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John Harte’s new book The Passionate Spies is important, shedding light on British conspiracy—and agents—who shaped the modern Middle East.

The Passionate Spies focuses on the careers and contributions of three individuals, Gertrude Bell, St. John Philby, and TE Lawrence—better known as Lawrence of Arabia. Skeptics will argue that they have been studied in the past—but never in one book, however. And not with the hindsight of 100 years, packaged in a gripping manner that will appeal to 21st century readers.

—Sami Moubayed, Steel & Silk Founding Chairman of The Damascus History Foundation

The Passionate Spies by John Harte is an extraordinary and thrilling read about three agents in Britain’s Secret Service, who organized and led the “Arab Revolt” in 1917 that gave independence to new Arab-speaking nations in the Middle East and founded oil-rich Saudi Arabia. The colorful characters of spymaster Gertrude Bell (the first female officer in the British Army), TE Lawrence, the legendary “Lawrence of Arabia,” and the astute traitor St. John Philby (father of the notorious KGB double-spy Kim Philby) are all so dynamic that their heroics are hard to believe. Yet they are nevertheless true and soundly researched by a perceptive author who depicts them for us in stylish prose. The Passionate Spies is filled with thrilling twists, turns, surprises, and amazing characters. I found it hard to put down.

—Steve Harris, America’s Secret History
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Author’s Note



The Passionate Spies is a work of history. All the people and places in this book are real, and I have used their actual names throughout. References to archival sources can be found in the end notes. I have standardized all Arabic names to avoid confusion.

The subtitle of this book links our three British spies to the Arab revolt and to the founding of Saudi Arabia. You will see as you read further, that TE Lawrence was most closely identified with the Arab Revolt, immortalized in his book Seven Pillars of Wisdom and the movie Lawrence of Arabia. St. John Philby, however, promoted Arabs under the leadership of the house of Saud . . . in many ways at cross-purposes to the efforts of Lawrence and Gertrude Bell.

“In principle the structure of the story is simple. The Turkish armies operating against Egypt depended upon the desert railway. This slender steel track ran through hundreds of miles of blistering desert. If it were permanently cut the Turkish armies must perish; the ruin of Turkey must follow, and with it the downfall of the mighty Teutonic power which hurled its hate from ten thousand cannons on the plains of Flanders. Here was the Achilles’ heel, and it was upon this that this man in his twenties directed his audacious, desperate, romantic assaults. We read of them in numerous succession. Grim camel rides through sun-scorched, blasted lands, where the extreme desolation of nature appalls (sic) the traveler.”

—Winston S. Churchill (1935)1

“Some Englishmen, of whom Kitchener was chief, believed that a rebellion of Arabs against Turks would enable England, while fighting Germany, simultaneously to defeat her ally Turkey. Their knowledge of the nature and power and country of the Arab-speaking peoples made them think that the issue of such a rebellion would be happy; and indicated its character and method. So they allowed it to begin, having obtained formal assurances of help for it from the British Government. Yet none the less the rebellion of the Sherif of Mecca came to most as a surprise, and found the Allies unready. It aroused mixed feelings and made strong friends and enemies, amid whose clashing jealousies its affairs began to miscarry.”

—TE Lawrence, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom (1926)2
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Preface to the New Edition



The Passionate Spies was first published by Cune Press in Seattle in 2022 with a differently designed hard cover. Since the publisher died soon afterwards in the COVID pandemic, this second edition in paperback format was published by Skyhorse Publishing in New York to keep it alive. The front cover of this paperback edition was originally designed for a poster to advertise the famous 1962 film called Lawrence of Arabia, directed by David Lean.

As well as being a thrilling story, The Passionate Spies was considered by the Damascus History Foundation to be of major importance as a rare record of the Arab tribal culture that existed prior to the end of World War 1 in 1918. It shows how and why geopolitical borders in the Middle East were redrawn in 1921 by, among other British officers, the extraordinary explorer Gertrude Bell, who was the first woman to be commissioned as a major in British Army Intelligence in Cairo.

As well as Major Miss Bell, as she was known, my book features a young man who would become known as the famous “Lawrence of Arabia.” T. E. Lawrence was a British army officer, archaeologist, and war strategist and tactician, who became famous for his leadership of the Arab Revolt from 1916 to 1918. He trained Arab irregulars to fight strategic and tactical guerilla warfare against the Ottoman Empire, which was allied to Germany and led by German officers. Lawrence’s exploits became legendary because of his deep engagement with Arab history and culture.

The first edition of The Passionate Spies was described by reviewers as a fast-paced historical narrative that tracks three pivotal figures in the Arab Revolt and the early shaping of Saudi Arabia. The third figure was Major St. John Philby, who was groomed as a secret intelligence agent by spymaster Bell, but who later turned double-agent when he decided his future lay with the Emir Ibn Saud and not the British Empire. All three extraordinary individuals with powerful characters are still greatly admired; to a point where some readers can’t get enough of the mysterious Lawrence.

My approach to recognized global heroes like T. E. Lawrence and Gertrude Bell was to search for unusual and critical situations with which readers are less familiar, to reveal something new, unexpected, and exciting about them. Lesser known public figures, like the remarkable Harry St. John Philby, who is still something of a mystery because of his eccentricities, required more descriptive narrative to understand why he acted as he did. That is why I have quoted from several of his memoirs published in the 1930s and 1950s. Each is a first-hand account of the daily life in Saudi Arabia at that time.

