatic Turanian people, the Turks, following their conversion to Islam, began to have an impact on the Abbassid Dynasty. Many Turks were taken in by the Caliphs as elite bodyguards in the same way that both Western and Byzantine Roman emperors employed Germanic or Nordic mercenaries such as the Varangian Guard. Those guarding the Caliphs were called Mamluk, and in time their influence slowly, imperceptibly, but steadily increased. They eventually became so influential that they were able to seize the reins of real power, rendering their nominal Abbassid overlords impotent and essentially decorative. During some periods, Persian-based dynasties (from present-day Iran) were also able to exercise power over the Caliphate.

The Caliphs were Arabs as well as Muslims. But after the savage Mongol conquest of Baghdad in 1258, Arab civilization would never be the same. In time, the Mongols converted to Islam, and by the fifteenth century a mighty new Islamic empire had arisen—that of the Ottoman Turks. Their Sultans, symbolically centered in what hitherto had been the Christian capital of Constantinople (now Istanbul), adopted the old title of Caliph, though, unlike their predecessors in this post, they were neither Arab nor descended from Muhammad.

The Ottomans proved to be the longest-lasting and by far the most powerful of all the great Turkish dynasties. New converts themselves, they not only conquered the heartland of Islam, they got rid of the great Christian Byzantine Empire that had been, for well over seven centuries, the Christian West’s bulwark against Islamic invasion from the southeast. Constantinople, a mighty city refounded by Constantine the Great himself in the fourth century, fell to Ottoman siege in 1453. By then, much of the Balkan territory had also been overrun, and in 1526 even the bulk of Hungary became, for over a century, part of the Ottoman Empire. The attempt by the Ottomans in 1529 to capture Vienna itself, the capital of the Holy Roman Emperors, though a failure, was a very close contest, and one can convincingly argue that for the next 160 years, the Ottomans held the advantage over the armies of Christian Europe. Beyond that, they were equally successful in the east, taking back from the Iranians much territory that had been lost to them by former Turkish dynasties over the preceding centuries.

The Ottomans also proclaimed themselves Caliphs of the Faithful, even though they were Turks, not Arabs, and there were still lawful Arab descendants of the Prophet, notably the Hashemite branch of Muhammad’s own Quraishi clan, living in Arabia. But soon, with the rise of Ottoman power and the evident success of the new Muslim superstate, few Muslims questioned the Islamic authority of the new dynasty of Caliphs. It was a Turkish, not an Arab, empire, but Muslim pride had been very effectively restored by its supremacy.

The strength of the early years of the Ottoman Empire can clearly be seen in its ability to fight a two-front war—against the Europeans in the west and the Iranians in the east—often at the same time. Again to leave out the details, direct control over the area that is present-day Iraq did not come quickly, and there were times when, for example, the Iranians were able to seize back lost territory, including Baghdad itself. But by the eighteenth century, the present Iraqi/Iranian border, then the Ottoman/Persian border, was more or less the same as it is today.

There is arguably little doubt, though, that from 1689 on, when invading Ottoman armies failed to capture Vienna, the Ottoman Empire was in retreat, losing land to the Europeans rather than conquering it from them. By the nineteenth century, the once-mighty Ottoman Empire became known as the “Sick Man of Europe,” and as far as the European portion of the empire went, that was certainly true. Greek territory was increasingly lost from the 1830s onward, and in the 1850s Serbia also began to regain a major degree of independence. After the 1870s, the trickle became a flood, and by 1913, most of the Ottoman possessions in Europe were gone.

Over five hundred years after the first Ottoman conquests of the Balkans had begun, the peripheral Ottoman possessions in northern Africa were also lost. The French were able to conquer increasingly large portions of present-day Algeria beginning in the 1830s; by the early twentieth century, lands such as the countries today called Libya and Tunisia had also fallen to European control.

Perhaps the biggest loss to the Ottomans, though, was Egypt, over which they lost actual control as far back as the 1820s. (Here it is important to remember that theoretical and nominal Ottoman sovereignty over Egypt lasted right up until 1914.) The first loss was to a ruthlessly effective Muslim Albanian, Mehmet Ali. His seizure of power in Egypt in the 1820s was nearly a complete disaster for the Ottomans, since he conquered not just Egypt but also much of what is now Palestine (including Israel), Lebanon, and Syria. This was a step too great for concerned European leaders and, under much pressure, Mehmet had to hand back his non-Egyptian conquests; but never again would Egypt be under direct Ottoman rule.

Then, with the building of the Suez Canal by France and Egypt, many decades of direct European interference in the region began, culminating in Britain’s outright annexation of Egypt in 1914 when it found itself at war with the Ottoman Empire.

