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INTRODUCTION:

T. E. Lawrence

 
Just after the First World War, a young man became a national hero overnight. Known to his family and friends as Colonel T. E. Lawrence, he rapidly became the best known Englishman worldwide and his heroic and almost unbelievable exploits in the biblical deserts of Arabia inspired a flood of newspaper articles, books and films. Alone and wearing the flowing white robes of an Arabian prince, he led ferocious Arab raiders into battle against well-defended Turkish positions, he repeatedly crossed mighty waterless deserts by camel to dynamite enemy trains, bridges and heavily defended railway stations. These were refreshing, new and glamorous stories to inspire a generation still reeling from years of war in the trenches of France.

And yet, of all the material published about his role during the dramatic Arab Revolt, few researchers have looked at Lawrence as he really was, or attempted to understand the brutal battles he fought as a commander of the Arab army against the Turkish aggressors. As the years accelerate us away from the time when his famous exploits excited men around the world, it appears that less is known about this charismatic young Englishman than he deserves. This book seeks to redress these omissions.

By the opening stages of the First World War, Lawrence was a well-educated young archaeologist in his mid twenties. Although he was sensitive to his surroundings he nevertheless delighted in mixing the serious academic side of his life with adventures of his own making, firstly as a youth in France and later when exploring and  excavating in Syria. He always had a flair for mocking officialdom, a psychological trait that he learned and cultivated in childhood, yet he always respected clever men - they, in turn, respected him. This respect grew inestimably after his untimely death in 1935 when he was killed in a motorcycle accident at the age of only forty-five.

Lawrence’s own account of the Arab Revolt and his wartime experiences in the desert, Seven Pillars of Wisdom, is one of the most famous works ever written by an Englishman. It is an extremely complicated study and heavily slanted towards the Arab perspective of the war; its theme was developed from his personal war diaries and Lawrence redrafted the book many times before he was even remotely satisfied with its form and content. When Seven Pillars of Wisdom was eventually published it was widely acknowledged as a masterpiece, and indeed it is; but like many an academic work, it remains virtually incomprehensible to the average reader. It is a direct consequence of his deliberate use of high Victorian prose and enigmatic style that people in the twenty-first century more readily recall T. E. Lawrence as a result of David Lean’s brilliant film,  Lawrence of Arabia, rather than as a result of any biographers’ work or even Lawrence’s own writing.

His sudden death, and all the legends and mysteries that surrounded him during his short life, gave way to a steady stream of psychologists, psychiatrists and academics, all keen to use their professional skills to explain the inexplicable. How could a young man in his twenties know so much about Arabia and its way of life? And how could he have then overcome conventional British military protocol by riding off into the desert to unite the Arab nation - a nation of perpetually warring tribes - to the extent that most Arabs were effectively oblivious to the vicissitudes of a world war raging around them? Yet unite this fragmented nation he did; if only for a brief moment in time. Lawrence achieved something that no Arab leader even thought possible, he brought warring Arab leaders and their tribes together and assisted them first to thwart and then  overwhelmingly rout their brutal Turkish occupiers. He then led the growing Arab army across vast unmapped deserts and into Palestine; he wrote that his aim was to ‘establish them with arms in their hands, in a position so assured (if not dominant) that expediency would counsel to the Great Powers a fair settlement of their claims.’ In other words, he sought not merely to defeat the Turks in battle but also to defeat his own country in the great council chambers of Europe. Towards the end of the war this tenuous Arab army soundly defeated a number of vastly superior Turkish armies, all commanded and trained by experienced German and Austrian officers. Lawrence’s Arabs then supported General Allenby’s advancing British attack in a series of successful actions that resulted in the swift destruction of the German-led Turkish Army in Palestine, a defeat that contributed to the final collapse of Germany in 1918.

But the miracle of Arab unification was only the first stage of Lawrence’s long-held dream. The second vital stage, gaining international recognition of Arab unification, would prove impossible. For the leading Muslim Arabs who believed and trusted the assurances of Lawrence and the Christian British government throughout the war, their dream of lasting peace would turn into a nightmare of deceit, subterfuge and treachery - and set the scene for future generations of Arabs to mistrust Christian politicians.

Lawrence’s strength and character came from his apparently traditional family background - although even this was not as conventional as it might seem to the casual observer. Of undoubted intelligence, Lawrence developed an unusually perceptive and life-long understanding of medieval tactics, which he studied during his years at Jesus College, Oxford and later in Palestine as a postgraduate archaeologist. He had learned the ancient theories of desert warfare during his archaeological studies and understood perfectly the unorthodox tactics of Hannibal, Belisarius, Mohammed and the Crusaders. He would soon put these tactics to good effect in numerous actions against the German-led Turkish Army. Lawrence had  no military training yet he fought numerous actions and battles against the Turks, and fought them well. He only ever fought one battle using conventional tactics, at Tafileh, which resulted in another overwhelming Arab victory.

During his short military service, Lawrence’s attitude to certain senior officers’ inefficiency created many problems, usually for the officers in question; he despised officers and politicians who displayed a benign attitude to the war. He always believed steadfastly in the theory that attack is the best form of defence and stood out defiantly for the rights of the ordinary soldier, both British and Arab.

