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	FFr

	Free French






	IN

	Indian






	MG

	Machine Gun






	Pnr

	Pioneer






	PR

	Punjab Rifles
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	Rajputana Rifles






	RSG

	Royal Scots Greys






	RF
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	Country

	Battalion or Squadron

	Company or Troop






	France and its Colonies
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	Example

	1/22 RTA

	4-1/22 RTA






	Explication

	1st Battalion of the 22nd Régiment de Tirailleurs Algériens

	4th Company of the 1st Battalion of the 22nd Régiment de Tirailleurs Algériens















	KEY TO ACRONYMS







	RTA

	Régiment de Tirailleurs Algériens






	REI

	Régiment Étranger d’Infanterie






	RTS

	Régiment de Tirailleurs Sénégalais






	RTT

	Régiment de Tirailleurs Tunisiens






	RIC

	Régiment Mixte d’Infanterie Coloniale






	RCA

	Régiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique






	BCL

	Battalion de Chasseurs Libanais






	No Label

	Unidentified Unit











Preface


I think that all men get scared at times like these; but there comes a sort of laughing courage from deep within the heart of each, or from some source he never knew existed; and when he feels like that he will gallop into the most blinding death with an utterly unexplainable, don’t care, shrieking laugh upon his lips.1


Ion Idriess


The Nahr al-Kalb, or ‘Dog River’, meets the Mediterranean Sea just north of Beirut, after meandering thirty kilometres downstream from its wellspring in the Lebanon range. A four-lane highway overpass runs along this stretch of coast, and tentacles of concrete obscure the river mouth. The strip of land to the north and south has been reclaimed from the sea. It’s a flat, featureless stretch of windblown sand and garbage. In ancient times, though, the view was very different. The steep riverbanks dropped straight into the ocean, and the Lycus, as the river was then known, was a significant obstacle to conquering armies. Ramases II carved a monument into the rock when he passed this way, as did Nebuchadnezzar, Marcus Aurelius, and various Assyrian kings. When Napoleon III sent an army to the Levant, his soldiers also carved an impressive memorial to their emperor—right over the top of Ramases’ inscription which, until then, had stood proudly for two-and-a-half millennia.


A modern-day tourist, after dodging traffic from an off-ramp and pulling away a few weeds, can still view these glorious engravings. The history they tell is of an ancient and war-scarred land. The British continued the tradition when General Edmund Allenby conquered Ottoman-ruled Syria and Lebanon during the Great War. That inscription pays homage to the Australian Light Horse, who routed the Turks at Beersheba and pushed on to capture Damascus and Aleppo, paving the way for the French mandate and ending Syria’s four centuries under the yoke of the Ottoman Empire. Those horsemen are now an Australian legend; and the mystique, if not the detail, of their exploits is part of our nation’s consciousness. But another nearby monument makes mention of a conflict that is not so well recalled:


JUNE-JULY 1941
 FIRST AUSTRALIAN CORPS CAPTURED DAMOUR WHILE BRITISH, INDIAN, AUSTRALIAN AND FREE FRENCH TROOPS CAPTURED DAMASCUS BRINGING FREEDOM TO SYRIA AND LEBANON


It has almost been forgotten that our soldiers were back here again a generation later, once again at the behest of the United Kingdom, fighting a strange war against confused Frenchmen who were not supposed to be our enemy. France had been defeated and subjugated by the Germans. The new French government, installed at Vichy, was answerable to the Führer. With France vanquished, the fate of the mandate in Syria and Lebanon became uncertain. The British—urged on by Charles de Gaulle, whose Free French movement had received British sponsorship—sent in the Australian 7th Division to seize it, not expecting that the French Army of the Levant, in defence of its military honour, would put up a fight. The Australians won the war, but at the price of more than 400 young men, sons of Anzacs who had fought to defend France in the trenches of the Western Front. The British were embarrassed, the campaign was forgotten, and the Australians who fought were dubbed the ‘silent men’.


For the Syrians and Lebanese, though, this was a chance for liberation. The Gaullists clung to a stale notion of French colonial glory, but the British—whose guns kept the peace—knew that change was inevitable, and independence came to both Syria and Lebanon in 1943. By that time the men of the 7th Division had long since returned home and had fought a new war—on the Kokoda Track, against the Japanese—which sealed their own place in history. Even that recognition was late in coming, and the story of Australia’s involvement in the Levant in 1941 remains largely untold. Sir Basil Henry Liddell Hart’s History of the Second World War2 does not mention it. Antony Beevor’s The Second World War3 only devotes half a page to it. In Australia, a comprehensive account of the military campaign can be found in the battalion histories, as well as in the series Australia in the War of 1939—1945 edited by Gavin Long. But the geopolitical causes of the conflict, and the motivations of the enemy, are not well understood. To Australians, the ‘Vichy French’ who fought in the Levant were ‘not really French, but . . . a separate species, now extinct in the incomprehensible meanderings of time.’4


I had come to Lebanon to find out more about this strange, neglected campaign. From the Dog River we headed south, through the suburbs of Beirut itself and further on down the coast, along the modern highway traversing the narrow strip between the ocean and the mountain foothills. The country was pleasant; to the east, the hazel-coloured spurs of the Lebanon range rose up towards the clouds, flecked with the orange terracotta of apartment roofs. To the west, the Mediterranean sparkled, and colourful beach-resort parasols lined the sand. The atmosphere changed as the Israeli border drew closer. We passed through ragged banana plantations and empty stretches of rubble-strewn wasteland, as well as Palestinian refugee camps, hidden behind high concrete walls and watchtowers. In the last few years the Palestinians have been joined by a million new refugees from Syria, driven across the border into Lebanon by the neighbouring civil war.


At the Litani River, south of Sidon, a soldier from the United Nations waved us through a checkpoint. Blue-uniformed troops with riot-shields patrolled the roadside. Israel has a tendency to blast this part of the coast with short, intense displays of force. The pretext is to weaken Hezbollah, but locals will tell you that the real objective is to destroy Lebanese infrastructure. Conflict recurs so frequently here that the Second World War seems irrelevant—about as significant as those antiquated inscriptions above the Dog River. I knew that the Australians had fought a fierce battle at the Litani River in 1941, but no-one around here remembered it, and there was no battlefield guide to show the way. All that I had was a hand-drawn sketch from an old battalion diary, and a black-and-white photo from the archives, showing the point where the Australians crossed the river. Alan Haddy, a corporal from the West Australian goldfields, had volunteered to swim across and secure a rope on the opposite bank, under intense fire from Vichy French machine guns and mortars. The Australians were then able to haul canvas boats through the swift current and ford the river.


We took a secondary road leading inland from the coast, and were soon lost among the banana groves. A lone building rose above the foliage in the flat river valley, and we pulled in to the gravel drive. It was a grand, multi-storeyed hotel. There were no other guests. The car park was quiet, the elaborate swimming pool had been drained, and the grass grew long in the garden beds. The interior was dim, and the proprietor, bored-looking, sat behind the desk with a cigarette. A decade ago, the place was apparently a bustling holiday resort, but the 2006 war with Israel had killed the tourism industry here.


The hotel backed onto the river, and I walked around to the function deck, where creeper vines sprung through cracks in the tiles. The Litani, bright and blue-green, gurgled below. I pulled out the old photograph, and realised that I was standing, by chance, on the very spot where it had been taken in 1941. The bend in the river and the aspect of the distant hill were the same. This was the place where Haddy had gone across. It was easy to imagine the Vichy stronghold, on the brown ridge to the north, commanding the surrounding countryside and raining fire down on the Australians. There were no memorials; no signs. Reeds and bulrushes had reclaimed the riverbanks, and it was silent except for the buzzing of insects. The proprietor sidled up to the railing and thrust a hotel brochure into my hand. ‘Tell your friends,’ he said. ‘Everyone has forgotten about this place.’




