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Preface

In Jesus College, Oxford, there is a portrait of Thomas Edward Lawrence,
dressed in his signature flowing robes and adorned with ghoutra and igal. The
painting by Augustus John produced in Cairo in 1919, on Lawrence’s return
from Damascus, shows a weary and haunted man. War has taken its toll. The
legend of Lawrence remains undiminished, even among the long lists of
Oxford’s luminaries, and 2016 is the centenary of the Arab Revolt in which
he participated. As a scholar of Oxford, long troubled by the rather critical
way in which the First World War is portrayed, it seemed to me appropriate
to record the context of his endeavours, and how his aspirations, flawed and
contradictory though they were, were unfulfilled. In recent decades, insur-
rections and wars in the Middle East have become a frequent occurrence,
and it is often assumed that the First World War produced the conflicts that
have plagued the region ever since.

The assumption that Western powers carved up the Middle East for their
own ends produces widespread condemnation and there are frequent
accusations of betrayal, connivance, and opportunism in most texts about
the conflict. The chief problem with this assessment is that the decision-
makers of 1914—19 are assumed to have been working towards a predeter-
mined strategy. They were not. Strategy is guided by enduring interests but
it is an iterative process, adjusted to meet new exigencies and calibrated to
align ends, ways, and means. It is subject to friction, chance, and error. To
attribute a master plan to the decision-makers of the First World War that
could shape events in the later twentieth and early twenty-first century is
erroneous: they were trying to win a war and create some sense of the post-war
settlement, but they could not have foreseen the rise of republics, revolutionary
politics, and fractured international relations over the next hundred years.

The violent jihadist movement calling itself ‘Islamic State’ began demol-
ishing border posts between Iraq and Syria in 2014, claiming to have finally
overturned the Sykes—Picot Agreement of 1915, which, they argued, had
deliberately divided Arabs to weaken them and subject the people to
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Western and Christian domination. The Islamic State movement militants
were wrong. The Sykes—Picot Agreement had offered vague ideas about
spheres of influence if the Ottoman Empire broke up, but not firm borders.
The chief concern at the time was that Germany or Russia might try to
dominate a Middle East where the Ottoman Empire no longer existed. The
original Sykes—Picot Agreement was superseded even before the war was
over and it was never intended to be any more than a vague understanding
of areas of territorial responsibility, at least in Britain. Moreover, the Allies
were not carving up some homogenous Arab state, since the Arabs were
already divided by their own rival factions. Attempts to unite them failed,
not just in 1916—19, but also in the decades that followed. Even the cham-
pion of Arab nationalism, T. E. Lawrence, was disillusioned by the lack of
any prospect of Arab unity.

This volume on the First World War in the Middle East, and its immedi-
ate aftermath, is a strategic study, which concentrates on the higher level of
war rather than on tactics and operations. The central idea is to identify,
assess, and explain the most significant themes of that theatre, not as a ‘mil-
itary history’ of manoeuvres and experiences but as a ‘study of war’ which
illustrates the interactions of decision-making with the prevailing concepts,
context, and changing conditions. While arranged chronologically, and by
region, the work coheres with common threads: the making of strategy and
the interaction between the planning and operations, between external
forces and local actors, between aspirations and reality, and between actions
and consequences. The premise of the book is that, while considered a
‘European’ war, the agencies and actors of the Middle East embraced,
resisted, succumbed to, disrupted, or overturned the plans of external forces
for their own interests, producing a region not simply the victim of Western
imperial ambition, but full of all the contradictions that continue to charac-
terize the Middle East today. In other words, the formulation of policy and
strategic decision-making were constantly deflected and diverted by the
hard reality of conflict within the Middle East, by its geography, its politics,
and by the agency of the actors therein. War is not merely ‘an extension of
politics’: war is a dynamic interaction of its actors, and the product of the
friction of violent events. Contemporaries struggled with those dynamics,
and tried to adapt their responses accordingly.

Despite the vast literature on the First World War, comparatively few
works have dealt with the Middle East as a whole during the conflict and
fewer still with the most significant and immediate consequences. The focus
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of the more specialist military studies has been individual campaigns, such
as Gallipoli, Mesopotamia, or Palestine, yet, even in these examples, the
emphasis has invariably been on selected parts of the Western operations
(such as the Gallipoli landings in 1915, the fall of Kut in 1916, or the Battle
of Megiddo in 1918).The Arab Revolt is usually described through the ini-
tiatives of T. E. Lawrence, but similar effort to lead local forces, by a variety
of other officers, are less well known. British and Ottoman operations in
1918 in Kurdistan, Armenia, and Azerbaijan are also rarely analysed as fre-
quently as the campaigns involving British and Indian forces on other fronts,
despite the strategic consequences of the Ottoman defeat at Saritkamis in
the Caucasus or at the Second Battle of Kut in 1917. There are very few
works, certainly in the Anglophone world, about operations on the eastern
frontier, despite the enormous commitment of the Ottoman Army to that
campaign, and the catastrophic losses they suffered there.

At the epicentre of the conflagration in the Middle East was the Ottoman
regime. It was the revolt of the Young Turks and the accession of the revo-
lutionary triumvirate, with its German partners, that marched the state into
war: it was the stubborn defence of the old Ottoman Empire that deter-
mined the Middle Eastern campaign theatres of the First World War, and it
was the defeat of the Ottoman Army that reordered the politics of the
region. Moreover, it was the revival of Turkey that sparked conflicts in the
Caucasus, in Anatolia against Greece, and a confrontation with the British
in the Chanakkale. It was the emergence of Atatiirk that inspired Middle
Eastern leaders and intellectuals. Indeed, throughout the 1920s, from Egypt
to Afghanistan, the Turks provided as great an inspiration an the Bolsheviks
in the leadership of the region.

This book attempts to address the relative imbalance in the existing liter-
ature of the First World War, and, by drawing on selected archival collec-
tions, it tries to recover the strategic dimension of the Great War in the
Middle East. As a study of war, the themes of the book reflect those con-
nected both with the strategies of conflict and its immediate aftermath.
They include the relative importance of diplomacy and the military calcu-
lations that led to certain decision-making, but also the elements that
impacted upon the making of strategy, such as the forces, operational devel-
opments, revolts and insurrections, the growth of nationalist and transna-
tional ideologies, and the internal security challenges both during and after
the conflict of 1914—18. It also considers the strategic problems of peace-
making and post-war stabilization. To connect the analyses and provide the
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planning and decisions of contemporaries with context, there are descrip-
tions and explanations of events at the operational level. There are references
to individual thoughts and experiences to clarify the ideas of the period,
but, at the same time, to show how aspirational or contingent decision-
making was. Each chapter is arranged chronologically, and by region, show-
ing the transforming effect of the war and the strategic developments that
followed.

The inspiration for this book was not merely the centenary of the First
World War but the ongoing conflicts in the greater Middle East and in par-
ticular the emergence of a violent and virulent manifestation of jihadism.
The centenary occurred when Westerners were trying to come to terms
with significant unrest in the region immediately adjacent to Europe, and
its important historical antecedents. Above all, understanding the region and
the decision-making of the past can have particular resonance in reaching a
more informed judgement about the present and how to proceed.

It is too facile to attribute the recent conflicts of the Middle East entirely
to a history of “Western intervention’, for, as this book indicates, there were
significant internal convulsions that have played a part. The assumption that
Westerners are the cause of the region’s troubles is a refrain, frequently
articulated, but rarely substantiated. This stems from the relative neglect of
the First World War in the Middle East as a field of scholarship, or, perhaps
worse, a reluctance to engage in understanding the origins of a problem that
seems intractable. This unwillingness is curious given its significance. The
European theatre has certainly overshadowed the study of the First World
War. Had the operations of 1914—18 in the Dardanelles, Sinai, Palestine, the
Caucasus, and Mesopotamia taken place outside of the context of the Great
War, they would have been studied more determinedly, if for no other rea-
son than their profound costs for the peoples who lived there. The First
World War in the Middle East swept away 500 years of Ottoman domina-
tion, stirred nationalist sentiments, and created enduring international bor-
ders. The decisions taken in 1914—19 were important in the shaping of the
modern Middle East, and while more modern political and ideological
agendas are now used to judge them, there is merit in returning to the orig-
inal decisions to examine what, in fact, lay behind them. The results are
often surprising.

The ‘Great War for Civilization’, as it was styled by contemporaries, ush-
ered in new ideologies and radicalized old ones—from revolutionary social-
ism to impassioned forms of atavistic Islamism; it created heroic icons, like
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the enigmatic Lawrence or the modernizing Atatiirk, and destroyed others,
like Enver Pasha, shot down by communists while leading Islamist revolt in
Central Asia in the pursuit of a pan-Turkic imperial revival. The Great War
was also a war for resources and national interests, where Britain looked to
secure the oilfields of Persia, prevent the development of a continental rail-
way from Berlin to Baghdad, and control strategic waterways in the
Dardanelles and Suez. Germany and Russia too had interests to secure and
they were prepared to go to extraordinary lengths to achieve them. For all
sides internationally agreed standards about the conduct of war, so carefully
demarcated before the conflict, were swept aside. It was a war fought for
prestige in a region where the soldiers were acutely aware of the symbolism
of Jerusalem, Baghdad, and Mecca.

Above all, the First World War was an imperial war. Many of the calcu-
lations of the decision-makers stemmed from concerns to secure their
respective empires. Imperial prestige, thought vital to hold on to the alle-
giances of subject peoples, loomed large in the minds of politicians and
military planners alike.Yet, it was a conflict where the very idea of empire
was transformed and, in many cases, rejected. The Turkish redefined them-
selves more clearly once they had jettisoned their Ottoman territories.
A stronger sense of Australian national identity was forged, especially at
Gallipoli, at least for later generations. The war was the birthplace of Arab
nationalism and insurgent resistance, although both ideal and method
failed. For some, like the Armenians, Kurds, Druze, Azeris, and Georgians,
there was a brief period of optimism, but their aspirations for independ-
ence were short-lived.

The British and French empires emerged even stronger from the conflict.
The war was an opportunity for the British Empire to control regions that
had posed significant security dilemmas in the past, and France fulfilled a
long-cherished aspiration to acquire Syria. However, it was also the conflict
that would impose burdens that Britain and France could not sustain, and
within a few years there had to be significant readjustments in the relation-
ship with Palestine, Egypt, and Iraq. The war established the new interna-
tional institution of the League of Nations which, ideologically, represented
a challenge to the Realpolitik of the European empires. The notion of
‘self-determination’ and the rights of small nations produced a direct con-
tradiction of Britain’s plans for federations across the Middle East.

This war provides a fascinating study of how decisions were reached on
policy and strategy. It illustrates the importance of individuals and their
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assumptions, the prevailing values of the period, the agency of local actors,
the friction of events, the dynamic of adaptation and escalation, and the
effect of tactical and operational set-back or success on strategic plans.
Acknowledgements are due to a number of scholars who have assisted,
challenged, and inspired me during the course of composing this book.
Professor Sir Hew Strachan has been a great mentor and champion, but he
has also worked to emphasize that the Great War was a truly global conflict,
and, while the Western Front was undoubtedly prominent, this should not
preclude the part played by other factors, including the Middle East, eco-
nomic pressures, and the allegiances of the peoples involved. Hew Strachan
has taught me the nuances and depth of strategic thinking, against which
this work will fail to measure up, but it might, I hope, gain his approval at
least in spirit. Three other colleagues at Oxford have been of particular
assistance and it has been a great pleasure to listen to their thoughts as my
own ideas emerged. Dr Adrian Gregory has frequently reminded me of the
importance of culture and religion in this theatre of war, while Professor
Edmund Herzig drew my attention to the value of Persian studies. Professor
Eugene Rogan opened new perspectives on the regime in Istanbul through
his excellent work on the ‘Fall of the Ottomans’. Dr Metin Gurcan was a
serving officer in the Turkish Army when we first met, but his energy,
enthusiasm, and overwhelming hospitality were matched only by his objec-
tive and intellectual endeavour, and it is thanks to him that I gained access
to obscure Turkish and Osmanli sources. Together we edited a book on the
Turkish perspective on Gallipoli which led in turn to a firm relationship
between the Changing Character of War Programme and the Turkish Staft
College. While listing all the stimulating contacts in Turkey would soon
exhaust this preface, it would be wrong not to cite Dr Haldun Yachinaya of
Tobb University and Dr Alev Karaduman of Hacettepe University who
have been so kind and helpful. I only hope they will forgive me for not
including more from their respective disciplines of international relations
and cultural studies in this book. For the Ottoman Army, I have relied on
the work of two more colleagues, Erik-Jan Zuercher and Mesut Uyar, and
I am grateful for their support. I have also drawn on the excellent work
produced by Mustapha Aksakal and Biilent Ozdemir, and I very much
appreciated the support and advice that was given by Edward Erickson at
the USMC University. For work on the British and Indian Armies, I owe
much to my good colleagues Gordon Corrigan, Dr Kristian Coates
Ulrichsen, Dr Ashok Nath, Professor David Omissi, Dr Kaushik Roy, and
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Dr Andrew Syk. I am also indebted to Dr James Kitchen whose Oxford
doctoral dissertation was of immense value and who co-hosted a confer-
ence on the subject of this book in April 2016. Armies have their own
dynamics and agendas, and I was guided by the work of Professor John
Gooch, the inspirational Professor Tarak Barkawi, the eloquent Professor
Ashley Jackson, and the oracle of all French colonial matters, Professor
Doug Porch.There are specialists on Germany who have been invaluable in
developing my understanding of the role of the German Army in the region
in the Great War, and who have guided me in one way or another. I should
like to thank Professor Volker Berghahn, Professor Stig Foerster, Professor
Juergen Foerster, Professor Anders Palmgren, and Professor Andreas
Herberg-Rothe, the latter for assisting me to understand the finer points of
Clausewitz. I have derived my thinking on strategy from Hew Strachan, but
also Professor Eliot Cohen, who has always patiently fielded my insistent
and erroneous thinking with grace and kindness. There are also iconoclasts
who help in one’s intellectual development in considering strategy: Professor
Jeremy Black, Professor Patrick Porter, and Professor Tony King have taught
me more than they will realize. In an entirely different way, I have had the
pleasure of listening to Sir Lawrence Freedman, Professor Theo Farrell, and
Professor David French at King’s College London, and they have clarified
that crucial link between strategy and policy. I have also found inspiration
from other colleagues at Oxford, Professor Robert Service for his work on
Bolshevik Russia, Professor Margaret MacMillan on the peacemakers, and
Professor Theo van Lint on the Armenian question. On the value of diplo-
macy, I have been much assisted by my close friend Oliver Lewis, Sir Ivor
Roberts, and the late Sir Jeremy Cresswell. I was also fortunate enough to
make the acquaintance of several serving or recently serving military
officers, including those who had been in position of great responsibility in
past conflicts. Their insights, not least from the practical point of view, have
acted as the antidote to the worst excesses of self~-important theoreticians.
General Sir John Kiszely was working on his own book on the making of
strategy and I thoroughly enjoyed sharing insights with him. Major General
Christopher Elliott also composed his own book while I was engaged in
research for this one, and his thoughts on Iraq and Afghanistan as deci-
sion-making issues were very instructive. That both men of such seniority
were so engaging and willing to entertain me made the process a true pleas-
ure. There are many others who have had contributions to make, but I
should like to reserve a special thanks for my former student, Elliott Bannan,
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not least for the references from the Australian War Memorial archives, and
my Yale scholars, Allison Kolberg, Myron Zhang, Jiayi Shen, and Shimeng
Xu for their archival support in 2015. I am immensely grateful to the team
at Oxford University Press, especially Matthew Cotton, for their excellent
advice and support. Finally, I need to thank my family and apologize for
all the lost days and weeks when I was deep in this war. I know you think
it’s all over, but, to quote the CIGS, Sir William Robertson, ‘I've ’eard
different?’

Rob Johnson
2016
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Note on Transliteration

There are significant problems in the transliteration of languages, and while
Russian has a well-established system, there are more significant challenges
with Arabic and Osmanli, not least because of the absence of vowels in the
former and the different way in which the sounds of characters and words
are pronounced in different regions. To add further complexity, language
and proper names evolve, and place names change over time. The city of
Karbala (s 5) is relatively straightforward, but Kut al Amara (<sSls 8L=)1), the
site of the siege of 1915—106, is today simply Kut, while Amara, a city to the
south in Maysan province, has grown significantly compared to the settle-
ment of 1915. To impose some discipline on the problem, historic place
names are used with references to modern names in parentheses where
appropriate. English is used throughout, but certain key terms are not angli-
cized where this would mislead: so, the Ottoman forces are not referred
to as Turkish, as was the case in 1914—18, except where ethnicity or a self-
consciously Turkish national identity is established. The army formation
known as ‘Lightning’ is retained as Yildirim since to anglicize the term would
risk misunderstanding.
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I

Ends and Ways
The Making of Imperial Strategy, 1907—14

The British Empire owes a great deal to ‘side-shows’. During the Seven
Years’ War, which was also a great European War—for practically all the
nations now engaged...were then interlocked in a great struggle—the
events which are best remembered by every Englishman are not the great
battles on the Continent of Europe, but Plassey and the Heights of
Abraham; and I have no doubt that, when the history of 1917 comes to be
written, and comes to be read ages hence, these events in Mesopotamia
and Palestine will hold a much more conspicuous place in the minds and
memories of the people than many an event which looms much larger for
the moment in our sight.’

David Lloyd George, Prime Minister

It would be easy to regard [failed operations] as a chronic error, a delusion
born of the spirit of the times; but there would be more sense in attribut-
ing them to a host of major causes, which we may possibly assimilate
intellectually, but whose dynamic we will never comprehend as clearly as
the men who were actually obliged to contend with them.”

Carl von Clausewitz, Prussian staff officer

n 1900, the British Empire was confronted with a geostrategic environ-

ment that was shifting profoundly, and with potentially far-reaching conse-
quences.In Europe,a vigorous Germany was outstripping British manufacturing,
commerce, and military capability. France, an old adversary, had just been
faced down over disputed territory in the Sudan, but had concluded an alli-
ance with Britain’s other rival, the Russian Empire. The coming together of
two powerful adversaries, combined with news of military set-backs in a
colonial war in South Africa, was the cause of anxiety about the future secu-
rity of the empire. There was also growing concern about Britain’s naval
supremacy, so long unrivalled around the globe. The ‘two-power standard’
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whereby the Royal Navy possessed twice the number of vessels of any two
other navies combined, was already in jeopardy and was soon to be neutral-
ized by new naval technologies.

In the Middle East, the integrity of the Ottoman Empire, which had
been Britain’s bulwark against Russian expansionism in South-west Asia,
was under threat. In the last decades of the nineteenth century, the Balkan
provinces had broken away and established their independence. Russia had
seized three provinces in the Caucasus. In North Africa, France annexed the
Ottoman’s old Mediterranean province in Tunisia. Cyprus and Egypt were
already occupied by the British, but in 1908 Austria-Hungary annexed
Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Libya was contested by Italy in 1911. The Foreign
Office in London had to decide whether to shore up the Ottoman Empire,
the so-called ‘sick man of Europe’, or to plan for its final demise.

Travelling further to the east, the relative decline of the Persian Safavid
Empire, the eclipse of independent Central Asian khanates by the armies of
the tsar, and the recalcitrance of decrepit dynasties such as Afghanistan and
China, presented British strategists with another dilemma: how to protect
Britain’s largest and most valuable possession, India, against landward threats
when its primary arm for defence was the Royal Navy. It was relatively easy
to secure maritime trade at sea and to deter attacks on its smaller colonies
with a large fleet, but it was more difficult to deter the European Great
Powers from applying pressure on the British Empire in Asia, because there
was always the risk that Britain could be drawn into costly occupations or
unnecessary local conflicts, or forced to fight in the interior of the conti-
nent where its naval power could not be brought to bear.

Britain’s preference was to project influence by other means—through
diplomacy, consulates, financial services, infrastructural communications
(such as the construction of railways, roads, and telegraph) and commercial
concessions. However, specific crises sometimes forced Britain to demon-
strate its power to the Ottomans, Persians, and the Arab fiefdoms, and to
rival Great Powers like France, Russia, and Germany. In the Gulf, the Viceroy
of India made a show of force in 1903, when he toured the area aboard a
Royal Navy warship, and there were renewed attempts to maintain an influ-
ential presence in Tehran. The conclusion of a treaty with the emir of
Kuwait, theoretically a domain of the Ottoman Empire, marked a change in
Britain’s strategic relationship with the region.

In essence, the methods of maintaining British strategic interests were
furthered by four aspects of policy. First was diplomacy, using a system of
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Residencies and Consulates with allies amongst the local elites, supported
by an intelligence network that kept the British authorities abreast of local
conflicts, shifting allegiances, and potential intrigues by other powers. This
was augmented by agreements or the settlement of differences with other
European empires, and, in the case of Persia, with a specific Anglo-Russian
Convention in 1907. Secondly, there were spheres of influence through
established relationships with local elites, or through loans, banking, build-
ing infrastructure, and military training teams. This contest for local support
and the intrigue of the chief rival, Russia, was referred to in 1900 as ‘The
Great Game’ although the title masked its serious nature.? Thirdly, buffer
states were required. Persia, the Gulf States, and Afghanistan became the
outworks in the landward defences of India while the hinterland of Egypt
provided protection for the Suez Canal. Local rulers, including the shah of
Persia, the sultan of Egypt, and the amir of Afghanistan, were granted direct
financial reward or military aid. Fourthly, periodic military and naval inter-
ventions were used to reassert British dominance, such as the operations
against Aden, Egypt, and Persia in the nineteenth century.

