



  [image: cover]






  




  Also by Barry Turner




  

    . . . And the Policeman Smiled


  




  When Daddy Came Home




  Equality For Some




  A Place in the Country




  Countdown to Victory




  

    AS EDITOR


  




  The Writer’s Handbook




  The Statesman’s Yearbook




  







  [image: img]




  www.hodder.co.uk




  







  First published in Great Britain in 2006 by Hodder & Stoughton


  An Hachette UK company




  Copyright © Barry Turner 2006




  The right of Barry Turner to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written

  permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent

  purchaser.




  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library




  ISBN 9781 444 7 6485 7




  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


  338 Euston Road


  London NW1 3BH




  www.hodder.co.uk




  







  [image: img]




  [image: img]




  [image: img]




  







  The Suez Canal is 101 miles long (excluding 7 miles of approach channels to the harbours), connecting the Mediterranean with the Red Sea. Its minimum width is 197 ft. at a depth of

  33 ft., and its depth permits the passage of vessels up to 34 ft. draught. It was opened for navigation on 17 November, 1869. The concession to the Suez Canal Company expires on 17 Nov., 1968. By

  the convention of Constantinople of 29 Oct., 1888, the canal is open to vessels of all nations and is free from blockade.




  The Statesman’s Yearbook, 1955




  

    The Suez Canal, a work attempted centuries ago by ancient Egyptians, by Persians and Greeks and Romans and Arabs; advocated by some of the greatest minds of history; and

    finally executed under the genius of Ferdinand de Lesseps, has not been altogether a blessing. While serving the needs of mankind, promoting civilization and progress and bringing closer the East

    to the West, it has also been the cause of discord, of international rivalries, of economic imperialism and of war.


  




  Charles W. Hallberg, The Suez Canal.




  Its History and Diplomatic Importance,




  Columbia University Press, 1931
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  Sunrise, 6 November 1956. On the placid blue waters of the Mediterranean, 130 British and French warships with aircraft carriers and heavy cruisers, accompanied by scores of

  destroyers and frigates – the largest amphibious fighting force since the end of the Second World War – stretched along the Egyptian coastline. For Donald Edgar, a reporter with the

  Daily Express and one of only two journalists invited to witness the invasion at first hand, it was a scene so spectacular as never to be forgotten.




  

    

      

        It was a bright morning with a blue sky and our ship was in the centre of a great array of warships and transports which covered a great arc of sea from Port Fuad to the left of the Suez

        Canal to Port Said in the centre and Gamil airfield on the right. Our ship was nearly stationary about three miles off shore, distant enough to reduce the scene to the size of a coloured

        picture postcard and the warships to toys on the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens. It was only with an effort of will I could grasp that it was all for real, not a sequence from a film. It

        was really happening.1


      


    


  




  The anticipation had seemed interminable. The event that had sparked the action, the declaration by Gamal Abdel Nasser, head of Egypt’s ruling council, that the Suez Canal

  was to come under exclusive Egyptian control, had taken place three months and ten days earlier. It is hard now to imagine the consternation caused by a simple act of nationalisation. But the Suez

  Canal was not like any other waterway. Built by the French and long administered by an Anglo-French company, the canal was seen as Europe’s lifeline, the route by which Middle East oil was

  delivered to energy-hungry economies. Egypt was not to be trusted; Nasser was not to be trusted. The ‘act of piracy’, as the headline writers called it, had to be

  avenged. This was the moment.




  While those on deck watched and waited below, troops in full battle gear were climbing into their landing craft. When they broke their routine to listen to muffled explosions coming from no one

  knew where, a loudspeaker voice calmed fears with an announcement that RAF jets were bombing the beaches. Soon after, the close-support destroyers opened up with broadsides.




  

    

      

        To the left of the Canal entrance a great cloud of black smoke from burning oil tanks was drifting over Port Said forming a sinister cloud. Along the sea-front puffs of

        white smoke were rising from shell-fire and red flames were taking hold on the right where the shanty town lay . . . To the extreme left, off Port Fuad, the French sector, lay a great

        battleship, the Jean Bart, and from time to time it fired a heavy shell from its great guns which made the air tremble a little where I stood.2


      


    


  




  At 4.15 the troop carriers opened their bow doors and the ramps were lowered. Second Lieutenant Peter Mayo, a conscript officer with the Royal Marines, was in one of the first

  landing craft to hit the water.




  

    

      

        Almost immediately some shore battery fired two rounds which landed in the sea about 100 yards to our right, but that was all. There was a tremendous barrage going on, and

        the noise was something with the shells passing close overhead and bursting all along the beach. We were about a mile out. There was a huge pall of smoke and dust through which at times we

        could see the outline of the first buildings on the beach. Luckily two or three prominent church towers were quite visible to give us direction. A stirring sight was the RAF jets which came

        screaming down in a steep dive to sweep through the dust cloud, dropping bombs first and then zooming out the other end to turn and make a second run firing rockets and cannon, whose tracers

        could be seen jabbing viciously along the beach. Soon many of the beach huts were blazing. At one moment there was a huge explosion and fire ball some way inland which

        was a large petroleum installation going up. It was to go on burning for three days.3


      


    


  




  Still the passive observer, Donald Edgar was telling himself how lucky he was,




  

    

      

        . . . standing on the bridge watching the most impressive military operation the British had put on for many a year, with parachutists, marine commandos, tanks, aircraft

        and a naval bombardment. What is more I was looking at it all in safety. In the cussed way of the English I think this last factor was beginning to have its effect on me. I was beginning to

        feel sorry for the people of Port Said who were on the receiving end.




        I remembered only too well what it felt like. In 1940 in France it was the Germans who had the tanks, the aircraft and the overwhelming force and I was at the receiving end, taking shelter

        in ditches and cellars. However, I fought these feelings back. A few miles away British troops were fighting their way through a city, perhaps against heavy opposition, suffering

        casualties.4


      


    


  




  Edgar was stretching the imagination in mentioning the parachutists. The drop had taken place twenty-four hours earlier after the French and British bombers had virtually wiped

  out the Egyptian air force before it could even get into the air. More than two hundred aircraft had run relays over the twelve main Egyptian airfields, attacking the hangars and installations

  every fifteen minutes over eleven and a half hours with rockets, cannon and multiple machine guns. ‘If the Egyptian airforce was ever a serious military factor,’ reported Hanson Baldwin

  of the New York Times, ‘its remnants were certainly of little importance by sundown.’5




  Even so, the paratroopers, whose objective was to secure essential communication points, did not have an easy time of it. It was the job of the Deuxième Régiment de Parachutistes

  Coloniaux to capture the canal bridges south of Port Said which opened the road to Suez. The dropping zone was a narrow strip of land between Lake Manzoleh and the canal. The risk was landing in

  water and being dragged down by heavy equipment. There was only one way to minimise the hazard and that was to orchestrate the drop at an altitude low enough to avoid drift.

  The trouble was, if it was too low there would be no time for a canopy to open. The decision was taken. The drop would be from 450 feet, 100 feet down from the accepted safety level.




  

    

      

        With even the weakest A-A fire, it had the appearance of Operation Suicide. The pilots took their maps scored with red lines. They must not deviate one yard from the

        marked lines; they must not hasten nor delay the drop by a second.




        At 7.32 the aircraft were over the dropping-zone. ‘Water, water, everywhere,’ murmured a paratrooper. They dropped the equipment containers. The Egyptian A-A massed about the

        bridge opened up furiously. The containers, dangling below the parachutes, burst open as the shells struck them. They dropped smoke-bombs. Soon the bridge was lost in a cloud of smoke. The

        aircraft turned back for the second run. This time the double-doors at the rear of the fuselage opened and the men jumped, two by two, one couple every second.




        Miraculously nobody fell in the water. But the smoke-screen began to fade. Egyptian cannon, machine-guns and mortars opened up on the swinging silhouettes and on those on the ground,

        struggling from their harness.6


      


    


  




  One bridge was blown up before the French could get to it but a second bridge, which carried the main road and railway, was captured intact. They went on to take Port Fuad.




  A perilous drop by the 3rd Battalion The Parachute Regiment also met with success. El Gamil airfield was no more than 800 yards wide and consisted of a pair of runways and a makeshift control

  tower. It was bordered on one side by the sea and on the other by Lake Manzala. Like their French colleagues, the paras risked a watery grave.




  

    

      

        Although the lack of good intelligence about the strength and dispositions of the Egyptians had resulted in the briefers exaggerating their numbers,

        it still surprised the men of 3 Para to see red tracer arching towards them as they floated earthwards. Fortunately for them, it is an even more frightening experience to see a cloud of

        several hundred parachutists descending upon one than it is to be shot at in the air when the adrenalin is flowing freely. Apart from that, men hanging from parachutes lack freedom of action,

        while those on the ground can make themselves scarce and unless they are of exceptional staunchness this is what generally occurs. It says much for the Egyptian soldiers that they fought for

        as long as they did, but within thirty minutes of landing 3 Para had cleared the airfield, which they found had been held by about a company of infantry defending a couple of concrete

        pill-boxes and a number of trenches dug along the beach and the airfield perimeter.7


      


    


  




  Four hours after being taken, the airfield was once again ready for use. The link-up between the paras and those troops ferried in by helicopter or landing craft took place the

  following day.




  

    

      

        Port Said beach line was ablaze from end to end, and a massive pall of smoke dragged away to the east, bringing to mind newsreel pictures of the evacuation of Dunkirk. It

        billowed from a point behind the town to form an oily and ominous backdrop to the whole electrifying panorama. The sky around us seemed full of shrieking jets and clattering helicopters; the

        sea dotted with naval vessels of every description.8


      


    


  




  The area around Port Said was not the only scene of action. Egypt was at war on two fronts. On 29 October a crack parachute force of Israelis had dropped at the Mitla Pass in

  the Sinai Desert, just 40 miles east of Suez. As the sixteen Dakotas flew above the Kuntilla border crossing, the paratroopers could see below clouds of smoke and dust thrown up by the tanks and

  trucks of the Israeli land force racing towards the Egyptian bases that guarded the road to Mitla.




  As his plane approached the drop site, battalion commander Raful Eitan stood by the door, first in line.




  

    

      

        I had a feeling of great excitement, despite having jumped many times before. This jump was part of a wide-ranging military operation and was far from

        the Israeli border. When I got the go-ahead I jumped and drifted slowly down toward the Mitla crossroads. It was five o’clock in the afternoon and the sun was beginning to set. There

        was a stillness interrupted only by the sounds of our planes and isolated gunfire.




        After freeing ourselves from our parachutes, we quickly re­grouped and unloaded our weapons. We spread out and assumed positions in the staging area. The sun had already set as we

        began to set up roadblocks, lay mines and dig in. The task of fortifying our positions was made easy by the bunkers and communication trenches that were still standing from the days of the

        Turks. After positioning two units at the Parker monument to the west, we completed our day’s work by marking the area the French planes would need to drop our supplies.


      


    


  




  Not long after digging in, the Israelis had their first encounter with Egyptian forces.




  

    

      

        They were travelling past us, unaware of our presence, when we took them by surprise. We captured several of their vehicles and were lucky to find a generous supply of

        drinking water as well. After the French completed their drop, we were confident that we were well supplied.




        Late that night I prepared to sleep. Sleeping the night before a battle is always difficult because there is great tension and excitement. Yet, I dug myself a foxhole, upholstered it with

        card­board, cushioned it with parachutes and went to sleep.




        At dawn I awoke and examined the area. Our troops were engaging in minor clashes with Egyptian forces that were passing through the Mitla Pass as they fled our advancing

        troops.9


      


    


  




  Those troops were led by a maverick commando officer and a future Israeli prime minister – Ariel Sharon. Advancing over 90 miles in four days, it was this Israeli

  incursion into Egypt that gave apparent legitimacy to the Anglo-French action.




  As bombs fell on Port Said, the French and British forces offshore braced themselves for the invasion. Their declared objective, received with incredulity by the rest of the

  world and not least by the United States, was to restore peace in the Middle East. In fact, as everybody knew, the aim was to take back control of the Suez Canal and to overthrow a demonised enemy,

  President Nasser.




