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BACKGROUND






1


INTRODUCTORY



Surveying the extent of the British Empire in 1883, Sir John Seeley, the Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge, said, ‘We seem, as it were, to have conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind.’1 The lecture in which he made the remark was published and remained in print until 1956, the year of the Suez expedition. His line has been remembered, but is often misunderstood. He was not being whimsical, nor did he admire the amateurish spirit in which the globe had been painted red. He was deprecating the lack of serious planning behind an enterprise that had so much potential.


The Empire he was looking at was the Second British Empire, the empire that Britain built up after the loss of the American colonies. Contemporary documentary evidence shows clearly that Seeley’s epigram was unfounded on fact. Even before Yorktown a great deal of detailed thought was being given to extending Britain’s overseas territories for strategic and mercantile reasons. A fit of absence of mind is not an appropriate expression in relation to that carefully planned exercise.


It is a much more appropriate description of the way in which the Third British Empire, the Empire in the Middle East, was acquired. The repercussions of that acquisition still reverberate. The reasons for it, largely unexplained, are fascinating.


The scale of this forgotten Empire was enormous. Between 1914 and 1919 the superficial area of the Empire expanded by roughly 9 per cent and in the 21 years from 1901 its population increased by some 14.5 per cent. By 1922 the Empire comprised 58 countries covering 14 million square miles, with a population of 458 million people. The extent of the Empire was seven times that of the Roman Empire at its greatest span. George V ruled over a quarter of the land surface of the planet, and his navies controlled effectively all its water surface. No wonder he collected postage stamps. His empire contained a quarter of the population of the earth.


At the end of the Great War, the British statesman Lord Curzon, a Foreign Secretary and for two terms Viceroy for India, by then the pre-eminent if unofficial architect of the Empire, surveyed what had been added to it and declared: ‘The British flag has never flown over a more powerful and united Empire . . . Never did our voice count for more in the Councils of Nations; or in determining the future destinies of mankind.’2


And it was in the Middle East that the enlargement of the Empire primarily took place. What was gained there was a huge extension from Egypt through Palestine and into Persia. Iraq alone brought 3 million inhabitants within the imperial nexus. The Royal Navy controlled the Black Sea and the Caspian. Britain had acquired some 200,000 square miles of additional territory. Before the outbreak of the First World War, Britain held sway in Iran and power in Egypt, important but contested by France; but nothing else. In 1925 British influence in the Middle East was enormous: Britain controlled Egypt and Iran and ran what are now Israel, Iraq and Jordan. France, the only other Western power with authority in the region, had to make do with Syria and Lebanon, much less desirable pickings.


It was a significant transformation in the scale and shape of the Empire, a transformation which Britain had not sought when she entered the war and which she did not entirely want when the war finished. How did all this happen? Above all, how did it happen 20 years after Kipling had written ‘Recessional’, at a time when many politicians, thinkers and political economists in Britain had concluded that the days of the Empire were over?


By the early twentieth century, partly because of post-Darwinian notions of decadence, there was a view that the days of the British Empire as a great power were ending. It was a matter of concern that it had proved difficult to raise enough healthy recruits for the South African war, and this fact stimulated belief in ideas about ‘racial decline and degeneration. The advancing front of the empire was threatened from the very centre.’ Gibbon’s description of the decay and decline of the Roman Empire seemed unpleasantly relevant.3


The jingoism of mid nineteenth-century imperialism had been replaced by a much less confident approach; at its climax the Empire was attended by anxieties. ‘After the mid-Victorian years the British found it increasingly difficult to think of themselves as invariably progressive; they began worrying instead about the degeneration of their institutions, their culture, their “racial stock” . . . [T]he imperial gothic themes of regression, invasion and the waning of adventure [in the stories of Conan Doyle and Rider Haggard, for example] express the narrowing vistas of the British Empire at the time of its greatest extent, in the moment before its fall.’4 Even Churchill, not notably introspective, was more concerned with reducing the size of the imperial commitments because of their cost, than with extending or even maintaining them.


It was precisely this concern about national degeneracy and a little England outlook, the lack of a sense of what Empire could do for Britain, that prompted Seeley to criticise the absent-minded approach and to advocate a positive, forward Imperial policy. He was not alone. Joseph Chamberlain, for example, felt that the Empire could provide a guarantee of continued greatness, and Leo Amery, whom we shall meet again, was one of those who were seized by this idea. In the particular circumstances of British involvement in the Levant during the First World War the neo-imperialists exercised a disproportionate degree of leverage, but they were far from typical of policymakers.


Most politicians and officials were against expansion, or at the very least not in favour of it. After all, in 1914 Britain entered the First World War declaring that she had no territorial ambitions. How then did she emerge with so many possessions? Did she act in bad faith? Did she deceive and manipulate her allies? That is what this book is about.


British foreign policy in the Middle East in the war was topsy-turvy. She acquired her new possessions from the Ottoman Empire, a state Britain had ardently wanted as her ally but which in the event was her enemy. Her allies, on the other hand, were those countries which had been her traditional rivals.


Confusion and wartime expedients were powerful motors for the extension of the Empire in the Middle East. But while formal governmental policy was not behind much of what happened, there were some elements of planning and design. I have tried to give due weight to the role, which seems to me crucial, of individuals and groups who operated at fairly low political levels or in the capacity of administrators and who shaped events in the Middle East in the war and post-war years. Some of them had no significant status at all. The desperate conditions of a war of a sort for which no one had planned propelled ambitious enthusiasts into positions of great importance. Colonial administrators and Oxford archaeologists found themselves constructing new polities.


A cast of privileged individuals fills the pages of this history. Many of them knew each other from childhood. If not, they met as their careers crossed. They shared an élite background of influence and of wealth which freed them from the need for gainful employment. Despite their fortune, they threw themselves into their project with verve and engagement, and it is difficult not to like most of them. Characters such as Aubrey Herbert, Captain William Shakespear, Mark Sykes, Lord Kitchener, Arnold Wilson, Percy Cox, Gertrude Bell, Charles Tegart, T.E. Lawrence, Orde Wingate, Leo Amery, St John Philby, will come on and off the stage regularly.


I have deliberately sought to highlight such people because I believe that they were the true decision-makers so far as concerns Britain in the Middle East in this period. Much recent history of the area has been written ‘from below’. It looks, for instance, at the history of Iraq under the British mandate from the perspective of the governed. Such partisan approaches shed little light on the intention of the quasi-colonial power. It is very often asserted that Britain entered the Middle East for purely selfish reasons such as gaining access to oil reserves. My aim is to examine motives, to explore the subject subjectively and to seek to identify the intentions of those who made the decisions and implemented them.


Britain’s territorial gains were effected through the new system of mandates, the licence which the recently created League of Nations gave to certain of the victor nations in the Great War to administer former enemy territories (here former parts of the Ottoman Empire) for the benefit of the inhabitants and to prepare them for self-government. The first question this book addresses is whether Britain by the standards of the time, which did permit some legitimate self-interest, and by her own lights, addressed the acquisition and the administration of the mandates in a different way from that in which other territories, such as Egypt, were handled, or, say, from that in which France acquired and handled her mandate, Syria. The earlier parts of the book deal with the acquisition of the mandates, and in the later parts I have focused, after a brief look at alternative systems (France’s version of mandate in Syria and Lebanon, and British influence in Egypt and Iran), on Britain’s mandates in Jordan, Iraq and Palestine.


Secondly, how well did the British mandates operate? They were intended to move the mandated territories towards self-government. How did they do so? Could anything better have been done? Did Britain selfishly cobble together incoherent and disparate communities purely to serve her own interests?


In the course of the First World War, Britain made a series of assurances that related to the Middle East. An important undertaking was given to France. Several were given to different groupings of Arabs. The Balfour Declaration made commitments to the Jews. Some – particularly Arab commentators – say that Britain broke commitments which she gave in bad faith and never intended to honour. The third task for this book is to try to assess whether, and if so how far, this is the case.


Finally, the most lasting legacy of British policy in the period with which we are concerned here is the establishment of a Jewish national home in an area, Palestine, in which the Arabs were a majority. This has led to the existence of the State of Israel, and the polarisation of the Middle East and much of the rest of the world into its supporters and its enemies. Was Britain party, as some allege, to an Anglo-Zionist plot? Jews and Arabs before 1917 lived together tolerably well. Now their antagonism for each other is terrible and tragic. How far is Britain responsible for this?


Readers must find their own answers to these critical questions in the course of the narrative which follows. My own views are not disguised, and my conclusions are summarised in the final chapter. Some of the criticism of Britain’s role in the passage of history with which the book deals is merited. Many silly things and some bad things were done. But overall I believe that Britain did not do badly in the very difficult circumstances in which policy was being made.