All these approaches were cemented by the notion of prestige, which was
important in diplomacy but also acted as a means of deterrence. It was an
idea that had to be reinforced constantly: Britain had to assert its power and
demonstrate that it was both capable and willing to exercise force. In the
second half of the nineteenth century, British policy towards Egypt, Persia,
and the Ottoman Empire had sometimes lacked consistency as strategic con-
siderations in Europe and India always came first. However, despite growing
pressure from Russian intrigue and commercial rivalry from other powers,
by the beginning of the twentieth century Britain appeared to have reas-
serted its exclusive control of the Gulf; ringed the region with compliant or
allied states, and rationalized its relationship with its client regime in Egypt.

Before the outbreak of the Great War, British, Russian, and German
intrigues and diplomatic negotiations designed to secure influence over the
Middle East were therefore well-established, but there were new develop-
ments after 1905 which transformed the geostrategic landscape. The defeat
of the tsar’s forces in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904—5 and the aggressive
commercial and political penetration of the region by German agents
seemed to herald a more challenging period of rivalry for British planners.

A new climate of aggressive diplomacy had developed in Germany from
the 1890s, but it entered a more strident phase in the early twentieth cen-
tury. To some extent, it reflected the ambitions and anxieties of the kaiser,
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Wilhelm II.Von Biilow, the State Secretary of the Foreign Ministry, echoed
the kaiser’s sentiments when in 1899 he announced that the new century
would bring about a ‘redistribution of empires and power'—and Germany
would have to choose whether it was going to be the ‘hammer or the anvil
of world politics’.* Clustered around the imperial court were a number of
extreme right-wing pressure groups variously demanding developments in
the German armed forces, protection of the landed elites, and more assertive
colonialism. One of these groups, the Naval League, predicted that unless
Germany was able to expand it would either be ‘choked in her [present]
narrow territory or she will be squashed by the major world powers to
which she will moreover have to send millions and millions of emigrants’.’
Admiral Mueller asked von Tirpitz, the grand designer of the German High
Seas Fleet, what should be done if the expansion of the German navy pro-
voked a war with Britain, but he provided his own reply: ‘Our answer must
be...a world war which will lead our armies into India and Egypt.® Max
von Oppenheim, the former attaché of the German consulate in Cairo, and
an advocate of closer relations with the Muslim world, persuaded the kaiser
that the Middle East offered considerable potential for Germany. Believing
that the Ottoman Empire would eventually be eclipsed, Oppenheim envis-
aged a Drang nach Osten (drive to the East) with colonial Lebensraum (‘living
space’) stretching from the Bosporus to British India. The concept of a
German empire across the ancient civilizations of the Middle East appealed
to Wilhelm’s vanity, and seemed to offer an outlet for the right wing’s
expansionist energies. Vehemently Anglophobic, Oppenheim would later
author Denkschrift betreffend die Revolutionierung der islamischen Gebiete unserer
Feinde (Memorandum on Revolutionizing the Islamic Territories of Our Enemies)
on the outbreak of war in 1914 and he led the anti-British propaganda sec-
tion of the Bureau of the East in Berlin.”

Courting Sultan Abdiilhamid II in 1896, in spite of widespread European
condemnation of Ottoman massacres of Armenians, which had just taken
place, the German emperor was invited on a state visit to Jerusalem and
Constantinople. It was an ostentatious state visit as the kaiser sought to pres-
ent himself as the most prestigious monarch of Europe. Many in the British
administration ridiculed Wilhelm’s histrionics, but there was some unease at
his attempts to win over Muslims given that such a large number of them
lived under British rule. This unease was reinforced by the kaiser’s support
for the Afrikaners who fought the British in South Africa, the Germans’
seizure of Tsingtao in China, and a rapid naval building programme—all of
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which seemed blatantly designed to threaten the British Empire. Few con-
sidered that it might be Britain’s insistence on naval ‘supremacy’, despite
claiming to uphold the free navigation of the seas, that was the cause of
German antagonism.®

The result of the German posturing was that Britain looked to end
long-standing rivalries elsewhere. In a House of Lords speech in the sum-
mer of 1903, Lord Lansdowne, the British Foreign Secretary, had warned
Russia, and therefore put other Europeans on notice, that any attempt to
establish naval bases in the Gulf would be ‘resisted with all means at [Britain’s]
disposal’.? A decade later, Britain would issue a similar strongly worded
statement against any German plans to establish a naval base in Morocco.
Nevertheless, the government in London was reluctant to make dramatic
interventions or put any further pressure on the Ottoman Empire or Persia
lest it further destabilize the region.The British government of India tended
to see changes taking place in the Middle East in a more pessimistic light.
India’s administration regarded Afghanistan, Persia, and the Gulf as strategi-
cally vital territories, which, if they fell into the hands of hostile powers,
would make the defence of India prohibitively expensive and perhaps even
untenable.

In 1900, the government of India was sufficiently concerned that it sent
Major Percy Cox, an Indian Army officer in the Political Service and for-
mer Resident of Muscat, to southern Persia to monitor German intrigue
and to befriend the local Persian elites by extending the informal networks
that already existed. It was to prove a prescient decision, as Cox, schooled in
the art of the Great Game, would go on to thwart German espionage dur-
ing the First World War in the Gulf and, later, he would assist in the estab-
lishment of a pro-British state of Iraq.

The diplomatic breakthrough in Britain’s new policy of concluding old
enmities came soon after. In 1904, London and Paris celebrated an Entente
Cordiale to settle rivalries in Africa, especially the Sudan, ending Britain’s
long-standing anxiety about French control of the headwaters of the Nile.
Just three years later, St Petersburg and London concluded a ‘settlement of
differences’ in the Anglo-Russian Convention of 31 August 1907. This
demarcated spheres of influence in Persia and recognized the suzerainty of
Russia over the Caucasus and Central Asia, and Britain over India,
Afghanistan, and the Gulf. Following the protocols of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the two spheres of influence that were defined in Persia—the north to
Russia and the south to Britain, with a neutral strip between—were designed
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without consulting the governments in Tehran, Kabul, or Peking. None of
the local authorities were given any opportunity to contribute to the defi-
nition of the territorial integrity of their own dominions." Secretly, Russia
also obtained Britain’s approval for the eventual Russian occupation of the
Bosporus, provided other powers agreed. While the strategic security of the
empire and its buffer zones was the immediate driving force behind the agree-
ment with Russia, the logic of Britain’s Entente Cordiale with France in
1904 was also a significant factor.

There were other strategic problems to resolve, including Britain’s ability
to exercise naval command of the world’s oceans. With new classes of sur-
face ships and more-effective sea mines, submarines, and torpedoes chang-
ing the character of naval warfare, the joint statement of the Military and
Naval Intelligence Divisions had been that the Russian Navy could only be
tackled ‘across the ruins of the French fleet’, and that the Eastern
Mediterranean, vital for seaborne commerce to the east, could no longer be
considered a ‘British lake’."* However, there can be little doubt that it was
the new aggression of Germany that finally persuaded the British govern-
ment of the need to bring to an end disputes with Russia and France it
could not resolve by other means. In the face of the other nations’ growing
naval power, it had concluded the Anglo-Japanese Alliance in 1902 to aug-
ment its strength in the Pacific. In the law of unintended consequences, the
alliance did much to encourage Japan to take on Russia in the Far East. The
combined external defeat of Russian land and naval forces in 1905, accom-
panied by widespread internal unrest, demonstrated the tsarist empire’s stra-
tegic weaknesses, and therefore offered an opportunity for Britain to
conclude old enmities.

The sincerity of the Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907 may not have
been questioned in London, but in India old suspicions remained. Intrigues
in Persia did not abate and the Russians seemed just as active in trying to
extend their influence throughout the country.” Yet, it was the arrival of
German consuls in the region and their blatant attempts to win over the
Muslim world to further their own commercial, political, and possibly ter-
ritorial ambitions that tended to draw the Russians and the British, even
those in India, into some semblance of cooperation.

‘What alarmed the British most was Germany’s rapid naval building pro-
gramme. The years before the First World War were characterized by wide-
spread anxiety in Britain about the growth of the German maritime threat.
It was ironic that the revolutionary new British design of the Dreadnought
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class of battleship, launched in 1906, gave the Germans the opportunity to
expand their own fleet with a similar design at the same rate as the British.
The kaiser and his naval chief, Admiral von Tirpitz, felt that, if it came to
war, a decisive battle in the North Sea would force the British to be more
compliant and accede to German demands for more colonies. Across Britain
and the empire there was a growing concern that the Germans intended to
usurp the power of the Royal Navy. This would appear irrational and mean-
ingless in light of Germany’s ultimate defeat in 1918, but to a nation that had
grown used to the idea that its commerce, its worldwide empire, and its
wealth were based on maritime supremacy, there was a genuine fear for the
future. This made the far-fetched speculations about secret German invasion
plans, or the fear that Britain was overrun with Teutonic spies already, all the
more believable.”

Security of sea lines of communication depended on the Royal Navy but
also on the stability of the region’s states. Yet, in 1908, the Ottoman Empire,
which lay alongside a significant part of the route to India, seemed on the
brink of collapse. The sultan had spent twenty years trying to crack down
on subversive elements in his domains but the discovery of a cell of the
Committee of Union and Progress, colloquially known as the Young Turks,
within the ranks of the Ottoman Third Army created a fear of a great purge,
which in turn provoked a mutiny by some of its troops and their civilian
accomplices.™ Unexpectedly, their actions proved popular and soon other
elements of the army had joined the disturbances. As in so many revolu-
tions, the loyalties of the armed forces determined the course of events.
Unable to rely on the allegiance of his soldiers, the sultan capitulated.

Within weeks, the revolution began to consume its opponents, and then
its own supporters. Initially, the old regime’s former gendarmes, spies, and
thugs were treated to some rough justice. Then, when prices rose dramati-
cally, protesting workers, who had initially supported the revolution, were
attacked. New laws were passed curtailing strike action and banning criti-
cism of the government. Opposition against the Committee of Union and
Progress increased. Resistance began to crystallize around the unifying cause
of Islam. The Young Turks were secularists, and the ulema were afraid that
sweeping reforms would reduce their power in the Ottoman state. There
were also divisions in the army: older officers were loyal to the sultan, while
the junior officer corps tended to favour the reformist Young Turks. On 12
April, elements of the I Army Corps joined with the ulema of the madrasahs
in Istanbul and marched on the parliament, demanding a new government
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and the reintroduction of Islamic law. The sultan seized the opportunity to
overturn the secularists’ power and Istanbul fell into the hands of the
counter-revolution."

The Third Army, which had spearheaded the coup the year before, now
mobilized in defence of the revolution. From its base in Macedonia, it
marched under the title of “The Action Army’ promising to restore the con-
stitution once more. It reached Istanbul and suppressed all opposition, estab-
lishing martial law throughout the city. A new general National Assembly
was convened and the sultan was deposed in favour of his younger brother,
Mehmet V. In the aftermath, enemies of the Committee of Union and
Progress were targeted. So too were its fellow travellers—the Armenians of
Adana, who had supported the revolution of 1908, were accused of being
dangerous dissidents. In three days of massacres, 20,000 civilians were killed,
their homes destroyed and their property looted. It was a vile and strange
reaction, prompted by the atmosphere of fear and denunciation that pre-
vailed in April 1909. It was also a dark harbinger of what was to come.

The weakened character of the Ottoman Empire prompted renewed
ideas in Germany about the possibilities of carving out colonies in the east,
on the ruins of the sultan’s dominion. The much vaunted idea of a railway
from Berlin to Baghdad raised the possibility that commerce would be
drawn away from the coasts, on which Britain depended, to the interior,
where the Continental powers like Germany and Russia would be favoured.
Such a railway might also provide a strategic route for the deployment of
German troops deep within the Middle East, or even the establishment of a
Gulf port. Germany’s ambitions were not limited just to the sultan’s territo-
ries as they had Persia in their sights too. German agents were sent on ‘archae-
ological expeditions’ to gather intelligence, making their way into the
Persian oilfields, and a number of German banks and businesses appeared
offering low rates of interest to undercut the British-owned Imperial Bank
of Persia. Wilhelm Wassmuss, a German consul, who was busily engaged in
fraternizing with the Tangistani tribesmen in southern Persia along the Gulf
coast, seemed to exemplify this form of meddling and intrigue.

Between 1911 and 1913, the Ottoman Empire was driven further into
crisis, and looked towards Germany for support. On 29 September 1911, the
Italians invaded Libya and overwhelmed the Ottoman garrison there. The
Grand Vizier, Kamil Pasha, and his associates knew they were unable to
defeat the Italians, especially when Britain and France announced their
neutrality. But the Committee of Union and Progress, inspired by Major
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Enver, an officer of the Third Army who had been prominent in the 1908
revolution, agreed to send volunteers to wage a guerrilla war.”” Using the
nomenclature fedai (those willing to sacrifice), the handful of Turkish officers
made every effort to recruit local tribes. The most prominent group that
emerged was drawn from the Sufi Senussi clans, and Enver played on their
Islamic sentiments to mobilize and unite them against the Italians. Those of
the original military garrison who had evaded capture were also brought
into the guerrilla bands, and a specific intelligence unit, the Teskildt-i Mahusa,
was established, staffed with Libyan and Turkish personnel. The insurgent
resistance followed its strategic logic: inflicting a steady stream of casualties
and increasing the financial cost of the occupation.

The Italians responded in similarly logical terms. They secured the coastal
towns and cities, where the majority of the population lived, and attempted
to drive a wedge between the guerrillas and the people. They also escalated
the conflict, bombarding Beirut on the Levantine coast in March 1912 and
occupying the Ottoman islands of the Dodecanese. In May, they sent gun-
boats into the Dardanelles. A few months later, in October, they persuaded
the Montenegrins to attack the Ottoman garrisons in the Balkans.™ The
Serbians, Greeks, and Bulgarians also mobilized against the Ottomans,
thereby outnumbering the sultan’s forces by two to one. The Greeks used
naval power to wrest Crete and islands in the Aegean from the control of
Istanbul, before advancing on Salonika and southern Albania. The Serbs and
Montenegrins overran northern Albania, while the Bulgarians routed the
Ottoman troops and marched to within 40 miles of the Ottoman capital.
Besieged on all fronts, the sultan’s government sued for peace.”

Divisions in the Ottoman ruling elite surfaced under the pressure of the
Balkan defeat. The unionists called for the war to be continued, while the
liberals believed victory was impossible. Enver, returning from Libya, seized
the initiative and immediately launched a coup d’état: he and a handful of
gunmen shot down the vizier’s guards, killed the Minister of War, and took
the Cabinet hostage.” The sultan, with little choice, approved the takeover
and the policy of continuing the war.

On the front lines, however, the situation had rapidly deteriorated.
Garrisons were mopped up piecemeal, and Edirne was starved into submis-
sion by the Bulgarians. The government in Istanbul again sued for peace and
a treaty was concluded in May 1913 in London, which stripped the Ottomans
of all of their European provinces. This sudden loss threw the Ottoman
economy into crisis, while thousands of Muslim refugees poured into camps
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Figure 1.1 Ismail Enver Pasha, War Minister and Deputy Commander-in-Chief
with ambitious plans for Ottoman imperial regeneration

Figure 1.2 Mehmed Talaat Pasha, Grand Vizier and Minister of the Interior who
was shot down by an avenging Armenian in 1921
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in Anatolia. There was a sense of profound shock at the scale and rapidity of
the defeat. As a result, the political turmoil continued. The new vizier was
shot dead by a gunman, and the unionists, fearing a purge, decided to act
first and with the utmost ruthlessness. Major Ahmet Djemal of the Railways
Inspectorate, and a leading member of the Committee of Union and
Progress, ordered the arrest and exile of all prominent critics. The sultan,
clearly compromised and fearful that order was disintegrating, looked to the
strongest faction to secure the state. He invited the unionists to form the
government, and within weeks, Djemal, Enver, and Mehmet Talaat, a union-
ist leader and former postal official, established a revolutionary triumvirate
with authoritarian powers.

In the Balkans, rivalries between the victorious states over the proposed
borders sparked a Second Balkan War.** The Bulgarians found themselves
fighting their former partners, and Enver seized the opportunity to lead a
military column into Edirne. That summer, eastern Thrace was also recov-
ered and Bulgaria called for a cessation of hostilities. Enver was lauded as a
hero, but military victory could not substitute for the grave economic and
strategic position the Ottomans were now in. The solution was for the
regime to impose its will more strongly, with rigorous taxation and less
tolerance for internal enemies.

For a brief period, the economy revived. Demobilization enabled agri-
culture and industry to resume and commercial activity returned. France
made a loan of millions. Designed to encourage the Ottomans into further
industrial and commercial development, it enabled investment in public
works. Yet the unionists did not regard economic reform as their priority.
They hoped to recover lost territory and to unite the empire through a
successful, if limited, war. The first objective was to take back the Aegean
Islands from the Greeks and thus remove the direct naval threat to the
Dardanelles and the capital. In April 1914, notices of mobilization were dis-
tributed throughout the empire and there were preparatory calls for a holy
war against Greece.” Russia, with the most to lose in terms of revenue
through a closure of the Straits, urged restraint on both sides, but its inability
to control these waters, so vital to its economy, gave rise to new strategic
considerations of its own.

According to General Aleksei Nikolayevich Kuropatkin, one of the Russian
Empire’s most senior officers, the tsar wanted ‘to seize not only the Bosporus
but the Dardanelles as well’.”* The security of the economy was only part of
the equation, for imperial prestige, at a low ebb after the humiliating defeat
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at the hands of the Japanese in 1905 and a major internal revolt that year,
required some dramatic compensation. The tsar therefore had other ‘gran-
diose plans in his head: to take Manchuria for Russia, [and] to move toward
the annexation of Korea to Russia. He dreams of taking under his orb Tibet
too [and] he wants to take Persia.** At a Council of Ministers on 13 January
1914, the tsar concluded that there should be plans in place to seize the
Straits, especially in the event of a European war.” Anticipating a major
conflict, the plans were finalized just three months later. Already in
November 1912, Russia had tested its mobilization schemes for operations
in the Balkans, a situation that almost led to a war with Austria-Hungary.*
Indeed, while dominating the Straits and the Balkans were the strategic
ends of Russian policy, the ways to achieve them in effect demanded the
defeat of Austria-Hungary. In the subsequent crisis of July 1914, the Russian
government initially considered a limited war, containing any conflict by
mobilizing only on the borders of Hungary, but the logic of the Austro-
Hungarian alliance with Germany necessitated their involvement, and thus,
a war across the whole of Eastern Europe.”

The Ottoman Empire was constrained in its ability to fulfil its own ends
of recovering lost territory, and stabilizing its revenues, by an absence of
allies and the weakened state of its armed forces. To confront the Greeks, the
Ottoman Navy needed more powerful ships. As a result, orders for two new
Dreadnought-class battleships were placed with British shipyards, with a
public subscription campaign to engage the passion of the people for the
project. The army needed modernization and reorganization, and for that it
needed military advisors. Here it turned to Germany. Ambassador Wangenheim
described the Ottoman invitation as a unique opportunity to ‘imbue the
Turkish people with the German spirit’ and the kaiser despatched General
Otto Liman von Sanders in order to effect the ‘Germanization of the Turkish
Army’ and make Germany dominant in Ottoman foreign policy.*®

In late 1913 the appointment of Liman von Sanders to lead, rather than
advise, the reorganization of the Ottoman Army provoked an international
crisis. When St Petersburg objected in the strongest possible terms, he was
assigned to command only the Ottoman I Corps, but this formation was at
that time based in Istanbul with responsibility for the Straits. To the Russians,
the Germans had effectively taken control of the Dardanelles by intrigue,
and they announced their intention to seize Erzurum in eastern Anatolia as
retaliation. The Ottomans took the view that Russia was now a direct exis-
tential threat to their territorial integrity and they looked to the Germans
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for diplomatic backing. Britain and France were concerned that Russia
might attempt a coup de main and precipitate the final collapse of the Ottoman
Empire, and the British Foreign Office suggested that Liman von Sanders
might, instead, be invited to command II Corps, away from the Straits. The
kaiser objected, and demanded that Liman von Sanders be promoted to
field marshal, which gave him a supervisory role over the entire Ottoman
Army, but he allowed a Turkish officer to take command of I Corps.”

The ‘climb down’ was unpopular in Germany giving rise to a sense of
desperation amongst government officials in Berlin. Referring to the ana-
logy of the demise of Napoleon, the kaiser remarked: ‘Either the German
flag will fly over the fortifications of the Bosporus or I shall suffer the same
sad fate as the great exile on the island of St Helena* The bizarre idea of
creating colonies in the Middle East by superimposing German rule over
the Ottoman Empire was typical of Wilhelm’s fantasy. The reality was that
Germany was simply unable to create the exclusive economic bloc she had
envisaged, and the Berlin—Baghdad railway, the artery of the proposed east-
ern empire, terminated in the mountains of Anatolia. The Baghdad section
of the line was also embryonic. Most significant of all was the continued
mistaken belief that the Germans could create a united pan-Islamic caliphate
under the kaiser’s benign leadership. It was a dangerous delusion in keeping
with the notion that Wilhelm II was a beloved lolkskaiser (people’s emperor)
presiding over a nation that must either expand territorially or perish.