I believe Lawrence’s story is more straightforward than previously portrayed by numerous authors and his biographers; it is definitely a more straightforward tale than Lawrence depicted. Winston Churchill wrote in Great Contemporaries that the idea behind Lawrence’s desert campaign was simple:


 
The Turkish armies operating against Egypt depended on the desert railway. The slender steel track ran through hundreds of miles of blistering desert. If it were permanently cut the Turkish armies must perish: the ruin of Turkey must follow and with it the downfall of the mighty Teutonic power which hurled its hate from ten thousand cannons on the plains of Flanders. Here was the Achilles heel, and it was upon this that this man in his twenties directed his audacious, desperate, romantic assaults. We read of them in numerous succession. Grim camel rides through sun-scorched, blasted lands, where the extreme desolation of nature appals the traveller . . . through these with infinite privation men on camels with shattering toil carried dynamite to destroy railway bridges and win the war, and, as we hoped, free the world.



 
In the same way that T. E. Lawrence was not truly a Lawrence (he was actually the illegitimate son of Sir Thomas Chapman), there was no ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ during the Arab Revolt or even immediately  after the First World War. There were a number of young British officers deployed to Arabia, all performing a myriad of dangerous tasks. Lawrence’s fame was generated by the enthusiasm of an American, a former professor from Princeton University, who spent several weeks with Lawrence in the desert. Lowell Thomas gained the young Lawrence’s confidence, filmed him and then embarked on a post-war lecture tour of the world - much to Lawrence’s amusement. It was Thomas who gave life to the ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ story, for that is what it is - largely a story, often being nearer to fiction than to reality.

Much that has been written about Lawrence has been exaggerated or fabricated; for example, Lawrence was not the first to start dynamiting Turkish trains - he learnt the skill from French officers already attached to the Arabs. The French had also been busy trying to ensnare the Arabs politically long before Lawrence came on the scene - itself an interesting insight into the complexity of French diplomacy, which Lawrence fought with as much passion as he displayed in his actions against the Turks. Secondly, much was made in the film Lawrence of Arabia about Lawrence’s capture and mistreatment by the Turks at Derra. This incident made gripping cinema and subsequently gave the psychologists much to ponder - if only it were true. The story, believed by many authors to be genuine, spawned a host of psychological explanations for Lawrence’s subsequent behaviour, especially when he refused honours, fame and offers from Winston Churchill of positions of high office. At Buckingham Palace he declined decorations and left the bemused king holding the box - and instead became a raw recruit in the Royal Air Force. The Derra incident comes from an account in Lawrence’s  Seven Pillars of Wisdom and is typical of Lawrence’s vivid inventiveness and devious urge to shock. I will set out why I believe Derra was a figment of his imagination because there is evidence that, at the time he claimed to be under arrest in Derra, he was on patrol several hundred miles away near Aqaba, accompanied by British  officers. No one will ever know the truth about Derra; Lawrence’s tale is probably based on a minor incident when, as a trainee archaeologist in 1913, he was briefly detained while visiting Syria.

Today Lawrence is all but forgotten in Britain; he remains highly respected by Americans, whose army officers still study him as a role model, and he remains a legend in Jordan. His is a remarkable story. He was trusted by those he worked with and adored by the Arabs. Many still remember the tale of this young Englishman who wore Arab clothes and who went to war on their behalf in a Rolls-Royce, who dynamited Turkish trains, threw out the Turkish occupiers and was present when the new Arab army, which valiantly supported General Allenby’s advancing army, managed to reach Damascus ahead of the Allies.

Over thirty years ago I wrote an investigative thesis about T. E. Lawrence as part of my higher police training. To write this book I used my original thesis as a framework and then broadened my research. I was privileged to visit a number of the battlefields fought over by Lawrence, and experienced the severity and hardship of desert life. I remain highly respectful of what this young man achieved. I also gratefully acknowledge my dedicated guide in Jordan, Ahmad Amrien, who accompanied me to the various locations and kept me safe.

 
Adrian Greaves




Chronology for T. E. Lawrence

The chronology of Lawrence’s activities and expeditions prior to and during the Arab Revolt, based on his account in Seven Pillars of Wisdom, is difficult to follow. I therefore supply brief details of his activities.

 
1888


August: Born at Tremadoc in North Wales.

 
1910


First travels to the Middle East.

 
1911


Works at Carchemish in Syria, walks to northern Mesopotamia (Iraq).

 
1912


Works as an archaeologist in Egypt.

 
1912-14


Works at Carchemish under Wooley. During his summer 1913 visit to Oxford, he is accompanied by his two servants, Dahoum and Hamoudi. February 1914: accompanies Wooley and Newcombe across Sinai, returns to Carchemish until outbreak of war in spring 1914.

 
1914


Returns to Oxford due to outbreak of war. Refused permission to ‘join up’ due to his physique. Joins the War Office as a map maker.