6The theme of this book explores how British Intelligence from Cairo’s Arab Bureau rallied Arab forces to strike at the German-led Ottoman Empire during World War I, when British Cairo was the second most vital center of the British Empire. It recounts Lawrence’s famous desert campaign, Gertrude Bell’s diplomacy and spy-craft, and Philby’s hazardous camel ride across the blazing hot desert known as “The Empty Quarter,” which he was convinced concealed a major oilfield. As well as military strategy, my book dives into Bedouin culture, the creation of Saudi Arabia under King Ibn Saud, and the interpersonal entanglements that shaped Middle Eastern geopolitics and led to the present Middle East crisis.

One reviewer called it “an extraordinary and thrilling read” for its vivid characters and gripping twists and turns, and its timely focus on formative Middle Eastern national dynamics and elegant storytelling. Among a number of heroic figures in this book, “Lawrence of Arabia” stands out as a remarkable human being. Despite his uniqueness, ever since his renowned leadership of the Arab irregulars in support of British troops to end World War I, he has been regarded as a “quintessential Englishman.” Film director David Lean featured him in that capacity with all his strengths and weaknesses, when he made his internationally famous film Lawrence of Arabia. It has been called a masterpiece ever since, in which Peter O’ Tool played the role of T. E. Lawrence. It made $70 million at box offices—which was a huge sum at the time—and is now regarded as one of the greatest films ever made.

In 1991 it was considered “culturally, historically, and aesthetically significant” by the United Sates Library of Congress. The American Film Institute listed Lawrence of Arabia as the “fifth greatest film” ever made. In 1999, the British Film Institute named it the “third greatest film.” In 2004, the Sunday Telegraph poll voted it “The Best British Film.” None of that would have been possible without the ambiguous character of T. E. Lawrence, which stamped the film as a study of human nature in adversity.

While Hollywood movies were not generally considered to be historically accurate, film director David Lean was another “quintessential Englishman,” and a man of honesty who made sure that it was as accurate as anyone could possibly hope for in featuring the prelude and battle for the port of Aqaba, and the unforeseen consequences of its actions. Nevertheless, many episodes had to be sacrificed because of the limitations of cinema. Even those included had to be condensed to fit the allotted time. One contributor to the film’s historic accuracy on Wikipedia provides a whole list of what he considered inaccuracies—and they were. They had to be, to make the film within the structural limitations that commercial 7cinema imposes. Filmmakers, however fine, are in the entertainment business, which relies on customers paying an entry fee at the box office.

The script for an average film is generally only one-tenth the length of my narrative.

But this is not the book of the famous film. Cinema is a visual medium viewed over only a few hours, and could not possibly include the whole story of Colonel T. E. Lawrence. Lawrence of Arabia, the film, largely featured one highly important episode, compared with the hundreds of episodes that are featured in this book about The Passionate Spies. Major intriguing characters and incidents, like Gertrude Bell and Philby, are absent from the film. Nevertheless, readers are recommended to do their best to view David Lean’s award-winning film for his visions of the poetry of the desert within which this story takes place.

According to the American photographer, Lowell Thomas, who contributed to making Lawrence famous with his photos, “Lawrence had a genius for backing into the limelight.” There is something mysterious and intriguing about his character that has enabled him to back from the twentieth into the twenty-first century, when genuine heroes are a rare breed. Perhaps that is why we yearn to know what characteristics the heroes of the twentieth century possessed, that we do not.





9

I The Search for a Back Door








1 
Portrait of a Woman Secret Agent




A Chemical Reaction

To judge from a multitude of photos, Gertrude Bell was not what most people today would call beautiful. She was tall and handsome with sharp features. Her feminine enchantment over men, and their reason for admiring and respecting her, was more likely due to her sparkling personality and piercing intellect. Superficialities held no interest for her, and nor did they for men who were drawn to her. Most were intelligent, dedicated, and driven; so was she.

Bell joined a small and elite team of individualists in 1915, named the Arab Bureau. It had been organized to reconstruct the Middle East after the collapse of the Islamic Caliphate, which had been declining from corruption and incompetence for centuries. The Turkish Empire was known, for good reason, as “the sick man of Europe.” Unfortunately for Britain and for Turkey, it had chosen to side with Germany in the Great War, and had to be defeated to end it.

The Arab Bureau was first envisaged by diplomat and Member of Parliament Sir Mark Sykes. He was a wealthy man with influential connections who had traveled all over the Ottoman Empire, which very few other westerners had, and had written a history of Turkey. He was a cheerful optimist, and in enthusiastic agreement with the Director of Intelligence in Egypt and the Sudan; namely Gilbert Clayton. The Arab Bureau would be put together by Colonial Administrator Sir Percy Cox when young Winston Churchill became Colonial Secretary. Its objective was to provide information on German-Turkish policy to the War Office, the Foreign Office, and the Admiralty.

One member of the team was a fiery young man named St. John Philby.

When Miss Bell, as she was most often called, met Philby, there was an immediate chemical reaction between the two of them. But it was not the erotic type favored by Hollywood film makers. This was real life, and Gertrude was an independent woman. As she wrote in one of her letters, “My heart belongs to no one.”

She was intelligent, and not given to frivolities; certainly unlikely to put up with being dominated by any man. Several of the men she worked with in the Arab Bureau were arrogant and tended to dominate in their own ways, and so did she.

10
[image: Old black and white photo of a woman wearing a dress, posing gracefully with a soft expression.]

Gertrude Bell, the female adventurer and spymaster at age 26
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In any case, their meeting was a professional one in which she was the older and more experienced and senior partner. She was seventeen years older than Philby when they met and she was tasked by Cox with teaching Philby spy-craft. There was another influential reason for their close and intense association and personal relationship. It was that they both recognized they were too much alike in their fanatical ambition and zeal to be anything other than alert and suspicious with each other. She treated him as a prize, or alter-ego, who had fallen into her lap just so that she could teach him to do the things she wanted to do herself but would not be allowed to by her chief, Sir Percy Cox.