In strategic terms, what the British resented was all this disturbance to the
established equilibrium between the major European nations, the so-called
‘balance of power’. British foreign secretaries believed in using diplomacy
to avert conflict and kept alive the old notion of a ‘concert of Europe’.
Britain was therefore trying to preserve the status quo in the Middle East,
while Germany represented change and challenge. For the British, in terms
of policy options beyond diplomacy, it was prestige and informal controls or
influences that could reduce the need for physical and costly occupations,
although that approach now seemed to be attended by greater risks.

British policy was essentially pragmatic. Given the impossibility of con-
trolling every littoral along the maritime routes serving the British Empire,
or extending security zones for its possessions deep into the interior of
Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, the more subtle cultivation of local elites
through bilateral agreements was the pragmatic and cost-effective solution.
British interests in the Middle East and Mediterranean region were essen-
tially the promotion and protection of trade, the security of India, the
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defence of the Suez Canal, and the exclusion of rivals from Egypt, Persia,
Afghanistan, and the Gulf. Britain had the advantage of local agents; the
personnel of the British and Indian Armies; other colonial auxiliaries in
Egypt, the Sudan, and East Africa (who provided all the local security for
Britain’s residencies, consulates, and commerce); and the Royal Navy. Britain
also had the strategic advantage that its enemies still had no comparable fleet
in terms of power or reach.

However, there were a number of challenges. There were asymmetrical
problems which were difficult to resolve, particularly intrigue by Germany,
unstable buffer states, and unreliable allies. There were also broader strategic
weaknesses to confront. The British government had to take a global view,
and regarded the Middle East as relatively unimportant compared with the
Mediterranean, Suez, or the Channel; but the British Indian government
saw things differently and regarded southern Arabia, Persia, the Gulf, and
Afghanistan as important elements in the security of the subcontinent, and
the conflict of interest meant that policies with regard to the region appeared
to be inconsistent. The fact was that the British Empire was not strong in
land forces and simply could not afford to control the Dardanelles or occupy
Persia or the Arab littoral sheikhdoms. The consistent aspect of British pol-
icy was that it needed the Ottoman Empire, Persia, and Afghanistan as bul-
warks for its security, but the challenge was that they were weak and Britain
found itself trying to shore up failing states. Diplomacy as a lever of strategy
had its limits, and this fundamental dilemma was never quite resolved.

Making Strategy

For the Classical Mediterranean civilizations, strategy was the art of com-
mand and decision-making, but, by the late nineteenth century, war was
transformed by the scale and range of new technologies and the ‘mass’ of
industrial armies and navies. It was no longer possible to command, in per-
son, formations of many tens of thousands along firing lines that extended
laterally upwards of 30 miles and in great depth. Strategy was redefined as a
plan of campaign, combining a clear objective with the ‘how’ it should be
achieved. In the early nineteenth century, the influential Baron Antoine de
Jomini had identified certain principles or guiding concepts that could increase
the chances of success in campaigning, although his contemporary, Carl von
Clausewitz, offered a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of
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the nature of war and its dynamic effects.’” Clausewitz realized that war
was a total phenomenon, not just a series of military manoeuvres. He was
particularly eager to understand enduring aspects of war which, if grasped,
might ensure greater success. For this, he conceived of war as made up of
a ‘remarkable trinity’ of passion, reason, and chance.” He argued that the
essence of war is the passion of violence, with no ‘natural limits’, but iden-
tified a contrasting intellectual, rational search for objectives and techniques;
and yet he cautioned that all war is subjected to friction, since wars are the
realm of chance.”

In terms of solutions to this trinitarian nature of war, Clausewitz advo-
cated rapid military adaptation to the new situation each war produced.*
He noted that wars are not single decisive actions, but interactions, and the
intensity of the struggle requires ‘will’ in the belligerent to endure its
demands. Success also required the alignment of one’s strategic ‘ends, ways,
and means’, which he called the ‘rational calculus’ of war.To ensure the right
objectives were sought he posited, famously, that war should be a continua-
tion of a political policy, pursued by a variety of other means. He tended to
advocate the full deployment and concentration of all available effort, and
the exercise of strong will, which led him to believe that remaining perma-
nently on the defensive could not produce the desired results in policy.’
Thus, he argued that wars must be won by being on the offensive. He wrote
that the focus of military effort should be concentrated at the enemy ‘centre
of gravity’ (Schwerpunkf), in order to defeat them or coerce them to comply
with one’s own will.

Clausewitz had a realistic grasp of war, but he was still a man of his time
and his work was criticized as impenetrable, impractical, or irrelevant.
British critics pointed out that Clausewitz failed to offer a naval or eco-
nomic dimension to the nature of war, even though these, with the excep-
tion of a brief expedition to Egypt, had been crucial in containing Napoleon
and his land armies to Europe. Clausewitz also came in for criticism for
failing to address aspects of technological development, and for his focus on
state war-making at the expense of a study of guerrilla warfare. In his
defence, Clausewitz knew all too well the embittered nature of a people’s
war, and his approach to strategy was formulated in part to avoid such pro-
tracted and problematic campaigns. There was more support for Clausewitz
in his emphasis on the importance of willpower, arguing the purpose of war
was to ‘break the enemy will by destroying his means to resist’. Clausewitz
also recognized the importance of thinking carefully about the formulation
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of strategy: while advocating a military education that would foster the coup
d’oeil (instinctive insight) required by commanders in the heat of war, he
noted the importance of well-trained officers in staff work that would over-
come the complexity of getting an army mobilized, deployed to the right
place at the right time, and therefore achieve the concentration of force at
the decisive point.

The making of strategy is in part dependent on its geographical and tempo-
ral context, and variables such as time, economics, political culture, and what
might be termed an orthodoxy in discourse all shaped the prevailing ideas of
strategy and how they were constructed, accepted, and transformed. The loca-
tion of resources, the continental or island status of the state in question, and
the existence of choke points or avenues of commerce could all influence the
making of strategy and create a number of assumptions and priorities.

In geographical terms, the Middle East was a cradle of civilization which,
in antiquity, had depended on a ‘fertile crescent’ of cultivation in a region of
deserts and mountain ranges, extending from the Jordan Valley in an arc
south of the Caucasus and down the Tigris and Euphrates. The other great
rivers, the Nile, the Amu-Daria (Oxus), the Indus, Diyala, Zab, Halys, and
others formed the ribbons of settled land for adjacent civilizations and cul-
tures, while coastal regions of the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, the Arabian
Sea, and the Gulf produced their own seafaring cultures. Mountain ranges
and arid regions, which channelled avenues of commerce and mobility,
were the refuge of more impoverished and often warlike clans who preyed
on caravans and more-settled populations.

This concentration of ancient civilizations made the Middle East the
centre of three enduring world religions and a plethora of sects and factions,
and their territorial claims were often based on their origin myths. This
caused acute contestation of limited territorial space in cities such as
Jerusalem and Constantinople (Istanbul). Moreover, it increased pressure to
control vital resources, such as water in semi-arid regions, cultivable land
areas, manpower, and even the possession of sites which formed the basis of
belief systems. Historical influences also mattered a great deal: cultural
behaviours were conditioned by actual and perceived experiences, be that
past persecution, regeneration, or religious exceptionalism (such as the
claim to be especially favoured by God). Religious arguments often pre-
vented compromise and shaped very distinct identities and interests.

Opverlaying these traditions is the history of a succession of empires and
the conflicts that accompanied them. In the seventh and eighth centuries AD
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(first and second centuries in the Islamic calendar), the expansion of the
Arab empire led to the establishment of a caliphate under the Umayyad
dynasty. This collapsed through internal divisions and was overthrown by
the Abbasids in 750 with a new empire centred on Baghdad. In the ninth
century Shi’a Islam emerged through schism and there was further frag-
mentation of Arab and Islamic groups. North Africa turned to the Fatimid
dynasty, while the Abbassids were defeated by the Seljuks of central Asia,
part of a succession of waves of Steppe peoples from which the Turks derive
their ancestry. In south Asia, more independent sultanates emerged, some
lasting no more than the lifetime of one ruler, while others endured as
hereditary systems. The fragmentation of the Islamic empire led to the var-
ious phases of the Crusades, and the territorial occupation of the coasts of
the Near East, which, in time, became assimilated into the region’s human
fabric, although much older ethnic and faith-based societies such as the
Jews, Maronites, Assyrians, Nestorian Christians, Kurds, Armenians, and
Druze inhabited parts of the region. The Ottoman dynasty came to promi-
nence between the 1400s and 1500s (800s and 9oos in the Islamic calendar)
in Anatolia, and, in the same period, so did the Safavids in Persia and the
Mughals in South Asia.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the rise of European empires
posed a serious challenge to the Muslim states, and the economic take-oft of
the industrializing West created relative poverty in the Middle East. The flour-
ishing of technology, science, mathematics, and learning, which had charac-
terized the region in the medieval era, atrophied under the Ottoman
dominion.’** Some of the peripheries of the old Muslim world—including
Aden, Egypt, the North African states, India, and Central Asia—were occu-
pied by European powers.”” In the Balkans, the indigenous Christian popula-
tion, who had endured Muslim occupation from the sixteenth century, ejected
the Ottomans with European backing, starting with the Greeks in the 1820s.

The geostrategic landscape in 1914 was therefore in a state of flux. The
Ottoman Empire was economically weak, and had suffered multiple defeats
over many decades. Some of the European powers, especially Russia, Austria-
Hungary, and France were poised to dismember the sultan’s remaining pos-
sessions, while Britain, as a maritime power eager to protect its sea lanes, saw
strategic advantage in its preservation of the Ottoman regime against poten-
tial rivals.

Strategy is not only situated by geography and history, it is also an assess-
ment of relative strength, of constraints, opportunities, and threats. It is a
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search for the exploitation of advantage, some ‘edge’ over an adversary,
which may be time-specific. These aspects were strongly represented in
Germany'’s calculations between 1912 and 1914. The sense of time running
out, of gathering threats, or encirclement, and perhaps destruction, pervades
the more alarmist German political and diplomatic literature of the period.
The influence of military officers within the decision-making apparatus
also created preferences for decisive solutions. In 1911, von Biilow, the chan-
cellor, had argued that his policy of challenging the Entente powers aggres-
sively was ‘to confront France with the possibility of war, cause Delcassé
[the French Naval Minister] to fall, break the continuity of aggressive French
policy, knock the continental dagger out of the hands of Edward VII and the
war group in England, and simultaneously ensure peace, preserve German
honour and improve German prestige’. In the Ottoman Empire too, there
was a deepening sense of crisis and anxiety, where military solutions seemed
to offer a decisive escape.

Strategy is also the product of certain economic and technological devel-
opments. The relative power of European armies and navies in the late nine-
teenth century had enabled them to defeat almost every Asian and African
state that they had encountered. By contrast, the Ottomans were struggling
to keep up with the surge in technological changes taking place in Europe,
although they possessed sufficient wealth and military power to suppress
internal unrest and check some of the foreign encroachments. Britain was a
leading economic power producing new technology, not least in warship
design. Nevertheless, its economic base was dependent on relatively old
systems and small units of production and it believed its leading commercial
position in the globe was under threat. The United States and Germany
were outstripping British manufacturing and heavy industry by 1914. The
situation in Russia was far worse. While there were developed centres of
industrial activity in pockets of the tsarist empire, the vast scale of the country
worked against efficiency. In the first decade of the twentieth century, it was
struggling to match the levels of production achieved by Germany. It was
inefficient and badly structured to compete in the future. As a result, Russia
too was looking for a decisive solution to avert a long-term decline.

These calculations remind us that strategy is made subject to domestic
political considerations. The form of government and the direction of its
policy, the resilience of the population, its prevailing ideology, and its ‘will’
to make sacrifices in the pursuit of policy all play a role in framing strategy.
In 1914, the outbreak of war produced strong movements of popular support
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for their governments, even in colonies and otherwise peripheral territories.
When war came, governments also exhibited firm resolution about the
conflict, believing they were upholding important principles and ideas.

The purpose of strategy is to fulfil national interests, uphold values, and
to put into practice the preservation of security, wealth, status, stability,
influence, and political culture which is determined as ‘policy’. Strategy is,
in theory, subordinate to policy, and must be consistent with the prevailing
strategic environment. Strategy is proactive, seeking to project forward a
particular line of policy. Although strategy is about the use of force, and is
therefore associated with war or confrontation, it demands a holistic per-
spective, incorporating a range of influences and drivers. In its ideal form, it
would reflect the distilled wisdom of both one’s own situation, one’s allies,
partners, and the adversary, but such comprehensive knowledge is obviously
unobtainable and so strategy is often made in circumstances of doubt, anx-
iety, and pressure. Strategy is responsive to change and chance events
(Clausewitz’s ‘friction’), and, once a strategy has been designed, it often
challenges the status quo. Strategic decision-making is thus dynamic, setting
out what must be accomplished and why, but decision-makers are con-
stantly aware of the constraints and opportunities that can develop. That
said, strategy is not as reactive or rapid as ‘operational art’ (the direction of
military formations close to the front line or actually engaged in combat),
and suggests a more enduring analysis which concentrates on drivers,
motives, causes, and longer-term effects.®

In the making of strategy, certain perennial concepts often reappear,
although not always with the same emphasis or relevance. Theorists of strat-
egy concur that clarity of purpose, a definite aim, is vital. There is also some
agreement on the value of adaptability, which is an essential requisite for
survival. Various interpretations are placed on the value of coalitions and
partners to create added strength, either moral or physical. In the theory,
there are frequent references to ‘weight’, where the balance of an adversary
can be tilted, undermined, or unsettled for some other exploitation. Opening
up new fronts in the enemy’s rear, for example, would compel an adversary
to re-balance their forces, lose momentum, or even end an offensive.

Some enduring themes of strategy are much debated. There are invaria-
bly decisions to be made about the relative importance of mobility, the
decision to go on the offensive, or remain on the more certain defensive,
and the comparative value of concentration, dispersal, economy of effort, or
full commitment. The varying importance of deception, surprise, and the
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possession of knowledge, or the use of information are also frequent areas of
discussion amongst strategists.

There is agreement however on the dynamic interactive nature of con-
flict, which requires strategy to be a process of thinking through a set of
problems, and the careful definition of an objective by study and calculation.
Strategists have to acknowledge that war is inherently escalatory, and that
the collision of conflict can have the effect of neutralizing advantages that,
initially, seemed essential to achieving one’s ends. In the First World War, the
parity of the major powers created stalemates on all fronts for extended
periods. To overcome the stasis, various strategies were conceived, some
technological in character, others more concerned with restoring mobility,
creating new threats to draw in and exhaust enemy resources, or generating
widespread domestic subversion amongst the enemy’s subject peoples. The
dilemma was whether to try to bring about a decisive battle or whether to
concentrate on exerting pressure on the enemy’s government, economic
capacity, and will of the people.®

War is, as Clausewitz repeatedly pointed out, the realm of chance. An
effective strategy had to be able to manage unexpected outcomes, to con-
sider the contingent, and to forecast the consequences of a planning process.
For Clausewitz, unpredictability was not confined to events and unforeseen
accidents, but to the passions of men. The sudden loss of will, the giddiness
of victory that leads to overconfidence, or the overcautious commander
could all make a difference to an otherwise robust strategy. Clausewitz was
eager to cultivate a class of staft officer and leader who could compensate
for these irrational tendencies. Preparation for leadership in war was to be
cultivated where there was no innate ‘genius’. Will and determination in
leadership Clausewitz applauded strongly, regarding them as essential aspects
of the trinity—that dynamic relationship between the government, the
armed forces, and popular support—ensuring endurance, resilience in the
face of hardship and loss, and an ability to calculate relative costs and losses,
despite all the distractions of war. It was the basis of sound judgement.

Strategy is also dependent on the will of the population and their sense
that the cause, for which the state fights, is just. The decay of that popular
support might manifest itself first as dissent, but might develop into internal
unrest, leading to revolt and even a full-scale popular revolution. Russia,
Germany, and the Ottoman Empire experienced this collapse of public
backing to varying degrees in 1917—18. Portions of the French and British
imperial forces also rejected the war effort for brief periods. Lloyd George
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confessed that he was fearful that the Allied armies might panic and break
when under immense pressure in 1918, but he discovered there was still a
strong desire to resist, and, at home, he found a ‘grim resolve imprinted on
the faces of the people’.* Given the intensity of the Great War, what is surely
remarkable is that the people, civilian and military, endured it for so long.

Contemporaries’ Understanding
of Strategy in 1914

The primary arm of defence for Great Britain and its empire was the Royal
Navy. Lord Salisbury, the British Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary, to
underscore the importance of maritime power to the United Kingdom and
its empire, in 1887 concluded: ‘we are fish’.#' Britain’s Royal Navy was twice
as large as the next two largest powers combined. It possessed naval bases
across the world. It could despatch expeditionary forces to reinforce any
threatened point and in the nineteenth century it had mounted sustained
operations to the Crimea, Persia, Abyssinia, China, and to Western and
Southern Africa. Britain could not field armies of a great size, despite its
colonial contingents, and there was some sense that the British ‘way of war’
was to operate on the peripheries of continents, making the decisive final
contribution to the war efforts of others.** The exception was Britain’s
desire to maintain the integrity of certain small nations, including Belgium
on the seaboard of the Continent, close to the shores of the British Isles.

New technologies and rival navies that had emerged by 1900 were not the
most important challenge to Britain’s hegemony. Rather, it was the political
combinations against an isolated United Kingdom that mattered most. The
Naval Intelligence Division concluded that control of the sea lanes in the
Eastern Mediterranean, on which its East Asian commerce depended, could
only be secured ‘across the ruins of the French fleet’, and, by extension, the fleets
of France’s Russian allies.# In the 1870s, cheap naval gunboats, a large naval
‘estimate’ (budget) and the neutralization of French power by Germany meant
that Britain had been able to patrol its imperial seaways with relative impunity.
Isolation had not been a significant political drawback and actually enabled it to
avoid Continental commitments to conduct operations on grounds of its own
choosing. By 1900, the strategic situation was radically different.

The British government therefore considered four‘grand strategic’ options.
One was to continue to use diplomacy to negotiate on any dispute with its
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antagonists and avoid war. The second was to seek new alliance partnerships
to share defence burdens. Thirdly, they could increase defence spending and
emphasize the power of the Royal Navy as a form of conventional ‘deter-
rence’. Fourthly, they could reconfigure their defence policy to meet future
challenges, including the creation of a large conscript army trained for
imperial garrison duty and Continental warfare.

The first option, diplomacy, was successful to a point. The problem was
that the willingness of the Great Powers to work in a ‘concert’, as they had
in the early nineteenth century, had started to unravel. Although there were
conferences that settled international disputes, such as the crises of 1906 and
1912 over the future of Morocco, there was increased tension and distrust,
not confidence and reassurance. International institutions can only function
if there is sufficient will by the leading powers to compromise on their
immediate national interests, and it is precisely at times of crisis that these
powers will assert their own priorities. Britain’s solution was to continue to
work on pragmatic, bilateral agreements and focus only on areas of com-
mon concern, such as peace in the Balkans. In 1902, Britain established an
alliance with Japan to shoulder some of its maritime security burden there,
the second option, but it did not join either of the European alliance blocs,
so this approach was limited.

Increased spending, the third option, was not a long-term solution. Britain’s
share of global manufacturing and commerce had fallen to 15 per cent of
the word’s output by 1913, and it had been overtaken by the United States
and Germany. While its net income generation had increased ( £6.2 billion
in 1865 to /18 billion in 1900), there was an unwillingness to increase defence
spending or alter the methods by which public finance could be extracted.*
Worse still, the domestic debates of the late nineteenth century had been
dominated by disagreements between the ‘Blue Water’ navalists and the British
Army about spending priorities, precisely at a time when a comprehensive
and unified scheme for imperial defence was required. There was no staff
cooperation, both services developed their own intelligence branches, and
there were advocates of each service prepared to fight it out in the press and
in popular literature. In 1889, the Royal Navy won the debate on the grounds
of providing the most reasoned defence of the United Kingdom and was
awarded the Naval Defence Act with a budget of /21 million over five
years. Nevertheless, relations with the army remained embittered when it
came to Treasury awards, and Lord Randolph Churchill’s idea of a united
Ministry of Defence was drowned out by acrimonious discord.
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The Royal Navy won the argument until the South African War (1899—
1902), when naval supremacy failed to make any significant difference to
the costs and difficulties of the conflict. What had begun as a short, colonial
campaign to protect the British Empire against a small, aggressive rival,
namely the Transvaal, became a protracted, often humiliating struggle cost-
ing £ 194 million.* It was a war that had briefly aligned Britain’s rivals and
critics, exposing the vulnerabilities of its isolation. At the same time, a revo-
lution in military affairs was underway, particularly in naval technologies.
Rival powers, possessed of the latest ‘Dreadnought’ warships by 1914, had
rendered the ‘mass’ of Britain’s fleets of gunboats obsolete.

