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  PROLOGUE

  IN THE SUMMER OF 2007 I CAME ACROSS A SENTENCE IN A newly declassified British government report that made my eyes bulge.
  Written by an officer in the British security service, MI5, in early 1945 but never published until now, it solved a mystery that had been puzzling the government. Who was financing and arming the
  Jewish terrorists who were then trying to end British rule in Palestine? The officer, just back from a visit to the Middle East, provided an answer that was astonishing. The terrorists, he
  reported, ‘would seem to be receiving support from the French’.

  Adding that he had spoken to his counterparts in Britain’s secret intelligence service, MI6, the officer continued: ‘We . . . know from “Top Secret” sources that French
  officials in the Levant have been clandestinely selling arms to the Hagana1 and we have received recent reports of their intention to stir up strife within
  Palestine’. In other words, while the British were fighting and dying to liberate France, their supposed allies the French were secretly backing Jewish efforts to kill British soldiers and
  officials in Palestine.

  France’s extraordinary move marked the climax of a struggle for the control of the Middle East that had been going on for thirty years. In 1915 Britain and France, wartime allies then too,
  tried to resolve the tensions that their rival ambitions in the region were causing. In the secret Sykes–Picot agreement they split the Ottomans’ Middle Eastern empire between them by a
  diagonal line in the sand that ran from the Mediterranean Sea coast to the mountains of the Persian frontier. Territory north of this arbitrary line would go to France; most
  of the land south of it would go to Britain, for the two powers could not agree over the future of Palestine. The compromise, which neither power liked, was that the Holy Land should have an
  international administration.

  Crude empire-building of this type had been common in the nineteenth century, but it was already unpopular by the time that the Sykes–Picot agreement was signed. Chief among its critics
  was the American president Woodrow Wilson. When the United States declared war on Germany in 1917 he criticised European imperialism and proposed that, when the war was over, subject and stateless
  peoples should be able to choose their own destinies instead.

  In this new atmosphere, the British urgently needed a new basis for their claim to half the Middle East. Already in control of Egypt, they quickly realised that, by publicly supporting Zionist
  aspirations to make Palestine a Jewish state, they could secure the exposed east flank of the Suez Canal while dodging accusations that they were land-grabbing. What seemed at the time to be an
  ingenious way to outmanoeuvre France has had devastating repercussions ever since.

  The British knew from the outset that this move risked causing deep anger in the Muslim world, but they were confident that they could overcome it. They believed that the Arabs would recognise
  the economic advantages of Jewish immigration and that the Jews would long be grateful to Britain for helping them realise their dream. Both assumptions proved to be wrong. When Jewish immigration
  triggered Arab outrage, British attempts to keep the peace by slowing change swiftly exasperated the Jews.

  Under mandates granted by the League of Nations, Britain took control of Palestine, Transjordan and Iraq; France, Lebanon and Syria. Both powers were supposed to steer these embryonic countries
  to rapid independence, but they immediately began to drag their feet. The Arabs reacted angrily as the freedom they had been promised continually receded before them like a mirage. The British and
  the French blamed one another’s policies for the opposition they each began to face. Each refused to help the other address violent Arab opposition because they knew
  that they would only make themselves more unpopular by doing so. For almost two years in the 1920s, the British ignored frequent French requests to stop the rebels who were fighting their forces
  inside Syria from using neighbouring, British-controlled, Transjordan as a base. The French in turn shrugged when the British asked them to clamp down on the Arabs who were taking sanctuary in
  Syria and Lebanon during their insurgency in Palestine in the second half of the 1930s. Lacking neighbourly support, both France and Britain resorted to violent tactics to crush protest that only
  enraged the Arabs further.

  The French had long believed that the British were actively aiding Arab resistance to their rule, but up until the outbreak of the Second World War this suspicion was unfounded. The fall of
  France in 1940, and the subsequent decision by the French in the Levant to back the Vichy government, ended both sides’ reluctance to interfere in one another’s problems. In June 1941
  British and Free French forces invaded Syria and Lebanon to stop the Vichy administration providing Germany with a springboard for an offensive against Suez. After the Vichy French surrendered a
  month later, the British government entrusted the government of Lebanon and Syria to the Free French. When that move caused Arab anger British officials decided that the best way to divert
  attention away from Palestine was to help both Syria and Lebanon gain their independence at French expense. With significant British assistance the Lebanese did so in 1943. The French found out
  that the British were plotting with the Syrians to the same end the following year.

  The French discovered that the Zionists shared their appetite for revenge, for by now Jewish opinion had moved decisively against the British. In 1939 the British, in a bid to placate the Arabs,
  had imposed tight immigration restrictions that prevented large numbers of Jews fleeing Nazi Germany from reaching safety in Palestine. When news of the systematic nature and the scale of the
  Holocaust emerged, many Jews decided that it was time to throw the British out. Britain’s appeasement of the Arabs’ terrorism before the war had shown that violence worked. As this book
  reveals, the French now secretly offered support to Zionist terrorists who shared their determination to drive the British out of Palestine.

  What makes this venomous rivalry between Britain and France so important is that it fuelled today’s Arab–Israeli conflict. Britain’s use of the Zionists to thwart French
  ambitions in the Middle East led to a dramatic escalation in tensions between the Arabs and the Jews. But it was the French who played a vital part in the creation of the state of Israel, by
  helping the Jews organise the large-scale immigration and devastating terrorism that finally engulfed the bankrupt British mandate in 1948. This book tries to explain how matters came to such a
  pass.
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  THE CARVE-UP: 1915–1919
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  The British proclaim martial law in Jerusalem, 11 December 1917. Days earlier their government had declared its support for a Jewish national home as a way of advancing British
  interests across the region. © Imperial War Museum, HU 69886
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  VERY PRACTICAL POLITICS

  LATE IN THE MORNING OF 16 DECEMBER 1915, A PROMISING young politician named Sir Mark Sykes hurried into
  Downing Street for a meeting. The prime minister had summoned the thirty-six-year-old baronet to advise him and his war cabinet on how they might resolve a row about the future of the Ottoman
  Empire that looked as if it could tear Britain’s fragile alliance with France apart. ‘By extra ordinary luck,’ Sykes put it afterwards, ‘I was allowed to make a statement to
  the war council.’1 What he said was to shape the modern Middle East.

  Sykes’s surprise at being called to Number 10 was genuine, for he had managed to carve himself a role as the government’s chief adviser on Middle Eastern matters in the space of just
  four years.2 Elected as the Conservative Member of Parliament for the Yorkshire port of Hull in 1911, he staked his claim to be an expert on the Ottoman
  Empire in his maiden speech. In it he described a recent visit to North Africa, then still in Ottoman hands, and declared that he believed ‘a strong and united Turkish Empire’ was
  ‘as important to English commerce and strategy now’ as it had been in Disraeli’s time, thirty years before.3 But when war broke out in
  1914, the Ottomans had joined Germany to fight Britain and France, and Sykes had been forced to change his mind.

  To the meeting with the war council Sykes brought a map and a three-page précis of what he was about to say. This document survives among the paperwork he left when,
  three years later, he died from influenza at the age of just thirty-nine. His distinctive, muscular but juvenile handwriting gives it the look of a schoolboy’s last-minute revision notes, but
  it was by far the most significant thing he ever wrote. For the tour d’horizon it sketched helped him convince the cabinet that they must urgently reach agreement with France on how
  they should divide the Ottoman Empire between them, and that he was the man to mastermind that deal.

  ‘He is certainly a very capable fellow, with plenty of ideas, but at the same time painstaking and careful,’ one minister reported afterwards of Sykes.4 But in truth the genial MP was less expert on his subject than he led the cabinet to believe. Sykes’s reputation as an authority on the Middle East rested on a series of
  books that he had written on the region, the latest being a two-inch-thick tome that he had published earlier that year. The Caliphs’ Last Heritage was part history of the rise of
  Islam as a political force, part dyspeptic diary of his pre-war travels through the Ottoman Empire. Spiced with Arabic phrases and comical dialogue, the book implied a deeper understanding than its
  author truly had. Sykes did not try to puncture that illusion. That day he left the prime minister and his colleagues under the impression that he was fluent in both Arabic and Turkish. In fact he
  could speak neither.5

  The book and its author’s breezy self-assurance were both the fruit of an extraordinary upbringing. Sykes had been born into a dysfunctional landed Yorkshire family and made his first
  visit to the Middle East with his parents, the eccentric Sir Tatton and the alcoholic Lady Jessica, at the age of just eleven. Sir Tatton, obsessive about church architecture, the maintenance of
  his body at a constant temperature and milk pudding, was sixty-four; Lady Jessica, who was barely half his age, was having an affair with their tour guide. Mark Sykes was their only child.

  The year was 1890. The Sykes family visited Egypt, which Britain had seized from the Ottomans eight years earlier, and then went on to Jerusalem and the Lebanon, still then in Turkish hands. For
  Sykes, the sense of travelling back in time was mesmerising. It was also a distraction from his parents’ unhappy marriage, which culminated in 1897 with a toe-curling court case that revealed
  their respective peccadilloes. During this period, Sykes escaped to the Middle East repeatedly, first as an undergraduate, then as a young honorary attaché at the
  British embassy in the Ottoman capital, Constantinople. Recounting how he had shot the lock off the door of an abandoned caravanserai so that he could stay there overnight, he gained a reputation
  as an intrepid, if rather free-spending, tourist. When he bumped into another traveller, Gertrude Bell, in Jerusalem and admitted what he had paid for horses, she made a mental note to arrange her
  journey ‘so as not to fall in with him, bless him, for if I know the East, prices will double all along his route’.6

  Like many travel writers, Sykes liked to pretend that he was going into unknown territory. He chose his routes, he claimed, by ‘following his nose over those portions of the map which were
  the whitest or most rich in notes of interrogation and dotted lines’.7 The sight of other Europeans spoiled the view. While Bell, like many other
  contemporaries, found Sykes ‘most amusing’, Sykes was much less pleased to come across Miss Bell. ‘Confound the silly chattering windbag of conceited, gushing, flat-chested,
  man-woman, globe-trotting, rump-wagging, blethering ass,’ he ranted to his wife.8

  The Ottoman Empire was by then ‘going downhill’, as Sykes had put it in that first parliamentary speech. After the sultan’s government went bankrupt in 1876 the British
  government abandoned a fifty-year-old policy of supporting the Ottomans’ integrity and independence as a bulwark against other powers’ ambitions. In 1878 Britain seized Cyprus and, four
  years later, Egypt and the Suez Canal in order to secure the route to India. As the canal turned into the major artery for Britain’s growing eastern commerce, Egypt became the fulcrum of the
  British Empire.