    


    


    


    


    


PART 1


Unlikely Enemies




1


The 7th Division


A sea-water shower and the old slouch hat


Across his ears, he started to look the part.1


Geoff Page


The small town of Cranbrook, in Western Australia, was a stop on the Great Southern Railway that ran south-east from Perth down to the coast at Albany. The dusty main street quickly gave way to golden pastureland, good wheat and cattle country, bordered by the purple-green hills of the Stirling Ranges. One Friday afternoon, a skinny, suntanned kid called Keith Norrish was leaning against the stationmaster’s hut on the quiet railway platform, a .22 rifle slung over his shoulder. It was a big gun for a young kid, but he wore the weapon easily—he was never without it.


Keith was waiting for the ‘down train’ from Perth, which came in each evening at about half past six. It was hot and still, and no-one was around save a few drifting sheepshearers, lounging on their kit-bags at the far end of the platform, probably looking for work further down the line. The great dark bulk of the steam locomotive loomed into view just a couple of minutes late, brakes grinding to a halt with a shrill whistle. The train didn’t linger in such a quiet spot; just enough time to drop off a bundle of mail, while the shearers clambered furtively into the goods carriage. Keith scrounged eagerly through the packages, shoving into his pocket a few letters addressed to his father—probably bills for the farm or something else uninteresting—until he found and clutched a small box which bore his own name. He tore open the brown paper and inspected the prized object: a fox whistle. He had ordered it from the Bairds Company mail catalogue the previous month, reluctantly parting with his hard-earned two shillings and sixpence.


Keith pocketed the whistle and steered his pushbike down off the platform and into the street. He crossed the tracks and ducked under the wire fence on the left, a well-worn shortcut through the empty reserve which led back to the Norrish property. Once he was well clear of the road, Keith dropped his bike and took a few paces off into the scrub. He pulled out the whistle and brought it to his lips; the sound—a shrill bleating, like a wounded rabbit—rang out in the approaching dusk. Sure enough, a minute or so later, a gold-fringed pair of white pointed ears, above two round red eyes, rose up almost in silhouette above the low line of spinifex, at a distance of about forty metres. Keith raised the .22, took aim, pulled the trigger, and shot his first fox. It was just too easy. ‘I’ve never been so amazed in all my life,’ he said.2 But he’d always been a good shot.


He was given his first shotgun when he was eight. On the farm, once he’d done the morning’s dairy work, he’d patrol the orchard groves with that shotgun, keeping the birds away from the fruit. When he was just fourteen, he won the annual shoot at the Cranbrook Rifle Club, scoring consecutive rounds of thirty-two out of thirty-five, even though he was so young that the members wouldn’t let him join.


Keith was nineteen when the Second War War broke out in 1939. On 3 September, Prime Minister Robert Gordon Menzies made the following announcement to the nation: ‘Fellow Australians, it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially, that in consequence of a persistence by Germany in her invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her and that, as a result, Australia is also at war.’3 The predominately Anglo-Celtic population of Australia identified so strongly with Britain that Menzies’ unilateral decision to declare war on Germany was taken without even consulting the Cabinet, let alone calling for a parliamentary debate.


Keith hitched a ride with the local bank manager down to the enlistment office at Mt Barker. It wasn’t a big deal—it just seemed like the right thing to do. He’d be signing up with the 2/16th Battalion, in the 7th Division of the Second Australian Imperial Force. He recognised the major behind the recruitment desk, Arnold Potts, who ran cattle at Kojonup, just a little further up the Albany Road. Potts and Keith’s dad had fought together in France during the Great War, as members of the original 16th Battalion. Potts had shown his mettle as a soldier early on—he was one of the youngest captains in the AIF, and had won a Military Cross at the battle of Mouquet Farm on the Western Front in 1916. But then he had copped it bad near Hamel, just before the war ended, and Keith’s dad had been the one who carried him out. Not that he spoke too much to his dad about the old days.


Most of the boys who turned up at Northam Camp had relatives who had fought in the Great War. Max Beatty was the same age as Keith. ‘I had uncles in the First War,’ he said. ‘They told me I was a bloody idiot . . . but I wanted to go.’4 Northam was a dusty expanse about 100 kilometres inland from Perth, astride the Kalgoorlie pipeline. During the autumn of 1940, about 850 men, drawn from recruitment centres across the southern part of the state, arrived at Northam to form the 2/16th Battalion. Most of them were farmers, or miners, including the ‘Goldfields Mob’, a tight-knit group of mineworkers from Kalgoorlie. Malcolm Uren, in his history of the battalion, described the introduction of the Goldfields Mob to the army:


When they entrained in Kalgoorlie for Northam a quantity of beer was sent with them . . . The train journey, as can be imagined, was largely an alcoholic progress . . . As they marched into camp a group of seasoned soldiers (of about two weeks experience) called out the standard greeting of ‘You’ll be sorry!’


A figure detached itself from the straggling lurching mob, walked over to the nearest man in the welcoming group, made the prodigious effort of getting him into focus and then felled him with a blow. ‘Now . . .’ he said, ‘you’re sorry.’5


Frank Sublet, a new lieutenant from Perth, straight-laced and with a view of war as a ‘deadly serious business’, had a tough task on hand with his platoon of recruits from the goldfields. ‘They were individualists to a man and discipline sat uneasily on them,’ said Sublet.6 Leading the rigorous training regime gave the officers a chance to gain respect, but Sublet also remembered occasions when it wasn’t so effective—such as when he had to teach the ‘art’ of digging trenches to a platoon of men who had spent their lives in the Kalgoorlie mines. Arnold Potts, the battalion’s second-in-command, was well respected by the men and played the leading role in training and discipline. ‘He would push us to see if he could break us,’ one soldier explained. ‘It was perfect pre-battle training.’7 ‘Everyone had a great regard for Potts,’ said Bill Grayden, a lieutenant.8


The battalion, maintaining its Great War configuration, comprised four rifle companies and a Headquarters Company. The rifle companies (about 130 men) under the command of a captain, were split into three platoons (of thirty-nine men) commanded by a lieutenant, and the platoons were split into three sections (of eleven men) commanded by a corporal. The men were each issued with a 1915 era, bolt action Lee-Enfield .303 calibre rifle.


A similar scene was playing out at other 7th Division camps around the country. The 7th Division was the second Australian division to be raised in the Second AIF—following on from the five divisions raised in the original AIF in the Great War. The 6th Division had been recruited in 1939, and had already sailed for the Middle East. It was expected that these troops would finish training in Egypt and Palestine and then join the fight against the Germans in France, following the same footsteps as a previous generation of Australians in the Great War. But, while the 6th Division was at sea, France had surrendered, the European continent had become a German fortress, and the outlook was more than a little uncertain. The fall of France had shocked Australia and galvanised a country that had until then faced the new war with some complacency. Enlistments in the Second AIF began to surge, which led to the raising of the 7th Division, soon to be followed by the 8th and 9th Divisions. Because they had not rushed to enlist with the speed of their 6th Division colleagues, but had instead chosen to wait out the ‘phoney war’ and see what came, the men of the 7th Division gained the nickname, ‘the deep thinkers’.