  So it was that Lieutenant Peter Mayo, whom we met earlier as his landing craft nudged the beach at Port Said, experienced his first action.




  

    

      

        I drove straight up the land through the beach huts and in a couple of minutes we were disembarking behind the wall in front of the first of our three houses. These turned

        out to be still in the last stages of construction, the tallest being seven or eight stories high. 1 and 2 sections took cover in some rubble, covering the mosque to the left, while 5 section

        cleared the first house. There was no one inside and my section moved straight on into the third house and cleared it, sections leap-frogging upwards till we reached the roof where there was

        a balcony. Almost immediately several Wogs (as all Egyptians are generally known, though there seemed to be the understanding that ‘Wog’ meant an armed wog, all the others being

        termed ‘civvies’) appeared running down the street immediately in front of us. They had rifles but no uniform, and must have been Home Guard. Whatever they were, Soggers shot four

        of them with his bren-gun. I didn’t actually see it happen, but when I looked at the figures sprawled on the pavement in widening pools of their own blood I wasn’t as affected as

        I thought I should be, but viewed them in a detached and objective sort of way.10


      


    


  




  The horror of it wasn’t brought home to Mayo until a few minutes later when another Egyptian suddenly appeared and started running up the street.




  

    

      

        People said he had a pistol in his hand, but I didn’t see whether he had or not; but he hadn’t taken more than a dozen crouching steps

        before five or six shots tore into him, and as he fell he half twisted to look up where the fire came from with a look of furious surprise on his face. He fell out of sight under a bush. I

        felt slightly sick. We weren’t supposed to be shooting at civilians, but it was very difficult to tell, as most of the people we met were civilians with rifles. There were very few

        uniforms to be seen. We spent an hour or so up there, shooting at what were mostly fleeting targets. The incredible thing was the way civilians, women and children, wandered around apparently

        unconcerned only a few hundred yards away.11


      


    


  




  The next ten minutes were said by Peter Mayo to be the most unpleasant of his life. Riding in Assault Landing Craft (LCAs), each with two Bren guns mounted in front, A Troop

  moved forward into the built-up area.




  

    

      

        Things happened too quickly at the time for me to become really consciously frightened. It is only on looking back at it that one realises quite how dicey it was, and

        really how very lucky we were not to have more casualties. We started off down the street with high houses on both sides, and almost immediately we were fired on. A lot of windows held

        snipers, and all the side streets too. From then till we got out the other end there was a continual boil of fire. We kept shooting all the time, half the time not at anyone in particular,

        because moving as we were it was difficult to catch more than a fleeting glimpse of the Wogs. However it must have done something to discourage them, and their aim must have been pretty poor.

        There was the continual crack of bullets passing by, but luckily it is difficult to tell just how close they are – lucky that is for our peace of mind.




        Then suddenly in the middle of a lot of firing from some house on our right I felt a sharp sting on my right arm, just where it was bent at the elbow next to my side. The bullet slightly

        tore my smock and left a small, red blister on my arm without even breaking the skin. It must then have passed an inch or so in front of my body. There was no time to think of this, for at

        the same moment Thistleton and a Sergeant of the Tanks in command of the landing craft who were standing with me on the platform at the front, all three of us actually

        touching each other, both turned to me with a look of shock and surprise on their faces.




        Thistleton, the bren-gunner, said he had been hit. The Tank sergeant made a sort of inarticulate noise and pointed to his chest which was already soaked in blood. I shoved Thistleton in

        the bottom of the craft where someone started helping him. He was quite conscious and behaving terribly well, trying to refuse morphia, and insisting he drink only from his own water-bottle.

        He had a shot through his left shoulder, another in his chest which didn’t seem to have come out, and a third in his thigh. The sergeant had been hit by what we afterwards discovered

        from a hole in the landing craft to be a 50 calibre round in the right chest. I opened his shirt, put on a field dressing and gave him morphia. I thought he was dead then, or else he died in

        the next minute or so. I don’t think he felt very much. My hands were covered with his blood, and I shall never forget the sweet, hot smell of it. It required an effort of will to stand

        up again from the comparative safety of kneeling down to deal with him, and the cowardly sense of relief it brought. The whole thing had been a bit of a shock.12


      


    


  




  This was the reality of war. Mayo was not alone in wondering how it had come to this. What ‘eruption of the irrational’, as one diplomat put it, had caused two

  leading European powers to pitch their combined military weight against Egypt? The showdown was a brief affair. After a mere week of fighting, world pressure led by the United States forced a

  ceasefire. But though it was one of the shortest wars in modern history, for drama on and off the battlefield the Suez crisis has few equals. And the consequences are with us to this day.




  







  2




  In enforced retirement on the island of St Helena, Napoleon Bonaparte reflected that Egypt was the world’s most important country. It was no delusion. Touching two seas,

  the Mediterranean to the north and the Red Sea to the south-east, Egypt was the natural trade junction of three continents – Europe, Asia and Africa. Moreover, it was here that Britain, the

  greatest threat to French ambitions for world leadership, was most vulnerable. With possession of Egypt came control of the Suez land route, Britain’s shortest line of communication with the

  East. The prize was India, ‘the only basis for Britain’s grandeur in Europe’, 1 said Napoleon. It was a bold strategy made yet

  more audacious by Napoleon’s intention to fulfil a recurring dream of French power politics, that of slicing through the Suez isthmus with a canal to be navigated exclusively by French

  merchant vessels and warships.




  Napoleon had had his own reasons for striking east. While victories in Italy secured his reputation as a decisive and imaginative commander, he was not without rivals. At a time when Europe,

  with the exception of Britain and Portugal, had reconciled itself to French hegemony, there were too many generals chasing too little destructive employment. Napoleon had needed to assert himself.

  What better than to gratify his political mentors by humbling Britain without the cost and risks of cross-Channel invasion – an option still in prospect but with an ever lower rating.




  The alternative was not without its problems. For one thing little was known about Egypt except that a once proud nation, cut off from advanced civilisations for hundreds of years, had been

  reduced to subservience by a collection of vicious tyrants known as the Mamelukes. What had been originally a boy slave race (mameluke is a male white slave) from what

  is now Turkmenistan had become a military caste and finally a ruling class. In principle, if rarely in practice, the Mamelukes owed allegiance to the Sultan of Turkey, which raised the intriguing

  question of how it would be possible for France to occupy Egypt without making an enemy of the Ottoman Empire. Napoleon’s answer to that was to invade in a spirit of friendship, claiming that

  what was being done was in the best interests of Turkey, a not entirely specious claim since a weak and corrupt dynasty in Constantinople could not alone hope to assert authority over the

  Mamelukes. In any case, if France did not act, Egypt might fall to Russia or Austria or Britain. Much diplomatic effort went into persuading the sultan that France was by far the best of a choice

  of evils.




  On 12 April 1798, Napoleon was given his orders. He was to seize Malta and Egypt, dislodge the English from their bases in the East and pierce the isthmus of Suez while maintaining good

  relations with the sultan. He had ten weeks to assemble and fit out the expedition, and all this to be accomplished in utmost secrecy. The British were led to believe that if the French were

  preparing anything it was an invasion of Ireland or Portugal.




  The departure from Toulon on 19 May made quite a sight for the local citizenry. Thirteen ships of the line with frigates, brigs, avisos and transports of every description carried 17,000 troops,

  as many sailors and marines, over a thousand pieces of field artillery, 100,000 rounds of ammunition, 567 vehicles and 700 horses. Also accompanying Napoleon was a virtual academy of scientists,

  artists and technicians. It was they who were to have the lasting influence on Egypt. En route the fleet was joined by three lesser convoys, from Genoa, Ajaccio and Civita Vecchia, bringing the

  total number of men to about 55,000 and the number of ships to almost four hundred. On the open sea, the armada covered up to 4 square miles.2




  Once the news spread that the French squadron was under sail – destination still unknown, even by many of those who had signed up for the adventure – the reaction in London was to

  send Admiral Horatio Nelson in pursuit. His difficulty was in finding his quarry. The two fleets got close off Malta on 22 June but it happened at night when Nelson

  unwittingly overtook the enemy, leaving the French vessels far behind in his ever more desperate search for his objective. Having reasoned accurately that Alexan­dria might be the port Napoleon

  was heading for, Nelson turned up to find an empty harbour and almost immediately set off again, this time for Crete. Later the same day, a French frigate, sent ahead by Napoleon, anchored at

  Alexandria. Neither side was aware of the flukes that were keeping them apart.




  It was to be over a month before Nelson struck lucky. After Crete, his next best hope was Sicily. Another disappointment. He had, as he wrote, ‘gone round of near six hundred

  leagues’ with nothing to show for his efforts. Then, having heard word in Greece that the French had made for Egypt, Nelson returned to Alexandria. A few miles east of the port, at Abukir

  Bay, perseverance brought its reward – the sight of the entire French squadron at anchor. Nelson, who was in a state of nervous exhaustion, relaxed for the first time in weeks. He ordered

  dinner to be served and the French fleet to be attacked, in that order. But by that time, Napoleon was in Cairo.




  The French invasion force had not had an easy time. Ill trained and ill equipped for a desert campaign, missing even basic kit like water bottles, three divisions had marched on Alexandria.

  After five weeks at sea, a night landing over rocks and reefs and with little to eat, the men were exhausted before they started. Dragging themselves along, however, losing stragglers to marauding

  Bedouins who raped the men (much admired for their white, smooth skins) and beat the women, 3 the French columns, with Napoleon at their head, came

  at last within sight of the outer fortifications of Alexandria. Such was their reputation for hard fighting, wretched though they were, that opposition was slight. By midday, the city was in French

  hands.




  Cairo was a tougher proposition since Mameluke forces were certain to gather strength to defend the capital. But Napoleon’s luck and tactical superiority held out. The battle of the

  Pyramids, fought on 21 July 1798, turned into a massacre. ‘The combat’, wrote a chronicler, ‘lasted more than two hours – but two hours of

  indescribable terror. The populace was cowed and stupefied by the infernal noise of the incessant thunderous firing . . . The people sobbed, struck their own faces, and screamed, “Woe

  to us! Now we are slaves of the French.”4




  While it might be doubted that the citizens of Cairo were so distressed at the humiliation of the Mamelukes, eyewitnesses agree that the city was in panic. When order of a sort had been

  restored, Napoleon reported his first impressions of Egypt to Paris. ‘It would be difficult to find a richer land and a more wretched, ignorant and brutish people.’5




  In little more than a week, Napoleon’s mood of triumphalism was dented by news from Abukir, where Nelson won his peerage, a life pension and undying fame by destroying the French fleet.

  Though this was a hefty blow to French pride, Napoleon escaped direct blame for the battle of the Nile (named more for easy public recognition than for geographical accuracy). More disturbing to

  him was news that fighting had resumed in Italy, that Turkey had declared war on France and that Britain was again putting together a coalition of powers hostile to France. It was Nelson’s

  real triumph to prove that France was not invincible. By way of balancing the achievement, Napoleon, or Sultan Kabir, the Great Sultan, as the Egyptians came to know him, worked hard to reconcile

  the native political and religious leaders to his cause, that of bringing civilisation and prosperity to the people and profitable trade to France. In this, the academics and scientists he had

  brought with him had a vital role to play, not least in helping him further the grandest of engineering projects – the creation of a water link between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.




  The first objective was to identify the ruins of a canal built in the days of the pharaohs.




  

    

      

        He [Napoleon] went to the port of Suez . . . and advancing north, discovered and pointed out to those who accompanied him, the vestiges of the canal constructed by the

        ancient kings in the design of joining the Nile to the Red Sea. He followed its lines for a long time and a few days later, again drawing near to the lands made fertile

        by its waters, he recognised the opposite extremity of the canal, to the east of ancient Bubastis. He ordered all necessary measures to prepare the execution of the great work he meditated.

