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Britain's Informal Empire in the Middle 
East is a penetrating account of Anglo- 
Iraqi relations from 1929, when Britain 
decided to grant independence to Iraq, to 
1941, when military hostilities between the 
two countries came to an end. Showing 
how Britain tried to maintain its political 
influence, economic ascendancy, and stra­
tegic position in Iraq after independence, 
Dr. Silverfarb presents a suggestive analysis 
of the possibilities and limitations of the 
method of indirect rule by imperial powers 
in the Third World. Drawing on a wealth 
of British documents only recently opened 
to the public, the author also describes an 
important episode in the rapid disintegra­
tion of the dominant position that at great 
cost Britain established in the Middle East 
during the First World War. At the same 
time, he tells the fascinating story of how a 
newly independent Arab nation struggled 
to free itself from the lingering grip of a 
major European power.
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Foreword

This book is a case study of Iraq's role in Britain's imperial his- 
tory. After its occupation of Iraq during the First World War, 
Britain began to find that that country was not only important as 
a defense outpost but also vital for other purposes. These pur­
poses were the product of the new conditions created by the First 
World War which prompted policy makers to design a new form 
of control that would link the country with the larger British im­
perial superstructure. Perhaps a little background about Iraq un­
der British control and the new conditions that emerged after the 
First World War may be useful to explain the form of that unique
relationship between Iraq and Britain.

Before Iraq was occupied during the First World War, Great 
Britain had already been the predominating power in the neigh­
boring Gulf area. Earlier Britain had extended its control to East 
Africa and southern Arabia when Napoleon descended upon 
Egypt in 1798 and threatened to cut British overseas routes to 
India. Iraq—then geopolitically marked on the map as the three 
vilayets (provinces) of Mosul, Baghdad, and Basra—had been un­
der Ottoman domination since the sixteenth century and Britain 
seems to have been quite satisfied with Ottoman control as a bar­
rier against rival powers. Nor were British commerical interests, 
though gradually expanding, in need of protection, since the Ot­
toman administration was on the whole well disposed toward 
British traders.

But the balance of power began to change early in the nine­
teenth century when the Ottoman Porte appeared too weak (otten 
referred to as the Sick Man) and rival powers—first Russia and 
then Germany—began to encroach on his dominions and exert
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vi Foreword

an increasing influence in the internal affairs of his country, which 
were looked upon as detrimental to British interests and prestige 
in the eastern Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. So con­
cerned was Britain about the Russian threat during the Crimean 
War (1854—56) that she went to war with Russia to save the Ot­
toman Porte from collapse. She also opposed Russia when its 
forces again attacked Ottoman territory in 1877.

The danger, however, did not come only from Russia. After 
the fall of Bismarck from power, Germany became involved in 
full competition with Britain in colonial ventures and Kaiser Wil­
liam II began to cultivate the friendship of the Ottoman sultan. 
Not only did the sultan grant commercial and other economic 
concessions to German firms, but he also allowed them to con­
struct a railroad across the hinterland from Istanbul to Bagh­
dad—known in European diplomacy as the Berlin-Baghdad 
Railway—with an extension to Basra. Considering this a threat to 
its position in the Gulf and the Indian Ocean, Britain strongly 
opposed the whole project. In time of hostilities, it argued, Ger­
many could use Basra as a base for submarine activities in the 
Indian Ocean against British shipping. Had the First World War 
not broken out in 1914 and given Britain the opportunity first to 
occupy Basra in 1914 and Baghdad and Mosul in 1917 and 1918, 
it was simply a matter of time before Britain would have extended 
its control over the head of the Gulf—Basra and possibly be­
yond—to ensure the security of its imperial communications.