The opportunity to enhance naval power through new technology
appealed particularly to Imperial Germany, which placed enormous empha-
sis on the construction of capital ships. It was competition generated by
these warship programmes and jealousy of naval power that led to a
European land and naval arms race before the First World War, which, in
turn, reduced the willingness of governments to trust their nearest rivals,
and, perhaps, contributed to the outbreak of that war in 1914.+

Julian Corbett, who in 1900 was a naval historian and contemporary
defence analyst, asserted that new technologies were no guarantee of success,
arguing that strategy was far more important.** He had begun lecturing at
the newly established British Naval War College, but he was critical of the
intellectual poverty and ‘amateurishness’ of the Admiralty’s strategic thinking,
and was called in to assist in the reform of the navy’s approach by Admiral Sir
John ‘Jacky’ Fisher and the Director of Naval Intelligence. Thanks to his
influence there was a new emphasis on strategic thinking, often through case
studies, and on the planning process known as the ‘war game’.

Corbett emphasized that naval strategy was not a separate branch of
knowledge; it was intrinsically connected to the general principles of war.
That said, he also pointed out that the maritime environment possessed
unique characteristics when it came to warfare, and, naturally, navalists used
this observation to argue for continued ‘separation’ and distinctiveness in
resourcing and direction. He wrote: “What is usually called Naval Strategy
or Fleet Strategy is only a sub-division of a division of strategy, and. ..
therefore, strategy cannot be studied from the point of view of naval
operations only.* His solution was to place greater emphasis on combined
land—sea operations.

Corbett’s famous contribution to thinking about naval strategy was to
identify the importance of ‘passage and communications’, and that securing
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control of the sea was dependent on these factors.Yet what always mattered
most was the political context. The purpose of blockades and amphibious
operations, for example, was to change the political situation on land. The
classic sea battle, regarded as the epitome of naval excellence in 1900, was
for Corbett only relevant if it produced a clear political outcome. If not, it
was merely an audacious risk and overemphasized the offensive over a far
more certain strategic defence. Corbett’s views were not always well-received.
Naval historian Eric Grove has noted that ‘experienced naval officers resented
being told about their business by a dilettante man of letters. . . the fact that
their lecturer was not a seaman clearly rankled, and his doctrinal views could
thus be dismissed as not being based on mystical “sea sense”’.%°

Corbett understood that what he was analysing was maritime and not
purely naval strategy. He paid close attention to the developments of his age.
By 1914 improved continental infrastructure, such as the extensive develop-
ment of railways, threatened the unique importance of maritime power. His
contemporary, Halford Mackinder, who was pioneering work on geopolitics,
challenged the traditional faith in superior navies as the key to political
hegemony.’* However, Corbett used studies of historical conflicts to show the
value of limited war, and how political objectives could be realized through a
combined use of the levers of national power, including the nation’s wealth
and its commerce. For island nations, like Great Britain, limited war was an
option that was effectively denied to Continental powers, for the vulnerability
of their interests, lying adjacent to neighbouring states, would lead to the need
to escalate war and mobilize their entire national resources. Yet, there was a
paradox. At sea, rather than being limited to confined areas of operations, as
the land environment was, maritime warfare was always potentially global.

Contemporary political advocates of a strike-force navy were eager to
condemn Corbett’s ‘confusing treatise’.”> But his understanding of policy
and strategy was sophisticated: he realized that, in certain situations, mari-
time and naval forces might be less important than land-based ones. Above
all, in the making of strategy, he understood the maritime environment was
inseparable from the land, and subject always to political context. He con-
cluded: ‘The practical purpose [of teaching naval history] was to show how
in the past the Admiralty never had a clean slate upon which to work out
their plan of campaign. They were always hedged in by political and diplo-
matic considerations, which prevented them from following purely strate-
gical lines* That observation was played out in the Great War in the Middle
East in a very direct way.
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There were, of course, equivalent ideas about land-based strategies in
Britain. During the First World War, the Daily Mail journalist H. W. Wilson
and a team of authors produced periodicals as an illustrated history of the
Great War that eventually ran to thirteen volumes, and in one edition in
1916 Major G. W. Redway gave an explanation of Britain’s strategy to the
public.’* He criticized the Clausewitzian fallacy of a quick victory which
Germany had apparently gambled upon:

In forming his plans [a commander will] first consider geographical condi-
tions and seck inspiration from history (the art of war). He will thus learn that
an immediate success may be gained by seeking out the main army and bring-
ing it to battle in Napoleonic fashion, but, as an alternate course, he may refer
to what Wellington called ‘the sure game’ and leave to climate, season, natural
obstacles and spectral want the disintegration of the enemy forces.

Contrasting the brute force of the German approach, Redway suggested
that ‘fighting takes place only as a means of overcoming opposition to the
commander’s designs’. The suspicion that Redway was seeking to explain
the absence of any significant victory in 1916, and his advocacy of a long-
term approach is further reinforced by his assessment of the initial successes
achieved in Mesopotamia. Amid the praise for General Barrett, who com-
manded there, he wrote: “While a crowning victory and the complete
destruction of the enemy’s fighting power are the ideals to strive for, expe-
rience shows that the generals usually have to be content with a half meas-
ure of success.*

The assessment of strategy in the First World War revealed just how far
tactical issues had thwarted traditional offensive strategic options. Redway
admitted:

Infantry in defence have a comparatively easy task, for, ensconced behind par-
apets of earth affording loopholes for rifles, they shoot from a rest at ranges
already marked at a target of running men. Abundance of ammunition is
handy. When a man falls his place is taken by a fresh man from the support, and
the shooting is kept up even though the enemy is swarming over the trenches,
for certain formed bodies called local reserves have been waiting for the
opportunity for what the French call the ‘offensive-return’.

The ability of artillery to neutralize defences could also be countered by
defensive artillery fire, and, reflecting on the conflicts of the preceding fifty
years, which indicated the power of shellfire and protective earthworks, it
seemed the Europeans had been ‘slow to learn’. While gunners initially had
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placed a premium on locating and hitting a target precisely, so the tir de
barrage, a curtain of fire through which assaulting infantry or enemy batter-
ies had to pass, gained currency in 1915—16. This came with a concomitant
rise in the expenditure of ammunition, which in turn created a strategic
pressure on the munitions industries at home. In 1914, it was assumed guns
would require up to 500 shells a day, yet in 1915 a single battery fired 3,100
shells in forty-five minutes. After expending 30,000 shells, the gun barrels
were worn out. Light railway support to ferry ammunition, repair units,
armourers, and workshops and to replace guns therefore became an essential
requirement in sustaining modern operations.

The protracted character of trench warfare also drew comment regarding
its effect on strategy: “The salient feature of these long-drawn-out battles is
the utilisation of strategic reserves—that is, forces that were in training or
concentration when the battle began.s* The ability to transport forces to
threatened zones, and to ‘close down secondary theatres’ meant that victo-
ries by attacking forces on one day could be prevented by timely reinforce-
ments bolstering the defences on another, and the requirement to move
forces in offence or defence placed far greater emphasis on the work of the
staffs. In this context, a defensive strategy was valued for its ability to gain
time, to conserve strength, to garner the support of neutrals, to rouse pop-
ularity at home, lengthen enemy supply routes, and compel an adversary to
reveal their intentions and capability. It was this which appealed to the
British as a description of their own approach at the strategic level, even
when they used offensives at what we now call the operational level.
Offensive strategy was seen as having value in bringing about the occupa-
tion of enemy territory which could, in turn, be used to supply one’s army,
but this aggressive exploitation was associated with Germany and the other
Central Powers. However, in the Middle East, what may have begun as a
counter-offensive in 1915 had developed into something more far-reaching
by 1918.

British ‘ends’ in the Middle East in 1914 were to preserve the Ottoman
Empire while attempting to dissuade the sultan and his governments from
supporting German designs and intrigues. There was also a long-standing
desire to see reforms implemented that would modernize the financial, eco-
nomic, and political system and therefore make the Ottoman Empire more
resilient. Throughout the nineteenth century, British statesmen had con-
demned episodes of brutal repression within the Ottoman domains, which
only served to justify foreign intervention, particularly by Russia. Britain’s



THE MAKING OF IMPERIAL STRATEGY, 1907—14 27

regional ends were also closely connected to the policy of imperial defence.
It was therefore ironic, as historian David Fieldhouse points out, that Great
Britain, the country that was to lead the dismemberment and destruction of
the Ottoman Empire, was the one country that had previously sought to
preserve it.” The only area of defined British national interest when the war
began was the outlet of Persian oil at Abadan on the Shatt al-Arab, close to
the Ottoman city of Basra.

It was not until March 1915 that Britain articulated a set of wartime stra-
tegic ‘ends’ for the Ottoman Empire, several months after hostilities had bro-
ken out. The De Bunsen Committee, established by Herbert Asquith, the
Prime Minister, was charged with formulating Britain’s policy towards the
Middle East and the post-war settlement.” The committee considered four
options. The first was to partition the Ottoman Empire and reduce it to the
rump of Turkish Anatolia. The second was to preserve the empire but, like
Persia, demarcate zones of control and spheres of influence by other powers.
The third option was to preserve or restore the Ottoman Empire as a purely
Asian dominion, effectively reinforcing the outcome of the First Balkan War.
The final option, which was the committee’s recommendation, was to turn
the Ottoman Empire into a federated state, with autonomous provinces.

The demand for a definition of British regional war aims had been
prompted by the French, who had more interest in the future of the Ottoman
territories. These had been expressed more than sixty years before, as a
supervisory guardianship of the Christian holy places of the Near East, and
a cultural link to Beirut, Aleppo, and Syria through the influence of Catholic
missionaries and Christian populations, especially the Maronites. In material
terms, France had invested in parts of the Ottoman economy, including the
Near Eastern rail lines and its silk industry. Among the colonialist advocates
of a stronger French influence in the Levant was Francois Georges Picot, a
member of the lobby group, the Comité de I’Asie Francaise, but he had a
number of allies within the French government. Picot, who had been a con-
sular official in Beirut, was relieved of his duties just after the war broke out,
which prevented him from carrying out a planned Maronite insurrection
against the Ottoman authorities.” The British de Bunsen recommendation,
to reduce the Ottoman Empire to autonomous provinces, did not meet the
approval of Picot or the French Foreign Minister, Théophile Delcassé, who
preferred the idea of spheres of influence. Nevertheless, the British sug-
gested that, should there be a British operation against the Dardanelles or
Alexandretta (today’s Iskenderun on Turkey’s Mediterranean coast), the
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French would be able to contribute detachments in order to represent their
interests in a later partition. This proposal was accepted by the French
Minister of War, Alexandre Millerand.

The difficulty was that Russian war aims against the Ottoman Empire
were far more extensive than those outlined by either Britain or France.
The tsar wanted complete control of Istanbul and the Straits. Delcassé was
again not in agreement, even though Sir Edward Grey, Britain’s Foreign
Secretary, was prepared to swallow the Russian demand. The result was that
Picot and his colleagues in Comité de I’Asie Francaise began to lobby for a
Greater Syria under French control, the borders of which would extend to
Mosul in the east and Jerusalem, or even Egypt, in the south.®

In late November 1915, Sir Mark Sykes and Picot led the British and
French delegations to decide on the future of the Ottoman Empire.Various
schemes were discussed: the British looked to have a buffer zone for Egypt,
the Gulf, and southern Arabia, and some supervisory role over Anatolia
through the sultan of Egypt and the sharif of Mecca. The French argued
they must have a Greater Syria. In the second round of talks, territorial allo-
cations were debated, and there was inclusion of Greek and Italian interests.
The approximate divisions were agreed, and then approved by Russia, in
May 1916, although the Russian government gave secret assurances to
France that it would argue in favour of France having Palestine, which the
British had insisted be excluded from a Greater Syria.

The Ottoman war aims were even more complex and contested. The
priority after the Second Balkan War had been urgent modernization, with-
out which it would not be possible to fulfil their irredentist aims of recovery
of the islands of the Aegean or territory in the Balkans. Suppression of all
internal dissent was also thought essential to bring to an end the political
turmoil of the years after 1908. Reflecting these priorities, Djemal was made
Minister of Works and Enver became Minister of War, while Talaat was
appointed Minister of the Interior. Beneath this agenda was the ideology of
Turkish nationalism espoused by Ziya Golkap, who argued for a stronger
state through a “Turkish policy’ in language, education, and political life.% It
was a movement that on the one hand wanted to emulate European mod-
ernization, yet rejected foreign control of the economy. Moreover, while the
loss of the Balkans seemed to herald the opportunity to make the empire a
more self-consciously Islamic state, the growth of a secular Turkish nation-
alism was a reaction to this development and to the potentially stronger
position of Arabs in the imperial apparatus.®
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In essence, France and Russia were clear about their aspirations to dis-
member the Ottoman Empire, but, on the eve of war, Britain’s policy was
less well-defined. At the outbreak, London had to clarify what it wished to
achieve—its ‘ends’—and these were, in essence, defensive. For Britain, impe-
rial security was the priority. The Ottoman Empire had an even more
ambiguous agenda in August 1914. It did not join the European war imme-
diately through unpreparedness. When each of the empires had decided on
the ends of the war, they next had to consider how, and with what, these
objectives were to be fulfilled.
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Ways and Means
Armed Forces and Decision-Making, 1914

he Great War was an imperial war." Not only were a share of the

resources for waging the conflict drawn from outside of Europe, mak-
ing the various global sea lanes and continental lines of communication
strategically important, but the authority and prestige of political control
exercised by Britain, France, Germany, and the Ottoman Empire depended
on their military or naval capabilities, and their monopoly of force. The
points of strategic vulnerability for the British Empire were twofold: one, its
religious composition and the capacity for Islam to be used to mobilize
resistance to the Christian or secular authorities; and two, the overwhelm-
ingly non-European ethnic composition of the empire with a correspond-
ing dependence on indigenous sub-imperialists to maintain order, provide
labour, and maintain the flow of trade. The British were dependent on a
degree of consent to their imperial authority, which could be jeopardized
by subversion or defeat.

A declaration of war by the Ottoman Empire would make it easier for
the British to justify war in order to persuade their Muslim subjects to par-
ticipate. Nevertheless, there were some misgivings about asking Muslim
troops to fight their co-religionists in Ottoman territories.” The sultan’s
declaration of Islamic holy war on 14 November 1914 was thus convenient
in making this a defensive war for the British Empire, but it did not entirely
extinguish its concerns. During the conflict, only a small proportion of
Muslim soldiers deserted or resisted their imperial masters, largely because
of national, ethnic, and linguistic differences, and, amongst the troops of the
Indian Army, there was a stronger corporate loyalty to the British than to
the caliph.? Even so, the allegiances of Muslim soldiers were an unknown
quantity for the strategic planners of 1914.
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If the British and French empires were vulnerable, the Ottoman Empire
was regarded as so weak and dependent that it might fail altogether if pressed
hard. In the nineteenth century, Britain’s policy had been to offer qualified
support to the Ottoman Empire, largely as a bulwark against Russia. Propping
up the Ottomans had required pressure for financial and governance reform
and few believed the regime of the Sublime Porte would ever manage any
substantial reorganization. Indeed, the prevailing assessment was that the
‘Sick Man of Europe’ was in terminal decline. Not that this was welcome to
the British either. If the Ottoman Empire broke up, it would have strategic
implications. Provinces that lay close to the sea route to India in the Eastern
Mediterranean and the Arabian Peninsula might create vulnerabilities for
Russia or Germany to exploit.

British assessments of weakening Ottoman military capabilities were not
unreasonable, and based on recent observations of the Balkan Wars. After a
series of set-backs between 1912 and 1913, the Ottoman Army was still con-
sidered unready for significant operations during a period of much needed
reform. Germany’s assessments were similar. The kaiser’s decision to des-
patch General Liman von Sanders as senior advisor, and his instruction to
‘Germanize’ the Ottoman forces, was as much a recognition of the empire’s

Figure 2.1 Otto Liman von Sanders, who organized the Ottoman Fifth Army on
Gallipoli in 1915 and the last-ditch Ottoman defence of Palestine and Syria
in 1918
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incapacity as it was a vague attempt to spread German influence in the
region. Historian Hew Strachan notes that Ambassador Wangenheim in
Constantinople (Istanbul) thought Russia would make a far better partner
for German aspirations in the Middle East and that Turkey was too ‘depend-
ent’.* While the Ottoman Army made rapid progress in its transformation,
it was still untried and unready in 1914: the war came too early even for the
Turkish reformers to be confident about its performance. The army was
crippled by shortages in almost every sphere, including artillery, rifles, horses,
and transport, and Enver believed it would take at least five years to rectify
the most acute problems.’ Consequently, the Ottoman strategic objective in
1913 was to find partners to recover its position in the Balkans, and it had
considered France, Russia, and Britain. Germany was the last of the Great
Powers to be approached, and an alliance was concluded at a comparatively
late stage, on 22 July 1914.°

The British were far more concerned with the growing German threat
to the Middle East, and believed, at the outbreak of war, that the kaiser’s
ambitions could be checked by an operation against the Ottoman Empire.
Once again, there was a strategic threat that Britain could not ignore.
Germany owned the Anatolian Railway Company and its much-vaunted
purpose was to construct a railway from Berlin to Baghdad. The railway
would link central Europe’s economies with the resources of the East, cir-
cumventing the maritime strength of Britain, France, and the United States.”
Moreover, the kaiser’s self-promotion as friend of the Muslims, with
rumours of his secret conversion to Islam, while regarded as histrionics,
could not be ignored entirely. Indeed, German designs to raise a holy war
against British and French control in Muslim lands were not a canard.® Once
the war had broken out, Turkish and German missions of subversion were
despatched to Egypt, Persia, the Gulf, and Afghanistan.?

From the British perspective, Constantinople was never sincere about its
initial ‘neutrality’ in the war. On 29 July, London impounded two Ottoman
Dreadnought battleships (the Sultan Osman and the Reshadieh) which were
under construction in Britain, a not unreasonable decision in light of
German and Ottoman hostility. The seizure of the vessels was legal under
British contractual law, but the popular reaction in Constantinople was
angry condemnation. Then, on 2 August, just after the outbreak of war in
Europe the Ottomans signed a secret treaty with Germany, followed by a
similar agreement with Austria-Hungary on § August. Here was the smok-
ing gun: these moves effectively ended the Ottoman Empire’s neutrality.
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In the second week of August, two German cruisers, the Goeben and the
Breslau, escaped the Royal Navy in the Mediterranean by passing through
the Dardanelles. They reached Istanbul, where they were transferred into
the Ottoman Navy.” On 15 August, the facade finally dropped when the
Ottoman Navy was, as far as the British believed, transferred to German
control. The British thence regarded the Ottoman Empire as a de facto bel-
ligerent, readying an expeditionary force of the Indian Army to secure the
oil in southern Persia with a landing near Basra, diplomatic overtures to
Greece, and a naval blockade. As First Lord of the Admiralty, Churchill was
a particularly strong advocate of a closer alignment with Greece, Romania,
and Bulgaria against the Ottomans.”™ As operations unfolded in Europe, on
1 October the Ottomans closed the Dardanelles Straits to all Entente ship-
ping. In an instant, Russia’s export trade, dependent on the waterway, was
thrown into crisis.

Strategically, the British had lost the Ottoman Empire to the Central
Powers, but the leaders in Berlin and Vienna had been unable to affect the
decision-making process in Istanbul, where operations against the Greeks
and Serbians were the strategic priority, an objective that would have
brought the Ottomans into collision with Russia and the Entente in due
course. As it was, the Ottoman government engineered its entry into the
war by pre-emptive naval strikes against Russian Black Sea ports on 29
October 1914.

The Ottoman Empire’s strategic decision-making was dependent on the
triumvirate of Enver, Djemal, and Talaat.” These men, the Turkish dictators
of the ruling Committee of Union and Progress, were considered ‘power
hungry and beset by petty jealousies, which compromised their ability to
work effectively together’.” Despite later claims that Germany had engi-
neered the Ottomans into the war, it was the ambitions and militaristic
outlook of this triumvirate which not only prompted Ottoman action but
also their grandiose strategic schemes. The German ambassador, Hans von
Wangenheim, encouraged the Young Turks, but the German Army actually
took a different line. Liman von Sanders and the German military mission
did not think that the Ottoman Empire was fit to take an offensive role and
their concern was that its armed forces should limit themselves to a defen-
sive strategy that focused on denying the Dardanelles to the Entente powers.
Nevertheless, in Berlin, there was strong support for the strategy of revolu-
tion against Britains colonies around the world, by appealing to both
nationalistic and pan-Islamic ideology amongst the peoples of Africa and
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Asia.” The vehicle for this policy of revolutionary war was the call to arms
to all Muslims.*

When the Ottoman triumvirate announced it would launch two offen-
sives in 1914, one into the Russian Caucasus, and the other into Egypt, there
was some dismay in German military circles. Resourcing two major offen-
sives simultaneously, particularly after a prolonged mobilization, caused
some officers to doubt the competence of the Ottomans. There had also
been months of procrastination: the Ottomans had resisted joining the war
in August and had refused to cooperate in joint action with Austria-Hungary.
Relations had been so strained that the German military mission to the
Ottoman Empire was almost withdrawn. Nevertheless, the prospect of an
Ottoman campaign into Egypt to seize the Suez Canal would cause serious
strategic and reputational damage to the British. At the very least it would
compel London to divert troops from the Western Front.That said, Germany
and the Ottoman Empire saw the attack on Egypt differently. For Berlin it
was ‘a means to an end’, but for Djemal ‘it was an end in itself”."” Djemal
expected that an Ottoman offensive across the Suez Canal would ignite an
Islamic revolt against the British.™

Enver, in contrast to Djemal, believed the strategic objectives of the
empire were the recovery of the lost Balkan territories and the annexation
of the Russian Caucasus, northern Persia, and the ‘recovery’ of Turkestan and
northern Afghanistan. This ‘pan-Turanianism’ appealed to the idea that all
Turkic peoples were linked by heritage and language.™ It was a manifesta-
tion of Turkish nationalism within the Ottoman Empire but its ideas were
not popular, even within the Ottoman Army. Enver therefore ensured that
members of the Committee of Union and Progress were given senior com-
mand appointments to see through the invasion of the Caucasus.