Much of the criticism stems from the circumstances of the times, which are notoriously difficult to analyse. There is also a danger associated with hindsight. Oil, for instance, was not as great a factor in policy as is often assumed. The hostility between Jews and Arabs, and the polarising effect of that hostility was not inevitable. Equally, subsequent events were not entirely dictated by Britain. All the parties involved must take responsibility for their own actions. Thus, in relation to Palestine, it will be seen that neither the Arabs nor the Jews ever made any serious effort to make the experiment work. The Arabs stood aside, not participating, trying to sabotage. The Jews purported to cooperate but worked all the time to move things to their advantage and marginalise the Arabs.


The structure of the book is broadly chronological, but with the chronology focused on a series of themes. This compromise necessarily involves occasional references to events that have already been mentioned. I hope this will assist those who are not familiar with the history of the region.


My original research is in the Cabinet records and other state papers. But this is also a work of synthesis. I have tried to bring together recent writing and specialist publications to make the history of the British role in the making of modern Middle East more comprehensible.


If I may be permitted a more elevated aspiration, it is to contribute to a process in which sufficient illumination is cumulatively directed on to the events of those years to dispel the penumbra of myths, suspicion and mistrust that have generated so much enmity in a horribly troubled region. Darkness is the breeding ground of the phantasm of conspiracy.





2


THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE



1. The Rise and the Long Decline


On 29 May 1453, at the age of 21, the Ottoman Emperor, Mehmet the Conqueror, captured Constantinople, entering the city on a white horse. He brought the Byzantine Empire to an end and thereby shattered the security of Christendom. The assumptions of continuity that had persisted after the fall of Rome vanished. The end of Byzantium was a dramatic blow to the notion that the classical empires of Rome and Greece had never come to an end. The establishment of the Ottoman Empire was one of the great geopolitical events in European history.


Moreover the new Empire endured. It was already more than 150 years old when Mehmet entered Constantinople, and it did not end until 24 July 1923, as a result of the forces which this book describes. It lasted longer than the Roman Empire and almost as long as the Holy Roman Empire, much longer than the British Empire lasted or the American Empire can be expected to last. At its height, under Suleiman the Magnificent (1520–1566), it took in not only what Byzantium had held, but also the Balkans and Hungary, its expansion only halted outside Vienna.


There were many diamonds in the Ottoman crown: a powerful army, sophisticated administration, a state education system and outstanding universities, as well as artistic achievements that remain among the most brilliant of civilisation’s jewels.


But the Ottoman Empire never enjoyed the respect accorded to other empires. Occasional travellers were captivated by it, and its exoticism commended it to some composers and artists, but on the whole it was regarded as decadent and corrupt. Shakespeare has nothing very good to say about it. Lear uses the Turk as a synonym for a lecher, and Othello’s great final speech ends with the fatal story of what happened in Aleppo, when ‘a malignant and a turban’d Turk/ Beat a Venetian and traduced the state’: ‘I took by the throat the circumcised dog,/ And smote him, thus.’ In the nineteenth century, Carlyle was briefer: ‘The unspeakable Turk’. By then contempt for Islam was the confluence of a number of streams. To a caricature of what was exotic, myth and prejudice were added. Muslims were blamed for the Indian Mutiny. Atrocities against Christian communities were well documented, and, politically, Turkish hostility to movements for independence, in the Aegean, for instance, served to represent the Ottomans as the enemies of progress and enlightenment. Gladstone referred to the Koran as ‘that accursed book’.


Decadence was the crux of the matter, not just in the sense of moral degeneracy, but decay in the system of the Empire itself. The Empire’s decline fascinated Western observers and absorbed statesmen’s attention for several hundred years. It was Tsar Nicholas I who first used the term ‘the Sick Man’ (though not ‘of Europe’) to refer to the Empire. He did so in 1853, but the debate about what would replace the authority of the Ottomans had become a live issue as long before as 1699 and the Peace of Karlowitz.


That peace treaty involved the Ottoman surrender of substantial European territory, including Hungary. It was assumed that the total collapse of the Empire was imminent. The assumption was reinforced by the subsequent Russo-Turkish Wars and a proposed partition by Catherine the Great and the Emperor Joseph II.


A powerful symbol of Ottoman weakness was the concessions they were required to make to foreign powers: ‘Capitulations’, humiliating derogations from the normal status of sovereignty. The Capitulations were in theory bilateral agreements between the Ottoman Empire and European powers. They were contractual and ostensibly conveyed advantages to both contracting parties. In reality, they were distinctly one-sided and conceded benefits to the European power in question – usually France. Originally the word ‘capitulate’ meant simply to place items under headings, and the pejorative sense derives from the history of the Ottomans. The Capitulations existed until 1923, when they were abolished by Article 28 of the Treaty of Lausanne.


The Sick Man of Europe was, however, a long time a’dying. Land was lost year by year and repeated humiliations were imposed by the great powers, but the Empire was still in existence in 1914. Competition among those who eyed the spoils worked to the Empire’s advantage. It would have survived the war if it had joined the Ententes and not the Central Powers, as it might well have done. The Middle East might have had a happier history if it had. Talk of ‘The Eastern Question’ began after 1821, when the Greeks claimed independence. But the Question, like the interest in the Sick Man’s Health, was founded on flawed premises. The Answers were sound, but the Question was not. More than a century after the Eastern Question was enunciated, Turkey, at the western end of the empire, was recovering, regaining confidence, and preparing to emerge as a strong modern lay state, which would withstand the turbulence of the twentieth century.


2. France and the Ottomans


On 1 July 1798 Napoleon landed at Alexandria. His mission was to annexe Egypt. He proclaimed himself the Liberator of the Ottoman Subjects. Exactly one month later, Nelson engaged the French fleet at the Battle of the Nile. Using inspired and unorthodox tactics he inserted part of his command between the shore and the French vessels and destroyed virtually every one of them. On land, Napoleon’s army enjoyed some successes, but without his fleet and facing strong resistance, his mission was doomed.


His reaction was to turn defeat into a personal success. His subordinate, Kléber, was left in Egypt to extricate a defeated and demoralised army, but Napoleon himself hastened back to France to report a triumph, not a disaster, and to create a legend. There were few to question his account, and his speech before the Battle of the Pyramids, just three weeks after his arrival at Alexandria, was the stuff of epic adventure: ‘Soldiers, forty centuries are looking down on you!’ Despite its failure, Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign continued a tradition and reinforced French ambition. There were echoes of the achievements of the French crusading knights who had been dominant in the Levant, and France’s interest in the area was refreshed and reinvigorated.


The Commercial Capitulations granted by Suleiman the Magnificent in 1536 had marked the beginning of France’s eminence in the Middle East, a domination achieved in part by support for the Ottomans. Only from 1840, when the British intervened to save Egypt from Turkey, did Britain begin to challenge France in the area. In 1856 and 1877 Britain became further involved, supporting Turkey against Russia. British influence consolidated as a result of her involvement in the Suez Canal.


Increasingly, Britain’s power base in the region lay in Egypt. France’s political influence there came to an end when the system of Dual Control finished in 1883. Dual Control was a humiliating arrangement which meant that French and British officers ran the Egyptian economy – only one of a series of embarrassing devices that brought Egypt under the supervision of foreign governments during the rule of Ismail, whose descriptive title, ‘the Magnificent’, had more to do with his ambitions than his achievements. By the end of the nineteenth century, at a political level, Britain had supplanted France as the dominant power to the extent that in 1903 the Persian Gulf was being referred to as ‘the Curzon Lake’. But France’s ambitions in the area were certainly not at an end. Her cultural and financial influence continued to be very important. By 1913 she had no fewer than 402 educational establishments in the Middle East with 112,000 students.1 French was almost the official language of the Ottoman Empire.


From Britain’s perspective, the importance of the area was that it controlled the approach to her most valuable overseas possession, India. Britain’s interests in India were vulnerable. For most of the nineteenth century, the threats to the Indian connection were from Russia and France. These threats coalesced with the Franco-Russian Alliance of 1894, and to them was added a new threat from Germany, whose naval power was beginning to challenge Britain’s, and who had obtained a concession for the Baghdad railway in 1903.


At times, Britain’s fears of German ambitions regarding India seem slightly paranoid, the Great Game here a little remote from reality. But as relations between the Entente and the Central Powers deteriorated, Germany did develop certain definite policies. The Kaiser was personally involved and went out of his way to woo the sultan, Abdul Hamid. Following the sultan’s repression of an Armenian uprising in August 1896, the Kaiser sent him a signed photograph to mark the sultan’s birthday, just as the latter was being denounced by other European leaders as Abdul the Damned. The Kaiser had been emotionally captivated by a tour of the Middle East, from which he emerged in the guise of Hajji Wilhelm, a defender of the Muslim peoples offering his protection, via the sultan, ‘to 300 million Moslems’ the world over. At another level, there was the practical strategy of stripping Britain of her Indian Empire. In the moods of despair and elation which alternated in the days running up to the declaration of war he could see ‘the famous encirclement of Germany . . . has now finally become an accepted fact’. But ‘if we are to be bled to death, at least England shall lose India’.2


To address the new situation, Britain entered into two important agreements, the Ententes, the first with France, and then the second, with Russia. We shall look at them after considering what India meant to Britain.


