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Advance Praise for A Red Line in the Sand


“As we are learning every day, the world is an ever more dangerous place, on a hair trigger from East to West, North to South. David Andelman, one of our most experienced national security journalists, gives us a timely, insightful analysis of the dangers and prospective solutions in this very welcome book.”

—Tom Brokaw, senior correspondent, NBC News

“David Andelman has masterfully accomplished the most difficult possible intellectual exercise: understanding where the balance point lies between war and peace. His work, without a doubt, is an essential landmark for all those who analyze or influence international affairs.”

—Patrick Wajsman, editor-in-chief and publisher of Politique Internationale

“In his vital new book, David Andelman deftly marshals a wealth of examples from diplomatic and military history to demonstrate the life-and-death dangers of proclaiming red lines without fully thinking through the consequences. Calling attention to the dizzying web of lines in the sand around the world, Andelman urgently alerts us to the seeds of future conflicts as well as the opportunities for making peace.”

—Richard Galant, managing editor, CNN Opinion

“David Andelman draws on decades of experience as a foreign correspondent to provide a smart, fresh take on the proliferating phenomenon of coercive ‘lines in the sand’ that world leaders like to draw, often with disastrous consequences.”

—Jacques Leslie, columnist and former foreign correspondent, The Los Angeles Times

“Do good fences make good neighbors? Does intervention cost more lives than it saves? From the Ramayana to Syria, Andelman takes us on a sweeping tour of every important place where arbitrary borders and diplomatic bluffs intersect. Before deciding on how to tackle North Korea, Russia, Iran, and other hotspots, the next president needs to read this book.”

—Dr. Parag Khanna, managing director of Singapore-based FutureMap and author of Connectography and The Future is Asian

“David Andelman’s book is valuable for specialists, academics and citizens who want to understand not just various conflicts around the globe, but also the origins of these conflicts and how our global political structures make future conflicts almost inevitable. A Red Line in the Sand is more than another trip around the world. It probes a dynamic that has become almost ubiquitous in global affairs—red lines that must not be (but often are) crossed—to offer a compelling framework for understanding war and peace in the 21st century.”

—Lincoln A. Mitchell, Arnold A. Saltzman Institute of War and Peace Studies, Columbia University

“The term ‘red line in the sand,’ has been used for ages, but with varied, often disastrous results. Examining the history of states using the threat of retaliation to control their neighbors is essential to building a more inclusive and peaceful world. David Andelman offers a powerful testament of how today’s world is filled with more ‘red lines’ than ever before and the dangers they present.”

—Laetitia Garriott de Cayeux, CEO of Global Space Ventures and Fellow at the Truman National Security Project

“A fantastic work, and an eye opener, vital to understanding past and present red lines that have shaped the world as we know it today. It draws lessons that can help the world become safer and more peaceful. This is especially important in light of the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has not recognized any boundaries or red lines. The recent agreement between the United Arab Emirates and Israel to establish formal diplomatic relations is another example of how eliminating red lines could help the greater good of nations.”

—Dr. Sulaiman Al Hattlan, CEO Hattlan Media, former editor-in-chief Forbes Arabia, and Nieman Fellow

“In this important and thoughtful book, David Andelman explores the fascinating story of how red lines have played a decisive, if not always fully understood, role throughout the recorded history of global diplomacy. Andelman traces how leaders have used and abused red line strategies through the centuries with consequences that are often unforeseen, sometimes calamitous, and every once in a while successful. Andelman’s detailed study uncovers an aspect of statecraft that, remarkably, has never really been examined before, providing fresh and original insights into the geopolitics of our past and our present.”

—Stephen Schlesinger, Fellow, Century Foundation; former director, World Policy Institute; author, Act of Creation; coauthor, Bitter Fruit; co-editor, The Letters of Arthur Schlesinger Jr.

“Andelman’s book is both immediate and forward-looking—a sharp analysis of the situation in the many of the hottest areas of our planet. As an historian of the present, his work combines the in-depth research of an historian and the responsiveness of a journalist who has followed the most immediate and compelling global events. He brings to this work contacts at the highest levels he has accumulated over decades and used them in pursuit of his quest. A Michelin Guide to a world of crises, a roadmap of the perils that threaten us all. Read it with open eyes to learn more about the world today, how to react to it, if you can, and where to set foot.”

—Patrice de Beer, former Washington and London Bureau Chief and editorialist for Le Monde

“A look at the world’s flash points for conflict, whose number seems to be growing exponentially. The central truth holds: Everywhere around the world, people are digging in, and there’s a fight sure to come. If you’re taking bets on where the next war will break out, this is essential reading.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Veteran foreign correspondent and international affairs expert David Andelman helps us understand the complex web of shifting ‘red lines’ that threaten to unleash conflicts that could tip our fragile world into conflagrations from which we may never recover. A tour-de-force, this book is a must-read for anyone worried about humanity’s future in an era of collapsing alliances and accelerating existential threats.”

—Mira Kamdar, former Paris-based member of the editorial board of The New York Times, is the author of India in the 21st Century

“A timely and well-researched book on the red lines that shape lives of millions of people around the globe. From Russia and China to Africa and the Middle East, the number of dividing lines increases. A must for anyone looking to get a better sense of the world we live in today and tomorrow.”

—Linas Kojala, Founder/Director, East European Studies Center, Vilnius, Lithuania

“In this sweeping tour d’horizon of the world’s hottest hot spots, David Andelman has synthesized, in his usual grand style, the vast insights of a long and illustrious journalistic career. Whenever the United States decides to re-engage with the rest of our planet—most of which Andelman has managed to get to and scrutinize at one time or another—and faces what’s coming next, it will be an indispensable guide.”

—David Margolick, contributing editor, Vanity Fair



Praise for A Shattered Peace: Versailles 1919 and the Price We Pay Today


“The failures of Versailles cast a long shadow. David A. Andelman provides a thoughtful assessment of the dilemmas of the Great War’s victors, and Woodrow Wilson’s noble and ill-fated quest to design a new international order.”

—Henry A. Kissinger

“David Andelman brings it all back to life—the lofty ideals, the ugly compromises, the larger-than-life personalities who came to Paris in 1919. And he links that far-away diplomatic dance to present day problems to illuminate our troubled times. A tremendous addition to this vitally important subject.”

—Ambassador Richard Holbrooke

“Essential reading because without an understanding of the history Andelman relates so well, the news today and tomorrow, lighting fools the way to dusty death, can only be a bewildering kaleidoscope of happenings.”

—Sir Harold Evans, Editor-emeritus, The Sunday Times (London), president & publisher, Random House, editor-at-large, Reuters

“The failed peace settlement following the Great War of 1914-1918 has been the subject of many fine books. In many respects, David Andelman’s A Shattered Peace is the best of these.”

—Ernest R. May, Charles Warren Professor of American History, Harvard University

“The peace conference in Paris at the end of World War I was the first and last moment of pure hope for peace in the history of world affairs. David Andelman, a classic reporter and story-teller, tells this fascinating tale of hope failing finally and forever on the shoals of naivety and hard-headed cynicism.”

—Leslie H. Gelb, former columnist for The New York Times and President Emeritus of the Council on Foreign Relations
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For Pamela… ever my treasured and valiant woman.

And Woody… in hopes he will help his world become a better one.
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CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Flashpoints


In August 1983, I arrived in Chad, the sprawling African nation whose territory is divided neatly between the southern reaches of the vast Sahara Desert and the northern reaches of sub-Saharan jungle. A line that could be all but drawn with an X-Acto knife cuts this remarkable nation in two. But that line had existed since geologic time. It was hot that summer, daytime temperatures hovering just below 100 degrees as Chad’s capital, N’Djamena, sits just twelve degrees above the equator. My mission for CBS News was to report on a different, more modern danger—the threat by Libyan strongman Colonel Muammar Qaddafi pushing south of his Saharan lands, across a figurative line in the sand that French president François Mitterrand had drawn and pledged, with a number of France’s allies in Africa, to defend. The irredentist impulses of an expansionist Qaddafi must be restrained—prevented from breaking out of his boundaries and expanding all but unchecked into the heart of the African continent.

This line, dividing north from south, desert from jungle, the line that Qaddafi must not cross, at least not without paying a substantial cost, was a red line of the most pernicious sort. This book is the story of just such barriers—physical, diplomatic, military, all too often existential—that have proliferated in recent years across every continent and that have reached a toxic apex in numbers and virulence at this very moment in history. There have never been more red lines at any one point in history than today. Some of this responsibility must fall to America’s president, Donald Trump. But his too often quixotic approach to international troubles should not be embraced by his foes as the only explanation for many of these pernicious constructions. Their very nature seems to be ill understood by rulers and governments who have brought them to life.

In the past half century, I have visited many such regions on five continents, reported on their anatomies, and the players who animated them. By examining their origins, their structure, their arc, we may have a better sense of those few that have succeeded and all too many that have failed. And we may be able to suggest some guideposts to identify which are most likely to fulfill their mission and which are destined to lead only to noxious outcomes.



In the two months I spent in Chad, this beleaguered and suffering land, Qaddafi’s warplanes bombed the oasis of Faya-Largeau, deep in the Saharan region of Chad, surrounded by blistering desert, then quickly seized control of the town. But his land forces held back from advancing further south to take on a joint detachment of Chad, French, and Zairian troops who had drawn their own red line they were clearly prepared to defend, even under the most horrific conditions. For a sense of the nature of this contested territory, our Sony and Ikegami electronic cameras were useless in the furnace-like heat of Faya, whose daytime, sheltered temperatures often hit 109 degrees and stayed there, though out in the Sahara itself, daytime temperatures of 136 degrees have been recorded. Erik Durschmied, the freelance film cameraman we dispatched, later told me that if he did not keep his film stock shaded, it became so hot that the emulsion would boil away. Five hundred miles to the south, beyond the furious heat of the Sahara, in a French military cantonment on the outskirts of the capital of N’Djamena, forces of the Foreign Legion set up camp and, with the aim of showing Qaddafi just what he might be facing, had no reservations about parading their armed might before Western journalists. Within days, the bulk of them had moved off into the desert south of Faya to face down Qaddafi’s ragtag forces and hold off his further penetration.

On August 20, we got a tip at the wretched, airless hotel where we shared quarters with large beetles that could easily have been saddled and ridden out of the room, that Mobutu was coming to town. American ambassador Peter Moffat learned about the visit only at 6:30 that morning from a radio news broadcast that a worker at the embassy had heard. Mobutu Sese Seko was Africa’s ultimate titan. At the point he lurched into my view, he’d already held unchallenged power over the Democratic Republic of the Congo (which he’d renamed Zaire) for nearly a quarter century since he ousted, then arranged the execution of, the democratically elected president Patrice Lumumba. Mobutu would remain in power for another fourteen years after his visit to Chad. Although he was close to China and committed to purging all vestiges of colonial influence from his nation that had until its independence been known as the Belgian Congo, his determinedly anti-Soviet stance endeared him to Belgium and the United States, not to mention France. So, it was hardly surprising that he would suddenly appear in N’Djamena to support a neighboring autocrat—Chad’s President Hissène Habré—who was in turn being supported by France’s president, but who above all was being challenged by Mobutu’s sworn enemy Colonel Qaddafi. After all, the colonel had urged Mobutu’s people to rise up and depose their ruler. Qaddafi clearly had designs on the entire region—whether to rule or influence he seemed somewhat indifferent.

Mobutu’s DC-10 landed in late morning—the entire exercise clearly timed to make network evening news broadcasts in Europe and the United States. And indeed, from the moment he stepped from the door, garbed in a leopard skin hat and dark tunic with large sunglasses, it was pure television. Waiting at the foot of the stairs after his plane taxied to a stop was Habré, clad head to toe in white. At the end of a long red carpet was Mobutu’s huge, personal Jeep, customized with tires taller than myself. The two mounted this elephantine vehicle and it lumbered off slowly toward town. Slowly, because running before it was an honor guard in military camouflage fatigues, chanting rhythmically Mo-BU-tu, Mo-BU-tu, Mo-BU-tu—a chant taken up by crowds that lined his route. Mobutu, standing tall in the Jeep, brandishing an enormous carved staff, unsmiling, raised the staff in salute to his apparently adoring fans.

“I have come to show that Chad does not stand alone,” Mobutu declared, standing beside President Habré for their parade through the center of town. Beyond his statement, Mobutu had already shown his support. He’d dispatched some two thousand Zairian troops, who’d joined up with the thousand French legionnaires to set up a defensive perimeter south of Faya, and would represent the furthest advance into the country by Libyan forces. Mobutu spent barely two hours in Chad before heading off to Rome, one of his preferred shopping places, where he was fond of spreading substantial quantities of the billions of dollars he’d looted from his country’s treasury.

In the end, Qaddafi beat a retreat to the north of the fifteenth parallel—the line Mitterrand and Mobutu were clearly determined to defend, that was also, by chance, the furthest range Libyan planes could manage in a single sortie. Though the Libyan leader did not hesitate to try again on several occasions to pierce it, the French finally sent the strongest possible signal in 1986 when their own warplanes bombed the Ouadi Doum runway northeast of Faya-Largeau in northern Chad, which Qaddafi had built expressly for his raids. Message sent and received. Throughout, the line held. But these were far simpler times. There were no real global terrorist networks. The few dictators, like Mobutu, had been around long enough to learn the limits of their larcenous power and, apart from Qaddafi, managed to restrain their expansionist urges. Those western nations with long and deep roots in the colonial past were able to continue exerting their paternalism, in this instance for good, and when a red line seemed necessary as in Chad, the geopolitical powers that be were able to identify it, establish it, and defend it. And when the need no longer existed, the line was pulled down.
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Chad’s 15th parallel dividing the nation, roughly, between the Saharan desert lands to the north and sub-Saharan lands to the south, with the oasis of Faya Largeau located in the north.



