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Author’s Note





When I set out to write this book, I was conscious of the pioneering work done by A. J. Barker in his book The Neglected War, published by Faber in 1967. That book was strong on military detail, but less so on the political dimensions of the Mesopotamia campaign. I hoped to adjust this balance. In the course of writing, my respect for Colonel Barker’s achievement increased, and I hope my debt to his work is clear even where it is not explicitly acknowledged. I am most grateful to a number of very helpful keepers of archives, especially at the Imperial War Museum, the National Army Museum, and the Middle East Centre at St Antony’s College, Oxford. The National Archives, despite abandoning their hallowed and globally recognised title of Public Record Office, now provide a wonderfully improved service, fast and accessible, a world away from that in which I started research forty years ago.


My editors at Faber, Neil Belton and Kate Murray-Browne, both ploughed through drafts of the book with admirable tenacity, and produced careful and helpful critiques, as also did Roy Foster. Richard Holmes gave me the benefit of his unparalleled expertise on many occasions. Neil first put the idea of the book to me, and came up with the title. The book itself may, I fear, perhaps not quite match his original vision, but I hope it goes some way towards it.


It has been an odd experience to write a book with a key character bearing the same name as me. I first read Charles Townshend’s book many years ago, and once pulled up his personal file from the War Office records – a bulging folio of hard-done-by grumbles. I am not related to him, as far as I know, and I felt no need to defend his reputation, but in working on this book I came to the conclusion that he was in some ways hard done by. I hope that in assessing the many criticisms of him I have not strayed too far from the path of critical detachment.
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Introduction





Since the Coalition conquest of Iraq in 2003, British people have come to know more about that country than at any time since Iraq became a state after the First World War. How well they understand Britain’s role in creating that state is harder to say. But it is no exaggeration to say that modern Iraq was created, deliberately and unilaterally, by the British over the seven years following their first invasion in 1914. Recent history contains few examples of such dramatic and fateful intervention.


Creating a new state was certainly not one of the objectives of the British military expedition which entered the country known in the West as Mesopotamia in 1914. That move began a sequence of unintended consequences. This will not surprise students of history, though it should probably be emphasised for the makers of national policy. Iraq was a ‘geographic expression’ rather than a political entity – the provinces of Basra and Baghdad. It was a remote and rebellious corner of the Ottoman Empire. The rebelliousness of its Arab people stemmed not from nationalist objection to Turkish rule, but from the resistance of traditional tribal groups to Ottoman government; in part this was Shia resistance to Sunni control. There were few Arab nationalists, and fewer Iraqi nationalists, to point the way to the political future.


The expedition’s aims were primarily strategic. The Ottoman Empire was the world’s only remaining Muslim state, and if Britain went to war with it – as seemed almost inevitable in September 1914 – a wider Islamic movement, perhaps even a religious war, could spread through Persia and threaten the security of the British Raj in India. The display of British military power was aimed at impressing the Arabs, and supporting Britain’s key allies in the Persian Gulf region, the Sheikhs of Kuwait and Mohammerah (now Khorramshahr). Oil was also an issue, but a secondary one in 1914. Britain had part ownership of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, which had begun to pump oil in 1912. The company’s oilfields in southern Persia, and the pipeline to its refinery at Abadan on the Shatt-al-Arab, the border between Persia and the Ottoman empire, were strategically important. But Britain did not use its own military forces to guarantee their security: this was done economically by arrangement with a local potentate, the Sheikh of Mohammerah. The oil in Mesopotamia itself did not loom large in British strategic calculations when the war broke out. But by the time it ended, this was changing. The potential oil resources of Mosul province were beginning to exert an influence on the developing idea of establishing an Arab state in the conquered territory.


An Arab state was a remote prospect in 1914. The Mesopotamia expedition was sent by the British Government of India; and the rulers of India had a low opinion of Arab political capacity. More importantly, they had no wish to see an Arab state emerge in an area of British paramountcy. Some actually foresaw the transformation of Mesopotamia into an Indian colony, where the colonists might outnumber the natives ten to one. The people responsible for administering the territory occupied by the expeditionary force pursued a policy that diverged from the British government’s policy. During the war, a new world order emerged based on the principle of national self-determination. By 1918 Britain was committed to this principle, but the men who governed Iraq in its name believed that self-determination was a sham.


It was the local administrators who made sure that the three former provinces of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul should be turned into a single political entity. The British government, from the moment of the invasion onwards, found itself adjusting to the effects of actions it had not expected, or even wanted. The result was an extraordinary transformation of Britain’s traditional stance in the Middle East.


Before the outbreak of the war in 1914, Britain had been one of the most cautious of imperial powers. Given the vast global scale of its empire, on which, famously, ‘the sun never set’, this may seem surprising. But though British power stretched far and wide, it was exerted at comparatively trivial financial cost. The key instruments of global power – armies and navies – were, of course, not cheap. Though the Army was kept as small as possible for a great power – far too small in the view of many – the Navy was becoming ruinously expensive. Yet while the naval building race against Germany had global significance, it was essentially part of a European power struggle which had to be won at almost any cost. Overseas territories, by contrast, were maintained on a minimalist principle: they should pay their own way and not be a burden on the British taxpayer. This meant that power was habitually exercised indirectly, and Britain was often content with mere ‘influence’, as long as it had more than its competitors. In the Middle East, especially, this principle shaped its policy.


At the end of the war, though, something strange happened. Suddenly abandoning its traditional caution, Britain grasped at an imperial expansion on a dizzying scale. The surge of British imperialism in the Middle East was, as one leading historian has observed, just as astonishing and unpredictable as the earlier sudden acquisition of the Indian and African empires in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For generations, Britain had been vitally concerned to secure the route to India, around the Suez Canal and in the Persian Gulf, but it had not dared to accept more than a limited liability. Now it committed itself to dominating the whole region between Suez and India. This was not only a big area, it presented exceptionally difficult problems to any power aiming to control it. ‘The middle east was no remote protectorate to be governed on a shoestring and garrisoned with a corporal’s guard of local levies.’1 The kind of commitments Britain entered into were shockingly expensive; yet they were taken on at the end of a world war that had eviscerated Britain’s financial power.


The conquest of Mesopotamia and the creation of Iraq represented the central act in this dramatic bid for supremacy. The aims of the expeditionary force expanded as it went. By seizing Basra, it secured the oilfields against any likely threat. But impressing the Arabs seemed to call for continuous demonstrations of military strength. Within a year the British were lunging at Baghdad, and by the end of the war they were envisaging a vast Middle-Eastern zone of power exercised through Arab puppet states. This was ‘mission creep’ on a grand scale. It unfolded in an exceptionally hostile environment, and passed by way of one of Britain’s worst military disasters to a military success which itself raised searching questions about Britain’s global power. This book tries to explain why.




Notes – Introduction



1 John Darwin, ‘An Undeclared Empire: the British in the Middle East, 1918–39’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History (1999), pp. 160–1.
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1. Into Mesopotamia







Things are going on very bad here.


WILLIAM BIRD





On 16 October 1914, a British convoy sailed from Bombay, heading for Egypt. The Great War between the Western Allies and the Central Powers was nearly three months old, and troops of the Indian Army were making the long journey, via the Suez Canal, to join Britain’s battle against the German invasion of France. At this point, although Japan had attacked the German colony of Tsingtao (modern Qingdao), and small colonial armies were skirmishing in Africa, the war was still essentially a European clash. After the dramatic moves of August and September, it was heading towards stalemate. Russia’s invasion of Germany had been brought to a halt, as had Germany’s invasion of France. Austria-Hungary’s attempt to crush Serbia – the original cause of the war – had stalled. The Ottoman Empire, the bridge between Europe and Asia, was hovering on the brink of taking the German side. But for now it was still at peace with Britain, the power which for over a century had defended it against Russia’s ambition to seize the Ottoman capital, Constantinople, and the straits that linked the Black Sea to the Mediterranean.


Once the convoy was out of Bombay, there was an unexpected development. Four of its ships contained the 16th Indian Brigade, belonging to the 6th (Poona) Division of the Indian Army, and ostensibly part of Indian Expeditionary Force A, on its way to the trenches in Flanders. As they steamed slowly across the Indian Ocean, the brigade commander, Brigadier-General Walter Delamain, opened sealed orders he had been handed on embarkation. His brigade was to divert into the Persian Gulf, becoming part of a new expeditionary force, whose mission was to protect British interests at the head of the Gulf. He was instructed that, if war broke out with Turkey, the rest of the division would join him as quickly as possible; until then he should avoid hostilities with the Turks and ‘friction with the Arabs’, but prepare not only to support Britain’s ally in Persia, the Sheikh of Mohammerah – who guaranteed the security of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company’s oilfields, pipeline, and refinery on Abadan Island – but also to occupy Basra: in other words to invade ‘Turkish Mesopotamia’.1 Britain’s global policy was on the brink of a dramatic shift.


On 23 October, under the protective guns of the battleship Ocean, Delamain’s force of 5,000 men arrived at Bahrain. This, he was informed by Sir Percy Cox, the British political representative in the Gulf, was ‘a quasi British protectorate’ (a deft way of describing a long and complicated relationship). It was also very hot. With no hint of a breeze, and drinking water soon running short, the troops were told they could not disembark. For day after day they, and still more their 1,200 animals – cavalry and artillery horses, and pack mules – sweltered in their iron hulls. ‘Things are going on very bad here,’ Private William Bird of the Dorset Regiment wrote in his pocket diary on the 26th, ‘the food is disgracefull – we are packed together like sardines.’ His brigadier reported that ‘our meat in hand will be finished on the 30th’; supplies of fuel on shore would last seven days. ‘No more cattle and no further wood procurable.’2


The brigade was trapped in its ships because Bahrain, although a ‘quasi protectorate’, where Britain had been patiently nurturing its influence for the last century, did not react well to the arrival of a British army. While the local people were used to British warships, which cruised the Persian Gulf in search of the pirates infesting the Arabian coast, troop transports were a different matter. Soon after they arrived, several deputations urged their sheikh to forbid the troops to land. The women seemed especially alarmed, and though the ladies of the American Mission did their best to calm them, as the days passed ‘the uneasiness of the people and their objection to the presence of the troops increased to a very considerable extent’. So much so that the British consul at Bahrain, Captain Keyes, also began to feel ‘some uneasiness’. The large Persian community there was strongly pro-German, and there was a general suspicion that Britain intended to occupy the islands permanently.3


Three days later, Private Bird, living on tinned pineapple and German mixed biscuits (confiscated from the warehouse of the Hamburg merchants Wonckhaus), was ‘beginning to wonder why we came this route’. After a week, some relief came in the form of boat drill to prepare for eventual landing – carefully avoiding the shore itself. For some it was comic relief: Pathans from the trans-frontier region and Sikh farmers were ‘not usually adepts at aquatic sports’, and many had never seen an oar. ‘The oars had a way of taking command’, and at least one man had a close encounter with a shark after being knocked out of his boat.4 But at last something happened. At the end of October shots were exchanged between Ottoman and Russian ships in the Black Sea – a staged ‘provocation’ signalling that Turkey intended to enter the war. Delamain’s force was ordered to move 300 miles northwards to the Shatt-al-Arab, at the head of the Gulf. Bird was elated: ‘Now understand everything,’ he wrote next day. ‘Just told war is declared on Turkey & we are going to Turkistan to fight them. All excitement & cheers galore.’ For him as for most soldiers, the dangers of combat were better than the boredom of idleness – especially on ships. (‘What’s the use of lectures?’ he had asked his diary: ‘Roll on the real thing.’)


Bird’s information was slightly premature. War was actually declared on 5 November, and Delamain put 500 men ashore at Fao, at the mouth of the Shatt-al-Arab, next day. A short bombardment by the 4-inch guns of their escorting sloop HMS Odin silenced the artillery in the old Turkish fort, and its defenders hastily abandoned it – luckily, since the carefully rehearsed landing operations did not work out well. The tide turned just as the landing began, ‘the boats swung around at anchor, the men lost what little skill they had’. Some boats landed, some were carried out to sea, some driven on to the Persian shore. The rest of the brigade reached Abadan next day, and on the 8th it finally disembarked on enemy soil. Now Bird not only shared the Dorsets’ eagerly anticipated ‘baptism of fire’, but he also had a glimpse of a different side of war. When a captured enemy scout refused to give any information, the interrogating officer ‘called up three men & made pretend that they would shoot him’. Bird seems to have found this an eminently sensible proceeding: ‘he soon came round.’5


Bird was not, in fact, in Turkistan, as he quickly discovered: he was in Mesopotamia. This Greek name, the land ‘between two rivers’ – Tigris and Euphrates – resonated deeply with all literate Europeans. And the Greek framed their take on it. It was the land of ancient history, the cradle of civilisation, the site of Ur and Babylon, the place where Alexander the Great died. Later religious myth located in it the Garden of Eden, and Noah’s flood. In 1914 few Westerners would know the Arabic name for the area, al-Iraq (the iraq being the long ridge in the desert that separated it from Syria). Since the Mongol conquest it had become a byword for decay and ruin. In ancient times it had supported the densest population on earth, and some thought it should still be able to support thirty million people.6 But it was now seriously underpopulated, with barely two million inhabitants. (The exact number could only be guessed, since the Ottomans did not attempt a census outside their Anatolian heartland.) The majority were Arabs, but there were big communities of Kurds, Christians and Jews in the north – in Baghdad itself, one of the world’s biggest urban Jewish communities, these minorities out numbered Arabs. It had no political or even administrative unity; the Ottoman government had actually separated the three vilayets (provincial governorships) of Baghdad, Basra and Mosul in the mid-nineteenth century. Baghdad’s pre-eminence remained indisputable. But even this fabled city was remote to the Turks themselves, who had a proverb: ‘a rumour will come back even from Baghdad’. For Ottoman bureaucrats, a posting to Basra or Baghdad was a dreaded form of exile. Outside those cities, governmental power was constantly disputed by turbulent tribal groups.