        The annals of men offer no more heroic scene than that which took place at the Gates of Asia. The Liberator of Egypt himself had come to decide a famous question, which belonged at once to

        history to politics, to the exact sciences and to the civil arts. He stamped a new route on the commerce of the East.6


      


    


  




  Napoleon was to be disappointed. The engineer, J. M. Le Père, who was charged with making a survey of the Suez isthmus, concluded that the level of the Red Sea was 30

  feet higher than that of the Mediterranean, a calculation not disproved until 1847. As an alternative, he recommended an indirect route from the Nile to the Red Sea which he estimated would cost

  between 25 and 30 million francs, a figure that put the project out of economic reach.




  And that, for a half-century, was as far as it went. The Egyptian adventure soon lost its appeal for Napoleon. Military setbacks culminating in a disastrous attempt to take Syria, where his

  troops were decimated by Turkish and British forces, were accompanied by yawns of apathy in Paris, where attention was focused on continental affairs. Napoleon was in the wrong place at the wrong

  time. Still little more than thirty years old, he had ambitions that could only be fulfilled by returning to France. He left just in time. Starved of supplies and fresh troops, in 1801 the French

  army surrendered Egypt to the British, who in turn restored it to Ottoman rule. The rationale in London was that once the French were off the scene there was no good reason for British troops to

  remain in the country. Maritime and commercial interests put greater emphasis on forging trade agreements with local rulers along the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman; treaties that were

  eventually to formalise British control, which lasted into the second half of the twentieth century.




  Napoleon never forgot Egypt. On St Helena, he meditated on the rich opportunities he had missed.




  

    

      

        What could be made of that beautiful country [Egypt] in fifty years of prosperity and good government? One’s imagination delights in the enchanting vistas. A

        thousand irrigation sluices would tame and distribute the overflow of the Nile over every part of the territory. The eight to ten billion cubic yards of water now lost every year to the sea

        would be channelled to the lower parts of the desert . . . all the way to the oases and even farther west . . . Numerous immigrants from deepest Africa, from Arabia, from Syria, from Greece,

        from France, from Italy, from Poland, from Germany, would quadruple the population. Trade with India would again flow through its ancient route . . . France, being mistress of Egypt, would

        also gain mastery over Hindustan.7


      


    


  




  Fanciful stuff. But then, the Suez Canal was no less fanciful. In the absence of Napoleon’s vaunting ambition it might never have been built.




  After the departure of the French and British, the power vacuum in Egypt was filled by a young Albanian officer of a mercenary army sent by the sultan to re-establish the authority of the

  Ottoman Empire. Confirmed as viceroy by the sultan in 1807, Muhammad Ali, a ruthless and energetic moderniser who eliminated his rivals in a mass assassination, founded a dynasty that was to last

  for 145 years, ending with the sorry reign of King Farouk and the revolution that brought Gamal Abdel Nasser to power.




  French culture had made an indelible mark on Egypt. In seeking to raise the commercial and political standing of his country, it was only natural that Muhammad Ali should look to French skills.

  Dams were built, derelict land irrigated, cotton and sugar introduced as staple crops. European traders took advantage of the improved overland route between Alexandria and Suez. With an efficient

  army to guarantee order and security, Egypt was suddenly a rising power in the Middle East, a development that gave concern to its Ottoman masters, who saw a potential rival

  for loyalty across the entire region.




  Having had their problems with Napoleon, the British too were made nervous by the rising ambitions of the Egyptian potentate. As set out by Viscount Palmerston, Britain’s Foreign

  Secretary, government policy was for the Ottoman monolith to be protected as a bulwark against Russian expansion. But as Muhammad Ali extended his reach into Syria and Arabia, there came the real

  possibility that Russia would intervene. When the Turkish navy defected to Muhammad Ali in 1839, the threat to Constantinople called for action. While British and Turkish forces drove the Egyptians

  back to their own border, Palmerston proved himself the master of diplomacy by forging a deal with Austria, Russia and Prussia (the 1841 Treaty of London) to confirm Egypt as part of the Ottoman

  Empire and to limit her armed forces. With his dreams of Egyptian independence propelled into the distant future, Muhammad Ali died a frustrated man, though with French help he was able to hold on

  to the hereditary rights of his dynasty and to enforce a generous interpretation of the powers of viceroy.




  Britain was now prepared, once again, to stand back from Egyptian affairs. It mattered not to Palmerston or his successors what went on in Cairo as long as there was no risk of another power

  – France was the obvious candidate – becoming dominant. Meanwhile, even without a canal, Egypt was beginning to take on the critical role in world communications envisaged by Napoleon.

  While British troopships and merchantmen still favoured the Cape route to India, the monthly service to Bombay via Alexan­dria, opened in 1842 by the P&O Navigation Company, soon gained

  popularity, particularly for the transit of mail. Claiming, with justification, to be the fastest and most comfortable means of traversing a quarter of the globe, it carried P&O passengers

  through the Mediterranean to Alexandria, then overland to Suez and on to Bombay across the Red Sea and the Arabian Sea. The route was protected by a British base on Aden, a volcanic peninsular

  annexed in 1839 as a coaling station. The drawback of the overland section of the journey – 200 or so miles in four-horse vans – was largely overcome in 1858 with

  the completion of the Cairo–Suez railway, an enterprise that stunted the appeal of a waterway.




  But Napoleon’s grand plan would not go away. In the early 1830s, it was taken up by a young engineer and French vice-consul, Ferdinand de Lesseps, who, trading on his father’s

  diplomatic service in Cairo and himself steeped in the romance of Arabia, had built up a powerful network of connections leading all the way to Muhammad Ali. The canal project appealed to the

  viceroy but his endorsement came too late in his reign, and when he died in 1849 his son Ibrahim and his xenophobic successor, Muhammad Ali’s grandson Abbas, put a brake on de Lesseps’s

  ambitions.




  Fortunately for de Lesseps, Abbas did not last long. Having reversed most of his grandfather’s policies and seen off the foreign, mostly French, mentors, he was struck down by an assassin.

  Such was his lack of appeal, it was said at his death that the Egyptians endured with fortitude an accompanying heat wave in the belief that it was the opening of hell’s gates for the

  reception of their former ruler. Now it was the turn of Said Pasha, a boyhood friend of de Lesseps, to occupy the viceregal throne. Weighing in at nearly 20 stone, Said lived up to the popular

  image of the fat man as a bon vivant. He was:




  

    

      

        One of those hearty colossi, good livers, big jokers, great eaters, and magnificent drinkers. His hand was of a size to box the ears of elephants; his face wide, of high

        colour, and with a full beard, showed geniality, sincerity, courage, and cynicism . . . He jovially decapitated misbehaving sheiks and made a jolly bonfire of eighty million piastres of

        village tax arrears. He entertained visiting Sovereigns with funny French stories, and made his pashas, with lighted candles in their hands, wade with him through loose gunpowder to test

        their nerves . . . He covered his parade-ground with iron plates to keep the dust off his Paris clothes. Life with Said was never dull. ‘Give him two hundred!’ he would shout,

        without explaining whether he meant kurbash, the whip, or baksheesh, cash. He was as popular as a gross joke, and some of his reforms, such as the

        abolition of slavery (1856), of corporal punishment (1863), and of conscription, were much appreciated jests.8


      


    


  




  Invited to accompany the viceroy on a ten-day excursion into the Western Desert, de Lesseps found the moment to appeal to Said’s nationalist sentiment. Skirting details,

  he argued for the Canal des Deux Mers as a ‘title to glory’ and a ‘passport to riches’.




  

    

      

        Mohammed-Said listened with interest to my exposition. I begged him, if he had any doubts, to tell me them; and he did offer several intelligent objections to which I

        replied in a manner calculated to satisfy him. Then at last he said to me, ‘I am persuaded. I accept your plan. For the rest of the journey we will concern ourselves with means for its

        execution.’9


      


    


  




  Granted the franchise to cut through the isthmus of Suez and buoyed up by his conviction of the rightness of his cause, de Lesseps set about attracting the finance for a private

  company that would build and manage the canal.




  The challenge turned out to be more formidable than he had ever anticipated. Certain in his own mind that the canal would be ‘sure of the support of all enlightened persons in all

  countries’, it came as a shock to him to find that the political establishment in Britain was unanimously opposed to a scheme that could only enhance French influence in the Middle East. The

  views of the Foreign Office were set out so plainly as to rule out any possibility of misunderstanding.




  

    

      

        For both commercial and military purposes we are nearer to India than any European nation except Spain and Portugal, which are nothing. When the canal is open, all the

        coasts of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea will be nearer India than we are. The first proposer of the canal was Bonaparte, for the purpose of injuring England. At present India is

        unattackable. It will no longer be so when Bombay is only 4,600 miles from Marseilles; and although we shall be able to send troops through the canal, our present

        position of perfect safety is far better than the amplest means of defence.10


      


    


  




  Even more of a surprise was the less than enthusiastic response from Paris. De Lesseps could be forgiven for misreading the signs. France had lately rediscovered her enthusiasm

  for Bonapartist rule. In 1852, the nephew of the first emperor was proclaimed Napoleon III with near-absolute power to restore the glory days of his illustrious predecessor. Surely, the Suez Canal

  was ideally suited to a strategy for advancing French prestige? De Lesseps had no trouble in attracting the emperor’s attention. His empress, the glamorous and cosmopolitan Eugénie,

  was a cousin of de Lesseps. Moreover, she shared her husband’s enthusiasm for the trappings of modern life, notably speedier and more comfortable travel, as attested by a succession of

  decrees extending French road and railway networks. The building of the Suez Canal would seem to have been a logical follow-on to the domestic modernisation programme.




  Unfortunately for de Lesseps, he failed to take account of the centrepiece of French foreign policy, which was to keep Britain onside. The relationship between the two countries was uneasy at

  the best of times, but when de Lesseps began lobbying for diplomatic and financial support for his canal, France and Britain were united in their concern over Russia’s predatory incursions

  into the Ottoman Empire. This was to lead to the war in the Crimea – a fair disaster all round – but meanwhile Napoleon had no intention of sowing discord across the Channel.




  De Lesseps suffered another setback in his efforts to seduce the money men. Short-term profits were hard to identify. With steam power still in its infancy, most sea cargo was carried by sail,

  which was better adapted to the longer Cape route than to the narrows of the Red Sea, where the going was slow and ardu­ous. There was a third obstacle that de Lesseps had to surmount. While

  Said remained a convinced canalisté, he was subject to pressures that were hard to resist. It was not simply that Britain was obstructive and France, at best,

  neutral. He also had to take account of the views of the sultan, whose approval was unlikely to be forthcoming while he was indebted to Britain for holding on to his throne. There must have been

  times when Said seriously thought of jilting de Lesseps. It would have gained him credit in London and Constantinople, the two capitals where he most needed friends.




  The Frenchman was not deterred. It was to his advantage that he was neither an engineer nor a banker. As a result he faced problems with an infectious enthusiasm untarnished by expertise.

  Slowly, mercantile interests in France, but more significantly in Britain, were persuaded that the Suez venture was not as hare­brained as they had first been led to assume. From Paris, de

  Lesseps put the final touches to the flotation of his Suez Canal Company, guaranteeing a concession of ninety-nine years with just 15 per cent of the profits going to the Egyptian government. The

  official announcement came on 5 October 1858. Of the 400,000 shares on offer, 222,000 were taken up before the books were closed while another sizeable block was credited to Said Pasha’s

  accounts. This caused a certain amount of confusion since it was not at all clear that the viceroy had the resources to pay for his shares, which meant that de Lesseps had to begin fulfilling his

  part of the deal – the actual digging of the canal – with less than half the capital he needed to cover essential costs.