Thirty years ago, there were, effectively, but two such lines on the African continent. One surrounded Libya and Qaddafi’s pernicious regime. President Ronald Reagan ordered American warplanes to bomb Tripoli in 1986 in an ultimately successful attempt to remove Qaddafi’s nuclear ambitions after a decade enveloped by a red line policed largely by American forces with British and French assistance. The two lines surrounding Libya and Chad thirty years ago have morphed today into an entire spiderweb, a network of lines, often crisscrossing, through and across a dozen central African nations. At least 2,431,985 square miles and 278,030,000 people are today swathed in red lines that have developed largely since the turn of this millennium and the arrival of a host of terrorist groups. Nigeria has its own collection of barriers across territories where, since 2002, Boko Haram has operated with virtual impunity. All these assorted red lines must be patrolled and sustained—however tenuously—by enormous military forces, leading in 2007 to the creation of AFRICOM, the latest regional US military command structure that encompasses the world’s first all-drone military base. This American-run facility is located in Niger, which has become the crossroad of the struggle against African-based jihadists.

The source of these pernicious networks of red lines has come to define the new world order. Propelled too often by the ignorance and hubris of those who laid them out, thousands of miles distant, on maps they hardly recognized, such lines have transformed the lives of vast numbers of people whose languages, rituals, hopes, and aspirations are hardly understood or appreciated by those who have sought to define them. In this respect, at least, they were not unlike the masters of the early twentieth-century universe. These ignorant and poorly advised leaders of the victorious Allies of World War I, as I described in my last book, A Shattered Peace: Versailles 1919 and the Price We Pay Today, established the foundations of many of these regions in Paris in 1919, where they drafted the Treaty of Versailles. Some of the lines they drew were real, national boundaries that needed to be patrolled and defended by legions of armed men and women. But many, though they did not call them that, were the red lines that today’s statesmen and warriors would easily recognize.



If in the past century there has been a single most remarkable and least heralded political and diplomatic gambit, enforced by military dominance and guaranteed by determination and pluck, it is the red line. It is a concept rooted deep in human history, back to Biblical times. The proverbial “line in the sand” has since been drawn increasingly, often with catastrophic results, on virtually every continent. Step across that line—literally or figuratively—and face the consequences. Or not. A line in the sand provoked the first large-scale launch of advanced cruise missiles in history, by Donald Trump, on Syria. Others have led to Russian interventions from the Crimea to the Euphrates. And the threats linger over all heads today—nuclear arsenals, real or anticipated, of North Korea and Iran; Chinese expansion across the South China Sea; Russian lust for lost territories from Ukraine to the Baltics; Afghanistan’s violently contested Helmand and Kandahar provinces, across the Hindu Kush into Pakistan; not to mention a broad swath of sub-Saharan Africa where newly arrived terrorists threaten a metastability maintained for centuries by nomadic tribes. Indeed, there are more such red lines, effectively invoked—and largely ineffectual and dangerously ignored—in existence today than at any other single time in history. A conservative accounting suggests at least forty worldwide, and multiplying on every continent. And this horrific geopolitical reality may be laid most directly at the feet of one man: Donald Trump. The American president, whether by ignorance, intolerance, or just plain hubris, has been responsible for the proliferation of such metastable challenges to the world, regional, or local order. Many academics call this “coercive diplomacy.” That’s a polite term for a loaded gun to the head of someone you want something from, or more often an abstention from an overt action that seems to hold potentially pernicious consequences. But if ill-defined, this inaction may prove to be more ruinous than if the gun had never been held to the head, the red line never established.

To understand the scale of the challenge, we must understand from the beginning the scale of the problem, the density of the webs that exist today, how they have evolved, and especially how many individuals are directly impacted by their establishment. But especially they should be evaluated by their success or failure. Let’s examine these region by region and take as our time frame the past thirty-five years, from 1985 to the present.

In 1985, the world was very different from today. It was the final years of Communism versus capitalism as the ultimate driving force, with one superpower as dominant on each side—respectively the Soviet Union and the United States. But at the same time, it was the final years of the Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) that assured world peace. Mutually Assured Destruction refers to the ability of the nuclear arsenal of one superpower to be in a position to withstand a first strike of nuclear weapons and retaliate, utterly destroying the other. This ultimate red line was drawn from the moment the Soviet Union joined the nuclear club after the United States, until today the only power ever to unleash a nuclear weapon against an enemy. At its peak of power, the Soviet Union and the allied nations of the Warsaw Pact occupied the entire territory from Eastern and Central Europe across Eurasia to the Pacific. NATO occupied much of the remaining European continent and North America. For Winston Churchill, on March 5, 1946, there was an iron curtain: “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has fallen across the continent.” But what is often ignored about Churchill’s commencement address at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, was the great British wartime prime minister describing the other challenges that effectively constituted a network of red lines in Europe.

“The United States stands at this time at the pinnacle of world power,” Churchill proclaimed. “It is a solemn moment for the American Democracy. For with primacy in power is also joined an awe inspiring accountability to the future.” Then, he proceeded to define this future accountability and its challenges, within Europe and beyond:


Turkey and Persia [Iran] are both profoundly alarmed and disturbed at the claims which are being made upon them and at the pressure being exerted by the Moscow government. An attempt is being made by the Russians in Berlin to build up a quasi-Communist party in their zone of Occupied Germany.… In Italy the Communist Party is seriously hampered by having to support the Communist-trained Marshal Tito’s claims to former Italian territory at the head of the Adriatic. Nevertheless the future of Italy hangs in the balance. Again one cannot imagine a regenerated Europe without a strong France. All my public life I have worked for a strong France, and I never lost faith in her destiny, even in the darkest hours. I will not lose faith now. However, in a great number of countries, far from the Russian frontiers and throughout the world, Communist fifth columns are established and work in complete unity and absolute obedience to the directions they receive from the Communist center.



Churchill concluded by asserting that he did “not believe that Soviet Russia desires war. What they desire is the fruits of war and the indefinite expansion of their power and doctrines.” Then he established what became effectively a regime of lines that NATO and the United States would police henceforth, from that very moment. “Our difficulties and dangers will not be removed by closing our eyes to them. They will not be removed by mere waiting to see what happens; nor will they be removed by a policy of appeasement,” he declared. “From what I have seen of our Russian friends and Allies during the war, I am convinced that there is nothing they admire so much as strength, and there is nothing for which they have less respect than for weakness, especially military weakness. For that reason the old doctrine of a balance of power is unsound.” Of course, when Churchill spoke, the Soviet Union was still three years away from its first nuclear bomb test. America was the sole nuclear power and apparently the ultimate guarantor of each of the small webs of red lines across Europe.
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Europe divided east and west, Warsaw Pact and NATO, where Churchill’s iron curtain divided the continent.



To patrol them, Churchill further proposed creation of “an international armed force” under the auspices of the newly created United Nations. Of course, we know today that was utterly fanciful in its presumptive requirement that nations cede control over their armed forces and presumably their national security to any organization beyond that nation’s immediate control—in other words relinquishing the heart of their national sovereignty to foreigners.

Beyond the boundaries of NATO, no power has ever had the ability to establish a red line network of comparable power or potential toxicity to that of the Atlantic Alliance. In Asia in 1985, there was the thirty-two-year-old line that divided north from south on the Korean peninsula. There has been a line across the Taiwan Strait since the Nationalists under General Chiang Kai-shek fled to the island of Taiwan from mainland China in 1949, which has served as a flashpoint on numerous occasions since then and remains a point of contention today. There were some scattered localized red lines on the contested Indonesian island of Timor and New Guinea. But even in 1985, China had yet to emerge onto the world, or even the regional stage, as a power seeking to exert the kind of hegemony it is claiming today.

China, in an effort to expand its own territorial horizons, has begun building artificial islands, while fortifying numerous existing islands, atolls, and assorted ocean-born real estate in the South China Sea, each with militarized defensive perimeters across which it dares others to pass. These include the Spratly Islands (less than 490 acres of land scattered across 164,000 square miles of water) and the Paracel Islands (130 small coral islets and reefs with barely three square miles of territory within an area of 5,800 square miles), various locations in the Gulf of Tonkin off Indochina, the Natuna Islands, long claimed by Indonesia which, along with the Philippines, has not been reluctant to establish its own red lines and, with the help of American air and naval forces, police them. Each, by virtue of competing, potentially lethal, Chinese claims, is surrounded or traversed by one or more such lines, depending on which nations might actually be laying claim.

Any one of these could serve as flashpoints, and the United States, by dint of sea and air visitations or repeated fly-bys, has sought to establish red lines at the very same time China is seeking to expand and cement its own sovereignty.

In the Middle East, a similar organic growth of such limits has developed over the past thirty-five years. In 1985, a handful of such clearly-defined lines have persisted since just after World War II. Palestinians and Israelis faced down each other in Gaza and the West Bank. Kurds straddled the frontiers of Turkey, Iraq, and Syria. And since the Iran hostage crisis that ended in 1981 was still a fresh memory for the fifty-two Americans held for 444 days in the American embassy compound in Tehran, Iran was very much a red line unto itself. Today, these lines envelop at least 288 million people across seven countries covering more than 2.2 million square miles across the Middle East.

These lines, often quite literally in the sand, have spawned ongoing wars between Israelis and Palestinians, Yemenis and Houthis (effectively surrogates, respectively, for Saudi Arabia and Iran). The United States and Russia have chosen sides there, as well as in Syria and Iraq, effectively establishing their own limits with lethal impact. In Yemen, more than 70,000 have died since January 2016; as many as 570,000 in Syria; 460,000 in Iraq; in the Palestine-Israeli conflict, at least 1,200 Israelis and 9,500 Palestinians have been killed in clashes just since the year 2000. At the same time, such conflicts have created a vast body of displaced persons and migrants. The United States National Intelligence Council estimated that at least 244 million international migrants have been created in this century alone, 65 million of whom are forcibly displaced persons. Many of these have been compelled to cross any number of red lines, often in direct fear for their lives, to reach any semblance of safety, creating in the process immense burdens on many of the nations that have established or supported building the barriers, real or figurative, that sent them on their journey.



So what has changed in this world to draw so many more red lines than a third of a century ago, or to lead so many statesmen, often on an apparent whim, to create such barriers that have left so many dead in their wake? How has the chemistry of the political, diplomatic, or military soil shifted so radically to become more nourishing for such lines to sprout?

In the best cases, each should be a talisman of peace, prosperity, and stability—and, when agreed upon by all parties, have often proved to generate such outcomes. It is a large-scale version of the maxim “good fences make good neighbors.” All too often, however, they have simply provided foretastes of ill will, breeding violence and instability. There are, of course, many forces at work in the establishment and enforcement of red lines—some directly relevant, including insurrections, wars between nations, sudden and unexpected seizures of territories, and desire or need for natural resources. Popular opinion, especially in democracies, is often a critical motivator. If the various possible permutations are not clearly visible when the line in the sand is drawn, it may become sharply defined later when it comes to defending it. This was certainly the case with Barack Obama’s Syrian line. Obama was a president uniquely sensitive to the drifts and nuances of public opinion. It is what, on several occasions, prevented him from taking action, with horrific results. These same currents of public opinion must be played or resisted when necessary. Often the public cannot see even one move ahead on the geopolitical chessboard. But the pieces are actually moving in three dimensions, multiple moves ahead. The adroit leader is able to play such games deftly. And then there are those who don’t even understand the rules of the game, let alone the intricate moves that can lead to success—or worse, who don’t care.

Not surprisingly, but often all but unknown even to leaders bent on erecting a red line—or web of them as is more often the case today—there has grown up an entire corpus of international law that should help restrain, moderate, and direct each in a constructive direction toward peace, not war or armed conflict. Yet there are far too many world leaders today who have little knowledge or understanding of such fundamental issues. We will find as we explore the genesis of the red line—back to its first modern invocation at Munich in 1939—that the strongest and most confident world leaders are those most able to carry the concept through to a meaningful conclusion, or at least an end that manages somehow to justify the means. Do keep this fundamental concept in mind as we begin our travels through this land of mirrors and labyrinth of strings.

Today, it would seem, wherever there is a crisis, a military confrontation, men, women, and children under fire and dying, there is a red line: In Asia, from North Korea and the South China Sea, across Pakistan, Kashmir, and the Hindu Kush where the British Empire ended at the Durand Line and today the Taliban and al-Qaeda reign supreme. Across the Middle East, where twenty million have died or been driven from their homes, from Iraq and Syria south to Yemen and west across the Maghreb, sent on endless journeys while the lines remain contested in their wake. Across the Baltics that have so newly won their freedom, yet whose frontiers are still tested daily, down through the Caucuses and Crimea where the redcoats once defended a military line and gave this tactical imperative its name. Africa has its own share of lines in the sand—from Djibouti to Congo and Somalia, then a broad, sweeping arc across the Central African Republic, the vast deserts of Chad, Niger, and Mali, where blowing sands that eradicate most traces of civilization fail to eradicate lines that remain deeply engraved on the minds of these nomads who have dealt with such challenges before any written record. But everywhere today, the United States is present in one form or another at the nexus of so many, all too often of its own making.

America’s vast and often pernicious role is hardly surprising. Red lines are defined by power. Established largely by the most powerful nations, they are expected to defend them. When they do not—when they pull back from confrontation or involvement—the structures the red lines were designed to defend or support begin to unravel or disintegrate. Step across the line and pay the price. That line may be geographic, diplomatic, or political, especially military. It may be a concept, a political position, even a trade pact one is expecting an opponent or partner to honor. We will uncover, on our journey, each of these types. Above all, a successful line must be linear. It is not unlike telling a compelling story. Establish right up front the theme or the boundaries of your story, then take the reader gently by the hand and lead him through the maze to the end. Don’t bury the lede. The parameters of the line—or the story—must be clear and understood. No sudden, whiplashing turns, no sudden plunges into sinkholes or off cliffs, for you may lose your reader or viewer forever. Clear definitions, clearly arrived at, a reasonably straight trajectory toward an end that is defined from the beginning. Those lines that do not hew to such a formula are inevitably doomed to failure.