3. The Indian Dimension


In 1807 Napoleon and Tsar Alexander I of Russia were at war. Napoleon had just defeated the Russian armies at the Battle of Friedland. On 7 July the Emperor and the Tsar met on a barge on the River Niemen at Tilsit, now the Russian city of Sovetsk, to talk about ending their war. The Fourth Coalition, the alliance against Napoleon of which Britain was a member, was at an end.


As France and Russia made their peace they agreed to combine to take India from Britain. The plan came to nothing, but the threat was taken seriously. On their own account six years earlier the Russians had indeed assembled an invasion force to threaten India. From this time until almost the eve of the First World War, British foreign policy was preoccupied by nothing more than the threat to India that was posed by France and Russia, either separately or, in the worst nightmare, together.


France was Britain’s traditional enemy, well known for her expansionist visions. The Russian Empire was equally and inescapably expansionist. For some hundreds of years it had been expanding its size by around 20,000 square miles a year. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Britain and Russia were 2,000 miles apart in Asia; by the end of the century, they were only some hundreds of miles apart, sometimes less.3


India, a vital component in Britain’s mercantile model, ‘an English barrack in the Oriental Seas’,4 was set in waters ruled by the Royal Navy and defended by a standing army paid for by the subcontinent and not by the metropolitan power: almost a quarter of a million men, as many as made up the legions with which Marcus Aurelius defended the Roman Empire.5 In addition, about half the British Army was stationed in India in the run-up to the First World War. India’s own army was far larger than the British force. The Indian Army was not used only for policing the subcontinent. It was used widely outside India itself.


Gladstone, sounding like an early Automobile Association scout, talked of the link to India as being like the Great North Road. The link was partly by sea, but partly by land. The land approaches ran through the Levant, and whoever controlled these approaches controlled India. That simple sentence explains British policy in the area from 1798 until 1948. The importance of India from a strategic point of view and from the point of view of its significance in the thinking of the time was critical. It was not just part of the British Empire. It was an Empire in its own right. At the beginning of the twentieth century 80 per cent of the inhabitants of the Empire lived in India, 20 per cent of British trade was with India and 20 per cent of British investment was in India. When the Committee of Imperial Defence was set up in 1904, its analysis of Britain’s strength placed the Indian interest at its centre: ‘The British Empire is pre-eminently a great Naval, Indian and Colonial Power’.6


To understand the British role in the Middle East in the years of this narrative, it is important to remember that the government of India operated independently of London. Until the days of modern communications, it was inevitable that this should be so, and by the time communications became speedier, the viceroy and his administration had established powers which they had no intention of releasing.


India had its own foreign policy. To protect itself, it established a network of alliances and spheres of influence throughout south Asia and the Middle East. Aden was annexed as early as 1839. It was from India, and not London, that relations with lower Mesopotamia and Afghanistan were handled. Persia was split in two, with India dealing with one part, and London the other. Indian officials reported to Delhi, and Foreign Office officials reported to London. The two did not talk to each other. There were two policies and two spheres of influence. This must be kept in mind.


The Suez Canal was opened in 1869. Until then there were three routes to India, one by sea, one by land from Alexandria to Suez and then by the Red Sea, and one by land over the North Syrian Desert and down the Euphrates to the Persian Gulf. The vulnerability of the land routes was evident when Mehmet Ali installed himself as Viceroy of Egypt and then seized Syria in 1834. Mehmet Ali was thought to be pro-French, and he controlled the land routes to India. Britain preferred the sea route, for reasons of economy and security. For this reason, Palmerston proposed digging the Canal. Now there were four routes to India.


As late as 1940, the security of India dominated British strategy. While Britain was still at imminent risk of invasion, Churchill had to take the courageous decision to move substantial numbers of troops from the defence of Great Britain to Egypt. The acquisition of certain parts of Africa in the nineteenth century derived not from the value of the territories in themselves, but from their role in defending access to India, the eastern of the two axes on which British international power rested.


Palmerston declared that ‘Turkey is as good a guardian of the route to India as any Arab would be’ and so it was worth remaining on good terms with the Ottomans. Moreover, the Muslim population of India, in all its immensity, meant that Britain had to be very sensitive in how she dealt with the Ottomans. The Indian Muslims saw the Ottoman sultan as their spiritual leader. In the aftermath of the First World War, Gandhi threw the support of the predominantly Hindu Congress Party behind the Muslim League and their support for the caliphate.* There was a response throughout India which included a General Strike and the events in which the Amritsar massacre took place. The Muslim factor greatly influenced Britain’s Middle Eastern policy.


4. The Ententes


The first Entente, the Entente Cordiale of 1904, was an agreement between Britain and France which was intended to reconcile the differences that had come close in recent years to bringing the countries to war over colonial rivalries. France accepted the British position in Egypt, and Britain accepted the French position in Morocco. Additionally, France waived its right to the international supervision of traffic through the Suez Canal, which was prescribed by the International Suez Canal Convention of 1888. The Entente gave Britain naval safety in the Mediterranean and security for Egypt. Concern about Turkish disintegration in the Balkans was consequently reduced.


The main problem that remained was to do with Russia, the Straits, the Persian Gulf and Afghanistan. Abdul Hamid II, Abdul Hamid the Damned, succeeded to the Ottoman throne in 1876, just in time for the Congress of Berlin in 1878, when further partial dismemberment of the Empire followed defeat by Russia. The Empire lost two-fifths of its territory and a fifth of its population. Britain could not risk seeing Russia dominate the Bosphorus. One approach was to be kind to Abdul Hamid, an Anglophile who loved the Sherlock Holmes stories, which he had translated into Turkish and read when he was not working in his carpentry room on marquetry.7 Another was to bring Russia into the nebulous Entente system, and the Triple Entente of 1907 did this. Russia and Britain agreed to live together in Persia, with a sphere of influence for Russia in the north, a sphere of influence for Britain in the south, and a no-man’s-land in the middle.


The Russian Entente was never as cordiale as the French one, but it was an important rapprochement, and after 1907 the main threat in these critical areas came not from France or Russia, but from Germany and Austria–Hungary. It was consequently of concern that after the Young Turks’ Revolution in July 1908, Austria–Hungary annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina in the Bosnian crisis of 1908 to 1909.


The reason, then, that the Ottoman Empire survived the nineteenth century was not that it was not weak, but that none of the great powers dared topple it in case another reaped the benefit. During that century, indeed, although the Ottomans lost European possessions and Christian territories, things were fairly quiet in the eastern part of the Empire. In the west, the Ottomans benefited from British rivalry with Russia, as in the Crimean War.


With the creation of the Ententes, the motive for Britain’s traditional policy in the Middle East was removed. The events with which this book deals represent the attempt to come to terms with that fact. The paradox was that in the First World War not only did Turkey, the ally Britain desired, side against Britain and France, but Russia, Britain’s traditional rival in the East, sided with and not against Britain.


5. Britain and the Allure of the East


In the case of France, the romantic appeal of the Middle East was based on the notion of a historic national association with the region. Britain’s links were not of an institutional nature. They were much more haphazard, resting on individual, eccentric travellers who were captivated by the exotic appeal of the desert, and often came to believe that they had an intuitive insight into its ways. As we shall see, this belief persisted into the administration of the new Empire, sometimes with unfortunate results. The peculiar reaction of many of these visitors to Arabia, as opposed to those who travelled to India, say, or Africa, was to feel that they somehow belonged, that they truly empathised with those who lived there, understood them, were of their society.


From medieval times the East exercised a romantic pull on men from northern Europe, and there was a steady stream of English travellers. Not only men: Arabia seems to have attracted a high proportion of intrepid female visitors, at a time when women scarcely travelled anywhere on their own, let alone far beyond the reaches of Europe. Lady Hester Stanhope, ‘Star of the Morning’, was one of the earliest. She had looked after her uncle, the younger Pitt, and after his death she travelled through the wildest parts of the Middle East wearing male Arab dress and riding astride her horse, taking serial lovers, fêted wherever she went and often greeted with clouds of rose petals.


Around the middle of the nineteenth century larger numbers of travellers from Britain started arriving in the Middle East. Lady Lucie Duff Gordon is just one example of the remarkable people who settled there. They were fascinated by what they found, and the public at home was intrigued by their adventures. The travellers certainly saw their travels as adventures. Charles Montagu Doughty travelled dangerously as a Christian and an Englishman. Many of the others wore Arab dress. It was probably safer for them to do so, but there is little doubt that they enjoyed the garb. They continued to wear Arab robes and headdresses long after it was necessary – to the irritation of the other members of the British delegation, T.E. Lawrence even wore his headdress at the Paris Peace Conference – and they affected native dress and adopted native customs in a way that was not done elsewhere in the Empire.