  On the plus side, Said’s enthusiasm was fully restored. He was prepared to brush aside the feeble protests of his sultan, but more, much more, he was ready to provide de Lesseps with

  conscripted fellahin (peasant) labour to do the hard manual work. Loud voices were raised against de Lesseps’s resort to what was commonly described as slavery. His response was a master

  stroke of public relations. While making no attempt to deny that his discipline could be heavy handed, he claimed to be no worse than other employers of mass labour, and went to pains to show that

  in many respects he was a lot better. His agreement with Said promised that workers would be paid a third more than they would normally expect and that in addition to their pay they would be

  entitled to food, accommodation, medical and other welfare services. How much of this translated into reality was open to question, but de Lesseps could, with some justice,

  ask innocently where in Europe better conditions were on offer.




  Digging started on 25 April 1859. The first of the 100 million cubic feet of sand and rock that would eventually be shifted, was turned by the zealot who had made it all possible. As the news

  spread of work actually in progress, there was praise in France from many small investors, who were relieved to hear that their hard-earned money was being used to some purpose. At more exalted

  levels there was no comment. The Emperor Napoleon was preoccupied with his war with Austria and the liberation of Italy from Hapsburg rule, events that were to lead to the acquisition of Savoy and

  Nice and a boost to his reputation as a worthy successor to his uncle. In Britain, however, political opinion was unreservedly hostile. Diplomatic coercion in Cairo and Constantinople brought work

  on the canal virtually to a standstill. De Lesseps fought back, but even a promise of freedom of navigation on the canal with ships of all nations to pay the same tolls did nothing to mitigate

  fears in London that a French plot was under way to frustrate Britain’s imperial destiny.




  Now prime minister, leading his second government, Palmerston was determined that the canal would not be built. Carried along by his Francophobia, British opponents of de Lesseps revived the

  myth that if, by some miracle, the canal was completed before the money ran out, a supposed variance in the levels of the Red Sea and the Mediterranean would cause a watery disaster akin to pulling

  the plug on a very large basin. When this and other scare stories were shown to be unfounded, Palmerston kept up the pressure on the Turkish sultan to refuse permission for the work to proceed. The

  sultan did as he was asked, but by now Napoleon was more openly sympathetic to de Lesseps. Moreover, not just France but other maritime nations could see how the Suez Canal might benefit their

  fortunes.




  In 1863, Said died and was succeeded by his nephew, the thirty-three-year-old Ismail Pasha, who was taken with the idea of having his name associated with what was already

  coming to be regarded as one of the greatest engineering achievements of the century. But Ismail was not in awe of de Lesseps and his French connections. A nationalist in so far as he resented

  being pushed about in a European power game, he demanded a revision of the canal concession that would limit the company’s territorial rights. Matters were brought to a head when de Lesseps

  and Ismail agreed to submit their differences to a Commission of Arbitration headed by Napoleon III. The choice of arbitrators naturally irritated Britain but after the sultan gave his approval

  there was no going back.




  The judgement required the company to surrender its claim to land adjoining the canal and to subsidiary waterways. In deference to European liberal sensitivities, there was to be no further

  resort to conscripted labour. It was not all bad news for the company. Much of the pain was taken away by compensation of 130 million francs to be partly covered by interest on shares held by

  Ismail. Such was the viceroy’s lack of grasp of elementary finance that he did not see the risk in this of sacrificing yet more bargaining power to his creditors. Even the withdrawal of

  forced labour turned out to be less damaging than first feared after a newly patented chain bucket dredger proved to be hugely effective. By December 1868, when 70 per cent of the canal was ready

  for traffic, Britain had abandoned her Palmerstonian defiance, taking comfort instead in the argument that ‘a hole in the sand is an excellent place for sinking capital’. The truth, as

  recognised by other European nations, was that Britain was alone on a fragile limb, though, as it happened, not without the ability to scramble back to a stronger bough.




  The opening of the Suez Canal in November 1869 was the defining moment in the reign of Ismail Pasha. Even for a ruler whose extravagance had become legendary (in the accounts of one of

  Ismail’s daughters figured a bill from a Paris dressmaker for black velvet costing £10,000), 11 the celebrations were on a scale that

  surpassed all expectations. With a new title to celebrate – a shower of lavish presents had persuaded the sultan to acclaim him Khedive of Egypt – Ismail drew up a

  guest list that ran to 6,000 distinguished visitors, all expenses paid. Thousands more turned up uninvited. At the head of the European contingent was the Empress Eugénie, the emperor having

  decided to stay at home rather than upset Britain by seeming to make political capital out of the event. Other European heads of state were disinclined to offend the sultan, who, despite the pleas

  of Eugénie, who stopped off at Constantinople in the hope of putting her beauty and charm to good diplomatic purpose, made clear that he had no intention of being upstaged by Ismail.




  This was a great disappointment to the khedive, whose transparent purpose in staging ‘the greatest drama ever witnessed or enacted in Egypt’12 was to persuade the European nations that power was shifting inexorably from Constantinople to Cairo. But while Ismail was a dedicated Western moderniser who enthused over new

  roads, railways, street lighting and telegraph offices, not to mention a world-renowned canal, he was still a long way short of the sultan in the international pecking order. The Ottoman Empire had

  certainly fallen a long way since the great days of the sixteenth century, when Saleen the Grim had overrun Syria and Egypt, and of his successor Suleiman the Magnificent, who had led his armies

  into Europe as far as the walls of Vienna, but strategic considerations gave the sultan his edge. After Eugénie it was the second rank of European royalty that attended the Suez Canal

  opening. The exception was the Hapsburg emperor, Francis Joseph, who was there only to make sure that no Prussian upstart prince was allowed to take precedence over Austrian majesty. A grateful

  Canal Company gave his name to a quay at Port Said. Wisely, he stayed close to Empress Eugénie as she presided over what was essentially a triumph of French enterprise.




  

    

      

        Everywhere Her Majesty had the place of honour. She was the one centre of attraction. The Entente Cordiale was not even dreamt of in those days, when the offices,

        the railroads, the steam-boat services in Egypt were all filled with Frenchmen; French was the language of the cosmopolitan society of Cairo. The Khedive, the Princes,

        the Ministers and the courtiers of the vice-regal palaces, all, as a rule, spoke French.13


      


    


  




  The celebrations got under way on 16 November when the imperial yacht Aigle steamed into Port Said.




  

    

      

        Over eighty vessels, many of them warships, had assembled to welcome the Empress. They were dressed overall, with rails and yards manned, and as Aigle entered

        harbour, each fired a salute, through which the cheering of the multitude broke in waves which brought people near to tears. As Aigle dropped anchor Eugénie exclaimed,

        ‘Never in my life have I seen anything so beautiful!’ The weather was superb, the shores gay with thousands of pennants fluttering above the heads of the dense crowd of many

        nations, many shades. In the foreground was the paintshop perfection of the royal yachts in an unofficial contest for the smartest ship. Beyond them were the newest of passenger ships, each

        chosen by some delegation or group for this particular honour.14


      


    


  




  The following day the international flotilla anchored halfway along the canal on Lake Timsah, where Ismail’s hospitality defied superlatives.




  

    

      

        The entire town had been garlanded with fresh green-stuff, to symbolise the fertile land won back from the desert. A palace had been built for the occasion, in the halls

        of which Ismail that evening received between four and five thousand of the elite, while the lower orders also enjoyed themselves at his expense. The desert Arabs increased the

        commotion by bringing in with them their own shrill orchestras. Though up all night – after a long night in Port Said, and what must have seemed one of the longest days in her life

        – the Empress was out at eight o’clock next morning. She rode to the famous Seuil of El Guisr on horseback, but for the return journey insisted upon mounting a camel – which

        must have been something of an achievement sartorially as well as in terms of equitation. It is hardly likely that Eugénie had ever been on a camel before. The authorities who

        watched over her evidently considered it a somewhat undigni­fied procedure, and so she was followed all the way home by a carriage drawn by eight white

        dromedaries.15


      


    


  




  For Britain, ‘the greatest enterprise achieved in Egypt since the days of the Pharaohs’16 was a humiliation

  disguised by a national sulk. The Union Jack was noticeably absent from the decorations at Port Said and a P&O paddle steamer brought up the rear of the inaugural procession of vessels. The

  English guests were correspondingly grudging, though at home more could be read into P&O’s decision to reduce its first-class passenger fare to Bombay. A sharp fall in freight rates on

  the Cape-to-India route followed in late November. The Saturday Review unkindly pointed out that while the Empress Eugénie was opening the Suez Canal, the best that Britain could

  offer Queen Victoria was the opportunity to cut the tape across the new Holborn Viaduct, 17 an undeniable improvement to London’s snarled

  traffic system but hardly to be compared to an international waterway of such costly magnificence.




  The achievement was not complete. Though three new ports had been created at Port Said, Port Ibrahim and Ismailia,18 no harbour had been built on

  Lake Timsah. Because the canal’s bottom width of 72 feet was only half that laid down in 1856 as the absolute minimum, the channel was equivalent to a one­way railway and required passing

  stations. The total costs were £18,144,000, or 108 per cent over the 1856 estimate.




  The completion of the Suez Canal did nothing to help Ismail extricate himself from his money problems. As he pushed ahead with this programme of modernisation, he sank farther into debt and into

  increasingly acrimonious exchanges with his international creditors. He could expect no help from Turkey. The ‘sick man of Europe’ was also in dire financial straits. The obvious

  solution, to appeal for help to France, was made less obvious by the Franco-Prussian war of 1870, which brought about the end of the Second Empire and the exile of Napoleon III to a London suburb.

  Having seen the Empress Eugénie at Suez, at the height of her majesty, it was a sadness for one old Egyptian hand when he next spotted her ‘arriving in a

  one-horse fly at the Charing Cross Station in London on her way to Chislehurst, and strug­gling in vain to force her way to the platform through a dense crowd of holiday folk, amongst whom she

  passed unknown and unnoticed’.19




  Burdened by heavy reparations and governed by a new wave of politicians who were unmoved by imperial sentiment, France cold-shouldered Ismail, who, in desperation, put up for sale his only

  disposable asset of any worth, a 44 per cent holding in the Suez Canal. He found a ready purchaser in Benjamin Disraeli, the British prime minister, who, in the days of his opposition to the

  venture, had said of it that it was ‘a most futile attempt and totally impossible to be carried out’. Older and wiser, Disraeli now made haste to raise the modest £4 million asked

  for the shares. Instead of going to Parliament, where he was sure to encounter opposition to a suspect overseas entanglement, he made for the House of Rothschild, a banker with an unfailing eye for

  a safe bet, in this case 2 per cent commission on a three-month loan secured by the British government.




  Disraeli was subsequently to make great play of his coup, claiming to have ‘out-generaled’ the French government to take control of the Suez Canal. In fact, the minority interest he

  had acquired, having been mortgaged by Ismail in 1871, did not even have voting rights until 1895. On the other hand, with four-fifths of canal traffic carried under the British flag, there was

  clearly an advantage in denying France exclusive control of the company.




  Britain’s bargaining strength was further enhanced after she sided with Turkey when the Russians invaded Ottoman-controlled Bulgaria, ostensibly in defence of the persecuted Christian

  minority. As a reward for sending warships to the Dardanelles, a grateful sultan handed over the Mediterranean island of Cyprus. Disraeli may not have been able to assert British dominance over the

  Suez Canal but with the largest fleet in the world and naval bases at each end of the canal, in Cyprus and Aden, it was undeniable that Britain had the upper hand. Moreover, the Suez shares turned out to be a highly profitable investment. When they came out of pawn in 1895, the annual dividend was put at £690,000. In the year before the Great War they were

  valued at over £40 million.




  The share purchase led to a dramatic shift in conservative opinion. Having first dismissed the canal as impractical, then as a financial disaster in the making (how familiar is this pattern to

  those who follow European Union negotiations?), it now saw the Suez Canal as essential to British interests. With all the enthusiasm of the convert, the British press praised the canal as ‘.

  . . the most valuable of all the public works of Egypt’ and ‘a glorious enterprise by which the world will profit when the pyramids have crumbled into the sands of the desert’. In

  the euphoria of the moment there seemed little doubt that ‘we shall come to possess the whole property and build arsenals on the canal, whence we can supply India in any time of need’.