Like the rest of ‘Turkish Arabia’, as the British called the Arab lands of the Ottoman Empire, Mesopotamia was lamented as a sad shadow of the land of plenty that had once been the Fertile Crescent, arching from the Levant to the rivers Tigris and Euphrates. Its legendary fertility, due to once-magnificent irrigation systems, had died when they were destroyed by the Mongol ruler Hulagu in the fourteenth century. Disorder, depopulation, and the ‘silting and scouring of the rivers once let loose’, made restoration of control ‘the remote, perhaps hopeless problem today still unsolved’, as Stephen Longrigg wrote in the 1920s. The land was now alternately a desert and a swamp, a vast flat plain lying below the level of the great rivers, and regularly inundated as the embankments that contained them were ruptured by the spring floods of meltwater from the northern mountains. Between the awesome mountains of Kurdistan in the north, and the Gulf coast in the south, the plain hardly varied a hundred feet in height. When it flooded, swamps formed in low-lying areas far from the river, and could move around visibly in high winds. In the heat of summer, the friable soil turned from mud to dust, and could be so hard that even the detonation of artillery shells hardly scratched it. From May to September, the average daytime temperatures in Baghdad ranged from 110 to 120 degrees Fahrenheit. Paralysing humidity was accompanied by sandstorms and locust plagues, with flies in stupendous numbers. Cholera was endemic, and typhus often broke out, along with less deadly but debilitating conditions like ‘sandfly fever’. It had become, in Western eyes, one of the most repellent parts of the whole world – a quintessential ‘white man’s graveyard’.


Robert Byron, crossing the land twenty years later on his ‘Road to Oxiana’, evoked its character pungently: ‘Mesopotamia has remained a land of mud deprived of mud’s only possible advantage, vegetable fertility. It is a mud plain, so flat that a single heron, reposing on one leg beside some rare trickle of water in a ditch, looks as tall as a wireless aerial. From this plain rise villages of mud and cities of mud. The rivers flow with liquid mud. The air is composed of mud refined into a gas. The people are mud-coloured; they wear mud-coloured clothes, and their national hat is nothing more than a formalised mud-pie. Baghdad … lurks in a mud fog, and when the temperature drops below 110, the people complain of the chill and get out their furs.’ Byron could afford wry humour, but the heat and the mud – which Napoleon once called the ‘fifth element’ – would create a grim and deadly environment for the military campaign which followed the landing at Fao.


Mesopotamia’s communications were legendarily primitive. When the junior diplomat Reader Bullard, then acting consul at Trebizond, took up the acting consulship at Basra in the spring of 1914, he was attracted by ‘not only the post itself, but the journey’. To get from the north to the south of the Ottoman Empire involved a two-week horseback ride to Diyarbakr, a six-day journey from there to Mosul and then on to Baghdad by raft, and then a three-day trip to Basra by river steamer. It was the raft journey that spoke most eloquently of Ottoman communications. The kelek transported Westerners, almost literally, back to a pre-biblical world. Another traveller described it in detail. ‘Two hundred inflated goatskins arranged in the form ten by twenty, are bound to a few thin transverse poplar trunks above them. Over these again seven or eight more tree-trunks not more than 7 inches thick, are placed crosswise, and upon these, to form a deck, is placed a layer of bales. Between two pairs of these bales a basket-work affair is fixed, which, with a stake, forms a rough thole-pin.’ The craft was steered by ‘a pair of enormous sweeps’ swinging on these, turning it into the right currents and away from rocks in mid-stream. On the upper Tigris, the keleks with their shallow draft (only three inches) were vulnerable to side-currents ‘sweeping round the rocky banks at the velocity of a galloping horse’, and to wind, often ‘too much for oars to fight against’.7 On arrival at Mosul the raft was dismantled, the poles sold and the deflated skins taken back to the starting point by donkey-back. Travelling in April involved a good deal of rain, but because the river was running high – from the melting snows in the mountains, not from the rain – the passage was quicker and ‘there would be no bursting of skins against rocks in the river bed’. Bullard found it ‘a pleasant way to travel. The raft turned round slowly so that one saw the whole landscape without having to move. Catering was easy. I carried yogurt in a calico bag: it got quite dry but revived when mixed with water; and I had a roll of apricot paste, which looked like linoleum but tasted very good. Flapjack, walnuts, and, when we tied up for the night, eggs and an occasional chicken, made up an excellent diet.’ South of Mosul, though ‘the nights were exquisite, the days were getting hot, and the last two, when hundreds of locusts settled on the raft, were not comfortable’.8


Hubert Young of the Mahratta Horse, who would later become Bullard’s deputy, made the same journey with similar sensations. ‘Never was there a more idyllic way of travelling’. Diyarbakr to Mosul took him nine days, as the river was low. ‘Furious rapids were succeeded by long, still reaches of beautifully clear water, down which the raft moved so slowly that I could easily swim to the shore, run along the warm sand, and swim out to meet it again before the rapids came once more … Every now and then we tied up at some village, where I bought supplies while the raft-men mended and blew up any goatskin that had given way. This happened many times in the shallow reaches, where skins scraped along the bottom with an indescribable rustling and whispering.’ Young found that the British flag he took with him was surprisingly effective in scaring off the bands of armed men who occasionally ‘ran alongside and threatened to shoot us’. Some fifty miles below Mosul, on his second raft, he ran into the oily discharge from the bitumen springs of Qaiyara – traces of the oil that would later be commercially exploited, but for now presenting merely an extraordinarily beautiful vision. ‘The entire river was coated with an iridescent film which looked like a contoured map on which the highest peaks were jet black and the lower levels were shown by concentric rings of every colour of the rainbow.’9


As he finally approached Baghdad, the ever-slowing current and the extravagantly expansive meanderings of the river reduced his speed to the point at which, realising he was likely to be late, Young found it quicker to go ashore and walk. This laborious journey, romantic as it might be to the tourist, told its own story about Mesopotamia’s remoteness and backwardness. Bullard and Young’s route would now become the supply line for the Ottoman Sixth Army, the garrison which would have to try to repel the British invasion. But why were the British – and more precisely, the Indians – there?




Notes – PART I: Section 1. Into Mesopotamia
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8 Reader Bullard, The Camels Must Go, pp. 78–80.
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2. ‘An unexpected stroke’




The political effect in the Persian Gulf and in India of leaving the head of the Gulf derelict will be disastrous.


SIR ARTHUR HIRTZEL




 





We must give the signal before war breaks out and the best way of doing so is to send a force from India to the Shatt-al-Arab at once.


SIR EDMUND BARROW








The invasion of Mesopotamia was a dramatic reversal of traditional British policy towards the Ottoman state. The slow decline of Turkish power over the last two hundred years had become one of the great international issues of its time – the ‘Eastern Question’. If Turkey collapsed, how should it be divided up? Swathes of its territory in south-eastern Europe were already being gobbled up by fierce new Balkan states – Greece, Serbia, Bulgaria. Two destructive Balkan wars in 1912 and 1913 had reduced the Ottoman lands, which once reached as far as Hungary, to a small strip around Istanbul (still known to the world as Constantinople). But Britain had set itself to stop Russia gaining access to the Mediterranean via the Straits: in the words of Jingoism’s defining anthem, ‘the Russians shall not have Constantinople’. So British policy had been to uphold the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, intervening not only to choke off Russian ambitions (as in the Crimean War), but also to neutralise internal threats such as that posed by overmighty governors like Muhammad Ali of Egypt.


Since any conceivable post-Ottoman structure seemed likely to be worse for Britain than the status quo, Britain opposed ‘partition’, while trying to maximise British political and commercial influence in Turkey. Even this was problematic. A case in point was the river transport business on the Tigris, where a British firm played a major role. Surveying the situation in 1904, the War Office lamented that ‘between Basra and Baghdad the arbitrary restrictions of the Turkish Government reduce traffic to a minimum. The English firm of Lynch Brothers are allowed to employ only two steamers at a time, a third being kept laid up at Basra in case of accidents. These steamers draw 4 feet of water, and are not allowed to ascend above Baghdad.’1 Noting, too, that the current steaming time from Basra to Baghdad was between 78 and 100 hours up – against the current – and around 47 hours back, it observed that ‘owing to neglect of dredging operations, the navigation is becoming increasingly difficult’.


So Mesopotamia had been militarily off limits for the British. This hands-off policy had recently survived the temptation to intervene in a spate of tribal rebellions in ‘Turkish Arabia’ in 1910. The Viceroy of India, Lord Hardinge of Penshurst, a former top Foreign Office official, believed that ‘the Turks are in a tight place in Mesopotamia and unable to assert their authority’, and wanted to ‘show the Turks we mean business’ by sending a strong force to the head of the Gulf. Contingency plans were prepared for a Mesopotamian expedition. But these showed that such action would require more naval support than was likely to be available, and also carried the prophetic warning that a local operation might escalate into a major campaign.2 The Director of Military Operations at the War Office tartly minuted that ‘if we wanted to fight Turkey, we should not do so up the valley of the Euphrates’. When Hubert Young made his journey via Mosul and Baghdad to Basra in 1913, he was firmly told that military intelligence needed ‘no special information’ about the area he would pass through; and Captain William Shakespear, the political agent at Kuwait, had great difficulty in getting official permission to make his epic crossing of Arabia via Riyadh to Suez early in 1914.3


But if Britain had steered clear of Mesopotamia, it had always been acutely interested in Persia and the Persian Gulf, the shallow water way (no more than 50 fathoms deep) running 500 miles from the Strait of Hormuz to the Shatt-al-Arab, where the ‘two rivers’ meet. Long before oil was discovered, strategic conflict along the distant borders of the Indian Empire – the ‘Great Game’ – led Britain and Russia to divide Persia into rival ‘spheres of influence’. The British sphere in the south did not include the future oilfields. British concerns were with freedom of navigation in the Gulf, menaced by piracy. The ‘Residency’ at Bushire (Bushehr), occupied by Percy Cox for a decade before 1914, was the centre of elaborate British arrangements aimed at crushing piracy; a series of military ‘truces’ with the so-called ‘Trucial States’ such as Oman, Bahrain and Kuwait established a ‘Pax Britannica’ backed by a naval presence. This presence was limited – a handful of gunboats– but Britain was deadly serious about its ‘paramountcy’ in the area, insisting that no rivals interfered with its cultivation of allies amongst the tribal leaders of Turkish Arabia. In 1903 the Foreign Secretary, Lord Lansdowne, warned that Britain would ‘regard the establishment of a naval base or fortified post in the Persian Gulf by any other Power as a very grave menace to British interests, and we should certainly resist it by all the means at our disposal’.