Richard Francis Burton is a good example of the eccentric English Arabian. At Oxford he fought a duel with another undergraduate who laughed at his moustache. Later he was sent down for attending a steeplechase. He already conceived of himself as a wandering outsider. His motto was, ‘Do what thy manhood bids thee do; from none but self expect applause’. He joined the army of the East India Company, but was separated from his fellows by his interest in native customs and by keeping a large number of monkeys so that he could learn their language. He lived dangerously, frequently engaging in single, hand-to-hand combat, and under the name of Mirza Abdullah donned disguises to obtain intelligence. He went to the length of having himself circumcised, a painful concession to authenticity. On one occasion he made the mistake of standing up and parting his robes to urinate, instead of squatting as an Arab would, and was only just able to convince his companions that he was not an impostor. In the Middle East he travelled extensively and participated in the hajj, a dangerous venture for a non-believer. He had a voracious appetite for information about and probably experience of unusual sexual practices, and published the Kama Sutra in Britain. He also translated and published 16 volumes of the Arabian Nights, which excited great interest as had done Doughty’s Arabia Deserta. He and his wife are buried in the London suburb of Mortlake in a mausoleum in the shape of an Arab tent.


These were unofficial visitors. At the level of government, information was obtained in the usual way, through the institutions of the Foreign Office, rather than from the insights of oddball travellers. That does not mean that the information was particularly reliable. The cultural changes in the Ottoman Empire in the years leading up to the war were largely unrecognised by Britain. The British ambassador in Constantinople was Sir Gerard Lowther, an urbane diplomat who earlier in his career, as Secretary of Legation in Tokyo, had found himself in charge of the Legation. He was out of his depth and performed badly in the east. He married an American heiress, was much liked in America and was thought to be a candidate for the Washington Embassy. His posting to Constantinople was a surprise. Gerard Fitzmaurice, his First Dragoman and adviser on oriental affairs, described him as stout, placid and rather indolent, and wondered in a letter to George Lloyd whether the Foreign Office would ‘put enough pitch under his tail to keep him going for a decade in this capital’.8


In the event, Fitzmaurice and Lowther harnessed together comfortably and shared outlooks. They had a very jaundiced opinion of the modernising force in Turkish politics, the Committee of Union and Progress, the CUP. In particular, they believed that the party was part of a Jewish Freemason conspiracy. Lowther referred to the CUP as ‘the Jew Committee of Union & Progress’. London tended to accept these views uncritically. John Buchan, Director of Information for the British government during the war, described the CUP leaders as ‘a collection of Jews and gypsies’. The Ottoman government was the instrument of world Jewry. Enver Pasha he confused with another officer with a similar name, and he became ‘a Polish adventurer’. If Enver was an adventurer, he was certainly not Polish.9


Lowther gave covert support to a counter-revolution against the CUP. The initiative failed, allowing the Germans, whose hands were clean, to retrieve a pre-eminency they had lost when the CUP came to power. By now the government in London and in particular Edward Grey, Foreign Secretary for 11 years to the day from 10 December 1915, was beginning to recognise that the CUP was the way forward. Lowther was recalled, but it was too late. War was imminent, and the damage was done.



6. Turkey’s Health on the Eve of War



In the Ottoman Empire the immediate period running up to the outbreak of the First World War was one broadly of reform and recovery in which a tradition of religious tolerance for non-Muslims continued. The Young Ottoman organisation was founded in 1865, and their successors, the Young Turks, seized power in 1908. There was counter-revolution within two months, but modernisation continued. Although amorphous and lacking cohesion, the CUP, which assimilated the Young Turks, became increasingly influential.


In 1909 Abdul Hamid II was deposed and Mehmet V was installed as a figurehead replacement sultan. By 1913 the struggle between the Young Turks and their opponents had resulted in the emergence of a CUP triumvirate of Enver Pasha, Talat Pasha and Djemal Pasha.


It was significant that the reinvigoration of Turkey under the Young Turks and the CUP was not directed eastwards, but westwards, towards Europe. The Young Turks were Turkish Nationalists, not Ottomans. They emphasised the Turkish, rather than Ottoman, character of the regime. When war broke out in 1914, the Ottoman Empire had been very substantially reduced in size but in the west at least it was modernised and strengthening. Even in the east it was less ramshackle than before.


The effect of this increasing emphasis on Turkish culture and nationality was to alienate the Arab élite in the Empire. In the eastern Empire a number of distinctly Arab organisations were established in the run-up to the war. The largest of these was the Party of Ottoman Administrative Decentralisation, founded in Cairo in 1913 with branches in Syria.


The nature of Arab nationalism – what it was and whether indeed it even existed in these years – is a key question when considering what Britain meant by the promises she gave to Arabs and Jews during the war, and what was understood by these promises. The Arab interpretation of these years sees the Arab Conference in Paris in 1913 as the start of Arab nationalism. That is to misunderstand what the Arabs were trying to do. There was no true spirit of nationalism among the Arabs. They did not have serious reasons to be unhappy about life in the Ottoman Empire. Ottoman rule was flexible, enforced differently in different places. Arab notables ran their own areas. Local customs and freedoms were respected. There was a resulting sense of grass-roots identity which did not exist in the artificial constructs which Britain and France were to establish. A desire for decentralisation was not a call for independence.


 


* ‘The caliphate’ originally meant those lands where Islam held sway – essentially the Ottoman Empire – but could come to refer to a potential republic replacing existing states and founded on the teachings of Islam, a disruptive notion that threatened the status quo.
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TURKEY AND THE WAR



1. A Delicate Neutrality


What was the Ottoman Empire going to do in the war? From the 1880s onwards there was a strong German influence within the army; later a corresponding British influence affected the navy. Of the two, the German was the stronger, represented by a powerful cadre of officers and instructors. Lowther’s mismanagement tended to promote German influence.


Opinions were, however, fairly closely balanced in Constantinople, and how Turkey would jump was far from a foregone conclusion. As frenetic diplomatic and much more discreet clandestine negotiations took place, the more powerful argument appeared, however, to be for siding with Germany – or at any rate not siding openly with Britain and France. The argument was based not so much on affection for Germany and Austria–Hungary, or a dislike for Britain or France, as on the traditional rivalry with Russia, the ally of Britain and France.


In the course of the war, Winston Churchill was successively First Lord of the Admiralty, Minister for Munitions and War Minister. Immediately after it he was Colonial Secretary and had responsibility for the Royal Air Force, which was charged with much of the defence of British interests in the Middle East. It his hardly surprising that his career repeatedly criss-crosses the history of the area. At the outbreak of war, as First Lord he had to decide what to do with two dreadnoughts which Britain was building for Turkey. The inevitable decision had to be to impound the ships. This decision, together with the botched Royal Naval action that followed, has often been thought to have manoeuvred Turkey into the arms of the Germans.


The acquisition of these two great ships by a largely navy-less Turkey was a matter of huge importance for national self-regard, a symbol of the process of modernisation. The money to build them, the equivalent of what was then £6 million, had been collected by public subscription on the streets of Constantinople. But the moral significance of the ships outweighed even their material cost. Churchill was aware of that. He wrote to Enver Pasha, ‘I know the patriotism with which the money had been raised all over Turkey.’ Women had sold their hair to raise money for the ships. The story of what happened to them is more complicated than it seems.


2. Seizing the Reshadieh and the Sultan Osman I


Churchill could not risk handing these weapons of mass destruction to a country that might at any moment become Germany’s ally. He claimed that he did no more than was explicitly provided for in the contracts with Turkey. In accordance with the contract terms, Turkey was offered £1,000 a day as compensation for the duration of the war, provided she remained neutral. But, as he often did, Churchill left a slightly sanitised account of his actions for history. He said that in seizing the Turkish ships, he simply followed standing orders relating to all foreign ships in British yards. In reality, in a memorandum he sent to the First Sea Lord on 28 July 1914, he singled out the Turkish ships for special treatment. He was advised that from a strictly legal point of view there were doubts about seizing the ships, but that there was no time for niceties. The Turks were aware of what he was thinking. The Foreign Office warned the Admiralty that the Sultan Osman I was taking on fuel and preparing to depart even though work on the ship was not complete.


British officials were told to make sure that the Ottoman flag was not raised – that would have turned the ships into Ottoman territory – so the ships were impounded without delay. Sultan Osman I and Reshadieh became HMS Agincourt and HMS Erin and entered Royal Naval service, where their squat lavatories (‘à la Turque’) were unpopular with British sailors.


The Turks were quite as savvy and statesman-like as Churchill. While London was eyeing up the ships, Enver was negotiating with the German ambassador at Constantinople, Hans von Wangenheim. Von Wan genheim had been authorised to offer an alliance to the Ottomans – but only if they could show that they could materially contribute to victory. On 1 August 1914, therefore, Enver offered the Sultan Osman I to Germany. On the face of it, it was inconceivable that Turkey would voluntarily surrender her national icon in such a way, but Enver knew that it was no longer within his power to deliver the Osman. Von Wangenheim took the bait and agreed to an alliance. A week earlier he had not thought that Turkey’s contribution to the Central Powers’ war effort would be significant.1 Enver’s disingenuous offer did the trick.