One of the most profound questions is whether there is any role here for idealism in what should appear to be quite hard-headed decisions on the defense of policies, territories, or military prerogatives. In other words, can or should red lines be in any fashion established or defended for purely idealistic purposes? Or, for that matter, should there be any underlying, fundamental aim that is itself idealistic. Today, idealism appears to play a very small role, if any, in their creation or maintenance. Perhaps, however, this is what may ultimately lead more directly to the failure of each of these. Red lines that have existed in the past have often had such underpinnings and there have been strong moral reasons for many. As President Barack Obama told Jeffrey Goldberg of The Atlantic in 2016, not long after the catastrophic failure of the line he established in Syria by an off-handed remark:


I am very much the internationalist. And I am also an idealist insofar as I believe that we should be promoting values, like democracy and human rights and norms and values, because not only do they serve our interests the more people adopt values that we share—in the same way that, economically, if people adopt rule of law and property rights and so forth, that is to our advantage—but because it makes the world a better place. And I’m willing to say that in a very corny way, and in a way that probably [Obama’s National Security Advisor] Brent Scowcroft would not say.

Having said that, I also believe that the world is a tough, complicated, messy, mean place, and full of hardship and tragedy. And in order to advance both our security interests and those ideals and values that we care about, we’ve got to be hardheaded at the same time as we’re bighearted, and pick and choose our spots, and recognize that there are going to be times where the best that we can do is to shine a spotlight on something that’s terrible, but not believe that we can automatically solve it. There are going to be times where our security interests conflict with our concerns about human rights. There are going to be times where we can do something about innocent people being killed, but there are going to be times where we can’t.



This is as good a definition of red lines, especially in the modern context, as any I’ve seen. Sadly, it comes from a person who had allowed one that he established to be breached with all but catastrophic results. Which simply shows each line must be clearly perceived for what it is. As Obama’s director of legislative affairs told Senator Carl Levin on April 25, 2013, “Because of our concern about the deteriorating situation in Syria, the president has made it clear that the use of chemical weapons—or the transfer of chemical weapons to terrorist groups—is a red line for the United States of America. The Obama administration has communicated that message publicly and privately to governments around the world including the Assad regime.” With this, it was apparent everyone had been put on notice. Obama’s challenge should not be in any fashion mistaken for simply a diplomatic or political gambit. And as such, all parties should be prepared to enforce this reality should the line ever be breached.

Yet, subsequently, in his interview with Goldberg, Obama observed that he prefers any sort of military action enforcing red lines to be taken multilaterally with several (hopefully like-minded) partners, since such action “regulates hubris.” Quite ironic, considering how deeply he wounded America’s staunch ally, France, the very partner who’d agreed to leap to Obama’s defense, only to be left swinging alone, hung out to dry when the president suddenly pulled up short and demurred over the launch of cruise missiles hours after they’d been primed and readied by both the French and American armed forces.

There were many at the time who considered it a bluff from the get-go. But when Goldberg asked the president point blank if it was a bluff, he shot back “I’m the president of the United States. I don’t bluff.” Indeed, he insisted, setting Syria and its chemical weapons aside, he would have attacked Iran’s nuclear complex “if I saw them break out.” In other words, if they stepped across another of his red lines. There are many to this day who doubt this, and it was never put to the ultimate test.

Yet bluff is at the very heart of some of the most impressive and sustainable red lines. Obama was at least wise enough to recognize, as his deputy national security advisor and confidant, Ben Rhodes, observed in an official White House statement on June 13, 2013: “The United States and the international community have a number of… legal, financial, diplomatic and military responses available. We are prepared for all contingences, and we will make decisions on our own timeline. Any future action we take will be consistent with our national interest, and must advance our objectives.” This was not seen as a bluff by the president in any sense, though in retrospect it could certainly have been perceived as a bluff that failed. As we shall see, Ben Rhodes also had his own view of the situation that wound up diverging substantially from his boss’s.

By contrast, Donald Trump considers himself a master of the bluff, and has said so quite explicitly—which doubtless explains a host of new red lines that have arisen under his administration or which have at least failed to disappear and only hardened under his watch. Many are under constant testing in Ukraine or more or less in suspended animation in regions of the Baltic republics adjacent to Russia, which would dearly love to step across and clasp these nations again into the bosom of the motherland where they each spent quite a miserable half century of servitude under the Soviet Union. But Donald Trump hardly seems to care very much who breaches those red lines. That, at least, is what many Estonians, Latvians, and Lithuanians told me privately during visits to their country. A vivid museum to the Soviet legacy in Vilnius, the aptly named KGB Museum of Occupation and Freedom Fighters is a popular destination for tourists, especially from Russia. Today, the lines drawn by both sides in this nose-to-nose confrontation that still continues unabated are constantly being tested by military maneuvers along their frontiers or cyber challenges in their heartlands.

In the Middle East, red lines have been a desperately immediate reality for centuries, but today are truly omnipresent. Twice the barrier to Syrian use of chemical weapons on civilians has been crossed, in each case leading to diametrically opposite results, but in neither case a satisfactory resolution of any sort. Other red lines have alternately protected and threatened the Kurdish minority that straddles three critical frontiers in Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. Iran has succeeded in breaching lines across the region from Iraq to Yemen, while both Iraq and Saudi Arabia have established many of their own making that the United States has found itself obliged to defend at enormous financial, logistical, and human costs. In Yemen, lines established by Saudi Arabia, backed by American munitions and funding, are crossed every day with catastrophic impunity by both sides in that carnage that passes for war.

Another of Obama’s most critical issues was Iran’s dash toward a deliverable nuclear weapon, something that the president considered a red line of the highest order. All parties to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action—the mullahs of Iran, the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council (Britain, France, Russia, China, and the United States) plus Germany—agreed to and understood the framework that Iran would respect, curtailing its nuclear weapons program in return for an end to the most stringent economic sanctions. Any deviation from these baselines would lead to dire consequences. Privately, Obama later confessed that he would have been prepared to take military action had Iran not agreed to the establishment of such a red line and respected its architecture. Again, no bluff. Where this came apart was the arrival of a new party to the agreement who had not been in on its establishment. Donald Trump simply established a new and metastable line that none of the other parties agreed to honor—a potentially catastrophic use and abuse of the entire concept to no apparent purpose.

In Asia, the Korean War that ended with a tenuous armistice on July 27, 1953, established the first of what would be a succession of concentric red lines across that peninsula and extending outward toward its major power neighbors, China and Russia, while threatening American allies South Korea and Japan. The rise of China as a major Asian power has itself led to new challenges, vast loops within loops, from the South China Sea to Taiwan, while China’s efforts to be perceived as a true superpower have seen it extend its reach to Latin America and especially to sub-Saharan Africa, where it has singlehandedly established new webs from Congo and Djibouti across the continent to the Atlantic Ocean.

In Latin America, America’s fifth president, James Monroe, established what was perhaps the United States’ first red line in the form of the Monroe Doctrine. From 1817 to 1825, he presided over a nation at its peak in the Era of Good Feelings, yet he could already feel challenges to America’s sovereignty brewing from abroad. With the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, the Spanish empire in the New World began to break apart, and freedom fighters managed to win independence for such nations as Argentina, Chile, and Venezuela, and quick recognition from the United States. So in 1823, Monroe declared “the American continents, by the free and independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European powers,” adding “that we should consider any attempt on their part to extend their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety.” Only rarely has the United States been forced to defend this principal, but defend it most resolutely it has—Theodore Roosevelt in Cuba in 1898, and President John F. Kennedy during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. Most recently just as Russia and China seemed prepared to intervene on the side of Venezuela’s dictatorial president Nicolás Maduro, Trump’s national security advisor John Bolton observed, in intentional or unintentional ignorance of the roots of the doctrine he was invoking, “In this administration, we’re not afraid to use the word Monroe Doctrine… It’s been the objective of American presidents going back to [President] Ronald Reagan to have a completely democratic hemisphere.”

A critical question that all these red lines have in common is fundamentally simple. The most viable and sustainable constructions are accompanied by or intricately a part of some comprehensive world view. Henry Kissinger, who was one of my professors at Harvard, was one of the last of such visionary leaders to be paired with a president, Richard Nixon, whose accomplishments in international affairs transcended his overarching personal failings. Kissinger often waxed poetic about the value of such world views, which he loved to call by their historical and most evocative German name, Weltanschaüng—the term he brought to Washington and used to shape the future of mankind. At the core of his worldview, as he would put it, was the necessity of eschewing any “foreign policy that is overly guided by moral impulses and crusading ideals.” Obama gave the impression of believing in such a concept, but I am persuaded ultimately failed to conceive or follow through with it. Which was why his lines ultimately failed to achieve their goals and left destruction in their wake. Perhaps the problem, as he once expressed it, is that you can’t be thinking about things you haven’t built. Because what you will then build will be built badly, often simply for the sake of building it in the first place.

With respect to Donald Trump, matters are far worse. For all too rarely does Trump ever give any thought at all to the results of even the most off-handed comment or tweet which can and often does set in motion events that establish red lines that are not only ill-advised, but ill-considered—or more likely not considered at all. Instead, there has developed an approach to global challenges that consists of little more than ping-ponging from crisis to crisis, establishing a principle based almost entirely on what the last person has whispered in his ear. Trump has managed to confound diplomacy with masculinity masquerading as military preparedness and armed might. This often risks smashing a mosquito with a sledgehammer, with all the attendant destruction, while revealing abundant underlying weakness.

On the morning of April 7, 2017, less than three months after taking office, Trump ordered the launch of fifty-nine Tomahawk cruise missiles, targeting the Shayrat Airbase, which the American military believed was the locus of a chemical weapons attack on civilians. It was just the kind of response that Obama had telegraphed, then stepped back from, four years before. The cruise missile strike was an ill-advised and ill-conceived effort to enforce an old red line—one of the very few that Trump had inherited rather than those he would ultimately establish—that Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad had been stepping across with utter impunity for years. And one that should probably either have been put to rest entirely or enforced with far greater consistency and determination. For within days, Shayrat Airbase was back up and running and Assad was quickly thumbing his nose again at his western foes. A second strike a year later, this time coordinated with another, broader air strike against twice the targets, this time with the participation of Britain under Prime Minister Theresa May and France under President Emmanuel Macron, had equally little long-term impact in terms of dissuading Assad from crossing the chemical weapons red line.



Of course, there are all sorts of other diplomatic niceties inherent in any red line—its establishment, its maintenance, and its success or failure. At the center of this may be the question, as I have suggested, of bluff. How much is bluff and how much real spine and determination? When Obama was going after Iran, there was no bluff. Both sides knew that. The result was a treaty that held to the very moment it was violated by one of its key creators. Trump, however, seems to have embraced the concept of bluff, amalgamated with a not inconsiderable dose of bluster, for each of the lines he has established and sought to defend. And bluff does not go very far when it comes to holding the line.

The United States has enormous wherewithal to enforce any diplomatic, political, military, even economic barrier it may feel it is appropriate to establish or maintain. Its military equipment is without peer on the planet in quantity, quality, or ingenuity. The Air Force has the air lift capacity to get it to any point on earth with speed that no other challenger can match. After Chuck Hegel departed as Obama’s third (of four) secretary of defense he recalled that he’d repeatedly made the point in National Security Council meetings that direct confrontation with Moscow was to be avoided at all costs. But, he continued, “I also made the point that the US should be giving more non-lethal equipment to the Ukrainians than we were, at a much faster pace. We had to keep in mind that there was a global leadership optic here,” with the world, but especially NATO watching just how we would handle crises. And especially how we would handle red lines. Ukraine, especially eastern Ukraine, was classically mishandled from the moment Vladimir Putin decided he wanted Crimea back for his own. And then, clearly, he wanted Ukraine too. That, as we shall see, is a red line that required both finesse and an iron will to protect.



The origins of this work lie deeply in the roots of its predecessor—A Shattered Peace: Versailles 1919 and the Price We Pay Today. There, I examined the horrific price we are paying today for bad decisions, badly arrived at more than a century ago. My fear is that we are well en route to creating a similar set of circumstances today; our successors will look back upon a century hence and wonder at the foolish decisions taken for similar reasons—territorial aggrandizement, control of natural resources, or simply a desire to amass power and leverage that are existentially destabilizing. All of these ill-conceived actions and their consequences, whether intended or not, may in turn be laid directly at the feet of an intricate system of treaties and alliances that have in so many cases been either established or obliterated by Donald Trump, his minions, and his erstwhile friends and allies of varying degrees of capability or culpability. Many have gone virtually unchallenged, too often the product of leaders of autocracies who have sought to pull the strings of power and leverage to their own advantage and profit, or at least maintenance of their power and all the privileges that accompany it. The consequences of today’s vast network of red lines, the largest that have ever existed at any single moment, are still to be played out.

Sadly, from none of today’s metastasizing lines in the sand and a host of other red lines—from those of Chamberlain at Munich to Kissinger in Vietnam or Trump in Korea, Iran, China, Russia—have we learned any of the most critical and profound lessons that seem likely to determine the future, even the survival, of mankind. We are coming to an end of, indeed have likely blown right through it without even realizing, a rule-based international order that has marked much of the post–World War II world. Such an order was defined by certain rules of law or at least largely universally accepted practices. Now, we must see how best to navigate the new world’s proliferation of utterly unpredictable challenges. I am often reminded of action-adventure films where the good guys manage to pick the lock or find their way into the vault room only to find themselves in an unanticipated web of red laser lines crisscrossing in three dimensions and promising, if any of them are broken, to unleash instantly lethal consequences.