It was why she instantly recognized that Philby could be the ideal adventurer to undertake Cox’s and her own secret plans.

A Fanatic

Philby made no secret of the fact that he was a fanatic and a risk-taker, although he may sometimes have done so ruefully when things fell apart for him. He was a man who had to have his own way at all costs, even if he contradicted himself or made up stories to get it. His greatest failing was an inability to keep his wild and anarchic thoughts to himself; perhaps because he was driven to impress upon everyone how superior he was. Bell summed him up immediately she set eyes on him. She would have known it was a distinct failing for any secret intelligence agent that would get him into trouble.

The result was a stand-off as far as the possibility of a personal relationship between them was concerned. He was fascinated by her and grew to dislike her dominating attitude. But she was above all that emotional nonsense and too orderly for untidy affairs. She recognized his type and kept him at bay with a mocking smile—which she was easily able to do as an older woman who was his senior and his patron. She outranked him in the army and was at least his official equivalent of a major.

He was in Basra on November 20, 1915, “wearing the British Army’s khaki uniform, Sam Browne belt, soft cap, and the white lapel tabs of a major in the Political and Secret Department of the Indian government. His orders directed him to place himself at the disposal of Sir Percy Cox of the Political Mission to the commander in chief of the British Army on the Iraqi front.”3

He had learned a great deal about financial budgeting in India; “how to keep the tax rolls, how to collect taxes and get money out of delinquents, how to curb the public-monies spendthrifts.”4

His Arabic was fluent: he could translate the New Testament aloud in Arabic to his Arab manservant.

12[image: A black and white photo of a man in military uniform, standing confidently with a serious expression.]

Spymaster Sir Percy Cox

There was no doubt that Philby piqued the interest of Miss Bell. She was the Oriental Secretary and the leading Arabist of her generation. They were two individualists, each with charm, physical bearing, and superior intelligence and learning. Her immediate thought was that his talents and ability could be better exploited for the benefit of Cox’s people, who were Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (SIS).

Her superiority of manner had long since been determined, perhaps from the cradle, since her father was one of the richest ironmasters in Britain in the burgeoning industrial revolution, and a knight of the realm. What’s more, she was well-known from mixing with the Whitehall establishment. She was fortunate, too, in possessing an independent income, which enhanced her independent attitude and gave her the freedom to travel wherever she wished.

In spite of her mannish working clothes on archaeological sites, or her boots and spurs when riding first thing each morning, she was viewed by officers and other young men as feminine with her “Paris frocks and Mayfair manners.” Her height and gracefulness gave her an added advantage of being able to look down on conventional civil servants and traditional army officers, and other lesser mortals.

But in several ways she had met her match in Philby, and he with her. And he was cautious, knowing that she was his superior officer and could offer him the fame he craved, or not. And, on her side, she knew he could be very dangerous. But like a predatory cheetah, or a bird of prey, he could also be thrilling to watch as he pursued his ambitions relentlessly. And so they faced each other off. It was said that she treated him as she would a brother; someone to watch and admire, knowing she could manipulate him to her own advantage whenever she wished.

Buccaneers

It was her first mission as an officer in Britain’s Secret Service in 1915, when 13the highly esteemed Admiral Sir Reginald “Blinker” Hall had commissioned her, and she became the first female officer in the British army. He was Chief of Naval Intelligence, and destined for international fame. His affectionate nickname derived from a nervous tick around one of his eyebrows which gave him a sardonic look, particularly as he was a small pixie-like officer with enormous intelligence and energy.

She was now part of the secret establishment known as the Arab Bureau in Cairo. It was the only other British secret mission in the city, apart from Admiral Hall’s. Her immediate chief would be the youthful Percy Cox. He was only 25 then, and another of the many remarkable individuals produced by the Victorian era in Great Britain, who would rise to the peaks of their careers soon afterwards. Her controllers, and often her colleagues, were all self-reliant individuals with forceful characters, like herself.

Such was the recognition of her value to the SIS that she was met at Port Said by her old friend and colleague from archaeological sites, Leonard Woolley, now the local chief of the secret service. Soon afterwards, in Cairo, she met, once again, the man who would be her secret handler. He was Commander David Hogarth, who headed the Arab Bureau. He had previously worked at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. He too had been a member of the archaeological team at Ur in southern Mesopotamia, with Woolley and the others.

Perhaps the most important archaeologist and political officer she met again was a young man named TE Lawrence from Jesus College, Oxford. They had previously encountered each other and become acquainted when she had explored the ruins of the Hittite city of Carchemish on the Turkish border with Syria. It was Lawrence who had “felt that Gertrude’s knowledge of the tribes of Northern Arabia would be invaluable.”



   We reached Port Said after dark on Thursday night. Capt. Hall, the brother of our Capt. Hall (he is head of the railway here) made every possible arrangement for my comfort, and Capt. Woolley, ex-digger at Carchemish and head of the Intelligence Dept at Port Said came on board to meet me. Next morning I came up here. Mr Hogarth and Mr Lawrence (you don’t know him, he is also of Carchemish exceedingly intelligent) met me and brought me to this hotel where they are both staying. Mr Hogarth, Mr Lawrence and I all dined together . . .5

   



Throughout her entire correspondence, Gertrude referred to male colleagues, acquaintances and friends with the formality of a prefix. Mister was a term of 14respect that also aimed at keeping others separate from one’s personal life, or putting them in their place if they dared to cross the line from a professional relationship to a personal one. Such privacy could be a very high hurdle to jump over to anything more intimate, like friendship.

It was while she was in Cairo that she learned the purpose of her own mission.