The British occupation of the three Ottoman provinces, which 
were united and officially called Iraq after the First World War, 
raised the whole question whether Britain should withdraw from 
the country since the German threat had disappeared. The ques­
tion was debated in London after a revolt suddenly erupted in 
Iraq (1920), demanding the withdrawal of British military forces. 
After a review of the situation at a conference held in Cairo (1921), 
the British cabinet decided that the new conditions created in the 
region after the war—the threat of the Bolshevik Revolution to 
the Gulf and India, the possible occupation of the Mosul prov­
ince by the new nationalist regime in Turkey, and the prospect 
of oil potential in Iraq—necessitated the establishment of a na­
tional regime in Iraq to replace the military administration and 
reduce British expenditure, although some argued in favor of 
complete withdrawal while others urged administering the coun­
try as part of the Indian Empire. As a compromise, an Arab gov­
ernment headed by Faysal, son of the sharif of Mecca (ally of
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Foreword
Vll

Britain in the war), was established in 1921, designed to satisfy 
Arab national aspirations and allow indirect British control to 
protect vital imperial interests. Moreover, this arrangement fu - 
filled British obligations toward the League of Nations whose 
covenant provided that countries (in the words of the covenant) 
“not yet able to stand by themselves” should be entrusted to a 
mandatory to provide administrative assistance “until such time 
as they are able to stand alone (article 22).

Britain thus found ample justification to perpetuate its control 
over Iraq but not without qualifications. The new national re­
gime, often referred to as the “Arab fagade,” promised ultimate 
independence, as the country was deemed not yet ready for fu 
independence. Independence, however, under nationalist pres­
sures, was finally achieved and the mandate came to an end in 
1932. Moreover, Britain entered into treaty arrangements wit 
Iraq (1930) which regulated the new relationship between die two 
countries. By virtue of this arrangement Britain recognized Iraq s 
independence and retained full control over two airbases as weU 
as the use of all means of communication during war. As a quid 
pro quo, Britain promised to assist Iraq in case of foreign attack. 
This kind of rapport between Britain and her former ward is 
rightly described by Dr. Silverfarb as a form of an “informal em­
pire,” since Iraq had not been fully freed from foreign control. 
For when Iraq tried to make an independent judgment on for­
eign policy in 1941, pressure was brought to bear culminating in 
a thirty-day war that forced Iraq to meet British imperial^re­
quirements. Even when the treaty of 1930 came to an end m 1954 
Iraq was prevailed upon to enter into a new agreement (1955) 
pledging joint cooperation with Britain on the occasion of sign­
ing a regional security pact with Turkey and Iran called the 
Baghdad Pact. Both the special agreement with Britain and 
the Baghdad Pact were repudiated by an angry public when it 
rose in revolt against the monarchy in 1958 The monarchy was 
swept away because it was created by Britain m 1921 to protect 
British imperial interests. But the emotional outburst subsided 
after the fall of the monarchy, as the country under a new re­
gime committed to development and social reforms sough
achieve national aspirations. .

The material used in the present study is drawn primarily from
British official documents that have been made recently available 
to the public as well as from works by scholars and writers on 
subjects relating to British imperial policy. Dr. Silverfarb, how­
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viii Foreword

ever, has not used these sources uncritically, since he has verified 
his material with works by Iraqi leaders and writers who pro­
vided us with their version of the events and developments in the 
country that have bearing on British imperial policy. The prod­
uct of his research may be taken as a balanced assessment of both 
British imperial interests and legitimate Iraqi national aspira­
tions. He has also provided the reader with an interpretation of 
the movements and events which shaped the “informal empire” 
that may be taken to sum up Britain’s imperial experience in Iraq. 
Nor did he shrink from giving his own personal views on some 
of the important issues that arose between Britain and Iraq. In 
all these endeavors, Dr. Silverfarb did his utmost to maintain a 
high level of objectivity and impartiality.

Majid Khadduri
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Preface

This work is an account of Anglo-Iraqi relations from Britain’s 
decision in 1929 to grant Iraq independence until the conclusion 
of hostilities between the two countries in 1941. In particular, it 
shows how Britain tried to maintain its political influence, eco­
nomic ascendancy, and strategic position in Iraq after indepen­
dence. It is thus a study in the possibilities and limitations of the 
method of indirect rule. It is also a description of an important 
episode in the fairly rapid disintegration of the dominant posi­
tion that at great cost Britain established in the Middle East dur­
ing the First World War. Finally, it is the story of how a recently 
independent Arab nation struggled to free itself from the linger­
ing grip of a major European power.

