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PREFACE


There is a dry wind blowing through the East, and the parched grasses wait the spark.


Greenmantle, John Buchan


On 1 October 1918, when only sixteen, my father rode into Damascus with the Australian Light Horse, hours ahead of T.E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia), Prince Feisal and the colourful Arab Irregulars. Fighting in the same campaign were another 100,000 soldiers, including the 38th Royal Fusiliers, known as the Jewish Legion, the only armed Jewish force fighting in Palestine for nearly 2,000 years. From their first steps on the moors of Devonshire in 1917, these Jewish soldiers were trained to be part of the British Army. After fighting alongside my father on the road to Damascus, some of these fighters went underground to eventually become founding members of Israel’s biggest and most effective militia, the Haganah, which in 1948 would form the Jewish state’s original army with a force in mid-May of 35,000 fighters.


Britain embraced a Jewish unit within its forces after succumbing to intensive Zionist lobbying led by Zev Jabotinsky. This Zionist firebrand capitalized on the ground prepared by Lord Shaftesbury as far back as 1840. Shaftesbury believed in the prophecies of the Old Testament – that the Messiah would only return once the Jews had been restored to the Holy Land. He was behind Britain’s decision to install a consul in Jerusalem and ensured that an Anglican-Lutheran church was built inside the compound, delivering liturgies in Hebrew with the specific aim of attracting the local Jewish population.


But it was not until Lloyd George’s War Cabinet created the Jewish Legion in 1917 and then four months drew up the Balfour Declaration, granting historical Palestine as a homeland to the Jews, that the Zionist campaign won the crucial political backing to their military take-over of the Holy Land. The majority of Lloyd George’s War Cabinet shared Shaftesbury’s messianic religious views and sympathized with the Zionists as they had been raised in Nonconformist households where the written word of the Bible took precedence over the tradition of the Church hierarchy. Baptist, Methodist, Congregationalist and Presbyterian traditions typically dominated these households and their close acquaintance with the Old Testament had inculcated sympathy to the biblical land and for the Zionist campaign. Yet this undeclared biblical influence was to become explicit only after the 1967 Six-Day War.


The horse my father had brought with him from Australia carried him to the decisive battles that wrested Palestine and Syria from the Ottoman Empire. His stories and his trophies of war – a Turkish sword, binoculars, a subaltern’s brass uniform buckle, a battered knife in a sheath and a heavy pair of stirrups – infused my childhood with a sense of another world. A framed Islamic prayer to Allah hung in the hall of our suburban harbourside home in Sydney, a trophy reminder of a worldview that competed with my father’s Roman Catholicism and my mother’s strict Nonconformist family. Until my great-grandparents migrated to South Australia in 1850, almost every generation had a church minister. Small though it was, my father’s involvement in the downfall and break-up of the 400-year-old Ottoman Empire prompted me to follow the progress of the new nation states of the Middle East.


Much of the two earlier editions of God, Guns and Israel was written at Ashton, the home of the late Dame Miriam Rothschild, the niece of the late Lord Rothschild. The Balfour Declaration, in the form of a letter from the foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, had been addressed to him. I was much helped by her reminiscences about her uncle and other characters in this book, including Chaim Weizmann and David Ben-Gurion. Ben-Gurion once stayed with her for two weeks at Oxford (sharing a bathroom with a pet bush baby). In the past four years I have spent long periods staying in the Old City of Jerusalem while researching my PhD at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS). Living in East Jerusalem introduced me to a much wider view of the history of Israel. This new edition of my book hopes to give a greater understanding of the present by animating its historical context.


Avi Shlaim, Oxford professor of international relations, kindly read through an earlier edition of God, Guns and Israel, and made suggestions which have contributed to this revised work. Author of some of the most acclaimed books in the Middle East, including The Iron Wall: Israel and the Arab World (Penguin, 2001), he served in the Israeli Army in the 1960s and while at Cambridge met and married a great-granddaughter of Lloyd George, the ‘Welsh wizard’, who was prime minister of Britain during the last two years of the First World War and, according to the following pages, the main force behind the Balfour Declaration.


I also wish to thank the late William George, the nephew of Lloyd George, who I stayed with in Criccieth; Martin Gilbert, Colin Shindler, Muhammad Abdel Haleem, Melanie Aspey at the Rothschild Archives (who supplied photographs), Michael Jolles, the SOAS Library, the Public Records Office, the House of Lords Record Office, the University of Southampton Library, the Chelsea and Westminster Libraries, the Royal United Services Institute, A.N.Wilson, Andrew Barrow, Sean McGirk, Margaret Morrissey, the late Felicity Ashbee, Anthony Mockler, Carolyn Lockhart, John Flyer, Joelle Fleming, James Barker, Maureen Sherriff, Yigal Sheffy, Toni O’Loughlin, Mary Hunt, Frank Colcord, the Central Zionist Archives and the Ben-Zvi Archives in Jerusalem, the Jewish Legion Museum and the Dorot Jewish Library in New York Public Library; George Sassoon for permission to quote from the works of his father, Siegfried Sassoon, and the Seven Pillars of Wisdom Trust to quote from the works of T.E. Lawrence. Special thanks go to that global labkmark in Jerusalem, the Americal Colony Hotel, and its archivist, Rachel Lev. The late owner, Val Vester, donated the 13,000 negatives from the hotel photography department, dating from 1898, the the Library of Congress. Many of their antique precious glass lantern slides animate this book.




PROLOGUE


The Bible and the Flag


And was Jerusalem builded here


Among these dark satanic mills?


Bring me my bow of burning gold!


Bring me my arrow of desire!


Bring me my spear! O clouds, unfold!


Bring me my chariot of fire!


I shall not cease from mental fight:


Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand


Till we have built Jerusalem


In England’s green and pleasant land.


from the preface to ‘Milton’, William Blake


When war broke out in Europe in 1914, few scenarios seemed as improbable as the Jews of the Diaspora regaining Palestine. Stateless since the Romans had forced them out of Jerusalem 2,000 years earlier, millions of Jews lived in ghettos across Eastern Europe, mostly in Russia, Poland and Germany. Many were also scattered throughout the Middle East. They prayed to ‘return to Zion’, finished the annual Passover Seder and the Yom Kippur service by reciting ‘Next year in Jerusalem!’. Three times a day they faced Jerusalem to pray. In the long interval since their exile, the hilly strip on the eastern Mediterranean, through which the River Jordan slowly winds its way,1 had become a backwater. With low rainfall, inhospitable terrain, deficient communications, an antiquated land system but a relatively efficient tax collection system, no oil resources and little industry, most residents were poor. Nevertheless, the economy was growing, as was the substantial Arab population, but it remained almost feudal and deferential to its occupiers, the Ottomans. Since the branding of the ‘Jaffa orange’ by the German Templar settlers of Sarona in 1870, the citrus export industry was flourishing. From 1869 onwards Thomas Cook opened up the tourist trade, bringing the largest number of British to the Holy Land since the Crusader armies. As well as tourism and fruit, other exports were expanding – grain, cotton, sesame seed, olives from the groves in northern Galilee.


For two millennia religious significance has made what is now Israel and the Occupied Territories, coveted, fought over and cursed. Whether Judah and Samaria, the Roman province of Palestina, the Holy Land, a Crusader state or part of Southern Syria, this area has been a pivotal place in history. Its Arab name was al-Ard al-Muqadass (the Holy Land) or Surya al-Janubiyya (Southern Syria). Despite the grandiose legends of this land, it is tiny. The eastern boundary of Israel still has no final border but the state occupies a stretch of land no more than 290 miles long and 85 miles wide.