Casting its gaze back over a century of Gulf history in 1922, a Cabinet committee pithily expressed Britain’s sense of proprietorship. ‘It is due entirely to our efforts that this important maritime highway has been kept open for the commerce of the world. We have policed the waters; built lighthouses; laid down buoys; suppressed piracy; put an end to the slave trade; and controlled the traffic in arms. We have compelled the restless Arab chieftains on the shores of the Gulf to maintain a maritime peace. We have been in treaty relations with them for many years past.’ Maintaining predominance here was ‘an axiom of British Indian policy’. The ‘obvious corollary’ was that ‘the head of the Persian Gulf must be preserved from influences potentially hostile to Great Britain’.4


For a hundred years before 1914, the stakes had been steadily raised in Eastern Arabia. Control of the Gulf was not, for Britain – at least until oil became a major concern – primarily a commercial issue. Rather commerce was a means of securing influence over the Arabs. Britain believed that Arab resentment of corrupt, incompetent Ottoman Turkish rule would eventually turn into open conflict. Its two key allies at the head of the Gulf, the Sheikhs of Kuwait and of Mohammerah, positioned Britain to benefit from an eventual showdown between Arabs and Turks. In 1914 Britain was also cultivating the leader of the Wahhabi movement, Abdul Aziz ibn Saud, Amir of Najd and future founder of Saudi Arabia, who was fighting a long-drawn-out struggle against the pro-Turkish Amir of Hail for control of central Arabia. But the British had no wish to provoke an Arab–Turkish conflict. Experience of tribal revolts had shown that they could damage British as well as Turkish interests. The possible fall-out in terms of wider Muslim reactions, above all in the subcontinent, was seriously alarming. (‘The effect on our own Mussulmans [sic] in India would be disastrous.’) As late as May 1914 the Foreign Office reasserted the cardinal need ‘to prevent, or at least postpone, anything which might lead to a general Arab outbreak, and so endanger the integrity of the Turkish dominions in Asia’.5 Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, had noted that ‘amongst other things, it would give great offence to Moslem opinion in British territory if we took part in a policy of destroying the Turkish government and dividing its territory’.6


Britain did not shake off its fear of a Muslim jihad, but its established policy of propping up the Ottomans was weakening by 1914. An increasingly influential group of political intelligence officers sent by the Government of India to the Gulf area was strongly pro-Arab, and correspondingly anti-Turk. Experts like Arnold Talbot Wilson and Gertrude Bell had become convinced that removal of Turkish power – capricious, incompetent and violent – from the Arab lands would be a humanitarian blessing. The most prominent of these was Captain William Shakespear, the consul at Kuwait. Shakespear pressed enthusiastically for a British alliance with his friend, Ibn Saud, head of the fundamentalist Wahhabi movement, and an increasingly formidable opponent of Turkish power.7


The Arabists’ moral take on the future was bolstered by a growing worry, by now amounting to obsession, with the threat posed by Germany to Britain’s paramountcy. Not the least of Turkey’s faults, in the British view, was its decision to turn to Germany for advice on modernising its army in the 1880s, and to lean closer to Germany as time went on. The Ottoman government’s effort to exert more effective control of ‘Turkish Arabia’ from Baghdad was seen as paving the way for a Drang nach Osten, a drive to the east in which Germany’s commercial muscle might threaten to overpower Britain’s. The iconic project at the heart of this was the Berlin to Baghdad railway, and Britain watched the painfully slow process of building this line with mounting alarm. In reality, the Ottoman state’s railway system was seriously underdeveloped – barely more than 3,500 miles of track for an area of 680,000 square miles in 1914 – and the line to Baghdad was vital for any real economic development of the ‘empire’. But although 580 miles had been laid, there were still three gaps in which movement was as slow as it had been since biblical times. Two of them were in the mountains of Cilicia, and the third was the long stretch from Ras-el-Ain through Mosul to Samarra.


Growing German–Turkish intimacy had a critical impact in 1914. In the weeks after the outbreak of the war in Europe, British strategic priorities became clearer. Oil was certainly an issue. The first military action taken at the head of the Gulf, in mid-September, was the despatch of the sloops HMS Odin, Espiègle and Lawrence to cruise the Shatt-al-Arab between Abadan and Mohammerah. The Odin arrived at Mohammerah on the 16th. Though the little warship could hardly hope to protect the oil pipeline and installations alone, its power was magnified in a region where the Ottoman Navy had just a single gunboat and a handful of Thornycroft launches. This was a classic piece of ‘gunboat diplomacy’, showing Britain’s determination to assert its position in the Gulf, and support its ally Sheikh Kaza’al of Mohammerah. It was Kaza’al’s military strength (he was thought able to raise an army of 20,000) that could provide the muscle to secure the oil.8 But it was significant that only the Admiralty was ready to take any direct action, and even it was less concerned about oil than about the threat of German warships operating from Basra, menacing the vital Indian Ocean route to Suez.


The Odin was vindicating an ‘international’ custom – established by Britain over many years against dogged Ottoman resistance – as it steamed up the Persian side of the Shatt-al-Arab to Mohammerah, where the Karun river flowed into the Shatt. Arguing that territorial waters extended only three miles from the coast, Britain had induced the Ottomans to accept that British ships could do this at will, without securing official permission. This right had recently been recognised in the 1913 Anglo-Turkish conventions, and part of the flotilla’s mission was to reassert the British legal position, which Percy Cox worried was ‘a weak one’. But this time the Turks rebelled against it. The Resident at Bushire reported that ‘Vali [governor] of Basra has raised formal protest against Odin entering Turkish waters without giving formal notification of leaving within twenty-four hours and without having W/T [wireless] sealed.’9 The Ottomans, who had been flourishing their lone gunboat, the Marmariss, around Basra since August, declared the whole of the Shatt and the sea to six miles from their frontier to be territorial waters closed to warships. ‘Guns at Fao will fire on any man-of-war disregarding prohibition.’10 Britain replied by insisting that its flotilla would remain in the Shatt until the Ottoman government fulfilled its neutral obligation to intern the crews of the German battle squadron (the battle-cruiser Goeben and the cruiser Breslau) that had run into Constantinople at the start of the war in August 1914. The Turks in turn announced that they would mine the Shatt. The Foreign Secretary said Britain would be ‘forced to regard any attempt to lay mines in the river as an act of open hostility’.11 When the Odin was withdrawn, it was only to be replaced (on 29 September) by the Espiègle. With Ottoman troop movements also becoming more demonstrative, war looked more and more likely.


But who was provoking whom? The British official view was simple. Even before war broke out, the Foreign Office was preparing its ‘blue book’ listing Ottoman provocations (amongst which the affair of the German warships figured prominently). This charge sheet has convinced some historians of Turkish guilt.12 From the Ottoman viewpoint, though, the British stance looked just as aggressive. The British decision to commandeer two battleships (the Sultan Osman and the Reshadieh) under construction for the Ottoman Navy in British shipyards, which had been paid for by a public subscription, may have been inevitable in the circumstances. But the way it was handled was revealing. Britain knew how provocative the seizure would be. As Winston Churchill, the First Lord of the Admiralty, wrote to Enver Pasha on 19 August, ‘I knew the patriotism with which the money had been raised all over Turkey.’ (Women had sold their hair to subscribe.) He proposed a complicated scheme of compensation, which the Turks rejected. Some say the Turks were not really interested in compensation, and argue that the British had ‘unwittingly called the Ottoman bluff’. But this hardly fits with Churchill’s brutal remark (over a week before his letter to Enver) that there was ‘no hurry’ to recompense the Turks. ‘They may join the Germans, in which case we shall save our money. Negotiate and temporise.’13 His 19 August letter was ‘temporising’ of the most calculated sort.


By this time, British officialdom was mentally girding itself for war with Turkey. The war in Europe was taking the unexpected form that was to become so grimly familiar over the following years. At the end of August, the German Army had crushed the advancing Russians in the battle of Tannenberg, but in France its commanders had lost their nerve at the knife-edge battle of the Marne and fallen back. Yet any hope of Anglo-French victory was soon buried on the River Aisne, where the retreating Germans halted and dug in. The trench warfare that would create the ‘Western Front’ had begun, and by the end of September the fighting line had extended all the way to the Channel coast. Months and years of attritional battle would follow.


General Sir Edmund Barrow, the Military Secretary at the India Office, and his minister, Lord Crewe, were sure ‘from the very outbreak of the war that Turkey sooner or later would be involved’. In that case, Barrow wrote, ‘the great danger of pan-Islamic combination against us in India would become both imminent and vital’. This ominous argument would echo throughout the war. The Army had long worried that the Ottoman Sultan’s role as Caliph of Islam might give ‘a religious character’ to wars between him and Christian powers. This invoked deep-seated Western fears of the possible upsurge of Muslim fanaticism, jihad, which could prove disastrous for British power. Some years before the war, the military authorities had warned that ‘hostility to the head of the Mahomedan religion cannot fail to have very far-reaching military consequences for an empire which contains so many of the Sultan’s co-religionists’. Even success in such a war might be risky, while failure ‘would be followed by a general uprising against British authority throughout the East’.14


When Winston Churchill proposed to send a flotilla of destroyers up through the Dardanelles to torpedo the German ships (and encourage the neutral Balkan states to join the Allies), he raised a chorus of alarm in Egypt as well as India. The Prime Minister thought that Turkey ‘ought to be compelled to strike the first blow’. At the same time, official attitudes were hardening. At the Foreign Office, Sir Eyre Crowe had decided (two days before Churchill wrote to Enver) that ‘the Turks are, and have been, playing with us’. A week later he fumed that ‘our representations on the subject of British grievances are treated by the Turkish Govt. with undisguised contempt’, and another week on he had abandoned belief in ‘the prospect of Turkey remaining neutral’. So Britain should begin ‘precautionary measures’; and at this point Mesopotamia began to come into the frame. At the end of August the Admiralty, in the shape of Admiral Slade, former commander of the East Indies station, started nagging General Barrow about the area’s strategic importance, the need to protect the Anglo-Persian Oil Company oilfields and refineries, and the advantage of encouraging friendly Arabs. Slade was himself a director of the APOC.


The India Office agreed that ‘leaving the head of the Gulf derelict’ would have a disastrous effect not just in that area, but in India as well. Arthur Hirtzel, the Political Secretary at the India Office, thought that Britain could not afford to wait while the main issues were being settled elsewhere, and in particular ‘we cannot begin by sacrificing the Sheikh of Kuwait’. Sheikh Mubarak was Britain’s firmest ally in the Gulf, a venerable potentate with genuine pro-British sentiments. (Sheikh Kaza’al of Mohammerah, by contrast, was judged by Cox to be ‘more of a politician’, if equally sound and statesmanlike as an ally.) Barrow took up Hirtzel’s line with alacrity. Warning that if the two sheikhs were attacked or ‘seduced’, ‘all our prestige and our labours of years will vanish in air’, he suggested that Indian Expeditionary Force B – slated to be sent to East Africa – should immediately occupy Abadan and Mohammerah. At first the Secretary of State was ‘obdurate’ against the idea, but Barrow kept up the pressure as a series of reports of Turko-German preparations came in. These reports were mere unsubstantiated rumours, but their message was instinctively believed. On 24 September even the reluctant Crewe accepted (on the basis of further unsubstantiated reports from agents in Baghdad and Basra) that the Turks were ‘now trying to win over the Arabs to a Jehad against us’. He suggested that Barrow ‘talk it over with Shakespear – the Arab explorer’. This was the opening Barrow needed. The ground was prepared for the dramatic proposal he presented to Crewe two days later, shortly before the Espiègle arrived at Abadan.


Barrow, a former divisional commander in India (who had been passed over for the chief command there – some said because his wife was indiscreet), did more than any other individual to launch the Mesopotamia campaign.15 His policy paper, ‘the Role of India in a Turkish War’, started from the arresting assertion that ‘all the omens point to war with Turkey within a few weeks or even days’, and weighed its implications. It would not necessarily worry India, he said – unless the Turks succeeded in getting the Arabs on their side. That would open up India’s nightmare scenario: the Turks would ‘proclaim a Jehad and endeavour to raise Afghanistan and the Frontier tribes against us’. So the aim must be above all to ‘avert a Turko-Arab coalition’. Barrow noted that ‘Turkey has been intriguing right and left to win over the Arabs’, and if it were true that, as had been reported, ‘even Bin Saood [ibn Saud], the leading Arab chief, has been induced to join the Turks, we may expect serious trouble both in Mesopotamia and in Egypt’.


Barrow actually doubted this particular report – according to Major Shakespear, Ibn Saud’s hatred of the Turks was ‘too pronounced to admit of an easy surrender to their blandishments’. Shakespear, one of the select band of British political agents who had explored Arabia in the years before the war, had become a close friend of the Amir. He was ‘convinced that we have only to give him some sure sign of our intention to support him and the Arabs generally against the Turks’. But how could Britain give such a sign, and when? Barrow thought ‘we must give the signal before war breaks out’, and the best way to do it was ‘to send a force from India to the Shatt-el-Arab at once’. Since troops and ships were already prepared in Bombay, this could be done ‘without arousing any suspicion’. The expedition could arrive at the mouth of the Shatt-al-Arab ‘without a soul knowing anything about its despatch for this purpose’. This ‘unexpected stroke’ would have a ‘startling effect’. Quite a small force – a single infantry brigade bolstered by two mountain artillery batteries and two sapper companies – would be enough, at least until war broke out. (Then it would have to be reinforced, because it would be ‘necessary to occupy Basra at once’.) It could land either on Persian territory at Mohammerah, or on Abadan island – ‘ostensibly to protect the oil installations, but in reality to notify to the Turks that we meant business and to the Arabs that we were ready to support them’.16 Britain’s priorities were clear.


Barrow did not just send his paper up to the Secretary of State, Lord Crewe; he took the idea over to Maurice Hankey at the Committee of Imperial Defence, where it was immediately approved.17 Crewe telegraphed to the Viceroy of India, Lord Hardinge, that because ‘the situation as regards Turkey is most menacing, it may be necessary to demonstrate at the head of the Persian Gulf’. Assuming the Cabinet accepted this, a brigade should be shipped at once ‘as if they were urgently required for Egypt, but with sealed orders to proceed to the Shatt-al-Arab’. The Cabinet hesitated for a couple of days when the situation seemed to be improving, but then agreed. The die was cast.