Turkey was now Germany’s ally. She was still not in the war, but in the matter of battleships Britain contrasted badly with Germany. While Britain had denied Turkey her own precious ships, Germany now made her a present of two German warships, the Goeben and the Breslau. But first they had to get them to Turkey. The Admiralty knew where the ships were, and that they must not reach Constantinople, but in one of the most pathetic British naval episodes of the war the battlecruisers were pursued ineffectively round the Mediterranean. In the course of the pursuit HMS Gloucester engaged the Goeben and Breslau in the first naval clash of the war, on 7 August 1914. At the age of six Barbara Tuchman, who wrote The Guns of August, that gripping account of the outbreak of the First World War, was an observer. She was the granddaughter of the United States ambassador at Constantinople, Henry Morgenthau, and was on a passenger steamer en route from Venice to Constantinople to visit her grandfather. She saw all three ships fire, but no one hit anyone else. The young Barbara was invited to tell her tale to Hans von Wangenheim, who subjected her to ‘a most minute but very polite cross-examination’.2


The Admiralty’s orders were ambiguous, and senior officers made judgements that were reasonable but wrong. Margot Asquith told Churchill, ‘It was all the Admiral’s fault. Who but an Admiral would not have put a battle-cruiser at both ends of the Messina Straits, instead of putting two at one end and none at the other?’3


The German ships managed to penetrate the Bosphorus on 11 August. The traditional story was that the Turks received them with delight. In fact, they did not welcome them with open arms. The Grand Vizier’s initial reaction was only to allow them sanctuary on very stringent conditions, and finally Turkey took possession of them in the face of German protests. Germany made the best it could of the situation and said that the Kaiser had taken an initiative to replace the two warships seized by the British. The ‘gift’ was largely symbolic: for practical purposes the ships continued under a German crew, albeit wearing the Turkish fez with the ships renamed Yavuz Sultan Selim and Midilli, and flying the Turkish flag.


But the gesture did do something to restore Turkey’s self-confidence, and the incident strengthened the position of those Young Turks who wanted the Ottomans to ally with Germany. Churchill, thinking of the Dardanelles, said later that the escape of the German ships from the pursuing Royal Navy caused ‘more slaughter, more misery and more ruin than has ever before been borne within the compass of a ship’. Turkey was still not in the war. It was very much open to Britain to put an end to Turkey’s flirtation with Germany. But ignorance of Ottoman politics in London was too dense. The Foreign Secretary, Edward Grey, got it very wrong: ‘Nothing but the assassination of Enver would keep Turkey from joining the Germans’.4 There was no awareness of the deep fissures among the Young Turks. London did not know that Turkey was playing off her two suitors. It was assumed that there was straightforward collusion between Constantinople and Berlin. In reality the outcome was still open.


On 8 September, the Empire unilaterally abrogated the Capitulations of all the powers, German and Austrian as well as French and British. The German ambassador was so angry that he threatened to leave for home at once with his military mission. There then followed an extraordinary alliance between the warring powers, a sort of diplomatic armistice, in which the Central Powers and the Ententes came together to present a joint protest to the Porte, as the Ottoman Foreign Ministry was now known. It was ineffective. Two months after taking over the ships, Turkey asked Germany for a loan of 5 million Turkish lire. Germany did provide an immediate loan of 2 million lire but said they would not get more unless war were declared. On 11 October, Germany was told that the Turkish navy, under its German Admiral, Souchon, would indeed attack the Russian Black Sea fleet. On the following day, some Cabinet members had cold feet, and wanted to remain neutral until the spring and then test the waters again. It was too late. Events were moving too fast.


Enver allowed Admiral Souchon to take the Goeben and Breslau out under their new names to attack Russian vessels in the Black Sea. Souchon was supposed to represent his action as a defensive one as a result of an attack on his warships, but he disobeyed and opened fire, not on an attacking vessel, but on the Russian coast. He frankly said later that his aim was ‘to force the Turks, even against their will, to spread the war’. Enver tried to repair things and prepared to apologise to the Russians, but on 2 November Russia declared war on Turkey.


London issued an ultimatum, requiring the expulsion of the German military mission from Constantinople and the removal of German officers and men from the two battleships. The Turks did not comply, and without even referring the matter back to Cabinet, Churchill told the Mediterranean Fleet to begin hostilities against Turkey. On 4 November, Asquith said that Britain was now in fact at war with Turkey, and on the following day the necessary legal formalities were completed.


On 11 November, the sultan declared war and called for jihad. The sultan, the supreme spiritual leader of the Sunni Muslims, was the Khalif of the Faithful. It was to him that, for instance, the bulk of the Muslims in India owed their spiritual allegiance. The separation of the millions of British Muslims from their leader which had been the subject of nightmare for generations had taken place, and no one knew just how serious the consequences would be, whether indeed the Raj would survive.


Like the declarations of war in August 1914, the declarations of November were made reluctantly by all sides, inevitable products of the network of alliances and commitments that had been allowed to build up. It would have been possible, but difficult, for Turkey to remain neutral. If she had to side with one bloc or another, it was probably inevitable that she would side against Russia. And of course things nearly worked out very well. In Russia, Turkey had chosen the right enemy. By the end of the war, the Russian Empire was destroyed and the Russian threat had gone. Turkey’s contribution to the Central Powers’ war effort was much more substantial than anyone might have expected. Her misfortune was that Russia’s allies won the war and their victory destroyed the Ottoman Empire for ever.


At the time it was a major diplomatic failure for Britain that Turkey did not remain neutral. In the long run, it was well for Britain that Turkey fought on the side of the Central Powers. If she had not done so, many things would have been different. Britain would not have created the Middle East, and this book would not have been written. Britain would have been in a much weaker position in the Second World War. We shall never know, but the Middle East would probably have been far happier and more stable than it is.


Churchill was particularly touchy about the idea that he was to blame for bringing Turkey into the war. Gallipoli was bad enough. Churchill and Lloyd George met on 24 January 1921 and talked about the consequences of seizing the Turkish ships. Lloyd George infuriated Churchill by the simplistic assertion that he had turned Turkey into Britain’s enemy by precipitately commandeering the vessels. Churchill was stung into responding the following day:


Some of your statements to me yesterday morning were so staggering that if only to safeguard you from repeating them in the future I must place you in possession of the true facts.


You accuse me of having driven Turkey into the war by seizing the Turkish ships and later bombarding the Dardanelles forts. It is, of course, true that the Turkish ships were taken over, as our margin of superiority was so small that we could not afford to do without them. Still less could we afford to see them transferred to a potentially hostile power . . .


Any other course therefore than that which I took (of course with the assent of the Cabinet) would have jeopardised the very existence of the country. No less diametrically opposed to the actual facts was your statement that I bombarded the Dardanelles forts in order to force Turkey into actual hostility. The alliance between Turkey and Germany had, as we now know, been signed on 4 August. The following telegram now in our possession, sent by the German Admiralty to the Goeben at Messina on 4 August [was] as follows:- ‘An alliance has been signed with Turkey. Proceed at once to Constantinople’ . . .


On 27 October the Goeben and Breslau, together with several ships of the Turkish Navy, were sent by the Germans with the connivance of Enver Pasha into the Black Sea to bombard various Russian ports (Novorossisk and Sebastopol) and thus forced Turkey into a state of active hostility. In consequence of this, diplomatic relations with Turkey were broken off on October 30. It was not until the morning of 3 November that the first shots were fired by the British ships in the preliminary bombardment of the Dardanelles forts. It is impossible to over emphasise these simple facts.5
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INDIA IN THE WAR



Britain’s war in the Middle East was distinct from her war alongside her allies. It was a private war run by India to keep the Germans out of Persia and to protect the oilfields. As early as 2 October 1914 the Cabinet ordered forces to the Gulf. ‘Force D’, as it was called, arrived off Bahrain on 23 October.


Force D never disembarked at Bahrain. On 3 November it arrived in the Shatt al-Arab, the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, at the top of the Persian Gulf. There it met three British ships already on station. On 6 November the combined force cleared the fortifications at the mouth of the river, and on 22 November the Ottoman territory of Basra was occupied by the Indian Expeditionary Force, commanded by Brigadier-General Delamain, whose instructions were to protect the oil facilities and to assure the local inhabitants of Britain’s support.


Oil had been produced in south-west Persia since 1908, and in the year to March 1914 the pipeline to Abadan carried 275,000 tons of crude oil.1 The significance of the oil factor will be considered later. In addition to the importance of securing the oil supply, officials at the India office stressed broader reasons for maintaining a strong presence in the Gulf. One was the negative effect on British prestige which a withdrawal from the Gulf would have had. The other was positive: with the encouragement of some vigorous British activity, Arabs would rise to throw off the shackles of the Ottomans.