Dudley Warhurst, a farm labourer from Ballan in Victoria, was only twenty when the 6th Division was being raised, and he was still considered too young to join the AIF. By May of 1940 he was able to sign up with the 7th Division:


I wasn’t twenty-one until August, but my parents were sick of saying no—they finally signed the papers and said, ‘Piss off.’ I went down to Caulfield Racecourse. That’s where you joined up. There were a couple of thousand of us there. We had to stay there the night, in the boxes where the horses slept. It didn’t matter, I was used to horse shit.9


 Dudley was sent to Puckapunyal, north of Melbourne, where the 7th Division had its headquarters. He joined the 2/14th Battalion, a Victorian formation, which was also beginning its training as a fighting force. The 2/14th and 2/16th Battalions, along with the 2/27th, a South Australian battalion, formed the 21st Brigade. The 21st was one of the three brigades which made up the 7th Division. Bob Iskov, from Glenrowan, described his reasons for joining the 2/14th Battalion:


I guess for a young bloke like me it was an adventure. I don’t know that we had any great belief in fighting for king and country, but you’ve got to remember, that it was only 21 years since the First War had ended. A lot of my neighbours were First War Soldiers. I also knew some Boer War men. They had a lot of respect in the district—people looked up to them. They were returned soldiers, and heroes. It was a natural follow on, that the next generation should volunteer to go and fight.10


It was wintertime, the Victorian plains were bleak and cold, and rain softened the clay of the parade grounds at Puckapunyal. The battalion adjutant, Ben Buckler, was in charge of moulding the new recruits. He roused the men of the 2/14th Battalion early on a Monday morning, after a night of drinking to mark their final weekend as civilians. Buckler ‘had the voice of a mastiff’ and, being a teetotaller, ‘his head and voice were not affected by Sunday night’s celebrations’. At Buckler’s harsh command, the battalion’s training officially commenced ‘in the grey light of the Puckapunyal dawn’.11 Dudley Warhurst gave his impressions of the training facilities:


What a bastard of a place it was. The huts had no lining, just galvanised sheeting. Twenty to a hut, no beds, just a bag full of straw on the floor. That was your bed. But we were all in the same bloody boat. We put in five months there.12


The cold, unlined barrack huts meant that ‘Pucka Throat’ was a popular affliction—which, if serious, progressed to infections of the upper respiratory tract, or ‘Dogs’ Disease’ as the men called it. In those early winter months, Colonel Kingsley Norris, Assistant Director of Medical Services for the 7th Division, was kept busy trying to immunise the troops. Norris was an experienced medical officer who had served in the Great War. He recalled one particularly busy day when the commanding officer of the 7th Division, Lieutenant General John D. Lavarack, had to join the line for his injections. In an effort to amuse the general, Norris’s deputy, Stanley Williams, began to sharpen the needle on the sole of his boot. The actual syringe was waiting on the counter in a bowl of spirit, but Lavarack did not seem to see the humour. Norris recalls:


Later that day [Lavarack] sent for me. ‘Who is this odd fellow Williams you have got? He was actually sharpening the needle on his dirty boot.’ I explained that this was only Stanley’s little joke and that all precautions were observed on these occasions. [Lavarack replied] ‘If anything happens to me you’re both finished in my division.’13


[image: ]


Nothing did happen to the general and, according to Norris, he and Williams went on to become ‘jolly good friends’. Such was often the case with Lavarack. On another occasion, Norris entered the general’s bad books when the former’s batman Bernie, a jockey who was having some trouble adjusting to life in the army, found himself standing beside Lavarack and became ‘intrigued by the badges of rank on the general’s shoulders. “Where do you get them?” he said to the general . . . Lavarack looked down on him with his dark scowl. “Who are you?” he asked . . .’14 In due course Lavarack befriended Bernie as well, when he found out that the old jockey had once ridden a winner the general had backed.


That was Lavarack; ‘a man of singular charm, of wide reading and knowledge, but with quick flashes of anger at unpredictable times.’15 He was a keen sportsman, but was known to throw tennis racquets, bend golf clubs and generally go ‘black with rage’ in the event of sporting misfortune. Somehow he always managed to emerge from these episodes with his reputation for charm intact. After one particularly close loss at bridge, Lavarack upturned the card table and stormed out of the room. His lady hostess later described him as a delightful guest despite being ‘no connoisseur of furniture’.16


Lavarack had served as a staff officer in the Great War and his considerable talent as an administrator saw him rise to the position of chief of the army’s general staff between 1935 and 1939. Never afraid to speak his mind, he criticised the Australian government’s neglect of the defence forces during the inter-war years. In particular, he decried Australian reliance on the British fleet as the cornerstone of defence policy, arguing that the Royal Navy had lost its ‘two power standard’ and could not conceivably defend against both Germany in the Atlantic and Japan in the Pacific.17 This point of view, despite being thoroughly accurate, went against the current of conventional wisdom and won him few friends in the political and military establishment. His abrasive manner never helped. After rebutting a paper by Frederick Shedden, the secretary of defence, which extolled the strategy in question, Lavarack added: ‘We live and learn.’18


So it came as no surprise that, when the government decided to create the Second AIF, Lavarack was not chosen to command it. That position was given to Thomas Blamey, who, in order to be notified of his new position, had to be tracked down in the forests of Mt Dandenong where he was searching for wild orchids to augment his collection. His penchant for floral arrangements notwithstanding, Blamey, like Lavarack, was a volatile personality. But, unlike Lavarack, he had fostered some powerful connections in politics, including Prime Minister Menzies.


Lavarack and Blamey did not get along. Their careers had followed similar paths and they were rivals. Blamey stood out because of his ruthless ambition and because he had been a protégé of General Monash. The two had served on the same staff in France in 1917, Lavarack as subordinate to Blamey, and it is possible that this was the period when the rift between the two first developed. Blamey in particular was believed to harbour obscure grudges from the First War that influenced his conduct in the Second.19


[image: ]


Blamey was fiercely independent, summing himself up as: ‘one who does not care much what others think, so long as I know what I think.’20 A schoolteacher by profession, Blamey’s army credentials led him to become the commissioner of the Victorian Police in 1925, where he became embroiled in scandal when his police badge was uncovered at a Melbourne brothel. The question of Blamey’s culpability was never satisfactorily resolved. His explanation was that his badge had been stolen. Lavarack was quick to make his opinion known in regard to this, and the antipathy between the two continued to grow—although Lavarack was hardly alone in his condemnation of the incident.


Once Blamey took control of the Second AIF, he made efforts to stymie Lavarack. Perhaps he saw Lavarack as a threat to his own authority; he certainly had a ‘well-documented dislike’ of the younger general.21 When the Second AIF was first created, it consisted of only one division—the 6th Division, commanded by Blamey. When the decision was made to raise the 7th Division, the two divisions together became 1 Australian Corps (an army corps is a group of divisions). As a result, Blamey became the commander of 1 Australian Corps, and two new divisional commanders needed to be found. The two most obvious candidates were generals Iven Mackay and John Lavarack. Mackay was quickly given command of the 6th Division, but Blamey was violently opposed to the appointment of Lavarack, drawing attention in the war cabinet to what he called ‘defects of character’ and claiming ‘he would not work with him’.22 In this instance, Blamey was overruled and Lavarack was appointed. Blamey would not let this go without a fight, and he raised the issue of rank—Lavarack was a lieutenant general, whereas Mackay was only a major general. The discrepancy had arisen because Mackay came from the militia, whereas Lavarack had been a staff corps officer. At army headquarters it was decided that Lavarack would be forced to revert to major general to ensure a parity of rank between the divisional commanders. There was military logic behind the decision, but Blamey may have also been pleased to shove his rival down a rung on the ladder of command hierarchy. Lavarack hid his resentment of Blamey’s opposition, considering it a small price to pay for gaining membership of the AIF hierarchy. In the words of one of Blamey’s biographers: ‘The war would last a long time and who was to say how the wheel might not turn within a year or two, or even less?’23 Blamey, for his part, appeared to never pass up the opportunity to thrust a branch through the spokes of Fortuna’s wheel whenever it turned in Lavarack’s direction. The commander-in-chief’s apparent antipathy towards his new divisional commander would directly influence the fortunes of the 7th Division for the remainder of the war.