26 October: is commissioned into the Special List (for officers unattached to a regiment or corps).

December: is posted to Egypt.

1914-16

British Intelligence Office Cairo.

March 1916: travels to Mesopotamia to negotiate release of British forces trapped at Kut.

June 1916: Arab Revolt commences.

October 1916: accompanies Storrs to Medina, goes on to have first meeting with Feisal. Is posted to the Arab Bureau then to Arab forces as liaison officer to Feisal.

 
1917


8 January: with Feisal’s army to Wejh.

9 May onwards: Aqaba expedition begins.

6 July: seizes Aqaba, then goes to Egypt for first meeting with General Allenby.

26 July: is promoted to major.

October-November: unsuccessful raid on Yarmuk viaduct.

20 November: alleged capture by Turks at Derra.

21 November: tests newly arrived motor vehicles at Aqaba.

11 December: accompanies Allenby for entry into Jerusalem.

 
1918


15 January: battle of Tafileh.

March: is promoted to lieutenant colonel.

March-September: numerous raids against Turkish rail network.

19 September: Allenby launches Allied attack supported by Lawrence and Arabs.

1 October: Damascus falls to Arab and Australian forces.

4 October: Lawrence is promoted to colonel and returns to England.

October-November: attends War Office briefings.

November-December: with Feisal in France and Britain.

 
1919


January-October: attends Paris Peace Conference.

May-June: travels to Cairo by air, is injured in air crash.

1919-21

Oxford, Paris and London working on Seven Pillars of Wisdom.

 
1921-2


Appointed adviser to Winston Churchill at Colonial Office.

March 1921: attends Cairo Peace Conference with Churchill.

August-December: travels to Aden, Jeddah and Trans-Jordan.

July 1922: resigns from Colonial Office. Refuses all offers of senior government positions.

August: changes name to John Hume Ross and joins RAF. Lawrence is traced by the press.

 
1923


Dismissed from the RAF following the press disclosure of his presence. Joins the Royal Tank Corps as Private Shaw and purchases Clouds Hill in Dorset.

 
1925


Rejoins the RAF as T. E. Shaw and is posted to RAF Cranwell in Lincolnshire.

 
1927-9


Serves in India until December 1929 when recalled to England following press allegations of his fermenting revolt in Afghanistan.

 
1925-35


Works in England as an RAF mechanic on Schneider Trophy aircraft and then in the development of high-speed marine rescue craft.

 
1935


Retires to Clouds Hill.

13 May: sustains serious injuries in a motorcycle accident.

19 May: dies of injuries.




1

The Demise of the Ottoman Empire

In 1914 the Turkish-controlled Ottoman Empire was composed of the enormous landmass that today includes the countries of Israel, Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Iraq. Since before biblical times the whole area had been a much fought-over battleground, a troubled area that had witnessed numerous human migrations criss-crossing its desert wilderness. Some of these migrations became settled, others were invariably displaced as a consequence of wars. The whole area is a vast desert, from the long and narrow coastal plain, which stretches northwards from the Suez Canal to Turkey, to the high mountainous flanks running along the Jordanian Valley and the vast high deserts of distant Iraq. To the south-east the desert extends towards Saudi Arabia. To outsiders this landscape appears to offer only unending sand with few features, apart from the distant holy city of Mecca and its small port of Jeddah on the Red Sea.

In the fifteenth century the coastal area experienced massive destruction wrought by the Christian Crusades, which were fought at such a terrible cost to both the warring factions and the small civilian populations of local Arab tribes. After the Crusaders departed the barren and war-ravaged region, life in the desert slowly returned to some normality. The nomadic Arabs resumed their timeless lives by following their whim or the lure of trade; some settled near the Mediterranean coast in small villages but by far the majority followed  their chiefs and tribal elders living in tented towns in far-flung desert regions, vast wastelands they had controlled and wandered over since time immemorial.

In 1600 the armies of the Ottoman Empire, the most powerful and wealthy neighbour of Arabia, marched south and effectively annexed this vast and inhospitable desert landmass into the empire’s sphere of political influence. The only group of immigrants that had any direct effect on the area at this time, and only in one small region abutting the Mediterranean, were the many thousands of Jewish settlers who had begun to arrive in the coastal region of the Holy Land from the 1600s onwards. Most had fled Russia and its surrounding satellite countries to escape the widespread savage pogroms and their associated mass murder, imprisonment and harassment. To prevent any dissension, Turkey’s rulers placed the population under strict military control. No other military power had previously expressed any interest in this barren empty wilderness and so the Turks were left to reign supreme. Thereafter, in general, the Turks kept to the few coastal towns and so the desert Arabs were left to carry on their nomadic way of life relatively undisturbed.