The metastasizing of the red line phenomenon may in part be attributable to a host of tectonic shifts. There is the largely unanticipated population explosion in some regions of the world, particularly Africa, which in the next half century is expected to experience more rapid growth in population and density than ever before in human history. There is also climate change, and the slow redistribution of wealth that has left so many regions utterly disenfranchised and seeking some relief, often finding it in religions that preach a violent redistribution of wealth and power. Then there is the rapid spread of new technologies and means of communication that are provoking changes of a scope and rapidity that could previously only have been imagined. Many of these transformations are outside the immediate purview of this work, but must be kept in mind if we are to truly comprehend the concepts we shall be discussing.

Red lines have marked and continue to define many of the critical turning points of history—moments of high drama and desperate confrontation. In many cases, they lay the foundations for the world where we live today. The issues and the moments we will visit represent for now, as well as the future, lessons that can help us deal with today’s most profound and often dangerous challenges to our stability and our very way of life. Communism is gone, but terrorism has replaced it. Trade wars threaten again to shake the most firmly planted foundations of our economic health. China, Iran, and North Korea have joined the Kremlin as the major threats to global peace and prosperity. Each of these has forced in one fashion or other the establishment of entire networks of red lines that demand an examination of the larger lessons and compelling narratives each represents. Above all, with non-state actors, terrorist groups, and armed guerrilla bands very often establishing individual lines, the previously clearly defined differences between war and peace also risk being erased. Under such circumstances, regional conflicts quickly and unpredictably may escalate to uncontrollable levels. Carefully tracking the mechanisms and understanding their political and diplomatic underpinnings may be all that can prevent any potential military breaches of these lines provoking uncontrollable escalations.



A Red Line in the Sand is an effort to examine the present and draw lessons for the future through the prism of the past.

Throughout my long career as a foreign correspondent, writing and traveling through some eighty-five countries for The New York Times, CBS News, and a host of other international news organizations, I chronicled the establishment of many of these red lines and built deep contacts with individuals who then and now helped configure them. We all, collectively, participated in a host of minute-by-minute, nail-biting events that shaped their formation and consequences in Asia, Africa, Europe, and the Middle East.

I hope that upon the conclusion of this book, we will perhaps be a trifle closer to an understanding of how raw political or military power can—and should—operate on a global scale. My editor at The New York Times, A. M. Rosenthal, refused to dispatch a correspondent to his first overseas post until he’d reached the age of thirty. “You haven’t made all your mistakes yet,” he told me a few days after I’d turned thirty and he announced he was sending me off to Saigon. “It’s one thing to make a mistake in New York. Then you just have the mayor calling me. But in many parts of the world, you can cause a war, a revolution.” Yet so many take the reins of power in nations which have made none of these kinds of errors and make them on the job.

We can only speculate about the future, of course. But outlines of the red-lines regime a half century from now are already becoming clear. By then, I am confident, water will have trumped oil as the critical, most desired, often scarcest and most valued commodity. In 2018, the National Intelligence Council saw half the world’s population facing existential water shortages by 2035. Today, as of this writing, there are at least six hundred aquifer systems that straddle traditional national boundaries. Any or all of these could serve as flashpoints for conflict in the future. More broadly, resource-poor versus resource-rich nations could well serve as triggers. The amount of arable farmland is one such key reality that is already creating red lines from central Asia to East Africa. Saudi Arabia was among the first to the party, investing more than $3 billion buying rice farms in Ethiopia and Sudan, wheat fields in Ukraine and Poland, ranches in Argentina and Brazil, planting its green crescent flag in a host of countries it must now defend to feed its people effectively as its own arable land shrinks in the face of the ever-warming planet.

There is a danger that the fragmentation of nation-states along ethnic, religious, or cultural lines can only intensify the pressure to develop methods of enforcing the rule of minorities. That this has already become dangerous can be seen in places such as Catalonia and its at times violent efforts to break away from Spain, much as the Basque region did in the last quarter of the twentieth century, and as Scotland seems to be trying to do now in an effort to re-join the European continent post-Brexit. Such aspiring red lines not only weaken the parent governments politically but make it much more difficult to attract investment or strengthen the regions economically.

At the same time, a number of existing nations with aspirations to larger roles in their region or the world, and with a growing economic or military capacity to compel this, are threatening the creation of ever more fault lines in the future. Efforts by demagogues, fully prepared to adopt the methods and behavior of Donald Trump, and other leaders who see opportunities in regional unrest to pursue hegemonic ambitions—China, Iran, Turkey, as well as Saudi Arabia, even Venezuela—risk the establishment of potentially dangerous or destabilizing lines. Each is deeply antithetical to the interests of the people these leaders rule, while at the same time serving to entrench or extend the leaders’ own power.

Technology and communications have enabled a host of non-state actors, particularly terrorist groups, to establish their own red lines that they then dare states and others to cross at their own peril. Such was the case with the Islamic State and its leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi when, due to some early rapid and unanticipated advances against ill-prepared opponents, they were able to establish a credible caliphate with ever-expanding borders across Syria and Iraq and dared all comers to challenge. Taking down the caliphate merely forced a metamorphosis of the Islamic State into a network of virtual fault lines as its message of violence and destruction spread through Africa and touched off deadly incidents across Europe and Asia.

International institutions will struggle to adapt to the rapid proliferation of these red lines. In most cases, no international body has been involved, or even consulted, when they were established. Nor will they likely be consulted in the future. Britain may have sought Europe’s approval for its withdrawal from the European Union when Brexit was first ratified in a referendum of the British electorate, but eventual completion of the process was hardly held hostage to such approval. Instead what we now have is a new, and potentially quite toxic—at least in economic, commercial, and political senses—line that threads its way down the middle of the English Channel.

No international body has succeeded in taming or controlling the deep fractures that are embedded as a way of life between the increasingly nuclearized or militarized nations of India and Pakistan, the two Koreas, Saudi Arabia and Iran—each pair fully aware of the potentially hair-trigger dangers and apocalyptic consequences of the other. Overstepping these lines is controlled only by a profound realization of the existential stakes. Yet none of this awareness has succeeded in halting plans to extend deployment of nuclear weapons and their delivery systems to sea-borne platforms by India or Pakistan, which would nuclearize the Indian Ocean. Nor have the undeniable risks attenuated in any fashion the threat to the South China Sea, where a heavily nuclearized China is seeking utter control.

Enormously interesting and potentially troubling is the prospect of red lines in space—effectively mankind’s final frontier. Laying claim to extraterrestrial territory is hardly outside the interests of such players as China, which in 2019 became the first nation to land a satellite on the far side of the moon. There has been considerable success in parceling out territory in the Antarctic: A 1959 treaty is considered among the most effective and broadly observed diplomatic documents in history, establishing effective boundaries. Already, a parallel Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space Including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies was agreed upon in 1967 and remains in force. Still, near-Earth space territories remain open season with surveillance, communications, even weaponized satellites in orbit, each occupying its own protected zone. For the moment, the major space powers have reached a tacit understanding that each nation’s devices, whether military or civilian, are effectively sacrosanct. But in times of conflict, all bets are off.

Indeed, red lines themselves are transforming the very nature of future warfare, attenuating the need for large standing armies, forward-deployed around the world, in favor of small, highly mobile, regional forces and high-tech, unmanned weaponry controlled far from the battlefield. Today, even the most primitive tribal force is capable of fielding weaponry of astonishing lethality using basic kits available off the rack at most toy stores and modified by underground bombmakers. So, in May 2019, the United States suddenly moved the aircraft carrier strike group Abraham Lincoln—with at least sixteen support ships and submarines and seventeen aircraft carrier wing fighter squadrons, accompanied by B-52H Stratofortress bombers—and threatened the arrival of a hundred twenty thousand battle-ready ground forces into and around the Persian Gulf. While the excuse was vaguely identified threats from a handful of small Iranian ship-borne missiles, there were those who marveled at the uselessness of this assemblage of lethality in the face of small, mobile terrorist cells. Others marveled at how adept the Iranians were at coming right up to a line without crossing it, while hoping the other side doesn’t blink.

Speed of conflicts, increased by the proliferation of hypersonic weapons, means hair-trigger responses to anyone daring to cross a red line are all the more possible with consequences hardly thought through and utterly unforeseeable. Which is precisely what America’s allies most fear from the rapidly multiplying Iranian scenarios. For to them, there was no threat that needed additional controls, no matter how definitive the United States might have been. British Major General Chris Ghika, the deputy commander of Operation Inherent Resolve, the US-led coalition fighting the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq, told reporters: “No, there’s been no increased threat from Iranian-backed forces in Iraq and Syria.”

All of this speaks to the profound danger of proliferating and intersecting lines falling prey to sudden and unexpected miscalculations in an increasingly weaponized world with multiple nuclear deployments. Additionally, there is often the added stress of countries seeking to gain or regain territories and access critical resources, countries which are prepared to ignore traditionally accepted rules of international law. Moreover, with the United States no longer seen in many quarters as the single good and reliable partner it once was, many nations will be seeking new allies—Russia, China, or beyond—each with its own priorities and its own malignant fault lines it will be establishing or defending. And many of these barriers find no basis whatsoever in international law or practice.



The legal framework of red lines runs long and deep, encompassing any number of related issues between countries. Beyond simply assuring the respect for international agreements and norms of behavior, there are a host of other issues that cry out to be defined. In August 2017, Emmanuel Macron, in his first major discourse to his nation’s ambassadors after taking over the French presidency, observed that his two major priorities for sustaining “lignes rouges” were making sure that chemical weapons were not used again in Syria and that humanitarian access be protected in every conflict zone. This “droit d’accès,” or right of access, was first proposed by Bernard Kouchner when he headed Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders). After intervention by French President François Mitterrand, the doctrine was enshrined by the United Nations General Assembly as an element of international law under the general umbrella that came to be known as “Responsibility to Protect.” Under this doctrine, defined officially as “each state has the responsibility to protect its populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity,” a country or indeed any humanitarian organization does have the right to cross any red line with impunity. Of course, this must be in the interest of seeking to protect the rights, health, and safety of individuals placed in harm’s way even by the country that established the line. This concept has been used most effectively, as we shall see, from time to time in critical instances—particularly in the Middle East. Beyond this, however, there is little international law governing the concept of military-diplomatic fault lines.

The big question is: Who actually has the right and power to establish a red line? In the United States, in theory and by law, the president has such authority, though the Constitution does hold that Congress alone has the power to declare war. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, President Franklin D. Roosevelt went before a joint session of Congress and asked “that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7, 1941, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese Empire.” However, before making that request, Roosevelt observed, “As Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy I have directed that all measures be taken for our defense.” In other words, Roosevelt felt that it was within his right to react immediately, though it was up to Congress to ratify his actions—which it did without hesitation.

The first time Congress officially relinquished its authority to declare war was at the height of the Vietnam War. In 1964, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, passed by Congress after a questionable encounter between the American ship Maddox and several North Vietnamese torpedo boats in the gulf, gave President Lyndon Johnson blanket power to take any measures he felt necessary to maintain peace and security in Southeast Asia. Cross some ill-defined lines in the Gulf of Tonkin and the American military will rain fire and fury on your nation and your capital without Congress agreeing at all. In 1973, Congress weighed in again with the War Powers Resolution that sought to rein in some of the president’s apparently unrestrained ability to bring the American military to bear on any given international confrontation. Under this bill, the president could send in troops for sixty days, by the end of which Congress would need to declare war or the president would have thirty more days to get American forces out of harm’s way. Clearly this has not worked very well at all. Red lines continued to be established by presidents who continued to police them with force. Congress has largely remained on the sidelines. Both Barack Obama and Donald Trump have blithely ignored this sixty-thirty edict entirely—if with somewhat more doubts on the part of Obama than Trump. Of course, the establishment—even, for the most part, maintenance—of a red line does not per se require ordering troops into battle. In the best of circumstances, not a single shot should be fired. Still, if there is not a realistic expectation that the red line will be maintained by force, then it can quite quickly turn a light rose, pink, or even fade from effective view entirely.

The best, and most effective, are those actually built on the foundation of carrying out or enforcing existing international law, including responsibility to protect. Indeed, there are international law scholars who believe that red lines, judiciously applied, can be used “to begin brokering consensus around discrete and concrete standards of enforcing existing international laws,” as Gabrielle Gould, staff director of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, wrote in a paper for the Georgetown University Law Center. That assumes, of course, that those creating such grids are examining them from what would appear to be a selfless perspective—often hardly the case—and not simply a means of enforcing actions that might be open to challenge on a whole host of levels. It also assumes that there is some international legal or judicial body with the authority to rule on the lines’ appropriateness and enforce any such judgment. A worthy concept and one that the United Nations should examine carefully, but to date has shown no interest in pursuing. Instead, the United Nations has simply reacted, case by case, when such lines or the incidents that provoked their establishment are brought before the Security Council. Many that are challenged may fall directly under the UN Charter, and so would appear to be utterly legitimate. Still, with one or another of the Security Council’s permanent members having deep stakes in the lines’ maintenance or destruction, the veto power has too often been used to neutralize any legitimate enforcement.

Red lines as legitimate expressions of international law are best used to enforce existing international law rather than to create new and questionable law. The seizure or establishment of territories, as China is doing in the South China Sea, each territory with its own protective line that is challenged regularly, does not conform to any international law. To be sure, the lines’ effectiveness is not always dependent on their legitimacy. Those solely designed to change states’ behavior could wind up having no foundation or basis in international law whatsoever, which is not necessarily dissuasive. Increasing legitimacy often increases their effectiveness, but not always. The threat alone may be enough to deter unwanted behavior whether or not it conforms to accepted internationally recognized standards.