There seems to have been little consideration of the consequences of a
set-back to either of the schemes.* Yet, it was the failure of both offensives
that drew the Entente into counter-attacks and placed the Ottoman Empire
on a defensive footing on every front.>’ Indeed, it meant that the empire was
soon engaged in serious fighting not on two fronts, but five. Worse still, it
soured relations between the Ottoman leaders Enver and Djemal on one

22

side, and the Germans on the other.*> Cooperation continued, but there
were conflicts of interests and contested priorities throughout the war.
Moreover, interpretations differed. The German conception of any revolt in
Egypt, for example, was that it would be nationalist in character, a view that

was distinctly at odds with Djemal’s idea of a unifying, pan-Islamic cause.*
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Yet neither had bargained on Britain’s ability to maintain the support of the
Egyptians through the indigenous elites, particularly their assurances about
‘self~government’ after the war.** At the same time, the nationalists were
divided and disorganized, just as they were inside Ottoman Syria and
amongst Arab factions. The leadership of the Egyptian nationalist party, the
Wafd, did eventually manage to mobilize popular protests in 1919, but this
only proved possible because of the hardships imposed by the conditions
experienced during the war. As was to occur elsewhere in this theatre, rev-
olutionary motives and capacity were completely exaggerated by each of
the major powers.

Means: The Ottoman Armed Forces in 1914—18

Reform of the Ottoman Army was literally the first priority of the
Committee of Union and Progress after the defeats of the Balkan Wars.*
Before the war, on 3 January 1914, Enver took personal control of the reor-
ganization, establishing agreements with Britain, France, and Germany to
send, respectively, naval, gendarmerie, and military advisors. The German
mission recommended changes to the Ottoman system of conscription and
therefore the methods of mobilization. The objective, for both Germany
and the Ottoman Empire, was to raise a larger army more rapidly: it was
envisaged that the Ottoman Army would eventually number 500,000 men.
By 2 August 1914, when the secret treaty with Germany was concluded,
some 12,469 officers and 477, 868 men had been enlisted.** The rapid recov-
ery from the casualties and discharges of the Balkan Wars, and from the loss
of the conscripts that would have been available from the Balkan territories,
was made possible by clamping down on the widespread practice of exemp-
tions (which excluded over half of the annual eligible numbers) and limita-
tions on taking personnel from certain communities.

The response to the outbreak of war was mixed. While units in western
Anatolia reached their full strength quickly, the proportion of men coming
forward in eastern Anatolia, Mesopotamia, and other Arab territories was
much lower. The XII (Mosul) and XIII (Baghdad) Corps, for example,
never reached full strength because of evasion and desertion. Formations in
Yemen and Hejaz were not mobilized at all. The manpower shortages that
plagued the Ottoman Army therefore started in 1914, and became progres-
sively more acute. While the original age of conscription was 20—45 years
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Figure 2.2 The Dardanelles: the view from the stern of HMS Agamemnon, the
vessel that took part in the ill-fated naval attack of March 1915, and appeared off
Istanbul in 1918 to accept the Ottoman surrender

at the outbreak of war, it was extended to 18-year-olds in April 1915 when
the Allies landed at Gallipoli, and was further extended to men up to so the
following spring.?” The empire was supposed to be able to produce 2 mil-
lion servicemen, but it took a full year of war before these numbers were
actually in service. In 1916, the army numbered about 2.5 million, and, by
1917, despite significant losses, there were 2.8 million under arms.**

The men allocated to the infantry were initially expected to serve for
two years in the regulars, the Nizam, and then spend twenty-three years in
the reserve (first line Ikhtiat; second line Redif, and then a militia, the
Mustahfiz), although in the other arms it was three years of service and just
seventeen in the reserves. The reserves had a standing cadre to manage
mobilization, but the training of reserves was practically non-existent.
Students and other socially elite groups were granted shorter terms or
exemptions, and the physically unfit were expected to pay a tax for their
exclusion. Jews and Christians were not permitted to join the fighting forces
but could be allocated to labour battalions. Manpower and equipment
shortages were problematic. The administration and logistics of the army
was its weakest point, despite German efforts to improve matters. Uniforms
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and basic equipment were usually in short supply. By the midpoint of the
conflict, strict orders had to be issued to prevent issued sandbags being cut
up and used as clothing.

At the outbreak of war, there were four armies, but during the war this
was increased to nine. Nevertheless, the increase in scale was illusory. In
peacetime, a Nizam division was made up of thirteen infantry battalions, a
squadron of cavalry, and twenty-four field guns: a total strength of 15,000,
which could be brought up to a war establishment of 19,000. In reality,
divisions were barely half that size. Yet there are also accounts that show
desperate measures were imposed to overcome the haemorrhaging of casu-
alties, sickness, and desertion, including the impressment of teenagers and
old men. By the end of the war, despite these exigencies, Ottoman armies
were no larger than divisions. In an extreme example, the Ottoman First
Army declined from 200,000 men in 1914 to 3,000 men in I917.

The army was organized into divisions, each of three regiments which
themselves consisted of three battalions. An infantry battalion could field
twenty-four officers and 700 men, at least in theory. Alongside the battal-
ions, the army possessed sixty-four separate machine-gun companies, and
the relative density of machine-gun units across the army, compared with
the British Army and the imperial forces, was a particular strength. Cavalry
regiments were made up of five 100-man squadrons, and these were aug-
mented by Kurdish and Arab irregular horsemen, who, while titled ‘volun-
teers’,were often not.Neither regular nor irregular cavalry was well-mounted,
and horse management was poor. More enthusiasm could be found amongst
voluntary irregular units, or from Muslim muhacirs (‘refugees’) who had
been displaced by the Balkan Wars or from the Caucasus. Men released from
prisons and placed into irregular bands for war service were also eager to
fight, particularly if there was some chance of material gain. Yet, irregular
units were notoriously unreliable. The 20,000 Kurdish cavalrymen in the
Caucasus at the outbreak of war had dwindled through desertion to just
3,000 by November 1914.” Large numbers of deserters became brigands in
Anatolia and the Caucasus, joining the insurgent bands that plagued isolated
logistics units in Mesopotamia or stragglers in the long retreats.*°

There has been some debate in recent years about the numbers of Arabs
serving in Ottoman units. It was long argued that the defence of the Gallipoli
peninsula was conducted by units that were overwhelmingly Anatolian
‘Turkish’ in ethnicity.* Critics noted that two of the regiments at Gallipoli
were from Aleppo, and only one, the 77th, was under the command of
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Colonel Mustapha Kemal. This, it was thought, demonstrated that Arab sol-
diers, rather than Turks, had played a key role in checking the initial British
and imperial landings. The difficulty with this thesis is that the troops that
had been stationed at Aleppo before the war were not all locally recruited.
Enlistment data did not record the ethnicity of the recruits, but there appears
to be some evidence to show that the Aleppo regiments consisted of a mix
of groups, including Turks, Nusayris, and Turcomans. In other words, the
ranks were filled with men that would best fit the description of Ottoman,
rather than Arab or Turkish. The issue of ethnicity affects assessments of the
number of Arabs in the army as a whole. There are various estimates, and the
figure of 300,000 is sometimes used, which would represent some 20 to 25
per cent of the fighting strength of the army in 1915. If correct, this would
make a striking contrast with the much-vaunted claims of those that focus
on the success of the ‘Arab revolt™ its Hashemite leaders mustered some
6,000 volunteer fighters, but this is dwarfed by the number who remained
loyal to the Ottoman regime. One final qualification is needed, however. Of
those in Ottoman service, the number of genuine volunteers was small.
Captured Allied soldiers recalled seeing men from Mosul brought in under
duress, ‘roped together by the shoulders and further secured in pairs with
wooden handcuffs [and] strings of footsore Arabs arrived to be trained’.’

By contrast, the fopkhana (artillery) was the corps d’élite of the Ottoman
Army. Many batteries were armed with the latest German 75 mm Krupp
field guns although there were older varieties, especially in heavy artillery.
German influences in the structure of the Ottoman Army were mirrored in
equipment: the infantry carried Mauser rifles, operated German signals
equipment, and were supported by German aircraft. Moreover, German
officers served on the staft of all headquarters. Indeed, of the seventy-three
staff officers in Palestine and Mesopotamia in 1917, all but nine were German.

The Ottoman Navy was another weak point of the empire. Apart from
two German vessels, the rest of the fleet was small in scale and aged. The
capital ship Messudieh was sunk by a British submarine in the Straits, leaving
four battleships, two cruisers and thirty other vessels but the Ottomans were
dependent on German U-boats for any ‘strike’ capability.

Means: The British Imperial Forces

The Royal Navy possessed the world’s most powerful fleet, and, on the eve
of war even Germany, its most committed rival, could only muster half the
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number of Britain’s battleships and armoured cruisers. While the main
focus in 1914 was to ready the Grand Fleet of the North Sea to contain and
defeat the German Kriegsmarine, squadrons were based around the world,
including the Mediterranean.’? Assisting the surface ships in long-range
reconnaissance were aircraft of the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS),
which, during the war, improvised in bombing and ground attack.’* By
1917, despite some losses, the Royal Navy was perhaps even more formida-
ble. It could deploy sixty-one battleships, twelve battlecruisers, and twen-
ty-four ‘heavy’ cruisers (each with a displacement of over 9,000 tons);
eleven cruiser squadrons (one in the Mediterranean); sixteen flotillas (each
up to twenty vessels) of destroyers; as well as submarines, monitors
(semi-submersibles), seaplane carriers, merchant cruisers, and Q-ships
(merchant vessels converted into submarine killers). It was the vast armada
of the Royal Navy that could transport land forces to any coast in the
world, and protect sea communications on which vital supply lines
depended. As a marine capability, it could land two brigades of the Royal
Naval Division and could place aloft twenty-seven squadrons of the RINAS,
each with between eighteen and twenty-four aircraft. Moreover, the fire-
power of naval gunnery was significant. In the early weeks of the war, the
Royal Navy were able to bombard Aqgaba (on the Red Sea coast on what is
now Jordan), the forts at the limits of the Dardanelles, and threaten
Alexandretta. Indeed, there was great consternation in the Ottoman gov-
ernment that the British could land troops on practically any coast of their
territory, and, if the Dardanelles were breached, then Istanbul would be
entirely at the mercy of British guns.

The Royal Flying Corps, which was a branch of the army until the creation
of the Royal Air Force in May 1918, experienced rapid growth during the war
reaching 179 squadrons on the Western Front and in Italy by 1917. Nevertheless
only small contingents could be spared for service in the Egyptian Expeditionary
Force, in Mesopotamia, or in support of the Arab revolt, although the few
machines that were used made a significant difference to reconnaissance, the
direction of artillery, and ground-attack operations.

The British Army was a small, volunteer force in 1914, and while perhaps
perfectly suited to expeditionary warfare against small states, was inadequate
for fighting the scale of a Continental adversary such as Germany. The British
Expeditionary Force (BEF) that deployed to France at the beginning of the
war was not designed for a European war. Richard Haldane, the Secretary of
State for War (1905—12), had predicted in 1906 that ‘our wars...require an
Army wholly different from that of any other nation [whose| possible work
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may vary between the defence of India,...to some small war in a Crown
Colony’.* The Committee of Imperial Defence, established in 1902, was, as
its name suggests, focused on the British Empire’s security, although the
Army Council (1904) and the General Staff (1905) looked at closer cooper-
ation with France.The coordinator was, in theory, the Chief of the Imperial
General Staft (CIGS), but in 1914, the ailing General Sir Charles Douglas was
unable to take a lead and he died two months after the outbreak of war. The
Director of Military Operations was Major General Charles Edward Callwell,
a colonial soldier, but when Kitchener was appointed as Secretary of State for
War, he did not even consult him. In contrast to the First Lord of the
Admiralty, Winston Churchill, who held regular meetings with the First Sea
Lord and his staff, Kitchener was ‘a one man show’.3

The BEF was much lauded for its sacrifice in 1914, not least because it
retained its cohesion despite catastrophic losses, but it was not sufficient.
Moreover, the Territorial Force, which had emerged from the 1908 reform
of the Yeomanry, Militia, and Volunteers, was also far too small for the tasks
with which it was presented. In 1914, the Territorials were dispatched hastily
to several colonial stations in order to release regulars needed in Europe.
The regular reserves, divided into four categories of readiness or service
conditions, filled the gaps. Conscious of the urgent need for manpower to
augment this small army, Kitchener famously called for more volunteers in
order to create ‘New Armies’. The response was overwhelming, with 33,000
a day coming forward in September 1914. In July 1915, the initial flood had
slowed and a National Registration Act, and the Derby Scheme of October
that year, allowed for a further reserve or manpower to be created. Still the
demands increased, and in January and July 1916 conscription was intro-
duced for unmarried and then married men between 18 and 41 years of age.
Such was the severity of the crisis in 1918 that the age of service was
extended to 51, although the system was brought under civilian control as
the Ministry of National Service in November 1917. In total, some 2.6 million
volunteered and 2.3 million were conscripted.

In 1917, the British Army had five armies in Europe, with the First Army
under Sir Henry Horne (I, XI, XIII, Canadian, and Portuguese Corps); the
Second Army under Sir Herbert Plumer (IX, X, I and Il ANZAC); the Third
Army under Sir Julian Byng (III, IV, VI, VII, XVII Corps, 4th Cav Div);
the Fourth Army under Sir Henry Rawlinson (XV Corps and 1st Div), and
the Fifth Army under Sir Hubert Gough (I1,V, VIII, XIV, XVIII, XIX Corps),
while the Cavalry Corps was led by Sir Charles Kavanagh, and possessed four
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divisions. Forces were also required in the colonies to maintain the imperial
garrisons, not least in the protection of the Suez Canal. In the Middle East,
the two principal armies were the Egyptian Expeditionary Force (initially
under Sir Archibald Murray, then Sir Edmund Allenby) and the Tigris Corps
(led by Sir Stanley Maude until his death that year when he was replaced by
Sir William Marshall). The composition of these forces varied, with an
increasingly large component being made up of Indian Army personnel.

The standard organization of the British Army was the Division, with
Corps and Army groups regarded as a special wartime requirement. Each
Division consisted of four brigades although in 1918, manpower shortages
had reduced this to three with a corresponding increase in the number of
machine-gun companies. Each brigade was made up of four battalions sup-
ported with twenty-four machine guns. In 1915, the number of heavy
Vickers machine guns per brigade was doubled, and in 1916, a brigade
would possess forty-eight Lewis light machine guns and sixteen Vickers.
The infantrymen would also be backed by trench mortars that could hurl
projectiles on a high trajectory into enemy fortifications. Divisions had their
own artillery support, which also increased steadily from the 1914 establish-
ment of fifty-four field guns and one heavy battery of four 6o-pdrs.

The expansion of the British Army during the war, and the creation of
New Army divisions, had threatened the cohesion of the regular forces’ reg-
imental system, which was thought to be crucial to its success. To maintain
esprit de corps and a sense of identity amongst the New Army formations, they
were given regimental affiliations and numbered accordingly. No new regi-
ments were created, with the exception of the Heavy Machine Gun Corps
and machine-gun units, so battalions were given the ‘parent’ regimental
number. When a Territorial battalion was deployed, it was replaced with a
Territorial reserve battalion with a fractional number (such as 1/4th
Battalion), and when that was replaced in turn by another new battalion, it
would adopt another fraction (2/4th). In 1915, the third reserve battalions
were being formed as 3/4th. The effect was to inculcate in every soldier a
belief that he was part of a longer regimental heritage which had a reputa-
tion to preserve and enhance. Brigadier S. W. Hare, in encouraging his new
Fusiliers prior to the landings at Gallipoli, invoked the regimental victories
of Albuhera (1811), Minden (1759), Delhi (1857), and Lucknow (1857), which,
apparently, had a tremendous effect on the soldiers’ sense of purpose.’”

The outbreak of war was greeted with tremendous enthusiasm in Australia
and the government of Andrew Fisher offered firm support to Britain.
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The troops that came to form the ANZACs, a derivative of the title
Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, earned a reputation for courage,
rugged endurance, and strong cohesion or ‘mateship’, but they were also
criticized by British senior officers for a lack of discipline, indifference to
authorities they disapproved of, and rowdy behaviour. Australian soldiers
insisted on addressing officers by their first names, which infuriated the
class-conscious British officer corps, but the Australian defiance was in itself
a reaction to the often patronizing manner in which senior commanders
spoke of the ‘colonials’. Anecdotes are legion. In one incident, perhaps
apocryphal, during delicate negotiations between Ottoman and British
officers over a temporary truce on Gallipoli, an ANZAC soldier simply
wandered in and demanded to know which of the bastards present had seen
his kettle. This wonderfully irreverent behaviour caused great amusement,
and admiration, amongst British troops.Yet it was their fighting prowess and
recklessness that earned the highest plaudits. Unsurprisingly, Australians
have ever since been held in the highest regard, and the greatest affection,
by their British military counterparts.

The Australians refused to countenance conscription and the 332,000
men who served overseas were all volunteers, formed into five divisions. Of
particular note was the Desert Mounted Corps, which conducted opera-
tions in Palestine. It was a force dominated by personnel from Australia and
New Zealand, supported by the British Yeomanry Mounted Division and a
multinational Imperial Camel Corps. The commander of the force, ‘Light
Horse Harry’ Chauvel, remains a national icon in Australia, and the achieve-
ments of the various Light Horse regiments are celebrated on ANZAC day,
the date of the landings at Gallipoli.*®

The New Zealanders managed to field a force in the Great War that,
proportionally, represented fully one half of the eligible male population.
There was equal enthusiasm for the war in New Zealand as there had been
in Australia and Britain, and the National Government, formed in 1915,
remained resolute in its support of the war effort. In 1916, like Britain, the
government introduced conscription. The forces sent overseas consisted of
mounted infantry, with an almost universal experience of horsemanship,
and Territorial regiments that retained a provincial title for identity and
cohesion. Their contingents distinguished themselves on all fronts of the
war, but their achievements in courageous mounted attacks in Palestine and
their doggedness at Gallipoli, particularly in August 1915, drew particular
admiration.®
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The Indian Army had begun its existence as the auxiliary ‘Native’ contin-
gents of the contracted army of the Honourable East India Company in the
1740s, and in the nineteenth century there had been three separate, geo-
graphically based ‘Presidency Armies’, with the troublesome North West
Frontier region under the direct control of the governor general. After calls
for amalgamation, there was a period of reform between 1895 and 1903, and
a single Indian Army was created by Lord Kitchener, the then Commander-
in-Chief of India. Old ‘presidency’ titles were, in theory, abolished, but var-
ious names and nicknames survived. Crucially, units retained traditions and
customs to reinforce their identity and regimental esprit de corps, including a
selective diet or eating rituals.

To ‘stiffen’ and supervise the Indian Army, and provide it with heavy and
field artillery, British regiments were brigaded with two or more Indian
ones. The arrangement was known by the name ‘the Army in India’. The
proportions of British and Indian troops and the long-standing article of
faith that Indian troops should be equipped only with light mountain guns
were legacies of the Indian Mutiny. It was considered to be a sensible pre-
caution not to equip its servants too powerfully.