Following the 1854-6 Crimean War, Britain, as the dominant colonial power, had remained wary of Russia and feared the possibility of Russian warships gaining quick access to the Mediterranean and beyond by passing through the narrow straits of the Turkish-controlled Bosporus. Passage for Russian warships from their home ports on the Black Sea to the open high seas necessitated negotiating the narrow straits - but it was impossible without the permission of the Turkish government. Britain did not relish Russian warships challenging British domination in the Mediterranean or the North Atlantic and so Britain attempted to bolster the overstretched Ottoman government with political and financial support in order to withstand Russian advancement into the area. Russia saw its plans for a sea passage through the Bosporus to the Mediterranean being permanently impeded so turned its attention towards India. The  reaction of the British Viceroy to India, Lord Curzon, was to thwart Russia by expressing support for German expansion into Arabia; he believed that such economic development would bolster the Ottoman Empire and help persuade Russia to concentrate on its own domestic affairs and borders, rather than engage in military expansion towards India.

At the same time, Germany sought to extend its colonial and military influence on the Ottoman rulers by advocating the construction of long-range railway routes from Berlin to Baghdad and Mecca, via Constantinople. This would enable Germany to threaten British interests in both India and north-east Africa.

Meanwhile, in 1869, the Suez Canal was finally completed. It was an engineering feat that dramatically shortened the long sea routes between Europe and the Far East, India and Australia, and finally enabled trade and shipping to avoid the lengthy and costly journey round Africa’s southerly and dangerous Cape of Good Hope. The British Empire was the greatest beneficiary of the Suez Canal and in order to protect its enormous trade interests, Britain occupied Egypt in 1882, albeit with assurances to Egypt and Turkey that it was ‘only a temporary measure’. The Egyptians and Turks took no action but Germany responded by appointing senior army officers to the Turkish Army’s General Staff; these included Colonel Koehler who was appointed deputy chief of the Turkish General Staff. He died within a year and was succeeded by Lieutenant Colonel Von der Goltz who was appointed a Turkish field marshal. The Germans also pressed on with their plans for the construction of two railways across Arabia and permits were obtained for these to be laid as far as the Persian Gulf and Yemen. In 1883 the direct rail link between Berlin and Constantinople was finally opened and the way was now open for extensions to Yemen and Baghdad.

Meanwhile, the Ottoman Empire had survived its first serious crisis: in 1878, when the Congress of Berlin terminated Turkish rule in the Balkans, and following a short war with Greece, Turkey lost  control of Crete and some of its Aegean islands. And then Macedonia rebelled, supported by the might of Russia. Turkey slowly began to reel from the domino effect of this peripheral disintegration and it was not long before civil disobedience began to ferment within Turkey itself. In 1888 widespread unrest spread to Turkey’s Armenian neighbours who, seeing Turkey weakening, began to voice rebellion. The Turkish sultan, Abdul Hamid, reacted by sending his army to face down the Armenian dissidents. Many thousands of Armenians were arrested, including anyone even suspected of association with the dissidents, and a series of brutal massacres followed. The intention was to intimidate the Armenians and dampen their expectations; the Turks viewed the repression as successful but it cost over a quarter of a million Armenian lives and inflicted enormous material losses on the Armenian population. The fate of the Armenians attracted little sympathy from the rest of the world and Turkey was temporarily able to slow the disintegration of its empire.

Germany was already a strong ally of Turkey and in 1898 the Kaiser visited the Padisha to sign the Anatolian Railway Concession, which would facilitate the completion of the Berlin to Baghdad railway; the next extension of the line, the Hejaz Railway, was built in 1903. The Hejaz line was ostensibly a pilgrims’ railway to enable easy access to Mecca and was largely funded by pious Muslims across the world, yet most of the money was diverted to the Padisha’s coffers. News of the systematic misappropriation of these moneys gradually leaked out and the Padisha’s police responded by imprisoning thousands of innocent Muslims, which in turn led to the foundation of a number of secret societies across the Ottoman Empire, including Damascus.

In 1908, response to the ever increasing crisis across the Ottoman Empire resulted in the founding of a new political group, known as the ‘Young Turks’, who deposed the dictator, Sultan Abdul Hamid, in a military coup. A more democratic but chaotic form of government followed. Recognizing the opportunity caused by political confusion within Turkey, Russia reactivated its interest in obtaining access from  the Black Sea to the Mediterranean and demanded of the Turks free passage for Russian warships. Britain countered by requiring access into the Black Sea, resulting in a stalemate. Towards the end of 1911 Italy invaded Libya, anxious to take a slice of the ‘sick man’s’ legacy of failing Turkish domination. In October 1912 the situation deteriorated further when Bulgaria, Greece, Montenegro and Serbia all declared war on Turkey. Russia, anxious lest the Balkan armies reached Constantinople, intervened and settled the dispute by forcing Turkey to withdraw back to its original national boundary.

In 1913, Turkey was in a desperate state of political and financial turmoil and turned to its new ally, Germany, for help. But it was not immediately forthcoming as a cautious Germany waited to see how events in Turkey developed. With little or no political guidance, with financial stability within Turkey collapsing and with morale across the whole country at a low ebb, a small but influential section of the Young Turks group effected a coup and seized control. The coup brought the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) to power and constitutional government to an end. The CUP was led by a triumvirate: Enver, Minister of War, a pro-German who had been educated in Germany; Talaat, Minister of the Interior (Grand Vizier in 1917); and Jemal, Minister of the Marine. The CUP espoused an ultra-nationalistic ideology, which advocated the formation of an exclusively Turkish state. It also subscribed to an ideology of aggrandizement through conquest directed eastward towards other regions inhabited by Turkish peoples, especially Armenia, and onwards to Russia.