Students of red lines, particularly the French political scientist Bruno Tertrais, have identified at least five different reasons they may fail and six ways to make them work. They fail largely when the basic structures of crossing them are not clear—particularly where and how they are drawn. A national boundary, for instance, is quite clear, as crossing one can certainly be an act of war. But disputed boundaries on the sea or other bodies of water or in the air are somewhat less tangible and more open to misinterpretation. Article V of the NATO treaty is quite clear, by carefully defining every boundary, what constitutes a no-go zone whose violation would cause a reprisal for any potential enemy. It has never been violated by Russia or the Soviet Union, NATO’s principal target. At the same time, what constitutes crossing such a boundary is important to know. For instance, no-fly zones such as those the United States have imposed at several points in the Middle East, particularly over Syria, when Russian and Western aircraft were constantly crisscrossing the region, often led to near catastrophes.

The target or targets of any red line must also be persuaded that whoever is establishing it is quite determined to enforce it and that there will be profound consequences for failing to respect it. We can go back to Hitler and the Anglo-French pledge to guarantee Polish independence and that Nazi tanks crossing that frontier would mean war. When Hitler had moved into the Sudetenland in 1938 under the terms of the Munich agreement, then swallowed all of Czechoslovakia in 1939, there was little more than bluster from France and England. So, Hitler thought he was quite free—or at least would suffer minimal damage—if he then rolled his blitzkrieg across the Polish frontier months later. Hitler also clearly believed that the benefit of violating the line established in Munich far outweighed any potential penalty. This was a price worth paying—and has been part of the calculus that has destroyed any number of lines since then. At the same time, the author of any line must assume that it may be tested at any moment. My seven-year-old grandson is a perfect object lesson. Woody will push any issue to the extreme—how far exactly can he go toward reaching his goal before being pulled back or, if he truly crosses the line, being punished? There is also the analogy of the frog. Chuck a frog into a pot of boiling water and he will immediately hop out. But put him in cool water, then gradually raise the temperature degree by degree and he will likely boil to death. Equally, red lines must themselves be carefully tempered. Too firm and they could quickly lead to a violent outcome, too faint and they risk being crossed inadvertently with the dire consequences reserved for their fracture. Finally, such lines must be clearly delineated from the get-go in each of these respects—their nature, intentions, and consequences. Donald Trump has said from the start of his presidency that he does not want to telegraph his punches, but then goes ahead and effectively establishes lines that do just that.

As for the best ways to make them work, the roadmap is fairly clear and should be quite simple, though is rarely followed. First, they must be carefully drawn and well thought out—not an off-the-cuff remark in a press scrum as happened when Barack Obama first proclaimed his red line on Syrian chemical weapons. All the components must be clear from the start, as well as a projection of utter determination to defend it. And be sure to keep it up to date. When the French established their line in Chad, they moved it north from the fifteenth to the sixteenth parallel, closer to Libya’s southern border, when military circumstances allowed. But they communicated that intention quite clearly. The military option must never be renounced—something that Trump has taken as a given, but that many of his predecessors have not. Still, that alone is never enough to assure that any particular target won’t step across, especially if they undertake a cost-benefit analysis and believe it’s worth the risk. Tertrais also believes that whenever possible, it’s essential to keep a red line private. I am not fully persuaded. Its very purpose is to call a government or other target to order. So, there may be moments when a strong public statement is essential to call public attention to any who might contemplate violating it and muster support for its defense. Governments, even in autocracies, must worry about the reaction of those they rule. Understanding how close leaders may be to sending their nation into war, placing civilians as well as military in mortal danger, could help sway public opinion and hence the decisions of those contemplating challenging, or even establishing, red lines in the first place. Only when large numbers of body bags began returning to the Soviet Union from Afghanistan did sufficient pressure build showing that defending this line was not in their best, long-term interests. Only then did Soviet troops begin pulling back from that ill-advised conflict.

Moreover, in these days of multiple, often overlapping red lines, can the violation of one avoid touching off a daisy chain of fault lines of unprecedented scope and consequences? All these issues must be taken into consideration.

Sadly, there are more operating today than at any other moment in history—the recurring theme of this volume. There, we’ve set it up right from the start. In part, it is because most have been hastily drawn with little thought as to their structure or especially their consequences. Not surprisingly, they must constantly be re-drawn and shifted, and not for the better, as was the case with the line the French drew across Chad in the mid-1980s, moving it back closer to its target, drawing it in as their capacity to assure its respect was constantly improving. It has been left to Donald Trump, who has largely by chance or opportunism established such challenges that are for the most part neither stable nor defensible, to create a toxic web that threatens the very foundations of the international order.

While down through history it has become axiomatic that leaders do not act in a vacuum, neither do red lines appear nor are they maintained in a vacuum. Today, however, their foundations all too often appear to waffle between whim and hubris. A dangerous recipe for a world order. As we begin our hopscotch around the world and through time, looking at lines then and now, we must ask what makes one line work, and more frequently, what makes another fail? Such fault lines appear far more prone to failure than to success. Those that are successful can be spectacularly so, though those that have failed are often utter and historic catastrophes.






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Origins


In 1853, Britain, supported by France and the forces of the Ottoman Empire, established a territorial, effectively sacred, red line against the Russian Czar Nicholas I, who was making strong noises about his intention to exercise his own protection over Orthodox subjects of the Ottoman Sultan Abdulmejid I. Of course, there were other issues as well, particularly disputes with Russia over the various privileges of the Russian Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches in the holy sites of Palestine. Each religion had locations deeply sacred to their respective people. The Russians didn’t help their case by occupying the Danubian principalities, most of which comprise present-day Romania, but that at one time had been among the further reaches of Ottoman penetration into Europe. As Russian forces moved into these nominally Ottoman lands, the British fleet was ordered to Constantinople, which then and now controlled the Bosporus, the strategic chokepoint from the Mediterranean into the Black Sea. Two weeks after the arrival of the British navy, the sultan declared war on Russia, opening a front in the Danubian provinces to push Russia back across the line the Turks had drawn, and that the British were prepared to defend. The Russian Black Sea fleet promptly engaged Turkish warships just off the coast at Sinop, the furthest northern point of the Ottoman Empire. The Turkish squadron was utterly destroyed, at which point the British and French fleets entered the Black Sea. It was January 4, 1854. Three months later, all three countries formally declare war on Russia. In September, British forces landed in Crimea, then as now a part of Russia, dominating the northern shore of the Black Sea, and laid siege to the Russian fortress at Sevastopol. The first major engagement was fought, largely to a draw, on September 20 at the Alma River.

Dawn on October 25 was brilliantly clear, providing unparalleled visibility to the various forces arrayed for battle, and the ground was a perfect bone-dry, well suited both to cavalry and foot soldiers. The Ottomans held the heights above the harbor of Balaklava, the main supply base of the British army in Crimea. The British manned a series of small forts armed with cannons from the HMS Diamond, and held a commanding position over the North Valley, first line of defense of Balaklava harbor. British cavalry held the Sapoune Heights, and what would become the storied Light Brigade was strung out along the valley’s western end with the Heavy Brigade in the South Valley. Russian forces had begun moving in the pre-dawn darkness in three prongs. But it was the battalion of 2,500 Russian cavalry who began advancing on the harbor of Balaklava that most concerns us.

In mid-September, a force of British and French armies, accompanied by a small battalion of Turkish troops, had landed on the western coast of the Crimean Peninsula about thirty miles north of Sevastopol. Their goal was to capture this vital city and its naval base that commanded the Black Sea. Then as now, control would assure that the holder could dominate this entire body of water that was the only year-round warm-water outlet for the Russian navy and commercial shipping for the entire southern reaches of that empire. In 1854, Crimea, and especially Sevastopol, was every bit as strategically important to the Russian Empire as it is today to Vladimir Putin and his efforts to expand and defend his concept of Greater Russia and maintain Russian hegemony over the Black Sea. October 25 promised to be a critical day in the war that was already more than half finished and that the British and French were largely winning on behalf of their Ottoman ally.

On the British side were the Ninety-Third Highlanders under Sir Colin Campbell, who had taken refuge from Russian long-range artillery fire behind a crest of the rise they had been commanding. Advancing on the British, though unaware of their exact location, were four Kiev Hussar squadrons. Suddenly, Campbell ordered the Highlanders to show themselves, appearing apparently from nowhere and blocking the entire path of the advancing Hussar cavalry, throwing the Russians into utter confusion.

As it happens, there were two brilliant eye witnesses. One was Fanny Duberly, the fearless wife of Captain Henry Duberly, paymaster of the Eighth Royal Irish Hussars, part of the British light cavalry that took part in the charge of the Light Brigade. She insisted that she be allowed to accompany her husband’s unit wherever it went, much to the consternation of the British commander, Lord Lucan. And she kept an impeccable journal of every moment in every engagement. That morning of October 25, feeling “far from well,” she’d decided to stay on board the ship where she and her husband had been billeted. But at eight o’clock, “I saw my horse saddled and waiting on the beach, in charge of our soldier-servant on the pony” with a note from her husband that “the battle of Balaklava had begun, and promises to be a hot one.” She dressed and mounted her horse, racing to the front. “Not a man stirred,” she wrote of that momentous October morning. “They waited until the [Russian] horsemen were within range, and then poured a volley which for a moment hid everything in smoke. A few minutes—as it seemed to me—and all that occupied that lately crowded spot were men and horses, lying strewn upon the ground.”


[image: Image]
Fanny Duberly, saddled and ready to ride after her husband Henry, supervising her departure, into the Battle of Balaklava, October 25, 1854.



But it was left to the trained professional, the other on-scene observer—the brilliant wordsmith and foreign correspondent for The Times of London William Howard Russell to describe the first battle in defense of the first red line that gave the ancient line-in-the-sand its contemporary name. Russell had landed at Gallipoli on April 5, 1854, and reached Balaklava in time to chronicle the incredible gallantry of the vastly outnumbered and outgunned British forces, which held a defensive line, lined up in their bright red uniforms. He began his narrative:


The silence was oppressive; between the cannon bursts one could hear the champing of bits and the clink of sabers in the valley below. The Russians on their left drew breath for a moment, and then in one grand line charged in towards Balaklava. The ground flew beneath their horses’ feet; gathering speed at every stride, they dashed on towards that thin red streak tipped with a line of steel. The Turks fired a volley at eight hundred yards and ran. As the Russians came within six hundred yards, down went that line of steel in front, and out rang a rolling volley of Minié musketry. The distance was too great; the Russians were not checked, but still swept onwards through the smoke, with the whole force of horse and man, here and there knocked over by the shot of our batteries above. With breathless suspense every one awaited the bursting of the wave upon the line of Gaelic rock; but ’ere they came within two hundred and fifty yards, another deadly volley flashed from the levelled rifle and carried terror among the Russians. They wheeled about, opened files right and left and fled faster than they came. “Bravo, Highlanders! Well done!” shouted the excited spectators. But… the 93rd never altered their formation to receive that tide of horsemen. “No,” said Sir Colin Campbell, ‘The ordinary British line, two deep, was quite sufficient to repel the attack of these Muscovite cavaliers. (emphasis added)




[image: Image]
The Crimea Peninsula at the time of William Howard Russell’s dispatches to The Times of London.



A footnote in the published collection of Russell’s dispatches from the Crimea notes that “this description of the 93rd Highlanders’ stand, later misquoted as a ‘thin red line’, provided the origins of that famous phrase.” Cross that line only at your peril, Russell suggested. The Cossacks tried, and few survived. The line had held and entered the legend of warfare and, later, diplomacy. It also forced the Russians to abandon their plans to retake Balaklava. Russia would lose this war and its access to the Black Sea.

Within two years, the Czar surrendered, Turkey reclaimed, for the moment, its Danubian provinces and assured its supremacy over the Orthodox shrines in Palestine, though magnanimously allowed access to Orthodox worshipers.

Fourteen years later, however, now supported by German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, the Russians renounced the clauses of the armistice dealing with the Black Sea. Since Britain by then found itself unable to enforce this document alone, the Russian fleet returned to the Black Sea, never again to be dislodged. Still, the red line of 1854 was, as it turned out, the first one worth formally defending and, once defended, turned into an opportunity for victory, however transitory or pyrrhic.


[image: Image]
The Thin Red Line, oil-on-canvas painting by Robert Gibb, inspired by Alexander Kinglake’s book The Invasion of the Crimea. On the left, British infantry forces, with rifles and fixed bayonets, on the right the about-to-be vanquished Russian cavalry beginning their charge on “the thin red streak tipped with a line of steel.”



As we will discover, the role of Russia and the West in Crimea will play an important role in the evolution of red lines as a critical denominator in the equation of Kremlin control over its southern extremities and its efforts to project its power far beyond.

While we can trace the phrase back to the Crimean War, the image of a line-in-the-sand, or a point of no return not to be crossed without potentially lethal consequences, may be found in the earliest human conflicts. In the Book of John in the New Testament, Jesus was said to have drawn a line in the sand when the Pharisees had brought to him an adulteress who under Mosaic law should be stoned to death. Those who were without sin, he dared them, should cross this line and cast the first stone.

But one of the earliest recorded incidents comes in the vast Indian epic Ramayana, ascribed to the celebrated poet Valmiki and written somewhere between the fifth century B.C.E. and the first century C.E. It is the story of the Prince Rama from the city of Ayodhya in the kingdom of Kosala, whose wife, Sita, is abducted by the evil Ravana, with ten heads and twenty arms, king of the demons of Lanka. After spotting the beautiful Sita in the forest, and having fallen in love with her, Ravana disguises his servant Maricha as a golden deer to tempt Rama and Sita’s brother Lakshmana away from Sita. But before leaving in pursuit of the golden deer, Lakshmana draws a protective line in the dust around Sita, telling her not to step across the line and out of the circle. Anyone other than Rama, Sita, or Lakshmana himself crossing that line would immediately be consumed by flames erupting from that line. Of course, when Ravana disguises himself as an old beggar, asking for food and drink, Sita steps across the line and is promptly abducted. Often invoked even today, the Lakshman Rekha refers to a strict line, never to be crossed or broken.