The only resistance to Barrow’s ‘startling effect’ came from the Viceroy himself, and it signalled a difference of view between Britain and India that would soon become wider. Hardinge was still worried that worsening relations with Turkey would upset wider Muslim opinion. Turkish violations of neutrality, as with the German battle squadron, were ‘too technical to be understood by the Mahomedan masses’, but the presence of British ships and the landing of British troops in Turkish waters were facts whose ‘provocative character’ would be very obvious to them. He accepted that if it was really vital to protect the oil works, then nothing short of an occupation of Abadan would do. But he not only pooh-poohed the likelihood of an attack on them, he even doubted whether they were valuable enough to ‘outweigh consequences of an apparent attack by us on Turkey’. If, on the other hand, the real aim was ‘to demonstrate at the head of the Gulf’, there were less provocative and equally effective places – such as Bahrain – to do this.18


Charles Hardinge was a career diplomat of vast experience – he had come to the viceroyalty from four years at the top of the Foreign Office, as Permanent Undersecretary. Though he had backed intervention in Arabia in 1911, he was against military action in Mesopotamia. He had sharply disagreed with Sir Douglas Haig over this, when Haig as Chief of the Indian General Staff in 1911 called for the creation of a suitably equipped expeditionary force in case of war against Turkey. Hardinge thought that such a force could not be afforded, and in any case his confidence in the Indian Army’s effectiveness was limited: it had too many ‘opera-bouffe’ soldiers like the sentry he once saw outside Government House in Calcutta, who had taken his shoes off and left his rifle leaning against the gate before sitting down to smoke a cigarette.19


London made light of Hardinge’s objections. Hirtzel insisted that, since the Sheikh of Mohammerah – who was responsible for ‘policing’ the oil pipeline – could not protect it against attack by Turkey, ‘public opinion should surely recognise our right to protect our own property’. Even if the pipeline was destroyed, the worst effect would be not so much the loss of oil as ‘the loss of prestige with the Arabs’. His minister, Lord Crewe, feared that the Arabs would be ‘agitated by reports that Turks will spread of our retirement at their dictation from the Shatt-al-Arab’. They must be reassured. Once again, though, the Viceroy argued that the pipeline was not under threat, and even if it was, the APOC should pay for its security. A small force at Bahrain should be a perfectly effective ‘reply to any boastings of the Turks and should reassure completely the Arabs’.20 London accepted this caution reluctantly; but the vital step had been taken. British troops would go to the Gulf, and the fate of the Middle East would be changed forever.
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3. Turks and Indians







An army of Asiatics, such as we maintain in India, is a faithful servant but a treacherous master.


LORD ROBERTS





The commander of 16th Brigade had the kind of global experience typical of the British Army in the imperial age. Walter Delamain had invaded Egypt with Sir Garnet Wolseley in 1882, served in Burma, with the Zaila Field Force, fought on the North-West Frontier, and in the international intervention against the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1900. In 1911 he had directed military operations in an expedition to expel Afghan gun-runners from the British ‘sphere of influence’ in southern Persia, as close to Mesopotamia as the British had come. His brigade, for its part, was typical of the Indian Army. Private Bird’s Dorset battalion was its ‘European’ quarter; the other three battalions were ‘sepoys’ – the 20th Duke of Cambridge’s Own Infantry (also known as ‘Brownlow’s Punjabis’), the 104th Wellesley’s Rifles, and the 117th Mahratta Infantry.1 This brigading was a legacy of the Great Mutiny, and extended down into the structure of many of the Indian battalions themselves. The 20th Infantry, for instance, included Pathans, Sikhs and Dogras. (Dogras, mainly orthodox Hindus from the Kagra Hills, were enlisting in increasing numbers at this time because they generally refused to work on the land.)2 Force D was a kind of Raj in miniature.


‘India’, as the British Government of India was casually called in official circles, had sent this force reluctantly, and its reluctance was soon to become more obvious. The ‘Indian Army’ – properly the Army in India – was there to guarantee the security of India. Many people thought it barely adequate for that in 1914, without sending precious soldiers overseas. For half a century it had countered the menace of Russian advances in Central Asia, the turbulence of the Afghans on the North-West Frontier, and the threat of internal upheaval amongst the 400 million subjects of the Raj. The memory of the Mutiny, when the old Indian armies had rebelled, could never be entirely erased. The 20th Infantry, like most Indian regiments, was a ‘class company’ unit: each of its companies was recruited from one of the so-called ‘martial classes’, whose rules of life, beliefs, and often diet, were different. The idea was to stimulate competition between the communities. This it did, but since men of one community could not be put in command of men of another, there could not be a single system of promotion within such a regiment. This built-in inefficiency was the price of the deliberate decision, in the late nineteenth century, to foster the ‘race and caste animosities’ that had tended to be eroded by the previous system of ‘general mixture’. This erosion might be admirable in principle, but not for the British rulers who relied on such divisions to prevent their subjects from uniting against them.


‘An army of Asiatics, such as we maintain in India, is a faithful servant, but a treacherous master’, the most famous of British soldiers in India, Field Marshal Lord Roberts, wrote. ‘Powerfully influenced by social and religious prejudices with which we are imperfectly acquainted, it requires the most careful handling.’ Above all, ‘it must never be allowed to lose faith in the supremacy of the governing race’. British officers – thirteen for each battalion, alongside seventeen ‘Indian Officers’ (IOs) – secured the reliability of their sepoys by winning their absolute personal loyalty and affection. And to make quite sure, there were the British infantry battalions alongside them.


So an Indian infantry brigade was a variegated ethnic mix – and an Indian division still more so. The 6th contained, along with its three British and nine Indian battalions, an Indian cavalry regiment (Queen Victoria’s Own), two Indian mountain batteries – the elite corps of the Indian artillery, and the only native troops allowed to have cannon – as well as units of the field engineers developed for the special needs of the Indian forces operating in remote roadless territories: two companies of the 3rd Sappers and Miners, and the 48th Pioneers. These were engineers who doubled as infantry when necessary. All Indian units also brought along a vast contingent of ‘followers’, both official and unofficial. They performed the most menial tasks – looking after tents, latrines and waste disposal. They were noncombatants, but one of their most important functions, water-carrying, routinely brought many followers right into the firing line.


The picturesque complexity of the Indian Army survived the most serious effort to reorganise the force in the years before 1914. Lord Kitchener, as Commander-in-Chief, set about redefining the army’s basic mission, shifting from internal security to external defence. This meant that it had to become much more effective militarily, so that it could credibly fight modern ‘European’ military forces of the kind deployed by Russia. The old territorial division of the army into three (Bengal, Madras and Bombay, of which the Bombay Army had been seen as the most ‘martial’, the Madras Army as the least) was replaced by a unitary structure. The division of power between the C-in-C and the Military Department of the Government of India was wound up in favour of a single source of authority, the C-in-C: Kitchener himself. Kitchener only achieved this at the price of a fierce clash with the Viceroy, Lord Curzon, who eventually resigned in protest against such ‘militarism’. After Kitchener’s reforms, the Indian Army could muster just over seven divisions fit for active service. But it was still short of trained staff officers, and levels of equipment were notoriously low. (The field army units were the only ones equipped with the current British service rifle, the short Lee-Enfield, and there was not enough clothing and boots even for all the seven divisions.) India’s undeveloped economy meant that it could not fully equip, from its own resources, even a single infantryman.


This was not an army that was prepared for a war like that of 1914. As the British official history pointed out, the possibility that Britain and its empire would be involved in a world war at the same time that India would need British help to make good its shortages ‘had not been allowed for’. The kind of manpower expansion that such a war would require was simply beyond the capacity of the Indian recruitment system. Compulsory military service was not an option, even in extremis. The idea of a short-service system with a large active reserve – conscription on the European model – had been dismissed as ‘unsuitable to the country and to some extent politically undesirable’.3 But the size of the army was ultimately limited not by recruitment but by the fixed belief that Indian soldiers could only reach a ‘European’ level of effectiveness if commanded by British officers who knew and understood them. Such officers, who had to know several languages and spend a long time with their men, could not just be multiplied at will.


The Ottoman troops who fell back as the 16th Brigade advanced were not much better prepared for modern war. Though the head of the Persian Gulf was obviously a point of major strategic importance, it lay at the far end of a very thinly stretched military structure. The Ottoman Army had been shaken up in the years before 1914. The bloodless coup of the Committee of Union and Progress, a group of modernising military officers, in 1908 was quickly followed by a reactionary uprising in favour of the restoration of Islam and the Seriat (sharia). This left an indelible scar on the minds of the modernisers when they recovered power through the occupation of Istanbul by the ‘Action Army’ in April 1909. From then on, the Army would have a special role in the struggle to modernise – and to ‘Turkify’ – the creaky Ottoman administrative system. (This role would outlast the Ottoman state, and is still crucial in debates about Turkish identity.)


At that point, the question whether the state would represent a multi-ethnic ‘Ottoman’ (Osmanli) identity – incorporating Arabs and others as well as Turks – or Turkish nationality, was still being resolved. After the war, the tension between Turkish and Islamic identities would become crucial for the state’s future. For now, though, the military reformers focused on the slow process of bringing the Army up to modern European standards; the disaster of the Balkan Wars of 1912–13 showed how much was still to be done.4 The officer corps was drastically purged, so that by 1914 most commanders even at the highest level were in their thirties – like Enver Pasha himself, only thirty-two years old when he became Minister of War in 1914. An ever-increasing contingent of German advisers helped to energise the command system, though it could never entirely overcome its inbuilt limitations. The sharp hostility of Britain and Russia to the arrival of Liman von Sanders and his staff confirmed nationalists like Enver in their determination to push military reform ahead.


The Ottoman Army’s manpower problems were less acute than India’s, but they were serious enough. The empire’s population was estimated at some 19 million in Anatolia, and perhaps 25 million altogether – including the outlying areas of Arabia, where the census was erratic or non-existent. Ethnic Turks, who, as one Turkish historian said, ‘must be held to be the only willing bearers of the military burden’, may have numbered barely 10 million.5 (Among the rest were some 6 million Arabs, 1.5 million Kurds, the same number of Greeks, and a million Armenians.) Military service was theoretically compulsory and universal, but most non-Muslims (Jews and Christians made up a fifth of the population) paid an exemption tax instead of serving. Many Muslims – Arabs and Kurds – were also exempt from compulsory service, so the core of the army was Turkish. About 100,000 men were called up each year, but only three-quarters of them actually turned up. The Army’s peacetime strength of around 150,000 – two annual classes – could be raised to nearer 800,000 on full mobilisation, including all reserves. But this amounted to barely four per cent of the total population. Modern conscript systems like the French, by contrast, mobilised ten per cent.6


The garrison at Fao was part of the Fourth Army Inspection area, centred in Baghdad. This would be redesignated the Iraq Area Command (Irak ve Havalisi Komutanligi), and eventually the Sixth Army, when war broke out. Its two army corps, the XII and XIII, each contained two infantry divisions. These, though, were noticeably different from British divisions. Made up of three regiments of three battalions each, they had a nominal strength of 8,000–9,000 ‘rifles’ – barely half that of a British division. Mesopotamia was ‘the backwater of the Ottoman Army’; units there were starved of support services, and especially of experienced officers. (The training effort launched by the reformers in 1913–14 had not reached Mesopotamia.) Most of their soldiers were local Arab levies rather than regulars. A Turkish staff officer, Bimbashi (Major) Mehmet Emin, later wrote a withering critique of these forces. The 38th Division was weak (with only six infantry battalions rather than the normal nine) and virtually untrained in large-scale operations, having been distributed in frontier posts. It was ‘permeated by the same disloyal ideas as the surrounding Arabs’, and suffered a ‘huge’ desertion rate. Its equipment was sadly deficient: few or no uniforms, only a quarter of the tents required, almost no entrenching tools – the Qurna detachment ‘had eight picks and ten shovels’ altogether – ‘no water gear except what they could buy themselves’, ‘bayonets tied on with string instead of belts’.


Mehmet Emin sharply criticised the strategic thinking of the Ottoman high command as ‘impossible dreams’. In their ‘grandiose ideas of sweeping east with hordes of Arab and Tartar horsemen and armies from Austria, etc, and no idea of defence’, Iraq could look after itself. The Fourth Army Inspectorate, he said, had protested that its orders were unrealistic, but General Headquarters ‘could not be bothered even to answer’. Still, he reserved his fiercest criticism for the local command, which failed to appreciate the vital need to oppose any hostile landing, and left its forces fatally divided. There were 4,700 infantry (with eighteen artillery pieces, and only three machine guns) in the Basra area when the British landed, as against the 13,000 who might have been concentrated there. And of these, fewer than 400 were actually at Fao, with a mere three artillery guns. So the potentially decisive advantage of contesting the enemy landing was sacrificed.7 The British had been handed success on a plate.
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4. Basra







I find it difficult to see how we can well avoid taking over Baghdad.