While these political machinations unfolded, the soldiers of the 7th Division were in the final stages of basic training. At Puckapunyal the 2/14th Battalion was in good shape, and morale was high except for the odd complaint about the food: ‘One well-known cook was observed to stir the stew with a . . . shovel, another to retrieve his false teeth from the porridge.’24 Final leave was given before the men boarded trains to Sydney, from where they would sail for Europe. Attempts to keep this movement furtive were ineffectual: ‘Despite security precautions all Sydney seemed to know of the move, so that good wishes came from every house and open space along the line.’25 At Woolloomooloo Pier the troops embarked on the Aquitania—this vessel had been a troopship during the Gallipoli campaign, but most recently had been serving as a passenger steamship in the Atlantic. Fitted in grand art deco style, she still retained many of her peacetime luxuries, including a bar:


The beer, a New South Wales brew, was served through a small window in a smoke room which soon became a Turkish bath. It was necessary to line up early and many stripped to the waist. To make matters worse, this was the only place where smoking was permitted after dark. To obtain three beers at one opening in this atmosphere was a Herculean effort.26


The sailing convoy included the Queen Mary and the Mauretania, each of them equally grandiose vessels. Kingsley Norris, on the Mauretania, was allocated to a ‘sumptuous suite’, replete with bedroom, bathroom and lounge. He, like most of the other troops, had never before experienced ‘such luxurious accommodations’.27


The convoy traversed the southern coast of the Australian continent, with the 2/27th Battalion embarking in Adelaide. Upon docking at Fremantle, the third and final battalion of the 21st Brigade, the 2/16th Battalion, joined the convoy. The embarkation of the 2/16th Battalion at Fremantle was supposed to be secret but, as had been the case in Sydney, ‘the noisy passage of the troop train through the metropolitan area told its story to many and there was a remarkably large gathering of mothers, wives, sweethearts and children on Victoria Quay’.28 The months of training had moulded the men into an impressive fighting formation. Bill Russell, of the 2/14th Battalion, described the impression made by the West Australians on their Victorian counterparts:


They were big boned and hard; most had shaven heads; and they looked the tough fighters they were to prove themselves in so many bitter battles. However, there was to be keen rivalry, almost approaching enmity, between the two battalions before they were finally united . . . by the blood bath . . .29


As the Aquitania sailed from the docks, and the soldiers waved goodbye to loved ones, the seriousness of their endeavour perhaps dawned on the men for the first time. Albert Moore, a Salvation Army chaplain attached to the division, stood on deck as the coast of Fremantle receded to the blue horizon. He entered in his diary a sentiment no doubt shared by most of the troops: ‘If it be God’s will for us to pass this way again I will be most grateful.’30




2


The Land Beyond the Sea


Saladin, we’re back.1


General Henri Gouraud, upon entering Damascus in 1920


In November 1095, Pope Urban II told a gathering of Catholic notaries at Clermont, France, that they should venture three-quarters of the way around the known world, to the Land of the Holy Sepulchre, and wrest it from the hands of the ‘vile and base’ Muslims who had conquered the sacred region. Thus began the Crusades, an attempt by the European kingdoms to reassert Christian dominance in the Holy Land. It was also the beginning of France’s millennium-long history of influence in the Middle East. Frankish knights led the Crusades and in 1099 a French-speaking army captured Jerusalem, slaughtered the Muslim population and turned the mosques into Christian churches. The subsequent Crusader expeditions from Western Europe established a strong French presence in what was known as Outremer, or ‘the land beyond the sea’. This territory encompassed the modern-day regions of Syria, Lebanon and Palestine. In the footsteps of the knights came as many as 140 000 European settlers, mainly from the Frankish kingdoms. The word Ferenghi, or Frank, has entered Arabic parlance as a generic term for Europeans.2 The French word levant, meaning ‘rising’ or ‘east’, has become a general designation for the Eastern Mediterranean region, specifically Syria and Lebanon.


After a century of Christian dominance, Saladin of Damascus united the Muslim armies, defeated the Crusaders, and recaptured Jerusalem. But the cultural and religious influence of the Franks left a permanent impact. The Maronite community of Arabs in Lebanon, local allies of the Crusaders, retained the French tongue as their language of choice and French Catholicism as their religion. France gained a reputation as the patron and protector of Christians in the region.


In the sixteenth century, much of the Middle East was incorporated into the Ottoman Empire. This vast expanse of disparate provinces, whose imprecise borders were constantly disputed by local potentates, would remain under the cruel and incompetent thumb of Istanbul for the next 400 years. The French still maintained an interest there—various French kings pursued relationships with the sultans of Constantinople, giving France a dominant position with the Ottomans among western powers, particularly in trade and commerce. The French Catholic Church enjoyed a privileged role in Christian places of worship, the legacy of a request made by Louis XV to the Ottoman sultan in 1740. There were more than twenty Catholic missionary orders across Syria and Lebanon, and the majority of Arab intellectuals, both Christian and Muslim, spoke French as their second language. In the religious sphere, France wrestled for control with the Russian Orthodox Church, but victory against Russia in the Crimean War of the 1850s sealed the dominance of the French Catholics and allowed France to pursue its mission civilisatrice in the Levant.


Antipathy between Christians and other religious groups was ever-present. To offset the French relationship with the Maronites, the British had fostered ties of their own with the Druze, a mystical religious sect regarded as heretic by orthodox Muslims. The various communities lived together uneasily. The Ottomans, in a classic case of divide and rule, were happy to leave this discord to fester as a way of strengthening their own hegemony. In 1860, a peasant uprising on Mount Lebanon sparked a wave of violence between Christians and Druze. This spread eastward to Damascus, where Druze and Muslim paramilitary groups killed as many as 25 000 Christians in several days. Napoleon III, recalling France’s ancient role as protector of Christians in the region, sought a consensus among the European powers to send an expeditionary force to quell the violence. Around 12 000 French soldiers arrived in Beirut in August 1860. By that stage the Ottomans had restored order, but the force, led by General Beaufort d’Hautpoul, stayed on for almost a year, until the British government complained that the ongoing French presence was upsetting the regional balance of power.


France increasingly came to see Britain as a rival and threat to its influence in the Middle East. The rule of the Ottomans meant that neither of these European powers could gain a direct foothold in the region but, in other parts of the world, the colonial era was at its height and European rivalries were manifest. In the ‘scramble for Africa’, Britain and France were busy securing their respective spheres of control. By the turn of the twentieth century, Britain had taken Egypt, Sudan, and much of South and East Africa. France had claimed vast swathes of North, West and Equatorial Africa, including Algeria, Morocco, and Senegal. Italy, Germany, Portugal and Spain also had colonial possessions in Africa, but it was Britain and France who led the race. The British dreamed of a ‘Cape to Cairo’ railway, which would traverse Africa from south to north, while the French were determined to secure a contiguous link of territories across the continent from Djibouti in the east to Dakar in the west. The colonisers raced their way inland from the coastal regions to the dark, fetid interior. The intersection of these two continental axes was Fashoda, a lonely outpost on the White Nile, in what is now South Sudan. It was believed that whoever controlled Fashoda would control the continent. In 1898, a British expedition led by Sir Herbert Kitchener confronted a French expedition led by Major Jean-Baptiste Marchand. The British had a superior arsenal, including a flotilla of gunboats, and it was the French who blinked first and backed down—but not before news of the confrontation had spread back to Paris and London, accompanied by mutual outrage and hyperbolic accusations of expansionism and aggression. The incident has played an enduring role in France’s attitude towards Britain and fostered French paranoia about duplicitous British designs on French colonial territory. The legacy of the ‘Fashoda Syndrome’ cannot be underestimated—it still underpinned Franco-British relations by the time of the Second World War.