There are references to an actual line being drawn in several historical or legendary military events. As the great Greek historian Polybius describes in his work The Histories, in 168 B.C.E., King Antiochus IV of the Seleucid Empire approached and apparently intended to occupy Pelusium, a strategic city and Roman provincial capital on the eastern fringe of the Nile delta, twenty miles southeast of the modern Port Said. Polybius picks up the story:


Caius Popilius Laenas, the Roman commander, on Antiochus greeting him from a distance and then holding out his hand, handed to the king, as he had it by him, the copy of the senatus-consultum, and told him to read it first, not thinking it proper as it seems to me, to make the conventional sign of friendship before he knew if the intentions of him who was greeting him were friendly or hostile. But when the king, after reading it, said he would like to communicate with his friends about this intelligence, Popilius acted in a manner which was thought to be offensive and exceedingly arrogant. He was carrying a stick cut from a vine, and with this he drew a circle round Antiochus and told him he must remain inside this circle until he gave his decision about the contents of the letter. The king was astonished at this authoritative proceeding, but after a few moment’s hesitation, said he would do all that the Romans demanded. Upon this, Popilious and his suite all grasped him by the hand and greeted him warmly. The letter ordered him to put an end at once to the war with [the Roman emperor] Ptolemy. So, as a fixed number of days were allowed to him, he led his army back to Syria, deeply hurt and complaining indeed, but yielding to circumstances for the present.



Clearly, this line in the sand had worked as intended—backed by the might and muscle of the Roman Empire and the clear intention of Popilius to enforce its intentions. But it is quite clear that such red line concepts have been invoked in any number of circumstances on every continent and in every era.

In 1807, the Maoris had been engaged in a series of extended wars among the various tribes that inhabited the north island of what would become New Zealand. The Maoris, natives that British first stumbled upon when they began settling the two islands that would make up their colony, had only recently acquired a handful of muskets and in turn had stepped up the pace and lethality of their intercommunal warfare known as the Maori Wars. Two of these combatants were the Ngati-Whatua and the Ngapuhi who one day clashed viciously near a beach on the west coast of the north island. The New Zealand ethnologist Percy Smith picks up the story as he pieced it together in 1910:


Whilst eating, the [Ngapuhi] were suddenly attacked by Ngati-Whatua and for a time a great scene of confusion ensued, as warriors rushed here and there to secure their weapons. Ngati-Whatua soon drove them to the open beach, where an obstinate fight took place, lasting for some time, as success first favoured one party, then the other. The Nga-Puhi guns stood them in good stead, for Ngati-Whatua had none. It is said that one of the latter was pierced by eight bullets before he fell, and that he eventually recovered. Eventually Ngati-Whatua, incited thereto by Muru-paenga and Taoho, closed on their enemies with a rush, and during the melee, Pokaia received a death-blow from a mere [a jade-tipped cudgel] at the hands of Taoho. Nga-Puhi were panic stricken at the death of their leader, and commenced to flee. At this juncture, Taoho directed Teke, an Uri-o-Hau chief, to get close up to the retreating Nga-Puhi, and with his weapon draw a deep line on the sandy beach, beyond which none of the Ngati-Whatua were to pass in chase. The blood relationship of the two opposing parties gave rise to the wish not to finally exterminate the vanquished host. It is said by the victors, that had this not been done, the whole of Nga-Puhi would have been overtaken and slain. As it was, they lost some great chiefs, amongst whom were Pokaia (the leader), Te Waikeri, Tu-karawa, Tohi, Hou-awe, Ti, Hau-moka and others, whilst the celebrated Hong Hika only escaped by his fleetness of foot. Nga-Puhi acknowledged to have lost one hundred and fifty men out of the five hundred that composed the taua. It is said that Taoho was wounded in the mouth by a spear-thrust, that passed right through his head coming out at the back of his neck. Whilst his opponent still held one end of the spear, Taoho drew it towards him and then killed his enemy with a blow from his mere. (emphasis added)



All in all, pretty bloody, but a strategic line in the sand did prevent substantially more bloodshed and far more drastic consequences. It was only the strength and determination of the Uri-o-Hau leader Taoho, and the understanding of the consequences had this line been crossed, that prevented what would otherwise have been an even more horrific massacre. Incidentally, the battle was called Te Kai-a-te-Karoro (the Feast of the Seagulls) because seagulls joined the victors in eating the slain.



The twentieth-century concept of a strategic line as a color may be traced to the period after World War I and the “Red Line Agreement.” Signed in 1928 between the largest oil companies of Britain, the United States, and France at the time the Ottoman Empire was being dissolved, this intricate document effectively partitioned what would become the vast oil resources of much of the Middle East. It managed to accomplish what the Treaty of Versailles was designed, and failed, to do. It is especially interesting as the first treaty that dealt specifically with a critical natural resource—in this case, oil, which in the years after the First World War had suddenly begun to emerge as a most valuable commodity. World War I was the first conflict where mechanized vehicles became a definitive force, the first with battles between tanks, troop transport by trucks and trains, in short where the gasoline-fueled internal combustion engine offered an overwhelming strategic advantage; its absence and that of the fuel that powered them, a determinative disadvantage.

In 1908, a British adventurer, George Reynolds, under contract with another Englishman, William D’Arcy, who had a license to explore in Persia, suddenly struck oil at 4 A.M. on May 26—1,180 feet below the sands of Masjid-e-Suleiman, a location so remote it took five days to get word back to London by telegraph. A year later, Reynolds and D’Arcy’s organization became the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, the first in what would become a checkerboard of oil companies and wells scattered across Persia, the Ottoman Empire, and down into the great Arabian desert and Saudi Arabia. One of these early enterprises was the Turkish Petroleum Company, formed in 1912 to acquire concessions from the Ottoman Empire and explore for oil in Mesopotamia—what is today Syria and Iraq. The driving force behind TPC was a strange, flamboyant, bearded Turkish-Armenian operator named Calouste Gulbenkian, who’d organized a consortium of European giants—Deutsche Bank, the Anglo-Saxon Petroleum Company (a subsidiary of Royal Dutch Shell), and the British-owned National Bank of Turkey. But the largest single shareholder was Anglo-Persian, which held 50 percent of the shares. TPC managed to acquire a promise of concessions, but the outbreak of war, with the Ottomans on the losing side with Germany and Austria-Hungary, brought the plans of TPC and Gulbenkian to exploit this promise to an abrupt halt.

Gulbenkian was not easily discouraged. By the outbreak of the war, he was forty-five years old and already displaying many of the traits that would ultimately catapult him to the status at his death in 1955, as his New York Times obituary put it, of “one of the richest men in the world: oil financier, art collector; lived in obscurity; drove in rented automobile.” Gulbenkian had oil in his blood. While the internal combustion engine and the automobile were still some decades in the future, he was born in 1869 in Scutari, a wealthy suburb of Constantinople where his Armenian father was an oil importer and exporter. His father sent him to England to study engineering, then to Baku where his assignment was to study the Russian oil industry. Before the turn of the century, he was in London doing oil deals. So it was hardly surprising when he formed TPC. Already, there were stories running rampant in world oil circles that fabulous oil fields were likely in southern Iraq. Somehow, just before the outbreak of hostilities in 1914, Gulbenkian managed to persuade the Ottoman grand vizier to grant him the concessions TPC needed. Gulbenkian wound up with a 5 percent interest that eventually made him a very wealthy man.

But it was his determination and vision that allowed him to retain this 5 percent. Determination and a red pencil. During and immediately after the war, a complex series of ownership transfers, plus a bit of hard-bargaining blackmail by American officials unwilling to see their country cut out of lucrative deals in territory American arms had helped win, led to the arrival of the likes of Jersey Standard, Socony, Gulf Oil, the Pan American Petroleum and Transport Company, and Atlantic Refining (later Arco). They were, effectively, creating the first oil cartel—a government-backed series of corporations whose immense power balanced on two legs: control of resources, and the muscle to keep all real or imagined interlopers at bay. In short, setting up red lines.

Gulbenkian himself, no doubt unwittingly, certainly impulsively, and most opportunely, created the first modern-day red line. It encompassed more than physical territory or defined borders, as the red lines of antiquity did. The very nature of his creation suggests how the most ill-conceived are arrived at, imposed, then enforced. The issue was precisely where the TPC, renamed in 1929 the Iraq Petroleum Company, could drill for oil. At a meeting of the various parties involved, frustrated by the bickering and confusion over the borders of the Ottoman Empire that the Treaty of Versailles and the subsequent Treaty of Sèvres in 1920 had long ago fixed, but which none of the interested parties seemed either able or inclined to recognize, Gulbenkian impulsively snatched up a red pencil. Seizing the map, he drew, quite arbitrarily, but with reasonable accuracy, these boundaries. This was then promptly fixed in the agreement that all parties signed. In what became officially known as the Red Line Agreement, none of the signatories, especially no member of the Iraq Petroleum consortium, would operate independently inside this defined line. As it happened, the Arabian Gulf sheikhdom of Bahrain found itself inside the delineated territory. Since IPC had no interest in Bahrain, it sold its stake to Standard Oil of California (SoCal) for $50,000 ($750,000 in today’s money). And with the help of Secretary of State Henry Stimson, SoCal managed to persuade the British to suspend the agreement for this one venture. By 1934, Bahrain was producing some 285,000 barrels of oil a day. Charging first a 14 percent tax, then beginning in 1950 a 50 percent tax, Bahrain found itself in an enviable position. The line, as adjusted, had worked magnificently and never had to be defended by military actions.

Stephen Hemsley Longrigg, a long-time IPC employee, noted that “the Red Line Agreement, variously assessed as a sad case of wrongful cartelization or as an enlightened example of international cooperation and fair-sharing, was to hold the field for twenty years and in large measure determined the pattern and tempo of oil development over a large part of the Middle East.” The Agreement lasted until 1948 when two of the American partners broke free, but led to a monopoly for IPC of all oil exploration inside the line outlined in the original pact twenty years before. Of course, these boundaries excluded Saudi Arabia, which in 1944 formed Aramco, assuming control over the vast oil reserves in this portion of the Sahara. But the Red Line Agreement held as it was first impetuously drafted—a tribute to both to the financial stakes involved and the disinclination of any of the parties to tempt fate and risk the billions theoretically in play.

Which only illustrates one critical aspect of a functioning and enforceable red line. Both parties must recognize the perils and the profits that may accrue to respecting it. But by the first third of the twentieth century, such lines, or at least the circumstances leading to their establishment, were becoming a more central part of many diplomatic undertakings. None more so than in the early days of Hitler’s all but unchecked rise to power, propelled by his unmatched ability to ignore or circumvent every red line established by the Allies in Europe.



On June 28, 1919, in the glittering Hall of Mirrors of the Palace of Versailles, representatives of a defeated Germany signed the Treaty of Versailles, ending what at the time was known as the Great War, but all too soon would be called simply the First World War. Buried in its pages were a series of provisions all but assuring the rise to power of a still unknown Adolf Hitler barely a decade later. One of the key provisions, from our perspective, was the creation of several new nations out of the ruins of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires—both allies of a defeated Germany. These newly formed nations, particularly Yugoslavia (nation of the South Slavs) and Czechoslovakia, were the outcomes of a compromise between British Prime Minister David Lloyd George, French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau, and President Woodrow Wilson. Lloyd George and Clemenceau did not want to deal with a collection of micro-states in what promised to be a most confusing and difficult period of reconstruction in postwar Europe. So, they created a series of crazy-quilt nations—Yugoslavia with six constituent republics, and Czechoslovakia, comprising what would eventually become the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Czechoslovakia was not an utterly unrealistic creation, though both Czechs and Slovaks lobbied fiercely in Paris during the fraught months of the drafting of the treaty for their own individual homelands.

Included in the final configuration, however, were not simply Czechs and Slovaks, but at least three million German speakers, or 24 percent of the total population of Czechoslovakia. These ethnic Germans were largely concentrated in the historical regions of Bohemia and Moravia bordering on Germany and the frontiers of the new nation of Austria. All were carved out of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which also yielded up the nations of Hungary and Romania. Certainly the Germanic territories, which their people began collectively to call Sudetenland, could have been ceded to Germany, but the drafters of the Treaty of Versailles had little incentive to expand a Germany that they hoped would remain definitively small and defeated. The Sudeten Germans, of course, were not consulted at all as to what they thought their fate should be. They quickly found themselves an underrepresented minority in a nation torn by Czech and Slovak nationalism. By 1935, the Sudeten German Party was founded by a determined Nazi sympathizer, Konrad Henlein. He had grown up in Reichenberg, a hotbed of conflict between the local German community that had lived on these lands for centuries and the Czechs who arrived in the local factories from the countryside prepared to accept wages and working conditions far inferior to the Germans. After World War I, Henlein became deeply involved in the local völkisch movement pressing for Sudeten-German nationhood. When Hitler arrived on the scene, it was but a short leap for Henlein to the Nazi cause, joining first the Nazi Party, then the powerful paramilitary SS.