  While British investors took what was left of their money and ran, following the Ottoman default, the French moved in to replace them. The French already enjoyed significant prestige within the
  Ottoman Empire through their religious institutions, which ran dozens of schools that were better and more popular than their Ottoman equivalents. In an attempt to take advantage of the
  Turks’ decrepitude, they now bought up most of the Ottoman government debt, gambling more than their own government’s annual revenue on the Ottomans’ survival.9 But the ‘Young Turks’, who seized power in a coup in 1909, failed to stop the rot. They lost Libya and the empire’s remaining
  European possessions in the Balkans three years later.

  The Ottoman Empire’s centre of gravity now shifted significantly eastwards. Besides Turkey itself, the Ottomans now controlled only Syria and Palestine, Iraq and the coastal fringes of the
  Arabian peninsula. And yet, despite the Ottomans’ decay, the sultan remained influential across the wider Sunni Muslim world as the caliph, or successor, to the Prophet Muhammad and guardian
  of the three holiest cities in Islam: Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem. This was the caliphs’ last heritage, but even there the Ottomans faced discontent from increasingly self-confident Arabs who
  wanted greater autonomy or even independence from the dynasty that had ruled them for four hundred years.

  Sykes’s travels through the empire coincided exactly with this era and, not surprisingly, in his latest book he portrayed the Ottomans as moribund. To reinforce his argument he included
  sublime descriptions of the squalor that he encountered in the famous cities of the Ottomans’ eastern lands. In Aleppo, a city where ‘ruinous modern buildings clung for support to the
  ancient and more solid edifices’, he found that ‘dirt and disease reigned in its crowded and crumbling bazaars; decay and poverty were the most notable
  characteristics’.10 In Damascus he was assailed by ‘packs of filthy dogs . . . ragged soldiers, yelling muleteers, greedy antika
  sellers’, and dismayed by the ‘ill-appointed hotels, tough mutton and rank butter’.11 He saved his deepest opprobrium for Mosul, a
  ‘foul nest of corruption, vice, disorder and disease’, in which ‘the new houses are as ramshackle, as insanitary, as stinking as the old; the old as ugly, as uninteresting, and as
  repulsive as the new’.12 The souks there were ‘ankle deep in decaying guts and offal; the kennels run with congealing blood and stinking dye
  in sluggish and iridescent streams, nauseous to behold and abominable in odour’.

  Sykes sounded appalled, and yet in truth he did not want this colourful, decaying society to disappear, depriving him of the glimpse into the medieval world it gave him on his holidays. As the
  influence of jockeying foreign powers began to manifest itself, he was delighted that ‘the dividers, T-square, and drawing board of the French engineer have been unable to crush out the
  originality of the illiterate Syrian Arab’.13 He ignored the fact that the railways, which the Ottomans were building with
  German help, were making cheap travel a possibility for Arabs whose horizons had previously been limited by how far they could walk or ride. Instead, he claimed, the steam engine had brought
  ‘not a single virtue’ and only a ‘host of new vices’ that included ‘alcohol, dirty pictures, phonographs and drinking saloons’.14 How a postal service, the telegraph, the railway, a thriving newspaper industry and growing literacy were about to change the Arab world for ever, he either could not see or did
  not want to say.

  Sykes ‘allows his prepossessions to run away with his judgement’, wrote one critic, but beyond academic circles the shortcomings of his book – in particular its underestimation
  of the Turks – were largely overlooked.15 As another reviewer commented, ‘the facts which he has collected will be of the highest value when
  the settlement of the Eastern question comes to be undertaken’.16 The Caliphs’ Last Heritage helped earn Sykes the nickname ‘the
  Mad Mullah’ across Whitehall, a place on a committee considering the future of the Middle East, and now a summons to Number 10 to address the ‘Eastern question’, the long-running
  argument over who would take over when finally the Ottomans collapsed, and to which the British and the French were each certain they were the only answer.

  Inside Number 10, four men in particular took a close interest in what Sykes had to say. The prime minister, Asquith, who was recovering from a nervous breakdown, did not want
  the row with the French to escalate. Kitchener, the minister for war, whose face and finger were now emblazoned on recruiting posters on streets across the land, had previously run Egypt. Lloyd
  George, the quicksilver minister for munitions, was violently anti-Turkish and liked the idea of further imperial expansion at the Ottomans’ expense. Balfour, the former Conservative prime
  minister, now at the Admiralty, felt the British Empire had reached its limits, and did not.

  ‘I feel we ought to settle with France as soon as possible, and get a definite understanding about Syria,’ Sykes proposed.17

  ‘What sort of an arrangement would you like to have with the French?’ asked Balfour.

  ‘I should like to retain for ourselves such country south of Haifa,’ replied Sykes, gesturing to his map.

  Balfour looked sceptical. ‘We have always regarded this 90 or 100 miles of desert upon her eastern side as a stronghold of Egypt; now you propose still further east of that to give us a
  bit of inhabited and cultivated country for which we should be responsible. At first sight it looks as if that would weaken and not strengthen our position in Egypt.’

  Kitchener came to Sykes’s defence. ‘I think that what Sir Mark Sykes means is that the line will commence at the sea-coast at Haifa. These Arabs’ – he jabbed at the
  Arabian peninsula – ‘will then come under our control.’

  ‘What do you mean to give exactly?’ pressed Balfour, referring to the French.

  Sykes sliced his finger across the map that lay before them on the table. ‘I should like to draw a line from the “e” in Acre to the last “k” in Kirkuk,’ he
  said.

  Lloyd George was enthusiastic about the destruction of the Ottoman Empire. ‘Do you propose that this should be the first step before you take any military action?’

  Sykes did not want to tread on Kitchener’s toes. ‘I think it is essential that we should know where we are.’

  Asquith had already warned of the dangers of disturbing ‘a hornet’s nest of Arab tribes’ by intervening in the Middle East but, exhausted, he was happy to delegate the matter
  and liked the simple line in the sand that Sykes had drawn.18 ‘We must have a political deal,’ he said, to end the meeting. ‘We must
  come to terms with the French, which means we must come to terms diplomatically.’

  ‘I think I carried the day,’ an exhilarated Sykes wrote afterwards to a colleague; ‘you will observe I did not soar beyond very practical politics.’19

  The fact that Britain and France had almost come to blows over a similar territorial dispute less than twenty years before was what made Asquith and his colleagues so anxious
  to resolve the question of what would happen to the Ottoman Empire, assuming that they won the war. During the closing stages of the scramble for Africa in the 1890s it had
  been the ownership of the headwaters of the river Nile that was at stake. As a junior minister at that time, the current foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, had warned the French in 1895 that the
  British government would interpret any move to claim the river’s source as ‘an unfriendly act’.20 The French had mistakenly thought
  this threat was empty, because the British had lost control of the Sudan to the Mahdi21 a decade earlier. Soon afterwards they dispatched an expedition
  from west Africa to claim the upper reaches of the Nile. Its aim was to render British rule downstream in Egypt unsustainable.

  Aware of French ambitions, the British embarked on the reconquest of the Sudan. In August 1898, just as Kitchener was nearing Khartoum, the French reached Fashoda, a flyblown outpost on the
  upper Nile in the far south of the country, where they planted the tri-colore. There was outrage in London when the news broke that ‘eight French adventurers’ had ‘claimed
  a territory twice as large as France’, to quote Winston Churchill, then a reporter with Kitchener’s force. The British government hurriedly sent Kitchener south to confront the French,
  and mobilised the fleet.22 The French government was forced into a climbdown that was all the more humiliating because it had engineered the crisis in
  the first place.

  Unnerved by how the Fashoda incident had brought them to the brink of war, both sides reached an ‘Entente Cordiale’ in 1904. The French reluctantly acknowledged Britain’s rule
  in Egypt and the Sudan and, in exchange, the British recognised French claims in Morocco. In deference to French sensibilities they also renamed the site of the unfortunate encounter, expunging
  Fashoda from the map.

  As its prim sound suggests, the Entente Cordiale was a shotgun marriage made necessary because Germany’s finger appeared to be inching closer to the trigger. Its conclusion did not end the
  suspicions that existed between the two old rivals. The French were certain that their ally’s appetite for the Ottomans’ remaining territory was anything but satiated. After noticing
  where British officials like Sykes tended to take their holidays, at the end of 1912 they pressed the British government to confirm that it had no designs on Syria. The British, who then thought Syria an empty, worthless place, were happy to oblige. Only later did they recognise the signal they had sent out by doing so. ‘When we disclaimed any
  political aspirations for ourselves in Syria the French took it that they might have them,’ the British ambassador to Paris later grumbled.23

  On the outbreak of war in 1914 Britain joined forces with its erstwhile rivals, France and Russia, to fight the Germans and their Ottoman allies. But when the western front rapidly became
  deadlocked the two western powers began to argue about strategy, and recently buried jealousies quickly began to re-emerge. While the French favoured an immediate all-out attack on the western
  front, the British wanted to train the volunteers who were responding to Kitchener’s call to arms before committing them to a great offensive. In the meantime ‘Easterners’ inside
  the British government proposed that they should deal with the weaker Ottomans instead, not least because the sultan had just used his authority as caliph to call upon Muslims across the world to
  join him in a holy war against his enemies. With a hundred million Muslim subjects spread across their empire, the British were the obvious target of the sultan’s call.

  The British had faced and crushed local uprisings inspired by Islam in India and the Sudan in the years before the war. They took the sultan’s threat, which was of a different magnitude,
  extremely seriously. Within weeks of his declaration of jihad, the ‘Easterners’ came up with a plan to seize the Ottoman Empire by the throat and punch it in the guts by simultaneously
  landing troops at Gallipoli and Alexandretta. Gallipoli was not far from the Ottoman capital Constantinople; Alexandretta, in the crook of the Mediterranean where modern-day Turkey joins Syria, lay
  near the railway connecting Constantinople to Baghdad and Damascus, the main administrative centres in the Ottomans’ Arab empire.

  Sykes was certain that this plan had war-winning potential. In a typically energetic letter to Churchill, who had moved into politics and was by now First Lord of the Admiralty, Sykes argued
  that once the Ottomans surrendered the Germans would be far more vulnerable. Addressing his letter to ‘the only man I know who will take risks’, he wondered: ‘Could you by June be
  fighting towards Vienna, you would have got your knife somewhere near the monster’s vitals’, enticing Churchill to throw his weight behind the plan.24 But longer-term considerations drew others to this scheme. ‘The only place from which a fleet can operate against Egypt is Alexandretta,’ explained a
  junior intelligence officer based in Cairo at that time. ‘It is a splendid natural naval base (which we don’t want but which no one else can have without detriment to
  us).’25 The name of this young strategist? It was T. E. Lawrence.