Holy to the three dominant monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, Palestine’s parched soil is sacred to these three faiths. Different though these religions are, they have one thing in common, a deep respect for what is known as the Old Testament, which includes the ancient texts of the Torah, comprising the five books of Moses.2 It is for them the site of the source of the inspired Word of God.


Since the seventeenth century there had been initiatives in England for the ‘Restoration of the Jews’ to Palestine. In 1840 The Times even ran an editorial promoting the idea, which gained wide currency after the publication of George Eliot’s novel Daniel Deronda. In this book the hero returns to Palestine to give ‘a political existence to my people, making them a nation again’. But despite such publicity it is unlikely that the Jews would have been able to establish themselves in Palestine in the three decades after 1918 had it not been for the enthusiasm of the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, and members of his government. Nor would they have established their official footing there without equal support from President Woodrow Wilson and the government of the United States of America. With all the determination in the world the Jews would not have been in a position to expand their hold. Quite simply, Israel might never have existed. Zionists also managed to persuade these two governments to overlook or ignore the objections to increased Jewish migration and land ownership of the local Palestinians.


This book focuses on the influence of Nonconformity and Evangelical Christianity in the formation of the Jewish state of Israel. ‘Nonconformist’ or ‘Nonconformity’ describes the English Protestants who dissented from the Established Church after the Reformation – forsaking its rituals and doctrines. Nonconformists, whether Methodist, Primitive Methodist, Baptist, Unitarian, Presbyterian, Congregationalists or Quakers, put tremendous stress on the personal reading and re-reading of the Bible and on simplicity in worship as well as individual worship. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Nonconformists had more chapels and active members than the Established Church, the Church of England. They were mostly in industrial towns and cities. Around this time the Evangelical movement within the Anglican Low-Church also broadened to become more popular because of its growing similarity to the Nonconformist movement.


It is always difficult to prove which elements shape a decision. But a pattern emerges around the decision to create the Jewish Legion and the Balfour Declaration. Both decisions involved politicians with Nonconformist or Evangelical backgrounds in which the Old Testament had been a major early childhood influence. The far-reaching decisions of these men provided the Jews with a platform, a springboard,3 on which to rebuild their sovereignty – and unwittingly laid the foundations of the most protracted conflict of the twentieth and twenty-first century. This support for the Jews was surprising as anti-Semitic undercurrents in Britain were strong. Although they never equalled those in Russia, anti-Semitism was present and animosity to Jewish immigrants from Europe was prevalent. Jew-baiting and anti-Semitism were symbolised by hook-nosed cartoon caricatures and jokes about Jews becoming pork-eaters. The poet Robert Southey described a group of choirboys on Easter Sunday in 1807 leaving a church chanting: ‘He is risen, he is risen, all the Jews must go to prison.’


The motives behind the British push to create a Jewish homeland in Palestine have never been fully explained. Nor have reasons been given as to why the discussions leading up to it were not debated in the House of Commons, or whether Britain’s adoption of Zionism was incidental to the main purpose of the British offensive. To decide to bring Palestine into the British Empire was one thing; to also make it a haven for Jews was another. Despite articles and letters in The Times, the Sunday Times, the Manchester Guardian and other newspapers in 1917 airing views on the subject, and discussions with the Foreign Office and Jewish leaders, the final discussions took place behind the closed doors of 10 Downing Street and its leafy walled garden. The plan was formalized into a declaration in November 1917 as British guns were poised to invade Gaza before British troops entered the Holy Land – five weeks before the first anniversary of Lloyd George as prime minister. Because this declaration bears the name of the foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, it is usually Balfour’s name alone associated with the formation of the Jewish homeland. Significant though his role was, Balfour only ran with the idea after it was accepted by both the War Cabinet and after it had won the tacit approval of the President of the United States. Balfour then pushed the Palestine plan as if it were his own. Among the influences behind the War Cabinet taking the step of forming a Jewish homeland within the British Empire was the Bible.


The following chapters could almost be the story of the modern-day influence of the Old Testament itself. They show how the Old Testament’s influence went on a circuitous journey from Palestine to England and back to Palestine. It was as if the pages of this revered book were scattered to form the sections of a temporary bridge between Britain and the Holy Land. Biblical knowledge and the imagery of the Holy Land became an invisible aid in helping the Jewish people fulfil their wish to achieve their almost unquenchable desire, ‘the hope’ for Israel, Tikveh Yisroel. For centuries they had been persecuted in the name of Christianity, but 1917 briefly reversed that.


The Bible was the ‘book of books’ on which generation after generation of British people were brought up. Lord Macaulay, the most popular historian of the Victorian era, said that the English Bible, apart from being the core of Christianity, was the ‘book which if everything else in our language should perish, would alone suffice to show the whole extent of its beauty and power’. From the Reformation to the First World War no other book in British history had been so accessible, so universally read or so carefully studied.


Of the ten men who were members of Lloyd George’s 1916/1917 War Cabinet, seven had been raised in Nonconformist families and one, although Church of England, had come from a family with a strong Evangelical leaning. Three – Lloyd George, Andrew Bonar Law and Lord Curzon – were the sons or grandsons of church ministers. Jan Christian Smuts, the defense minister of South Africa who joined in June 1917 as a representative of the Dominions, would have been ordained as a minister in the Dutch Reform Church in the Cape Colony had he not chosen to study at Cambridge. Arthur Henderson, the leader of the Labour Party, was such a committed Christian that he continued working as a Methodist lay preacher until his death.


A close acquaintance with the Old Testament had given more than half of the members of the War Cabinet a feeling of familiarity with the Holy Land. This intimacy predisposed them to listen sympathetically to arguments promoting the aim of Zionists. (The term ‘Zionist’ was coined in the nineteenth century to describe the political movement which aimed to establish a Jewish state in Palestine.) Many of these Nonconformists could quote lengthy passages including the Psalms – the poetry of the Bronze Age – by heart. Like a large number of British people during the nineteenth century, and indeed the early twentieth century, they came from homes where the Bible had few competitors.


Enthralled during their childhoods with stories set in Jerusalem, Jericho, Jaffa, Gaza and other places in the Old Testament, some exhibited a lifelong fascination with the Holy Land, others with the Bible itself. Lloyd George said he preferred the Old Testament to the New, and once remarked that he knew the names of the towns in the Holy Land better than those on the Western Front. On another occasion he explained that he had learnt the names of the rivers, valleys and mountains of the Holy Land long before those in either Wales or England. For him and others, drawing up plans for the Jewish people to ‘return’ to a place which the Bible had made so familiar had a particular attraction,4 especially as the Jews were seen not only as the ‘people of the Book’, but as a downtrodden race and a worthwhile cause. Because of the age-old problem of anti-Semitism in Europe there was an urgent need to find homes for displaced Jewish refugees fleeing from the harsh restrictions and pogroms in Russia. In 1881–2 thousands of Jewish homes in southern Russia were destroyed and thousands of people were reduced to abject poverty. The pogroms of 1903–6 were bloodier still and had started after Orthodox Easter in modern-day Moldova with the cry of ‘Kill the Jews’. This changed the inclination of some European Jews. Instead of attempting to integrate in their host country, they migrated wherever they could. Some turned to Zionism.