In 1908, to ease administration, the Indian Army was divided into a
northern and southern army, but the strength of the force was in its ability
to garrison every part of the subcontinent, despatch troops to pacify the
frontiers, and, if necessary, deploy independent brigades overseas. Before the
Great War, there were thirty-nine regiments of cavalry (not including con-
tingents of bodyguards), ninety-five single-battalion regiments of infantry,
twelve single-battalion pioneer regiments, and eleven double-battalion reg-
iments (39th Garwhals and the ten Gurkha regiments).* There were three
units of sappers and miners (for engineer operations), mountain artillery,
ordnance units, logistics teams, medical units, and administrators. In extremis,
especially on the frontier, there were Imperial Service Troops, local auxiliar-
ies trained, for the most part, to a standard acceptable to the Indian Army.
There were also militias, levies, and scouts, who provided some regional
security, especially to British political officers and constabulary. There was a
pool of European and Anglo-Indian volunteers who could be called on to
protect installations such as the railways, and there were also sizeable private
armies directed by the Princely States, such as the Hyderabad Contingents,
the Central India Horse, and the local units of the other Princely States such
as Malwa, Erinpura, and Deoli, where the quality varied between anachron-

istic retainers to more modernized troops.
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The legacy of the nineteenth century was not limited to titles and organ-
ization, but also the source of manpower. The Mutiny of 1857 effectively
ended recruitment from Bengal, where the revolt had begun, while, for
reasons of prejudice, men from the rural south were not considered particu-
larly energetic or ‘martial’. By contrast, Bombay, Punjab, and the mountain-
ous north seemed to produce especially warlike groups, and the Indian Army
recruited from them extensively. Thus, for example, while there were just
5,588 Madrassis and 3,000 Tamils from the south in the army in 1904, there
were 31,000 Sikhs, 32,000 Punjabis, 14,000 Gurkhas, and 11,000 Rajputs.*

The other peculiarity of the Indian Army was the organization of the
officers. Each infantry battalion had twelve European officers, and subordi-
nated to them, regardless of experience, were seventeen Indian officers carry-
ing the viceroy’s commission. Together they commanded 729 ranks and
forty-two civilian ‘commissariat’ followers. In the cavalry, the proportions
were the same. There were obvious cultural differences between British and
Indian Army units, and they were also evident amongst the officer corps.*
In the Indian cavalry, the legacy of being ‘irregular’ and under the personal
command of pioneering individuals gave rise to an attitude that praised
initiative, carried disdain for parade-ground precision (while exhibiting
pride in the most splendid Indian uniforms), and cherished the horses and
the Indian cavalry soldiers, the sowars, above all else. The fact that troopers
owned their own mounts (the sillidar system) made the men particularly
attentive to the endurance of their animals.

In the Indian infantry, Claude Auchinleck, who saw action in defence of
the Suez Canal and in Mesopotamia during the war, described an atmos-
phere of respectful relations between officers and men. He wrote:‘there was
no question of ordering them about—they were yeomen really and that
made all the difference’.# The more senior and experienced Indian leaders
known as viceroy’s commissioned officers, despite their subordination, were
the most respected of all, and guided young British subalterns in their role.
They were referred to as ‘God’s Own Gentlemen’. In contrast to most
European armies which expected their ‘native’ soldiers to learn the
Europeans’ language, in the Indian Army every officer had to learn to speak
to his soldiers in their vernacular, not least because he was regarded as the
neutral arbiter in any local disputes.* The emphasis on personal leadership
led to a tendency to lead from the front in combat, but that had its own
attractions for young British officers. The appeal of command in the Indian
Army was so high that, in 1913, of the top twenty-five cadets at the
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Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, twenty of them opted to join the Indian
Army.®

In 1914, the motivation of the Indian Army was not in doubt. A hierarchy
of prestige, based on ‘fighting quality’ and physique, ran through the different
ethnic groups that constituted the army, and each was eager to assert its mar-
tial prowess.*® This competitiveness existed between units recruited on the
basis of territorial demarcation as much as on ethnicity, and it was common
in ‘mixed’ units where companies were made up of a particular ‘class’. The 6th
Bengal Lancers, for example, consisted of one Muslim squadron, one Hindu,
and one Sikh, with the headquarters squadron made up of troops from all
three ‘classes’.#” Half of the regular army was drawn from the Punjab, and even
regiments designated with particular regional titles might actually contain a
cross-section of more competitive groups.* However, there was also a trait
amongst some groups to enlist for the ‘fight’ rather than identity per se.

At the tactical level, certain experienced regiments of the Indian Army,
such as the Frontier Force and the various battalions of the Gurkhas, were
highly accomplished, able to use field craft and the skilled use of fire to
defeat guerrilla fighters on the frontiers. However, units with little experience
of mountain warfare were unsuited to the modern conditions of combat.

At the higher command level, a General Staff was created in 1903 to man-
age the complexities of training, military policy, operations, plans, intelli-
gence, and deployments. However, while relieving the Commander-in-Chief
India of many tasks, the General Headquarters had still to manage a high
volume of minor administrative matters and there was no clear chain of
command to the divisional level. Moreover, the Commander-in-Chief had
to combine the duties of Military Member of the Viceroy’s Council (1906)
and responsibility for military supply (1909). Divisional commanders were
burdened with administering not only their three infantry brigades, a cav-
alry regiment, their artillery, and their pioneers but also all the additional
formations in their area of responsibility, including militias and volunteers,
even though these would not be the units under their command in war-
time. Indeed, when a divisional headquarters was deployed, these other
militia and volunteer units were simply abandoned, with no plan for conti-
nuity in such an eventuality. Moreover, while there was a surplus of this
additional manpower, there was a paucity of vital ancillary services, includ-
ing medical and administrative staff.

Worst of all, there were far too few staff in each headquarters. In 1906,‘A’
staff of the General Branch, directed by the Chief of Staft, were concerned
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with training, discipline, and personnel; while ‘Q’ staft were concerned with
equipment and supply. The following year, a Staff College was established at
Quetta, ending older systems of patronage or dependence on the British
Staff College at Camberley. The only tragedy of this excellent reform was
that it was too late to produce senior staff-trained officers before the out-
break of war in 1914.

The Indian Army of 1914 was a long-service professional force but one
of its fundamental flaws was that it lacked sufficient trained reserves to be
able to regenerate itself in the event of significant casualties. Frontier fight-
ing had required well-trained units with the cohesion to withstand demor-
alizing insurgency, but casualties had, on the whole, been light.*# The fighting
had offered sufficient hazard to reinforce one’s personal izzat (honour) or
sense of fate, demonstrate attachment to one’s officer and unit, and earn
decorations and promotion without a high probability of death.The Afghan
and Pashtun tribes” habit of murdering the wounded and mutilating the
dead meant that heroic efforts were always made to recover casualties, which
again reinforced cohesion. Service in Indian regiments tended to deter the
rapid turnover of personnel and therefore it was hard to generate a large
cadre of reservists. To qualify for a pension, soldiers had to serve twenty-five
years. By contrast, three-year short-service men, who could take opportu-
nities for periodic retraining, were few and far between and in any case
insufficiently trained to be useful. Often, sickness and civilian employment
rendered ex-soldiers unfit for further military service. The result was an
army of some experience in mountain warfare, cohesive, with a strong sense
of its exclusive identity, but without any notion of formation level opera-
tions or high-intensity European war, and unable to draw on a large pool of
trained reservists.

In India, despite all the concerns about the loyalty of Indian subjects in
the nineteenth century, there was particular enthusiasm for Britain’s cause at
the outbreak in 1914. When the viceroy declared war on India’s behalf,
unfashionable though it may seem today, there was a sincere response from
many Indian leaders and organizations: the All India Muslim League, Punjab
Provincial Congress, the Princely States, and many thousands of individuals
expressed their loyalty to the British Empire. Gandhi, not yet well-known
across the subcontinent, tendered a resolution to the Indian National
Congress for unconditional service to the empire. Offers of money, horses,
medics, hospital ships, and ambulances were made, and twenty-one of the
twenty-seven princes’ Imperial Service Troops contingents were mobilized.
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The Nizam of Hyderabad committed his troops to the war effort and gave
60 lakhs of rupees (£400,000). The Maharajah of Mysore gave a further 50
lakhs (£333,000). Enthusiasm and cohesion were not in doubt: the Jodhpur
Lancers, for example, were even commanded by their septuagenarian
Regent-Maharajah, Major General Sir Pratab Singh.

Four expeditionary forces were mobilized, far more than had been
planned for. It was to the credit of the pre-war planners that the Indian
Army at least had a scheme for mobilization and deployment in place when
the war broke out. India had two infantry divisions and one cavalry brigade
available for immediate operations.*® But the requirement to expand this
deployment rapidly caused disruption and overwhelmed the depots. The
Lahore and Meerut Divisions (Force A) were assembled and despatched
urgently to France. Indian Expeditionary Forces B and C, barely at brigade
strength, went to East Africa, ostensibly to secure the coast and neutralize
the German naval threat to shipping in the Indian Ocean but also to protect
the British railways into Kenya for whose defence there was insufficient
manpower.

In October 1914 the government of India believed the invasion of what
were, in terms of sovereignty, Ottoman domains at the head of the Gulf
would be ‘provocative’ and might precipitate belligerence. However, urged
on by the India Office in the British government, the 16th Infantry Brigade
of the 6th (Quetta) Division was diverted from Force B bound for East
Africa and renamed Force D.5" Initially the objective for Force D was simply
to assert a military presence at the Shatt al-Arab and it landed at Fao, on the
Gulf coast (today in Iraq), on 6 November 1914.> But once war had been
declared by the Ottoman Empire, following its aggression against Russia,
Force D was ordered to advance northward toward the town of Basra,
which it captured on 21 November. To cover its expanding area of control,
the 16th Infantry Brigade was soon augmented by the arrival of the 18th
Brigade, while a third brigade arrived in January 1915. In due course another
infantry division would be deployed, as proposals were made for an advance
up the River Tigris toward Baghdad, particularly when operations in the
Dardanelles stalled in the summer of 1915.% These deployments went well
beyond the pre-war planning assumptions.

The government of India had no mechanism for long-term force gener-
ation, and, as far as the campaign in southern Mesopotamia was concerned,
the piecemeal approach to deciding on objectives meant improvisation for
every phase of operations. There has been much criticism of this situation,
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since the 1917 publication of the Mesopotamia Commission onwards, but
the context is crucial: both the British and Indian governments were strug-
gling to manage their resources and make the transition to a war economy.**
It had long been established that, in the event of crisis in the Middle East,
British expeditionary forces would form the bulk of the military effort, not
Indian. In other words, no one had foreseen that it would be the Indian
Army that would form the bulk of the forces for the invasion of Mesopotamia
and of Palestine, and thus, in effect, bear the brunt of the fighting against the
Ottoman Empire.

Ways: British Decision-Making

The primary decision-making body at the strategic level in 1914 was the
British Cabinet. The Prime Minister, Herbert H. Asquith, had been in office
since 1908, following a Liberal landslide election victory in 1906, and he had
endured a number of domestic political crises with some patient and careful
negotiation. Industrial disputes, disloyalty of leading army officers over the
future autonomy of Ireland, and women’s suffrage had been dealt with by
deferring decisions as often as making them, and Asquith had a reputation
for a ‘wait and see’ approach. By contrast, two members of his Cabinet,
David Lloyd George, as the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Winston
Churchill, the First Lord of the Admiralty, had reputations for dash and
energy. Both were also outstanding orators in the House of Commons.
The Cabinet was soon overwhelmed by the business of war as well as the
business of government. It was therefore decided, on 25 November 1914, to
establish a War Council, made up of members of the pre-war Committee of
Imperial Defence. Its role was to focus entirely on the strategy of the war,
and the three most prominent members were Asquith, Churchill, and Lord
Horatio Kitchener of Khartoum, the former viceroy of Egypt who was
made Minister of War. Kitchener estimated that the war would last at least
three years and therefore Britain had to work closely with the French until
such time as new manpower could be mobilized from volunteers in Britain
and across the British Empire. His perception that, in the west, Germany
was too strong to be defeated, led him to advocate the alternative course of
knocking its eastern partners out of the war. In this assessment he got the
enthusiastic support of Churchill and Lloyd George. Kitchener was single-
minded but was impatient with politicians, especially Asquith and his Liberal
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colleagues, who he felt were not energetic or ruthless enough to prosecute
the war. As a result, Kitchener did not work closely with the Cabinet and
insisted on his own line of action. This meant it was easier for his Cabinet
colleagues to blame him if things went wrong, and he was later accused of
not providing sufficient resources to support the operations in Gallipoli
in 19715.

In essence, Kitchener insisted on military primacy in the making of
Britain’s strategy. His experience of unquestioned supreme command and
independence in decision-making in his campaigns in the Sudan (1896-8)
and South Africa (1900—2) gave rise to a certain aloofness. Yet, as a former
Royal Engineer, Kitchener was thorough, and he was all too aware of the
inadequacies and shortages in the early stages of Britain’s war effort.” Even
his most ardent critics admitted that it was Kitchener who was instrumental
in making armies and organizing Britain’s industry for a long war.

The set-backs to the Dardanelles campaign prompted the leader of the
Conservatives, Andrew Bonar Law, to insist on a coalition government, which
was formed in May 1915. The result was an enlargement of the country’s
decision-making body, with Asquith, Sir Edward Grey (Foreign Secretary),
Kitchener (War), Bonar Law (Colonial Secretary), Arthur Balfour (First Lord
of the Admiralty), and Arthur Henderson, the Labour leader (Education).
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Figure 2.3 Field Marshal Sir William Robertson, Chief of the Imperial General
Staff, who prioritized the Western Front over the Middle East
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Churchill was made Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, but, criticized
for the Gallipoli operations, he resigned soon after. Lloyd George was given
the appointment of Minister of Munitions to try and resolve the shortages
in production and supply. Nevertheless, while Kitchener became less influ-
ential in the War Cabinet because of the lack of progress in the Dardanelles,
Sir William Robertson, the CIGS, ensured that the army was the primary
strategic decision-making body.

In November 1915, in another attempt to streamline decision-making,
Asquith announced that a new War Committee would be formed consist-
ing of just five men. He remained as Prime Minister, and he appointed
Lloyd George, Bonar Law, Balfour, and Reginald McKenna (the Chancellor
of the Exchequer) as his committee colleagues. While the munitions crisis
eased as British industry geared up for war, there were still challenges and
set-backs: conscription was introduced in January and July 1916, despite
Liberal opposition; Irish republicans tried to seize control of Dublin, and
were defeated; Anglo-French cooperation improved but the joint operation
on the Somme in July did not produce the anticipated breakthrough on the
Western Front. In June 1916, when Kitchener was lost at sea, to replace him
Lloyd George was appointed Secretary of State for War. Yet, by the autumn
of 1916, there were bitter disagreements about the conduct of the war, and,
crucially, the higher direction of the war. Asquith appeared to be content to
leave the key strategic decisions to Robertson (CIGS) and his commander
on the Western Front, Sir Douglas Haig, but Lloyd George thought the
‘westerner’ strategy, which focused the war effort on France and Flanders,
was not achieving results. Worse, the Dardanelles and the Mesopotamia
commissions of enquiry were investigating what had gone wrong in these
two campaigns, and consequently why the eastern strategy had failed.

Frustrated by the absence of ‘push and go’ in the apparatus of govern-
ment, in contrast to his own direction of the Ministry of Munitions, Lloyd
George insisted on ‘a fight. . . to the finish — to a knock out’.** He demanded
that Asquith cut the War Committee down to four members with absolute
power, and, in the killer blow, he insisted that Asquith was to be excluded.
Lloyd George was refused and he resigned, and Asquith, with his Cabinet
split, also resigned, expecting his colleagues to support him. They didn’t.
Lloyd George had agreed in advance with Bonar Law and a handful of
leading Conservatives that Asquith had to go.They agreed that Lloyd George
was the man to head the new Cabinet, and, with Bonar Law’s consent,
Lloyd George became Prime Minister on 7 December 1916. Immediately,
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he summoned Arthur Henderson, Sir Alfred Milner, the former high com-
missioner of South Africa who had run the civilian administration during
the war of 1899—1902, and Lord Curzon, the former viceroy of India who
had considerable administrative experience. Bonar Law became the War
Council’s spokesman in the House of Commons and the five-man executive
was supported by co-opted members of the Cabinet, including Churchill,
recalled as Minister of Munitions, Balfour as Foreign Secretary (replacing
Grey who had insisted on initiating peace talks with Germany), and the earl
of Derby as Minister of War. The establishment of Lloyd George’s War
Council did two things: it centralized power and led to the more ruthless
prosecution of the war. It also reasserted civilian primacy in the making of
strategy for the first time since 1914.

There were other changes in the primary decision-making organization
at the top of the government. The king was also emperor of India, although
it was the Cabinet’s Secretary of State for India who determined British
policy for India. The actual administration of India was led by the governor
general or viceroy, who served for five years. Charles, Baron Hardinge of
Penshurst, held the appointment until 1916 when he was succeeded by
Frederic, Baron Chelmsford. The viceroy executed his policies through a
six-member council, and had a further sixty-one members for legislative
functions. The provinces of British India were divided between governors,
lieutenant governors, and chief commissioners but the entire administration
was only 6,500 strong in 1914. The army in India was the largest standing
military force in the British Empire, and, as such, the government of India
had an influential role in the war effort. India was assigned responsibility for
security and operations in the Far East, South East Asia, the Indian Ocean,
East Africa, Persia, and Mesopotamia, and, later, for the provision of troops
to Palestine, Syria, Egypt, Central Asia, and the Caucasus. Moreover, India
was expected to find not only manpower, but supplies, foodstuffs, and
equipment, from sandbags to steam locomotives. When this proved beyond
the capacity and organization of the subcontinent, the government of India
was given much less freedom of action in its decision-making. London
imposed its will through the War Council and the War Office.

By contrast, the leaders of the dominions of Canada, Australia, New
Zealand, South Africa, and Newfoundland were invited in March 1917 to the
first Imperial Conference, along with the Secretary of State for India. The
purpose was not just to coordinate the direction of the war across the globe,
but to recognize the enhanced status of the dominions as partners, not
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subordinates. The success of the annual conferences resulted in the elevation
of Jan Smuts, the former Afrikaner guerrilla and now loyalist, to the War
Cabinet.

Lloyd George made a further, more significant change in November 1917,
when he persuaded the French to accept the establishment of a Supreme
War Council. Appointing his approved military representative, Sir Henry
Wilson, the Prime Minister tried to relegate Robertson and Haig, and thus
achieve full control of British strategy. His success was in despatching General
Sir Edmund Allenby to capture Jerusalem, but the relative neglect of the
Western Front meant the British Army was less well-prepared than it might
have been to face the massive German spring offensive in 1918. Nevertheless,
the structure of government remained unchanged throughout the remain-
ing months of the war. Lloyd George was effectively a dictator in Britain,
possessing considerable powers. His oratory added to his capacity to per-
suade others and get his way, but, in the end, it was this power that was be
his undoing.

In his memoirs, Lloyd George reflected on the difficulties of civil-military
relations in the making of Britain’s wartime policy. He drew attention to the
initial tendency of civilian leaders to allow the military and naval officers to
design strategy, and the disputes that followed when he and other members
of the War Cabinet tried to assert civilian primacy. With a combination of
eloquence and frustration, he wrote: ‘Every prolonged war has at one stage
or another produced differences or disputes between the civilian govern-
ment and the Generals in the field” He continued that it was ‘inevitable that
there should be argument as to reinforcements and supplies between those
who have to use them and those who have to furnish them’. But he warned:
‘No country has unlimited resources at its command, and a wise govern-
ment will mobilise its strength to its best advantage’s” He believed all gen-
erals in the war had underestimated the home front, ‘and yet that is where
the war was won and lost’.* With increasing ferocity, Lloyd George argued
that the politicians had provided the manpower to the generals, but they
had too often squandered those lives ‘in the prosecution of doubtful plans
and mishandled enterprises’.” He subsequently described with anguish
operations he considered ‘futile and ill-conceived’, ‘militarily foolish’, or
‘psychologically .. .insane’.%

He then asked the critical question: ‘should we have interfered in the
realm of strategy?’ To this question he admitted: “This is one of the most
perplexing anxieties of the government of a nation at war.’ The reason was
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simple: ‘civilians have had no instruction in the principles of war, and to that
extent are complete amateurs in the methods of waging war’. But then he
added that ‘strategy is not entirely a military problem’, noting, in reference
to the Suez Canal,‘the passing of the gates of India, the Far East and Australia
is not by any means principally a military question for Great Britain’. He
condemned the idea that strategy was just a case of ‘victory-in-battle’.*"
Instead, domestic political, alliance, and imperial considerations were as
important. His verdict was that ‘the defeat of the Turko-German Army in
Palestine was an Imperial necessity’. Lloyd George concurred with Sir
Alfred Milner that one of the outcomes of the war was a more consolidated,

62

closer British Empire able to assert itself in every region of the globe.*” Jan
Smuts encouraged Lloyd George to regard the Middle East as part of a
future ‘Southern British World’.% In the critical winter of 1917, the govern-
ment had established first an Imperial Forum and then a succession of
Imperial Cabinets. Although Lloyd George saw much of the conquered
Middle East not as long-term colonies but bargaining counters for future
negotiations, it was noted how his familiarity with the imperially minded
War Cabinet led him to despise “That mob [in the Commons], this rotten
assembly at Westminster’.*

The one issue he felt the military would not permit interference with
was the decision whether or not to conduct ‘a great battle’. When these
large engagements failed to achieve their initial objectives and became pro-
longed, again Lloyd George asked his readers to consider: ‘Should govern-
ments intervene or leave the decision entirely to the soldiers?” The implication
of his words was an emphatic ‘no’ to decisions made entirely by soldiers.