  The Alexandretta scheme alarmed the French ambassador in Cairo. Suspecting that the British were reneging on their 1912 commitment about Syria, he warned his government of their ally’s
  likely motives. On 8 February 1915 the French foreign minister, Théophile Delcassé, reminded Grey of their two-year-old agreement and forcefully asked him to stop his officials
  plotting.26

  Tall, thin and tired, and perpetually torn between the lure of power in Westminster and the solitary pleasures of fly-fishing on the chalk streams of southern England, Grey was the man who had
  warned France not to trespass on the Nile two decades earlier. But in the intervening period his attitude towards the French had changed completely. By the time he became Britain’s foreign
  secretary in 1905, he had reached the conclusion that the Germans were now the greater threat and that a pact with France was necessary to defeat them. That conviction, and exhaustion after ten
  years’ trying to avert war through intricate and often rather secretive diplomacy, now shaped his decision to concede to Delcassé.

  ‘I think it is important to let the French have what they want,’ Grey wrote soon after Delcassé had complained. ‘It will be fatal to cordial cooperation in the
  Mediterranean and perhaps everywhere if we arouse their suspicions as to anything in the region of Syria.’27 He then ordered British officials in
  Egypt to stop pressing for the Alexandretta plan. ‘It would mean a break with France,’ he repeated a few days later, ‘if we put forward any claims in Syria and
  Lebanon.’28

  French pressure had forced the British to drop a brilliant plan. As the German field marshal, von Hindenburg, admitted afterwards, ‘Perhaps not the whole course of the war, but certainly
  the fate of our Ottoman Ally, could have been settled out of hand, if England had secured a decision in that region, or even seriously attempted it. Possession of the country
  south of the Taurus [mountains] would have been lost to Turkey at a blow if the English had succeeded in landing in the Gulf of Alexandretta.’29
  Instead, as a consequence of French concerns, six weeks later an ill-fated, predominantly British force landed in the Dardanelles. It was 25 April 1915. Constantinople, and victory, were just one
  hundred and fifty miles away.

  The French and British both anticipated the division of the spoils. In France a small but thick-skinned group of imperialists, the Comité de l’Asie Française, began to put
  pressure on Delcassé to lay claim to Syria and Palestine. Many of the Comité’s supporters were diplomats working at the French foreign ministry on the Quai d’Orsay, who
  were concerned that the French government had not announced any formal ‘war aims’. ‘We may be certain that the others will not take the trouble to mark out our place for
  us,’ the Comité argued in March 1915. ‘Anyone who appears insufficiently determined to sit down risks seeing his chair removed.’30

  This was a familiar argument from the Comité, which had traditionally relied heavily on the French public’s Anglophobia to rouse support for its own agenda. Imperial expansion, it
  had always argued, denied the rapacious British gains at French expense. The wartime alliance with Britain now made such a line awkward, and so the Comité’s secretary-general, an
  aristocratic diplomat named Robert de Caix, reached for the history books to make his case. He argued that France had a ‘hereditary’ right to Syria and Palestine because it was
  ‘the land of the Crusades . . . where Western activity has been so French-dominated since the beginning of the Middle Ages that all the Europeans who live there are still called
  “Franks”’.31 Disregarding the minor detail that the word ‘Frank’ was now used pejoratively to mean ‘foreigner’
  by the Arabs, who had expelled the last of the crusaders six centuries before, de Caix brushed off the ‘latent discord of race and religion’ that his forebears had left behind and
  insisted that three centuries of sporadic bloodshed had in fact established ‘a very special bond of union between the Franks of France and the world of Islam’.32

  Such waffle bounced off Delcassé. Although he was willing to remind Grey to uphold the 1912 agreement, he did not want to strain the Entente any more than did the
  British foreign secretary over a relatively minor matter like Syria. In this he had the full support of two of his senior ambassadors, Maurice Bompard and Paul Cambon. Bompard, who had been envoy
  to Constantinople until the beginning of the war, dismissed Syria as ‘a few uncultivated hectares’; Cambon, who had been appointed ambassador to London immediately after Fashoda to draw
  a line under the affair, saw no advantage in laying claim to a region that was, in his opinion, home only to ‘a bunch of wild, thieving bandits’.33

  The Comité, therefore, was obliged to try a different route. In May that year it arranged for its strongest ally in the French Senate, a corpulent lawyer named Etienne Flandin, to issue a
  report that it hoped would increase the pressure on Delcassé. Flandin’s blustering effort makes entertaining reading. In it he needled the French foreign minister for the
  ‘regrettable lethargy’ of his diplomats in failing to defend French interests in Syria, and called on his government to ‘save from death millions of fellow humans being hunted
  down by the Red Sultan’s mercenaries’.34 He listed the economic benefits of taking control of the country – everything from the healing
  powers of thermal springs to perfumes from flower oils and, in passing, petroleum. He promised renewed fertility once ancient Roman irrigation channels were rediscovered. He even drew attention to
  the fact that Syria could provide a base from where the French might blockade Suez. But he too failed to move Delcassé, although his accusation of inactivity did in due course sting.

  Meanwhile in Britain the government formed a committee to decide which bits of Ottoman territory it wanted; Sykes found himself the youngest member of this taskforce. More familiar with the
  subject matter and less burdened with responsibility than the other members, he did most of its work. But his initial proposal, which was to divide the Ottoman Empire into northern Russian, central
  French and southern British sections, did not find favour with his colleagues. Together, they eventually agreed that the best way forward was to carve up the vanquished empire into provinces that
  Britain would seek to influence, rather than control directly. Sykes was dispatched to the Middle East and India to sell this idea to British officials there.

  What Sykes heard when he arrived in Cairo persuaded him to resort to his original idea. At the beginning of the war the British government had sent an Indian Army force to
  seize the vital oil refineries at Abadan, on the southern coast of Persia and the nearest major port, Basra, in what is now Iraq. The officials whom Sykes met persuaded him to back a madcap scheme
  to link the Basra bridgehead with Egypt, establishing a permanent British cordon across a region he himself had once described as ‘one great stretch of dead, forgotten desolation’, a
  blunt if accurate depiction of what is now northern Saudi Arabia.35

  Astonishingly, before Sykes set out for India he revealed this idea to French diplomats at a meeting on 28 July. After reassuring them that the British government had no designs on Syria, he
  then told his counterparts that his government was planning to build a railway between Basra and the Suez Canal once the war was over, and wanted control of the territory over which it ran. As the
  most direct route was not viable because drifting sand would clog the track, he explained that the railway would have to trace a huge arc through the stony desert further north, via Damascus, to
  reach the sea at Haifa. By way of consolation he offered the French Alexandretta and the nearby port of Adana as well as a share of Palmyra, the oasis in the Syrian desert that had once been a
  thriving Roman city. No doubt perturbed by Sykes’s frugal definition of what constituted Syria, the French wired a full account of ‘English designs’ to the Quai d’Orsay in
  Paris the same day.36

  Thanks to its members inside the Quai d’Orsay, the Comité de l’Asie Française found out immediately about Sykes’s plan, which at last provided it with the
  ammunition that it needed. It reacted by issuing a counterproposal that placed Syria and Palestine entirely under French control. ‘We should have to do no more in the Levant than reap the
  harvest of seven centuries of French endeavours,’ it insisted, calling for negotiations with Britain.37

  Delcassé, already under fire in the French parliament for failing to show more energetic action, now buckled under pressure. He told his ambassador in London, Cambon, that Sykes’s
  ambitions could not be realised ‘without the risk of one day posing a problem to Anglo-French relations’.38 Cambon duly informed the British
  on 31 August 1915 that his government ‘would not tolerate any infringement’ of its ‘rights’ in Syria and Cilicia – the adjacent province, now in
  southern Turkey.39

  If that sounded uncharacteristic of Cambon, it was. The ambassador personally questioned the wisdom of claiming Syria, and his forthright warning had in fact been drafted by a new attaché
  who had arrived from Paris days earlier to join the French mission. Its author, François Georges-Picot, had been France’s consul in Beirut immediately before the war, but it was his
  other affiliation that was rather more important in the circumstances. He too was a member of the Comité de l’Asie Française. Fair-haired, tall and angular – in physique
  and character alike – Georges-Picot bore a long-standing grudge against the British. His appearance in the British capital heralded a much more hard-nosed French approach.
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  MONSIEUR PICOT

  FRANÇOIS GEORGES-PICOT’S BELIEF IN FRANCE’S IMPERIAL ‘civilising mission’ ran in his blood. Both he and his brother Charles were members of the Comité de l’Asie
  Française, which was pressing France’s claim to Syria, and their late father Georges Picot had been a founder of another pressure group, the Comité de l’Afrique
  Française, which had been launched a quarter of a century earlier to spur the government to claim those parts of Africa that were ‘still without a master’.1

  Georges Picot had been an eminent lawyer, member of the Institut Français and author of a biography of Gladstone, the prime minister who had authorised the British seizure of Egypt. His
  son François Georges-Picot took his illustrious father’s full name as his surname, as if to leave no one in any doubt about whose son he was. The British, in whom Georges-Picot’s
  ‘fluting voice’ and condescending manner triggered an allergic reaction, pointedly ignored this affectation and called him plain old ‘Monsieur Picot’.2 But the French diplomat appears to have been unbothered. He was ‘one of those rare Frenchmen’, wrote a rattled British diplomat, ‘who seemed never to
  have been young’.3

  But the forty-three-year-old Georges-Picot had been young once. As a student he initially followed in his father’s footsteps and read law at university. Then, at the age of twenty-eight,
  he suddenly changed career. The timing of his decision to become a diplomat is crucial, for it took place in 1898: the same year as the Fashoda incident, a debacle that his
  father’s pressure group had helped to cause. ‘Fashoda’ and its consequences dominated Georges-Picot’s early years at the Quai d’Orsay, and the humbling episode left
  its mark. Having lost faith in the French government’s determination to defend the national interest, he and his contemporaries decided that they would deal with Britain more forcefully in
  future. One British politician later summed up their approach as ‘to give nothing and to claim everything’.4

  Whereas Mark Sykes appeared oblivious to the political implications of the modernisation of the Arab world, Georges-Picot was well aware of them. While serving as France’s consul in the
  booming port of Beirut immediately before the First World War he had received letters from educated and ambitious young Arab army officers, lawyers and journalists who wanted France to help them
  achieve their goal of autonomy within the Ottoman Empire. The Arabs had even held a congress to discuss this aim in Paris in 1913, but the French government was unwilling to help them because of
  its financial stake in the Ottomans’ endurance, and Georges-Picot could only file the hopeful approaches carefully away.