With their drumbeats of moral discipline and self-improvement, the Nonconformists helped to shape British politics during the last half of the reign of Queen Victoria and the early twentieth century. This, though, is usually forgotten, as is any acknowledgment that ten out of the nineteen prime ministers who came to power in the twentieth century had been raised as Nonconformists. Just nine prime ministers had been brought up in the Established Church, only seven if Stanley Baldwin and Harold Macmillan are grouped with their parents. Both of Baldwin’s parents were Methodists who in adult life were baptised into the Church of England. Macmillan, too, was of Nonconformist stock: his mother until her marriage was staunchly Methodist. In his autobiography, Dr Chaim Weizmann, the charismatic Russian-born lecturer in biochemistry at Manchester University, who became the main Zionist link with the War Cabinet, commented on the religious sentiment among British leaders, ‘… men like Balfour, Churchill, Lloyd George, were deeply religious, and believed in the Bible … to them the return of the Jewish people to Palestine was a reality, so that we Zionists represented to them a great tradition for which they had enormous respect.’5


Apart from Smuts, these politicians were members of the Liberal, Conservative and Labour parties, and most had little in common with each other except that they were inclined to simplicity rather than pomp in worship and came from backgrounds which were either Nonconformist or Anglican with strong Evangelical leanings.


The Bible was an invisible thread of continuity linking the majority together. Some were rich, others were struggling. Only one was an aristocrat; the parents of three were working class; the rest were a melange of rising lower-middle and middle class. Three had been born in England, two in Scotland, one in Germany, one in South Africa, one in India, one in Ireland and one in Canada. (Lloyd George was born in Manchester, but had Welsh parents and was brought up in a Welsh-speaking home in Wales.)


In addition to the Evangelical members of the War Cabinet there were two influential Jewish lobbyists; Sir Herbert Samuel, the first Jew to become a Cabinet minister in Britain, and Weizmann, who was said to be able to charm the spots off a leopard. Steps towards forming a Jewish homeland had begun in the middle of the nineteenth century with Lord Shaftesbury. It had gathered momentum with the offer, in 1903, by the British Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, to Theodor Herzl (1860–1904), the founder of the Zionist movement, of a large part of Kenya (usually referred to as the ‘Ugandan Offer’) which was to be called ‘New Palestine’. Lloyd George, then a rising star of the Liberal Party, had been employed in a private capacity as a solicitor by the newly formed Jewish Colonial Trust in London. They chose him because as an MP he could consult the Foreign Office to find out in advance what would be acceptable for such a settlement. But the complicated legal papers he drew up on behalf of the Zionists came to nothing. The New Palestine project in Uganda was abandoned.
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It was ironic that Lloyd George, a Welshman, let alone the British government, made a cradle in Palestine in which the Jews could create their own state. Britain, one of the last countries in which Jewish people settled in Europe, was also the first European country which forcibly expelled Jews en masse. Jews had not begun migrating to the British Isles until the reign of William the Conqueror, in 1066. Two centuries after they had begun to put down roots, King Edward I threw every Jewish man, woman and child out of his kingdom. Total expulsion was then unprecedented in continental Europe, but the persecution of the Jews was not. The last English foothold in the Holy Land had been held by the Crusaders. During the journey to Palestine they had attacked and killed all the Jews they encountered with such ferocity that 10,000 had been killed in the first month of the First Crusade alone. Death and destruction came also to thousands of other Jews in the Holy Land itself. Edward had become King of England in 1272 when, accompanied by his wife Eleanor of Castile and Leon, he was fighting his way unsuccessfully into Jerusalem on the eighth and last major crusade.


On his return to England in 1274, the new King made a ruthless incursion against the Welsh, during which Llewelyn, Prince of Gwynedd and Prince of Wales, surrendered Criccieth Castle. Eight years after Edward’s final subjugation of the Welsh in 1282, the Jews were his target. His expulsion in 1290 of every Jew, under the pain of death, was merciless. He could have earned the title of ‘Hammer of the Jews’ as well as the ‘Hammer of the Scots’ – the faded Latin inscription on his coffin at Westminster Abbey which reads ‘… Scotorum Malleus …’ All Jews left the country before the Feast of All Souls; none were formally permitted to live in England again for nearly four centuries – not until the time of Oliver Cromwell.


Despite this record, it was Britain, the country which set such a cruel example of anti-Semitism in the Middle Ages, that 627 years later conquered the Holy Land and created a safe haven for Jews under the red, white and blue British flag. Edward would have been infuriated. His descendant’s army had achieved what he had failed to do – to conquer the Holy Land in the name of England – but was preparing to turn the newly conquered territory into a home for the Jews, the very race he had turned into exiles. To add to the poignancy, their return was made possible by Lloyd George, who had been brought up in Criccieth on the Welsh coast. The childhood home of this son of Gwynedd was less than 2 miles from the very castle that had fallen to Edward’s army in 1282.


Lloyd George’s policy towards the Jews, which was the start of so much heartache to some and consolation to others, was one of the most controversial outcomes of the First World War. Ignoring the reluctance on the part of the generals, Lloyd George stepped up invasions into Turkish territory. The Sinai offensive grew into the Palestine campaign and General Stanley Maude’s invasion up the Tigris to Baghdad was expanded. Lloyd George’s actions would later alter the map of the Middle East and make Britain the unwelcome godmother of the future states of Israel and Iraq.


Lloyd George, who inherited William Ewart Gladstone’s bitter prejudice against the Turks, would become the main player in the final act in what politicians called ‘the Eastern Question’, which began in 1821 with the Greek War of Independence, and developed into one of the great diplomatic preocupations of the nineteenth century. After the discovery of large deposits of oil in Iran in 1908 covetous Western eyes gazed at Ottoman territories. After the First World War, Lloyd George managed to take over Turkey’s dominant role in the Middle East, only to be usurped by the United States following the Second World War.
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The First World War was a watershed for the return of the Jews to Palestine: but it could not have been the catalyst for the creation of the Jewish state without the political gains of the Zionists in the wake of the Crimean (1854–6) and the Boer (1899–1902) wars. After both wars, attempts were made to tie a few Zionist goals to British imperial interests. Just as a battle against Babylonia had led the Persian King Cyrus to permit the Jews to return to Samaria and Israel in 538 BCE, the prospect of British victory in the First World War added a dimension to the Zionist dream. It led Lloyd George, Balfour and the members of the War Cabinet to open the doors of the Holy Land to the Jews. However, their offer was made before the Allies had conquered an inch of the land, when the crescent moon and star flag of the sprawling Ottoman Empire was still fluttering over Syria, Palestine and Mesopotamia, as it had for four centuries. From his palace in the Bosphorus in Constantinople, the Sultan continued to control a vast empire. In the previous fifty years this had shrunk, but still contained ten legendary cities of the Orient: Damascus, Baghdad, Jerusalem, Gaza, Jaffa, Jericho, Bethlehem, Amman, Mecca and Medina. Despite massive losses in the Balkan Wars of 1913–14, the Turks had a surprising victory over the Allies at Gallipoli at the beginning of the First World War. This, though, did not deter Lloyd George and others, believing that they would eventually beat them. The failure of the Gallipoli campaign in 1915 cut Britain off from the Caspian/Black Sea oil pipeline at Batum. However, Britain safeguarded the new pipeline in Persia by invading Mesopotamia and preventing the Turkish troops from crossing the Mesopotamia/Persia border. Britain occupied Basra in 1915.
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The highpoint of Nonconformity and Evangelism in politics had peaked in the years after the 1868 election with the establishment of the first unequivocally Liberal government with Gladstone as prime minister.6 The three Liberal prime ministers of the twentieth century, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, Herbert Asquith (later the 1st Earl of Oxford and Asquith) and Lloyd George, had been brought up as Nonconformists in lower middle-class and working- class families. However, the connection between the Liberal Party and the Nonconformists was informal and incomplete. Two earlier Liberal prime ministers, Gladstone and Lord Rosebery, were Old Etonians and members of the Established Church. Gladstone had been a devout member of the Church of England (even though his Scottish father was Presbyterian and his Scottish mother had been Episcopalian until they converted after their marriage). The main supporters of the Liberals were the Nonconformist industrialists and artisans of the north of England, Scotland and Wales. Unlike the Conservatives who had grown out of the old Tory Party, the Liberal Party was more than just a transformed Whig Party; it was a merger between Peelites, radicals and other pressure groups. This new party was soon to be repaid in kind for the courageous support given by the Whigs for the religious and other rights of the Nonconformists since the seventeenth century.