SIR PERCY COX





The invaders were lucky, because they hardly knew where they were going. Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Barrett, the divisional commander, arrived at Saniyah with Major-General Charles Fry’s 18th Brigade on 14 November. ‘We steamed quietly up [the Shatt] behind the Elephanta [with Barrett’s HQ],’ recorded one regimental medical officer; ‘we drink river water but it gives about half an inch of mud per tumbler’. (At least it ‘adds body to soup’, he wryly noted.) As Fry’s and Delamain’s brigades pushed forward, and the defenders at last made a stand, the invaders began to grasp the difficulty of movement on the Tigris banks. They advanced on the enemy position at ‘Sahil’ – a name meaning ‘shore’ which may have been derived from a British misunderstanding of an Arab informant – early on 17 November. The troops carried minimum equipment, but as Fry’s brigade paced forward ‘a very heavy rainstorm came on which turned the surface of the ground into a quagmire’. An hour later, more torrential rain brought down an impenetrable mist, and the ground turned to ankle-deep mud. Men, guns and horses were reduced to a glutinous walk, and the handcarts used to carry forward the HQ telephone cable stuck so fast that for the rest of the day orders could only be sent by courier.


The battle of ‘Sahil’ gave a hint of what more serious actions would be like. The ground was broken by a mass of mounds and cuttings big enough to make movement hard, but not to provide the infantrymen with cover. As they rushed forward, their artillery support suddenly stopped: mirages around the palm groves made it impossible for the gunners to see any targets. Delamain’s immobilised troops were saved not by the cavalry but by the naval flotilla, which closed in and peppered the Turkish trenches with gunfire. The defenders made off, handing the British a victory, but one with a warning for the future. Barrett had already grasped how sharply his options were restricted by the shortage of river transport. The available steamboats and lighters could barely keep his force supplied; landing heavy equipment was risky. And his force had the first hint of what it could expect from the Mesopotamian weather: on 10 November they were hit by a storm that delivered the biggest hailstones Private Bird had ever seen. ‘Our kit gave up the ghost & floated away, leaving us soaking wet & no change. We cannot move about for mud, & hungry.’ The rainstorm during the battle was even more destructive. Barrett telegraphed, ‘Sorry to report that in violent storm evening 17th November 3 dhows sunk, one containing supplies, one bedding of 7th Rajputs, column Mule Corps and 120th Infantry, and one containing RFA waggons and one limber with 350 rounds shells … 10 sepoys and 2 sailors drowned.’ For the medical officer of the 48th Pioneers, the loss was personal: ‘I lost my sleeping bag of camel’s wool, two blankets, my toilet things, much of my khaki including my great coat, and all available underclothes and pyjamas. It all went to the bottom of the muddy river.’1 Losses like these were all the more serious because the shortage of transport made replacement a slow process.


The assaulting troops had, as Private Bird grumbled, been forced to go in across bare ground with little support. The Dorsets were the spearhead of the 16th Brigade: ‘We fought them out of their position advancing over a mile without the least bit of cover. At 400 yards we charged their trenches shouting & cussing & they ran for their lives.’2 Too many of the assaults that followed would rely on this infantry spirit to overcome the deadly terrain. They would rely, too, on the defenders’ reluctance to face a bayonet charge; a feature of the early fighting that would change once Anatolian infantry began to arrive later in 1915. And ‘Sahil’ was only the first of many actions where, with too little transport, the victors could not exploit the rout of their enemies, and allowed them to escape. Then there would, always, be the phenomenon of the mirage. Advancing on Basra, Major Spackman, medical officer of the 48th Pioneers, had to screw up his eyes against ‘a blur of mirages as the morning sun got higher and hotter. We distinctly saw the masts of steamers on the horizon, but after going four miles they disappeared again. Any slight hollow in the desert ahead looked like a pool of water with the leading troops wading into it.’ Edmund Candler, a military journalist who arrived a little later as the ‘Official Eye-Witness’ to the expedition, tried to give his readers some sense of the delusions the mirage could generate. ‘Everything is magnified. A low-lying mud village becomes a fort with walls twenty feet high, a group of donkeys a palm-grove … The first row of duck I saw, I took for a battalion of infantry.’ Cavalry on reconnaissance often had to get within 600 yards before they could tell whether an enemy force was mounted or on foot.


But however difficult conditions were, the troops were happy to be in action at last. Spackman and his unit, ‘all agog for our first battle’, was delighted with the fierce fighting at Sahil, and ‘the thrill of seeing a battery of our own RFA (the old 18-pounders) galloping across the plain to swing their guns into position and open fire upon the hostile battery in the far distance by the palm groves … Such a sight is never to be forgotten.’3 ‘The most wonderful week of my life’, another officer wrote to his parents, undismayed by the deluge. (‘In a few minutes we were drenched to the skin. The ground was nothing but a marsh, with mud inches deep, in which we could hardly walk. That was how we started our attack!’) Another feature of war that peacetime training did not prepare men for was harder to take: the ordeal of the wounded. ‘It was awful to see’ the Turkish casualties, and ‘awful to have to leave them alone in their agony, with a sandstorm coming up! I can still hear their groans and cries.’4 Ottoman medical services were rudimentary. As yet, though, the small numbers engaged, and the relatively low casualty rate on the British side, obscured the fact that their own would be unable to cope with the campaign to come.


Basra itself was not so much captured by the British as abandoned by the Turks. The Cabinet designated it as Force D’s ‘immediate objective’ on 16 November, but Lord Crewe suggested that Barrett should only advance ‘if military situation renders immediate advance both practicable and advisable’ with the force at his disposal. Otherwise he should wait until his third brigade arrived before attacking the town. And indeed Barrett found himself unable to advance. Though he reported on the 20th that he was strong enough, and ‘anxious … to attack enemy’s position at Baljaniya’, he told the naval commander that the difficulties of landing horses, guns, ammunition and stores meant that he probably could not. In the evening, though, he heard that the Ottoman forces were falling back towards Amara. Once again, the defenders had not only let themselves be outnumbered, but after ordering his southern detachment to hold Baljaniya the commander of the 38th Division had simply cleared out without waiting to be attacked. Mehmet Emin alleged that he had panicked, and thus the retirement turned into a chaotic retreat. But things would only get worse for the incompetently led Ottoman force with the appointment of a new commander, Suleiman Askeri, who (in Emin’s view) posed as an expert on Mesopotamia on the basis of very short experience. Since the War Ministry knew almost nothing about the area (the Army had no local maps, for instance), this ‘cocksure’ junior colonel was given the command of the theatre.


Next day, as British ships were looking for a way through the obstructions laid in the river channel between Shamshamiya and Dabba islands, a group of Basra notables and British residents – representing the substantial commercial community in the port – came out in a steam launch and hailed them. They were in a panic. As soon as the Ottoman garrison had left, the inhabitants of Basra had begun enthusiastically looting their stores. The British moved into the town that day less for strategic reasons than simply to protect property. But even getting troops into an undefended town proved far from easy. The obstruction hastily improvised by the retreating Turks was very effective, and if the blocking operation had not gone slightly wrong (the string of boats being sunk in the channel broke apart, to leave a narrow gap) it might have proved impassable. In the event, the sloop Espiègle cautiously made its way through ‘Satan’s Gap’ in the early afternoon of 21 November, and the other sloops followed, anchoring by the Turkish battery at Baljaniya and landing a party to dismantle the four field guns abandoned there. Hours later the occupying troops had still not appeared, and with fires starting in Basra, two of the sloops moved on into the town and sent landing parties to clear the looters from the Custom House area. Fry’s troops, held up at Sahil by the now familiar embarkation snarl-up, only arrived next morning, by which time looting had started again in earnest.


Barrett’s main force had set out for Basra the previous evening, and reached the southern outskirts around midday; after a 28-mile march that was, for Bird, ‘the hardest march I have ever done’. Endless banks and old irrigation channels had to be levelled or bridged by the sappers before the troops could cross, and when they arrived the town’s few bridges had to be repaired or strengthened before they could be used. The ‘indescribably filthy condition of the town’ meant that Barrett’s tired and hungry troops could not be billeted, but had to bivouac near the Khora creek. ‘We were so hungry’, wrote Bird, ‘that my chum Rusty & myself went & bought 1 rupee of Arab chappattis & 8 annas of dates, & we sat down & ate the lot, & they seemed beautifull to us.’5


The fall of Basra was formalised in a ceremonial march on 23 November, ending with the Union flag being raised over a building near the Ashar bridge to a salute of naval gunfire. This was undoubtedly a dramatic coup. ‘Another Red Patch on the Map’, as the Daily Mail exulted. Basra, the fabled home of Sinbad the Sailor, was, if not ‘the key of Mesopotamia’ as General Barrow said, by far the most important place in southern Mesopotamia, a major commercial centre of some 60,000 inhabitants. Ethnically the town was a fascinating mix of Arabs, Indians, Armenians, Jews, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Persians – and others besides. ‘Very cosmopolitan’, Spackman noted, ‘from very fair Armenians to black Ethiopians and Somalis, and talk is in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, French, English or Italian in about that order.’ Barrett himself was less enchanted, writing to a friend that the town was ‘full of Jews, Armenians and non-descripts of all sorts, including a few English merchants, American missionaries and so on’. It had, in fact, a significant European merchant community, a number of substantial buildings, notably the Custom House, the British, German and US consulates, and the Ottoman commodore’s residence. Much of the urban area was ‘comparatively well built and double storied’, but it was all effectively uninhabitable: ‘a maze of tortuous lanes whose centres were ankle-deep in filth, offal and litter’, with a ‘total absence of any sanitary system or method, and the presence of numerous disease-ridden brothels’.


Seen in the right light, Basra could exude Eastern promise. Mrs Stevens, visiting just after the war, saw it ‘by night, when the palms in their lofty beauty lay, plumed and black, against the milky spaces of the Eastern night, and the great full moon barred the many waterways with shining ivory silver. The houses, with their overhanging lattice windows, propped up by wooden struts, looked like illustrations to tales of Oriental adventure.’ Noting that, ‘like Venice’ Basra was ‘wedded to the sea’, she was ‘stirred by the gondola-like boats and high-prowed mahailas which lay moored to the dark banks. Here and there little fires kindled on shore or vessel sent ribbons of red across the water, here and there lamps shone in house or coffeeshop. The frogs kept up a loud, perpetual chorus on marshy bank or hidden creek, but except for their discordant music all was magic and silence.’ But she soon discovered that silence was a rarity in the Basra night – at high tide especially, ‘tumult begins – shouting, curses, tornadoes of speech, yells, demoniac cries’. And the charm of the vast groves of date palms soon paled. They were, in the end, ‘a weary vegetable to live with’, with ‘an uncanny habit of throwing shadows, but never shade, and in the long days of heat, when green means so much, they are grey with dust, as is everything else’.6 Dust and heat would define the Mesopotamia experience for hundreds of thousands of troops.


The capture of Basra was more than a military event. At the policy level it raised big issues. One emerged in the speech that General Barrett delivered as the British flag was being hoisted over the town. After declaring that Britain had not wanted to fight against ‘Turkey’, and had no ‘enmity or ill-will against’ the local population, he announced that ‘No remnant of Turkish administration now remains in this region.’ In its place ‘the British flag has been established – under which you will enjoy the benefits of liberty and justice’. But just what was meant by the phrase ‘the British flag has been established’? And did liberty mean ‘liberation’? Interestingly, in reporting the event to Lord Crewe, Barrett used a rather different phrase. The ‘proclamation prepared by Cox read in Arabic announcing annexation’, he wrote, had been ‘very well received by inhabitants’.7 Annexation was another thing altogether. It raised issues that resonated far beyond Mesopotamia.


Percy Cox was convinced that Britain would not get Arab support without a definite statement that the Turks would never be allowed to return. The upsurge of Arab national, or merely anti-Turk feeling, promised by so many pre-war experts, was not materialising. The Arabs in and around Basra were sympathetic, and outwardly friendly for the most part, but the local officers believed that only a declaration of British annexation would remove the fear of Turkish reprisals. As long as this fear persisted, Arabs were not likely to give active assistance. Shortly after the proclamation, Cox advised the Government of India that ‘it would be convenient if we could make a public announcement that our occupation is permanent’. When the Viceroy forwarded this telegram to London, he added, ‘we assume that administration will be under Government of India whose interests in the Gulf are intimately involved’.


Now alarm bells began to ring at the London end. The Foreign Office was worried that ‘Indian ambitions’ could ‘get out of hand’.8 Lord Crewe insisted that no declaration of permanent annexation should be made. Since the Allies had agreed that any occupation of conquered enemy territory would be provisional until the final postwar settlement, such a declaration would ‘arouse French and Russian suspicions’. And he told Hardinge sharply that ‘no attempt should be made at present to transform vilayet into an Indian district’.9 Existing structures of government ‘and local agency should be retained as far as possible’, and ‘leniency’ observed in revenue collection. The Viceroy tried again three days later, ‘strongly urging’ that Cox might at least be authorised ‘to let it be understood, in conversation but not in writing, in respect of places where we assume control with the cooperation of the inhabitants, that whether we remain permanently or not, they will in any case not be handed back to mercies of Turks’.10 But even this compromise was ruled out.