The British may have won at Fashoda but, in the Near East in the early 1900s, France had the upper hand. The French extended large loans to the Ottoman government, exported more goods to Syria and Lebanon than anyone else, and invested capital to build major roads, railway lines, and ports. They built the harbours at Jaffa, Haifa, Beirut and Tripoli. So, when the Great War broke out in 1914 and the Ottoman Turks sided with Germany, France sniffed an opportunity—if the Germans were defeated, then the entire Near East, part of the Ottoman Empire for more than four centuries, would suddenly be up for grabs. With its privileged position in the region, France naturally expected to claim much of the prize. But nothing was certain—forced into an uneasy alliance with Great Britain as a matter of survival against the Germans, France naturally suspected that the British would use whatever underhanded means possible to take the spoils. The French army had its hands full on the Western Front, and so it was the British, with their base in Cairo and strategic interest in the Suez Canal, who did most of the fighting in the Near East.


At the Quai d’Orsay, the location of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the banks of the Seine, a special committee— the Comité de l’Asie Française—worked to protect French interests in the region. In this regard, the committee needed to convince its own government as much as anyone else—resources were scarce; the Germans were on the doorstep of Paris; and Syria, after all, was little more than an uncultivated desert occupied by ‘a bunch of wild, thieving bandits’.3 Ongoing entreaties were made to deploy French soldiers to the Near East. Various reasons were given, focusing on France’s economic position and cultural role, but the true great fear—that Britain would outmanoeuvre France—was always skirted around. While there was little chance of sending a military force of its own, France did manage to veto a proposal from Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, to land British troops at Alexandretta (now İskenderun, in Turkey, near the Syrian border) in December 1915. The French minister for the navy, Victor Augagneur, expressed gratitude to Churchill—who had chosen Gallipoli, outside the sphere of French influence, instead—but he also warned Churchill that any further action in the Levant should be considered ‘from the political point of view’.4


French suspicions were definitely justified. Undoubtedly Britain wanted control of Syria. The main difference between the British and French, though, was that the former were free of the element of sentimentality that governed French decision-making about the region. Without the baggage of historical ties, Britain had no desire for a ‘civilising mission’ in the Levant, and certainly would not have imagined imposing direct administration. It wanted to further its strategic interests cheaply and efficiently. Ronald Storrs, the British Oriental Secretary in Cairo, summarised the ideal British vision for Syria if the Ottoman Empire should fall: ‘uncontrolled and independent within, but carrying on its foreign relations through us . . . giving a maximum of satisfaction and assuring a minimum of responsibility.’ He added that: ‘the plan is not feasible unless we hold Syria.’5 Using the war to gain control was key—but to do so without undermining the relationship with France looked difficult. In addition, both Britain and France had to tread carefully because international opinion—led by Woodrow Wilson and the United States—had begun to turn against colonisation in favour of self-determination.


François Georges-Picot, a hard-nosed diplomat and member of the Comité de l’Asie Française, was sent to London as a French representative, to lobby the British and come to some kind of favourable agreement on the future of the Near East. Picot had been consul-general in Beirut before the war, and believed wholeheartedly in the French civilising mission. He astounded British diplomats by speaking ‘as if Syria and even Palestine were as completely theirs as Normandy’.6 Picot was a formidable negotiator and the British realised that a deal would need to be struck to protect their own interests and prevent trouble with the French from arising in the future. Chief negotiator on the British side was Mark Sykes—a colourful character who, in spite of his youth, had become the government’s chief advisor on Middle Eastern affairs. Sykes was sometimes known to embellish the extent of his expertise. The prime minister and his colleagues were under the impression that Sykes was fluent in Arabic and Turkish when in fact he spoke neither.7 One of his books on the region, The Caliph’s Last Heritage, was described by a historian as a ‘dyspeptic diary of his pre-war travels . . . spiced with Arabic phrases and [implying] a deeper understanding than its author truly had’.8 Sykes was nicknamed the ‘Mad Mullah’ in Whitehall, and was to die of influenza at the age of thirty-nine.


To demarcate the two spheres of influence, Sykes and Picot drew a line that stretched from Acre on the Mediterranean coast to a point bisecting Mosul and Kirkuk on the edge of the Mesopotamian desert. Everything north of the line (including modern-day Lebanon and Syria) would belong to France, and everything south of the line would belong to Britain. Russia was promised some territory in the north-east of the region, and Italy was excluded on the grounds that it had not yet contributed to the Allied war effort. Palestine, which the British dearly wanted but couldn’t wrangle from Picot, was designated to remain under international control, due to the contentious nature of access to Jerusalem and other holy places. The ‘Sykes–Picot agreement’, finalised on 3 January 1916, was generally seen as a strategic coup for France. Certainly it was taken more seriously in Paris than in London, where the negotiation was viewed as largely academic—a hypothetical arrangement entered into to placate a wartime ally, vulnerable to events and with little relevance to the actual situation on the ground.


At the same time, the British were entertaining proposals from Arab nationalists. Sharif Hussein bin Ali of Mecca had offered to join the British war effort in the Middle East and lead a revolt against the Turks. In return for his assistance, Hussein wanted to be able to establish an independent Arab state, ruled by himself, in the territory reclaimed from the Ottoman Empire. He was listened to with some interest, since the British saw the advantage of supporting a new local ruler who, while appearing independent, would really be a clandestine British proxy. The boundaries of the proposed territory remained vague, but Hussein had grandiose plans to unite the entire region, including the area promised to France under Sykes–Picot. At this point, various British diplomats began to recognise a problem. George Clerk, head of the war department in the Foreign Office, saw the difficulties that might arise trying to reconcile competing French and Arab claims: ‘The position must be clearly understood from both the French and the Arab side from the outset, or we shall be heading straight for serious trouble.’9 As it turned out, the position was absolutely misunderstood by both the Arabs and the French, and serious trouble indeed ensued.


In a letter to Sharif Hussein from Sir Henry McMahon, British high commissioner in Egypt, it was explained that Britain would ‘recognise and support the independence of the Arabs’, but only in territories ‘wherein Great Britain is free to act without detriment to her ally, France’. Although the British had left themselves some ambiguity to deal with conflicting promises, there was no doubt that the Arabs wanted and expected more than Great Britain was willing to give. For this reason the Sykes–Picot agreement was kept a secret from Hussein. The deal with the French did, in fact, make a concession for Arab independence, splitting areas into those of ‘direct control’ where the occupying power had complete authority, and ‘protectorate areas’ where some provision had to be made for independent Arab rule. Modern-day Syria was deemed a protectorate area, while the coastal area of Lebanon was designated as direct control. The French, in contrast, seemed to interpret the deal as a straightforward ‘line in the sand’ and assumed that they would be able to do whatever they liked in the territories promised them. It is also very likely that no British or French politician actually believed in the possibility of a large independent Arab state. Aristide Briand, the French premier, described it as ‘utopian’, and Sir Arthur Nicholson, Undersecretary of State for Foreign Affairs, thought the idea an ‘absurdity’, and ‘impractical’.10 This could help explain the complacency on both sides about the minutiae of any future deal with the Arabs.