Lloyd George argued that had the Balkans theatre been pursued instead
of the endless hammering at the Western Front, then the way would have
been open to cut supply routes to the Ottomans and their defences in the
Dardanelles. While admitting that cooperation with France took precedence,
he tried to assert that failing to make the Balkans as a major theatre ‘was one
of the strategical blunders of the war’.% He admitted that his colleagues in
government had permitted the fighting on the Western Front to continue
as the primary scene of operations because conducting operations ‘is mainly
a decision for the generals’, but he made no mention of his own endorse-
ment for the Dardanelles and Gallipoli campaign without the resources it
required.®® As one historian put it, “The army at the Dardanelles, never ade-
quately supported, was in effect allowed to moulder until threatened with
destruction from either the enemy or the elements."
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Instead, Lloyd George focused on his decision to create a Supreme War
Council as an antidote to generals with ‘a ridiculous cavalry obsession’, their
‘inadequate brains’, and their ‘amateurism’. Without acknowledging the role
that cavalry had played in ‘his’ victory in taking Jerusalem in 1917, Lloyd
George posited that ‘the Generals had to be helped out by the politicians’ in
the crucial questions of munitions, tanks, aircraft production, mortars, ship-
ping, and hydrophones. He firmly believed that the British Army’s insist-
ence on obedience and seniority had confined their best talent to ‘the slime’
of the trenches and stifled intellect in the senior officers. His assessments
became a popular explanation for the high casualties of the war and Britain’s
failures to achieve victory sooner, but Cabinet records and correspondence
shows that the political leaders struggled to define their objectives, manage
the dynamics of conflict, or align their ends, ways, and means any more
successfully than the military men. Disputes between the military and civil-
ian leaders jeopardized the conditions in which an effective and agreed
strategy could be devised. British ministers could not agree and did not
assert themselves over the direction of the Great War as a result.®

Strategy and decision-making is affected by group dynamics and it is
subject to all the advantages and flaws of human interactions. The unchang-
ing nature of war provides a degree of continuity for planners, and they can
also be aided by certain enduring principles., These include simplicity,
adaptability, a focus on timing or synchronization, the search for an ‘edge’
over the enemy, and the need to be comprehensive in nature. Sound strategy
must also pass four tests: it must be politically acceptable, feasible, suitable to
the context, and sustainable both in terms of national resources but also the
will of the people.” In the examples of the Great War in the Middle East,
the national strategies of the major powers, and the popular movements
involved, did not pass the essential tests of strategy.

Ways: the Cairo Administration
and the Arab Bureau

The British position in Egypt was peculiar: although, in theory, Britain
maintained only a Consulate General in the country, along with the other
Great Powers, the role of the British official was not merely diplomatic. The
Consul General was the key decision-maker of the ‘Protecting Power’, and
the ‘ultimate authority in the country in all those matters which [Britain|
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chose for the moment to regard as calling for the exercise of its control’.”
Despite sovereignty officially residing in Ottoman hands, Egypt was depend-
ent on the financial and military management of European interests, and,
following Britain’s military occupation of 1882, Egypt was, in effect, directed
by London. The occupation continued to ensure the control of the Suez
Canal, the vital artery of British commerce which, in financial terms, was
largely owned by the British government.” Retaining such a strategic point
was regarded as crucial after 1885 when other European powers began to
acquire colonial territories in Africa: if Britain withdrew, it seemed inevita-
ble that another rival nation, such as France or Germany, would seek to take
over the weak Egyptian state and thereby threaten to choke off the Suez
route. British administrators, such as Lord Cromer, had therefore set out to
consolidate control of Egypt with programmes of fiscal restructuring, public
works, legal reforms, and improvements to agriculture and irrigation.

An Egyptian Army was also reconstituted, largely for border defence
against incursions from the south and west, and to assist in the maintenance
of order in the Sudan, Egypt’s former colony. The jihadist movement of
Mohammed Ahmed, ‘the Mahdi’, in the 1880s, and his successor, the Khalifa
Abdullah el-Taaishi, had necessitated the raising of Sudanese troops and a
joint Anglo-Egyptian expedition into the Sudan in 1896—8 under the com-
mand of Kitchener. The new British administration that was established in
Sudan was unencumbered by the legacies of the Ottoman system and was
not yet subject to the criticisms of nationalists in the way that the Consul
General in Cairo was.

The security of Egypt was maintained by a relatively small force. Major
General the Honourable Julian Byng commanded just 5,000 troops in
Egypt and General Sir Reginald Wingate, the governor general of Sudan,
had an even smaller contingent. When the war broke out, the immediate
concern was the security of the Canal and railways, and the initial plan was
for regular British troops in Egypt to be replaced by units of the Indian
Army. Within days, the Indian troops were designated to go straight on to
France while Territorials were sent out from Britain to provide the security
for Egypt instead. Lieutenant General Sir John Maxwell, with long experi-
ence of service in Egypt, was appointed the commander of the new garri-
son which gradually increased over the next few months.

In the initial weeks of the war, the closure of cotton markets affected the
Egyptian economy adversely. The fact that so many relied on the cash crop’s
success was a cause for concern for the British authorities, because serious
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internal unrest could overwhelm the local resources of the garrison, par-
ticularly if that disorder was combined with an offensive by the Ottomans.
The concern with disorder was also perhaps an issue of institutional culture:
uprisings were regarded by British officials as evidence of poor governance
or management by local pro-consuls, although some have argued that there
was a ‘paranoia’ resulting from the undemocratic and prejudiced nature of
colonial authority.” The result was a strong focus on ethnographic or
‘human intelligence’in order to intercept sedition and conspiracies. Markets,
ports, and centres of potential resistance were kept under surveillance, and
efforts were made by civil administrators and police forces to keep abreast
of public opinion.There was concern to monitor any possible foreign polit-
ical influences, reflecting a fear of the ‘hidden hand’ of rival powers. The
antidote was to ensure that loyalist elements, drawn from the social elites of
the Egyptian sultan, political leaders, landowners, and the religious scholars,
the ulema, were kept close to the administration.” In peacetime this system
ensured order, but in wartime, in Egypt, it took on strategic significance.

Gathering intelligence beyond the borders of Egypt and the Sudan was
nevertheless embryonic in 1914. There was a significant reliance on ‘open
source’ information, relayed by neutral consulates within the Ottoman Empire,
and on prisoners of war. One of these, Lieutenant Muhammed Sharif
al-Faruqi, an Arab officer from Mosul who deserted at Gallipoli, gave the
impression that all Arabs, even those within the Ottoman ranks, were eager
to rise up in support of the pro-British Sharif Hussein of Mecca against the
government in Istanbul.”* Transferred for interrogation to Cairo, Faruqi’s
testimony was influential in encouraging a pro-Arab policy in British strategy.

The Arab Bureau, established in January 1916, was designed to be a coor-
dinating body for precisely this combination of political and military intel-
ligence across the region. Consequently, it was as concerned with Arab
opinion as it was with Ottoman military capabilities.” Officially, it reported
to the high commissioner of Egypt and was, as such, one branch of the
Sudan Intelligence Department. As a result, its product and its direction
were, in theory, directed by the Foreign Office in London, but the nature of
its contributors made it virtually an autonomous policy-making organiza-
tion. Staffed with talented and ambitious individuals who shared an interest
in directing the affairs of the entire region, it regarded itself as independent
in all but name of both the government of Cairo and of London.

The driving force of its approach was therefore the consequence of the
composition of its staff. Those who had come from military intelligence
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derived their experience from the operations of the Egyptian Expeditionary
Force in 1914—15, while personnel from the Cairo Residency had a back-
ground focused on gathering and analysing local information. The third
influence was the staft drawn from the Foreign Office Eastern Department,
which gave the Arab Bureau a regional perspective. They were all ‘Arabists’,
familiar with local languages and experienced in their understanding of
British policy in Egypt, Sudan, and its neighbours. Consequently they found
it difficult to separate the purely intelligence roles of collection, collation,
and analysis from the business of giving advice and exercising influence. The
small size of the bureau gave its members homogeneity in their opinions
and a sense of unified purpose. The first bureau chief was Colonel Gilbert
Clayton, former director of military intelligence in Egypt, and Clayton was
on close terms with Sir FE Reginald Wingate, the governor general of the
Sudan, and then his successor in 1917, Sir Lee Stack, who had been the
director of intelligence in Cairo in the decade before the war.

The Arab Bureau was housed in the Savoy Hotel in Cairo, and consisted
of between ten and twenty members, some of whom were career military
and diplomatic staff, and others university-educated experts co-opted for
their experience of working in the region alongside military intelligence.
The deputy director, Captain Kinahan Cornwallis, was a former Sudan Political
Service officer who had read Arabic at Oxford. Thomas Edward Lawrence,
also an Oxford man, had travelled extensively in the Near East and, before
the war, had worked on the British Museum’s archaeological excavations at
Carchemish in Syria and assisted Captain, later Colonel, Newcombe in a
survey of the Sinai. It was Newcombe who designed the wartime sabotage
offensive against Ottoman railways in the Hejaz, until his capture in 1917.
David Hogarth, who took over from Clayton as bureau chief, had also
attended Oxford and was curator of the Ashmolean Museum there, as well
as being a leading archaeologist of Arabic antiquities. It was this collective
interest in the Arab world that led the bureau to advocate the formation of
an Arab state, going well beyond their original task of intelligence.

The influence of the Arab Bureau was not confined to Cairo. In Persia
and then Baghdad, once it had been captured in March 1917, Sir Percy Cox,
Sir Percy Sykes, and their associates shared a similar outlook. Cox was the
consul at Muscat and British Resident at Bushire (a strategically important
city on the Persian side of the Persian Gulf), where he had such a strong
supervisory role that he was nicknamed ‘King of the Persian Gulf”. Before
the war, Sir Percy Sykes had been the British consul at Meshed in northern
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Persia and Kashgar in western China, spreading British influence in order to
prevent northern Iran or western China falling under Russian control, but
in 1914 he was redirected to form a regiment of local auxiliaries entitled the
South Persia Rifles.” He proved so successful in the task that he advocated
southern Persia should be declared a protectorate of the Indian Empire, a
move which was resolutely rejected by Lord Curzon in the War Cabinet.
Nevertheless, an intense study of the anthropology and shifting alliances of
the peoples and clans of the greater Middle East was a unifying characteris-
tic of the corps d’élite of the Sudan Political Service, the Arab Bureau, and
that other great institution of government and intelligence, the Indian Civil
Service.

The basis of the work by these agencies was to gather information but, at
the same time, seek to encourage the local elites to pursue a particular line
of policy. There was considerable faith in the idea of indigenous hierarchies
who could persuade populations to avoid confrontation with the British or
elicit information about conspiracies which might disrupt British policy.
Nationalist and militant groups within the British Empire could often be
presented to local elites as trouble-makers who could cause those same local
elites to lose their status or British privileges. Historian Chris Bayly described
the process as constructing an ‘empire of information’ to control an ‘empire
of opinion’.”” That at least was the aspiration. The British often struggled to
keep abreast of local developments, and, as the war demonstrated, rarely
controlled or influenced local actors beyond the frontiers of the British
Empire in quite the way they had anticipated.

Intelligence assessments were influenced, and prejudiced, by the assump-
tions of the age. Taken from a British perspective, stereotypical behaviours
were frequently elevated to a permanence and generalization that, today,
analysts would collect under the heading ‘culture’. For a security-conscious
empire, cultures and behaviours that were a potential threat, or might be
categorized as useful in a ‘martial’ sense, were given prominence. Yet, the
focus was invariably on local elites and leadership. If a community, clan, or
region was given to ‘fanaticism’, then it became all the more important to
win over and co-opt the chieftains, elders, prominent religious figures, or
sheikhs. There was a strong emphasis on British officials, agents, and gover-
nors learning the local vernacular languages in order to detect signs of
unrest, treachery, or potential partnerships.”

The British Empire represented an opportunity for many local dignitaries
who possessed authority or could convince the British they were worthwhile
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allies. Nevertheless, the threat of force was also a powerful incentive. The
British often referred to the tendency of Asians and Africans to seize upon
any weakening in the imperial apparatus for their own gain, producing a
frequent call to avoid any military defeats. Imperial accounts also noted an
alleged preference of Asians and Africans to be on the ‘winning side’. This
seemed to contrast with a British sense of themselves as a people who
adhered to principles rather than passions, but, at the same time, it showed
that, as long as the British maintained an appearance of strength, they would
not be challenged. Part of the reason why these views were sustained was
the importance of the armed forces in maintaining security in the periph-
eries, or beyond the frontiers, of colonial control: the interior of southern
Arabia, Darfur, and the fringes of the Sudan, northern Somalia, and
Afghanistan were dominated by military assessments.

In Egypt and the eastern Mediterranean, as we have seen, the priority for
Britain was the defence of the Suez Canal. Given the priorities in Europe,
only the minimum necessary garrison was to be retained, and Egypt was to
be more of a staging-post and training base for British and dominion sol-
diers travelling to Europe. Sir William Robertson recognized the impor-
tance of the Suez Canal but felt the absolute priority, in men and material,
was defeating the German Army on the Western Front.” General Sir Archibald
Murray described the strategic requirement to furnish men to the European
theatre as his ‘bible of the war’. Defeat in France would mean that ‘Palestine,
Egypt, Tanganyika, West Africa, and Mesopotamia mattered not’.* As Hew
Strachan put it, all ‘efforts outside Europe in 1914 were designed to restrict
the war, to eliminate Germany as a global force, to drive its cruisers from the
seas, to close down its African and Pacific colonies’.®* Nevertheless, the British
Cabinet conceived of a plan that would, if successful, knock the Ottoman
Empire right out of the war, set in motion the desire of the other Central
Powers for peace, and force Germany to the negotiating table, or, if isolated
at last, to certain defeat.®* In 1915, the site of that masterstroke was to be the
Dardanelles. But first, they would have to defend the most critical artery of
the British Empire, the Suez Canal, against an unexpected attack.
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The Strategic Defence of Suez
and the Failure of Pan-Islamism,

1914—15

he Suez Canal was undoubtedly a strategic point, and, when the British

government became the largest shareholder in 1875, it was described as
the ‘key to India’, a location vital to the security of the British Empire.’
Commercially, it had reduced the travel time from Britain to Australia to
seventeen days, and the steady increase in volume of traffic made an impor-
tant contribution to the wealth of British businesses. From a naval and mil-
itary point of view, it was a vital passage for the movement of ships and
manpower to any threatened point in the empire. Pre-war planners had
assumed that protecting the canal that linked Alexandria, the port that
served the route to the United Kingdom and the west, and Suez, the point
of embarkation for India and the east, would depend on holding the terri-
tories to the east and west as well as the maintenance of naval supremacy in
the Mediterranean and the Arabian Sea.

Before the war Egypt had a small British garrison of 5,000 men, but the
primary defence of the Suez Canal and the Eastern Mediterranean was in
the hands of the Royal Navy.> Nevertheless, after the outbreak of hostilities
in 1914, the proximity of the domains of the Ottoman Empire, and the
weakness of the sultan’s fleet, made the security of the Suez Canal from any
landward threat the priority. As a result, General John Maxwell, who com-
manded the garrison in Egypt, drew up a scheme of defence of the Canal
Zone, making full use of the hastily assembled reinforcements—Territorials
from Britain, the regulars of the East Lancashire Regiment, and the 1oth and
11th Divisions from India. Geography was in Britain’s favour: the Ottoman
Army would have to traverse the arid tracts of the Sinai to reach the canal,
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while the British forces held a strong position. The sea approaches were
secure with a flotilla of ships; the canal itself was a significant obstacle, and
troops could be moved to any threatened point along its length by a railway
and road. Out to the east, patrols provided early warning, while deep in
reserve the remainder of the garrison could be held in concentration.

Maurice Hankey, the Secretary of the War Cabinet, noted that ‘“The
Committee of Imperial Defence in 1909 had recommended that a serious
invasion of Egypt could best be met by a landing at Haifa.? Churchill had
suggested that either an attack or a feint at Gallipoli would deter an Ottoman
attack and ‘give us control of the Dardanelles’ where ‘we could dictate terms
at Constantinople’.* A successful naval raid under the direction of Sir Richard
Pierse on the railway at Alexandretta, and the cooperation of the Ottoman
governor who wished to avoid the bombardment of his port, ‘helped to form
the opinion in our mind as to the degree of resistance which might in all
circumstances be expected from Turkey’, wrote Churchill. He concluded that
‘we were not dealing with a thoroughly efficient military power’.’

Imperial defence relied not only on the military dispositions along the
Suez Canal, but on the ability to co-opt, coerce, or subdue internal opposi-
tion. There was great concern that Egyptians might not accept British con-
trol, particularly if they were compelled to fight the Ottoman Empire. There
were memories of the Arabi Pasha nationalist revolt in 1881, led by the
Egyptian army, which had rejected foreign domination and prompted British
military intervention. There was also concern with periodic outbreaks of
violent jihadism, typically described as a universal threat of ‘fanaticism’.® To
the south, in Sudan and Somalia, this threat was still live, and any additional
unrest in Egypt would place the system of imperial defence under consider-
able strain. Moreover, the prospect of the caliph of the Ottoman Empire
calling for a pan-Islamic resistance to the subjects of the British Empire was
regarded as a serious threat.” The development of newspapers, the increased
popularity and accessibility of making the Haj to Mecca, and the emergence
of a pan-Islamic doctrine of resistance, exemplified by the late nineteenth
century writings of Jamal-ud-din al-Afghani, had spread networks across the
Muslim world. Worse still was German interest in subversion. Days after the
outbreak of war, the German chancellor, Bethmann Hollweg, warned: ‘One
of our main tasks is to gradually wear England down through unrest in India
and Egypt, which will only be possible from there.”

Part of the British anxiety was its legitimacy in Egypt. Despite the pres-
ence of the British administration from 1882 onwards, Britain was officially
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Figure 3.1 The Hertfordshire Yeomanry on the banks of Suez Canal during the
Egyptian campaign

only in a supervisory position. In 1914, Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign
Secretary, had advocated the annexation of Egypt in order to resolve the
dilemma, but the Acting Consul General, Sir Milne Cheetham, was con-
cerned that annexation would provoke the very resistance they sought to
avoid. However, when war with the Ottoman Empire was imminent, the
British Residency abolished the embryonic Egyptian Legislative Assembly,
issued a proclamation to the effect that Britain now assumed full responsibil-
ity for the defence of Egypt without requiring Egyptian participation, and,
a month later, declared Egypt a protectorate. Following a well-established
imperial procedure, the local pro-Turkish Khedive was deposed and replaced
with his pro-British nephew, Hussein, thus ensuring a local face to this for-
eign coup. On the departure of Lord Kitchener, the British Agent, who
took up his position as Secretary of State for War, the first high commis-
sioner, Sir Henry McMahon, was appointed. Nevertheless, it was the British
and Indian Army that came to dominate the domestic affairs of Egypt,
culminating in the establishment of martial law in 1916.° General Maxwell,
who exercised command of the country in 1914—15, nevertheless managed
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to use his personal touch to make the transition to a wartime system as
palatable as possible.

The declaration of war on the Ottoman Empire, on § November 1914,
provoked the anticipated condemnation of Britain by the caliph. The British
were prepared for the five fatwas that called on all Muslims to rise up against
their British and French colonial masters. In the Balkan Wars of 1912—13,
Turkish demands for support against the Christian Serbs and Greeks had
given a strong indication of the likely trajectory of Ottoman propaganda. One
of the chief targets the British had anticipated was the Indian Army, of which
one-third were Muslim. However, with the banning of particular newspapers
and a sense of vigilance, the threat soon abated. The British appealed to the
class-conscious Muslim princes and aristocrats to show responsible leadership,
and they were attuned to the desire of the Muslim middling classes for order
and stability. A handful of young activists were identified in urban areas, but
rural hinterlands were unmoved, where the routine of agrarian life was dom-
inant. The Ottoman Army that later advanced across Sinai had in its baggage
a great volume of pan-Islamic propaganda, and some of it was directed towards
Indian troops, but there is no evidence of its effect or even of its distribution.™
Ultimately, the credibility of the British Empire was to be determined by
military achievements or set-backs rather than subversive literature.

Djemal Pasha, the former Minister of Marine and now commander of
the Ottoman Fourth Army, had expected to overwhelm the small British
garrison at Suez in order to ignite a general Egyptian uprising.” Despatching
25,000 men in two divisions (the 1oth and 2sth Infantry Divisions) and
supported by artillery under the German advising officer, General Friedrich
Kress von Kressenstein and the German Chief of Staff, Werner von
Frankenberg, Djemal had expected that ‘the Egyptian patriots, encouraged
by the capture of Ismailia by the Turkish [sic] Army, would rise en masse, and
Egypt would be freed in an unexpectedly short time by the employment of
quite a small force and insignificant technical resources’.” This was to be a
classic coup de main—a sudden march across Sinai and the seizure of the
most significant strategic point of the British maritime empire, before the
British had a chance to react.

The strategy actually owed more to German encouragement than Djemal
had admitted. In September 1914, the German Chief of the General Staff,
Helmuth von Moltke, had urged General Liman von Sanders to press the
Ottomans to launch operations ‘against Odessa. ..and Egypt [as they appear
to be] the most promising’, while the German ambassador in Istanbul,
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Baron Hans von Wangenheim, believing an amphibious attack against
Odessa to be too demanding for the Ottomans, suggested concentrating its
forces against Egypt.”® He argued that German financial support to the
Ottomans would be dependent on making ‘the push against Egypt’, even
though he admitted that the operation there held out no real advantage for
the government in Istanbul. Indeed, there seemed to be little consideration
given to the consequences of even a successful mission. The canal might be
blocked, perhaps, but two divisions would be insufficient to hold the Canal
Zone, not least because land lines of communications, across the Sinai, were
precarious. As General Kress von Kressenstein later complained, he had
insufficient camels to sustain his force.