In this situation, the ambiguity of Force D’s mission became more problematic. For all the care taken by Barrow in his original proposal to limit the scope of the operation, and so the commitment of manpower, the apparently limited objectives set out for Force D proved to be unattainable. If, as Delamain’s sealed orders suggested, and most subsequent writers have held, securing the Abadan oil terminal was the paramount objective, then it was already achieved. Barrett’s lone division needed to, and – as Barrow’s appreciation had suggested – could, do no more than occupy and hold Basra. In fact, though, protecting the APOC installations was clearly a formal justification for invasion rather than a final objective. Oil was a secondary issue, even for the Admiralty, whatever Admiral Slade might think. Churchill had opposed the expedition as a diversion from the effort to deal with the Turks ‘at the centre’ where it counted, brusquely saying that if Abadan was lost Britain would simply ‘buy our oil from elsewhere’. The real objective was the one that lurked at the end of Delamain’s instructions, ‘to show Arabs that we intend to support them’. Arab opposition would render Force D, and any force that India was likely to be able to field, pointless.


This logic was felt as soon as Basra was occupied. As early as 23 November, Cox began to raise ‘the question of an advance to Bagdad [sic]’. On the evidence of the early fighting he suggested that Turkish troops were ‘very unlikely to oppose us again’, and thought that ‘we should be received in Bagdad with the same cordiality as we have been here’. He was less confident of the attitude of the tribes between Basra and Baghdad, though he hoped that their neutrality could be secured, if not perhaps their active cooperation. But immediate action was vital: ‘effect of recent defeat has been very great, and if advance is made before it wears off and while cool season lasts Bagdad will in all probability fall into our hands very easily.’ In fact, he concluded that it was ‘difficult to see how we can well avoid taking over Bagdad’.11


Percy Zachariah Cox, a protégé of Lord Curzon, who had been British resident at Bushire – in charge of the whole Gulf region – for ten years before the war, was already well on the way to achieving legendary status in the Middle East. Fifty years old in 1914, ‘Kokkus’ was famous for his tact and his command of Arabic – a patient negotiator who achieved results not only by words but also by his ‘commanding presence’ and conspicuous silences, which enhanced his gravitas in Arab eyes. Like so many political officers he was a ‘soldier consul’, beginning his career with a short stint in the Army before transferring to the Indian political service. Knighted in 1911, he now became an honorary colonel, and eventually a major-general. ‘A quick, efficient, and tireless worker’, shrewd and incorruptible, he was no doubt more socially adept than his wife, the daughter of an Indian Army Surgeon-General, a ‘forbidding, austere woman’, not above ticking off ordinary soldiers for failing to address her as ‘your ladyship’.12


Still, he had got used to seeing his advice ignored. ‘I have given up making suggestions,’ he once wrote, ‘the result of continual snubs from home.’ But he had always persisted in spite of the ‘mortification’.13 True to form, his proposal to take Baghdad did not at first attract either India or London. Though the Viceroy was (like Curzon) an admirer of Cox, and had sent him with the expeditionary force ‘to control all political matters’, he asked his military chief, Sir Beauchamp Duff, to assess its military feasibility, and his verdict was negative. Though Duff estimated the available Ottoman forces at 15,000, of which only 4,000 were properly armed – so that a single brigade might conceivably seize Baghdad if sent promptly – any such advance would depend on Arab support. The river transport shortage would mean that the force would have to maintain itself unsupported at Baghdad for a fortnight while reinforcements were brought up. A division might be enough to hold Baghdad, but only if Russia kept up its pressure on the Turks in Armenia. If not, the situation would be acutely dangerous. Reinforcements – even if available – could not be got there quickly, so ‘we should have either to withdraw or run the risk of a considerable disaster’. Could such a risk be justified? This was partly a political question, but in military terms Duff rated Baghdad as of little strategic value. ‘However desirable politically the seizure of Baghdad may be, the military considerations indicate that even success would result in our general strategical position being weakened rather than strengthened.’14


The India Office was also less than enthusiastic. Although Hirtzel thought that it was ‘so desirable as to be practically essential’ to occupy Baghdad eventually, he accepted that it could not be done straight away. Barrow was sceptical, and Crewe was solidly against it. Yet even the cautious Barrow felt that sitting tight in Basra was not an option: ‘a policy of passive inactivity is to be deprecated if we are to continue to impress the Arab and Indian world with our ability to defeat all designs against us.’ But who could now tell what it would take to impress the Arabs? Barrow thought an advance as far as Qurna, at the junction of the Tigris and Euphrates some thirty miles north of Basra, would make military sense, and besides its moral effect on ‘the Arabs’, it would ‘completely cover Persian Arabistan and safeguard it from Turkish intrigues or incursions’. Once there, he somewhat hesitantly suggested, we could consider whether we should go further. ‘But whatever we do, let us not stand still.’15
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5. ‘Conciliating the Arabs’







The task of controlling the tribes of the desert should not be one of the most difficult problems of Mesopotamian administration.


GERTRUDE BELL





Before Basra fell, Lord Crewe instructed the Viceroy to ‘impress on Barrett the necessity of conciliating the Arabs in every possible way’. Barrett should do his best to treat Basra ‘as a friendly and not an enemy town’. Governments often fail to give their military commanders such clear political guidance, so in principle this was helpful. In practice it was more complicated. It was easy enough, for instance, to comply with Cox’s wish that Basra trade should be exempted from the usual naval harassment – stopping and searching, and sometimes impounding – applied to neutral commerce in wartime. It was less easy to treat the Arabs on the ground as friends. Many of them were, in fact, suspicious or even hostile. At Bahrain, where as we have seen the inhabitants immediately feared a British takeover, the consul reported with regret that Britain’s declaration of war had ‘not made a favourable impression on the mass of the people’. They asked why the British, ‘who have taken Egypt, Cyprus and Aden, and have joined Russia, pose as friends of Turkey. The feeling against us’, he thought, ‘is strong and almost universal.’1 And this was in a place quite familiar with British power. At Basra, with its long commercial tradition, the British were welcomed enthusiastically by its notables – who actually wanted to become part of the British Empire. But the countryside of the Basra vilayet was different. This was a famously ungovernable region, where Ottoman power had barely extended outside the main urban areas.


But the resistance of tribes like the Bani Lam or the Muntafik was not a manifestation of Arab nationalism.2 Outside the towns there were few if any Arab nationalists in Iraq, and indeed few who saw Iraq itself as a distinct political unit which might want British support. Authority rested with the religious leaders of the Shia holy cities and the heads of the tribal confederations. There was no reason for such groups to welcome a new, alien ruler. Even for the Shia of Basra and Baghdad provinces, with a deep-rooted and consistent antagonism to their Sunni Turkish rulers, the British were less likely to appear as liberators than as intruders. There was a serious risk that the mujtahids of Najaf, Karbala and Khadimain, the leading Shia clerics, would echo the Ottoman government’s call for a jihad against the infidel invaders. The British did have some leverage with them: the so-called Oudh Bequest, a fund (worth 120,000 rupees a year) bequeathed by the Rajah of Oudh for the benefit of the Shia in Najaf and Karbala, was distributed by the British Resident. The British expected that the income would, as the Ambassador in Constantinople rather crudely put it when war threatened, ‘teach them on which side their bread is buttered’. (After toying with the idea of making payments conditional on cooperation, the Indian government eventually decided in March 1915 to guarantee them regardless of political attitudes.) Even so, the call for jihad spread to a disturbing extent.


Many of the Shia mujtahids in the holy cities preached jihad and sent emissaries to the Euphrates tribes urging them to fight the British in the name of Islam. By January 1915, jihad had supposedly been preached in every mosque in Mesopotamia.3 The most important tribal leader to respond was Sheikh Ajaimi al-Mansur of the Muntafik confederation, and the failure to get him on Britain’s side would prove to be an enduring problem. He corresponded cautiously with Cox for a few weeks before eventually raising his flag in open resistance. Unusually amongst local Iraqi leaders he made a public declaration of his position. Replying to an appeal from Britain’s ally Ibn Saud in 1916, Ajaimi asserted ‘it is known to me and beyond doubt that my attitude is the one which is necessary to earn the approval of the Most High God and the elevation of the name of the Arabs … what greater loyalty is there than this, that I should carry out faithfully what God ordered me in regard to Jihad against non-believers, the enemies of God and our religion. The “blame of the blamer” cannot apply to me, who walk in the love of God and of his Prophet and of our country, and in the protection thereof from the pollution of the infidel.’ He accused Ibn Saud of betraying Islam by supporting the enemy of the Turkish government, ‘a protection to the purity of Islam’, and so ‘my helper and the helper of my tribes’.4


Ajaimi’s striking fusion of religion and local patriotism manifested the traditional view of ‘the Arab race’ as distinguished by its special position in the Islamic world. In this view the Arabic language was important primarily because it was the language of the Prophet and the Quran. This was not nationalism in any modern sense. Though it was not entirely incompatible with it, it was ideologically quite distinct from the nationalist idea that ethnicity should be the basis of political independence. Gertrude Bell, who called Ajaimi ‘the most virile member’ of the Sa’dun family, pointing out that he was ‘a bitter foe of Sayyid Talib’ (who had decoyed his father into the hands of the Turks), implied that his loyalty to Islam was a cloak for his personal ambition, and that nothing Britain could have done would have brought him round. ‘Proud as Lucifer, like all the Sa’dun, and with an overweening estimate of his own importance, his ambition must always have overstepped any favours which could have been accorded him.’5 Such aspersions tended, inevitably, to be cast on all those unenlightened enough to oppose Britain.


While some tribesmen joined a new Ottoman auxiliary force, known as the Mujahidin, designed to overcome their traditional resistance to military service, more sat on the fence and watched the clash of arms as neutrals. Cox’s deputy, Arnold Wilson, argued that this was not surprising. The Arabs were quite ready to accept the British, he believed, but unless it was officially declared that ‘we should eventually be prepared to stand by them, a policy of whole-hearted cooperation was impossible’. Britain could expect at best ‘friendly neutrality’, paid for by subsidies or indirectly by employing labour and transport at fair rates. ‘We could not frankly appeal to the leaders to abandon their ancient, if half-hearted, loyalties, and to cast in their lot with the new order of things.’6 Britain’s only weapon was, in effect, bribery. Cox reported that he had ‘expended freely to encourage members of the clergy and other individuals inclined to be friendly and render service’, but ‘as long as a large proportion of the Arab public were convinced that the Turks were in superior strength, conciliation expenditure was useless’.7


The fact was that the British belief in Arab hatred of the Turks was not entirely wrong, but misread a more complex relationship. Muslim consciousness was sensitive. Anti-Christian activists played on deep-seated fears of Christian crusading; two of them deported by the British early in 1915 had been urging people ‘to carry jihad against them before they wage it against you’.8 (Even for those unmoved by religious enthusiasm, there was a real culture clash; witness the ‘peculiar surprise and indeed resentment’ of the Arabs at the bare knees of the British troops.) Wilson experienced the uneasiness of the situation directly in April 1915, when he found himself ‘amongst the crowd who watched the arrival at the Zubair gate of the first batch of Turkish prisoners’ after the battle of Shaiba. ‘Their numbers were so disproportionate to the escort of British troops, themselves scarcely less haggard in appearance and ragged in dress than their captives, that at first the rumour spread that the Turks were re-entering the town in triumph, and a shrill cry of joy arose.’ It was silenced by the reproachful shout of a Turkish sergeant (who had misunderstood the crowd’s meaning), but the silence was broken again by ‘the cry of one of a group of Arab women on a housetop: “Lord how long shall the ungodly, how long shall the ungodly triumph?” A hundred faces were turned to her, and a wail went up that was echoed for a moment from housetop to housetop: then silence again, and discretion.’9


In any case, the primary British aim at this stage was not to secure Arab help but to turn Basra into a workable base. Even this limited objective carried wider implications, however. Occupied territory had to be administered, and the situation at Basra was an administrator’s nightmare. International law required that Britain maintain, as far as possible, the status quo, yet as Wilson – soon to be a key figure in the running of the country – noted, ‘no remnant of the Turkish administration remained’. Ottoman officials high and low had all decamped, taking masses of essential records with them, and most of the remaining papers had been either looted by locals, or thrown out by British troops desperately trying to find some habitable space. The result was a dangerous vacuum. The old government might have been inefficient, but it had been comprehensive, and long established: ‘it had governed the lives and transactions of the Arab population for three centuries’. It could not be reconstructed – and in any case the British would not have dreamed of doing such a thing.