  In June 1914, Georges-Picot was sent an Arab leaflet demanding complete independence for Syria that convinced him that his government’s policy had to change. Believing that the flyer had
  ‘more chance than in the past of waking an echo in the souls of its readers’, he warned his masters that, if they did not help the Arabs, others – by whom he meant the British
  – would.5 His government, however, did nothing. In desperation, when it looked likely that France and the Ottomans were about to go to war that
  autumn, he secretly arranged for the Greek government to supply Christians in the Lebanon with fifteen thousand rifles and two million rounds of ammunition. When war broke out, he was obliged to
  leave.

  Georges-Picot wrongly expected that France would rapidly invade to assist the Lebanese uprising that he hoped the arms and ammunition would start. On this assumption, rather than burn the
  letters he had been sent by Arab correspondents, he naively entrusted the keys to the consulate and its incriminating archives to the American consul. As he hurried aboard a ship to leave Beirut,
  his parting shot to the local employees he left behind was ‘See you in a fortnight.’6

  The invasion never happened, and the prospect of a revolt in the Lebanon evaporated when the Ottomans seized the French consulate’s files and, because of Georges-Picot’s
  carelessness, were able to round up and execute many of his former correspondents and their friends. Back in Paris and reunited with other similarly minded colleagues, the consul was left to
  orchestrate the Comité de l’Asie Française’s efforts to oblige Delcassé to confront the ‘Eastern question’, both in parliament and among the businessmen
  of Lyon and Marseille who stood to profit from access to Syria’s silk industry. Such was this lobby’s growing power that, when Delcassé finally decided that he had no choice but
  to raise the matter with the British, it was Georges-Picot rather than the sceptical former ambassador to Constantinople, Bompard, whom he dispatched to London in August 1915.

  Georges-Picot soon felt able to report an improvement in the situation to his allies in Paris and elsewhere. The British, he told his old friend the Cairo ambassador Albert Defrance, ‘now
  have in their hands a text setting out our demands, and can no longer pretend to ignore them’.7 But although he was correct to say that he had
  forced the British government to address the matter that so exercised the Comité, what he did not know was that his British counterparts could no longer view France’s demand in
  isolation either. For, unknown to him, but just as he had feared, they had been secretly making their own overtures to the Arabs. The upshot was another, overlapping territorial claim, this time
  from Sharif Husein of Mecca.

  The British governor of Egypt, the high commissioner Sir Henry McMahon, had quietly approached Husein after it became clear that the Gallipoli landings had failed to achieve
  the knockout blow that Sykes and others had intended. A slight and cautious man with a reputation for being rather lazy, McMahon had served most of his career in India. He was posted to Egypt only
  as a stopgap after Kitchener, the previous incumbent, was recalled to London to head the War Office. McMahon felt uncomfortable with the responsibility he had been given, not least because he knew
  that as soon as British forces withdrew from the Dardanelles the Turks would counter-attack, and their target would probably be Egypt. This prospect raised another fear.
  Egypt’s economy had been badly affected by the war, and its mostly Muslim Arab population was the closest and most susceptible audience of the sultan’s call for jihad. By mid-1915
  McMahon and his advisers were frightened that a Turkish attack on the canal might easily provide the spark that lit an Arab uprising against them in the Nile delta.

  It was another self-confident young man, the devious, balding Ronald Storrs, who came up with the ingenious idea of using Sharif Husein to blunt the force of the jihad. Storrs, who was
  McMahon’s Oriental Secretary, had worked in Britain’s high commission in Cairo for several years. He knew that Husein’s relations with the Ottomans were tense because just before
  the war the sharif’s son, Abdullah, had directly asked him whether Britain might supply the family with arms to enable it to overthrow the Turks. Before the war, the British could not
  possibly help; now they could. At Storrs’s instigation McMahon secretly made contact again with Husein, hinting that British aid would follow if he rose up against the enemy they now
  shared.

  Storrs argued that the turbaned, white-bearded and austere Sharif Husein was ideally suited to undermine the sultan’s resonant call for holy war. Not only was Husein ruler of the city that
  was the axis of the Muslim world – his telephone number was Mecca 1 – but as a ‘sharif’ he was recognised as a direct descendant of the Prophet Muhammad, an ancestry the
  sultan could not claim. Storrs also suggested that it was in Britain’s imperial interest to encourage Husein’s ambition to take the sultan’s place as caliph. After the Ottoman
  Empire had collapsed, he wrote, Husein could be ‘a hereditary spiritual Pope with no temporal power’, dependent on the British for income and protection and a proxy to spread British
  influence in the Middle East.8

  This unscrupulous attitude shaped McMahon’s reaction when Husein responded to his overture in August 1915, just as Georges-Picot arrived in London to press the French claim to Syria. When
  the sharif unexpectedly demanded that Britain support his claim to a large empire encompassing not just the Arabian peninsula but Syria, Iraq and Palestine as well, McMahon initially refused to
  take him seriously. Storrs, who frequently haggled for antiques and carpets in the Cairo bazaar, regarded Husein as a salesman whose opening price he could in due course
  barter down. But when the British high commissioner tried to postpone discussion of the demand, Husein reacted sharply. ‘The fact is,’ the sharif retorted early in September, ‘the
  proposed frontiers and boundaries represent not the suggestions of one individual whose claim might well await the conclusion of the War, but the demands of our people who believe that those
  frontiers form the minimum necessary to the establishment of the new order for which they are striving.’9

  Husein’s expansive claim to represent the Arab world would have sounded preposterous had it not been corroborated by another source. In an uncanny coincidence, just as his letter arrived
  in Cairo a young Arab officer in the Ottoman army named Muhammad al-Faruqi deserted to the British at Gallipoli. In a series of interviews with British officers in Cairo, including Sykes, who by
  now was on his way back home from India, al-Faruqi claimed that almost all his fellow Arab officers were members of an underground Arab nationalist movement. According to him the movement was at
  that very moment considering whether to throw its weight behind the Ottomans and the Germans, or to transfer allegiance to the British. Al-Faruqi was exaggerating wildly, but the British had no
  choice but to take him seriously when he disclosed that he knew they were secretly negotiating with Husein. Given the secrecy of that correspondence, it appeared that both al-Faruqi’s
  far-reaching Arab network and Husein’s dramatic claim to represent the wider Arab world were true.

  Al-Faruqi’s revelation forced McMahon to reassess the sharif’s influence. On 18 October the British high commissioner tersely warned London in a telegram that ‘the Arab party
  are at [a] parting of the ways’ and that he therefore needed to raise his offer to Husein urgently.10 He continued: ‘unless we can give them
  immediate assurance of [a] nature to satisfy them they will throw themselves into the hands of Germany’. On his return to London Sykes backed up McMahon. He too felt that the Arabs would side
  with the Ottoman Turks ‘in the event of our letting this opportunity go’.11

  The developing situation in Cairo left Sir Edward Grey in an unenviable position. Unknown to one another, first Georges-Picot and now Husein were asking him to recognise
  conflicting claims to overlapping tracts of the Middle East, obliging him to choose between them. He was being advised by one of his officials that ‘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,’ but he could also see that honesty held perils of its own.12 To favour the Arabs over the French could jeopardise the Entente; a spurned Husein might throw the Arabs’ weight behind the Ottoman sultan’s jihad.

  Grey’s diary, as well as rumours he had been hearing, made him incline towards the French. He was due to meet Cambon to discuss the French claim to Syria on 21 October, and in the meantime
  he was receiving disturbing stories that public support in France for the war was flagging. Both these factors convinced him that the need not to annoy the French outweighed the danger of jihad.
  Having discussed with his cabinet colleagues what instructions he should give McMahon (his scribbled form of words was headed with the plaintive question, ‘Will this do?’), on 20
  October he sent a telegram to Cairo telling the high commissioner to be as vague as possible in his next letter to the sharif when discussing the north-western – Syrian – corner of the
  territory Husein claimed.13 But, given the speed at which events were moving, crucially he also left McMahon with ‘discretion in the matter as it
  is urgent and there is not time to discuss an exact formula . . . if something more precise than this is required you can give it’.14

  McMahon, unhappy at being passed the buck, closely followed Grey’s advice. Having used al-Faruqi as a sounding board to test what the sharif might accept, in a letter dated 24 October he
  offered Husein a woolly declaration that Britain would recognise his claim to most of the area he wanted, excluding two of its most fertile zones. One was the bridgehead at the head of the Persian
  Gulf which the British army already occupied. The other was a coastal portion of Syria coveted by the French which he only sketchily defined. ‘I had necessarily to be vague,’ he
  explained later, ‘as on the one hand HMG disliked being committed to definite future action, and on the other any detailed definition of our demands would have
  frightened off the Arab.’15 The meaning of his wording has been debated ever since, which is not surprising, for it was never intended to be
  clear.

  The evolution of the key sentence in this letter proves that McMahon was deliberately trying to mislead the sharif. Initially he intended to qualify his ability to recognise Husein’s claim
  to the remaining area with the phrase ‘in so far as England is free to act without detriment to the interests of her present Allies’, but it occurred to him that this caveat might draw
  Husein’s attention and so he toned it down. The final version of the letter stated that, subject to the modifications he had stipulated, ‘we accept these limits of boundaries; and in
  regard to those portions of the territories therein in which Great Britain is free to act without detriment to the interests of her ally France’ McMahon said he was ‘empowered, in the
  name of the Government of Great Britain, to give the following assurances . . .’

  The proviso now sounded like a confirmation that nothing prevented Britain from recognising the Arabs’ claim to the remainder of Syria, and had there been a comma between the words
  ‘therein’ and ‘in which’ it would have been, but McMahon quite deliberately omitted any punctuation because he wanted it to mean the opposite. He had, he told the foreign
  secretary, ‘endeavoured to provide for possible French pretensions . . . by a general modification to the effect that His Majesty’s Government can only give assurances in regard to
  these territories “in which she can act without detriment to the interests of her ally France”’.16 His decision to quote the exact
  phrase he had used suggests a certain smugness about its subtlety, but unfortunately for him the first person foxed by it was Storrs’s secret agent and translator, Ruhi. Ruhi’s Arabic
  translation, which was then sent to the sharif, entirely lost this second, qualifying, sense.17 As a wistful Storrs reflected afterwards, Ruhi was
  ‘a better agent than scholar’.18

  By the time McMahon had sent this missive to Husein, Grey had seen the French ambassador, Cambon. When they met on 21 October the British foreign secretary proposed to Cambon that France appoint
  a representative to discuss the future borders of Syria because Britain wanted to back the creation of an independent Arab state, but he did not tell Cambon just how far
  discussions with Husein had already gone.19 Cambon, who told Grey that he presumed the French government would be consulted over any dealings with the
  sharif, sent a report to Paris expressing his delight that Britain’s foreign secretary had, by suggesting talks, effectively given ‘formal and official recognition of our rights to
  Syria’.20 He recommended his new adviser Georges-Picot as the negotiator, because Georges-Picot understood Syrian matters ‘better than
  anyone’.21

  From this point Georges-Picot became the ventriloquist for the French government’s policy in the Middle East. He returned to Paris and anonymously drafted further instructions to Cambon,
  approving himself as Cambon’s negotiator and ordering him to demand a Syria that encompassed Palestine by stretching south to the Egyptian frontier and east to Mosul. As he drily put it,
  writing his own orders was ‘a good way of ensuring that my instructions are satisfactory’.22 Then he returned to London to execute them.