The importance to the British of the Suez Canal cannot be overestimated: right up until the Suez disaster of 1956, next to India itself—Britain’s jewel in the crown—the canal was probably the most important strategic holding the empire had to protect and defend. Not until the production of oil began in 1927 in Iraq did the Suez Canal share importance with any other British possession. The reason was that it drastically and most usefully reduced the time it took to get British ships—passenger liners and freighters, as well as Royal Navy warships—from Britain to India, the Raj. Once British ships no longer had to go all the way around Africa to make this vital journey, the Suez Canal became the most vital of all imperial arteries.

As Rudyard Kipling fans (especially of Kim) will know, Britain’s biggest rival in Central Asia in the nineteenth century was Russia. This was the period of the “Great Game,” with British spies trying to outwit their Russian equivalents in obscure parts of the Hindu Kush. (The strange shape of Afghanistan—the neutral zone between the two empires—demonstrates this.) Russia was a threat to the British not only in the Himalayas but in the Balkans as well. The Russians regarded themselves, not without cause, as the guardian power of the predominantly Orthodox Christian Ottoman subjects in the Balkans. Much of the nineteenth century, therefore, was taken up with the so-called “Eastern Question,” the desire of Russia to expand and create client states in the Balkans and the struggle of other European powers, including Britain, to stop Russia from doing just that.

The main bulwark against Russian expansion in the Balkans was the Ottoman Empire. It was to stop Russia that Britain and other European nations spent decades shoring up the Sick Man of Europe, not so much because they wanted to help a repressive Muslim empire but because they feared the consequences of Russian imperial expansion. In retrospect, this was a mistake; as the late-nineteenth-century Prime Minister Lord Salisbury once lamented, Britain in effect backed the wrong horse.

All this is tied in closely with Iraq, as the matrix of the Ottoman Empire remained firmly under Ottoman rule right up until 1918. That included the Arab core territories of the Hijaz (the western section of the Arabian Peninsula, bordering on the Red Sea), where the holiest Islamic sites of Mecca and Medina are situated, Palestine, Syria, and the region then called Mesopotamia (which we now call Iraq). When the war to defend the Ottoman Empire came, in 1914, most Arabs stayed loyal to their fellow Muslim overlords, the Ottomans; the Kurds actually sided with them and, with the Ottomans’ encouragement, massacred hundreds of thousands of innocent Armenians. This is why I am instinctively wary of what one might call the inevitability school of historic thought that considers the end of Turkish power a given—even to the extent of disagreeing with the great and deservedly fêted author Bernard Lewis and his many pre- and post-9/11 works on Islam.

It is a fact of history that the Ottoman Empire in Europe began to decline from 1689 onward and, but for British (and some French and Austro-Hungarian) assistance, would have fallen altogether to Russian-supported insurrections from the 1820s onwards. Nevertheless, it took until 1913 and the First Balkan War for the Ottomans to be driven conclusively out of most of the Balkans, though in the Second Balkan War, also in 1913, they were actually able to regain a small portion of their lost territory. The same pattern of Ottoman decline can be seen in Africa, beginning in the 1830s with the loss of Algeria and ending with the loss of Libya just before the First World War.

Nevertheless, right up until 1918, the heartland territories of the Near East (to use an appellation popular at the time) remained firmly under Ottoman rule. Not only that; even though the empire had lost some territory in the Caucasus to Russia early on in the nineteenth century, its border with Iran remained undisturbed after that.

Yet because of the Ottomans’ increasing weakness, the British and French were forever urging internal reforms on the empire’s creaking administration. This proved to be a good thing—Ottoman rule became more efficient—and a bad thing—economically, the empire was nearly bankrupt, defaulting in 1875 on gigantic debts. A major rebellion in the Balkans saw a Russian invasion not long after. It was only the intervention of the other European powers at the Congress of Berlin in 1878, designed as much to prevent Russian expansion as to shore up the tottering Ottoman Empire, that enabled the empire to survive at all. Notice, however, that this decline was in the European part of the empire, the majority of whose inhabitants were Orthodox Christian. No such large-scale rebellion took place in the predominantly Islamic Near Eastern core of the Ottoman domain.

Up until the late nineteenth century, much of the Ottoman Empire, like the British Raj in India, was controlled through indirect rule. The British used local maharajas and other native rulers in the Raj, and the Ottomans similarly devolved a great deal of power to local magnates. However, indirect rule often brought with it serious inefficiency and corruption—and potential unreliability, since even the most ostensibly loyal local magnates were not always and entirely above rebellion. As a consequence, much more direct rule had to be introduced, and this upset many of the local notables who had hitherto been able to do more or less what they wanted without interference from Constantinople. Efficiency thus brought with it increasing discontent.