The British liked to think of themselves as immune to ideological enthusiasm, but they were enthusiasts for administration. Efficient, honest administration was, in effect, the British ideology. Confronted with the wreckage of a system they despised, their natural impulse was to reshape it to meet British standards. Pragmatically, too, they assumed that good government would be the most effective way of bringing the people to their side. The Ottoman system was ‘radically bad’, a series of separate departments without any coherent relationship. Five of these ‘excrescences’ independently raised revenues and sent them to Istanbul. They all demonstrated the Turkish determination to maximise revenue by neglecting public services. Typical of Turkish abuses, in the British view, was the parlous state of the Awqaf department, which managed the waqf properties – the traditionally independent religious endowments that formed a keystone of Muslim society. Since they had been taken over by the Ottoman state, their funds had been stripped bare to supply revenue.10


All the British administration could do at this stage was to ‘set the whole of a strange and complicated system on its legs as quickly as possible’ – and as cheaply. But even minimal measures initiated structural changes. To keep the army healthy, it had to launch urgent improvements in public sanitation. Law and order presented another challenge. Efforts to recruit police locally failed, and police had to be drafted in from the Punjab and Aden, with a handful of British ex-policemen who were serving as soldiers. A new Commissioner of Police set about instructing the local community in British ideas of law-abidingness. Wilson claimed this as a ‘remarkably successful’ experiment: ‘The good temper, common sense, and impassive dignity of the metropolitan or county policeman endeared him from the beginning to all classes.’ Other elements of civil society were added: a ‘modest news service’ was established, with an English–Arabic news sheet edited by ‘an able & energetic officer’, which Colonel F. I. Bowker of the Hampshire Regiment thought an ‘excellent idea & I really believe widely read by the native population with good results’. Several banks – including the Imperial Bank of Persia – opened branches in Basra.


Education would also be targeted. Here the same radical defects could be seen: Iraq had not been exposed to the ‘wholesome influence’ of Western ideas in the way that Syria had. Most education took place in the mosques, where little was taught except Arabic language and close study of the Quran. The few government schools (a single secondary school in Basra, and a few primary schools) were staffed by ‘men of bad moral character, highly paid and incompetent’, who taught only in Turkish. British policy was to open new schools only when they could find enough ‘good’ teachers, so the process was slow; in the meantime they provided grants for the existing American Mission School and the Christian and Jewish community schools at Basra. The education programme would develop as the occupation lengthened, but it would never become the kind of determined cultural offensive that would have happened under French control.11


Nothing much about the day-to-day reality of Anglo-Arab relations appears in the official reports. Wilson (with a vagueness that was surely deliberate) admitted that ‘bitter experience of Arab hostility, Arab thefts, and Arab rapacity occasionally tempted departmental chiefs to embark without full consideration upon policies the repercussions of which might well endanger a delicate political structure’. Stephen Longrigg, one of his political officers, later wrote that British soldiers were repelled by the ‘low standards of life and, as they judged it, low types of humanity’ who confronted them. Common tasks or interests which could produce friendly cooperation were ‘too rare’, while ‘mutual non-comprehension and inhibition between “the Army” and the population were to prove sadly permanent’. The turbulence of ‘tribal communities unused to the new tranquillity or eager for loot’ was a constant problem, and ‘many punitive columns sought to chastise offenders’, not always successfully.12


The Arabs’ comprehensive skills in larceny drew exasperated admiration. This had a funny side. At Camp Tigris in January 1915, Arabs ‘approached in close and took off a latrine flag’ from Captain Shakeshaft’s unit (the Norfolks). ‘We wondered if this would be hung up in the military museum at Constantinople.’13 Usually, though, the target was more difficult to take and more valuable: boots, equipment, and above all else rifles. ‘Soldiers had to sleep with their rifles beneath them, and various forms of booby traps and alarms were installed on the barbed wire entanglements surrounding the bivouacs. Sentries were told to shoot marauders on sight, but despite all these precautions various items – even at times the blanket one was sleeping on – were spirited away.’14 Their inexhaustible determination and ability to get through even the tightest defences was a constant nuisance with ultimately serious security implications. (‘From first to last’, wrote the padre of the Leicestershire battalion, Edward Thompson, ‘nothing moved deeper anger than their constant exhumation of our dead, and murder, for robbery’s sake, of the wounded or isolated.’15)


Private records show how far from amiable relations were, especially at ground level between the troops and the ‘Buddoos’ – the derogatory sobriquet did not bode well. Philip Graves, a journalist specialising in Turkish affairs, who later became Cox’s biographer, held that ‘it is no exaggeration to say that the Arabs were loathed by the greater part of the army, whether British, Indian-Moslems or Hindus’. Cox would struggle for years ‘to prevent indiscriminate reprisals and induce military commanders to punish treachery within measure’.16 One of the longest entries in Private Bird’s usually laconic diary (a full two pages of his little notebook) recounts his experience of military raid-and-search operations after the occupation of Basra, in surrounding Arab villages that had been judged to be less than friendly. The troops would approach the village by night, on foot or by boat, ‘then silently surround it & wait for daybreak’. At dawn several companies of infantry ‘fix bayonets & rush the houses, any house that refused to open when we first knock, we immediately break down the door, & make prisoners of all the male occupants, we then search everything & everywhere for arms’. Even if conducted with the utmost punctiliousness and politeness – which was, experience suggests, rare – such total searches were (and were usually intended to be) inevitably intimidating. Since virtually none of the officers or men spoke any Arabic, assessing the attitudes of the inhabitants was a rough-and-ready business. ‘Those who attempt to run away’, Bird noted, ‘are caught by our ring of men outside the village. They are treated as combatants & meet their end on the scaffold. And of course’, he added, ‘those who shoot at us are either shot or captured & hung in the market square.’17


J. W. Barnett of the Indian Medical Service thought the Arabs ‘swine’ and treated them with aggressive contempt. They had ‘no modesty … strip naked at any moment’. When an Arab brought eggs into camp and refused to accept money, he ‘kept eggs and kicked Arab out’. It was ‘very difficult to get eggs from the women as they scratch the sepoys’ faces’. He disliked the ‘Arab practice of trying to kiss hand and arm’. An Arab woman ‘kissed my arm four times in vain attempt to save her favourite ram, but as ram was very fat I was unable to see my way to giving it back’. Eventually, the Arabs were ‘no longer offering chickens and eggs’ to troops on the march; ‘I wonder why?’ When he saw Arabs being flogged, he savagely noted in his diary, ‘most pleasing sight’.18 In this he was certainly not unusual.


How much did the British understand of the Arab people they now hoped to rally to their side? They relied on the knowledge of the handful of ‘Arabists’ like Shakespear who had travelled through the Hejaz, the Najd and the Fertile Crescent before the war. (As Britain was officially uninterested in these areas, their journeys had been unofficial or demi-official.) In 1914 their expertise became a major national asset: the war was ‘the Arabists’ moment in history’.19 But most of their travels had been in Syria, Palestine and Arabia; in fact only two, Captain Gerard Leachman and Gertrude Bell, could really claim anything like extensive knowledge of Mesopotamia. (Coming from Damascus, Bell had got as far as Baghdad.) And ‘even allowing for their formidable talents it was thin coverage’, as Elizabeth Monroe pointed out.20 These travellers were genuinely fascinated by the Arabs, but they also had an interest in enhancing their mystery. For T. E. Lawrence, who would become the most celebrated of them, the Arabs were a ‘riddle’, which could be solved only by ‘going far into their society’. They were ‘a people of primary colours, especially of black and white, who see the world always in line’. It was hard for Westerners to grasp ‘the clear hardness of their belief, a limitation almost mathematical, which repels us by its unsympathetic form’. They were ‘a certain people, despising doubt, our modern crown of thorns. They do not understand our metaphysical difficulties, our self-questionings. They know only truth and untruth.’21


Those who understood them had absolute confidence in their own judgement. Lawrence could encapsulate in a terse paragraph the essence of the desert Arabs. ‘They are a limited narrow-minded people whose inert intellects lie incuriously fallow. Their imaginations are keen but not creative. There is so little Arab art today in Asia that they can nearly be said to have no art … They show no longing for great industry, no organisations of mind or body anywhere. They invent no systems of philosophy or mythologies. They are the least morbid of peoples, who take the gift of life unquestioning, as an axiom. To them it is a thing inevitable, beyond our control.’ Inertia, lack of formal organisation, fatalism – these were key components of the ‘Orientalist’ understanding of the Arab mind.


It was above all the structure and culture of tribal society that fascinated Arabists. Their vision focused on a set of key features of Arab society. They tended to see a sharp distinction, if not outright conflict, between urban and rural communities. Echoing the widespread Western view (launched by the French in their conquest of Algeria) of an opposition between the pure, tribal, egalitarian ‘noble savages’ of the desert and the corrupt, despotic Arabs of the towns, they saw the tribes as elemental social groups. A volume of Gertrude Bell’s essays issued by the Government Press at Basra in 1916 under the title The Arab of Mesopotamia, a kind of primer for new British arrivals, pointed to sharp social distinctions between tribes: the settled Arabs who had migrated northwards had, by turning to agriculture, ‘lost caste with the true Badawin’ (though they remained ‘of the same blood and tradition, and not infrequently fragments of very famous Arabian tribes are present among the cultivators upon the outer limits of the Arabian migration’). Thus the Albu Muhammad, rice growers on the Tigris who bred immense herds of buffalo for export to Syria, were ‘a socially inferior and possibly non-Arab people’. The sheikhs of the Bani Lam, who had occupied the country above Amara for the last four or five hundred years, claimed descent from a ‘famous pre-Mohammedan tribe of East Arabia’, but in spite of their pretensions ‘none of the Badawin of the inner desert would regard them as equals or intermarry with them’. Tribes could be confidently characterised. The Bani Lam were ‘good shots, especially from the saddle’. The Bani Rabi’ah were ‘a turbulent people, well-known robbers and disturbers of traffic along the river’. The Shammar, by contrast, were ‘a proud and valiant people, possessors of their full share of desert virtues, and obedient to their old ideals of desert conduct’. In southern Mesopotamia, ‘from the head of the Persian Gulf up to Qurnah tribal organisation has almost died out’, but the country to the north was occupied by such groups as the Muntafik, ‘a large and loose confederation of tribes of different origin, all of whom acknowledge, to a less degree or greater, the over-lordship of the Sa’dun clan’.


The need to make administrative sense of the country impelled the British to identify tribes with definite geographical boundaries, and ‘the shaikh, as the personification of his tribe, became the pivotal indispensable figure in British conceptions’.22 Bell believed that the power of the sheikh or headman remained ‘deeply rooted in the daily life of the people’. The essential homogeneity of the tribe could be preserved even in the large-scale ‘regroupings’ common in Mesopotamia, since ‘homogeneous tribes will readily admit a stranger group’, which would subsequently ‘lose all touch with their own people’; so that ‘the amalgamation of divergent elements under a common Shaikh falls well within tribal custom’.


The Arabists tend now to be dismissed for romanticising tribal life and misreading tribal structure.23 As against their ‘essentialist’ conception of tribes as primordial, essentially changeless units, and of tribal society as resolutely anti-modern, modern studies see Iraqi tribes as much looser entities, closely integrated into the wider economy. The differences between them stemmed not so much from fixed tribal rules as from their varied economic activities.24 Yet, though Bell was certainly a determined systematiser, she tried harder than is often acknowledged to understand the tribes from within, as Lawrence urged. She was also aware that tribal structures were not unchanging, and that the urban-rural divide was no more fixed than it had been in developing Western societies.


The Arabists’ confident grasp of tribal society made them remarkably optimistic about the ease with which Mesopotamia could be governed. For them, it was the vicious incompetence of the Turks – ‘their colossal ignorance of the temperament of the alien races whom they ruled, and their blind impulse to draw all authority into a single net’ – that explained the turbulent state of the country. The Ottoman system had failed to understand the ‘delegation of power’ through local structures, which of course was a British speciality. ‘The task of controlling the tribes of the desert should not be one of the most difficult problems of Mesopotamian administration.’ A close study of one tribe, the Albu Muhammad, concluded that ‘notwithstanding the turbulence under Ottoman rule, the task of the administrator would not seem to present overwhelming difficulties once the tribal character of the Albu Muhammad country is admitted and used to advantage’. Even the lowly Marsh Arabs might progress, ‘far down in the scale of civilization as these amphibious dwellers in swamp and reed bed would seem to be’. The reason was ‘the amazing quickness of the Arab in adapting himself to new conditions and profiting by unexpected opportunities’.25


The British were not entirely unaware of potential complications. Bell’s essay on ‘The Pax Britannica in the Occupied Territories’ recognised the impact of Ottoman reforms in land tenure, reducing the tribes to the status of tenants, and generating ‘acute agrarian discontent [that] has kept the Muntafik district in constant rebellion’. But it seemed to miss the point that the impact of these reforms, part of the wider Ottoman governmental reform programme – the Tanzimat – went far beyond mere turbulence. They dramatically altered relationships within Arab society. The irony was that these land tenure reforms had not stemmed from the ‘blind impulse’ of the Turks to centralisation, but from Western – and above all British – pressure on the Ottoman state to bring its administrative system into line with liberal ideas.26 The reform programme, most energetically advanced by Midhat Pasha as Governor of Baghdad in the late 1860s, was designed to create a peasantry more directly linked to the state than to the traditional ruling class. Land was to be allocated to the peasants, the fallahin, who would receive title deeds giving legal security of tenure, while ultimate ownership rested with the state.