  As Georges-Picot prepared for his imminent confrontation with the British government, the French ambassador in Cairo, Defrance, managed to establish that Husein was in contact with the British
  by asking al-Faruqi. On 28 October (the very day that McMahon warned London that he had ‘reason to suspect’ that Defrance had ‘wind of the recent interchange of messages between
  Mecca and ourselves’) Defrance sent a report on the correspondence to Paris.23 Misjudging the likely British response, he told the Quai
  d’Orsay that he thought McMahon would reject the sharif’s demand, because if the French claim to Syria was not enough of a deterrent, Britain’s desire to retain control of the
  area around Basra which they had occupied at the beginning of the war would be.

  On 23 November an extraordinarily one-sided meeting took place in Whitehall. On one side of the table was the fair-haired Georges-Picot; arranged along the other were the seven British
  representatives of the three government departments which had an interest in the Middle East. When the leader of this British delegation, the head of the Foreign Office Sir Arthur Nicolson, told
  Georges-Picot exactly what the British government had already offered to the sharif, the Frenchman reacted with ‘complete incredulity’, according to one British witness.24 Not only was Defrance’s assumption that the British would not concede territory to Husein wrong, but it was clear that the British had
  never intended to consult their ally before coming to an agreement with Husein.

  ‘To promise the Arabs a large state is to throw dust in their eyes,’ replied Georges-Picot, who rapidly regained his composure. ‘Such a state will never materialise. You cannot
  transform a myriad of tribes into a viable whole.’25 He showed little sympathy to British arguments about the threat of jihad, implying that the
  danger lay in the unpopularity of British rule in Egypt. In any case, he continued, the chauvinistic French public would never accept the British plan, nor would any government that agreed to it
  survive. ‘Syria was very near the heart of the French,’ he told his British counterparts, reminding them that, while they had been distracted by the Gallipoli expedition, France had
  borne the brunt of the fighting on the western front that year. ‘Now, after the expenditure of so many lives, France would never consent to offer independence to the Arabs, though at the
  beginning of the war she might have done so.’

  The meeting broke up with no agreement. Afterwards, the British representatives reconvened in smaller groups to share their frustration about Georges-Picot. They were left open-mouthed by the
  way in which the Frenchman talked ‘as if Syria and even Palestine were as completely theirs as Normandy’, and his hint that British rule in Egypt was illegitimate caused outright
  fury.26 When the head of British military intelligence in Cairo, Bertie Clayton, received a copy of the minutes of the meeting, he was instantly reminded
  of Fashoda. He attacked Georges-Picot as ‘one of the Anglophobe school of 1898’ and dismissed his arguments as ‘sentimental trash’.27

  In London, however, the British quickly realised that they could not easily counter what Georges-Picot had said because he was cleverly playing on a significant vulnerability. The differences in
  strategy between the two allies meant that the French had sustained vastly greater casualties so far in the war, and the British government fretted constantly about the consequences. As recently as
  October, Britain’s ambassador to Paris Lord Bertie had dismissed as ‘travellers’ tales’ stories about the French ‘not persisting and going on with the war
  jusqu’au bout’.28 But days after Georges-Picot had met the British, Bertie was forced to admit that he had since detected ‘an
  inclination in some Society and Commercial quarters to think that we are making use of France against Germany for our own sole benefit and that much greater sacrifices
  are being made by France than by England’.29

  The danger, as the British rapidly appreciated, was that the furtive nature of McMahon’s overtures to Husein seemed only to corroborate the allegation that Britain was single-mindedly
  pursuing its imperial ambitions while France sacrificed its soldiers for the common cause on the western front. By linking the number of French casualties to France’s unwillingness to accept
  the British proposal Georges-Picot took advantage of this weakness, and the Entente was too important and yet fragile for the British to dare to call his bluff. As one general put it through
  clenched teeth, ‘We have got to keep in with our infernal Allies.’30

  Alarmed by the reaction they had caused, the British tried to play down the significance of the letter to Husein, arguing that the sharif would never manage to claim the prize McMahon had
  offered him. Nicolson, who had chaired the meeting with Georges-Picot, began to echo the Frenchman’s criticism of McMahon’s offer. The British diplomat now dismissed the promised Arab
  state as an ‘absurdity’ since the Arabs were ‘a heap of scattered tribes with no cohesion and no organisation’.31 After Cambon
  complained bitterly about being kept in the dark about how far the negotiations with Husein had gone, another cabinet minister, Lord Crewe, directly reassured him that Britain had ‘no
  intention of arranging that a new Arab state, if one could be formed, would include the Lebanon or any part of the world to which the French could lay distinct claim’.32

  This speedy retreat left Georges-Picot under the impression that ‘What the British want, is only to deceive the Arabs.’33 On 2 December he
  reported to the French prime minister, Aristide Briand, that ‘They hope to accomplish this by offering them a lot while admitting that the building they are constructing will probably not
  last beyond the war.’

  Briand was alarmed by Georges-Picot’s success. Believing that the acquisition of so much territory would place too great a burden on the French state, when Georges-Picot next returned to
  Paris he told the diplomat to scale back his demands. In particular, France did not need the region around Jerusalem, Briand argued, because it was ‘a country of little
  value, which it is not desirable to acquire’.34

  That was not how Georges-Picot put his revised negotiating position to the British on his return to London. When he met the British for a second time on 21 December he presented his willingness
  to accept a reduction in the size of the territory that France would control as a concession he had wrung from his reluctant superiors. Sensing that the British were ‘panic-stricken’
  about the sharif, he demanded that they agree the French sphere of influence would still stretch past the city of Mosul to the river Tigris in the east.35 Georges-Picot thought he would be able to force this bargain, but he met resistance. The British were willing to acknowledge the French demand for this eastward swathe of
  country, but in turn they had a request of their own. Contrary to what Lord Crewe had just told Cambon, the British delegation’s leader Sir Arthur Nicolson told Georges-Picot that Britain
  wanted Lebanon to form part of a future Arab state. ‘Take our proposition to your government: it won’t rightly decline it,’ Nicolson told him, tetchily. ‘With this you will
  be in a significantly better position to the one we are in, in Egypt. What more could you want, exactly?’36

  ‘You can sense the value of this place. That’s exactly why you want it for the Sharif of Mecca,’ Georges-Picot replied. He was not going to back down any further. ‘You
  are wasting time that, you and I both know, is precious.’ The second meeting, like the first, ended unresolved.

  To break the impasse, Nicolson now turned to Sykes who, five days earlier, had impressed the cabinet with his apparent command of the subject and his sweeping division of the Middle East. The
  up-and-coming politician met Georges-Picot immediately, in private, on the afternoon of the 21st.

  A deal along the lines that Sykes had just proposed to the British cabinet was quickly possible. Sykes had failed to see the stirrings of an Arab political consciousness on his travels in the
  Ottoman Empire before the war and, as one entry in the index of The Caliphs’ Last Heritage – ‘Arab character: see also Treachery’ – light-heartedly makes
  clear, he saw no need whatsoever to acknowledge McMahon’s earlier offer to Husein. Georges-Picot, who was well aware of the threat that Arab nationalism represented to
  his country’s imperial ambitions, was happy to agree to a proposal that ignored it.37

  In line with the strategic scheme he had been persuaded to champion earlier that summer in Cairo, Sykes saw his own task as ‘to get [the] Arabs to concede as much as possible to [the]
  French, and to get our Haifa outlet and Palestine included in our sphere of enterprise in the form of a French concession to us’.38 With this in
  mind he was happy to concede Mosul, a city that anyway he hated, and the Lebanon, to Georges-Picot.

  On Palestine, however, the two men could not agree. Although Georges-Picot had been told by Briand not to pursue the claim, it was so central to the Parti Colonial’s rhetoric that he
  refused to let it go. ‘Any reference seems to excite memories of all grievances from Joan of Arc to Fashoda,’ Sykes groaned after he had raised the subject.39 Eventually the two men agreed that Palestine would come under international control. It was a compromise that neither of them liked – Georges-Picot because ‘Nothing
  seems more likely to produce conflict in the future’, Sykes because of the hole it left in his scheme of imperial defence – but it opened the way for the deal they reached on 3 January
  1916.40

  In the Sykes–Picot agreement, as the arrangement became known, the two men paid lip service to the promise of Arab independence that McMahon had made to Husein, but then used Sykes’s
  line in the sand – from Acre on the Mediterranean coast to Kirkuk near the Persian frontier – to divide in two the region that the British high commissioner had offered to Husein.
  Territory north of the line would come under French protection; territory to the south, the British.

  Within each of these two areas were zones where France and Britain could each establish full control if they so wished. The ‘Blue’, French, zone encompassed the Syrian and Lebanese
  coast, mushrooming into modern Turkey to the north. The ‘Red’, British, zone expanded the existing British bridgehead in southern Iraq up to Baghdad and, separately, covered the port of
  Haifa. Palestine was designated the colour brown. The two parties sought the approval of their ally Russia, and finalised the agreement in an exchange of letters in May 1916.
  For the time being the agreement was kept secret, a reflection of the fact that, even by the standards of the time, it was a shamelessly self-interested pact, reached well after the point when a
  growing number of people had started to blame empire-building for the present war.

  The French were ecstatic about the concessions they had wrung from Britain. As soon as the draft deal had been reached the prime minister, Briand, urged Cambon to confirm the ‘very
  important results already reached’ because ‘we risk seeing events change them’.41 The challenge for France was now to hold its ally to
  the pact.

  The British, on the other hand, were dismayed. ‘It seems to me,’ Britain’s head of military intelligence complained, ‘that we are rather in the position of the hunters
  who divided up the skin of the bear before they had killed it.’42 His colleagues hoped that the terms of the agreement were not final. Resentful
  that they had been forced into the deal by Georges-Picot, they immediately began to look for ways to circumvent it, and in particular to plug the gap in their defences left by its unsatisfactory
  settlement of Palestine.

  To do so, the British turned to an idea that had been circulating in government circles for a year. This was that support for Zionism – the as yet unsuccessful political campaign to create
  a Jewish state in Palestine – represented a better way for Britain to secure its position in the Middle East.