The CUP steered Constantinople towards closer diplomatic and military relations with Imperial Germany and immediately sought financial assistance from abroad. The new finance minister, Djavid, had once met Winston Churchill when he had visited Turkey in his capacity as the President of the Board of Trade. Churchill agreed with the concept of assisting Turkey but the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, rebuffed the Turkish request. Germany seized the  moment and offered a large military mission to train the Turkish Army. Within weeks, General Liman von Sanders arrived in Constantinople with nearly one hundred highly qualified military advisers. The general was swiftly appointed Commander of Constantinople, to which the Russian government objected on the grounds that Germany would have control of the narrow access between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. The Turks merely redesignated the German position and instead appointed von Sanders to the rank of field marshal in the Turkish Army. During the fuss, and to keep Turkey ‘on side’, Britain offered to retrain the Turkish Navy, an offer which was accepted by the Turks and caused no adverse response from Russia.

At the beginning of 1914 Europe was slipping ever closer towards war; Britain suspected Germany’s growing association with the CUP and changed its mind about assisting Turkey. Having recently completed the construction of two large warships for the Turkish Navy, the British government secretly decided to keep the warships and reflag them into the Royal Navy. In June 1914, with hostilities imminent between Germany and Britain, two German warships, the Dreadnought cruiser Goeben and her escorting cruiser Breslau, were ordered to harass British shipping in the Red Sea in the event of war. Due to a miscalculation of German statesmanship, both vessels found themselves still crossing the Mediterranean when they were detected and chased by a tenacious HMS Gloucester. A number of well-aimed long-range shots damaged the Goeben, which fled at high speed to seek refuge in Constantinople; the only alternative open to the Germans was to risk further confrontation with HMS  Gloucester and then attempt to run the gauntlet of the main British fleet at Gibraltar.

By the end of July 1914, senior Turks secretly negotiated a treaty of mutual support with Germany. In return, Germany tried to force Turkey into declaring war against the Allies on Germany’s behalf, but the Turks stalled, only to have the Goeben threaten to shell the  Sultan’s palace in Constantinople. Eventually, after Germany paid 2 million Turkish pounds for military equipment, Enver Pasha, Turkey’s Minister of War, agreed that the Goeben and Breslau should be allowed to attack British and Russian ships off Turkey. The German commander of the Goeben was understandably reluctant to re-engage HMS Gloucester, which was still patiently waiting the reappearance of the German battleship back in the Mediterranean; instead, the  Goeben went the other way and slipped into the Black Sea to bombard the Russian ports of Feodosia, Odessa and Sebastopol. This forced the Turks into war four days later.

When the First World War broke out in August 1914, the Ottoman Empire immediately declared war on Russia and its Western allies and became part of the German-led Triple Alliance along with Austria and Hungary. Meanwhile, with European governments diverted by war, the dominant Islamic Turks again focused their attention towards the Armenians, a Christian minority, who still lived as second-class citizens in the north-east of the land. Since the earlier massacres of Armenians, neither their lives nor their property had been secure. As non-Muslims they were obligated to pay discriminatory taxes and denied participation in government. By 1914 the Ottoman Empire had lost virtually all its lands in Europe and Africa and, understandably, Armenian and Greek aspirations for representation and participation in government began to ferment. This soon aroused suspicions among the Muslim Turks who had never tolerated any minority, other than from their brother Muslims, the Arabs.

Through the spring of 1915, the Turks used the confusion of pending war to kill off many thousands of Greek dissenters. Then the numerous Armenian soldiers who were serving in the Ottoman army were disarmed and either executed or sent to labour camps where they were deliberately worked to death. The Armenian civilian population, especially those in the Balkans and the Caucasus, were now in a high state of tension. The Turks reapplied the screws of  massacre and oppression and gave the order for the Armenians to be deported en masse from their homes. When the Armenians were driven out, thousands of Muslim refugees were settled in the now vacant Armenian homes and farms and most Armenian disposable wealth was confiscated by members of the CUP. Some Armenians had a few days’ notice to leave their homes, but the majority had little more than a few hours. They were not allowed to carry any possessions with them and most valuables were hastily sold to non-Armenians for a tiny fraction of their value. Some of the better-off were able to bribe the guards to allow them to take carts but once the carts were loaded the goods were usually confiscated by the very guards who had taken the bribes.