2 
The Arab Bureau




The Arab Rising

The Arab Bureau consisted of a small team of Oxford and Cambridge scholars who had done well with their studies and their careers. Their plan was to stir up and support, and lead, what would become known as “the Arab Revolt.”

Despite being spearheaded by a small group of young men, there appears to have been too many institutions involved.


Management and control of the Arab Revolt was shared among a bewildering number of rival agencies and personalities, each with its own policy: the British high commissioner in Egypt, the commander in chief of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force, and the Arab Bureau, in Cairo; military intelligence in Ismailia, halfway between Port Said and Suez; the War Office, the Foreign Office, and the Colonial Office, in London; the government of India, in Delhi . . . and the governor-general of the Sudan in Khartoum . . .6



As for the leading individuals who were actively involved in the Arab Revolt, they appear to be English officer stereotypes; like the strong silent young Englishman, the well-connected don, the handsome young man who is loved by all, the ruthless young officer with a powerful drive of ambition, the fiery older army officer who always looks like an angry snarling bull, the envious and interfering busybody, and the heroic young man who rises above everything to take charge when all around him are hesitant, doubtful, and confused. And yet they are all real historic individuals. If we feel we have met them before it is likely to be because the popular novelist John Buchan was of their generation and knew them, and placed them in his mystery novels.

Gertrude would join this elite team of intellectuals, who were not of the sit-at-15home type of theorists drawn to ruminate over unproven theories, but eager-for-action Elizabethan-type buccaneers who intended to stir up and galvanize the Arab-speaking tribes of the Sherif of Mecca. Hussein led the Hashemite dynasty. The British Government viewed him as the ideal chief to bring victory by means of a rebellion against the dominating Turkish armies in Syria, Palestine and the Sinai Desert.

The High Commissioner, Sir Henry McMahon had organized months of negotiation with Hussein that ended in agreement that the Arabs in the Hejaz would rise up against the Turks at the right time. Since the Turks had made the mistake of fighting on the side of Germany, they had become Britain’s enemy, too. The British Government had paid Sherif Hussein £50,000 in gold in March to launch the revolt. It was planned to commence in June 1916.

The Western Front

Ever since the stalemate on the Western Front in Europe in 1915, no troops dared to cross the muddy expanse of No-Man’s Land in France and Belgium, since it would be suicide. Nor was there a way around it, since it ended at the English Channel in the west and the Swiss Alps in the east and was 140 miles across. The force of the howitzer shells left no fortress standing and there was nowhere to hide from the rapid fire of machineguns that cut down the infantry by the thousands in seconds.

Tanks were being designed to cross the trenches, but not yet perfected. Aircraft had not developed far enough to be of much use either. Early airplanes seemed to be made of canvas and matchwood and glue, and sometimes fell apart in the air. It would take a few more years for them to be safe enough to fly, let alone be effective as fighting machines.

Britain’s leaders had been attempting to find a better alternative to defeat the German military machine. What they faced now from Germany was a U-boat campaign to starve Britain’s population by sinking all merchant ships bringing food and other essential resources to the British Isles.

A novel strategy to break the deadlock and end the war had come from Winston Churchill when First Lord of the Admiralty: it was to break in to Europe through a back door that was not as heavily armed as the Western Front. It involved invading Turkey from the Dardanelles. It should have worked when it was launched in the spring of 1915. And, with hindsight, it could have done, had it not been for the lack of spirit of the admirals who were either half-hearted or in a state of shock when they were meant to attack the Turkish forts. Then there was the muddle and slowness of the Allied army that disembarked too late to surprise the Turks, who had time to bring up reinforcements.


16The Dardanelles guarded the approach to Constantinople, but their defenses were out of date and incomplete, while Turkey’s only two munitions factories lay on the shore beyond. As for the Turkish Empire, its weakness lay, first, in its long drawn out and brittle communications; secondly, in the relentlessness of its subject peoples, especially the Arabs, The railway system formed an immense “T,” of which the horizontal line, from Constantinople through Aleppo to Baghdad, was still far from being completed; the thousand mile vertical line ran down through Syria in the Hejaz, on the eastern shores of the Red Sea, having its terminus at Medina.7



After investigating the failure of the Dardanelles Campaign, Churchill tended to attribute the blunders to Britain’s war hero, General Kitchener.8 But no one would ever know, since he had been drowned at sea when traveling to the Eastern Front. After eight futile months of confusion the Allies had left behind 42,957 dead and 97,290 wounded seriously, with 145,000 gravely ill from diseases like dysentery.9

Now, two years later, with their armies still stalled as they faced each other behind barbed wire and trenches on the Western Front, the subject of Turkey had risen again. But this time it would be an army campaign on land. And it was planned to attack the Turkish Army through another back door—this one in Palestine. To do so, General Allenby, who had been tasked to lead the military campaign, had been persuaded that they needed the help of the Arab tribes to distract the Turks with guerrilla warfare while Allenby went for the kill with his conventional troops.

The New Caliph

As a direct descendant of the Prophet Muhammad, Sherif Hussein was in a position to rally the Arab tribes behind him against Germany’s allies, the Ottoman Turkish armies in Syria, Palestine and the Sinai Desert. The British Government decided to recognize his right to be the new Caliph. He would rule the kingdom of Arabia through his four sons. The Arabs would remove the yoke of the old Ottoman Caliphate and be free of Turkish oppression, while Britain would benefit from the much-needed oil in the territory. The battleships of the Royal Fleet were now run on oil, so was Britain’s industry. Victory would also make secure the air and sea communications that connected Great Britain’s Empire to India, Asia, and Australasia.