  As soon as France had begun making noises about Syria in 1915, a cabinet minister, Herbert Samuel, who was both Jewish and a Zionist, spotted the opportunity to promote his long-held ambition to
  see a Jewish state in Palestine. He began to argue that, by supporting the creation of a Jewish colony immediately east of Suez, Britain could deny that territory to rival foreign powers who might
  then threaten its control of the Suez Canal. ‘We cannot proceed on the supposition that our present happy relations with France will continue always,’ he warned his colleagues. ‘A
  common frontier with a European neighbour in the Lebanon is a far smaller risk to the vital interests of the British Empire than a common frontier at El Arish.’

  Samuel also argued that such a move would generate goodwill for Britain within the Jewish diaspora. Large numbers of Jews, who faced repression in Eastern Europe and
  especially in Russia, had migrated westwards in the years before the war. Yet, although the Jewish population in Britain quadrupled in the thirty years before the war, many Jews regarded their new
  home as tainted by its alliance with the oppressive Tsarist regime from which many of them had fled. Samuel was optimistic that this attitude could be reversed if Britain threw itself behind the
  Zionists’ ambitions. ‘Help given now towards the attainment of the idea which great numbers of Jews have never ceased to cherish through so many centuries of suffering cannot fail to
  secure, into a far-distant future, the gratitude of a whole race, whose goodwill, in time to come, may not be without its value,’ Samuel declared.43

  Samuel’s argument played on the widespread prejudice that the Jews were an increasingly powerful political force. Sir Edward Grey now recognised its merit, both to trump the French and to
  improve relations with the Zionists, who in the United States successfully blocked the Tsarist government’s attempt to raise money on Wall Street to fight the war. Soon after the
  Sykes–Picot agreement had been finalised he asked Britain’s ambassador in Paris to find out how the French would react if Britain issued a declaration of support for the Zionists,
  ‘to win the sympathies of Jewish forces in America, the East and elsewhere which at the present time are to a great extent if not preponderantly unfriendly to the Allies’.44

  The French did not immediately appreciate what the British were trying to achieve and laughed off the idea. An announcement of support for a ‘Kingdom of Israel’ was ‘laughable
  and would serve no purpose . . . The less said about this the better,’ a senior French diplomat declared.45 By contrast the British could clearly
  see why it might be worthwhile courting the Zionists. When the Allies’ great offensive on the Somme in July 1916 failed to deliver a decisive breakthrough, it became clear that American help
  was necessary to defeat the Germans. As Samuel pointed out, there were two million Jews in the United States, and his colleagues started to believe that winning their support might help draw the
  United States into the war.

  So far the United States had been reluctant to join the Allies’ side. As public opposition to imperialism grew stronger, late in 1916 the newly re-elected US
  president, Woodrow Wilson, urged all the belligerents to renounce the imperial ambitions that he believed were largely responsible for the war. His challenge elicited a disingenuous response from
  the British and French governments, in which they described themselves as ‘fighting not for selfish interests but, above all, to safeguard the independence of peoples, right, and
  humanity’.46 They even said that they were committed to ‘the setting free of the populations subject to the bloody tyranny of the
  Turks’. The bespectacled, high-minded Wilson as yet knew nothing of the Sykes–Picot agreement, but all the same regarded this sudden conversion with the scepticism that it deserved.
  ‘No nation should seek to extend its polity over any other nation or people,’ he repeated in January 1917; ‘every people should be left free to determine its own policy . . . the
  little along with the great and the powerful.’ 47 This was the doctrine that became known as ‘self-determination’.

  Wilson hoped to remain neutral but his hand was forced by Germany. In March 1917 three American ships were sunk following the Kaiser’s decision to pursue unrestricted submarine warfare. He
  also learned from Britain that the Germans were trying to encourage Mexico to invade the United States. Wilson had no choice but to go to war, but he tried to make a distinction between the motives
  of his country and those of the other combatants. On 2 April he launched a general attack on the imperial foreign policies pursued by all the European powers. Singling out for criticism the
  ‘little groups of ambitious men who were accustomed to use their fellow men as pawns and tools’, he went on: ‘We have no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion.
  We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make.’48 The United States, the president
  concluded, would ‘fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our hearts – for democracy, for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own
  governments, for the rights and liberties of small nations’.

  President Wilson’s attack made uncomfortable reading in London. Asquith and Grey had resigned in December 1916, and Asquith’s successor as prime minister, David Lloyd George, had by
  now decided to launch the invasion of Palestine that he had long favoured. Well aware that such a move would certainly spark accusations of imperialism, he decided that
  support for the stateless Zionists’ aspirations was a good way to thwart French ambitions in the Middle East and silence Wilson simultaneously. Unlike the Sykes–Picot agreement,
  sponsoring the Zionists looked high-minded, but the prime minister’s reasoning for doing so was unchanged. As Asquith put it, sourly but accurately, ‘Lloyd George . . . does not care a
  damn for the Jews or their past or their future, but thinks it would be an outrage to let the Christian Holy Places – Bethlehem, Mount of Olives, Jerusalem &c – pass into the
  possession of “Agnostic Atheistic France”!’49

  The morning after President Wilson made his speech, Lloyd George had breakfast with the leading British Zionist, Chaim Weizmann, who assured him of the Zionists’ support for Britain. Later
  the same day he met Sykes, who was about to set off to Egypt with Georges-Picot to deal with any questions that the invasion of Palestine might raise. Explaining the new thrust of British policy,
  he stressed the ‘importance of not prejudicing the Zionist movement and the possibility of its development under British auspices’, because the Jews ‘might be able to render us
  more assistance than the Arabs’.50 Before Sykes left, Lloyd George repeated his initial warning. There should be no ‘political pledges to the
  Arab, and particularly none in regard to Palestine’. Sykes got the message. When he next saw Georges-Picot he argued that it was ‘the general bias of Zionism in favour of British
  suzerainty’ that now justified his country’s claim to Palestine.51

  Although Georges-Picot immediately suspected that the British were trying to render his deal with Sykes obsolete, his colleague Robert de Caix was complacent. ‘The question of an English
  protectorate over a Jewish Palestine scarcely arises . . . The British government is certainly not dreaming of it,’ he believed, presuming that no one would be so stupid as to pursue a policy
  that was bound to cause trouble between the Arabs and the Jews. ‘It would, for a very thin profit, provoke serious difficulties.’52

  The United States’ government finally found out about the Sykes–Picot agreement a fortnight later when Lloyd George’s foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, divulged its existence
  to Wilson’s foreign policy adviser, Edward House. In the light of Britain’s commitment to ‘the setting free of the populations subject to the bloody tyranny
  of the Turks’, it is hardly surprising that the revelation made House furious. ‘It is all bad and I told Balfour so. They are making it a breeding place for future war,’ he
  wrote.53 He grilled Balfour on exactly what the ‘spheres of influence’ that Sykes and Georges-Picot had agreed with one another involved.
  ‘Balfour was hazy concerning this; whether it meant permanent occupation, or whether it meant that each nation had the exclusive right to develop the resources within their own sphere, he was
  not altogether clear.’

  Balfour was uncertain because, as far as the British were concerned, the Sykes–Picot agreement had been an academic exercise to resolve an argument, not a blueprint for the future
  government of the region. As a hypothetical division of country that neither of its signatories yet controlled, it was extremely vulnerable to events, all the more so because it was a secret that
  was bound to cause controversy when finally it was exposed. As the British hoped, and the French feared, events in the Middle East might yet render the pact redundant.

  It was this weakness that one man now did his utmost to exploit.
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  ENTER T. E. LAWRENCE

  SHARIF HUSEIN’S REVOLT ERUPTED IN MECCA IN JUNE
  1916, but it was not until May the following year that the young British officer who had become its organising genius discovered the details of the Sykes–Picot agreement from Mark Sykes
  himself and realised their profound implications. Although there is no contemporary record of the encounter between T. E. Lawrence and Sykes on the Red Sea coast of Arabia on 7 May bar the briefest
  note in Lawrence’s own diary, there is plenty of other evidence that it did not go well.

  ‘We thought you had been generous to the Arabs,’ Lawrence wrote accusingly to Sykes afterwards, adding that until their meeting he had known only ‘unofficially’ that the
  British might concede Syria to the French.1 Sykes, who had stopped off to meet Lawrence on his way back from a meeting with Sharif Husein, looked down at
  the short and scruffy Lawrence – eight years his junior, and just five feet six inches tall – and dismissed his support for Arab aspirations. ‘Complete independence means . . .
  Poverty and chaos,’ he later scoffed. ‘Let him consider this as he hopes for the people he is fighting for.’2

  That the two men did not get on was unsurprising, for the twenty-eight-year-old Lawrence’s experience of the Middle East could not have been more different from Mark Sykes’s. Whereas
  Sykes’s first visit to the region was as a tourist with his parents and a retinue of local guides and bag carriers, Lawrence first travelled there alone, to conduct
  first-hand research on the crusader castles of the Levant, while he was a student at Oxford University. Sykes could afford to be extravagant; the twenty-year-old Lawrence went on foot, armed with
  two maps, a water-bottle, a camera and a Mauser pistol, which he sold at the finish for a profit. He later caustically summarised Sykes’s understanding of the region as ‘of the
  outside’.3

  Sykes left Cambridge without completing his degree, but found a job through contacts as an honorary attaché at the British embassy in Constantinople. The brilliantly clever Lawrence
  graduated with a First, partly on the strength of his crusader castles thesis, and went on to work on a series of archaeological digs in eastern Syria. There he spurred on the Arab labourers he was
  responsible for managing by firing his pistol in the air whenever they unearthed an interesting find. The experience left him with a good grasp of colloquial Arabic and a deep admiration for his
  workforce, which was evidently mutual, for it was reported that he ‘gets on very well with natives’.4 One visitor recalled drinking from
  freshly excavated Hittite cups with him, and practising their shooting at a matchbox from thirty yards. The writer Gertrude Bell, twenty years his senior, also came across Lawrence at this time.
  ‘An interesting boy,’ she pronounced, before predicting: ‘he is going to make a traveller.’5

  When war broke out in 1914 Lawrence volunteered and was swiftly posted to the British army’s intelligence department in Cairo. But his job, of charting Ottoman army unit movements, bored
  him stiff and he became guilt-ridden when his brothers, Will and Frank, were killed in action on the western front in the course of 1915. ‘They were both younger than I am,’ he told a
  friend, ‘and it doesn’t seem right, somehow, that I should go on living peacefully in Cairo.’6 His opportunity arose after
  Husein’s long-awaited uprising broke out in June 1916 but quickly fizzled out after the capture of Mecca from the Turks. When, that October, Lawrence was sent on a short mission to Arabia to
  find out why the revolt was on the verge of failure, he seized the chance it represented to escape his desk job permanently.