Across the Ottoman Empire, military units began collecting columns of tens of thousands of Armenian men, women and children and forced them to walk the hundreds of miles towards the distant Syrian desert regardless of age, gender or health. The Turkish people were told the Armenian deportations were part of a humanitarian resettlement programme and few voices were raised in dissent. Without shelter, adequate food or medical care, the elderly, children, the sick and pregnant women were the early victims of these marches. The deportees walked in convoys guarded by armed militia who alone decided if and where they could rest and drink. The routes had been carefully chosen so as to avoid witnesses, especially as bodies were abandoned where they fell. En route, the defenceless refugee convoys, in particular those from the eastern provinces, were deliberately attacked, robbed and slain by organized gangs drawn from the local Muslim population or by specialist murder squads, mostly prison convicts specifically released from prison into these death squads, known as the Teshkilâti Mahsusa and trained in the art of mass murder. To save money, the killing process was normally carried out by the sword. If there was ever doubt that the Turkish policy was genocidal then the mass killings that accompanied the deportations proved the point.

In a number of Armenian towns, young women were systematically selected for ‘education’, which was nothing more than an orgy of mass rape before the victims were taken off to ‘houses’ for use by the Special Organization militias or placed into slavery in Turkish homes. The remaining refugees, including women and children, were then herded together into one of the many convoys being assembled. Those deportee columns lucky enough to reach the desert were forced to walk deeper into the wilderness to their ‘destinations’, without shelter, medical care, food or water. In reality, there were no ‘destinations’ so there can be little doubt that the mass deportations were intended solely as death marches. The killer mobs, the desert and the deprivations ensured that few survived. One isolated group of about one thousand Armenians eventually reached the desert village of Tafileh and were taken in by sympathetic Arabs - and would shortly wreak terrible revenge on the Turks.

Any members of the Armenian population fleeing the mass evacuations were hunted down mercilessly by Turkish irregular forces. Inland towns that resisted, such as Urfa (Edessa), were first reduced to rubble by Turkish artillery before the traumatized survivors were rounded up and slaughtered or deported. On 9 October 1916, the police chief of Deir-ez-Zor, Zekki Bey, ordered great stacks of petroleum-soaked wood to be built by a group of male Armenian prisoners. Some 2,000 newly orphaned children were thrown into the pyre, which he personally ignited. At the same town, a Jewish officer of the Ottoman army, Eytan Belkind, reported 5,000 Armenian prisoners were bound and arranged in a huge circle before being sprayed with petrol and torched. He recalled that the screams of the unfortunate victims, burnt to death in the huge fire, could be heard for miles. Underground caverns in the oil-rich area of north Syria were used for the same purpose of mass burnings. In the caves of Shaddadeh, which are still known as the Ditch of the Armenians  (Chabs el-Ermen), 80,000 deportees were herded underground and burnt or suffocated in burning petroleum. For the Turks, the policy  was successful; the bulk of the Armenian population was effectively eliminated and their property assimilated into Turkish possession.1


Unwittingly, swathes of the local Muslim population also became infected by the diseases carried by the wretched Armenian deportees. Typhus spread through the malnourished refugees and their bands of guards, infected corpses lay unburied, others were dumped in wells, streams and rivers, including the upper reaches of the rivers Tigris and Euphrates. Over the next three years an estimated one million Muslim Ottoman citizens fell victim to typhus. The Austrian Military Plenipotentiary, Joseph Pomiankowski, wrote, ‘This was the vengeance of the murdered Armenians against their henchmen.’ The steady elimination of the Armenians, and the crude methods used, was witnessed by many German officers serving with the Turkish Army; some reported the matter-of-fact success of the Armenian expulsion to their superiors in Germany.

Although the Allied Powers repeatedly warned the Ottoman government to halt its policy of genocide, it is estimated that up to a million and a half Armenians perished at the hands of Turkish military and paramilitary forces. The policy effectively eliminated the Armenian demographic presence in Turkey.2


 
Meanwhile, Turkish leaders were becoming alarmed by news of open dissension spreading across Arab towns, especially in Syria. Turkey now turned its attention to bringing its desert subjects to heel.

To define who these subjects were is a complex process and best attempted in terms of topography and language. Latitudinally, Arabia begins south of Turkey with the long range of mountains of northern Syria. It then runs into what Lawrence knew as Palestine, including Israel and Lebanon, then south through Arabia proper to the Hadramut Mountains. Longitudinally, its western boundary is the Suez Canal and the Red Sea; it then extends eastwards to include Mesopotamia, modern-day Iraq, and on to the Persian Gulf. Its area equals that of the subcontinent of India and has an average height of over 3,000 feet. In Lawrence’s time, most of the inner area was unexplored. The most densely populated areas were Mesopotamia to the east, watered by the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, and Palestine’s Mediterranean coastline followed by the mountainous area of the Hejaz and Yemen. The remote inner desert area was dotted with springs, fed by distant mountains, which gave life to scattered oases and sustained the tribes of nomadic Arabs. It was from the tribes of Syria and the Hejaz that Lawrence principally collected his army of Arab fighters.

In terms of nationality, the people were as diverse and divided as the Europeans in Europe, but without the complexity of starkly different languages. Arabia was and is still made up of differing groups of people, ranging from nationalities to tribes, but all speaking a version of Arabic, a language spread by Mohammed’s conquests and the word of the Koran. Foreign invasions, and there were many, including those by Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, Persians and Christian Crusaders had little influence on the Arabic language. These invasions were always temporary and, after being repulsed by the Arabs, left few traces. The flow of war was not always one way; the Arabs also sought fresh land beyond their own shores as far away as France, India, Spain and Morocco - but these were always unsuccessful.