The British were plagued by indecision—disheartened at the failure of the Gallipoli campaign, and chronically short of manpower and resources, there were many who questioned the prudence of sending men and guns to support the Arabs. The administration in Cairo subsequently sent T.E. Lawrence, a young lieutenant with a keen interest in Arab affairs, to investigate the situation. Lawrence was guided by two principles: a benevolent fervour for Arab self-determination; and a hatred of France and all that it stood for in the Middle East. The first of these made him absolutely unique among British diplomats; the second, in contrast, was par for the course— although the zealousness of Lawrence’s Francophobia also made him stand out. As a young man, he had travelled in Arabia where his opinions were strongly formed: ‘If only you had seen the ruination caused by the French influence you would never wish it to be extended,’ he wrote.11 He had no knowledge of the Sykes–Picot deal, and campaigned with naïve exuberance for the Arab cause. Lawrence was such a persuasive and charismatic figure that he largely came to shape British policy and action in the Middle East in the latter part of the Great War. He decided that Prince Faisal, Sharif Hussein’s son, was a much more promising leader than his obstinate father. Lawrence subsequently secured gold from the Foreign Office to unite Faisal’s disparate army of Arab tribesmen, and embarked on a campaign to lead the Arabs into Damascus, which would become the seat of a new independent Arab empire.


It was during this extraordinary crusade, in May 1917, that Lawrence encountered Mark Sykes in a remote port on the Red Sea coast of Arabia. He was told first-hand about the secret deal between Britain and France. Lawrence realised with dismay that conflicting and irreconcilable promises had been made by Britain to both the Arabs and the French (and the Jews, for that matter). Lawrence had been working on the premise that his government was fully behind Arab self-determination, and had promised Faisal and the Arabs that Damascus would belong to them alone when the war was won. It almost broke Lawrence’s spirit to realise his government’s hypocrisy. ‘We are calling on them to fight for us on a lie and I can’t stand it,’ he wrote.12 Lawrence did understand that the Sykes–Picot deal was extremely vulnerable to the course of wartime events. The guerrilla war he waged against the Turks proved decisive, and he achieved the unlikely feat of leading Prince Faisal’s army into Damascus. Over the same period, General Allenby, with a vanguard of Australian horsemen, had routed the Ottomans in Palestine and his British troops were also on the doorstep of the Syrian capital.


So began a tortuous and histrionic back-and-forth between Frenchman, Brit and Arab, as each finally realised the extent of the other’s duplicity in the scramble to stake respective claims to the new territory. Britain, with 300 000 soldiers deployed in the Middle East, controlled the situation on the ground and had the upper hand in the negotiations. Needless to say, little heed was paid to the Sykes–Picot deal by the British. The British prime minister, David Lloyd George, was able to wrangle concessions from his French counterpart, Georges Clemenceau: British control of Mosul (previously designated as French) and Palestine (previously designated as international territory). In return, British designs on Syria and Lebanon were eschewed. Lloyd George decided that the best course of action would be to pull out of the Levant completely and leave the French and the Arabs to squabble for control. Garrisons that fell within the ‘direct control’ zone of the Sykes–Picot deal (Lebanon) were handed to France, and garrisons in the ‘protectorate areas’ (Syria) were handed to Faisal and the Arabs. In this way the British, who probably knew all along that they could not exclude France completely from the spoils of war, had secured their own interests and neatly wiped their hands of the Arabs.


Henri Gouraud, the new French high commissioner in the Levant, arrived in Beirut in 1919 with a mindset very similar to that of his Crusader forbears—to stamp French Catholic civilisation on a barbaric region. Gouraud was a ‘fiery’ and ‘heavy handed’ general, who had lost an arm while leading a French attack at Gallipoli in 1915.13 His new administration in Lebanon had inauspicious beginnings. The young Turkish general Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, who had successfully repulsed the Anzacs at Gallipoli in 1915, had launched a war from Turkey against the new occupiers to the south. Gouraud’s weak army was unable to resist, and Turkey reclaimed much of the Anatolian region, including the important port of Alexandretta. During this miserable episode, Gouraud consoled himself by focusing his attention eastward, towards Damascus. Georges Catroux, one of Gourard’s promising young officers, described how his general wanted to seize ‘that unconquered fortress which defied the assaults of the Franks, the capital and burial place of the great Saladin . . .’.14 Damascus remained, at the time of Gouraud’s arrival, a hostile bed of Arab nationalist fervour resistant to western influence; in contrast to Beirut, where the locals considered it a good deal to trade Ottoman overlords for French ones.


Gouraud only had 30 000 men, but he gradually expanded French military presence to the east, into the flat and fertile Bekaa Valley, a strategic divide near the Lebanese border with Syria. Meanwhile, Faisal in Damascus was desperately trying to negotiate with Clemenceau (and, subsequently, his more hardline replacement, Alexandre Millerand) in Paris. An increasingly disparate group of Arab nationalists was loosening Faisal’s grip on the new territory, demanding that he make no political concessions to France. Faisal was worried about ‘local military disturbances’ being used by the French as ‘an excuse to occupy Damascus’. 15 In the end, this is exactly what occurred. French troops entered Damascus on 26 July 1920, easily overwhelming a smaller Arab force. Faisal fled to Palestine, where he was received into British refuge.


By that stage Woodrow Wilson had suffered a stroke, the US senate had rejected American membership of the League of Nations, and France could freely pursue its colonialist policies in the Levant. The League had been Wilson’s own brainchild, and was supposed to become a champion of international cooperation and local self-determination. But, without American support, it became little more than a vehicle for the other western powers to further their own ends. Britain and France used the League to create a new, uneasy status quo in the Middle East, in the form of three ‘mandates’: Iraq, Palestine/ Transjordan, and Syria/Lebanon. Britain controlled the first two, and France the latter. Both endorsed each other’s rights of control. The mandatory powers were supposed to act as trustees, guiding the new territories along the path to self-determination. In reality, they were no different from the colonies in other parts of the British or French empires. Neither power had any plan to subordinate self-interest to local self-determination, although the British were probably defter at keeping up appearances in this respect. They eventually found a use for Faisal as the new ‘king’ of Iraq, though he was really a British puppet. The French, in contrast, were determined to stamp their control by the use of whatever force necessary, with little heed for outside opinion. In the mandate of Syria and Lebanon, there was to be no real difference between the new French bureaucracy and the ‘French colonial administration during the Ancien Régime, Napoleonic era, and the Pre-war Third Republic—it was control in the form of paternal authoritarianism’.16 Syria and Lebanon would provide manpower, raw materials, a market for French manufactured goods, and an exclusive domain for French finance. In return there would be the benefits of ‘civilisation’.