  If Lawrence could turn this adventure into a more permanent posting, it also represented a chance for him to fulfil a personal vendetta that he nursed. Like Sykes, he had noticed France’s
  growing interest in the Ottoman Empire before the war – ‘the French invasion’, as he put it – and he was determined to thwart its further
  spread.7 ‘If only you had seen the ruination caused by the French influence you would never wish it to be extended,’ he wrote to his mother
  from Syria before the war. ‘Better a thousand times the Arab untouched.’8

  Lawrence found himself surrounded by like-minded men on his arrival in Cairo. There, the Fashoda incident was a vivid memory for several of his superiors. His own chief, the head of the
  intelligence department Bertie Clayton, had served on Kitchener’s expedition, as had Reginald Wingate, who replaced McMahon as high commissioner in 1917 and who, as Kitchener’s chief
  intelligence officer, had exaggerated the threat posed by the Sudanese Mahdists so as to provide a reason to press south towards Fashoda. Both men regarded the Entente Cordiale as no more than an
  expedient pause in an ancient rivalry, a view that rapidly rubbed off on Lawrence, who wrote: ‘One cannot go on betting that France will always be our friend.’9

  That prejudice was only reinforced when the French vetoed the British plan to land at Alexandretta, and it gained a righteous tinge when the disaster at Gallipoli then unfolded. ‘So far as
  Syria is concerned it is France and not Turkey that is the enemy,’ Lawrence wrote home in February 1915 just as the Alexandretta plan was shelved after pressure from the French.10 French presumption rankled; the spinelessness of British diplomats even more so: ‘Curse and spit at and abominate the FO and all its desolations,’ he
  wrote furiously to a friend.11 A fortnight later he told his former university tutor, David Hogarth, of his hope of uniting the Bedu tribes of western
  Arabia; and that, with them, ‘we can rush right up to Damascus, & biff the French out of all hope of Syria’.12

  Lawrence expressed his dream to Hogarth in a private letter, but it did not take long for the French to recognise the threat posed by the Arab revolt after it broke out midway through 1916. What
  concerned them most was the influence that Sharif Husein might wield over their empire in Arab North Africa, if the rebellion was successful. At the Quai d’Orsay a senior official named
  Pierre de Margerie – another member of the Comité de l’Asie Française – warned the French prime minister that what happened in Arabia
  ‘could have the most serious repercussions in all our colonies’.13 If the revolt succeeded, he predicted, France might find itself
  ‘in the presence of an Arabised Islam that draws from its conquests new strength to expand and resist Christian power’. He advocated that the French ‘discreetly associate
  ourselves with the Arabs’ efforts to gain their freedom . . . to prevent their success turning against Christian powers with Muslim possessions’.

  De Margerie’s advice that France should carefully try to contain the uprising was quickly followed up. Colonel Edouard Brémond was dispatched to Arabia in September 1916 as head of
  the French military mission to the Arabs. ‘If you can pull the Englishmen’s legs, that’s the best service you can do us,’ Brémond was told at the Quai d’Orsay
  before his departure.14 He proved adept at doing so, by offering the Arabs French assistance when the revolt’s early momentum ebbed.

  Although Brémond’s offer was never actually fulfilled, it sparked a rancorous debate among the British about whether they should follow suit. While Husein had successfully expelled
  the Turks from Mecca, a substantial Ottoman force remained in Medina, two hundred miles to the north, where they received supplies by rail from Damascus. By October 1916 an Ottoman attempt to
  retake Mecca looked imminent. All that stood between the Turks and the epicentre of Islam was a chain of serrated mountains, the Hijaz, which were defended by the poorly armed Bedu tribesmen, wild
  men who wore woollen robes in brown and indigo, who decorated their eyes with kohl and washed their braided hair with camel urine to make it shine. Led by Husein’s son Feisal, they fiercely
  opposed all foreign interference.

  The Bedu in the mountains now urgently needed logistical support, but the British army was reluctant to provide it. Since Gallipoli the atmosphere at military headquarters in Egypt had been
  poisonous, and when the revolt began to falter through lack of materiel Clayton’s rivals were quick to blame him, since he had been a leading advocate of encouraging the sharif to rebel. Were
  Britain now forced to bolster the Arabs with troops that it could ill afford to spare, Clayton knew that he would lose his job. But the intelligence chief, whom Lawrence
  described as working ‘like water, or permeating oil, creeping silently and insistently through everything’, hatched a plan to save himself. He would send his bright subordinate to
  Jeddah to report back from the spot that sending British troops to Arabia would make no difference.15

  The trip was to be short because it was superfluous: it was designed only to give the argument against intervention the added weight of seeming to be based on first-hand knowledge. But, as
  Lawrence sailed down the Red Sea towards Jeddah with Storrs, it became rapidly apparent that his ambitions stretched far beyond completing the task that Clayton had entrusted to him. Rather than
  while away the boring journey talking to his colleague, he spent time practising his marksmanship, shooting at bottles balanced on the deck handrail.

  ‘When at last we anchored in the outer harbour, off the white town hung between the blazing sky and its reflection in the mirage,’ Lawrence later wrote of his arrival in Jeddah on 16
  October, ‘then the heat of Arabia came out like a drawn sword and struck us speechless.’16 But before the day was out, despite the sapping
  temperature he had fulfilled his personal mission by extracting the most convincing evidence that French motives were not benign. Over dinner that evening Brémond, who liked Scotch whisky,
  confided to him that it was in neither of their interests for the uprising to succeed because ‘the partisans for a great Arab kingdom seek afterwards to act in Syria, and in Iraq, from where
  we – French and English – must then expel them’.17 This, of course, was not at all what either Lawrence or Clayton had in mind.

  In a lengthy telephone conversation Storrs persuaded a reluctant Sharif Husein to allow Lawrence to go inland to assess the situation in the mountains for himself. Lawrence, who took great
  pleasure in being unorthodox and confrontational, readily donned the Arab robes his regular colleagues refused to wear on principle, and set off on camel-back into the ochre mountains that were
  Husein’s last bulwark against Ottoman revenge.

  ‘The Hijaz war is one of dervishes against regular troops and we are on the side of the dervishes,’ Lawrence pronounced on his return to Cairo – deliberately provocative, since
  many of his colleagues were professional soldiers who had fought the dervishes in the Sudan a few years earlier.18 He dismissed
  the prevalent view that the tribesmen were too ill-disciplined to halt an Ottoman counter-attack and therefore needed foreign reinforcements. Instead he argued, on the basis of a single day spent
  observing them in the mountains, that they were born guerrilla fighters who simply needed arms, ammunition, gold and advice from someone like himself. Quoting Brémond’s views in his
  report, he added that the real reason why the French were so willing to send troops was to restrain the rebels rather than assist them. That cynical opinion struck a chord in London, the argument
  for sending troops rapidly disintegrated, and a grateful Clayton soon allowed Lawrence to return to the Hijaz, to channel materiel to the Arabs and reliable intelligence back to Cairo.

  Lawrence was convinced that the revolt’s failure so far owed much to the obstinate behaviour of its figurehead, Husein. The sixty-three-year-old sharif, who Storrs had assumed would be a
  pliable instrument of British interests, proved in reality to be truculent and reluctant to accept British help. Lawrence suggested that he should be bypassed altogether, and started to assess
  which of Sharif Husein’s four sons it might be better to support.

  The sharif’s eldest son was too frail – he had tuberculosis – and the youngest too inexperienced. That left a choice between Feisal and his older brother, the round, jovial and
  independent-minded Abdullah, who had approached Storrs for arms before the war and was later nicely described as having a ‘touch [of] Henry the Eighth’ about him.19 But Abdullah was suspicious of Lawrence, and Lawrence, though privately believing that Abdullah was in fact ‘more businesslike’ than his younger brother,
  reported hearsay evidence that the Arab practised his marksmanship by shooting at a teapot balanced on a servant’s head, to portray him as utterly unreliable.20

  Feisal, whom Lawrence had first met on his foray into the Hijaz mountains, looked much more promising. Two years older and at least four inches taller than Lawrence, he had a gaunt, strikingly
  regal face that lent credence to the family claim to be descendants of Muhammad. While Abdullah looked a little like Henry VIII, Feisal reminded Lawrence of the lion-hearted Richard I. In a report
  to Clayton Lawrence transplanted Abdullah’s competence to his younger brother. He described Feisal as ‘A popular idol, and ambitious; full of dreams, and the
  capacity to realise them, with keen personal insight, and a very efficient man of business’.21 Years later he would claim that he had known
  ‘at first glance’ that Feisal was the man who could ‘set the desert on fire’, but in truth, while Abdullah was an excellent shot and supremely self-assured, the
  better-looking and charismatic Feisal was nervy and prone to fluctuate rapidly between elation and despair.22 ‘He is not a strong character and
  much swayed by his surroundings,’ wrote another British officer who worked closely with him.23 But that, from Lawrence’s point of view,
  made him the ideal recipient of British help.

  There was a further, crucial, reason why Lawrence preferred Feisal. Whereas Abdullah’s political horizons pointed southwards – he favoured uniting the arid Hijaz with the fertile
  Yemen to the south – Feisal knew members of the tiny Arab nationalist movement that had developed underground in the cities of Syria and Iraq. With these connections Feisal represented the
  best hope of expanding Husein’s revolt far to the north, and turning Lawrence’s dream of biffing the French out of all hope of Syria into a reality.

  Lawrence encouraged Feisal’s ambition to reach Damascus and quickly won his confidence by providing the gold that would help him tie his fractious army of tribesmen and Syrian and Iraqi
  nationalists together. In turn Feisal gave him a brilliant white Arab robe to wear, not as a disguise, but to make it clear that he fully supported the foreigner’s presence in his camp.
  ‘Such honesty, such faithfulness, such devotion to duty and such control,’ the young shaykh later wrote of his deferential new adviser.24
  Lawrence saw it differently. ‘Information had better come to me for him,’ he whispered, ‘since I like to make up my mind before he does.’25

  With the help of Lawrence and a handful of other British advisers, aerial reconnaissance by a flight of British aeroplanes and the ambush of a Turkish column by the supposedly indolent Abdullah,
  the Arabs enjoyed a turnaround in their fortunes. In January 1917 they made a bold leap northwards, capturing the tiny Red Sea port of Wajh. Nondescript and otherwise unimportant, Wajh was the
  perfect base for the next, aggressive phase of the Arabs’ revolt, for it was within striking distance of a two-hundred-mile stretch of the Hijaz Railway, on which the
  Turkish garrison in Medina depended for supplies. It was from Wajh, for the next two years, that Lawrence and his British colleagues led or organised a series of attacks against the trains,
  stations, track and water tanks along the railway, forcing the Turks on to the defensive.