Syria was especially complicated; for thousands of years the land had been subjected to passing armies and numerous civilian migrations. The valleys of Syria were mostly categorized by reference to the nationality of the original settlers. They were predominantly Algerians, Arabians, Armenians, Circassians, Greeks, Kurds,  Persians and Turks with the sole common denominator being their use of the Arabic language. By the First World War the whole of Syria and the coastal region south of Aqaba as far as Yemen had been occupied by the Ottoman Empire for over four hundred years; these occupied Arabs were totally suppressed by the Turks and, as compliant subjects of their Turkish overlords, they lacked any form of collective bonding or national identity. Life for the struggling population was difficult; sanitation was negligible and many died at an early age as a direct result, their falling numbers only being replaced by nomadic Arabs who drifted into the towns for work. Arabs in the pay of the Turks spied everywhere and any Arab who dared to question Turkish rule would be arrested and disappear. Conditions in Lebanon were only marginally better. There the response of many of the young and still healthy people was to emigrate to America, which left a growing imbalance at home. But now the Arabs could see the fault lines appearing in the Turkish occupation, the people were gaining confidence and public disquiet was spreading.

However, the Arabs lacked leaders, weapons and training. Even at the height of the approaching Arab Revolt, Prince Feisal could call upon a fighting force of not more than 9,000 men. They came from a variety of tribes and each man served under his own tribal sheikh; few would serve beyond their own known tribal limits. In this way they could rely on their knowledge of water holes and friendly villages for food, fresh camels and supplies. When a large force was required, the sheikhs would be called for by a sherif, whose position, being a descendant of Mohammed, put him above all tribal sheikhs and beyond their inter-tribal rivalries and feuds. The Arabs were never a united nation, a situation that remains especially obvious in modern times. It was remarkable that Lawrence and Feisal could ever bring these disparate tribes and clans together; most tribes nurtured deadly feuds that had their origins hundreds of years earlier. By playing on the Arab hatred of the Turks, Lawrence and Feisal  were able to suspend such inter-tribal feuding for the duration of the war and brought these discordant people together for the common cause of freeing Arabia. Tribes that were sworn enemies - the Ateiba, Billie and Juheina - cooperated for the first time in centuries and served under Feisal, so long as they were not required to combine or mix together in a raiding party or on the march. There were, nevertheless, occasional scores that were settled in the heat of battle and both Feisal and Lawrence frequently spent valuable time calming grievances.

Lawrence had quickly learned that the desert Arab was a brave fighter but not a regimental soldier. Born in the endless wilderness of sand, rock and shale, his whole life was geared to the camel, rearing, selling and using the beast for its milk, meat and transport. Camels were their currency and wealth. On raids, the desert Arab naturally preferred to fight as he had learned to hunt, usually in small groups. Being fully in harmony with the harshness and ways of the desert the Arabs were ideal for guerrilla warfare: sniping and sudden attacks were their forte. It was ingrained into their culture to attack small caravans, usually consisting of lost pilgrims or members of another tribe, and loot their victims’ possessions and camels. Under Lawrence, their enjoyment and excitement when destroying Turkish trains, railway lines and stations, especially with dynamite, was almost childlike and equally uncontrollable. The subsequent killing of Turks was seen as a necessity and a means of exacting retribution but looting was always their greatest delight. After such an attack they would load their camels with as much booty as could be carried and, if unrestrained, they would head straight back to their home area without understanding the need for cohesion and debriefing. One serious problem for Lawrence and Feisal was the need to stimulate their groups of Arab fighters in order to keep them ready to fight. Long periods of either activity or inactivity frequently resulted in tribesmen drifting away and returning home. Such temporary desertion was socially acceptable to the Arabs: without the incentive of  gold or the promise of immediate action and booty, they would invariably disappear until called upon to fight again.

For regular fighting, the British would have to rely on the Arab townsmen of Syria and Mesopotamia. Many had earlier been conscripted into the Turkish Army and there were thousands of such soldiers in captivity in Egypt, having been taken prisoner by the British in earlier engagements in Mesopotamia and against the Suez Canal. Given the opportunity of remaining in captivity or fighting the Turks, most chose to fight. Their leader, a senior Arab who had held high command under the Turks, Aziz el Masri, was given overall command of this force, which later gave loyal service to General Allenby in his coastal advance on Damascus. Lawrence realized at an early stage that, whether from the town or desert, Arabs were brave fighters and were equally prepared to die for their cause, so long as they were paid and were permitted to loot; theywere, however, terrified of being subjected to Turkish artillery fire or aerial bombing. Lawrence cleverly countered this fear by supplying them with their own artillery - usually obsolete pieces sent from Egypt and last used in the Boer War, which they loved to fire off regardless of their efficacy. In action they would crowd round their guns and cheer with each firing. Lawrence had to ensure that such action would not invite return fire from the Turks, which would have been more accurate.