The end result of this unsustainable arrangement was open revolt among the Arabs. The chief antagonists were the Druze, a fearsome tribe with a home in the Jebel Druze, a volcanic plateau and natural fortress to the west of the Damascus plain, flanked by caves and lava fields, and generally unassailable by outsiders. The Ottomans had been smart enough to exempt the Druze from taxes and military service, but the French tried to bring the region under tighter control, and installed a French governor in Soueïda, the capital, in 1925. This provoked Sultan Pasha al-Atrash, a prominent figure in the most powerful family of the Druze tribe, to begin a violent crusade against the French administration. His Druze army laid siege to Soueïda and, in the process, completely destroyed two columns of French troops, the larger of which comprised 3000 men. Nothing was left but ‘bones and corpses mummified by the dry soil of the Levant’.17 Other agitators across Syria followed the example of al-Atrash. Another hazardous local leader was Fawzi al-Qawuqji, a Lebanese soldier who had, until that time, loyally served his imperial masters. He had been in the Ottoman army, and then joined up with the French, receiving training at the French Military Academy at St Cyr, but he now led a mutiny among the French gendarmerie at Hama in the north of Syria. He remained an outlaw for several subsequent decades, popping up on various sides and in various conflicts (at one stage he fell in with the Nazis and took a German wife), before finally leading the Palestinian Liberation Army during the 1948 Arab–Israeli War. In response to this rebellion, the French employed something akin to a scorched earth policy, setting fire to the rebellious villages and displaying the corpses of agitators in the main square of Damascus.


Of course Britain was blamed for all the trouble. France accused the British of using the Druze to fight a proxy war. This was actually not too far from the truth. The British were watching on gleefully as chaos enveloped the French mandate, and the Druze had been receiving sponsorship from the British for almost a century. The Druze were well armed, well fed, well organised, and were able to come and go at will across the porous border with British Transjordan to the south. Sultan al-Atrash gladly fostered unsubstantiated rumours of British complicity, which were then passed on by Druze prisoners to their French captors. In addition, Walter Smart, Britain’s consul in Damascus, had channels of communication to the rebels (they were his only source of information, he having been snubbed by the French), and he fed stories about French ineptitude and brutality to the Times, whose journalists seemed to know more about the situation on the ground than the local French administration. The revolt continued through 1926 and became so bad that France—whose position had become ‘infinitely condemned’, according to one diplomat—considered pulling out of Syria.18 Eventually the revolt ran out of steam in 1927, when France was able to divert more resources to the fight after quelling a parallel revolt in Morocco.


Having observed the Druze revolt from the sidelines with some degree of schadenfreude, Britain would soon run into troubles of its own from local discontent. The British had already been forced to quell an uprising in Mesopotamia in the early 1920s, yet that was nothing compared to the Arab revolt in Palestine in 1936, which largely mirrored the Druze revolt in Syria a decade before—France did nothing at all to help, and the Arab rebels used Syria as a safe haven, freely coming back and forth across the border. The leader of the revolt was Amīn al-Ḥusaynī, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem. He was a wealthy Palestinian, in the pay of the British, but he also had strong links to the Arab nationalists and was eventually forced to choose between his two loyalties. He decided to rebel against his British masters, leading strikes and political protests, which soon morphed into a violent peasant-led resistance against British and Jewish targets. British support for Zionism, the settlement of European Jews in Palestine, had long been a cause of friction. Fawzi al-Qawuqji appeared on the scene with a disparate militia and wrought havoc on both the British military and the Jewish settlers. After several years of violence, a ceasefire was brokered and an uneasy peace resumed.


During the inter-war years, the British and French were forced to keep one eye on the ever-dissenting Arabs, and the second on each other. Throughout the entire period, a secondary battle was being fought over the most important resource in the Middle East—oil. While serving as First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill had made the decision to switch the power source of the British fleet from coal to oil. This subsequently influenced all of Britain’s postwar activity in the Middle East, particularly its desire to control the mandate in Iraq, where vast oilfields were rumoured to be lurking below the ground. After several fruitless years of searching, oil was struck near Kirkuk by the Turkish Petroleum Company, which had secured drilling rights in the region prior to the Great War. There was, of course, nothing at all Turkish about the Turkish Petroleum Company—it was a vehicle for the western powers. Originally it had been owned by a conglomerate of British firms, but France gained a stake in the company in return for forfeiting its claim to the city of Mosul in the post-war negotiations. The USA also had a share, when Churchill prophetically noted that: ‘so long as the Americans are excluded from participation in Iraqi oil, we shall never see the end of our difficulties in the Middle East.’19


Through their respective stakes in the company, the various countries were forced into a kind of petulant cooperation. Pipelines needed to be constructed to take the oil to the Mediterranean, but there were disputes over where the pipelines should meet the sea. The British favoured Haifa, in their Palestinian mandate, while the French wanted Tripoli, Beirut or Alexandretta. Each would be at the mercy of the other if the pipeline passed through territory controlled by the ‘enemy’. The French options were cheaper and, for a long time, it looked like Tripoli would be the winner. The company had an independent board of directors, who were lobbied hard by diplomats from each country. In the end, a split pipeline was decided upon, with outlets at both Tripoli and Haifa, but only after years of bitter negotiations—including much back-and-forth wrangling with the Americans. This further stultified Franco-British relations. The pipelines were finished in 1934 and brought a new level of strategic importance to the Middle Eastern mandates. This was particularly the case for British control of Palestine—not only was it a buffer zone for the Suez Canal, but it was also now the only outlet for the oil which powered the entire British navy; the ‘carotid artery’ of the British Empire, according to Time magazine.20


The gathering of war clouds over Europe in 1939 brought a new context to the rivalry in the Middle East, as Britain and France were again forced into an uneasy alliance against the Germans. France’s subsequent surrender in 1940, and the effective dissipation of sovereignty of the French government, created confusion about the political status of the entire French Empire, including Syria and Lebanon. Ever the opportunists, the British sniffed an opening—the chance to finally oust France from the Middle East for good. As the war progressed, talk in the halls of the Foreign Office in London turned once again to the prospect of Arab self-determination in the region. Defined by the British, however, Arab self-determination basically meant any kind of political situation from which France was absent. As the war took its course, and Great Britain was forced to fight for its very existence, the political rivalry with France in the Middle East took a back seat. But as the conflict made its way unavoidably to the Levant, the two sides would clash again. On this occasion, both British and French blood would be spilled.




3


The Shipwreck


The German ... only respects those who make a stand against him.1


General Maxime Weygand


General Maxime Weygand, in his seventy-second year, could look back with pride on an esteemed career: chief of staff to Marshal Ferdinand Foch in the Great War; inspector-general of the French army; vice-president of the Conseil Supérieur de la Guerre and member of the prestigious Académie française. But it was his time as French high commissioner in the Levant which inspired the fondest feelings of nostalgia in the ageing general. As administrator of the French mandate of Syria and Lebanon, in the early 1920s Weygand had spent two years in Beirut—the charming ‘Paris of the East’. He was a man of ‘exquisite taste and culture’ and in the Orient he had endulged his passions for archaeology, ancient history and languages.2 Much akin to Winston Churchill, whom he knew and admired, Weygand balanced a busy political life with a literary-historical fascination. His command of French was ‘that of a master’, and he had published historical and biographical works on both French and Middle Eastern subjects.3 In Beirut, he transformed the meagre house of the previous high commissioner—Henri Gouraud, a ‘penny-pinching bachelor’—into a lively residence, hosting grand dinners and balls, and even staging theatrical productions.4 He had been a popular commissioner, firm in his belief in French grandeur, but enlightened in his approach to the Arabs. He left an outstanding legacy—every second town in Lebanon and Syria had a ‘Fort Weygand’—and he was missed by locals and French expats alike when a new, leftist coalition government in Paris recalled him for political reasons after only nineteen months at his post.