By the time the Sudeten Germans and the Nazis were prepared to move, Hitler had already defied several what we might characterize more accurately as “pink” lines—none carrying the bite or the consequences of the strong red line that was about to be imposed in the case of the Sudetenland. Hitler, born in Austria and working there through young adulthood as a house painter, had strong feelings about the natural affinity of German-speaking Austria and Germany—the union of which had been expressly forbidden by the Treaty of Versailles. It was hardly surprising, then, that Hitler would move first to swallow Austria. It would be a clear violation of the treaty, but Germany, in its press to rearm, had already been violating many of its provisions of the treaty, canceling all payments of German war debt and reparations, reoccupying the Rhineland, and beginning a massive military buildup, all with few consequences. By March 1938, when the Nazi ministry of propaganda began issuing utterly Fake News reports of widespread rioting in Austria and the local population was broadly calling for German troops to restore order, Hitler’s forces were primed and ready. On March 11, Hitler sent an ultimatum to Austria’s Chancellor Kurt Schuschnigg—hand over all power to the local Nazis, or face invasion. The British ambassador in Berlin went so far as to register a protest against any use of German coercion against Austria. It was as far as Britain would go to defend what had by then become an all but toothless Treaty of Versailles. With the United States failing to sign the treaty or take its place in the League of Nations, it had already become glaringly clear to Hitler that the Western powers would do little to defend most lines that had been erected against Germany in that treaty.

Recognizing that no help to hold the line against a Nazi onslaught was at all likely from France or Britain, Schuschnigg resigned as Austria’s chancellor to be replaced by Arthur Seyss-Inquart, ironically a German-speaking lawyer born in Czechoslovakia, but personally chosen by Hitler as Interior Minister. On his elevation to chancellor, he promptly summoned German forces. On March 12, at eight o’clock in the morning, the Wehrmacht’s powerful Eighth Army crossed the Austrian frontier and met no resistance, allowing Seyss-Inquart to proclaim Austria the German province of Ostmark. His reign over an independent Austria lasted two days.

Hitler watched for the consequences. In Britain, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain rose in the House of Commons and proclaimed: “The hard fact is that nothing could have arrested what has actually happened there unless this country and other countries had been prepared to use force.” But Chamberlain went further:


I imagine that according to the temperament of the individual the events which are in our minds to-day will be the cause of regret, of sorrow, perhaps of indignation. They cannot be regarded by His Majesty’s Government with indifference or equanimity. They are bound to have effects which cannot yet be measured. The immediate result must be to intensify the sense of uncertainty and insecurity in Europe. Unfortunately, while the policy of appeasement would lead to a relaxation of the economic pressure under which many countries are suffering to-day, what has just occurred must inevitably retard economic recovery and, indeed, increased care will be required to ensure that marked deterioration does not set in. This is not a moment for hasty decisions or for careless words. We must consider the new situation quickly, but with cool judgement.… As regards our defence programmes, we have always made it clear that they were flexible and that they would have to be reviewed from time to time in the light of any development in the international situation. It would be idle to pretend that recent events do not constitute a change of the kind that we had in mind. Accordingly we have decided to make a fresh review, and in due course we shall announce what further steps we may think it necessary to take. (emphasis added)



In short, in a single paragraph, Chamberlain violated every conceivable rule for the establishment of a successful red line and set the stage for the cascade of ever more virulent lines in the sand that would very quickly spiral his country and Europe into the Second World War. First, Chamberlain was quite accurate that the Anschluss—the brazen seizure of Austria by Hitler—would have “effects that can still not be measured.” Meaning, once violated, a line of any shade of pink (as the Treaty of Versailles had clearly become) would inevitably lead to consequences “intensify[ing] the sense of uncertainty and insecurity in Europe.” Assessing the situation with “cool judgement” is essential for establishment of any political or diplomatic standard. But a “fresh review” of flexible defense programs with an announcement in due course is hardly likely to strike fear into a potential violator. Clearly, the seeds of Hitler’s rise had been sown long before, in the Treaty of Versailles and the way World War I had concluded—with retribution rather than reconstruction as the treaty’s principal goal. Still, a firm hand a decade later to enforce its provisions, striking before the lines established by the treaty and its aftermath morphed into a pernicious system becoming all the more toxic with time and neglect, could well have suggested to the German people what the true cost of total war might prove. But the reaction of inaction or apathy by Britain and France in particular resulted in ever more flagrant violation of the lines established at the end of the last war.

In France, the government was utterly distracted and made no comment with respect to the Anschluss. The third government of Radical Socialist Prime Minister Camille Chautemps had been forced to step down on March 13, to be succeeded by Front Populaire leader Léon Blum. France was in the midst of a revolving door series of political crises that would drag on through thirty-four governments in nineteen years, plunging the nation into domestic political turmoil at a most inopportune moment. As for the United States, it remained firmly barricaded behind a wall of isolation that would be pierced only by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor December 7, 1941, and also demurred.

Clearly, the stage for the twentieth century’s most critical red line to date had been set.

It did not take long following his successful Anschluss for Hitler to turn his attention to his next target. The Sudeten Germans had long been agitating for unification with Germany. Their economic and social situation did not help matters. Beginning in late 1929, the Depression that had engulfed the United States spread quickly to Europe and was only accelerated by the deeply protectionist Smoot-Hawley Tariffs, enacted in March 1930, that crippled European manufacturing exports to the United States. The Sudeten Germans, deeply dependent on their export-oriented manufacturing industries, were more profoundly and immediately affected than the rest of the Czechoslovak people. Throughout the 1930s, this crisis only intensified. With the rise of Hitler and the strengthening of the political muscle of the Sudeten Germans, Czechoslovak President Edvard Beneš did his best to appease the Nazi government in Berlin and his own German population at home—even proposing to cede 2,300 square miles of Czech territory if Germany would accept nearly two million Sudeten Germans which Prague would expel. Hitler was unresponsive.

Meanwhile, Britain and France, having seen the effects of the Anschluss in Austria, were frantic to avoid both war and a continuing redrafting of the map of Europe and the expansion of a clearly resurgent Germany that presented an increasingly likely existential threat. France, still in the midst of its perpetual government crises, was desperate not to go to war against Germany, even with the Maginot Line in place, which its military was confident could repel any external aggression. They would all too quickly discover how wrongheaded this assessment was and how easily circumvented the Maginot Line would be by German Panzer divisions simply bypassing it and striking straight for Paris through the utterly undefended Belgian border. But for the moment France turned management of what was rapidly becoming the Sudeten crisis over to Britain and its Conservative prime minister. Neville Chamberlain viewed the Sudeten Germans’ grievances as entirely justified. At the same time, he also viewed Hitler’s intentions as both honorable and limited.

It was with this context that Chamberlain felt supremely confident in establishing an utterly ill-advised and poorly conceived red line. In fact, this played out in phases that had the untenable effect of moving the goal posts week by week until finally they simply collapsed. The clear object was from the beginning to assure a free and independent Czechoslovakia, even if that meant throwing the Sudetenland overboard to Germany, where most of its residents clearly preferred being in the first place. Britain believed it had effectively established this intention. But it was far from the clear and definitive statement backed by a threat force that might have given Hitler some pause in his still incomplete preparations for total war. Still, the Brits, with the tacit understanding of France’s situation, began a process that would only weaken the red line and their barely declared position.

The first attempt was mediation, forced by Chamberlain on Beneš, who accepted only out of fear of abandonment by the French and British. This effort fell afoul of increasingly strident rants by Hitler and provocatively violent demonstrations within Czechoslovakia that allowed Hitler to claim that “his” Sudeten Germans were being persecuted by the Beneš government. To avoid war and the utter breach of what was left of the first line, Chamberlain asked for a face-to-face meeting with Hitler, traveling on September 15, 1938 to Berchtesgaden, barely a dozen miles from the Austrian frontier that Nazi troops had just breached in March. In his lavish mountain retreat, Hitler received Chamberlain with a degree of disdain. As one witness, Sir John Wheeler-Bennett recalled, “Hitler… did not even walk down the steps to greet his guest. He waited for him at the top of the stairs.” Chamberlain later described his conversation with Hitler in a memorandum:


He had from his youth been obsessed with the racial theory and he felt that the Germans were one, but he had drawn a distinction between the possible and the impossible and he recognised that there are places where Germans are where it is impossible to bring them into the Reich; but where they are on the frontier, it is a different matter, and he is himself concerned with ten millions of Germans, three millions of whom are in Czechoslovakia. He felt therefore that those Germans should come into the Reich. They wanted to and he was determined that they should come in.

It was impossible that Czechoslovakia should remain like a spearhead in the side of Germany—

So I said, “Hold on a minute; there is one point on which I want to be clear and I will explain why: you say that the three million Sudeten Germans must be included in the Reich; would you be satisfied with that and is there nothing more that you want? I ask because there are many people who think that is not all; that you wish to dismember Czechoslovakia.”

He then launched into a long speech; he was out for a racial unity and he did not want a lot of Czechs, all he wanted was Sudeten Germans.



Clearly, Chamberlain was trying to establish just where a line might be drawn with some expectation that it would be respected by Hitler without recourse to war. Hitler suggested where he was coming from:


“I want to get down to realities. Three hundred Sudetens have been killed and things of that kind cannot go on; the thing has got to be settled at once: I am determined to settle it: I do not care whether there is a world war or not: I am determined to settle it and to settle it soon and I am prepared to risk a world war rather than allow this to drag on.”

To that [Chamberlain] replied: If the Fuehrer is determined to settle this matter by force without waiting even for a discussion between ourselves to take place what did he let me come here for? I have wasted my time.



But Hitler was hardly one to be played, nor would he prove to have any real interest in respecting any line the Brits might establish. Chamberlain still didn’t get that. “I could give him my personal opinion,” Chamberlain wrote in his note about their meeting, “which was that on principle I had nothing to say against the separation of the Sudeten Germans from the rest of Czechoslovakia, provided that the practical difficulties could be overcome.”

Chamberlain returned to England maintaining his confidence that he’d moved the red line just far enough to avoid war. But a week later, he was back seeing Hitler. In the interim, he’d received a note from General Hastings Ismay, who’d just been named secretary of Britain’s Committee of Imperial Defence. It contained several key warnings. First, “German absorption of Czechoslovakia will enhance her military prestige, increase her war potential and probably enable her to dispose of stronger land forces against France and ourselves than she can do at present.” At the same time, he warned that “Germany may be able to maintain her lead over the Franco-British Air Forces in air striking power. On the other hand, it is open to us, provided that we make the necessary effort, to catch her up, or at least greatly reduce her lead, in the matter of defence (both active and passive) against air attack.” Finally, he concluded that, “from the military point of view, time is in our favour, and that, if war with Germany has to come, it would be better to fight her in say 6–12 months’ time, than to accept the present challenge.” In other words, move the goal posts to buy more time. As it turned out, a foolish use of this concept. For Germany, going full bore on its own war machine and the arsenal to fuel it, had the same six to twelve months to build an indomitable fighting machine.

Still, Chamberlain was determined to set a line which Hitler might respect. French Prime Minister Édouard Daladier flew to London on September 16 and the British and French settled on a new structure. All Czechoslovak territories with more than 50 percent of ethnic Germans would be ceded to Germany. Britain and France would guarantee the independence of Czechoslovakia. The problem, of course, was that while the line was clearly defined, it remained demonstrably unclear what the consequences might be of any move to overstep this line. Chamberlain still meant to forestall war at what appeared to be any cost. Six days later, Chamberlain returned to Germany. As he was about to board the plane, he told reporters gathered at the steps that “my objective is peace in Europe. I trust this trip is the way to that peace.” Not exactly. Still, the Germans welcomed the delegation lavishly. When his plane landed in Cologne, a band played the British anthem, “God Save the King.” The entourage was driven to the Hotel Petersburg in Bad Godesberg where flowers and gifts had been placed in the room of each member of the delegation. While Hitler still fumed over the “position of [his] Germans in the Sudetenland,” after hours of discussions over two days, Hitler finally calmed down and pitched a concession. As Hitler put it, he was offering “a gift” in thanks for the prime minister’s agreement—a retreat on the führer’s earlier position that demanded a partition of all of Czechoslovakia. Instead, he was now demanding simply a German takeover of Sudetenland and its German population.

After the delegation’s return to London, Chamberlain dispatched a close confidant, Sir Horace Wilson, to Berlin with a personal letter from Chamberlain to Hitler reaffirming that the British and French wanted a peaceful resolution, while clearly indicating that Chamberlain was prepared once again to move the red line, which had clearly become all but meaningless by this time in Hitler’s view. The führer gave his response that evening. He would make no further demands on actual Czech territory, but Czechoslovakia must turn over the Sudetenland in its entirety to Germany. Hitler affirmed this new position in a tirade to a packed gathering of some 15,000 at Berlin’s sprawling Sportpalast, and, as The New York Times correspondent Frederick T. Birchall reported, “the German people are listening in by order at loudspeakers all over the land.” The next morning, The Times ran the entire text of the speech, which took up a full page, together with statements from Beneš, Daladier, and Chamberlain, and the statement of “Britain’s decision to join in defending Czechoslovakia in case of attack.” Clearly a line had been drawn, though The Times clearly believed that war might still be imminent, its six-column lead headline on page one observing BRITAIN PLEDGES AID IF CZECHS ARE ATTACKED; ALSO GUARANTEES SURRENDER OF SUDETEN AREA AS HITLER IN SPEECH KEEPS PEACE DOOR OPEN. But as Birchall pointed out:


The Czech people escaped vituperation and Herr Hitler addressed soothing phrases to the Poles, Ukrainians, Slovaks, French, British and even Hungarians, all of whom he reminded of his manifested desire to seek no quarrel with them. It was almost as though, knowing himself about to take an action that would be universally reprehended, he sought in advance to create a friendlier atmosphere.



Meanwhile, the Czechoslovak army was mobilizing—a call-up meeting with considerable enthusiasm, with one million men volunteering in twenty-four hours. The Czech military was indeed a formidable, and motivated, force. A survey of their borders suggested that they could withstand some attack, perhaps holding off the Germans long enough for British and French forces to come to the rescue. This would, of course, mean a total breakdown of Chamberlain’s red line, for which he had no appetite.