The finest description of Feisal’s troops comes from Lawrence himself in Seven Pillars of Wisdom:

 
Most of them were young, though the term ‘fighting man’ in the Hejaz means anyone between twelve and sixty sane enough to shoot. They were a tough-looking crowd, dark coloured, some Negroid. They were physically thin, but exquisitely made, moving with an oiled activity altogether delightful to watch. It did not seem possible that men could be hardier or harder. They would ride immense distances day after day, run through sand and over rocks bare-foot in the heat for hours without pain, and climb their hills like goats. Their clothing  was mainly a loose shirt, with sometimes short cotton drawers, and a head shawl usually of red cloth . . . They were corrugated with bandoliers and fired joy-shots when they could.


 
There was another group living among the Arabs who were equally down-trodden by the Turks. By 1914 there were 75,000 Jews living in Palestine, the vast majority having fled from Russia and Romania. With the certainty of an outbreak of war across Europe, the Ottoman government attempted to ban further Jewish immigration. With war declared, Turkey was faced with Russia as her main adversary and the Jews in Palestine, mainly those of Russian origin, were immediately subjected to stringent controls and food deprivation. Some 18,000 Jews were expelled from Palestine with around 10,000 being sent to Egypt. Many elected to travel to America. Those that remained encouraged their leaders to establish a number of discreet military training camps in order to protect the kibbutzim, should the need arise. The idea developed further and plans were secretly made to form a Jewish Legion to fight alongside the Allies. As soon as the opportunity arose, over 500 young Jewish men volunteered their service to the British and many went off to Gallipoli to serve in the vitally important Zion Mule Corps.

For those who remained behind, life was harsh. The people struggled, first through a drought and then a plague of locusts, which was followed by an unusually harsh and wet winter. Many of the elderly and young children died of cold and malnutrition to which was added the terror of attacks by emboldened Arabs keen to display their growing resentment against the settling Jews. Later, in 1917, the Turks would decree that all Jews were banned from Jerusalem and Jaffa, which gave rise to the worldwide campaign in aid of the Jews of Palestine, and in Britain to the Balfour Declaration, an agreement for a Jewish National Home in Palestine. The declaration galvanized Jews, especially in America, to volunteer for service with the Allies in Palestine. On 2 February 1917, a battalion of Jewish volunteers  marched through the City of London prior to being sent to Egypt to support Allenby’s campaign in Palestine. The unit was known as the 38th Battalion of Royal Fusiliers who were to see action in support of Allenby when he drove the Turks northwards across the river Jordan. In general, the Jewish community across Palestine willingly supported the Allied cause to defeat the Turks. Lawrence made no mention of the Jews in his writings, least of all in Seven Pillars of Wisdom, but made one generous comment about them in a letter, quoted in Letters of T. E. Lawrence. Referring to the lands they colonized he wrote, ‘The sooner the Jews farm it the better, their colonies are bright spots in the desert.’

This then was the make-up of the southern part of the Ottoman Empire, the most successful empire of modern times since the fourteenth century, though for the previous twenty-five years, dissension and successful rebellion by subject nations within the empire began to reduce the Turks’ influence. By 1913, the empire, ruled over by an insignificant sultan, had rapidly reduced to Turkey, Anatolia and the Arab lands westwards to the Suez Canal. But dissension was now spreading across Arabia - its complex mix of Arabs, Armenians, Jews, Turks and dozens of other ethnic groups and tribes began to rebel and turned to their elderly Emir Hussein and his four prince sons for leadership to throw the Turkish yoke.
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Turkey Controls the Arabs

The Ottoman Empire had effectively occupied greater Arabia for some four hundred years. The Arab people were also predominantly Muslims and their combined numbers amounted to approximately half the total population of the Ottoman Empire’s 20 million subjects. Turkish rule across the Ottoman Empire had long since been achieved by a combination of total military and political control and the slow but steady assimilation, by force if necessary, of all subject peoples. The Turkification of Arabia was nearly complete; street names and public places and announcements were in Turkish but due to the vast distances, the Turkish authorities had always been wary of exerting too much control over the majority of the Arab population who were mainly nomadic. The Turks could rule the major population centres of regional towns but there was no possibility that Turkish rule could ever extend into the deserts: the Arab population was simply too large, spread out and mobile to persecute. Many Arabs held senior positions within the Turkish administration and any widespread control would have created a serious rift.

It was better, for the time being, to pacify and encourage these pro-Turkish Arabs. The sultan, Abdul Hamid, variously known as ‘the Damned’, for his brutality to anyone he thought might oppose him, or ‘the Recluse of Yildez Kiosk’ for his refusal to allow Turkey to modernize, permitted his politicians to woo the Arab intelligentsia by building mosques and Islamic schools across the land. While these  educated and important Arabs were groomed for positions within the Turkish administration and army, their assimilation was only achieved by becoming surrogate Turks. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the Arabic language was no longer used by the (Turkish) government in Arabia; its use was banned in schools, offices and courts. Young town Arabs joined the Turkish Army in their thousands and politically correct Arabs were commissioned into the officer ranks.
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