  It followed that ‘Egypt is as necessary to England as Alsace and Lorraine to Germany’ . . . holding ‘Turkey and Egypt in the hollow of our hands, the Mediterranean is an English

  lake, and the Suez Canal is only another name for the Thames and the Mersey’.20




  The downside, as Disraeli’s critics had predicted, was that involvement in Egypt could not stop at participation in the manage­ment of the Suez Canal. Despite the £4 million from

  Rothschild, Ismail was still in deep money trouble, made worse by the impending collapse of Turkish finances. The easy way out for Britain and France would simply have been to sacrifice the

  credi­tors and to let Egypt go bust – national bankruptcy was already an established pattern in South America – but Egypt’s position across what was now one of the

  world’s great trade routes put her in a different category. So it was that a year after Britain had bought into the Suez Canal Company, an Anglo-French Commission was set up to take charge of

  Egypt’s budget and, by barely disguised implication, to institute a new regime. Ismail made a last-ditch effort to hold on to his country and his job, but with the sultan siding with the

  Europeans, Ismail accepted the inevitable and abdicated in favour of his eldest son, Prince Tewfik. Egypt’s debts were consolidated with repayments fixed at 7 per cent,

  absorbing up to two-thirds of the state’s revenues.




  Events now followed what was soon to become a familiar pattern. Native resentment at the growing number of European administrators whose work on the finer points of financial man­agement

  went unappreciated created a power gap between Tewfik as their protector and the rising star of nationalist regeneration, a peasant who had made his way up the army ranks to the rank of colonel.

  But Ahmed Arabi was more religious leader than soldier. His appeal was to the fellahin, who looked to the imminent (as they hoped) triumph of Islam over the infidel. Recognising a popular movement

  that had to be accommodated, Tewfik tried to neutralise Arabi by making him war minister and by accepting a quasi-parliament in which the official language was Arabic. In support of Tewfik, French

  and British fleets put on a display of strength off Alexandria, but the effect was the reverse of that intended. Riots in Alexandria, leading to the death of fifty Europeans, prompted fears in

  London and Paris that the canal was threatened. Pressure built up for an Anglo-French expedition to restore European authority.




  The fall of an interventionist government in Paris, however, left the problem with Britain. After much heart-searching, for now a Liberal government under Gladstone was instinctively opposed to

  imperialist gambles, the importance of the Suez Canal as the route to India was taken as justification for an expeditionary force. On the morning of 13 September 1882, troops led by Sir Garnet

  Wolseley routed nationalist forces at Tel-el-Kebir. Thanks to liberal opinion in Britain, the death sentence passed on Arabi was commuted to exile.




  Interestingly, at no time during the crisis was any attempt made by the dissidents to block the canal or to disrupt the free passage of cargoes and passengers. Moreover, no shipping company felt

  the need for armed protection and no plans were made for diverting vessels. Was intervention thus strictly necessary? The question remained unanswered, though it was surely surprising that the

  politicians who were most strongly in favour of action did not bother to consult the people who were directly responsible for traffic on the canal. It was a failing that was

  to recur in similar circumstances seventy-four years later – but with rather more tragic consequences.




  If, from this point, Britain played the dominant role in Egypt, French interest in what went on in the country remained strong. It was not simply that the Suez Canal Company was seen as a

  predominantly French enterprise – it remained headquartered in Paris – or even that Egypt was imbued with the French language and culture. What really concerned the politicians in Paris

  was the possible run-on effect of events in Egypt on France’s neighbouring colonial possessions in North Africa. Algeria, never the easiest place to govern, had been under French control

  since the 1850s, while Tunisia was declared a French protectorate just a year before Britain invaded and occupied Egypt. With French imperial aspirations now directed towards Morocco, the last

  thing needed was nationalist troubles in Egypt spreading over into a movement for pan-Arabism. Here again we see the start of a political axiom that was to influence diplomatic thinking for most of

  the following century and to have its baneful impact on the crisis of 1956.




  Unlike France, Britain was not at first set on extending its imperial reach. The plan was to get out of Egypt as speedily as the troops had gone in. Gladstone himself, who had opposed

  intervention but had been outmanoeuvred by his colleagues, was determined that Egypt should be left to the Egyptians. But such sentiments were conditional on Egypt being capable of looking after

  herself. How long would that be possible?




  Returning to Cairo after several years’ absence, Edward Dicey called off in Paris to visit a diplomat friend. ‘To a question of his, as to the intentions of the British Government, I

  replied that they considered our military occupation as simply provisoire. His answer was “J’admets bien que c’est provisoire, mais c’est un provisoire qui durera

  é’ternellement” .’21 It was an opinion that found favour with the man now chosen to direct Egyptian affairs. A former

  army officer from a famous banking family, Sir Evelyn Baring, later Lord Cromer, had a track record in Egypt as the British representative on the Anglo-French Dual Control

  Commission. Though technically responsive to the wishes of the khedive, with powers limited to ‘inspection and admin’, in practice the first British regent and controller-general had

  almost unfettered authority. And he meant to keep it.




  ‘All history’, he wrote, ‘is there to prove that once a civilised Power lays its hands on a weak State in a barbarous or semi-civilised condition, it rarely relaxes its

  grip.’22




  Cromer’s voice was to be dominant in Egypt for the next twenty-four years.




  







  3




  Almost immediately Cromer’s tenure was made to look longer-term than Gladstone had ever intended by events in the anarchic border state of Sudan. In the complex way of

  the Ottoman Empire, the Sudan came within the province of Egypt’s khedive. In the time of Ismail Pasha, the Sudan had been governed on his behalf by an evangelical British army officer,

  Charles George Gordon, who had made peace of a sort between the tribes and abolished the slave trade. After his retirement in 1881, the internecine warfare, for which the country is still

  notorious, was renewed this time by Mohammed Ahmed, a religious fanatic who proclaimed himself the Mahdi, saviour, a descendant of the Prophet Muhammad, who had come among his people to guide all

  Muslims in the true faith, which was certainly not that of the infidel-led Egyptians. With military gifts to match his charismatic leadership, the Mahdi’s dervishes routed a 10,000-strong

  British-led Egyptian force, thereby taking control of most of the country. With Egypt now at risk, action was called for, but who was to take it was a matter of lengthy dispute. Gordon was the

  obvious man for the job, but his histrionic personality was anathema to the studiously precise Cromer, who thought him ‘about as much fit for the work in hand as I am to be Pope’.

  Still, he had to recognise that no one else was likely to do the job.




  In February 1884, Gordon was welcomed back to Khartoum. When his peace feelers failed to connect he began evacuating Egyptian civilians while calling for reinforcements to defend the city.

  Prevarication in London allowed the Mahdi’s forces to gather in strength cross the Nile at Omdurman. By mid-March, Khartoum was under siege. Repeated attacks were beaten off while the British government agonised over sending a relief force. It was not until August that General Wolseley, the victor at Tel-el-Kabir, mounted a rescue operation. It took over

  two months for the troops to be assembled and another month for them to fight their way through to Khartoum.




  It was all too late. By then, the Mahdi had launched an over­whelming assault on the city, ending a siege that had lasted forty-five weeks. Gordon was immortalised in General

  Gordon’s Last Stand, a highly romanticised painting showing the commander at the head of a flight of steps, calmly waiting his fate as the dervishes gather around him, their spears poised

  for the kill. The Mahdi died soon afterwards, probably from typhus, but was succeeded by an equally ferocious warrior, known as the Khalifa, who kept the Sudan in a state of anarchy for the next

  decade.




  With an ever present danger on the Egyptian border there was no longer any talk of Cromer’s early departure from Cairo. But while the other European powers accepted that Britain should

  have control in Egypt, assurances were needed that the Suez Canal would remain an international waterway. France wanted the canal to be declared a neutral thoroughfare to prevent the passage of

  warships. Britain could not agree to this. To close the canal to Britain in wartime was to put India at risk. A counter­proposal suggested limitations on the time that warships could remain on

  the canal and a ban on troops disembarking along the route. This seemed at least to offer a basis for negotiation, but France, backed by Russia and Germany, demanded an international commission to

  enforce an agreement. Again, Britain felt she was being made a hostage to other countries’ fortunes.




  A complicating factor was the attitude of Turkey, whose leadership was never easy to fathom. A large part of the problem was the latest sultan, Abdul Hamid II, whose achievement was to give a

  whole new meaning to royal eccentricity. An austere and God-fearing character who was sympathetic to modernisation in so far as it bolstered his own power, he so feared for his life that on the

  rare occasions he appeared in public he had one of his infant sons ride beside him in the imperial carriage as a psychological deterrent to assassins. Otherwise, he was at

  home in his fortress palace high above the Bosporus, where he was occupied carving elaborate wood scrollwork, playing the piano – Offenbach was his favourite composer – and reading the

  adventures of Sherlock Holmes.




  Despite this less than favourable context for serious diplomacy, the effort was made by Lord Salisbury’s Tory government to come to an understanding on Britain’s role in Egypt. In

  1885, Britain was given responsibility for reorganizing the Egyptian army and for putting in order the national administration. The following year, it was agreed that the British garrison should

  withdraw after three years but with the right of re-entry ‘if there are reasons to fear an invasion from without, or if order and security in the interior were disturbed’. A blanket

  condition that gave so much favour to Britain was opposed by France and Russia, but while they succeeded in frightening off Turkey from ratifying the convention, they recognised by default the

  British occupation of Egypt. Safe in this knowledge, Salisbury was ready to be more accommodating on an international accord for the protection of the canal, even accepting a watered-down French

  proposal for a supervisory commission. This paved the way to a settlement, signed at Constantinople on 19 October 1888 by representatives of Britain, France, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Italy,

  Russia, Spain, Turkey and the Netherlands.




  Guaranteeing ‘at all times and for all Powers, the free use of the Suez Maritime Canal’, the Convention declared the water­way to be ‘open in time of war as well as in time

  of peace, to all vessels, whether merchantmen or warships’. There was more in the small print forbidding fortifications or the stationing of troops or warships within fighting distance of the

  canal.




  It was a bold attempt to set the law above purely national interests, but as with other similar agreements it was to founder on the reality of war. Twenty-six years later, Suez was part of the

  European conflict that brought an end to the Ottoman Empire and Turkish sovereignty over Egypt. After 1918, lip-service continued to be paid to the 1888 Convention, but nobody could believe that freedom of navigation on the canal was dependent on anything but power politics.