17It was also hoped to pacify the turbulent Muslim discontent and violence within the Empire.

One more trump card was to be played by the team in the Arab Bureau; it was a plan to obtain the support of the worldwide Jewish population by establishing a Jewish National Home in Palestine which would, of course, be administered by Whitehall. The responsibility for the administration would fall to the new Colonial Secretary, young Winston Churchill.

Those were significant aims which the young and energetic team in the Arab Bureau considered attainable. Since there would be a huge vacuum in leadership when the Islamic Ottoman Turks were toppled from power, the entire vast area of Mesopotamia had to be stabilized by responsible planning, or the vacuum would be filled by warring tribesmen who might be impossible to contain while they killed each other and anyone else.

There would be no naval battle to defeat the Turkish Empire this time, but an advance on Jerusalem by General Allenby’s forces, instead.

Hussein faced two rivals for power in the leadership race for Arabia. They were Prince Ibn Saud of Riyadh, and Rashid the Sherif of Hayil. Rashid and Hussein had been at war with each other for a long time, and he was a costly nuisance to Britain.

When Gertrude briefed him, Philby saw at once that here was an opportunity for the fame he so ardently desired. The question of how to achieve it continually echoed as a fixation in his mind.

“My ambition,” he would write, “is fame. Whatever that may mean and for what it is worth. I have fought for it hard . . . If my ambition had been to make money, it would have been easier to understand.”10

Bell recognized the zealousness of his ambition and spoke to Cox:

“Might Philby not go to Riyadh and, with the help of Britain’s half-Ally, Ibn Saud, eliminate the Sherif of Hayil and . . . remove the threat to Lawrence’s flank?”

Who else had the necessary qualities to undertake such a difficult and even fatally dangerous journey on camel, and then meet and deal with a powerful prince like Ibn Saud?

Cox disagreed. For one thing, the prince was a tall and distinguished, even commanding, figure, whereas Philby was 18of modest height, although he was sturdily built and looked formidable. An appearance of leadership was important for Arabs to respect. Cox sent someone else on the long and arduous camel ride in the intense heat of the desert, instead. The officer he sent collapsed with heat-stroke. Now Cox was left with no other alternative than to accept Gertrude’s suggestion.

[image: Two men in military uniforms standing side by side, both looking forward with serious expressions.]

General Allenby and Emir Feisal

Ibn Saud

Philby was given his instructions in October 1917. He was to establish an official British presence in Riyadh. His political purpose at Ibn Saud’s court was to remove Rashid and report back on relations between Ibn Saud and Hussein who was Britain’s choice to rule Arabia after the defeat of the Turks. It was hoped it would avoid further conflicts by establishing stability in the newly-freed region,

Cox already controlled Ibn Saud by providing him with guns and gold, even perfumes and aphrodisiacs.

Gertrude Bell had already met the Prince in 1916 and was able to describe him in detail to Philby.


Ibn Saud is barely forty, although he looks some years older. He is a man of splendid physique, standing well over six feet, and carrying himself with the air of one accustomed to command. Though he is more massively built than the typical nomad Shaikh, he has the characteristics of the well-bred Arab, a strongly marked aquiline profile, full-flesh nostrils, prominent lips and a long narrow chin accentuated by a pointed beard. His hands are fine, with slender fingers . . . and in spite of his great height and breadth, of an indefinable lassitude . . . the secular weariness of an ancient and self-contained people, which has made heavy drafts on its vital forces and borrowed little from its own forbidding frontiers . . . Nevertheless report credits him with the powers of physical endurance rare even in hard-bitten Arabia. Among men bred in the camel saddle he is said to have few rivals as a tireless rider. As a leader of irregular forces he is of proved daring, and he combines with his qualities as a soldier that grasp of statecraft which is yet more highly prized by the tribesmen . . . Politician, ruler and raider, Ibn Saud illustrates a historic type. Such men as he are the exception in any community, but they are thrown up persistently by the Arab race.11



Cox had already put a treaty in place with Ibn Saud, on parchment. It had been “signed, sealed, and ratified in December 1915.” It described the extent of his territories in Arabia. The Prince pledged, in turn, not to be “antagonistic to the British Government in any respect.”
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3 
Gertrude Bell’s Team




He who would be a Man

The men with whom Gertrude worked had been handpicked—some by Winston Churchill, others by Percy Cox or Mark Sykes, and all were remarkable. Among the closest with whom she would work were TE Lawrence, whom she admired; St. John Philby, Cox, and young Winston. And, of course, there was the very special Gertrude herself. All possessed considerable self-confidence and were self-reliant. All were products of a self-satisfied era in England, in which aspirations had been fulfilled to establish Great Britain and its Empire as the leading nation in Europe, although prudently separated from it.

Even though they silently prided themselves on having done the right things, they were still open to new ideas, if they were realistic and practical. Anglo-Saxon common sense was always the key, as it had been for several centuries.

That is not to say that Great Britain did not have fierce competitors. In the days of empire, few could match in size the immensity of the multiracial Austro-Hun-garian Empire, or the even bigger Russian Empire with its vast uncharted spaces and its peasant hordes. Germany under Kaiser Wilhelm was doing its best to compete. The only other empire of any size was the disintegrating Ottoman Turkish Empire, which all the others watched like vultures with expectations of getting a piece of it.

The United States of America was another matter altogether. They wanted to have nothing to do with Europe, from which most of its inhabitants had fled because of its corruption, its threatening superstitions, its ethnic and religious hatreds, its incompetence, its secret police, and its disregard for human rights. Since the Americans had decided to isolate themselves from Europe, President Wilson was obliged to recognize their choice. Even so, Britain’s Secret Service spent much time attempting to change his mind to provide resources and fighting men to join the Allies at the battlefront.