It would all go right down to the wire, especially since now Hitler had effectively drafted his own line, couched in an unbendable ultimatum. In his Sportpalast speech, he had given the Czechs until September 28 at 2 P.M. to turn over the Sudetenland to Germany or there would be war. At 10 A.M., four hours before Hitler’s deadline, on Chamberlain’s orders, the British ambassador to Italy, Sir Eric Drummond, the seventh Earl of Perth and, earlier, the first secretary-general of the League of Nations, rang Italian foreign minister Galeazzo Ciano to ask for an urgent audience at the Chigi Palace. His message was a request for Benito Mussolini to intercede with Hitler for a twenty-four-hour reprieve. Mussolini agreed and phoned his own ambassador to Germany, Bernardo Attolico, instructing him, “Go to the Führer at once, and tell him that whatever happens I will be at his side, but that I request a twenty-four-hour delay before hostilities begin.” Hitler was with the French ambassador and, in an expansive mood, chuckled to his guest, “My good friend Benito Mussolini has asked me to delay for twenty-four hours the marching orders of the German army, and I agreed.” Of course, this was not much of a concession, as the invasion date was set for October 1. In return for his intercession with Hitler, Chamberlain asked that Mussolini attend the conference the next morning that would also include Daladier—a request that Hitler seconded. Now, the red line had reversed, and it was Hitler calling the shots, though no one seemed to appreciate that at the time. When President Franklin D. Roosevelt heard of the Munich conference set for the next day, he promptly cabled Chamberlain, “Good man.”

Chamberlain embarked on his third and final trip to Germany—to Munich—early on the morning of September 29. The deal was reached late that evening and the Munich Agreement was signed at 1:30 A.M. on September 30 by Hitler, Mussolini, Chamberlain, and Daladier. German troops could begin their occupation October 10, provided Hitler promised to go no further. After they’d agreed on this, Chamberlain took Hitler aside and asked him if he wouldn’t mind signing another “joint declaration” which Chamberlain pulled from his pocket. After it was translated on the spot into German for him, Hitler magnanimously said, “absolutely,” and the two moved to a nearby table where, after a momentary pause as the inkpot was found to be empty, with a flourish, he signed what would be known in British archives as an “annex.” With this one stroke, Chamberlain created yet another line that would all too soon be broken, as Chamberlain asserted that Germany and England desired “never to go war with one another again.” Such clear misreading of the ultimate intentions of Hitler by Chamberlain was a direct path toward creation of a red line that was broken from the get-go and a certain path toward World War II. The Czechoslovak red line would last just five months until German troops blithely swooped in and seized the whole country. By then, Beneš was gone, having resigned his office October 5, eventually forming a government-in-exile in London.

Chamberlain’s theatrical return from Munich on September 30, 1938, of course, is well known. Stepping off his plane in London, he brandished a paper for the newsreel cameras and declared he had returned with “peace for our time.” That very evening, at 7:30 at the Richmond Terrace headquarters of the Ministry of Defence, Chamberlain convened his cabinet. Sir John Simon, chancellor of the exchequer, opened the proceedings by “expressing, on behalf of the whole cabinet [our] profound admiration for the unparalleled effort the Prime Minister had made and for the success that he had achieved.” And, he added, he was anxious to say “how proud [we] are to be associated with the Prime Minister as his colleagues at his time.”

Not to be outdone, Chamberlain promptly replied that he was “grateful… for the support and help which [I have] received from [my] colleagues throughout the crisis,” and added that he “appreciated that the journeys undertaken might easily have failed to achieve satisfactory results. As things had turned out… we could now safely regard the crisis as ended.”

About the only dissenting voice was that of A. Duff Cooper, the first lord of the admiralty, who, with a far clearer understanding of the stakes of all these red lines that were being drawn and redrawn, toward the end of the cabinet session, jumped in to say that he “still felt a considerable uneasiness in regard to the position… afraid that [Britain] might get into the position where we were drawn into making further concessions to Herr Hitler.”

Cooper was certainly not alone. Winston Churchill, then a backbench member of Parliament, had begun warning of the urgent need of rearming against Germany. Almost alone, Churchill recognized the Munich Agreement for what it was—an ephemeral line that Hitler’s Panzer divisions would roll across with impunity six months later, touching off World War II. Hitler, of course, without a moment’s hesitation, stepped across this and a succession of subsequent ultimatums made and catastrophically dissolved with utter willfulness—Poland, Belgium, the Soviet Union—each red line established, tested, breached.

Five days after Munich, Churchill rose in the House of Commons to denounce the agreement and warn of its consequences:


I will begin by saying what every one would like to ignore or forget but which must nevertheless be stated, namely, that we have sustained a total and unmitigated defeat, and that France has suffered even more than we have.…

And I will say this, that I believe the Czechs, left to themselves and told they were going to get no help from the Western Powers, would have been able to make better terms than they have got—they could hardly have worse—after all this tremendous perturbation.…

I have always held the view that the maintenance of peace depends upon the accumulation of deterrents against the aggressor, coupled with a sincere effort to redress grievances.… After [Hitler’s] seizure of Austria in March… I ventured to appeal to the government… to give a pledge that in conjunction with France and other Powers they would guarantee the security of Czechoslovakia while the Sudeten-Deutsch question was being examined either by a League of Nations Commission or some other impartial body, and I still believe that if that course had been followed events would not have fallen into this disastrous state.



Churchill was ever the pragmatist and continued by suggesting that “in the future [a] Czechoslovakian state cannot be maintained as an independent entity. You will find that in a period of time measured only by months, Czechoslovakia will be engulfed in the Nazi régime.” While he failed to draw a red line per se, he did observe that Britain’s leaders have been engaged in “five years of eager search for the line of least resistance, five years of uninterrupted retreat of British power.” The result, he concluded, was his “fear we shall find that we have deeply compromised, and perhaps fatally endangered, the safety and even the independence of Great Britain and France.… We have sustained a defeat without a war, the consequences of which will travel far with us along our road. And do not suppose that this is the end. This is only the beginning of the reckoning.”

Churchill was, of course, proven absolutely right. Red lines, once established, are never sustained simply by ignoring the obvious. The Czechs would never be told they would receive no help from the British nor the French, let alone the Americans, who continued simply to cheer in a whisper from the sidelines. Any such suggestion to the Beneš government, while it was still in power and could actually do something about the plight into which the Allies had plunged his nation, would have given an immediate and very public lie to this utterly phantasmagoric construction in the first place. And above all, such an admission would have cost Chamberlain enormously in terms of prestige—perhaps even his office of prime minister.

Still, there is ample evidence that Chamberlain may have been well aware of Britain’s inability to beat back any immediate German action. Following the Anschluss, Chamberlain asked the British high command for their assessment of a German attack on Czechoslovakia and the Allies ability to thwart any such action. The detailed report came back with a disquieting conclusion:


No pressure that we and our possible allies can bring to bear, either by sea, or on land, or in the air, could prevent Germany from invading and overrunning Bohemia and from inflicting a decisive defeat on the Czechoslovakian army. We should then be faced with the necessity of undertaking a war against Germany for the purpose of restoring Czechoslovakia’s lost integrity and this object would only be achieved by the defeat of Germany and as the outcome of a prolonged struggle.



Secretary of State for War Leslie Hore-Belisha summed it up more colorfully, concluding in his diary, “To take offensive now would be like a man attacking a tiger before he has loaded his gun.”

Still, there are others who believe that Hitler was equally ill-prepared at that moment to challenge a determined British effort. Historian Williamson Murray has concluded after examining Luftwaffe records that “In nearly every respect [the Luftwaffe] was unprepared to launch a ‘strategic’ bombing offensive and so could not have significantly damaged Britain’s war effort in spite of weaknesses in British air defenses.… and would have had difficulty just in fulfilling its operational commitments to support ground forces operating against Czechoslovakia and the West.” But British cabinet records of this period suggest that Chamberlain had no idea of such intelligence. He was going into these negotiations largely in the dark—allowing Hitler effectively to set the terms and force the British prime minister to move the goal posts virtually at will.



With this background, the second red line, the “annex” signed privately by Hitler and Chamberlain asserting “the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with one another again,” that would last until September 1, 1939, appeared at the time to give Britain some welcome respite from the prospect of a war it could not win—or for that matter, a line that Chamberlain and others knew could not be enforced. In either case, hardly a recipe for success. Indeed, Hitler had been laying the basis for this moment for months, in fact contemplating it for years. Full-fledged preparations for total war by the German general staff were already underway in May 1939, seven months after Hitler had taken the Sudetenland and two months after he had swallowed the remainder of Czechoslovakia, with no Allied reaction. Indeed, the British ambassador to Czechoslovakia, Sir Basil Newton, a week before the Germans seized all of Czechoslovakia, urged Beneš’s successor, Emil Hácha, to go to Berlin and meet with Hitler. At the meeting, Hácha suffered a heart attack when Hermann Göring threatened to bomb Prague. Revived, he quickly signed away Czechoslovakia, which Nazi Panzer divisions occupied the next day.

The next, and final, red line, was Poland. France and Britain had guaranteed Poland’s independence and Chamberlain felt that his annex had equally guaranteed German forces would never cross their frontier with Poland. But by August 1939, it was clear events were beginning to outstrip assurances—which Chamberlain continued to cling to as a thin and shrinking reed. On April 28, Hitler withdrew from the German-Polish nonaggression pact. Hitler soon learned that the British and French had failed to conclude an alliance with Stalin and that the Soviets might be interested in a similar pact with Germany, which was indeed signed on August 23 by Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov and German Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop. The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact assured Hitler that if France and Britain declared war on Germany, the Soviet Union would not join in.

Hitler was quite convinced by virtue of their behavior on the Sudetenland and his subsequent takeover of all of Czechoslovakia that Britain and France had little appetite or ability to enforce any of the various lines they had established and effectively dared him to step across. A week after the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, German forces were fully mobilized and massed on the Polish border. On September 1, 1939, they moved. Two days later, Britain and France declared war on Germany, but, as Hitler anticipated, failed to provide any meaningful support. That same day, Chamberlain brought Churchill back into the cabinet as first lord of the admiralty, the same position he’d held during World War I. The battle for Poland was completed by the end of September. As the journalist and author John Gunther wrote in December, “the German campaign was a masterpiece. Nothing quite like it has been seen in military history.” Nor, until then, in diplomatic history. Hitler had proved a master of understanding just what was needed to thwart every diplomatic or military line drawn by his adversaries. Chamberlain managed to cling to power until the moment Hitler turned his armies to the west and began his invasion of the Low Countries—Holland and Belgium—with France clearly in sight, at which point, he went to Buckingham Palace and resigned, urging King George VI to name Churchill as his successor. Then, on May 10, 1940, Chamberlain went on the radio for his farewell address, reminding the British people that “the hour has now come when we are to be put to the test, as the innocent people of Holland, Belgium, and France are being tested already. And you and I must rally behind our new leader, and with our united strength, and with unshakable courage fight, and work until this wild beast, which has sprung out of his lair upon us, has been finally disarmed and overthrown.” Queen Elizabeth later told Chamberlain that her daughter Princess Elizabeth wept as she listened to his words.


OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/Cormorant-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/images/f0029-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/AGaramondPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/images/f0008-01.jpg
Cold War
Military alliances

[l Founding members of the North
Atlantic Alliance (NATO) 1949

[ Entry: Greece and Turkey 1952,
West Germany 1955, Spain 1082

[l Founding members of the
Warsaw Pact 1955

[ Entry: East Germany 1956
Withdrawal: Albania 1968

Switzer- B Austria
land

Morocco Algeria

Tunisia et w






OEBPS/e9781643136493/images/f0004-01.jpg
Y

e

N

= et
N

NIGERIA )R?F
)

- International Boundary

-- Administrative Boundary
National Capital
Administrative Centre
Other Town
Major Road

& @ IE [N] T A IL AER I] ©A N I—‘—"_'_ﬁo_'_‘mm“::ﬂkliomenes
N REPUBLIC






OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/AGaramondPro-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/AGaramondPro-SemiboldItalic.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/e9781643136493/images/f0031-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/TimesNewRoman-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/xhtml/nav.xhtml

    
Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		Chapter One: Flashpoints


		Chapter Two: Origins


		Chapter Three: The Korean Peninsula: Locked & Loaded


		Chapter Four: China: By the Beautiful Sea


		Chapter Five: From Soviet Union to Russian Empire


		Chapter Six: Mesopotamia: Crime & Punishment


		Chapter Seven: Iran to Persia and Back


		Chapter Eight: Africa: Cradle of Lines


		Chapter Nine: Eternal Lines


		Coda


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Map & Illustration Credits


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		IV


		VII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432








OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/Cormorant-Semi.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/TimesNewRoman.ttf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/images/9781643136493.jpg
“Andelman is one of our most experienced national security journalists.

Timely and insightful. A very welcome book.”—Tom Brokaw

David A. Andelman

RED LINE

Diplomacy, Strategy, and the History
of Wars that Might Still Happen





OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/AppleMyungjo.ttf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/images/title.jpg
A
RED LINE
IN THE
SAND

Diplomacy, Strategy, and the
History of Wars that Might Still Happen

DAVID A. ANDELMAN

SSSSSSSSSSSS





OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/Cormorant-Light.otf


OEBPS/e9781643136493/images/f0030-01.jpg
Cape Tarkhankut&
°

CRIM'E'I?'
Yevpatoriya®s:
Simf;§opol Y

alta

S!

Ve

Feodosiya

ount Roman-Kosh 1545 m

44°

BLACK

S

E A

© 2014 Encyclopeaedia Britannica, Inc.

100 mi






OEBPS/e9781643136493/fonts/Cormorant-Medium.otf