  Meanwhile, the British administration led by Cromer was free to do whatever was necessary to transform Egypt into a modern state. He brought a banker’s mentality to his task. He knew how

  to balance the books and took appropriate measures to stimulate the economy, including irrigation schemes to increase the area of cultivated land and expand the production of cotton – the

  best in the world. But though an outstanding administrator, Cromer was none too sensitive to Arab pride. Adopting an air ‘of rather distant, lofty superiority to all but a very few of the

  people he felt comfortable with’,1 he was contemptuous of a ‘nondescript country’ where, in his view, the citizens were incapable

  of the meanest responsibilities. A policy of ‘British heads and Egyptian hands’ was instituted, whereby ‘it soon became the established notion that any young Englishman with a

  university degree could do a job better than any Egyptian however experienced’.2




  It is unlikely that Cromer in all his grandeur would have taken it as a compliment but he was a great publicist. In his speeches and writing he never wasted an opportunity to proclaim the

  British duty to civilise the world in general and Egypt in particular. The tone was that of a condescending patronage of lesser mortals, an assumption of superiority that is now hideously

  embarrassing. The mass of Egyptians, said Cromer, were ‘sunk in the deepest ignorance’. As for the aristocracy, their ‘incapacity for government has been clearly

  demonstrated’ and their return to power would bring ‘corruption, misgovernment and oppression’.3




  Cromer was in tune with the times. Towards the end of the century, notwithstanding problems in South Africa where British forces were about to receive a mauling from the Dutch settlers, imperial

  sentiment was on the rise with a strong body of opinion holding that by doing good abroad Britain could do well for herself at home. The fusion of self-interest with missionary zeal made for a

  powerful manifesto. Of the literary patriots who took up the cause the best known was J. E. Seeley, a history don who turned a series of lectures on the virtues of empire

  unity into a bestseller that remained in print for over thirty years. In The Expansion of England, Seeley held out the prospect that ‘England may prove able to do what the United

  States does so easily, that is to bind together in a federal union countries very remote from each other’.4




  This was the start of a campaign to abandon the traditional policy of free trade in favour of a system of imperial preference. Where Egypt, technically part of the Ottoman Empire, fitted in to

  all this was never adequately explained. But the Suez Canal was central to the grand scheme for imperial economic union. And when the debate turned to the higher purpose of Britain’s role in

  the world, Egypt was counted among the fortunate bene­ficiaries. In Egypt, as in other countries across the globe, ‘Britain is laying the foundations of states unborn, civilizations

  undreamed till now, as Rome in the days of Tacitus was laying the foundations of states and civilizations unknown’.5 This was J. A. Cramb,

  another history professor who in his day was as well known as any modern television pundit. Cramb’s bête noire was Germany, which he saw as the greatest threat to Britain’s

  imperial destiny. Above all, Germany had to be kept out of Egypt, ‘which, next to India, is the most sacred region in this earth’.6




  The romance of an ancient civilisation, rich in archaeological finds, was taken up by Rudyard Kipling, who ‘conjured up a vision of a world of warmth and light and colour . . . in the

  mystery of the Orient, the splendour of the gorgeous East and the magic of the Arabian Nights’.7 To Kipling, Port Said was more than a

  bunkering station for the canal. It was the midway meeting point for colonials journeying to and from India, a terminus like Charing Cross station, where it was said that if you waited long enough

  you met everyone you ever knew in life.




  

    

	

    

      

        Bound in the wheel of Empire, one by one,




        The chain-gangs of the East from sire to son,




        The Exiles’ line takes out the exiles’ line




        And ships them homeward when their work is done.8


      


    


  




    




  Those who knew Suez at first hand could have told the poet that he was short on facts. By the 1880s the Suez Canal was a ‘stinking ditch’, a

  breeding ground for disease, while Port Said was ‘a den of thieves and assassins’.9 In the days before night traffic through the canal,

  racketeers and brothel keepers flourished on the trade of voyagers whose ships had to pass the night in port. But Kipling’s flights of romance made the greater impact on popular opinion.




  Leaving the sentimental side to the poets, Cromer stressed the economic benefits of British rule in Egypt, including improvements in irrigation that led to a near-doubling of cotton production

  between 1885 and 1900. The gain for Britain was the supply of high-quality raw material for the Lancashire mills. But it was the canal itself which offered the best return. Every increase in trade

  between the two hemispheres raised the stakes for British control over ‘the most important piece of water in the world outside of our own home waters’.10 Thus traffic multiplied with every advance in international trade from the final victory of steam over sail to the invention of refrigeration, which allowed for frozen meat to

  be carried from Australia and New Zealand to markets halfway across the world. By 1893, the canal shares held by Britain had appreciated in value to close on £18 million, a government

  estimate that inspired The Times to credit Disraeli with ‘one of the most brilliant strokes of finance ever accomplished either by financier or statesman’.11 In its praise for Cromer, The Times was hardly less euphoric, its editor, Moberley Bell, going so far as to seek Cromer’s advice on a correspondent for

  Egypt who would ‘make discreet use of information not available to the general public’.12




  Cromer’s closest ally in the campaign to persuade opinion in Britain that Egypt was to all intents and purposes part of its imperial system was Alfred Milner, a former journalist who was

  recruited by Cromer to serve as his director general of accounts. In 1891, Milner published England in Egypt, a book in praise of the British talent for exercising fair and just government

  over the ‘motley mass’ of Egyptians. Not surprisingly his views did not go down too well with the natives, but political circles in London were favourably

  impressed. In 1885 Lord Salisbury returned to power, this time at the head of a determinedly pro-empire Tory administration. His trust in Cromer was made clear when, in response to a telegram

  asking for instructions, he responded with a laconic ‘Do as you like’.13 As Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain took the same line,

  having declared on returning from a visit to Egypt that Britain had ‘no right to abandon the duty which has been cast upon us’.14




  The objective of advancing Egypt to self-rule seemed to recede with every official pronouncement. Instead, the imperial grip tightened. Having rebuilt and retrained the Egyptian army, General

  Sir Herbert Kitchener was ordered to reconquer the Sudan. It was all done in the name of the khedive, but while, to use Salisbury’s words, the twenty-two-year-old ‘Abbas Hilmi was keen

  to plant the Egyptian foot further up the Nile’,15 he was well aware that he was acting on behalf of his British overlords. Against a

  background chorus of ministerial squabbling over the costs of the operation, Kitchener planned meticulously for the advance. Though the dervishes were without modern arms, under the Khalifa’s

  leadership their fighting spirit demanded respect.




  In March 1896, Kitchener’s Anglo-Egyptian force congregated on the banks of the Nile, where there were steamers to carry them as far as Wadi Halfa. From there, and taking no chances,

  Kitchener built a railway to take his supply line to within 200 miles of Khartoum. Having accumulated three months of supplies, he advanced towards the dervishes’ camp at Omdurman, near

  Khartoum. At 5.30 on the morning of 2 September 1898 his 25,000-strong army stood to arms behind stone barricades. Twenty minutes later, the first line of dervishes were spotted as the Khalifa

  signalled a mass frontal attack. Kitchener waited until his adversaries, the fuzzy-wuzzies, as they were known to the British forces, were within 2,000 yards before opening fire with artillery,

  Maxim machine guns and Lee-Metfords, the army’s first repeating rifles. When the dervishes fell back the battlefield was strewn with the dead and dying.




  The fighting was not quite over. But the battle of Omdurman, in which the Anglo-Egyptian forces suffered fewer than five hundred casualties, was decisive. Among the

  dervishes, the dead alone were some 11,000. Two days later the British and Egyptian flags were raised over Khartoum and a funeral service was held on the steps where General Gordon was thought to

  have perished. The Sudan was never fully conquered. As recent events have shown, internecine warfare has continued to frustrate civilised government. But the slaughter of the dervishes extended

  British influence to the upper Nile and thus to the northern edge of central Africa, where the European nations were carving out their colonial patches. So it was that the Suez Canal made another

  gain in commercial and strategic value.




  Kitchener rounded off his triumph by journeying upriver to confront a French force that had raised the tricolour at Fashoda, in the southern wilds of the Sudan. The dispute was handled in

  gentlemanly spirit with Kitchener insisting that he was acting on behalf of the khedive, whose territory had been violated by the French. It was not until after the French government had

  reluctantly decided to give way that the Union Jack was run up alongside the Turco-Egyptian Star and Crescent. As a further acknowledgement of French sensitivity, Fashoda disappeared from the map,

  the settlement being renamed Kodok. Thereafter, Britain was given a virtually free hand in Egypt and Sudan, a French concession formally recognised by the entente cordiale, which, in return,

  left France unchallenged by Britain in Morocco.




  Victory at Omdurman seemed to confirm the jingoists’ claim that when the natives were restless a tough response would soon restore normality. Possibly for this reason, Cromer ignored the

  discordant notes that were reported back to him by his officials. It was not hard to find reasons for popular discontent. To start with the most obvious, a healthy economy, for which Cromer was

  much praised at home, had done little to ease the lot of the fellahin, who struggled to raise large families while paying off debts at exorbitant rates of interest. There was resentment too at the

  ever growing number of Europeans employed at inflated salaries at state expense in jobs that could quite easily have been filled by Egyptians.




  Even those Egyptians who had done well under the Cromer regime found it hard to reconcile themselves to a government that was so clearly alien. Partly it was a matter of religion. Nine-tenths of

  the population were followers of Islam, whose allegiance, in so far as it lay anywhere outside Egypt, was to the sultan, the Protector of the Faithful. But social distinction played the bigger part

  in creating disaffection. Having no great opinion of Egyptian capabilities, Cromer was sufficiently aware, or maybe just suf­ficiently polite, not to broadcast his views in circumstances that

  would give offence. Those lower in the European pecking order were less inhibited in voicing prejudices as established truths. The typical Egyptian was seen as oily, idle and corrupt. It was an

  image hardened by the time-honoured custom of baksheesh, mitigating against the performance of any task, however simple, without the appropriate backhander. The Egyptians saw it as fair game;

  anyway, complaints of financial chicanery came ill from unwelcome guests who carried exploitation to the level of purloining over 70 per cent of the revenues from the Suez Canal.




  In the 1890s nationalism grew apace. Khedive Abbas Hilmi, a relatively sophisticated product of the royal line who spoke excellent Turkish, French, German and English, made no secret of his

  resentment of the British occupation. It was a French-educated lawyer, however, Mustafa Kamel, who caught the popular mood by founding a National Party dedicated to the libertarian and egalitarian

  ideals of the French Revolution. Localised disturbances – a riot in Alexandria, an attempt to blow up the arsenal at Khartoum, demonstrations supporting Turkish sovereignty – culminated

  in the Denshawai incident, an event that was as powerful a stimulant to nationalism in Egypt as the 1916 Dublin uprising in Ireland or the Amritsar massacre in India.




  The trouble started when a shooting party of English officers killed some birds reared by Denshawai locals. An unfortunate accident, it was later claimed; a deliberate provocation, argued

  Mustafa Kamel. In a subsequent encounter in the same village, on 13 June 1906, a gun went off, wounding at least one resident, whose neighbours retaliated with a shower of

  stones. An officer who was sent off to get help was struck on the head and died that same evening from a combination of concussion and sunstroke. It was time for another firm smack of government,

  decided Cromer. A special tribunal presided over by the minister of justice was set up to try the miscreants. Cromer was en route home for his annual leave when the sentences were handed down

  – four to hang publicly, eight to be flogged, two to endure penal servitude for life and ten to five terms of imprisonment ranging from one to fifteen years.




  In the biggest mistake of his career, Cromer chose to back his deputy, who had confirmed the sentences. His defenders argued that he had no choice, but this was to ignore the obvious let-outs.

  The khedive, had he been asked, would almost certainly have granted a pardon or recommended less savage punishments. As it was he was furious at having been deliberately bypassed. Cromer could have

  justified intervention without seeming to retreat before nationalist pressure. It was he, after all, who had approved the abolition of public execution some years earlier and who had led the way in

  putting an end to the use of the kourbash or heavy whip, the one-time instrument of persuasion common to tax-gatherers and overseers of forced labour. But the law, such as it was, took its course.

  The reaction in Egypt was to transform nationalism into a mass movement.




  In London, Cromer’s old enemy, the Tory anti-imperialist Wilfred Blunt, who had long campaigned for Egypt to be handed back to the Egyptians, took up his pen. In a diatribe translated into

  Arabic and published in two Cairo newspapers in October, he attacked all things British in the Egyptian administration. But it was Bernard Shaw, already famous for his anti-establishment stance,

  who did most to quicken the liberal conscience. In his play John Bull’s Other Island, a parody of Anglo-Irish relations, he devoted a preface to the Denshawai Horror, in which he

  challenged his readers to:




  

    

      

        Try to imagine the feelings of an English village if a party of Chinese officers suddenly appeared and began shooting the ducks, the geese, the hens

        and the turkeys and carried them off, asserting that they were wild birds as everybody in China knew, and that the pretended indignation of the farmers was a cloak for hatred of the Chinese,

        and perhaps for a plot to overthrow the religion of Confucius and establish the Church of England in its place.16


      


    


  




  In the play itself Shaw derided the British character in business and politics, embodying a world where action overrode the emotions and intellect.