Gertrude would work very closely with Cox. He found her a suite of two tiny rooms for herself. Due to the secrecy and importance of his work, much of what he did was Top Secret and a great deal is still unknown; so that her view of him is an important asset.

On March 24, 1916, she wrote home from Basra in admiration of him, “And I am glad I have got to know Sir Percy Cox. He is a very remarkable person, not the least remarkable thing about him being his entire absence of anything about himself. He does his job—a gigantic job—and thinks no more about it.”12

20[image: A group of people riding camels, each holding colorful flags, in a desert landscape.]

Sherif Ibn Saud’s camel army in 1911

Several months later, when she had got to know him better, she wrote on July 15, “One permanent source of satisfaction is my chief, Sir Percy Cox. He is so delightful to work with, so generous to me about all I want to do and so kindly appreciative. I have a very real affection for him. But he is taking on too much, more than any mortal could accomplish and though it’s wonderful how evenly good his health is, I’m always afraid that he may break down under it.13

She signed off her letter from Basra to her parents on July 23, “Goodbye, my dearest parents. I’m liking my work with Sir Percy very much and indeed I like it all, as well as I should like anything. But I shan’t be sorry when the temp drops 20 degrees.”

The Darker Continent

It has often been debated whether great men and women make history, or whether we are all caught up in some amorphous whirlwind that shapes our lives whether we wish it or not, and in spite of our protests and struggles to resist. American philosopher Emerson had no doubt. He wrote, “There is properly no history; only biography.”

Each member of the British team who planned the new frontiers of the Middle East was a nonconformist who possessed a powerful and very different character from the others, so that their individual motives differed from each other. Their combined talents not only created new geographical borders for Arabic-speaking tribes, but also supported their leaders and placed them on their thrones, in the hope that they would rule their kingdoms justly and without corruption, and would bring peace to the regions of Iraq, Syria, Transjordan, Palestine, Egypt and Lebanon.

There was intended to be a Christian enclave in Lebanon, a Jewish National Home in Palestine, and a tranquil Islam in all the other territories, surrounded by a vast desert of sand dunes so heavy that some groaned under their weight and the blistering heat of the sun. It was an area of desolation with only the stars for company at night, where 21life of any kind possessed little or no value and only the hardy could survive.

It is easy to view the Middle East over the centuries as a landscape of disputatious peoples in which nothing could go right for very long with its aptitude for disagreement and mass riots. But it is important to place Mesopotamia in its proper perspective against Europe in order to ask which one was the darker continent.

While Ireland killed in its hundreds, Russia killed its hundreds of thousands. Victorians of William Morris’s era, seeing the grossness of inequality between rich and poor, the sheer hopelessness of the plight of the urban poor, the apparently unshakable unfairness of things, could hardly fail if they were sensitive human beings, to want some form of communist revolution . . . How can it ever be known how many died as a consequence of Lenin’s revolution, and the attempt to spread worldwide communism? A recent study in French called The Black Book of Communism calculates that at least a hundred million human beings have died as a result, first of the revolution itself, and its imitations in other lands . . .14

The world has always been a dangerous place. And smart-alecks of all stripes continue to squabble that they have a better way to organize and govern society. “It is easy to blame the British for their handling of the Amritsar massacre, or the mandate in Iraq, or the settlement of the Irish question. But as the years unfold, and we see what happens in countries which had overthrown their aristocratic systems of government and their royal figureheads, it might be possible to find some virtue in constitutional monarchies.”15

That is what the intelligentsia in the Arab Bureau hoped to establish in the Middle East.






4 
A Hairy, Hardy Adventurer




Troublesome Vikings

A perceptive biographer of St. John Philby made a point of remarking on his ancestry in Norfolk, a part of East Anglia with a coastline that faces east towards Denmark. It was from there that frequent invading fleets of Northmen came to invade England. They were described as the “hairy, hardy, cruel, and troublesome Vikings,” who finally settled in England and buried their longboats. 22Whether the Philbys were really descended from those folk is irrelevant: what is significant is that Harry St. John Bridger Philby liked to imagine that they did, since he evidently admired their hairy, hardy qualities.

The Filbys made much of their supposed origins. The Filby Society met occasionally in the local church hall in Filby Broad, where they enjoyed comparing their family trees. One branch became the Philbys. Evidently tradition meant a great deal to St. John Philby, who has been described as a villain. It gave him something to fight for or against when he became a rebel searching for a cause.

St. John’s father was known familiarly as “Montie.” He had gone to Ceylon in 1870 to seek his fortune—as was the custom of the time for young and adventurous men in overcrowded industrial England with its fierce competition to find a reasonably well-paid job. He met the Duncans in Colombo. They came from a traditional military background. And he married their daughter May Beatrice Duncan, whose father was then a colonel, and would ultimately become Adjutant General at the War Office in London.16

Montie and May’s marriage resulted in four children, of whom the second was St. John (pronounced Sinjun). He was her favorite son, but a strange child from the beginning. He believed he was a man destined for great things. One of his biographers would remark very much later on that “St. John became known in Whitehall as more trouble than all the other Britons in foreign parts put together.”17

His father’s coffee plantation failed from the blight at the time when St. John was born. Not only his own plantation but the entire coffee industry in the region collapsed by 1890, and Montie was ruined. His failure had an abrasive effect on the marriage, and on St. John’s entire life when Montie and May separated. She brought up the four growing children in London, where her father now lived in style while working at the War Office.