So it was with pleasure that Weygand accepted a request from General Maurice Gamelin, commander-in-chief of the French army, to emerge from retirement and once again take up a position in Beirut as the commander of French forces in the Eastern Mediterranean. It was August 1939, and Weygand knew, as well as anyone in France, the existential threat posed by Adolf Hitler’s rise to power. Despite his age, Weygand—‘small, wrinkled, with piercing eyes and immaculately dressed’—caused all who met him to be struck by ‘his energy [and] his youth’.5 He proceeded to Beirut and took up office at the Grand Serail, the government palace, from whence he could look down over the tiled rooftops to the harbour and the sparkling Mediterranean. It was in this pleasant spot that he received news of France and Britain’s joint declaration of war against Germany on 3 September. Weygand’s role would be to overhaul French forces in the Middle East, cooperate with the British, and prepare for the possibility of military operations in Turkey and the Balkans, as a second front against the Germans. Like France, Great Britain had a considerable military presence and vital strategic interests in the region. On a visit to British headquarters in Cairo, Weygand met with General Sir Archibald Wavell, British commander-in-chief in the Middle East, and found him ‘unassuming, direct, loyal, and full of intelligence and of experience . . .’.6 Unlike many of his counterparts in the French army, Weygand was generally sympathetic towards the British, and confident that ‘the bonds woven in the course of the preceding war were still as solid as ever’.7891011
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But Weygand’s industry was being put to ill use. It was on the mainland of France itself, rather than in the far-flung colonies, that a drastic injection of vigour into the armed forces was needed. In Europe, the ‘phoney war’—an uneasy period of inaction between the declarations of war in September 1939 and Germany’s blitzkrieg attack nine months later—hid a profound unpreparedness within the French and British armies. Weygand made a short trip back to France in December 1939, where he was able to lobby for more resources for his own force in the Levant, as well as attend an inter-allied meeting at Vincennes. There was a considerable British military presence alongside the French army on the European continent, but Weygand was unconvinced: ‘What I had learned of the war output of the factories and of the numerical weakness of the British Expeditionary Force was not reassuring.’ The ‘uncomfortable impression’ that he had gained from French wireless messages in Beirut about the state of French defence was ‘accentuated after a few weeks spent in the atmosphere of Paris’.12 He was happy to have been reunited with his wife and sons in France, but returned to the Middle East in a state of unease.


Weygand spent the early months of 1940 concerned with affairs in the Balkans, where the Army of the Levant might possibly be sent as an expeditionary force. Weygand’s tasks included coordinating an alliance of the Balkan countries—Greece, Yugoslavia, Romania and Bulgaria—as well as the pursuit of cooperation with Turkey. He made no concrete progress with the Turks, who regarded the French overture with ‘caution and mistrust’, insisting on an attitude of ‘absolute neutrality’ in regard to the Germans.13


In addition to the dialogue with Turkey, secret plans existed to launch an assault on Russian oilfields in the Caucuses. Russia and Germany had signed a pact of cooperation, and the Russians were supplying Germany with much-needed oil. Naught came of these initiatives for Weygand and his Levantine army. The Middle Eastern and Balkan theatres remained quiet as the phoney war meandered on.


On 10 May 1940, everything changed when Germany launched its offensive through the Low Countries and into France itself. Weygand’s fears of French weakness were realised, though communication between Paris and Beirut was poor. The reports Weygand received from General Gamelin, the French commander-in-chief, were vague and tended towards a misleading optimism. In the meantime, the Wehrmacht had traversed the River Meuse, passed the Maginot Line, and had the French and British armies on the run, trapped between the German army and the English Channel. On 17 May, Weygand received a message from the French prime minister, Paul Reynaud: ‘The gravity of the military situation on the Western Front is increasing. Please come to Paris without delay.’14 The French government realised that Weygand’s experience was urgently required back in France, but it was already much too late. Weygand left Beirut knowing ‘nothing beyond the official news given by the newspapers or the wireless’. He had time to pen some reflections on the aeroplane: ‘ . . . the life of France is at stake in this battle, and also the whole of Western civilisation . . . and the dignity of man.’15


On Sunday 19 May in Paris, Weygand met with Reynaud and Marshal Philippe Pétain, another ageing Great War hero recalled from retirement, who had joined Reynaud’s cabinet the previous day as minister of war. Weygand was offered—and accepted—the role of commander-in-chief of the French army, to replace the embattled General Gamelin. After gleaning what he could of the chaotic military situation from his despondent predecessor—who had already ‘calmly’ and ‘with dignity’ accepted defeat—Weygand set out to energise the Allied defence. He found a plane and headed north, in an effort to make personal contact with his generals. On the way, he witnessed first-hand the scale of the military disaster: ‘copious bombs from the air and machine-gun fire well-nigh constant, and desperate refugees . . . clogging the roads.’16 He searched in vain for Lord John Gort, commander of the British Expeditionary Force, who was now considering an attempt to evacuate his 300 000 soldiers across the Channel to England. Weygand was initially hostile to the idea of an evacuation from Dunkirk but, eventually—after the capitulation of Belgium on 28 May—conceded its necessity and ensured that, along with the British, more than 100 000 French soldiers were also saved from death or capture at German hands.


When Dunkirk fell on 4 June, Weygand turned his attention to holding the bridges over the Somme, but few Frenchmen in political or military circles shared his determination to continue the fight. Reynaud was indecisive and ineffectual, and a sense of hopelessness pervaded the cabinet. With Paris under threat, the government had retreated first to Tours, and then to Bordeaux. Weygand’s emotions during this period were at fever pitch, and his sympathetic attitude towards the English crumbled in the face of what he considered to be a betrayal. The British accounts of the inter-ally meetings describe a raging, stubborn old man—behaviour uncharacteristic of the dignified and well-mannered Weygand. The French army could halt the Wehrmacht at neither the Somme nor the Seine, and soon nothing stood between the Germans and Paris. To prevent the ‘irreparable loss of human lives and national treasures’ Weygand declared it an open city and the Germans entered it unopposed on the morning of 14 June. Later that day, General Henri Ferdinand Dentz signed over the city to the enemy at the Hotel Crillon.


Reynaud resigned as prime minister, and Marshal Pétain—at eighty-four years of age—was asked to form a new administration. Weygand joined Pétain’s cabinet as minister of national defence. The possibility was raised of moving the government to French North Africa, or even London, but Pétain was resolute in his commitment to remain in France. He thought the war would soon be won by Germany and eschewed the prospect of further cooperation with Great Britain. Ever since his disputes with General Douglas Haig during the Great War, Pétain had never liked the English. He was still piqued by their push for a quick armistice in 1918, motivated in his eyes by a desire to stop France annexing the Rhineland. In the opinion of the old marshal, the English (in true French Anglophobic style, it was always ‘the English’, not ‘the British’) were an ‘older and more perfidious’ enemy than the Germans.17


Upon becoming the new head of state, and perceiving that such a crisis was no time for modesty, Pétain announced: ‘I give to France the gift of myself.’18 For the majority of Frenchmen, the marshal’s gift was most welcome. Pétain would be the saviour of France. The victor of Verdun, the Maréchal de France was a ‘hoarder of French blood’ (never mind that more Frenchmen were killed in that battle than in any other in history) and would restore the former glory of his noble country. But Pétain could do nothing to stop the inevitable capitulation, and an armistice between France and Germany was signed on 22 June, at Hitler’s insistence, in the particularly humiliating venue of Compiègne—in the same railway carriage where General Weygand, as chief aid to Marshal Foch, had presented terms to the defeated Germans on 11 November 1918. As a rude addition, the French also had to submit to Italian armistice terms, after an opportunistic Benito Mussolini, sensing a quick German victory, had sided with the Nazis and declared war on France and Britain two weeks prior to the French collapse.
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