  Lawrence quickly fell out with the other British officers over tactics. While they wanted to concentrate their energies on forcing the capitulation of the Turks inside Medina by permanently
  severing the railway that linked them to Damascus, Lawrence knew that if their plan succeeded it would effectively bring the uprising to a premature end. British support would be withdrawn and his
  own hope of denying Damascus to the French would not be realised.

  In this regard, the appearance in Wajh in April 1917 of an Arab shaykh named Auda abu Tayi gave Lawrence great encouragement, for Auda had come from far north to pledge his support for
  Feisal’s cause. Auda was the leader of the Huwaytat, a small tribe who roamed the Sinai and the desert region now bisected by the Jordan-Saudi Arabian border, three hundred miles north of
  Wajh. He was a mesmerising character, who had been on the run from the Ottomans for several years after shooting dead two Turkish officials who had come to arrest him following his failure to pay
  tax. Married twenty-eight times, wounded on thirteen occasions and with a face like a hawk’s, he had lost count of the number of men he had killed, whose raw hearts he was reputed to eat.

  Auda convinced Lawrence that a remote inland valley called Wadi Sirhan, where his tribe frequently grazed their livestock, would be the perfect springboard for the expansion of the revolt into
  Syria. From the valley it would be possible to capture Aqaba, the port at the head of the Red Sea, which was currently in Turkish hands, and to win over the Rwala, the biggest clan of the powerful
  Aniza tribe, who roamed the desert further north. The Rwala’s leader, Nuri Shaalan, who had murdered two of his brothers in order to seize control of the tribe years earlier, had previously
  argued that he could not afford to offer Feisal his support because he depended on the Turks for food. Once Feisal was in control of Aqaba, he could keep Nuri Shaalan and his tribesmen fed.

  Lawrence added one last objective to this foray: the Jabal Druze, a high plateau south-east of Damascus. There he hoped to persuade the Druzes, the fractious people who
  lived there, to revolt against the Ottomans. They had done so twice in recent memory, and Lawrence was confident that he could make history repeat itself once more.

  Lawrence’s meeting with Mark Sykes took place three days before he set out with Auda and a small group of Bedu on this dangerous venture, and these circumstances explain why what Sykes
  told him angered him so much. Lawrence, who had repeatedly stressed that his government wanted to see the Arabs claim Damascus for themselves, now realised that Sykes’s deal with
  Georges-Picot meant that he had inadvertently been lying. If the Sykes–Picot agreement survived the war, reaching Damascus would have no consequence at all: the Arabs ‘might take
  – what we had already given’.26

  There remained some grounds for optimism, however. The Sykes–Picot agreement was vulnerable because it was both hypothetical and secret. In a world that was increasingly anti-imperialist,
  it would be criticised as soon as it was exposed; and in the meantime Lawrence hoped that, if the Arabs could reach Damascus first, they could establish a far more plausible claim to the regions
  that Sykes and Georges-Picot had so arbitrarily carved up between them. Their ‘title to them will be a fairly strong one – that of conquest by the means of the local inhabitants’,
  he reasoned, ‘and what are the two powers going to say about it?’27

  Driven by this realisation, Lawrence set out with Auda and a small party of Bedu on the three-hundred-mile trek to Wadi Sirhan three days after meeting Sykes. The fortnight-long journey, which
  took them across an enormous gravel plain known even to the Bedu simply as Al Houl (‘The Terror’), was agonising. Blinded by the sunlight and sand-blasted by hot winds by day, and
  unable to sleep because of hunger in the journey’s final stages, Lawrence reached Wadi Sirhan to discover that Auda had misled him. Far from providing the grazing he had promised, the valley
  was ‘pretty barren’.28 Nor, after several days, was there any sign that his arrival there was having any gravitational effect on the Rwala.
  As Auda settled down for days of feasting with his fellow tribesmen, Lawrence, apparently suicidal with frustration at the failure of the plan, drafted a note to his chief:
  ‘Clayton: I’ve decided to go off alone to Damascus hoping to get killed along the way. For all sakes try and clear this show up before it goes further. We are calling them to fight for
  us on a lie and I can’t stand it.’29

  On 5 June Lawrence impulsively set out alone, deep into enemy-controlled Syria to see whether he could redeem the situation. In an extraordinarily risky journey he ventured far into the zone
  Sykes had pledged to Georges-Picot, blowing up a railway bridge at Ras Baalbek, sixty miles north-east of Beirut. Although this sparked trouble among the volatile local people, the Metawala, he
  decided that it would not be possible to start a more general uprising imminently. Neither the Druze leader, Husein Atrash, nor Nuri Shaalan was willing to commit himself to Feisal at the moment,
  but Lawrence’s meetings with both men gave him grounds for cautious optimism. Shaalan, whose eyes seemed to Lawrence to glint red in the sunlight, assured him that he would ‘certainly
  be involved sooner or later’.30

  Lawrence returned to Wadi Sirhan on 18 June to find that Auda had mustered a force of just 560 tribesmen, but they decided to attack Aqaba nonetheless. The port’s garrison comprised three
  hundred Turkish soldiers, but its defences all faced out to sea. The Arabs’ approach from the desert was unexpected and they were able to surround the main Turkish outpost at Abu al-Assal in
  the hills behind the port. After a day-long gunfight they overwhelmed the Turks with a final charge in which Lawrence accidentally shot the camel he was riding in the back of the head. Days later
  they surged down the narrow valley leading to Aqaba and the sea. The local Turkish commander surrendered and, on 6 July, Lawrence and the Huwaytat captured the strategically crucial port without a
  fight.

  Lawrence was under no illusions about the depth of the Huwaytat’s support. Short of food and money to repay the tribesmen, he set out the same afternoon by camel across the Sinai desert
  for Egypt, 150 miles away. His appearance in Bertie Clayton’s office in Cairo four days later stunned his chief, who had only that morning finished a memorandum ruling out an attack on Aqaba
  because of the ‘insuperable difficulties’ it involved. Lawrence had – single-handedly, so far as the British were concerned – accounted for the deaths
  or capture of over 1,300 Turkish troops. One of those most impressed by this achievement was another member of the intelligence department in Cairo, who was, like Lawrence, itching to escape his
  desk job. ‘I have just written to congratulate T. E. Lawrence[,] a little fair haired archaeologist . . . do you remember him?’ W. F. Stirling wrote to his sister, the words betraying
  his colleague’s previous insignificance. ‘He ought of course to have a VC,’ he suggested; ‘there is nothing they could give him which would be too great.’31
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  ALLENBY’S MAN

  ‘LAWRENCE’S MOVE IS SPLENDID AND I WANT HIM KNIGHTED,’ Sykes told Clayton –
  through gritted teeth, for he immediately appreciated that, from Aqaba, his young adversary might wreck his deal with Georges-Picot.1 It was for this
  reason too, though with the opposite motivation, that the British high commissioner in Egypt, Reginald Wingate, wanted Lawrence’s exploits covered up. ‘For political reasons,’ he
  told London, ‘it is very important that nothing should be known publicly as to Lawrence’s Syrian reconnaissance.’2 As a consequence,
  the French never knew just how far north Lawrence had ventured, and it took five weeks for a French intelligence officer, Antonin Jaussen, to piece together some details of what Lawrence had
  achieved and their implications.

  Jaussen had trained in Jerusalem as a priest but went on to make his name as an archaeologist. The two interests were closely connected, for, like Sykes, he believed in what Lawrence later
  derided as the ‘unchanging East’.3 Jaussen was convinced that by studying the nomadic Bedu he could gain an insight into the ancient
  scripture. Travelling east of the Jordan on this quest, he became fascinated by the remains of the ancient Nabataean and Sabaean civilisations which had controlled the frankincense trade between
  Yemen and Gaza hundreds of years earlier, and decided to find out more about them. In the years immediately before the war, while Sykes was registering his disappointment at the hotels of Damascus
  and Lawrence had been digging for Hittite remains in eastern Syria, Jaussen set out southwards on the Hijaz Railway with a colleague, a camera and a thirty-foot ladder to
  find and photograph the inscriptions these forgotten civilisations had left above the rock tombs they had carved into the sandstone cliffs of western Arabia.

  Jaussen had made his way to Cairo after being expelled from Palmyra by the Turks when war broke out in 1914. There, like Lawrence, he was absorbed into the Allies’ intelligence-gathering
  effort. The roly-poly priest had a comic air, for he resembled a pith-helmeted Friar Tuck, but he knew more about the area east of the Dead Sea than any of his British counterparts, with whom he
  got on well, at first. Early in 1915 Lawrence, who was twenty years his junior, described him as ‘very amusing, and very clever: and very useful as interpreter’.4

  The French veto of the Alexandretta plan and then the clear divergence of the two allies over the Arab revolt soured the collegiate atmosphere within the intelligence department. In March 1917
  Jaussen visited Lawrence at Wajh and noted how his former colleague had built up a close rapport with Feisal and was ‘a veritable influence’ on the Arab leader. This was a problem, the
  French priest felt, because Lawrence ‘shares and supports Feisal’s and his followers’ natural hostility to foreign intervention in Arabia. It would be better policy and more
  useful to Allied interests to tone down the instinctive repulsion of the nomad to those who are not of his tribe and race.’5

  Five weeks after the capture of Aqaba, on 13 August 1917, Jaussen reported that his advice had not been followed. Bedu opposition to foreign interference was stronger than ever and, under
  Lawrence’s direction, all the Bedu tribes in the region north of Aqaba were now being strongly encouraged to make common cause with Sharif Husein. The Frenchman instantly grasped the
  implication. The dividing line that Sykes and Georges-Picot had settled on, which he described as ‘drawn in a fairly unclear way on paper without regard to the territory of the tribes or the
  lie of the land’, might now ‘conceivably undergo more than an adjustment under the pressure of events’.6 The French ambassador in
  Cairo, Defrance, alerted the Quai d’Orsay to Jaussen’s observation. He noted that the British appeared to have set no fixed limit to how far north towards
  Damascus and Syria the Arab movement might spread.

  But another member of the French embassy in Cairo, a high-flying diplomat named René Doynel de St Quentin, felt that there was no need to worry. Doynel de St Quentin had been flattered by
  Lawrence as the ‘one non-Englishman in Cairo to whom one could speak frankly about anything doing’.7 As a consequence he did not realise
  that Lawrence now intended to encourage an uprising against the Turks in the heart of the zone France expected to rule after the war, because this was a strategy Lawrence had explicitly reassured
  him he would not follow. In an admiring profile of his British colleague – ‘probably the most outstanding figure in the British army or administration in the East’ – Doynel
  de St Quentin acknowledged Lawrence’s identification with the Arabs but argued that the young British officer was ‘too loyal not to defer to the orders of his chiefs if they clearly lay
  out a policy of Franco-British cooperation’.8 It was several months before it became obvious to the French that Lawrence would not be reined in
  by official British policy because he was now significantly shaping it.
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