Nonconformist opinion was significant. A survey on one Sunday in 1851 showed that about half of the Nonconformist population had attended a chapel or kirk. Even after the religious revival which had swept through Victorian England and occupied a large part of the nation’s life began to decline in 1880, the Nonconformist conscience continued to dominate public morality.
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By the time of the First World War, kirk, chapel, church and organized religion were no longer central to as many communities or families as at the end of the previous century. Religious bodies no longer had such a robust hold on their members, so when Members of Parliament came from a Nonconformist background they were often not as steeped in the Bible as their predecessors. The temper of the age was changing. Now the Victorian Sabbath was giving way to the one-and-a-half day secular weekend with cycling and train excursions, motoring and motorcycling, hiking and golf competing with hymns, prayers and sermons. An investigation by the Daily News in London between November 1902 and November 1903 showed that out of London’s population of 6.25 million, only 1.25 million attended church regularly, with the majority belonging to the lower middle class. Noticeable though the decline was, religion remained powerful, particularly in rural areas where places of worship and Sunday schools had higher attendance rates. As in the nineteenth century, a large number of children stared at maps of biblical lands and looked at lifelike illustrations of shepherds in flowing white attire, biblical towns, hills, deserts, lakes, wilderness and the Dead Sea shimmering in a haze of heat. Scenes were often as real as were some biblical epics and battles from memories of flickering lantern slides on a sheet pinned up on Sunday school walls. Stories, such as the tale of Samson and Delilah, had been learned in Christian communities everywhere, from the Welsh valleys to the Gothic chapels of England’s public schools, and from weather-boarded farmhouses on the plains of America to the halls of Princeton University.


Elections in January 1906 had brought 185 Nonconformists into Parliament. The affinity between Nonconformists and the Liberal Party was weakening but still evident. Most Nonconformists voted for Liberal candidates. Many, though, were turning towards the new Labour Party and, to a lesser degree, to the Conservatives. Loss of faith and social changes, along with declining church attendance, softened the differences between Church and Dissent. Denominationalism ceased to be either a label or a determining factor in people’s lives as the Liberals entered into their rapid decline.


The First World War was the eve of the death of Nonconformity as a political force. In the post-war 1918 election only eighty-eight Nonconformist MPs were elected. The affinity between Nonconformists and Liberals in British politics was dead. Votes were picked up by the Labour Party, which had its own Welsh Methodist base. The Liberal Party has been out of office since 1922. Lloyd George’s War Cabinet was the swan-song of the party but also the most powerful hour of Nonconformists in international British politics. Palestine, which became Israel and the Occupied Territories, was to be its legacy.


The web of influence from Nonconformity on the future Jewish homeland stretched to the United States with two post-war presidents. A Jewish homeland would not have become a reality without a nod from President Wilson. The son and grandson of Presbyterian ministers, he had been so steeped in Bible study as a child that his habit of reading the Bible daily was constant throughout his life. His first wife, Ellen, was the daughter of yet another Presbyterian minister.


Another Nonconformist president who contributed to making the Jewish homeland viable was President Harry S. Truman. So dramatic was his participation in May 1948 that he could have been on a stage accompanied by the rousing chorus of the Hebrew slaves from Verdi’s Nabucco. Like Lloyd George (and Warren Harding, Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton) he was a Baptist. And like Lloyd George, Truman acted as a midwife to the birth of Israel. He had read the Bible from beginning to end five times before he was fifteen. Truman’s message from Washington to the United Nations in New York arrived within minutes of Ben-Gurion declaring Israel to be an independent and sovereign state. Truman’s announcement to the world was that the United States recognized the new state. Without Truman in power at the end of the Second World War it is doubtful that Israel would have survived. Both Lloyd George and Truman merged religious, political and military elements with foreign policy.
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In Britain, Christianity is usually assumed to have lost its influence on politics. But this is not the case in the United States where the Bible has retained its force. A staggering 86 per cent of the population in the US practise a religion. In contrast, a report in the year 2000 found that in the UK the figure is only 48 per cent.7


In the 1970s the United States experienced a religious revival, which accelerated the rise of Christian Zionism. Evangelical movements became the fastest growing branches of American Christianity. When Jimmy Carter, a Southern Baptist Sunday school teacher, became president in 1976 Time magazine declared that year ‘the year of the Evangelical’, his highly critical statements against Israel in the twenty-first century notwithstanding. The trend continued following the election of Ronald Reagan, a committed Christian Zionist, in 1980. Once again, the Bible was a force in shaping international attitudes to Israel.


Many Evangelicals and ‘religious conservatives’ regard the creation of Israel in 1948 and the victory in the 1967 Six-Day War as fulfilling biblical prophecies and heralding the second coming of Christ. Indeed, they see it as proof that Jews, as predicted in the Bible, should be restored to Zion. Both groups rally to the cause of Israel, vote for pro-Israel politicians,8 and support the Israeli government, religious and secular Jewish Zionist organisations. Supporting Israel brings many votes from Conservative Protestants, the Moral Majority or Christian Coalition. In 2002, Christian Zionists, especially the Southern Baptists and other members of the Christian Coalition of America, comprised, according to London’s Guardian (28 October 2002), ‘between 15 and 18 per cent of the electorate’.9 In contrast, the 6 million US Jews constitute only around 2.5 per cent of the American population.


Evangelical Jerry Falwell has said, ‘Right at the very top of our priorities must be an unswerving commitment and devotion to the state of Israel.’ Pat Robertson, another leading Evangelical, says, ‘The future of this Nation [America] may be at stake, because God will bless those that bless Israel.’ Both groups see supporting Israel as a matter of doctrine and use Biblical quotes such as the shortened quote from Genesis: ‘… those who bless Israel will be blessed by Me’ to justify their support. 10


Protestant fundamentalism began at the end of the nineteenth century, gaining momentum before the First World War. Believing in a literal interpretation of the Bible, the belief of the modern Christian Zionists is similar to that in the nineteenth century with followers such as Lord Shaftesbury. But unlike the men of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, modern Christian Zionists are overt in their support for Israel. However, such assistance is double-edged. Evangelicals also hope to convert Jews. With slogans such as ‘Jews for Jesus’, they try to awaken them to an acceptance of Jesus.10 Evangelicals want every inch of the Holy Land, including the whole of the West Bank, for Israel. Many also believe that one of the preconditions for the Second Coming is for the Jewish people to return to their homeland. A minority insist that Jews need to be converted and so strive to win them over. The seventeenth-century English poet Andrew Marvell in ‘To His Coy Mistress’ used the difficulty of turning Jews into Christians as a metaphor for his doubtful chance of seducing his imaginary mistress, while he used ‘the flood’ to refer to Noah in the Bible.


Love you ten years before the flood,


And you should if you please, refuse


Till the conversion of the Jews …


In the 1880s and 1890s Christian Zionist organizations sponsored tens of thousands of migrants from Russia, contributing to the colossal migration. (There are over a million Russian speakers in Israel.) Of the 110,000 Jews from North America who have immigrated to Israel since 1967, the majority are Orthodox and over half chose to live in West Bank settlements on Palestinian land which are illegal under international law.