Worse still, centralization also brought increased “Turkification,” or whatever word one wishes to use. Up until the late nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire, while ethnically diverse, was above all a Muslim empire. The Ottomans, whatever their numerous faults, including their occasional tendency to massacre their subjects, were basically without prejudice toward non-Turkic peoples. Many of the grand viziers and other senior Ottoman officials were taken from the different racial, ethnic, and religious groups comprising the empire. But whatever the backgrounds of the high officials may have been, they were, as time progressed, mainly good Muslims. Not only that, but the fact that the Ottoman sultan, despite being non-Arab, was also Caliph of the Faithful meant that many Muslim subjects of the Ottoman Empire, of whatever origins, felt a strong sense of allegiance to their ruler on spiritual grounds. It is significant that, apart from the Bosnian Muslims and the majority of Albanians, this was not the case in the European reaches of the empire. That it was true of the Arab territories is an important distinction.

After 1908, however, when the Committee for Union and Progress (C.U.P.) became a force that began to bring about reforms, increasing numbers of good Muslim officials tended to be Turkish as well. While many of the early Arab nationalists were from Christian minorities that did not take kindly to Muslim—let alone Turkish—rule, Muslim Arabs, who had had no problems with Ottoman overlordship, also began to see it as oppressive.

As the power of the C.U.P., also known as the Young Turk movement, increased, along with Turkish chauvinism, the fortunes of the Ottoman Empire continued to decline. The instability of the Ottoman government prompted Austria-Hungary to annex Bosnia and Herzegovina; revolts took place in the Balkans; and the Great Powers were continually eyeing the remaining Ottoman territories.

Throughout most of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire had been kept afloat by the support of Britain and France. Remember the Crimean War? The British and French fought on the Ottoman side against that empire’s longtime enemy, Russia. In the early twentieth century, however, there was a major diplomatic revolution. Britain had traditionally regarded Russia as her enemy, especially in India, where the two empires collided. But in 1907, the United Kingdom and the Russian Empire patched up all their quarrels and came to a reconciliation. War on the remote passes and mountains of the Hindu Kush would no longer be a possibility.

Similarly, Britain and France, who nearly went to war over some obscure desert oases in Fashoda (now Kodok, in the Sudan) in 1896, in 1904 signed the Entente Cordiale, and never since has a Franco-British war been a possibility.

These ententes had what one could call an unintentional added consequence. Both Russia and France had for a long time been more than suspicious—justifiably, one could say—of the aggressive and expansionist German Empire, ruled over by the unbalanced and glory-seeking Kaiser (Emperor) Wilhelm II. He had actively courted the Ottoman Empire, from which, over the previous decades, Britain and France had seized what the Ottomans had regarded as the jewels in their crown: Algeria, Egypt, Cyprus, and later, Morocco.

By 1911, the Ottoman Empire was shuddering from the attrition of its lands, internal political intrigues, and the threat of an increasingly militant Germany. France, Britain, and Russia were now aligned. The C.U.P. desperately needed an ally and made overtures to Britain, France, and Germany, none of which were interested in an Ottoman alliance, though Winston Churchill supported the Ottoman bid in Parliament.

Churchill had, in 1911, just become First Lord of the Admiralty, the political master of the mighty Royal Navy. He had entered politics in 1900 as a Conservative—the same party of which his father, Lord Randolph Churchill, had been a leading member in the 1880s. But Winston then switched sides, over the issue of free trade, to the Liberals, a move which, while consistent with his own beliefs, gave him a reputation for political inconsistency. He became a junior minister in the Liberal government that took power in 1905, and was soon in the Cabinet as Home Secretary, in charge of law and order. Here his swashbuckling methods—using overwhelming military force to besiege a few anarchists, for example—gave him a further reputation as a bit of an adventurer. His own politics became increasingly radical, and his closest ally in government was David Lloyd George, the fiery Welsh radical leader who, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, was responsible for the early beginnings of the welfare state in 1908 to 1909 and onward.

One of the problems of looking at a figure as outstanding as Winston Churchill is that we see everything through the prism of his heroic years as Prime Minister from 1940 to 1945; we too easily forget that for much of his life he was seen as a wayward genius, undoubtedly brilliant but utterly lacking in any kind of judgment. To begin with, although Churchill was one of the most distinguished Liberal members of Parliament during the period covered by this book, he had begun life, as his father had and as mentioned above, as a Conservative. People do not like turncoats, and most conservatives who were in a wartime coalition with the Liberals who followed David Lloyd George tended to perceive Churchill as a man who had betrayed his earlier allegiance. In fact, after our story finishes, in 1922, Churchill was to change party yet again and rejoin the Conservatives. This shows that he had an essentially pragmatic view of party allegiance, one not appreciated by the ideologues who usually make up a party’s inner core.
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