Montie managed to find a job as a gamekeeper on a private estate in Devon. It was modest but respectable employment. But it was not good enough for St. John with his dreams of fame. He viewed his father as a nobody. His mother was now the breadwinner for the family. May opened a small residential hotel in Queensgate with capital borrowed from her father. The location was sufficiently upmarket to appeal to officers looking for short-term accommodation while on leave from serving abroad. But it did not do well enough. So that St. John grew up with a sense of gnawing insecurity as his mother went into debt on several occasions and he watched the bailiffs arrive to move out furniture to pay their overdue bills.

The feeling of humiliation and disgrace never left him. He became one of the resentful class, always bearing a grudge against richer and more successful people.

As it would turn out, it may have been the making of his need for atten23tion, praise, rewards, and fame. He always felt he could be successful if only he possessed a private income. It was a fairly common situation at the time, in which many passively gave in to self-pity and remained failures. But that was not in St. John’s makeup—on the contrary, it acted as a spur to activity by sharpening his mind to all sorts of alternatives..

Even so, there was a lack of job opportunities in England. Industrialization had led to a population explosion in the main cities at a time when other nations imitated the English Industrial Revolution and encroached on Britain’s markets, which were now shrinking. Young men flocked to the Empire, where positions were available in the Indian Civil Service and the army while the Empire expanded. But even army officers looked for a wife with money or prospects to pay their mess bills. Money was vital to survive, however they chose to find it. Gambling was rife in the officers’ mess, where there were more losers than winners. Young officers struggled with gambling debts in between military campaigns.

The Spirit of the Nation

Despite that, May continued to have great faith in her son, and decided he should join the Political and Secret Department of the Indian Foreign Office. The importance of secret intelligence service in Britain and the Empire at that time was because of the economic instability that came with industrialization, and the disorder and injustices in foreign empires whose émigrés fled to England. They, and anarchists and socialists, caused political turmoil when they arrived in Great Britain, too.

That time in Europe was a “story of revolt, conspiracy and treason that lasted for most of the century.”18

It was the revolt against British imperialism that provided St. John Philby with a lifelong career as the British Empire continued to expand and stretch across a quarter of the world’s surface. It was described as “the largest geopolitical entity in the history of the planet.”

The youth of England eagerly took up the challenges of Empire in all sorts of different ways with enthusiasm, in an age when an entire generation aspired to greater prospects than living in domestic boredom or bickering in the sprawling suburbs that spread their growing tentacles beyond the fringes of densely populated industrial cities, like London, Birmingham and Manchester. One of the appeals of India or Africa was the escape into clean air after breathing in the black soot which cloaked Britain’s major industrial cities from factory and residential chimney stacks.

Young Britons looking for a career had a choice to stay at home and struggle, or follow the call to adventure and opportunity overseas. “Their first aim,” 24proclaimed sociologist John Ruskin, “was to be to advance the power of England by land and sea.”19

It was too great an ambition for some in England, and too much of a responsibility. They were the “Little Englanders” who were afraid of change. They feared they would not be up to it. It was too hard for them even to contemplate.

If they were not adventurous enough to take risks, the other empires were. Germany, led by Kaiser Wilhelm the Second, and Imperial Russia with young Nicholas the Second at its head, made plans to expand their military and naval forces. The most ambitious was the Kaiser, who admired the British Fleet to a point of envy, and intended to match it and outwit it. The young Tsar Nicholas was slower to react to opportunities which were too complicated for his simple mind to envision. He was more cautious than his German cousin. But every European nation feared the immense size of Russia’s population while eying its vast territory with envy and apprehension.

Britain had no choice but to remain competitive to protect what it had achieved. It was at the peak of its wealth by the mid-Victorian era, at which it could boast of possessing the highest standard of living of any nation in history. But Germany and Russia were on the move as its main rivals for power and trade.

An Iron Hand

That was the spirit of the nation when young St. John was growing up in England. It challenged his sense of superiority, his feelings of entitlement, and his competitiveness. But he was an intelligent boy, and driven to succeed.

He did well at school, and even won a scholarship to the greatly admired Westminster School, where he became captain of the school in 1903: “the most illustrious post in the most illustrious school in the world.”20 It was a matter of opinion as to which public school excelled among the top eight in which Westminster was rated. Nevertheless it was no small feat, and evidently involved determined hard work to compete with some of the best young brains.

A major feature of education at Britain’s leading public schools was to succeed in translating the classics and studying the historical background of those authors and the events they described. It required a particular type of mental ingenuity to ensure that scholars understood what they read and considered all the implications. Those who did not possess it failed.

25St. John was an ambitious over-achiever who was determined to become a member of the meritocracy at a time when Britain admired and encouraged achievers.

The position of captain of the school carried with it, not only privileges but responsibilities, and an opportunity for the school to assess each captain’s leadership qualities. The teacher who prepared St. John’s final report on his year in office as captain was Percival Waterfield. He wrote “It was a mixture of good and evil . . . He meant to rule with an iron hand and he had not the good sense to conceal it in a velvet glove.”

That would be the story of St. John Philby’s life: he created dissension wherever he went. His main failing was bad judgment.

He went on to Trinity College in Cambridge in 1904, still set in his determination to make a career in the Indian Civil Service. His imagination had been piqued by George Curzon, who was Viceroy of India. Curzon wrote two volumes about Persia. Philby was so taken up with a particular statement that he made a note of what was, to him, the most significant point Curzon had made.


Turkestan, Afghanistan, Transcaspia, Persia—to many these words breath only a sense of utter remoteness or a memory of strange vicissitudes and of moribund romance. To me, I confess, they are pieces on a chessboard upon which is being played out a game for the domination of the world.21



It became known in Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service as the “Great Game.”

Philby spent his time as a student at Trinity when it was passing through its own period of brilliance.