Some local potentates were already well disposed to Britain. Others, such as Ibn Saud, in Saudi Arabia, were less committed. As early as 2 October 1914, the Cabinet approved an India office proposal that Captain W.H.I. Shakespear should present himself to Ibn Saud and try to win his support.


This venture was essentially an Indian one. The viceroy, Lord Hardinge, initially cautious, threw himself behind it. In London, the Assistant Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, Sir Eyre Crowe, confirmed that ‘the administration (temporary or permanent) must be undertaken by the G[overment] of I[ndia] . . . Presumably there can be no question of H.M.G. sharing the cost & (eventual) profit. Nothing will ever be done if the Treasury are imported into the administration.’2


Choosing the right Arab partner opened up divisions between officials in London and the men on the spot in India. The Indian government had a high opinion of Ibn Saud. London much preferred the sophisticated Hussein, the Sharif of Mecca. Ibn Saud was not only exotic, but much less powerful, and dependent on the extreme Wahhabis, as the conservative Sunni sect that follows the teachings of an eighteenth-century scholar are derogatively called.


Ibn Saud was a larger than life character, almost too good to be true as a caricature of the Desert Chieftain. He was an impressive figure, 6 feet, 3 inches tall, and of massive build, wrapped in white robes and wearing a chequered kafeeyah. He had 65 wives and a black pointed beard. When he joined the allies, he came with a dramatic background of escape from Kuwait, the seizing of Riyadh and his defeat of the Turks in 1914.


William Shakespear was not an outstanding diplomat, but he was a brave man and a shrewd judge of character. He was particularly effective in drawing Middle East intelligence-gathering together. He had been consul and political agent at Kuwait. It was on consuls that much of Britain’s intelligence work devolved. The chargé d’affaires in Constantinople wrote, ‘I often wish we had no Vice Consul at Mosul, [for he] has nothing to do and so gets into scrapes’. Consuls, unlike military officers travelling in Mesopotamia, could sketch Turkish fortresses under the guise of gentlemanly scholarship.3 Shakespear was also a distinguished explorer. In 1907 he bought an 8 horsepower, single-cylinder Rover in which he drove from Bushehr, on the Persian Gulf, to England, through Persia, Turkey, Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro, Croatia and Italy. There were no paved roads between Persia and Italy. He explored the Arabian interior, navigating by sextant.


Earlier in 1914, in the course of his longest journey, 1,800 miles in 111 days, he stayed with Ibn Saud at Riyadh. This was not his first meeting with Ibn Saud. He had met him in February 1910 at Kuwait, when he took the first known photograph of him. The men were reciprocally impressed. Shakespear was already convinced that Ottoman power was on the wane in Arabia, and he came to the view that Ibn Saud could fill the vacuum. He was, however, realistic, and in 1913 and again in 1914 warned Ibn Saud that he could not expect much of Britain. On the latter occasion, he had to warn him that Britain would not recognise him as the ruler of the al-Hasa region, from which he had just expelled the Turks. In May 1914, Ibn Saud had therefore to accept his title (of Wali of Najd) from the Ottomans.


Shakespear continued to argue the Emir’s case with both London and Delhi. He had no success until the Ottomans entered the war and changed everything. Now, for the second time in 1914, on 31 December, Shakespear went to meet Ibn Saud, this time in the desert, 200 miles north of Riyadh, where the emir was campaigning against allies of the Turks. Shakespear drafted a treaty between Ibn Saud and Britain. The treaty was signed a year later, but in the meantime, still with Ibn Saud, Shakespear was hit by a stray bullet and killed. Ibn Saud wrote to Sir Percy Cox: ‘Our beloved friend Captain Shakespear was hit from a distance by one of the enemy’s shots and died . . . We pressed him to leave us before the battle, but he refused to do so and was insistent on being with us.4 Ibn Saud’s recruitment by the India Office, which cost Shakespear his life, did not substantially assist Britain’s war effort and created lasting difficulties with London’s protégé, Hussein.


Decisions had to be made about what to do with the Arab territories that Force D was to acquire. According to the Secretary of State for India, it was not to be assumed that any areas that were taken over should be run on the model of an Indian district. In the event, the matter of how the areas that Britain gained from the Ottomans were to be dealt with was a bitter source of dissension between Delhi on the one hand and London and its Egyptian outstation on the other. In practice, the Indianisation of Mesopotamia was to begin very speedily indeed. Within a week of the occupation of Basra, civilian police on the Indian model were introduced along with the Indian currency and judicial system.


At a military level, as well as a political one, the venture was Indian. The occupation of Basra was carried out in accordance with plans originally formulated in India in 1912. The plans were implemented by the Indian Army, and not the British army. Although Kitchener, Secretary of State for War in London, initially sent telegrams to the Indian commander-in-chief, Sir Beauchamp Duff, Lord Crewe, the Secretary of State for India, ruled that on constitutional grounds this was not acceptable.5
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MAKING POLICY IN THE WAR



1. Sunset of Empire?


As the war went on, and particularly after 1917, a real gap opened up between imperialism on the one hand, and acceptance of the new notions of self-determination and nationalism on the other. Even among the imperialists there was a division between those who argued for a forward policy – such as Leo Amery, of whom more later – and the less focused.


Sir Arnold Wilson, the soldier, diplomat and administrator who will appear frequently in the course of this story, wrote in 1930, ‘Before the Great War my generation served men who believed in the righteousness of the vocation to which they were called, and we shared their belief. They were the priests and we were the acolytes of a cult – pax Britannica – for which we worked happily and, if need be, died gladly. Curzon, at his best, was our spokesman and Kipling, at his noblest, our inspiration’1.


That was one view. It was not the only one. Here is one very important Arabist, actively involved in the wartime expansionist policy, writing to another and no less famous architect of the new British Middle East. We shall get to know both of them well. In April 1920, David Hogarth wrote to Gertrude Bell: ‘The Empire has reached its maximum and begun its descent. There is no more expansion in this . . . and that being so we shall make but a poor Best of the Arab countries’.2 This was written not in the sunset of Empire but at the very moment that Britain was consolidating her hold on her new territories.


2. What to do with the Ottoman Empire?


So what can be said of Britain’s policy in respect to the Ottoman Empire in the run-up to the war and during it? Did she have a policy at all, rather than a series of desperate improvisations? The answers to these questions will be suggested in the chronicle of Britain’s approach to the different component parts of the Empire, but some broad observations are appropriate at this stage.


The first is that, as has been seen, plans for grabbing any parts of the Empire only arose as a result of failure in the cardinal aim of not going to war with Turkey at all. For 50 years it had been fundamental policy to remain friendly with Turkey in order not to jeopardise access to the Straits. Since 1907 the Triple Entente had more or less removed the Russian threat. But now the Russian threat was replaced with another. Turkey had been allowed to fall into the hands of Germany and Austro-Hungary, and Britain’s naval security was seriously compromised.


Since Britain had not intended to go to war with Turkey, since indeed she had wanted Turkey’s friendship in the war, it followed that she had no preconceived war aims for Ottoman possessions. But an interest in the Middle East was prompted by early events during the war. By the end of 1914 Britain’s policymakers were looking at an area near Alexandretta, concerned by French claims on Syria and Russian moves southward. The Ententes were not as cordial as all that. Conflicting claims to Syria were to disturb relations with France throughout the war and afterwards. Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, was anxious above all to avoid precipitating a break with France, but Ronald Storrs, Oriental Secretary at the British Agency in Cairo, was in favour of a Near Eastern Vice-Royalty from Sudan to Alexandretta precisely because he did not expect the Entente to last.


An Admiralty Paper of 17 March 1915 recorded that ‘The War is teaching us that the Mediterranean is still, as it always was, the centre of world politics, and it is there we must establish the gate of our new acquisition as a counterpoise to the new weight that Russian is acquiring in the dominant area’.3 In 1917 the Bolshevik Revolution took Russia out of the equation, but the effect of that was only to enhance the status of France as a Mediterranean rival.


Kitchener was a strong proponent of this forward policy. Establishment of ‘the gate of our new acquisition’ was to be through an Arab Khalifate. This idea may have influenced the correspondence carried out on his behalf by Sir Henry McMahon, the British High Commissioner in Cairo, with King Hussein, starting in the summer of 1914, which will be looked at in detail later.


There was no cohesion in policy: all was fluid. Grey thought that Britain was already burdened by enough possessions. The prime minister, Asquith, on the other hand, said that Britain would not be doing her duty if ‘we were to leave the other nations to scrabble for Turkey’.4 Lloyd George, who succeeded Asquith as prime minister in 1916, was already looking to Palestine rather than Alexandretta. From the point of view of the Middle East, and its inhabitants, the continued existence of a modernised Ottoman Empire might well have been best, but that was never going to happen. No fewer than five secret agreements dealt with the carve-up of the Empire, despite the fact that it continued to look reasonably robust throughout the war. The vultures that circled over the body were Britain, France, Russia and Italy. In the event, Russia disappeared from the conspiracy, relinquishing her claims after the Revolution. Italy played only a minor role in the share-out of prizes.