In his book The Right Man: The Surprise Presidency of George W. Bush,11 David Frum, a Jewish neo-conservative, who was with Bush as a speechwriter, said that Evangelical Christianity sits at the core of Bush’s own reformed personality. Every Cabinet meeting at the White House during his presidency began with a prayer. Bush’s confidence, he says, stems from his belief that ‘the future is held in stronger hands than his own’. Although brought up in Presbyterian and Episcopalian Churches, Bush has been an active Methodist since quitting alcohol and finding God in 1985. He is believed to be influenced by Oswald Chambers, an obscure Scottish preacher who was born in 1874 in Aberdeen and died in Cairo in 1917. Every morning, before Bush brings his wife Laura her cup of coffee, he sits in a quiet corner to read a devotional text from Chambers’ My Utmost for His Highest written at the YMCA at Zeitoun in Egypt during the First World War when he was ministering to Australian troops in the Palestine and Syrian campaign. With 2 million copies sold in the USA since 1991, this Christian classic keeps its place in the top ten titles of the religious bestseller list.


It will be seen in the following pages that in contrast to Bush’s overt and publicly avowed religious beliefs, the religious influence on the policy-makers in the Middle East in the First World War was indirect, unacknowledged, understated and behind the scenes. It is seldom associated with the present Christian American religious fervour.




PART ONE


BRITAIN, THE JEWS AND THE FIRST WORLD WAR


THE INFLUENCE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT ON BRITISH POLITICAL THOUGHT



INTRODUCTION



The following pages attempt to give new insights into the troubled history of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The long-held Jewish dream of a homeland became a reality because of a remarkable military, political and theological confluence in the First World War. Indeed, the title reflects Thomas Carlyle’s hypothesis that ‘the three great elements of modern civilization’ were ‘Gunpowder, Printing, and the Protestant Religion’.1


The first half of the book covers the period leading up to the end of the First World War and then follows the consequences along with continued support given by the British politicians who opened the door to the Jewish return. It looks at some of the political effects from the subtle, unacknowledged influence of Nonconformist Sunday school teaching and Bible studies. Critical questions are also raised, such as how the myth persists that the Arabs were not against immigration until the Balfour Declaration and why the earlier pre-First World War opposition and protest by local Palestinian Arabs to increased Jewish migration and land ownership was ignored by both Lloyd George’s War Cabinet and by the President of the United States, Thomas Woodrow Wilson.




ONE


WAR CABINET


O that the Lord’s salvation


Were out of Zion come,


To heal His ancient nation,


To lead His outcasts home!


How long the Holy City


Shall heathen feet profane?


Return, O Lord, in pity;


Rebuild her walls again.


Let Israel, home returning,


Their lost Messiah see;


Give oil of joy for mourning,


And bind Thy church to Thee.


‘O That the Lord’s Salvation’, Charles Lyte


In 1916 millions of men in France and Belgium ate and slept, surrounded by blood and mud, in trenches and dugouts. With the rain the deep holes became mud pools, and with the snow they became iceboxes. To survive, a man needed rat poison, Wellington boots, sheepskin jerkins and coats. Cleanliness in these open warrens was impossible. Large rats scurried around attracted by unavoidable filth and carrion. Tins labelled ‘Against Vermin in Trenches’ were welcomed in the comfort parcels for troops. Exploding shells mutilated bodies; in some cases men completely disappeared with the blast of a shell. Horrific casualties resulted from a myriad of other weapons including bullets, bombs and hand grenades. Flying pieces of skin, skulls, tongues and intestines landed on both man and earthen floors. Bloody fragments became the nourishment of rats and crows. The appalling death rate kept climbing. No victory was in sight. Protected by barbed-wire entanglements and the combined firepower of machine-guns and artillery, armies faced each other from unbroken lines of trenches. Battle lines zigzagged from the Swiss Alps along the French border, through Luxembourg, past the Belgian and Dutch borders, through mountains, valleys, hills and plains. Germany was still astride Europe. Dramatic changes were needed to alter the course of events.


In the second year of the war Lloyd George was made minister for munitions – with a remit to deal with the weapons crisis that was limiting the performance of the army. Almost immediately he was recognizable as the most outstanding member of the government. Cutting red tape, he appointed businessmen as well as politicians into key positions and soon guns, ammunition, shells and tin hats were pouring out of Britain’s factories. Shortages caused him to ask scientists to find a synthetic substitute for two vital ingredients for explosives, acetone and cordite. Acetone, a colourless inflammable liquid, a solvent for removing nail polish and bloodstains, is an essential ingredient in both Trinitrotoluol (TNT) and artillery shells. Weizmann, in a laboratory at the Lister Institute in Chelsea, isolated an organism capable of transforming the starch present in maize and other cereals into acetone butyl alcohol – and Britain increased the production of explosives with ‘30,000 tons of acetone’.


Lloyd George’s vigour and energy stood in contrast to the seemingly stolid detachment of Prime Minister Asquith. In June 1916, after the cruiser HMS Hampshire while en route to Russia had struck a mine laid by a German U-boat and Lord Kitchener had drowned, Lloyd George took Kitchener’s place as secretary of state for war. But he found that he could not change the course of the war. Six months later in December 1916, for the third time, hope that the troops would be home by Christmas again evaporated. The fighting that had been going on for two years and three months showed no sign of victory on either side. Disgusted and agitated by the way the war was being run and by the attrition of the flower of British youth, Lloyd George handed in his resignation. On 5 December Asquith also resigned.


It seemed that Bonar Law would be the new prime minister, but 130 Liberal MPs demonstrated their readiness to follow Lloyd George. King George V summoned him and a small group of politicians, including Bonar Law, Balfour and Henderson to Buckingham Palace. Balfour suggested to the King that he would become foreign secretary if Lloyd George took on the role of prime minister. Bonar Law said he would work under Lloyd George. Blanche Dugdale, Balfour’s niece and biographer, wrote that a family letter jokingly said that Balfour and Lloyd George, despite having known each other since Lloyd George’s early days in parliament, had ‘fallen in love with each other at the Buckingham Palace conference’. Apart from an Old Testament tradition in their childhoods, no two men could have been more dissimilar. Balfour, tall, rich and aristocratic in composure, despite his languid hauteur, never married, and was an intellectual and a philosopher. Lloyd George, a fiery member of the Liberal Party, compensated for his shortness in height with a strong presence, impassioned oratory, and what was described in the New York Times as ‘the pugnacity of a prize fighter’. He married twice and had five children.


While Balfour was a regular church-goer and often spoke of the debt owed to the Jewish people because of the Old Testament, by the time Lloyd George was in London he attended church infrequently but was still influenced by the imagery of biblical Palestine learnt in his childhood. Indeed, he is an example of how the lingering images and descriptions of Old Testament scenes from childhood often played on the English imagination. Despite so many differences, the two men together helped to change the course of history in the Middle East. They were also good friends. Years later a visitor to Lloyd George’s house in the country noticed a framed photograph of Balfour on his desk.