“Criticism and controversy were the salt and savor of Cambridge life,” he wrote long afterwards; “the established laws of philosophy, politics, economics and everything else were beginning to be challenged or brought under review.”22

Realizing the danger of his newfound revolutionary ideas, St. John took good care to cloak them in innocent orthodoxy, as befitted scholarship in a learning institution. It may be that this was the beginning of his development of the “two sides of his head” that Kipling maintained were essential in the realm of secret service.23

There was a formal side which was a threat to no one. But it was mere cover for the real disputatious Philby concealed behind its deceptive façade.
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5 
A Man with a Mission




Tis the Gift to be Simple

Lawrence was a man with a mission, although very different in temperament to St. John Philby. What they did have in common with each other and Gertrude Bell was a love of adventure and wide open spaces that gave them a sense of freedom and challenge. And each was independent and liked to be on their own.

Both TE, as he would later be called by his friends, and St. John came from family backgrounds where there was very little money; certainly never a surplus for leisure pursuits. Neither man recognized leisure as a benefit, since they were driven by a particular ambition that gave them no time for superficialities or frivolities: there were far more important things to achieve, and both were almost single-mind-edly focused on their own aims. While St. John’s mother had to watch every penny carefully because of her fragile circumstances, TE’s mother was a Calvinist dedicated to hard work and frugality: she had to watch every farthing.24

Perhaps the major difference in the characters of the two men was that money mattered to Philby, and he was ever resentful of his misfortunes; whereas TE was perfectly reconciled to being almost penniless. TE was so little interested in money that he scorned it.

TE was more like Gertrude Bell in some ways, since both enjoyed a sense of curiosity for the wonders of the world, and the history behind it. Even small things, like tiny fragments of ancient pottery, had drawn them both to study archaeology. They had first met on an archaeological site at Carchemish, to investigate the little known Hittite civilization.

If Philby only imagined he came from Viking stock, it is likely that TE probably did. Certainly, like them, he was a wanderer, exploring new territories even at the age of sixteen.

His first eight years of wandering, before Oxford anchored him in scholarship, included Scotland, the Isle of Man, Brittany, the Channel Islands, and Hampshire.

With all the changes that have taken place since his boyhood—including two World Wars—we need to recognize the entirely different attitude towards life of the Edwardians. Their friendly, and often jocular culture, was still based on the more serious ethics and morality of the Victorians. It had simply eased a little at the example of the fun-loving King Edward who became their role model after the unamused Queen Victoria died at the end of the nineteenth century. The twentieth century 27brought with it an atmosphere that led to minimalism. It may have been a result of the open motor car replacing the more luxurious closed carriage, for which women passengers had to get rid of their wide-brimmed and feathered hats and long skirts that got in the way. Homeowners tore down all the Victorian adornments that covered the walls and floor and empty spaces in their houses that they had felt compelled to fill with ornaments like oriental vases and screens, and brass gongs, Turkey rugs, and other bric-a-brac brought back from the Empire as curiosities or mementos.

Young men in TE’s time were accustomed to doing without things. The so-called Protestant Work Ethic still flourished.25 They might continue to wear a favorite shirt even when its collar was frayed. If the elbows of their jackets were worn out, they might have leather patches sewn in, rather than pay for a whole new suit or jacket. Such economies were commonplace and went unnoticed, since material things were generally not considered important in Britain. Some even thought that materialism was ostentatious and vulgar. Character and aspiration had been considered far more important to Victorians; and it still was in the more leisurely and informal Edwardian era in England.

America was different, although the myth of the self-reliant and self-assured 28Western frontiersman was still admired. What little was left of life on America’s Wild West frontiers was expressed in the popular Shaker song, “Simple Gifts,” with the refrain, “’Tis the gift to be simple.” TE’s parsimonious attitude reflected the simplicity of the lone frontiersman, stripped of all material possessions in order to remain free and effective.

[image: Two men in suits standing side by side, both smiling and looking towards the camera.]

TE the romantic young schoolboy archaeologist (on left) dreamed of freeing the Arabs from Turkish oppression. With Leonard Woolley, who would become local chief of Secret Service in Cairo.

Much was written about city life in the days of the industrial revolution in England, but TE came from country stock. He was born in Wales in August 1858. His family had emerged from poverty-stricken Ireland, although the males always chose Englishwomen for their wives. His father’s income was no more than that of an artisan with no surplus left over for self-indulgence. His mother was a household drudge, consoled by the virtues of the work ethic of the times. So it was no hardship for TE to do without “things,” since his life revolved around mental pursuits. He was the epitome of the cerebral man, the quiet man with an internal life of his own.

It seemed to the boy who had traveled a long way by the time he was only sixteen that life was more rewarding without the burden of superfluous things.

The Unexpected and Undiscovered

Like most people with a hunger for real information and eager to learn whatever he could about all the mysteries the world provided, the academic formalities of schooling were a nuisance that only impeded his studies and mental growth. He could learn far more, and in much greater depth, on his own, because his mind was alert and quick, He virtually educated himself, until he entered university with a scholarship. He was compelled by his eagerness and curiosity to discover the mysteries that surrounded him. And his curiosity was never assuaged, because he always wanted to know the whys and wherefores that caused and made the miracles that life offered.

He hated school for interfering with his learning. Like most intelligent young men, he was convinced it was the wrong way to get an education. He had picked up three languages naturally in his travels, and his private readings were more satisfying and effective than classes. He went on cycling tours and picked up fragments of Roman and medieval pottery on numerous archaeological sites. According to military expert Captain Sir Basil Liddell Hart, “Within the span of a few years he saw every twelfth century castle in England, France and Wales . . . In five years, he came to know Syria like a book, much of north Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, Egypt, and Greece.”
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