The various agreements, some secret, some not, included the Constantinople Agreement (1915), the Treaty of London (1915), the Hussein-McMahon correspondence (1915–16), the Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916), the Agreement of St Jean de Maurienne (1917), the Balfour Declaration (1917), the Hogarth Message (1918), the Declaration to the Seven (1918) and the Anglo-French Declaration (1918). To these can be added Wilson’s Fourteen Points, Four Principles, Four Ends and Five Particulars.5


It is always important to remember, and often overlooked, that although Britain and France were required to operate as allies throughout the war, there was incessant friction both at diplomatic and military levels. Further, although the major sources of Anglo-French rivalry in North Africa had been settled by the Entente, that was far from an end to their conflicting claims in the Middle East, which continued during the war at a muted level and after the war at a level that was certainly not muted. The tensions in the Middle East between the two countries persisted throughout the interwar years and were the cause of very difficult passages with de Gaulle during the Second World War and even afterwards. When we look at the Sykes–Picot Agreement later, it in particular should be seen in the context of these rivalries and suspicions.


In the absence of any self-defining war aims for the Middle East, in 1915 Asquith set up an interdepartmental committee, the ‘de Bunsen Committee’, under Sir Maurice de Bunsen, Assistant Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office from 1915 to 1918, to try to think up what the government should be looking for. The committee was appointed on 8 April 1915 and reported on 30 June of the same year. Sir Mark Sykes sat on the committee as Kitchener’s personal representative, and he established a domination over Middle Eastern policy which persisted for the rest of the war.


The larger than life men (and at least one woman) who come on stage in the theatre of the Middle East will be introduced as they make their major entrances, and it is time to meet Sykes.


3. Sir Mark Sykes


Sykes was a sport of nature. He had little formal education, a couple of spells at public school and just two years at Cambridge, mostly involved in dramatic societies – he was not rigorously educated. He left Cambridge without taking a degree. He was inclined to adopt extreme positions thoughtlessly, but inconsistently. He had written off urban Arabs as cowardly, insolent and as ‘vicious as their feeble bodies will admit’. The Bedouins were no better: ‘rapacious animals’. When he became a convert to the Arab cause and Arab independence, he changed his opinion radically. He had a morbid and obsessive fear of Jews.


He was an amateur of practical jokes. T.E. Lawrence said ‘He saw the odd in everything, and missed the even. He would sketch out in a few dashes a new world, all out of scale’.6 His mother was drunk and promiscuous. His father was withdrawn and cold. Sykes died of Spanish influenza at the Peace Conference. Because he was buried in a lead casket, permission was given in 2007 for his body to be exhumed, in the hope that lessons could be learned from one pandemic which might avert another. He represents a rare example of public service: even in death he continued to work for his country.


Harold Nicolson described his reaction to the news of that death in his diary for 17 February 1919:


Mark Sykes died last night at Hotel Lotti. I mind dreadfully. He is a real loss. It was due to his endless push and perseverance, to his enthusiasm and faith, that Arab nationalism and Zionism became two of the most successful of our war causes. To secure recognition of these, his beliefs, he had to fight ignorance at the F.O., suspicion at the I[ndia] O[ffice], pass the money at the Treasury, obstruction at the W.O., and idiocy at the Admlty yet he conquered all this by sheer dynamic force. He made mistakes, of course, such as the Sykes–Picot Treaty, but he kept to his ideas with a fervour of genius. I shall miss him – boisterous, witty, untidy, fat, kindly, excitable – with a joy in his own jokes and little pictures (that brown fountain pen scribbling pictures and Mark giggling as he did so). I feel glum and saddened.7


Despite his lack of formal training, and his largely undefined public position, he came to play an important and extensive if unofficial role in the formulation of British policy in the Middle East. He was enormously committed to his causes. T.E. Lawrence called him ‘the imaginative advocate of unconvincing world-movements’ – a typically mean and shallow assessment. He was an example of the sort of gifted amateur who enjoyed huge influence in the formulation of policy in the First World War. These clubbable chaps, often eccentric and always with a high opinion of their own abilities, were allowed into the inner circles of power to a remarkable extent, a phenomenon that scarcely existed in the Second War. John Buchan’s novels are full of such men in fiction, and in real life many were his friends. We meet some of them in the course of this narrative.


Sykes’s relationship with Kitchener was intriguing. He was appointed as Kitchener’s personal representative although he scarcely knew him and never got the opportunity to know him better, despite several attempts. He reported daily to Colonel FitzGerald, Kitchener’s former military secretary, and FitzGerald relayed his master’s instructions. Sykes, however, enjoyed the advantage of being assumed to be close to Kitchener, his mouthpiece. He was able to use that role to relay his own very strong opinions, opinions which carried weight because of his personal experience of the Ottoman Empire and that of his chief, experience that no other member of the committee had.


The de Bunsen Committee completed its deliberations and submitted its report with great expedition. The report, British War Aims in Ottoman Asia, contemplated the partition of the Ottoman Empire between the Allies: Britain’s position in the Persian Gulf would be secured by the annexation of the vilayets of Basra, Baghdad and most of Mosul, together with the creation of a port on the Mediterranean. It will emerge that although Britain wanted several vilayets, she had no idea what a vilayet was. Sykes was sent to discuss the proposals with the men on the spot.


4. Sykes’s Journey


Sykes’s journey took six months, and he visited Egypt, the Persian Gulf, Mesopotamia and India, before returning to Egypt. In India, he found the de Bunsen proposals under a sustained attack, led by the viceroy, Lord Hardinge.


Hardinge was an out-and-out India man. His grandfather had been Governor General before the Mutiny. He was carrying great responsibilities and had suffered heavy blows. He faced great difficulties as viceroy, and was under attack both in India and from home, where Curzon was a particularly violent critic. In 1912 he had been very badly wounded by a needle-bomb thrown into his howdah. He suffered a huge gash to his neck and back that exposed his shoulder blade beneath the lacerated muscle.


He managed to hand his bloodstained speech to an aide with the instructions that planned ceremonies were to continue. He was then carried off for surgery. His determination brought him back to work within two months. In 1914 his wife, to whom he was devoted, died suddenly, and shortly afterwards his eldest son was killed in a war in which seven of his aides were to die. He was badly affected by his wife’s death and was not consoled even by the vivacity of his daughter, Diamond, who took her place as hostess and enlivened life in the viceregal lodge – she made a floury apple-pie bed for the Maharajah of Gwalior.


When war broke out Hardinge and Force D’s commander, General Sir John Nixon, were over-optimistic about the Force’s prospects and urged on the Cabinet the advance up the Tigris to Baghdad that was to lead to a victory at Ctesiphon that was only a little better than a defeat and then to the disastrous siege at Kut, which will be described in course.


Hardinge was intolerant of any suggestion other than an Indian annexation of Mesopotamia. The de Bunsen proposals for control from Cairo were ‘absolutely fantastic’. This view was symptomatic of the compartmentalised outlook that held that the interests of each compartment were more important than the interests of the whole. He was on firmer ground when he dismissed the concept of Arab independence as absurd: ‘Sykes does not seem to be able to grasp the fact that there are parts of Turkey unfit for representative institutions’.8


Sykes may not have been the most practical of men, but he could see that the dispersal of British energy through different agencies in Cairo and Delhi was inefficient. It might have been acceptable in the past, when each agency dealt with different problems; but not now, when each was dealing with the same enemy. He identified no fewer than 18 subordinate agencies that had to be consulted before a decision could be agreed, as well as five principal authorities, Delhi, Cairo, the Foreign Office, the War Office and the Admiralty.


In addition to these bodies, always operating simultaneously and without coordination, the Eastern Committee of the Cabinet was responsible for the evolution of war aims for the region. Its chairman was the able and immensely ambitious Lord Curzon, distinguished for his services to the Empire at the highest levels, including the viceroyalty of India, but currently frustrated by the limited attention paid to him and by his lack of power. He complained about being asked to do ‘odd jobs’ for the government – although he had used precisely that phrase when offering his services. The Marquess of Crewe, now president of the Board of Education, but a former Secretary of State for India, said that Curzon was ‘a Rolls-Royce car, with a highly competent driver, kept to take an occasional parcel to the station.’9


From 1917, Curzon worked increasingly with the young politician Leo Amery. The removal of Russia as an ally meant that Curzon and Amery were able to promote forward policies in the Middle East – a reaction to Germany’s Drang nach Osten. As chairman of the Eastern Committee, Curzon was able to promote the policy with vigour.