It is likely that Wangenheim did not expect the Ottomans to succeed. His
purpose seems to have been only to have tied British and Imperial troops to
the defence of Egypt and thus prevent their arrival in Europe.™ The Young
Turks, by contrast, had their own agenda. They favoured the recovery of
Egypt from the British and shared the idea of a general Muslim uprising
against the Entente powers, prompted by a military victory. Enver Pasha had
described the objective as a personal initiative, but one which would protect
the Straits: ‘I want to start an offensive against the Suez Canal to keep the
English tied up in Egypt and thus not only compel them to leave there a
large number of Indian divisions, which they are now sending to the Western
Front, but to prevent them from landing a force at the Dardanelles.*s

Djemal had made no secret of his mission from the outset. Tasked to raise
an army in Syria, he was hailed in Istanbul by crowds on 21 November as
‘the saviour of Egypt’. As he set about assembling his army, the British were
receiving reinforcements of their own at Suez. By that November, some
50,000 British and Empire troops had assembled, while a steady traffic of
Territorials heading out to India and regulars returning, as well as the move-
ment of mountains of stores, underscored the strategic importance of the
Canal Zone. Djemal had raised a similar number of forces, but many of the
irregular volunteers from across the Levant could not be supplied, while
lines of communication required protection, rendering his strike force no
more than the strength of a single corps augmented with untrained levies.
Djemal later claimed that he ‘staked everything upon surprising the English’,
but his precautions for operational security were non-existent.”® Later he
claimed he expected only to cross the canal and establish a defensive posi-
tion,a combination of strategic offence and tactical defence, where he could
defeat British counter-attacks.
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Figure 3.2 Ahmed Djemal Pasha, Naval Minister and then governor of Syria
who crushed Arab nationalists and yearned for a Pan-Islamic unity

Djemal also made appeals to local Arab leaders, in the hope he could
create both momentum and the legitimacy of a multi-ethnic, Islamic, and
thus truly Ottoman offensive. Wahib Pasha of the Hejaz brought up much
of the Ottoman garrison from Mecca, but it was noticeable that neither
Sharif Hussein, nor his son, Ali, made any move to support the campaign.
Moreover, it was not until January 1915 that the force selected to attack the
canal could be concentrated at Beersheeba, the last supply base in southern
Palestine, or the supply depots built up, in 15-mile intervals, across the Sinai.
Heavy rains had filled all the wells and created temporary lakes which
relieved pressure on the crucial supply of water. Pontoon bridges, telegraphic
equipment, and medical supplies were accumulated, but the project suffered
from a lack of rail transport south of Syria. Gilbert Clayton, the head of
military intelligence in Cairo, had nevertheless concluded that up to 100,000
Ottoman troops and volunteers could cross the Sinai in under two weeks,
and Cairo had had two ofits intelligence officers, Leonard Woolley and T. E.
Lawrence, carry out reconnaissance work to confirm the calculations a year
before the war broke out."”

For the British planners, the defence of Egypt was to be augmented by a
thrust against the Ottomans in Syria. In 1907 and again in November 1914,
the Committee of Imperial Defence had considered an amphibious operation
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in the Levant, with options for landings at Haifa or Alexandretta, where
communications between Turkey and the Arab south could be severed. Sir
Charles Callwell, the Director of Military Operations, and Lord Kitchener
had both given serious thought to the plan, but the lack of available man-
power meant it was shelved in January 1915.™ Assumptions about imperial
defence made in peacetime, when reserve divisions could be shuttled to
objectives with impunity, were no longer viable.

The view expressed by General Maxwell was that the Sinai desert was
‘a great ally’ in that it presented a serious obstacle to the movement of any
enemy force.” Nevertheless, he had ordered that defences be constructed in
eastern Egypt from November 1914 onwards. As part of the preparations, gaps
were cut in the Canal in order to flood certain sections of desert some 20 miles
to the east, reducing the length of front to be held by the garrison to about
70 miles. Naval launches carried out patrols, while four British and two French
ships added to the overall mobile fire support available. When intelligence
reports confirmed that the Ottomans intended to cross the desert to the canal,
there was some incredulity, for, throughout 1914, the War Office had assumed
the main effort of the Ottomans would be the Caucasus.Yet the first Ottoman
patrols skirmished with the Indian picquets (outpost lines) in late January, con-
firming the news of a Sinai offensive.”® Air reconnaissance noted Ottoman
troop concentrations, prompting final revisions of British defence plans.”*

At the tactical level, it was difficult for the British to discern the main
thrust of an attack, particularly as most movements were conducted at night
and Ottoman probing attacks were designed to screen the main effort. A
sandstorm on 1 February added to the difficulties in reconnaissance.
Moreover, the decision to station the entire force on the western bank, cre-
ating a linear defence of the Canal, deprived the British depth in their abil-
ity to gather intelligence or to conduct disruptive operations of their own.
Lord Kitchener later summed up the situation in his criticism: ‘Are you
defending the Canal, or is the Canal defending you?’** To some extent, there
was a political motive at work: Britain was eager to demonstrate that it was
not violating the rights of neutral powers to freely navigate the Canal, and
it could show that the Ottomans were the aggressors, but, even so, the
defensive mentality gave the initiative to the Ottoman Fourth Army.

Djemal’s troops advanced to make their crossing of the Canal on the
night of 2—3 February, initially at Ismailia, with subsequent attacks at Kantara
(Qantara) and El Ferdan. Artillery was positioned so as to attempt to sink
one or more of the ships on the Canal, in the hope of blocking it.*
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The attempts to cross at night were discovered, and, at Toussoum, a Punjabi
battalion under Colonel Geoghegan poured rifle and machine-gun fire into
the metal boats and their Ottoman crews. The local detachment command-
ers, Major Skeen and Captain Morgan, not only neutralized the entire
crossing, they also mopped up the forty or so men who actually got across
the Canal. At Serapeum, another Ottoman attack was broken up and 300
were taken prisoner. At daybreak the remaining Ottoman detachments were
cleared from the eastern bank and their pontoons were destroyed by gun-
boats. The Ottomans remained in depth, using artillery and occasionally
making sorties to drop mines into the Canal at night. All bar one of these
attempts failed, and the steamer 7Teéresias, while damaged by a mine, was
deliberately run aground to prevent the canal from being closed.>* The bulk
of the Ottoman force was nevertheless withdrawn, against General Kress
von Kressenstein’s advice, and it concentrated again at Beersheeba. For the
loss of 200 killed, 381 wounded, and over 700 prisoners, the Ottoman offen-
sive had failed. The British losses were 162 killed and 130 wounded.

The failure of the offensive against Suez was a significant set-back to the
promise of a universal jihad. The sudden loss of momentum, not only in
Suez, but at Sarikamus in the Caucasus and in Mesopotamia, broke the mys-
tique of a regional uprising under the banner of Islam. Ottoman ambitions
had been unrealistic. Djemal had promised not to return until he had ‘con-
quered Egypt’ but now, much chastised, he and his Fourth Army were
marching rearwards into Palestine. It had not been, as he later claimed,
through a loss of surprise that he had failed, but a totally unrealistic strategic
plan. Outnumbered, on extended lines of communication, lacking air sup-
port for reconnaissance, and operating against a prepared position, Djemal’s
chances of success were minimal.

Nevertheless, the ease with which the British had seen off the Ottoman
offensive, and their successes on the lower Tigris in Mesopotamia, fulfilled
an assumption, long held by British planners, that the Ottomans could be
defeated relatively easily. Serious consideration was now given to mounting
an offensive towards Baghdad, and naval operations were designed to force
a passage through the Dardanelles. While there was some criticism later
about Maxwell’s decision not to pursue Djemal, and make this a three-
pronged assault on the Ottomans, the British were not yet in a position to
make an advance from Suez. The Ottomans lost some 7,000 camels in their
retreat, and there is no reason to doubt that a similar fate would have befallen
any hasty and ill-prepared counter-oftensive. Moreover, Maxwell’s priority
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was to maintain his strong position at Cairo, a central location from which
he could radiate his defences not only eastwards but also west and south, to
deter tribal risings.

The Ottoman strategy against Egypt was to launch offensives on multiple
axes. So, while the Fourth Army advanced from the east, irregular forces
from Libya and the Sudan, inspired by the cause of pan-Islamism, would
attack from the west and from the south. The Senussi of Libya were to be
supplied with arms by a neutral steamer and German submarines and then
orchestrate an offensive.” This was not a guerrilla strategy like the one which
had been used against the Italians in 1911—14, but a coordinated attack that
would ignite a revolution within Egypt and overwhelm the British. In
January 1915, Nuri Bey, Enver’s half-brother, and Jafar al-Askari, an Ottoman
staff officer from Mosul who had been trained in Berlin, left Istanbul to
make contact with Sayyid Ahmad, the acknowledged leader of the Senussi
order. The following month, they found Sayyid Ahmad in a strategic
dilemma: while willing to assist the Ottoman cause, he was under pressure
from the Italians, contained to the south by the French in Chad and depend-
ent on supply lines from Egypt, where the British could, at any moment, cut
him off. His priority was to continue his war against the Italians. He may
also have had concerns that, even if he joined the jihadist cause, the Ottomans
might try to assert themselves over his territories. The Istanbul government
needed him for their own purposes, to add to the authority of their holy
war, which was supported by the sultan, but not by the sharif of Mecca.
Interestingly, Jafar al-Askari would most probably have shared the sharif’s
suspicions, for he was a member of the secret Arab faction al-Ahd which
was pledged to defend the Ottoman Empire but also, at the same time, to
resist Turkish nationalist domination.*®

Jafar al-Askari used his twenty-strong training team to assist in turning
the Senussi into a more effective force for ‘conventional’ operations. The
core of the Senussi was the Mubhafiziyya, a collection of 400 committed
religious students, while the rest were made up of tribal irregulars. The
Ottomans had brought in machine guns and mountain artillery to increase
the firepower of the host, but in just a few months it was clear that the key
tactical advantage of the Senussi was their mobility.

What they did not possess was the element of surprise. Sir John Maxwell
had been kept informed of the arrival of the Ottoman training team, and
the French had intercepted one Ottoman supply ship in June 1915, seizing
its munitions and bales of inflammatory propaganda. What Maxwell lacked
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was the means to deter the threat.”” He had already had to dispatch the 28th
Indian Brigade under General Sir George Younghusband to Aden when the
Ottomans approached the port, and the lion’s share of reinforcements were
needed for the operations underway at Gallipoli. Moreover, there was evi-
dent trouble brewing on the borders of the Sudan in Darfur. On the west-
ern border of Egypt, the actual line being indistinct, security was dependent
on Egyptian guards, but the inhabitants were mainly Bedouin living in large
oases. If these were induced to join the Senussi revolt, the border could not
be held. At this point, a last ditch attempt was made to turn Sayyid Ahmad
with an offer of a large subsidy, but, no doubt fearing that the Senussi leader
would delay any assault on the British indefinitely, in November Nuri Bey
and Jafar al-Askari provoked hostilities by making raids on the Egyptian
border guards at Sollum.

The attack on Sollum, small in scale, was accompanied by concomitant
civil unrest in Alexandria, suggesting that the Ottomans were broadly cor-
rect in their assessment of the revolutionary potential of their offensive. The
fact that the isolated Egyptian border guards were withdrawn, in order to
concentrate their forces 120 miles to the rear at Marsa Matruh, also seemed
to indicate that further pressure now against the British—even a minor
victory—might set in train the breakdown of order elsewhere. The Awlad
Ali clans who lived astride the border joined the revolt soon after, and 134
Egyptian Coastguards also deserted to the Senussi cause. There was every
indication that the offensive was now building momentum.

The British had gathered together a Western Frontier Force under General
A. Wallace to check the Senussi advance and restore confidence at a time
when fortunes on other fronts were at a low ebb. The troops were from a
mixture of units, most of whom were the rear echelons of the formations in
Gallipoli. The Yeomanry brigade provided a mobile arm, and the infantry
brigade a ground-holding force, while a detachment of the Egyptian Public
Works Department and logisticians made up the rest of Wallace’s contin-
gent. Two aircraft were also found, serviced, and deployed. As this indicates,
it was not regarded as a front-line formation, as most of the personnel had
not completed their basic training, and what they faced were some highly
experienced and motivated guerrilla fighters and a select team of artillery-
men and machine gunners. Worse still, the British troops had almost no
experience of desert warfare and were outnumbered by over 1,000 men.*

Nevertheless, on 11 December 1915, in the traditions of colonial cam-
paigning, the British went on the offensive, attacking the Senussi at Wadi
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Senab in an action that lasted two days. A second thrust was made at the
Senussi on 25 December at Wadi Majid, surprising their forces. Hemmed in
on three sides, and shelled by warships off the coast, the Senussi could not
hold their positions and were driven off into the desert. The British attack
was so effective that the tribal forces were routed. In the finale of the cam-
paign, the Battle of Agagia, which featured a reckless cavalry charge by
British Yeomanry into Ottoman machine-gun fire, the Senussi were again
thrown into headlong retreat. Jafar al-Askari was amongst those wounded
and captured.The shock of the casualties and defeats had a deleterious effect
on the morale of the Senussi. There was a steady flow of desertions, and,
while they retained Sollum, protected and resupplied by German subma-
rines, the offensive into Egypt was clearly over.” The effect in Egypt was
immediate: pro-Senussi demonstrations soon petered out.”*® The British
continued to drive the Senussi back, and fought further skirmishes before
operations were concluded with the recapture of all Egyptian territory,
including Sollum, in February 1916.

In the Sudan, rumours that the Ottomans had taken the Suez Canal and
had invaded Egypt seemed to make little impression on the Darfuris or the
peoples of the Khordofan." However, intelligence that the Senussi and their
Ottoman accomplices had made contact with Ali Dinar, the sultan of
Darfur, prompted the British to reinforce their more isolated posts with
camel-mounted troops and contingents of infantry. Ali Dinar had defected
from the khalifa’s revolt in 1898, when the British under Lord Kitchener
had been poised to defeat the Sudanese at Omdurman, and the British had
permitted him to retain an autonomous fiefdom based on the desert city of
El Fasher (today called Al Fashir in Darfur Province). However, it was
known that he was a jihadist with extreme views. In late 1915, Sir Reginald
Wingate, the governor general of the Sudan, discovered that Ali Dinar had
joined the Ottoman cause.

In the first few months of 1916, Wingate decided to reinforce the perim-
eter of Darfur, but any operation towards El Fasher and its hostile garrison
of 5,000 men would necessitate crossing hundreds of miles of waterless
terrain with a scratch force. As they approached El Fasher in a gruelling
march, the Darfuris made a series of attacks. At the village of Beringia a
determined assault necessitated the formation of a ‘square’ of soldiers, closely
packed and facing in every direction, which was a tactical anachronism
belonging to warfare in the previous century.’” The Official History noted:
‘the assault was delivered with that fanatical bravery in which few races can
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match the tribes of the Sudan, despite the fire of two mountain guns and
four sections of Maxim machine guns manned by British detachments’.?
Sticking to their ground, the British cut down the skirmishing Darfuris and
then counter-attacked. Coupled with an air attack by Lieutenant J. C. Slessor,
the British drove relentlessly on to Ali Dinar’s capital and harried the tribes-
men into the desert. His followers began to turn against him. Hungry and
suffering from disease, many of his men surrendered, and the British contin-
ued to overrun his stocks of ammunition. When his family gave themselves
up, it was clear the end was near. On § November, a British flying column
intercepted his camp, and Ali Dinar was found dead—shot in the head—but
whether by British fire or as the result of betrayal is not known.**

The Senussi revolt was finally extinguished when a force known as the
Light Armoured Car Brigade advanced on the Senussi headquarters at Siwa.
Although engaged with artillery, the motorized column defeated all resist-
ance and Sayyid Ahmad concluded a peace with both Italy and Britain.
Nuri Bey refused to capitulate and continued his resistance until November
1918, although Sayyid Ahmad was taken by German submarine into exile in
Ottoman Turkey.

At the operational level, despite the tactical difficulties of using an inex-
perienced force to defeat a much larger, highly motivated formation, the
Senussi were not strong enough to overwhelm the British forces in Egypt’s
Western Desert. The strategy could only succeed if there was coordination
with the Ottoman Army and if the Egyptian people joined the jihadist
cause. Consequently, while the Senussi revolt constituted perhaps the most
‘successful of the Turco-German initiatives in revolutionary wars’, that was
hardly an accolade when all of the revolutionary initiatives launched by the
Ottomans and the Germans failed.s It is interesting to note that Berlin
believed that if the Sudanese and Senussi had succeeded, the Germans could
have used the Arabian peninsula and the Sudan as the conduit through
which supplies, munitions and men could contribute to the expansion of
German conquests in Mittelafrika.’* The value of the Senussi was in their
guerrilla warfare prowess, using the desert hinterland to evade the British
and therefore keeping the flame of resistance alive. They launched their last
significant assault on the British as late as April 1917, but, in the end, the only
strategic value of the Senussi revolt to the Ottomans and the Germans had
been to tie up British forces.?” That said, even second-echelon troops, albeit
with some reinforcements in the shape of armoured cars and aircraft, had
contained and then defeated the Senussi offensive. Sudan and Egypt
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remained firmly under British control, Sayyid Ahmad was forced to con-
clude his resistance to Italy, and Ottoman assumptions about pan-Islamism
had proven to be illusions once more. At the strategic level, one is driven to
the conclusion that this was an unmitigated Ottoman failure.

Germany had also failed to recognize the limits of its own ambitions. It
had opened negotiations, through Ambassador Wangenheim, with the
Egyptian Khedive, Abbas Hilmi, without Ottoman approval.?® While the
Germans hoped to foster Egyptian nationalism through him, the Ottomans
were eager to reassert their anti-nationalist imperial control. The Egyptian
nationalists were themselves divided: the Watan party claimed to be both
patriots and pan-Islamists, but were really no more than a protest move-
ment which had collapsed even before the war broke out. The Umma party
was opposed to the Ottomans and had faith in progressive British socio-
economic reforms as the route to eventual independence. The idea that the
Egyptian Army might be subverted was also hopeless. Most of the regiments
were stationed in the Sudan and were remote from political intrigue. Any
thought that the Egyptians would rise up against the British once the
Ottoman Army approached the Suez Canal was a fantasy without any evi-
dence, but it had been the basis of the assumptions behind the planning.*

The Ottomans were faced with limits to their ambitions in southern
Arabia where the authority of the Ottoman Empire was contested. The port
of Aden presented a possible entry route for the British to the Hejaz, and,
more importantly, the means to win over Arab leaders against the sultan.
Aden had been acquired as a strategic coaling station on the route to India
in 1839 when an agreement with the local ruler, the sultan of Lahej, broke
down and Britain had occupied the port. By the terms of the subsequent
agreement, the territories of the sultan of Lahej were rendered a British
protectorate. Settlements were also made with nine other prominent clans
adjacent to the port, and commerce began to flourish. The Ottomans disap-
proved of the British incursion and made their own attempts to reassert
their sovereignty of the region. In 1849, they had garrisoned Tihama, and
local disturbances led to calls by prominent imams within the Zayid clans
for Ottoman assistance in restoring order. However, Ottoman forces were
defeated in their efforts to take Sana and the highlands. It was not until 1873
that they successfully occupied the region, but despite trying to promote
certain tribal leaders at the expense of others, the Ottomans experienced
difficulty in exercising control over this periphery of the empire, and, in
their efforts to introduce the modernizing ‘“Tanzimat’ reforms from the late
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1870s, they generated further resistance in the Yemen vilayet (province). The
insurgency that developed there in the 1880s spread from the northern
highlands after 1904 under the leadership of Imam Yahya Hamid ed-din
al-Mutawakil. In 1911, exhausted by the costs of the counter-insurgency, the
Ottomans concluded peace with Imam Yahya and gave his Zayidis full
autonomy in the northern highlands. In return, they confined themselves to
the south. The agreement proved strategically valuable, for the imam main-
tained his material support of the Ottoman forces in Yemen throughout the
fighting. Nevertheless, the Ottomans were unable to quell another local
rebellion by Idrissi, emir of Sabayyeh, on the Red Sea coast, and that con-
tinued right through to 1914.%°

In April 1915, the British concluded a treaty with the Idrisids, offering
autonomy and protection if they would take up arms against the Ottomans.
The move had been prompted by the prospect of an Ottoman coup de main
against the port of Aden, at the outbreak of the war, but it was the build-up
of a British Indian garrison at Aden, and the driving of their forces across the
Sheikh Sa’ad peninsula, that convinced the Ottomans that they needed to
take further action. In June 1915, they advanced on the Sheikh Sa’ad penin-
sula, and tried, but failed, to land on Perim Island (also known as Mayyun)
at the southern end of the Red Sea. Intelligence arrived in British hands
indicating that an Ottoman division was en route via Lahej to seize the port.
Major General D. L. B. Shaw decided to take the initiative and disrupt the
Ottoman offensive, and, at the same time, demonstrate his willingness to
protect the Idrisids and the local sheikhs as promised. With a squadron of
Indian cavalry sent ahead to Lahej, a force of just 1,000 men set out to reach
the town before the Ottomans could arrive in force. On 4 July, the advanced
parties of both sides collided in what degenerated into a confused night
fight in the town.* The Arab civilians who had been transporting the British
baggage fled at the first encounter and Shaw was compelled to withdraw to
reorganize. The Ottomans pursued slowly but by late July they had made no
attempt to contest the port as expected, although