But such far-reaching change had to be steered consistently over more than one generation if it was to produce the results intended by the reformers. Unfortunately, Midhat’s visionary energy was the exception rather than the rule; and he himself was in power at Baghdad for only a few years. His successors were all replaced before they could develop long-term policies. In social terms, the land reforms failed disastrously. The rural population as a whole resisted them, refusing to register titles which they believed were hereditary. The new paper titles, the tapu, were scooped up instead by the existing landowners and urban notables. Hence the social role of the sheikhs ‘shifted perceptibly from that of champion of their tribesmen to that of landlords’.27 So while, as the nineteenth century ended, ‘the decline of the political and military power of the shaikhs, agas and begs was unmistakable’, the process of ‘granting or leasing to them or the registering in their name, through fraud or bribery, of vast estates supporting many tribes, in utter disregard of the prescriptive right of rank and file tribesmen’, was simultaneously turning them into the possessors of overwhelming economic power.28


There were, as Bell’s analysis indicated, significant ethnic as well as religious differences amongst Mesopotamia’s ‘Arabs’. The Ma’dan or ‘Marsh Arabs’ of the lower Euphrates area, such as the Albu Muhammad and Bani Lam tribes, claimed descent from Arab invaders from the western deserts – and persisted in calling themselves ‘settled nomads’ well into the twentieth century. But their lifestyle and customs showed an eclectic mix of influences, in which some ethnographers found traces of descent from the ancient Sumerian people of Mesopotamia. The Ma’dan were certainly despised by the tribes of the mid-Euphrates, partly because of their ethnicity (they were held to be Persians) and partly because of their customs. Their irregular marriage practice – the Persian custom of permitting temporary marriage by sheikhs and sayyids (locally recognised holy men) – and the belief that their sheikhs took more wives than the Quran permitted, were particularly offensive. Even amongst the Shia, the Marsh Arabs were unconventional in their religious observance. For them the Prophet’s son-in-law Ali and his descendants seemed to have almost divine status. They had discarded many fundamental tenets of Islam in favour of devotion to their imams. Religious practice was largely private, as there were no mosques in the marshlands. They rarely practised the Ramadan fast, for instance, but were devoted to pilgrimage (to Najaf and Karbala) and mourning the murder of Hussein. For them, the key to salvation was above all to be buried at Najaf.29


The area held by the British was particularly unusual. The vast marshes surrounding Basra formed a unique environment, with a distinctive way of life – ‘a whole world under the water’, as Gertrude Bell put it. Some 4,000 square miles were flooded by meltwater from the Persian mountains from March to July, and became almost a single sheet of water. After the floods subsided, the shallower marshes became dry islands, surrounded by water four or five feet deep, thickly covered with reeds, bulrushes and floating water-plants. The Marsh Arabs’ reed houses, built on stilts to survive the floods, or set on artificial islands of layered reeds and mud, formed ‘villages built on floating piles of reed mats anchored to palm trees, linked only by boat’. At the heart of the village was the substantial barrel-vaulted reception hall, the mudhif, of the sheikh – ‘a perfectly regular, exquisitely constructed yellow tunnel, fifty yards long’ – built on one of the permanent islands. Some tribal branches were semi-nomadic, moving herds of buffalo around the marshes as the water level shifted. Others were settled, breeding buffalo or growing barley, wheat and especially rice. Everyone fished, naturally, although the use of nets was regarded as demeaning – poisoned spears were the only socially acceptable weapon. Strict lines of social demarcation and tribal relations would inevitably limit the Arab communities’ potential for political engagement.


The Arab of Mesopotamia took a strikingly relaxed view of sectarian divisions. Sunni contempt for Shias was portrayed as a curiosity rather than a potential political problem. The fact that the Sunni Sa’dun elite ruled over several Shia tribes of the Lower Euphrates seemed to show that tensions could be resolved. (Indeed, ‘because of the unquestioned nature of the Sunni ascendancy, there has been little jealousy or bitterness between the two branches of Islam in the Iraq’.30) This was at the very least a blinkered view. It would soon become clear that the conversion of the masses of the southern Iraqi tribes, of both marsh and desert, to Shia Islam had massive political implications. It was a fairly recent phenomenon; such groups as the Shammar and the Bani Tammim, who had arrived in Iraq during the eighteenth century, and also the older confederations such as the Muntafik, the Zubayd and the Albu Muhammad, had only converted in the nineteenth century. They may have been influenced by the increasing threat to the Shia holy cities from the Wahhabi of central Arabia, or even by shifting flow patterns of the Euphrates itself, but the main cause seems to have been the impact of Ottoman tribal policy. As governmental action undermined traditional tribal structures, the social influence of the Shia sayyids, recognised descendants of the Prophet, strengthened. In the nineteenth century, the number of sayyids in the Euphrates area multiplied dramatically. It was they who formed the transmission network for the calls to jihad from Najaf, Karbala and Khadimain. In the British Army they faced a would-be ruler far more formidable than the old Ottoman provincial governors. They would accommodate to it where it was determined enough, but their accommodation would be guarded at best.


The lack of any real British effort to mobilise the Arabs of Mesopotamia may still seem baffling. Cox and Wilson’s insistence on the need for a declaration of virtual British annexation shows that they saw the Arabs as, at best, potential allies rather than protagonists in a war of liberation. Cox urged an advance to Baghdad because he believed that only this would sway powerful Arab leaders like Sheikh Ajaimi. He did think in terms of a wider Arab movement, but he envisaged a kind of loose confederation owing allegiance to Ibn Saud – an idea that would persist for many years – rather than a national state as the objective. Neither he nor Wilson thought that there was either the will or the capacity to generate a true national movement.


But the real point was that they did not want to see such a movement. The perspective of the ‘Indian’ administrators in Mesopotamia was very different from that of the British officials in Egypt who were, from the very start of the war, looking for signs of an Arab nationalist organisation capable of leading an effective revolt against the Turks. Such signs could certainly be found. In August 1914 Aziz Ali al-Masri, a former Ottoman Army colonel who had founded al-Ahd al-Iraqi, a secret group of Iraqi officers dedicated to the liberation of Arabia, arrived in Egypt. He told the British authorities that his organisation planned to use the Arab divisions in the Ottoman Army in Mesopotamia as the basis for a national revolt, raising some 15,000 men. He asked Britain to provide funding and arms. The British were impressed by his enthusiasm, but though he seems to have tried not to exaggerate his organisation’s ability to act on its own, they found his scheme too ‘vague’. As the head of intelligence in Egypt, Captain Gilbert Clayton, put it, ‘the details do not seem to have been thought out’.31


Still, al-Ahd was potentially the most promising local ally for Britain. The Iraqi ‘military class’ was unusually well educated, in Western terms. Since the creation of the first military intermediate school in Baghdad by Midhat Pasha in 1870, two more military schools had been set up. They were the first to teach modern subjects like mathematics, physics and history, and they offered a path to higher education at government expense in Constantinople. By 1914 they had 1,338 students – at least 10 per cent of the male school population. Mainly drawn from the urban middle classes, and alert to Western ideas of progress, the military officers certainly formed ‘an important segment of the Iraqi intelligentsia’.32 Many of the officers who joined al-Ahd had spent several years in secret anti-government organisations, moving in political terms from a programme of devolution and Arab autonomy towards separatism. Paradoxically, perhaps, the nationalist officers, mostly Sunnis, became far more hostile to Turkish rule than the Shia religious establishment and tribal leaders with their long history of resistance to Ottoman government. Unsurprisingly, though, they were equally hostile to the idea of a British invasion: al-Masri specifically asked for British aid to be confined to money and guns, not troops.


London welcomed the news about al-Ahd – the Foreign Secretary urged that ‘the Arab movement should be encouraged in every way possible’. But in Mesopotamia the reaction was strikingly different. Shortly after Basra was occupied, while Cox was developing his argument about the uselessness of conciliation, he had an interview with an officer whom al-Masri called ‘by far the most important’ member of al-Ahd in Iraq. This was Nuri al-Said, who would become a major figure in the government of Iraq under the monarchy over the next thirty years. Cox reported that Nuri, ‘a delicate Arab youth of about twenty-five years of age, suffering from some affection of the chest, and highly Europeanised’, was ‘primarily a visionary socialist’. These were obviously negative qualities. Cox was scathing about Nuri’s ‘visionary and impracticable’ proposal to ‘help by converting and detaching from the army some of Djavid Pasha’s officers’, and winning over some of the tribal sheikhs to his ideals. He was sure that ‘the “young Arabs” and their propaganda would not have the slightest effect’ on the ‘backward tribes and Sheikhs with whom they would have to deal’. And even if they did, ‘they might do more harm than good and would be of no immediate use to us’.33


Nuri had unwittingly sabotaged his own case by telling Cox that his group had ‘entered into relations with Sayyid Talib’. This formidable political figure, the son of the Naqib of Basra, had achieved such a grip on Basra province before the war that he could effectively defy the Ottoman government. He was a sophisticated operator, with a grasp of modern nationalist rhetoric, who had moved from supporting the all-Ottoman Liberty and Accord Party to establishing his own Basra Reform Society in 1913, eventually demanding local autonomy in 1914. He was also not averse to strong-arm methods – blackmail and violent intimidation. He was keen to work with the British: he had met Kitchener in Egypt, and talked to officials in India before the war. When the war began, he offered to facilitate a British capture of Basra, if he was recognised as its ruler. The British might easily have seen him as a ‘strongman’ they could do business with. But they chose to brand him a self-seeking rogue, violent and corrupt, and so an unacceptable collaborator. (‘Definite arrangements with a man of Sayyid Talib’s calibre are better avoided.’) They rejected his bid for personal power, even when he adjusted it to a proposal to be appointed governor under British authority. They dismissed his nationalist rhetoric as a sham. Cox does not seem to have stopped to ask why, if the people were as backward and unreceptive to nationalist ideas as he maintained, Sayyid Talib thought it worth employing such language. Not long after Cox’s meeting with Nuri, Talib was deported to India – as was Nuri. So ‘almost the only person who could have acted as the leader of the slowly-growing political movements among the city dwellers’ was removed.34 Without such leaders, the chance of any spontaneous upsurge of political activity was fatally reduced.


Cox would amplify his view decisively later in 1915. ‘The formation of an autonomous state in Iraq appears to be both impossible and unnecessary.’ (The message was sent by the military commander, Sir John Nixon, but the words were plainly Cox’s.) ‘Here in Iraq there is no sign of the slightest ambition of the kind among the people, who expect and seem to be quite ready to accept our administration … It is highly inexpedient and unnecessary to put into the heads of the backward people of the country what seems to us the visionary and premature notions of the creation of an Arab state.’ Such notions would ‘only tend to make endless difficulties for Great Britain’ and ‘serve no present purpose but to stimulate a small section of ambitious men to turn their activities to a direction from which it is highly desirable to keep them for many years to come’.35 Here indeed was the authentic voice of Indian administration.


There was to be no Arab mobilisation against the Turks in Mesopotamia. ‘In contrast to the many revolt attempts in the Levant [during the war] in Iraq hardly any such ideas arose.’36 The most plausible British candidate to promote such resistance, Gerard Leachman of the Sussex Regiment, a desert explorer with a reputation second only to Shakespear’s, was left cooling his heels in India until March 1915. When he was finally sent to Basra in the spring, he was only tasked with setting up an intelligence network amongst the tribes behind enemy lines. In April he was still in the British camp at Shaiba, fuming as he watched the irregular Arab cavalry ‘careering impertinently’ around. His attitude to the local population was based on a belief that ‘in tribal war you either dominate or submit to treachery and almost certain death’. Short-tempered and physically aggressive, Leachman was Orientalism red in tooth and claw. He made some early progress in establishing his network, but in May 1915 was reined in to act as a political officer with the force advancing up the Tigris. This limited him to tasks like foraging for supplies and animals, and punishing Marsh Arabs who cut field telegraph cables. Later, his influence with the extensive Anaiza confederation led him to be nominated ‘O.C. Desert’, with the aim of organising a blockade of Turkish communications with Amir Ibn Rashid of Hail in central Arabia.37 Whether or not Leachman had the right approach to mobilising Arab forces, or indeed much interest in doing so, he was not given the remit or the resources to do it. The British in Mesopotamia shied away from the political implications of any direct Arab involvement in the campaign.


In the end, the only systematic enrolment of Arab fighters was in local police or shabana units under close British control. Harold Dickson, who left the 33rd Cavalry in mid-1915 to become political officer at Suk-es-Shuyukh, managed to put together a forty-strong force. ‘Arabs all and my own creation, but not nearly enough. They are good fellows, and all fought against us at the battle of Shaiba. They would turn against us tomorrow if the tide turned.’ (Dickson, who was born in Beirut and grew up in Jerusalem, claimed a special insight into the ‘Arab mind’. He took a dim view of the allegiance of his local sheikhs – ‘not sure what is happening, they prefer to sit on the fence. A more treacherous lot of “blighters” I’ve never met.’)38 When the issue of raising Arab auxiliary forces was aired later in the war, the commander in Mesopotamia would reject the idea with barely concealed contempt. We do not know if the issue was ever aired with his predecessors; they may also have rejected it, but if so they helped to ensure that their army would campaign amongst a largely hostile population. For a long time to come, the Arabs fighting for the Turks would vastly outnumber those fighting against them.
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