Asquith did not go meekly. War or no war, the Asquith/Lloyd George split within the Liberal Party caused divisions with far-reaching repercussions. The radical left of centre voters now looked towards the newly formed Labour Party, which, like the Liberals, also had a Welsh Methodist base and strong links with Nonconformism. Asquith refused to join Lloyd George’s Cabinet or to give up the leadership of the Liberal Party. Loyal followers – mostly members of the higher professional classes, including financiers, merchants and lawyers – backed his every move. His supporters were a sharp contrast to Lloyd George’s supporters, who were humbler in origin, often typical Nonconformists.1 As Lloyd George wrote in his War Memoirs, ‘The majority of the Tory Ministers in the Asquith coalition were definitely opposed to my Premiership … they accepted the prospect of serving under my leadership with bitter reluctance …’


Lloyd George’s accession to power was more than a change of government. The renowned historian, A.J.P. Taylor, described it as ‘a revolution, British-style. The party magnates and the whips had been defied … Lloyd George was the nearest thing England has known to a Napoleon, a supreme ruler maintaining himself by individual achievement.’2 He added later that Lloyd George ‘stood alone against the best-entrenched governing class in Europe’. So huge was the crisis facing Britain that Lloyd George could exercise power in a sweeping, controversial manner. He was also the first ‘man of the people to become prime minister’, or, as he said the first, other than Disraeli,3 ‘who had not passed through the Staff College of the old Universities …’.4 Lloyd George stressed that ‘it was necessary to bear in mind that there had never before been a “ranker” raised to the Premiership’.5 He did not assimilate the manners or accent of the upper or middle classes. Nor was he deferential to those who thought themselves better. By contrast, James Ramsay MacDonald, who had been born out of wedlock in a ‘butt and ben’ in Lossiemouth, and was soon to be Britain’s first Labour prime minister, was seduced by the gentle ways – and the women – of aristocratic society.


Previous occupants of 10 Downing Street who had not come from the upper strata of society had polished their manners and imitated their predecessors. Indeed, their behaviour was constantly brushed in case a speck of dust from the northern industrial belt might settle. Take Asquith, whose polish, acquired at Oxford, along with the airs and wit of his second wife, Margot Tennant,6 usually hid his background as the son of a member of the Yorkshire middle class, a Congregationalist wool merchant who was the son of a woollen mill owner. Asquith’s predecessor, Campbell-Bannerman, who had started life as a draper in Glasgow was another son of a northern Nonconformist businessman.


At the age of fifty-three Lloyd George showed that his religious upbringing had not been repressive.7 His affair with his secretary Frances Stephenson, according to A.J.P. Taylor, was so flagrant that it was said that he was the only prime minister since Lord Grafton to openly live with a mistress at No. 10. (He married Frances after his wife’s death in the Second World War when he was eighty and she was fifty-five.)8


Lloyd George’s extraordinary confidence, rhetoric and wit came not from the elegant drawing-rooms of London but from draughty chapels and hastily erected platforms at Temperance meetings. His schoolteacher father had died when he was two and he had been brought up in9 North Wales by his mother and her brother, his beloved Uncle Lloyd, a well-read village shoemaker10 and Baptist lay preacher. After leaving school at fourteen, Lloyd George was articled to a solicitor at Porthmadog. Like his uncle, he brought passion and vigour to his work and to the chapel in Berea, Criccieth, as a fiery lay preacher and became a successful solicitor with a dignified name-plate on a door in his local village. Concern for the plight of the working man and a willingness to defend the underdog, including locals accused of breaking game laws, gave him the nickname ‘the poachers’ lawyer’.


Idealism and religious precepts had been ingrained in Lloyd George during his formative years. His biographer, John Grigg, described how he ‘had been brought up on the Bible, and the story of the ancient Jews was as familiar to him as the history of England. He was a romantic nationalist … the idea of reuniting the Jewish people with the land of their forefathers appealed to him.’11 On another occasion Lloyd George said, ‘I was taught in school far more about the history of the Jews than about the history of my own land. I could tell you all the Kings of Israel. But I doubt whether I could have named half a dozen of the Kings of England and no more of the Kings of Wales.’


During Lloyd George’s career as a politician, which began in 1890 when he arrived in London as the Liberal member for Caernarvon Boroughs (a constituency which he was to serve for fifty-five years), he was never afraid to say what he thought. Beatrice Webb’s description summed up his vitality: ‘The little Welsh conjuror … is so pleasant and lively that official defense and personal respect fade into the atmosphere of agreeable low company … of a most stimulating kind – intimate camaraderie with a fellow adventurer.’ At the age of forty-two he became president of the Board of Trade and then Chancellor of the Exchequer, making his mark as a social reformer with his controversial ‘People’s Budget’, the Old Age Pensions Act and the National Health Insurance Act, the backbone of the future welfare state. Many aristocrats, though, never forgave him for curbing the power of the House of Lords.


His disregard of precedent was evident when he became prime minister. Within a day of taking office Lloyd George formed a high-powered War Cabinet of five. Asquith’s War Cabinet had met weekly, but under Lloyd George’s dynamic rule it would meet at least once a day12 and liaise constantly with the War Office and the generals. He and the other four members of the War Cabinet would become very involved in strategy, and deal drastically with the Admiralty over convoys. However, their handling of the War Office and the Army were less effective. Knowing that the war would consume all his time, Lloyd George arranged for the Chancellor to stand in as the Leader of the House and answer for the government in debates. Ever resourceful, when offices could not be found to house the Secretariat of the War Cabinet, he put up temporary huts in the garden at No. 10 behind the high walls near Horse Guards Parade. The old kitchens in the basement were used as a makeshift air-raid shelter. As the members of the War Cabinet itself also met in the garden on occasions, it was referred to, often derisively, as ‘the Garden Suburb’.13


Since the War Cabinet was so small, members could assemble quickly and make rapid decisions. During its near three-year existence it expanded and was served only by a total of ten men, representing a mixture of the three main political parties. More than half were from families in which the Bible had been significant in their childhood, and had belonged to Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian and other Nonconformist or Evangelical denominations. The Church of England had been the established religion since the Reformation in the sixteenth century. Curzon, the former viceroy of India who, after returning to England, had had high hopes of becoming a prime minister with the Conservative Party in power, was the only member of the War Cabinet who had been brought up as a member of the Church of England. Most importantly, this product of Eton and Oxford was the only member of the War Cabinet who had personally visited Palestine. As he was vehemently against Jewish immigration to Palestine, there would have been no homeland for the Jews in Palestine under the British if Lord Curzon had been in power.


Only two members of the ten were born in England. One was a life-long abstainer and campaigner for Temperance and another had trained to be a minister in a Nonconformist church in South Africa. In the first War Cabinet of five, three members were from the most humble of backgrounds and all but one had had deeply religious childhoods. As noted earlier, not only had Lloyd George once been a passionate lay preacher, but Henderson was still practising as one. Although Curzon and Bonar Law were both the sons of church ministers, Bonar Law’s father from Ulster lived in a humble Nonconformist manse; Curzon’s father, a member of the Church of England, lived in a stately home. Bonar Law, as the new Chancellor of the Exchequer, moved to No. 11 Downing Street, a far cry from the lonely wooden manse in which he had spent his early years before returning to his mother’s Scottish family and joining the Conservative Party. It was jokingly said he rose as a Tory despite his inability to recognize a grouse. Lloyd George, appreciative of Bonar Law’s backing,14 grew close to his lonely new neighbour whose wife had died earlier and whose two sons had been killed in the war. Lloyd George wrote, ‘We had nothing in common, except a lowly origin … in a humble manse … We had the same stern puritan upbringing. These early influences differentiated us completely from the other leading figures with whom he and I had to work …’.