  After Cromer retired – soon after but not as a result of the Denshawai incident – the heavy hand of British administration in Egypt was relaxed somewhat. There was greater freedom of

  debate and more opportunities for educated Egyptians to join the civil service. Those imprisoned as a result of the Denshawai trial were released. The concessions came too late to pacify the

  nationalists, who vented their frustration on Boutros Ghali, the first true-born Egyptian ever to be appointed prime minister, but who also had the less enviable distinction of being the presiding

  judge at the Denshawai trial. What ended his career, however, was Suez. Having negotiated better terms for his country, Boutros was vilified by the nationalists for agreeing to a forty-year

  extension to the company’s territorial concession. A single bullet fired by a Muslim fanatic killed Boutros and the Suez agreement.




  The assassination brought the inevitable response from London. What was needed in Cairo, it was said in clubland, was a strong man who the Egyptians would respect. Kitchener of Khartoum was

  admirably fitted to the task – a single-minded, none too imaginative autocrat capable of staring down the mob. It was Cromer all over again, but with the difference that Kitchener had more

  sympathy for the Egyptian underclass. For his land reforms he was hailed as the ‘Friend of the Fallah’, a rallying cry that served him well on his regal tours of the countryside. Where

  Kitchener failed, as Cromer had failed before him, was in not giving the Egyptians the chance to run their own affairs. Another influx of Englishmen to fill administrative

  jobs nurtured resentment, as did their smug, patronising manners and their total inability to realise when they were giving offence.




  It did not help that Cairo was seen as a soft posting, one in which a government official of no great distinction might while away his days in genteel pursuits until seniority earned him a

  decent pension. Lord David Cecil, who was Kitchener’s financial adviser, parodied Colonial Service recruitment with an invented but not untypical letter of application.




  

    

      

        Dear Sir – I am fifty years of age, and have never had a profession. It was suggested to me by a friend who lives near me, and whom I see almost every day, that the

        only cure for the weak health from which I have been suffering for some years would be to go abroad for a long period. He suggested some hot climate would suit me best. I thought of Egypt.

        Could you give me a post under Government with light duties and a moderate salary? I write a good hand and am a great admirer of Mr Balfour, whose governess’s second cousin married a

        connection of my wife’s. Awaiting a favourable reply, – Believe me, Yours. PS – I should add that I am slightly deaf.17


      


    


  




  In another popular travelogue, With Kitchener in Cairo, the journalist Sydney Moseley explained why the Englishman was disliked. ‘The Land of Paradox’, he

  found, ‘has become the City of British Snobs. Officialism is there in its element. Petty tyranny, narrow-mindedness, tactlessness, and bumptiousness germinate and thrive.’ Though

  contemptuous of the half-Turkish upper-class Egyptian, he thought the friendship of the ‘growing Egyptian’ well worth cultivating, but appreciated the barrier imposed by his servile

  manner. ‘The cringing and abjectness of the native have transformed many responsible Britons in Egypt from masters tolerant towards their inferiors into the kind of tyrant who recalls

  Egypt’s darkest hour.’18




  Cairo was not to everybody’s taste. When Harry Boyle, a devoted Arabist and one of Cromer’s closest aides, first arrived, Cairo was, in his own words,

  ‘still an Oriental town’.




  

    

      

        There was, of course, a considerable European quarter and European houses dotted about, but these were of very little account compared with what they have been for a good

        many years past. Where now stand ‘Maisons de Rapport’, seven and eight stories high, were then large wooden mansions belonging to the Egyptian or Turkish dignitaries, surrounded

        by extensive gardens thick with palm trees and flowers. All the streets were lined with acacia trees and dimly lighted at night by occasional oil lamps . . . The native quarters were

        practically as they had been in the time of the Mamelukes; large tracts within the city were waste land littered with every sort of filth and refuse, and the nightly haunt of prowling thieves

        and prostitutes. The whole city was teeming with dogs.19


      


    


  




  Nonetheless, in the European quarter life was elegant and congenial.




  

    

      

        A typical Cairo sun shone over the bevy of stylishly dressed ladies at the Winter Flower Show at the Ghezireh on Saturday, and one’s fancy was perhaps as much taken

        with their smart summer toilettes as with the dazzling display of roses, though these were undeniably beautiful. The magnificent palms and decorative plants from Prince Hussein’s

        gardens transformed the central hall into a fit setting for the gorgeous blooms exhibited, among which a charming collection shown by the Countess of Cromer gained a well-merited

        prize.20
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  With the close of the first decade of the new century, European political thinking was preoccupied with the rise of Germany and the threat of continental war brought on by

  territorial rivalry. Little attention was given to Egypt and even less to Turkey. Weak and tottering though it was, the Ottoman Empire was assumed to be so dependent on Anglo-French diplomacy to

  keep it going that the sultan would never dare do anything to compromise his friends in Paris and London. But the oldest allies are not necessarily the most reliable. What passed notice in the Quai

  d’Orsay and in Whitehall was the assiduous efforts made by Germany to gain favour in Constantinople. As early as 1889 the Kaiser had paid a state visit to the sultan, the first and only

  Christian monarch to do so, and he came again with even grander ceremony in 1898, the year of Omdurman. Tokens of friendship included the latest German weaponry, along with instructors to modernise

  the army. Egypt as a factor in Britain’s vulnerability, the concept fostered by Napoleon, was discussed openly by German strategists.




  Relations with Turkey were made more problematic after 1909, when a revolutionary movement known as the Young Turks forced the abdication of Abdul Hamid in favour of his brother Reshad (Mehmed

  V), who was content for the country to be handed over to the ‘unstable rule of ambitious and insecure army officers’.1 Threatened by a

  resurgence of Turkish nationalism, the Balkan states formerly under Ottoman rule fought to maintain their independence and to eliminate Turkey’s role in Europe. The loss of Christian

  dependencies was accepted with relative equanimity but religious and cultural affiliations with the Arab provinces put the Middle East in a different category. The Young Turks

  had visions of a unified Islamic state centred on Istanbul. Germany offered encouragement.




  Even so, with rather more attention from Britian a declaration of Turkish neutrality might well have been secured. But as war came closer, British impatience gave an edge to diplomatic requests,

  making them sound more like demands. The general failure in communication tipped over into crisis when Britain purloined two battleships being built for the Turkish navy on Tyneside. This was on 31

  July 1914, four days before Britain responded to the violation of Belgian neutrality by declaring war on Germany. On 2 August, Turkey signed a secret treaty with Germany while proclaiming her

  intention of avoiding hostilities. The pretence lasted until early November, when Turkey formally joined the war.




  The British response was to declare Egypt a British protectorate, a wonderfully ambiguous term implying that a request had been made rather than an order given. The lie was quickly put to any

  suggestion that Egyptian wishes had been taken into account when Abbas Hilmi, whose Turkish sympathies were well known and who happened to be on a European tour when the war started, was told to

  extend his travels indefinitely. He was replaced by his uncle, Prince Hussein Kamel, who, in a calculated snub to his former sovereign, was proclaimed Sultan of Egypt. But his power was illusory.

  Martial law was declared and the citizenry dragooned into supporting the British war effort. Government was in the hands of the senior British military officer and of the consul-general, now known

  as the high commissioner, who assumed absolute control over foreign affairs.




  The first objective – at this stage, the only objective – was the protection of the Suez Canal as an exclusive preserve of Britain and her allies. Though it was in direct

  contravention of the 1888 Convention, which pledged freedom of navigation, there can be no doubt that Germany had ambitions to occupy the Canal Zone for its own purposes. In January 1915, after the

  British had been forced out of Gallipoli, a German-led expedition of some twenty thousand Turkish troops crossed the Sinai Desert, intending to launch an attack across the

  canal on pontoons and rafts. The main blow was struck on the night of 2/3 February, between Tussum and Serapeum, while a secondary attack was launched in the direction of the Ismailia ferry post.

  The fighting, which began in a heavy sandstorm, continued until the late afternoon. Only three of the craft succeeded in crossing to the west bank.2




  With a loss of 1,300 men, the Turks retreated across the desert. This disaster for the Axis powers was compounded by the failure of the Egyptians to rise up in support of their Islamic brothers.

  But given the strength of the British forces in Egypt – 70,000 by February 1915 – such a noble act of self-sacrifice was a lot to ask. That the Egyptian nationalists were capable of

  action when conditions were favourable was to be proved all too conspicuously four years later.




  Egypt saw little action for the rest of the war, though she did play a critical role in the Allied war effort – as a source of recruits and a military depot, with Cairo as a leave and

  convalescent centre. This third activity came into prominence after 1916, when the war in the east took on a fresh urgency. Up to then, fighting strength had been concentrated on the Western Front.

  To keep Turkey busy, in the Arabian desert, generous subsidies were paid to tribal leaders to persuade them to compromise their allegiance to the sultan.




  Abd-al-Aziz ibn Saud, who controlled most of eastern Arabia (now part of Saudi Arabia), agreed to stay out of the war and let the British handle his foreign relations. A more ambitious

  arrangement was reached with the Hashemite leader, Hussein ibn Ali, Sharif of Mecca, and as such custodian of the holy places, who was encouraged to believe that once free from Ottoman rule, he and

  his family could carve out territories to call their own. On this understanding, Hussein proclaimed open rebellion, staging guerrilla attacks on Turkish forces led by his son Faisal. Much of their

  success was owed to the inspired leadership of Faisal’s chief of-staff, Captain T. E. Lawrence, soon to be better known as Lawrence of Arabia, whose devotion to the Arab cause was imbued with a romanticism that was at odds with military convention.




  Paradoxically, it was a commanding officer reputed to be of a distinctly traditional mindset who recognised Lawrence’s genius. In fact, General Sir Edmund Allenby was blessed with great

  imagination but managed to keep it hidden under a veneer of rule-book orthodoxy. Transferred from the Western Front, where the two sides were log-jammed in their trenches, Allenby was under orders

  to break the impasse by gingering up the war in the east. Lawrence would help him in his mission, of that he was certain. The maverick was paid a respect by Allenby that other senior officers found

  hard to credit. Why, the man did not even wear the king’s uniform, preferring to doll himself up in Arab costume.




  As Faisal, with Lawrence by his side, attacked Turkish supply lines, Allenby led a rejuvenated army to capture Jerusalem, four centuries almost to the year after the Turks had gained possession.

  Allenby’s appreciation of Arab sensitivities was made plain when he rejected a ceremonial entry to the city on a white charger. Instead, he came on foot and left on foot and throughout the

  solemnities no Allied flag was flown.3 He went on to break through German and Turkish lines to take Damascus. What is now Syria and Palestine were

  in Allied hands.




  The moment had come to live up to promises, however vague, of Arab self-government. There was encouragement from the USA, where President Wilson elaborated his Fourteen Points specifying that

  the non-Turkish nations in the Ottoman Empire should be given ‘an absolute unmolested opportunity of development’. America’s decisive role in the defeat of Germany ensured that

  the American concept of self-determination, precluding any form of colonial dominance, was a premier theme at the Versailles Peace Conference. For Wilson it was all quite simple and

  straightforward. ‘On the one hand’, he said,




  

    

      

        stand the peoples of the world – not only the peoples actually engaged, but many others who suffer under mastery, but cannot act; peoples of

        many races and in every part of the world . . . Opposed to them, masters of many armies, stand an isolated, friendless group of governments who speak no common purpose but only selfish

        ambitions of their own which can profit but themselves . . .; governments clothed with the strange trappings and the primitive authority of an age that is altogether alien and hostile to our

        own.


      


    


  




  ‘There can be’, he concluded, ‘but one issue. The settlement must be final. There can be no compromise. No halfway decision would be tolerable. No halfway

  decision is conceivable.’




  But transposing the American ideal to a European, let alone an Arab, setting was beset by complications. For one thing, there was no tradition of democracy in the Arab provinces or, indeed,

  anywhere loyal to Islam, which taught unqualified obedience to a single political and religious authority. Self-government in the Wilsonian sense was simply not a practical proposition. If power

  was to be handed over it had to go to Arab leaders who, by title or military powers, were able to command broad allegiance. How they treated their subjects was unlikely to be determined by articles

  of the American constitution. France and Britain were not worried by this because they were not in the least anti-colonial. For them, imperial possessions were an endorsement of their status as

  world powers. Their ideal was to have strong local rulers with whom they could cooperate to serve mutual interests. Notwithstanding promises made to Hussein, the European victors had no intention

  of giving up on the Middle East, where, in addition to the importance attached to the Suez Canal, there was now the prospect of tapping into substantial oil reserves. The USA already had a

  flourishing oil industry. France and Britain had no wish to be left behind.