Leo Amery and Mark Sykes were Assistant Secretaries of the War Cabinet. They had both a practical concern and a dream. The practical concern was that the remnants of the Ottoman Empire might find their way into German hands, even after a British victory. Amery argued that if Germany were to control Palestine, the safety of the Eastern Empire would be at risk. He supported an old friend, Lieutenant Colonel John Paterson, and his plan for a Jewish Legion. Paterson was an Irish Protestant, and a keen student of the Bible. As well as being a professional army officer, he was an amateur lion-hunter. He had commanded a Jewish corps at Gallipoli and now, at the instigation of the Russian Jewish journalist Vladimir Jabotinsky, was anxious to set up a Jewish unit. Jabotinsky was keen on the idea partly so that the British would see that the Russian Jews in Britain were not shirking military service simply because they were not United Kingdom citizens. He was also seized of the idea that a Jewish corps might liberate Palestine and establish Zionism there. By no means everyone was receptive to the idea, but Lloyd George was: ‘The Jews might be able to render us more assistance than the Arabs’ in Palestine.


It took three years, but eventually in 1917 the government agreed to allow an explicitly Jewish unit to fight – and to fight against the Turks in Mesopotamia. The association between Crusading Christianity and the war in Palestine is frequently explored, but the role of militant Judaism much less so.


5. Militant Zionism


There was eye-catching significance in a Jewish unit fighting Muslims in what was to be Palestine. It was only the second time since the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem that an independent Jewish army unit had existed. The force was technically the 38th, 39th, 40th, 41st and 42nd battalions of the Royal Fusiliers, collectively known as the Jewish Legion. There were a number of nicknames, some facetious, others, like that devised by the Manchester Guardian, seriously appreciative: ‘The New Maccabeans’. The Jewish World of 6 February 1918 described the 38th Battalion’s march through Whitechapel and the city on 4 February 1918, which was followed by a lunch at The Mansion House. There was no doubt that they were on their way to liberate the Holy Land from occupation by the Turks: ‘Never before has London beheld the proud sight presented to it on Monday last, when some hundreds of the Judeans, as the regiment of Jewish soldiers has come to be fondly known, marched through the City prior to taking their departure from England . . . And every worthy emotion that can stir Jews must have been aroused when these brave lads, with swinging gait, marched to their station to their journey, to the Land of Jewish Hope . . .’10


An editorial in the Jewish Chronicle emphasised a link with Zionism: ‘The Judeans are a living refutation of many a silly legend that has clung to the name of Jew, and the cheers of the London populace . . . testified that the whole edifice of calumny and ignorance – the work of centuries – had toppled to the dust . . . [What would become of the] equally inveterate fables that the Jew can never become an agriculturist, can never build a State, can never govern his own land?’ When Lieutenant General Sir Francis Lloyd inspected the battalion in Great Alie Street, he said that he felt sure that ‘you will prove worthy followers of the ancient Jewish warriors . . . for the glory of the Jewish nation’.


After their lunch, when the battalion, accompanied by the band of the Coldstream Guards, marched off to entrain at Waterloo for Southampton, they were presented with a Torah scroll, which was carried at the head of the procession. Rabbi Lipson presented it, saying, ‘I give in to your keeping this Book of the Law, to be in all circumstances and at all times your never-failing guide . . . [In] the remote past, the law went forth from Zion; happy are you that take it unto Zion, to establish the Sacred Land’.


The nature of the mission was thus very explicit. Jabotinsky had achieved exactly what he wanted. He was made an honorary officer in the 38th Battalion (known to the soldiers as ‘Captain Jug O’Whisky’). Jacob Epstein was also in the 38th. The 40th, which was composed mainly of Palestinian refugees, included David Ben-Gurion and Levi Eshkol, the first and third prime ministers of Israel.


Jabotinsky himself spoke of ‘Those boys! Those tailors! Shoulder to shoulder, their bayonets dead level, each step like a single clap of thunder, clean, proud, drunk with the National Anthem, with the noise of the crowds and all the sense of a holy mission . . . [L]ong life to you, my tailors of Whitechapel, Soho, Leeds and Manchester . . .’


Most newspapers were sympathetic. The Daily Mail said ‘London’s Ghetto, refuge of generations of oppressed Jews . . . rocked with martial pride . . . and the homage of the people from among whom the bulk of the [battalion] were recruited.’ The Daily Sketch pointed out that some of the men had already seen active service and wore stripes on their sleeves. But some newspapers could be condescending or downright offensive in a way that is difficult to understand today. The East London Observer of 9 February said that ‘the men bore themselves bravely and had in large measure assimilated some of the best traditions of Thomas Atkins Esq.’. It went on to say that the men were going ‘to meet the Infidel Turk who has been so long the tyrant of Jerusalem’. The Pall Mall Gazette described the Jewish soldiers: ‘The heavy, high-cheek-boned countenance of the Russian predominated, though there were a few stubby round-headed figures which looked as though they had got into khaki by mistake . . . their speech however betrayed the men more than their appearance. It is a curious fact that in spite of their marked linguistic ability, Jewish people may live in England almost all their lives without losing that tell-tale accent.’ No mention of the stunted men in the plucky British bantam battalions. There were hints of the idea that the Jewish race was unsoldierly and allegations that some of the men had deserted in the course of the march. The allegations were untrue. In the course of its short existence the 38th Battalion suffered 32 officers and men killed, four wounded. Its men were awarded a DSO, five MCs (three with bars), one DCM and six Military Medals. Eight were Mentioned in Despatches.
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MAKING POLICY: THE ARAB DIMENSION



The caliphs were originally the successors of Muhammad. Subsequently there was dispute about who the true caliphs were, and no clarity about their role. Eventually the title was asserted by the Ottoman leaders, who came to claim that their authority extended to Muslims outside the boundaries of the Empire. The claim was not disputed by the powers, and Muslims in British India looked to the caliph for protection. Thus, paradoxically, the caliphs’ influence extended as their boundaries shrank.


When Turkey declared war on Britain and Russia, and the sultan, also the caliph, proclaimed jihad in November 1914, there was a good deal of noise in Constantinople and a good deal of propaganda in Berlin. Nothing else happened, but Britain could not know that the breach between the caliph and her Muslim subjects might not have the disastrous consequences that had been the nightmare of Indian officials for so long. It was widely felt that the reason a holy war had not turned into a shooting war was simply that Turkey did not – yet – control Mecca and Medina, the holy places of the Hejaz, the land on the edge of the Red Sea in the west of what is now Saudi Arabia.


The consequences of a Muslim rising would have been potentially enormous, involving, notably, the Muslim subjects of the British Empire in India and elsewhere. They would also affect France and Russia. Britain had to declare her hand. In November, Kitchener said, ‘Till now we have defended and befriended Islam in the person of the Turks. Henceforward it shall be that of the noble Arab.’1


For London, though not Delhi, the critical faction was the Hashemite dynasty, the descendants of Muhammad’s daughter, Fatima, of whom the current head was Hussein, the Sharif of Mecca. The Hashemites not only had political aspirations to supplant the Ottomans; they were also well qualified as members of the Prophet’s own clan, and custodians of the holy places of Mecca and Medina. The title ‘Sharif’ which Hussein carried can be used only by those who are descendants of the Prophet.


Hussein and Britain had already been tiptoeing round the question of coming together. In 1914, before the outbreak of war brought him into the Cabinet, Kitchener was the British Agent in Egypt. His Oriental Secretary was Ronald, later Sir Ronald, Storrs, an important moulder of British policy.


Abdullah, one of Hussein’s sons, called on Kitchener in February 1914. Abdullah had a fairly cosmopolitan upbringing. He had been educated in Constantinople as well as in the Hejaz, and he had also stayed in the city for some time while his father was a prisoner there. He obtained some polish and became involved in politics. In the two years before the war, when he sat in the Ottoman Parliament as Deputy for Mecca, he absorbed the idea of Arab nationalism and applied its gloss to his father’s simpler wish for an independent Hejaz. It was on his way back to Mecca from Istanbul that he met Kitchener in 1914. The idea of British assistance in the conflict with the Turks began to germinate, and he took the idea with him to Mecca, where he became his father’s foreign minister and political adviser.


At his meeting with Kitchener he indicated that relations between Turkey and his father were strained and that indeed it was feared that Turkey intended to depose the Sharif. Without saying anything explicit, he left the impression of having enquired what Britain’s position would be if there were to be conflict between the Arabs and the Turks.


Kitchener said little – he was good at that – but he arranged for a meeting between Abdullah and Storrs. Storrs and Abdullah built up a friendship, and they shared an interest in chess. But this was an insufficient basis for giving Abdullah the machine guns he wanted, and little more happened until war broke out.


By then Kitchener was back on leave in England. He became Secretary of State for War, and a great recruiting poster, and never returned to Egypt. But that did not mean that he played no part in devising policy for the Middle East. He directed events as closely from London as he had done in Egypt, where he had left behind a band of devoted followers, who continued to look to him as their chief.
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