Bonar Law’s father, the Revd James Law, had migrated from Scotland to Rexton, New Brunswick (now part of Canada), where he had worked as a minister of the Free Church of Scotland – colloquially called the ‘Wee Frees’. The Free Church of Scotland was a result of ‘the Disruption’ – when the evangelical-type churches broke away from the Established Church of Scotland in 1843. Comparing Lloyd George and Bonar Law to the biblical Mary and Martha, Roy Jenkins wrote that they seemed an unlikely pair, and ‘developed a compatibility of opposites, who knew they each needed the other … They settled down remarkably smoothly to Mary and Martha-like roles. Mary, of course, had the glory, but Martha had the solid domestic position.’ Jenkins also commented on Lloyd George’s ‘mercurial and intuitive brilliance and Law’s head-down chessboard application to problems – they were even less like each other than Law and Asquith, who at least shared a certain phlegmatism’.15


Unlike Winston Spencer Churchill, who felt grand enough to just use one surname and drop the ‘Spencer’, Lloyd George and Bonar Law both added an extra element to their names to give kudos. In Lloyd George’s case it was also to salute his surrogate father, his uncle Lloyd. Andrew Bonar Law had adopted his middle name despite no members of his family bearing the surname ‘Bonar’. For the early part of his life he was known just as Andrew Law. When christened he had named him after the illustrious Scottish Divine, Andrew A. Bonar. In 1890, ten years before Bonar Law became a Unionist Member of Parliament, his namesake, known for his zealous conversion of the Jews to Christianity, had founded the Hebrew Christian Testimony to Israel, a mission to convert Jews in Palestine.


The trend of making the surnames of prime ministers more euphonious began with Gladstone’s father, Mr Gladstones, who dropped the ‘s’.16 In 1872 Henry Campbell-Bannerman had added a hyphen and ‘Bannerman’ to his plain ‘Campbell’ to fulfil the conditions of an inheritance. Britain’s first Labour prime minister used the names of both his unmarried mother and his father, and was usually called ‘Ramsay MacDonald’. Three prime ministers in a row had ‘improved’ names.


It is hard to gauge the effect of religion on Sir Alfred Milner, one of the stalwarts of the War Cabinet, known as an apostle of empire who had been High Commissioner in South Africa before, during and after the Boer War. His father, like his German grandmother, had been a Lutheran, but his mother, who died when he was fifteen, had been Anglican. The widow of an army officer she went with her two young sons to live in Bonn, where life was cheaper than in England. Here she engaged a tutor, a medical student, Charles Milner, who was half-English and half-German. He was twenty years her junior but changed roles to become her husband. Alfred, the only child of this unlikely marriage, was born in 1854 in the principality of Hesse-Darmstadt. When his father worked as a doctor in Chelsea he had attended an Anglican school, and was also educated in Germany.


Milner’s intellectual hauteur contrasted with Henderson’s simple, almost hearty straightforward ways. This Scot, born in a Glasgow tenement, had energetically built up the Labour Party of which he was now chairman. As well as being an active member of the Wesleyan Methodist Church he was a Temperance campaigner, and delivered rousing addresses as a lay preacher on the platform of Brotherhood meetings – a movement formed to attract young men and women into Christian fellowship. In his autobiography From Foundry to Foreign Office17 Henderson describes with pride that he was one of the Dissenters who were inaugurating a moral and social revolution in Britain. Brought up in Newcastle by his father, a cotton spinner, Henderson began work as an iron-moulder. Then, at the age of sixteen, he converted from Congregationalism to Wesleyan Methodism. Inspired by the teachings of John Wesley, Henderson’s sincere aim was to help the poor and make the world a fairer place. It was members like him who made the saying that the old-style Labour supporters were ‘more Methodist than Marxist’ almost a cliché. In her classic book Poverty and Compassion18 Gertrude Himmelfarb says that socialism was ‘the embodiment of Christianity in our industrial system’, pointing out that ‘the generic form of Christian socialism … was present among all the late-Victorian socialist groups, including the most radical of them.’


Henderson became a force in setting up the War Emergency Committee, the most effective Labour body yet formed, to look after the interests of workers in wartime by ensuring that food prices were regulated and servicemen’s families received allowances. Among its most active members were Ramsay MacDonald, who, as a pacifist, had been forced to resign from his local golf club; another was the legendary socialist Sidney Webb, one of the founders of the Labour Party and the London School of Economics.


Curzon’s father, the Revd Alfred Nathaniel Curzon, who had inherited the title Lord Scarsdale from an uncle, had been the dour ‘Low Church’ rector of All Saints’ Church on the family estate, which had belonged to the Curzon family for 700 years. Despite the neoclassical family mansion in Derbyshire, Curzon had ‘spent his childhood in what was essentially a mid-Victorian parsonage’.19 Later Evangelical influence had been countered by Eton and Oxford. Although gifted and quick-witted, Curzon’s aloofness and aristocratic disdain could sometimes make him impervious to others’ points of view and suggestions. This pomposity and self-regard exposed him to satirists – as is shown by the famous rhyme:


My name is George Nathaniel Curzon,


I am a most superior person,


My cheek is pink, my hair is sleek,


I dine at Blenheim once a week.


He was also the most vocal member of the War Cabinet against the idea of a Jewish homeland and the only member to have visited the Holy Land. His biographer, Kenneth Rose, described his reaction to the historical sites of the prophets during a journey to Jerusalem in 1883: ‘Brought up on the Bible, he filled notebook upon notebook during his tour of Palestine with eloquent recollections of the Old Testament.’ He quotes him as saying that the Plain of Esdraelon had produced ‘the two finest bursts of poetry in Hebrew, perhaps in any tongue: the noble paeon of conquest and the most pathetic dirge of despair.’ Like many Protestant visitors to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, Curzon voiced his disapproval of the inaccurate historical information given out by its guides. His visit coincided with the extended stay of General Charles Gordon, better known as ‘Gordon of Khartoum’, but Curzon missed meeting him and never had another chance. Less than two years later Gordon was killed at Khartoum.


There were insinuations that two members of the War Cabinet had, or were both having, an affair with the same woman. It was widely known that Curzon had been the lover of Elinor Glyn, the red-headed society beauty, the ‘It’ girl of the Edwardian era; Milner’s affair with her had been less public. Elinor’s diary records the pleasure of listening to Milner reading Plato aloud. Sometimes this political thinker and philosopher who was renowned for inspiring a band of disciples, his ‘kindergarten’, also rewrote and improved the prose of her romantic novels.20 Curzon’s eight-year romance had started within days of his seeing Elinor perform in a play she had written. In lieu of flowers, he sent, as a token of his interest, the skin of a tiger he had shot in India, an action caricatured by the rhyme, ‘Would you like to sin, With Elinor Glyn on a tiger skin? Or would you prefer, With her to err, On some other fur?’ A biography written by her grandson quotes an entry in her diary that describes Milner:21 ‘I have seen him, my old friend. He loved me and he loves me still. His stern face grew soft when his eyes rested on me …’. But competition between the men ceased in the second month of the War Cabinet, when Curzon suddenly married the voluptuous American widow, Grace Duggan, who was nineteen years younger than him. However, she failed to give him the son and heir he craved.
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Balfour’s name has remained almost synonymous with the British backing of a Jewish homeland. It is often believed that the declaration that bears his name was initiated by Balfour himself. The following pages examine whether Balfour was as central as commonly thought and whether Lloyd George was the ‘author of the Jewish homeland’. This book examines the claim that he pushed the Palestine plan as if it were his own only after the concept had been accepted as policy by Lloyd George’s War Cabinet and after it had won the tacit approval of the President of the United States. Ten years earlier, as prime minister, Balfour had seen through the 1905 Aliens Bill which had imposed restrictions on Jewish refugees, desperate and impoverished victims from Eastern Europe, coming into Britain. His change of attitude, however, was sincere. He later said that in his fifty-year career he valued his involvement in setting up the Jewish homeland above all other achievements.