  Just how hard it would be for President Wilson to play the role of empire-breaker was revealed when the Bolshevik revolutionaries who had taken power in Russia published the

  Sykes–Picot–Sazanov Agreement. This secret deal for a three-way carve-up of the Ottoman Empire diluted the pledges made to Arab leaders and ran counter to the

  interpretation of nationality enshrined in Wilson’s Fourteen Points. The Sykes–Picot Agreement (Sazanov was airbrushed out after the fall of the Tsarist regime) was later used by Arab

  nationalists to prove the iniquities of the imperialists. But this was to overstate the argument. While the agreement was indeed secret in so far as it was not proclaimed across the Middle East, it

  is now clear that Hussein had a fair knowledge of what was planned. Not wishing, however, to be portrayed as a traitor who was ready to conspire with Christian states against the sultan, the

  protector of Islam, he protested innocence and shock when the terms of the agreement were made known.4 Then again, the Sykes–Picot Agreement

  was not entirely selfishly motivated. The prospect of chaos in the wake of the break-up of the Ottoman Empire was real. While American delegates to the Paris Peace Conference insisted that there

  were, in the East, ‘nations in the modern and Western sense of the term’, this was not altogether clear to those on the ground who saw only aspiring Arab rulers scrabbling for

  position.




  In the end, America accepted, and the newly founded League of Nations approved, a compromise whereby France and Britain acquired ‘mandates’ over former Ottoman territories, a

  diplomatic catch-all which satisfied the anti-empire lobby while freeing the mandatory powers to exercise as much or as little authority as suited their purposes. France was to be responsible for

  Lebanon and Syria; Britain for Palestine, the area to the east of it known as Transjordan, later Jordan, and a new territory, later Iraq, consisting of the old provinces of Basra, Baghdad and

  Mosul. Prince Feisal, with Lawrence in support, argued the case for an independent Syria with himself as ruler. When the French proved obstinate and Britain, after some prevarication, weighed in on

  the side of a European ally, a way was found to compensate the aspiring monarch by offering him the kingdom of Iraq. Feisal’s brother, Abdullah, became ruler of Jordan. However neat and tidy

  this looked on paper, it was a ramshackle arrangement marked by artificial boundaries that paid little attention to political, tribal or ideological rivalries.




  The biggest muddle of all was reserved for Palestine, selected by Britain as a setting for a Jewish homeland. It was in early November 1917 that British Foreign Secretary

  Arthur Balfour put his signature to a letter to Lord Rothschild assuring him of his government’s ‘sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations’ to the extent of supporting the

  ‘establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people’, and promising ‘best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object’. The only proviso was

  that ‘nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other

  country’.




  This brave or mad attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable was intended to persuade the Zionist lobby in the USA to put pressure on Washington to enter the war. In this it may well have

  succeeded, but it was soon clear that any short-term gains came at a heavy cost. Some 3,500 years had passed since Moses had led the Jews to Palestine, the Promised Land. Had they stayed their

  right of occupancy would have been incontrovertible. But the failed revolution against the Romans in AD 70 had led to the dispersal of the Jews across the known world,

  integrating more or less successfully but like any minority finding that times could be hard whenever the powers were on the lookout for scapegoats. Virulent anti-Semitism in Europe towards the end

  of the nine­teenth century gave birth to the Zionist movement dedicated to ‘establishing for the Jewish people a publicly and legally assured home in Palestine’. Hence, the Balfour

  Declaration. The rider promising to safeguard the rights of non-Jewish communities was not, however, well received by those it was intended to reassure. It seemed to the Arabs that Europe was

  pushing on to them a problem of its own making, a feeling that was to intensify when the next wave of anti-Semitism carried thousands of refugees from Nazi Germany. From the first days of the

  British mandate, Palestine was marred by violence. Nearly a century later, little has changed.




  There was violence too in Egypt, where President Wilson’s pledge of self-determination, not to mention the creation of the League of Nations, the very existence of

  which seemed to endorse the Fourteen Points, raised nationalist expectations to a fever pitch. With the ending of the war and the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire, what reason could there be for

  denying in­dependence to Egypt, a clearly identifiable nation with its own distinct culture and traditions? Two days after the armistice of 11 November 1918, three leading Egyptian nationalists

  called on the high commissioner, Sir Reginald Wingate. Their request was to be allowed to go to London to discuss the ending of the protectorate proclaimed four years earlier. Wingate was inclined

  to take his visitors seriously. Moreover, their spokesman was well known to the British authorities and, indeed, had worked alongside them under Cromer. Saad Zaghloul, a former lawyer, now in his

  late fifties, had served as minister of education and minister of justice. He was seen as a liberal who was sympathetic to constitutional reform. But he was also a powerful demagogue capable of

  rousing the mob in the crusade for Egyptian rights. It was therefore unwise to offend Zaghloul. Yet this was precisely what the government in London proceeded to do. Zaghloul was told that

  ‘no useful purpose would be served’ by his coming to London, while in the House of Commons Arthur Balfour assured members that ‘British supremacy [in Egypt] will be

  maintained’. Nobody needed reminding that it was the Suez Canal, the imperial lifeline, not Egypt itself, which prompted such dogmatism.




  Zaghloul made an attempt to allay British fears with an assurance that an independent Egypt would be ‘ready to accept any measure which the Powers may regard as useful for safeguarding the

  neutrality of the Suez Canal’.5 It was not enough. Ostracised in official circles, Zaghloul made a direct appeal to the Paris Peace

  Conference, where Arab leaders who had fought with Allenby were presenting their case for autonomy. Egypt was to be denied this privilege. In response to what was deemed an insolent challenge to

  British authority, Zaghloul and three of his colleagues were arrested and deported to Malta. This was the signal for popular unrest to break into open rebellion. It started on

  10 March 1919, the day after the arrests, with student demonstrations in Cairo. Street lights were shattered, tramcars overturned, shops stoned and pillaged, and the offices of Anglophile

  newspapers ransacked. The violence spread quickly across the country. Egyptian army detachments hit back, killing over fifty rioters, but not before the rebels succeeded in blocking the approaches

  to Cairo, leaving European enclaves unprotected. In the worst atrocity, three unarmed officers and five men on the night train from Luxor were brutally murdered, their bodies mutilated and hung up

  for display.




  In the absence of inspired commanders on the ground, the formidable Allenby, soon to be Field Marshal Viscount Allenby, was dispatched to Cairo to restore order. His arrival was greeted

  enthusiastically by European residents, who expected him to mete out retribution. But Allenby was now more the diplomat than the soldier, and his inclination, born of a conviction that he could win

  converts to a British sense of fair play, was to offer concessions. Ignoring accusations that he had surrendered to the forces of disorder, Allenby released Zaghloul from exile. Back in Cairo, the

  nationalist leader put himself at the head of a campaign for full independence. As a reminder of his first approach to the high commissioner, he called his movement the Wafd (people’s

  delegation) and promptly announced that he was off to Paris to join other Arab leaders in their appeal for self-rule. The feeble reaction from London was characteristic of politicians in need of a

  respite. Responsibility was handed over to a commission of inquiry led by the colonial secretary, Alfred Milner (Lord Milner), Cromer’s former associate and devoted admirer. The Egyptians,

  not unreasonably, saw this as a delaying tactic with the result that the commission was given a rough ride.




  

    

      

        We had not been many days, or even hours, in Cairo before we had ample evidence of active and organised antagonism. Telegrams poured in announcing the intention of the

        senders to go on strike as a protest against our presence . . . The Egyptian vernacular press, with rare exceptions, exhausted the repertory of vituperation and

        innuendo, proclaiming that any recognition of the Mission would be interpreted as an acceptance of the existing situation and that any Egyptian who had dealings with its members would be

        guilty of treason to his country.6


      


    


  




  Returning to London in March 1920, Milner recommended a treaty of alliance that would recognise Egyptian independence while allowing Britain to maintain a military force to

  protect the canal. However:




  

    

      

        Great Britain’s strategic interest in Egypt is not limited to securing a free passage through the Suez Canal. ‘The defense of her Imperial

        communications’ involves much more than that. For Egypt is becoming more and more a ‘nodal point’ in the complex of these communications by land and air as well as by

        sea.7


      


    


  




  For this reason Britain wanted some sort of control over Egypt’s foreign affairs, which in turn suggested a continuing involvement in her administration; a protectorate by

  another name. The two sides were not quite back where they had started. Opening direct negotiations with Zaghloul, Milner downgraded Britain’s minimum requirements to the right to safeguard

  her strategic interests and imperial communications while retaining responsibility for protecting the privileges of foreigners in Egypt. It seemed that Zaghloul was prepared to go along with this

  but in referring a decision to his supporters at home he made it known that, in his view, nothing less than full independence was acceptable.




  With continuing unrest and frequent attacks on Europeans, Allenby felt compelled to crack down. Zaghloul was again deported, this time to the Seychelles. He was later transferred to Gibraltar,

  where he remained until his release in April 1923. But Allenby knew that disposing of the chief agitator did not solve the larger problem. He was convinced that nothing short of a declaration of

  independence would prevent a bloody revolution. As for the canal, Britain could afford to give way to most of the nationalist demands without loss of influence simply by maintaining a military base at Suez while relying on naval superiority to protect the approaches.




  What, in retrospect, was a perfectly sensible proposal did not go down well with the imperialists, whose spokesman, the young and ambitious Winston Churchill, led a press campaign against

  Allenby. ‘The Bull’ was not deterred. Faced with a collapse of government in Cairo and continuing obstruction at Westminster, Allenby returned to face his critics. Ever the realist, he

  came to recognise that a British withdrawal to the Canal Zone was not a winnable proposition – though it was still the simplest and the safest option. Nonetheless, he held to the view that

  Egypt had to be given her freedom, albeit with favoured-nation guarantees for Britain that were close to those recommended by Milner. Allenby was put under heavy pressure to tone down his demands.

  He remained resolute. After five frustrating weeks battling with an intransigent foreign secretary (Lord Curzon) and a distinctly unhelpful colonial secretary (Winston Churchill), the prime

  minister was brought into the affair as the final arbiter.




  

    

      

        Lloyd George began by firing off a great many questions at Allenby, no doubt to put himself in authority from the start. This did not please Allenby, who eventually said

        (there were three others present): ‘Well, it is no good disputing any longer. I have told you what I think is necessary . . . I have waited five weeks for a decision, and I can’t

        wait any longer. I shall tell Lady Allenby to come home.’ On this Lloyd George, never one to resist a turn of phrase, said: ‘You have waited five weeks, Lord Allenby; wait five

        more minutes.’ He thereupon capitulated and agreed to Allenby’s proposals, with only a few minor amendments. With the Government in danger, Lloyd George was not the man to mistake

        the lesser of two evils. The interview was at an end.8


      


    


  




  In the subsequent House of Commons debate, ministerial blushes were spared by the inference that Allenby had accepted the government’s liberal proposals for Egypt instead

  of the other way round. What became known as the 1922 Declaration gave Egypt independence of a sort. While the protectorate was to be ended and constitutional government

  created, certain critical matters were ‘absolutely reserved to the discretion of His Majesty’s Government until such time as it may be possible . . . to conclude agreements’.

  Under this heading came the ‘security of the communications of the British Empire in Egypt . . . the defence of Egypt against all foreign aggression or interference . . .’ and control

  over the Sudan. This was quite a portfolio of retained powers, but though Zaghloul held back from a formal endorsement, he had no choice but to accept the broad terms of the settlement. To ease the

  transition, there were titles to be handed out. Sultan Ahmed Fuad Pasha was styled King of Egypt while Zaghloul was elected prime minister under a new constitution that made great play of

  democratic principles while reserving effective power to the traditional ruling class.
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