For fifty years Balfour was at the centre of England’s social and political worlds. He might have looked like a typical upper-class country gentleman but, regular churchgoer though he was, his interest in spiritualism, psychic research, telepathy, psychic phenomena, attendances at séances where he had a flood of ‘communications’ from ‘the other side’, and his attitude to the question of life after death made him a truly unconventional Protestant. Spiritualism meetings deepened his profound belief in an active afterlife. Yet at home in his ancestral mansion, Whittingehame, in East Lothian, he conducted family prayers for the staff every Sunday night in a conventional way and took his pew during services at the local Church of Scotland church. In London he attended Church of England services.


Balfour had been steeped from early childhood in the Old Testament. His father had died in 1850, when he was two years old, leaving a large estate with an ancient castle, four children and a forceful widow, Lady Blanche. Sister of a future prime minister, Lord Salisbury, and goddaughter of the Duke of Wellington, she had been a dedicated mother and a devout Presbyterian who gave her children daily Bible classes. This might not have happened if her husband, who was said to have had a violent temper and opposed her devotion to religion, had lived.22


Inheriting his mother’s attachment to the Old Testament, Balfour later went so far as to say that Christianity had never adequately repaid the Jews for their gift of the Bible to Christianity. His biographer, Max Egremont,23 sums up the effect of Balfour’s association with the Jewish cause: ‘In Weizmann he had met an inspirational articulator of a message which took him back to the stern Old Testament tenets of his mother’s low-church faith and the Presbyterianism of the Scottish Lowlands… At the peace conference and afterwards Balfour defended the Zionist cause; and was henceforth looked upon as one of its greatest allies.’ Balfour’s dazzling academic career had begun at Eton and continued at Cambridge. Here, with an aristocratic group of friends, he formed the ‘Souls’,24 whose reputation is still a byword for wit and glamour. Arriving just seven years after Charles Darwin had published On the Origin of Species, Balfour began his quest to resolve arguments between theology and science as presented in the works of Charles Lyell, Thomas Huxley, Alfred Wallace and Darwin. After Cambridge Balfour retained his friendship with Henry Sidgwick who was also his brother-in-law, and in 1882 he became a foundation member of the Society for Psychical Research. Sidgwick, a Fellow of Trinity College, married to Balfour’s sister, Eleanor (principal of Newnham College 1892–1910), resigned his fellowship as he would not assent to the thirty-nine articles of Christian faith.


Spiritualism had become fashionable in the late nineteenth century, attracting all sorts of people, as did the Society for Psychical Research, which specialised in clairvoyance, séances and out-of-body experiences. Balfour became its president when he was thirty-four serving from 1892-94. The Society in Kensington still displays a portrait of Balfour. On the shelves are the spirit speeches, The Palm Sunday Case,25 put together by his great-niece, Jean Balfour, which describe his psychic involvement with Mary Lyttelton, whom he had wanted to marry. When Mary died of typhoid fever on Palm Sunday in 1885, he gave an engagement ring to her brother to place on her hand in the coffin. Dead she may have been, but Balfour believed he remained in touch with her through séances. To keep contact with Mary’s disembodied spirit, Balfour joined circles of spiritualists who practised ‘automatic writing’. Like other spiritualists he thought that humans possess a soul capable of existing outside the body and, believing that Mary was waiting for him ‘on the other side’, despite his long friendship with Mary, Lady Elcho, he remained a bachelor. For fifty-five years after Mary’s death, Balfour spent Palm Sunday with the friends he and Mary had shared. They believed that Mary and Balfour’s younger brother Frank, who had died three years before Mary, made frequent trips to communicate with Balfour, referring to palms, or using palm imagery in their language. As a sign of their presence, the ‘entities’ were said also to use the words of a poem by Thomas Hood.


Balfour entered parliament as MP for Hertford in 1874. Nearly thirty years later, at the turn of the century, his uncle, Lord Salisbury, stood down as prime minister and handed him the reins. Balfour was a lacklustre prime minister, a contrast to his later role as a brilliant elder statesman and foreign secretary.
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Apart from Balfour, other non-members of the War Cabinet regularly present at ‘the Garden Suburb’ in Downing Street were Colonel Sir Mark Sykes and Leo Amery, who formed a two-man Secretariat under Sir Maurice Hankey. They were joined by William Ormsby-Gore, heir to Lord Harlech. Another Secretariat member for a very short time was Ronald Storrs, who was later governor of Jerusalem. Hankey, Sykes and Amery were all Members of Parliament and, by chance, all dedicated Zionists. Sykes, an unconventional Roman Catholic and the MP for Central Hull since 1911, had been introduced to Zionist principles by Dr Moses Gaster, a Romanian, a rabbi and a religious leader of the London Sephardi community. Inheriting the magnificent Sledmere estates in East Yorkshire in 1913 from his father and succeeding him as 6th Baronet did not inhibit Sykes’ role as an active Zionist supporter. When war broke out he was sent to Cairo to work in military intelligence and diplomacy. In January 1916, when Asquith was still prime minister, he and the French career diplomat, Georges Picot, became authors of the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement which delineated shares of territory after the presumed break-up of the Ottoman Empire. France was assigned Upper Syria including Lebanon and the territories eastwards up to Mosul. Britain got Palestine and Mesopotamia. Because of its international importance with the Holy Places, Jerusalem was to be put under an international regime. From the end of 1916, Sykes was active in the Secretariat of the War Cabinet, becoming almost an unofficial link between the Zionists, the government and Palestine.


The War Cabinet’s use of the term Palestine derived from the ancient Greek name Palaistina, land of the Philistines, the name given by the Romans to Judea after Pompey captured it in 63 bc, and the nomenclature used in maps in Bibles, Sunday school, history books and other works about the New Testament. From the nineteenth century onwards the Ottomans also referred to the area by a similar Arabic words Ardh-u Filistin (the ‘Land of Palestine’) – the area to the west of the River Jordan. Previous to that it had been divided into sanjaks, or sub-provinces, ruled by a pasha who reported back to the government in Damascus and to the Sublime Porte in Constantinople. Later Lloyd George told the Cabinet that it would be an outrage to let the Christian Holy Places in Palestine fall into the hands of ‘Agnostic Atheistic France’. On another occasion he stated that it was not worth winning the Holy Land only to ‘hew it in pieces before the Lord’. His enthusiasm was mocked by Simon Schama26 as the ‘Celtic fundamentalism and Gaelic mysticism to which the Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary were prone’.


Just three days after Lloyd George became prime minister, General Sir William Robertson, Chief of the Imperial Staff,27 telegraphed (No. 26174 cipher) the Commander-in-Chief of British forces in Egypt, General Sir Archibald Murray, asking what additional troops would be required for action beyond El Arish, the ancient mud village which was the largest centre of population in the Sinai Peninsula. A favourite of the King who looked like a gruff sergeant-major, Robertson was the only soldier in British history to rise from footman to private to field marshal. As a ‘Westerner’ it was ironic that it was he who authorized the British military machine to break through the Palestine/Egyptian border. The next large centre was none other than the desert gateway of Palestine, the ancient biblical Philistine city of Gaza, with its line of ridges from the coast to Beersheba of the Seven Wells. Only Rafah stood between the British Army at El Arish and Gaza. Robertson’s message concluded, ‘I cannot help thinking that in view of [the] importance of achieving [a] big success on Eastern front, and the effect this will have… A success is badly needed, and your operation promises well.’ These plans were a contrast to those made during Asquith’s government when the Imperial General Staff had informed Murray that the policy for Egypt must be, strategically, only defensive. The strategy then was just to occupy.
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