This book is based mainly on unpublished British documents 
located at the Public Record Office in London. The volumes on 
Iraq in the foreign office 371 series were the most valuable, al­
though for the period before Iraqi independence in 1932 the files 
in the colonial office 730 series were important. I also used cab­
inet, air ministry, war office, and Baghdad embassy papers. For 
matters relating to Kuwait, India office and Kuwait political agency 
documents located at the India Office Library and Records in 
London were useful. For the Iraqi side of the story, I found pub­
lished works by Majid Khadduri, Taha al-Hashimi, Mahmud al- 
Durra, Eliezer Beeri, Khaldun Husry, Ayad al-Qazzaz, Hanna 
Batatu, and Mohammad Tarbush very helpful.

All quotations from documents at the Public Record Office ap­
pear by permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery 
Office.

The map entitled Syria and Iraq Mid 1941 was drawn specifi-
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X Preface

cally for this book and is based on a map in I. S. O. Playfair, The 
Mediterranean and Middle East, Vol. II (London, 1956). It is printed 
with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery 
Office.

For the sketch map of Kuwait I am indebted to Pat Katten- 
horn of the India Office Library and Records.

I am grateful to Nur el-Deen Masalha for assisting me with 
Arabic translations.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank Dr. John B. Kelly, 
who first stimulated my interest in Middle Eastern history and 
who in numerous ways has assisted me ever since; and Professor 
Robert Koehl, my former adviser at the University of Wisconsin 
who has never ceased to be of great help to me. For reading all 
or part of my manuscript and offering useful suggestions, I would 
also like to thank Dr. James Piscatori of Australia National Uni­
versity, Dr. Joseph Kostiner of Tel Aviv University, Professor Eric 
Davis of Rutgers University, Dr. Peter Wetzler, Leonard Wetzler, 
Michael Van Vleck, Aviel Roshwald, Nur el-Deen Masalha, and 
Jeffrey Gunning. Needless to say, any errors or shortcomings in 
this work are solely my own responsibility.

Finally, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my 
parents for their generous support and constant encouragement 
over a period of many years.

Madison, Wisconsin D-S.
September 1985
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______________ CHAPTER 1_--------------------

Introduction

During the First World War, after prolonged and costly fighting, 
Britain expelled the Ottoman empire from Iraq. By the end of 
the conflict all vestiges of Ottoman authority had been elimi­
nated, and British and Indian troops were in occupation of the 
entire country.1 Now the British government had to decide what 
to do with Iraq.

For various reasons, Britain did not simply withdraw from Iraq. 
To begin with, it viewed the country as a vital link in a chain of 
airfields that would eventually connect Egypt with India and ex­
tend onwards to Australia. Already in 1921 British aircraft were 
flying regularly from Egypt to Iraq with intermediary landings 
for refuelling in Palestine and Transjordan. By facilitating trade, 
travel, and mail deliveries, British leaders believed that the air 
route would help tie the widely separated parts of their empire 
together. They also believed that the air route had considerable 
military potential because in an emergency it would enable Brit­
ain rapidly to reinforce its garrisons in Egypt, Palestine, Trans­
jordan, Iraq, Aden, the Sudan, or India with planes normally 
stationed in other locations.2

Aside from the need to develop and safeguard the air route, 
after the First World War the British government remained in 
Iraq because it wanted to have military forces near the large British 
owned oilfields in southwestern Iran and the important oil refin­
ery at Abadan. During the war this oil had greatly facilitated 
Britain’s military operations, and British leaders believed that in 
a future conflict it might again become important. Even in 
peacetime, in the early 1920s it supplied more than half of the 
admiralty’s total requirements. However, British leaders feared

4 ■
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4 Britain’s Informal Empire

that if they withdrew from Iraq Russia would increase its influ­
ence in Iran and eventually threaten these oilfields.3

In addition to the oil in Iran, the British government strongly 
suspected that there were large quantities of commercially ex­
ploitable oil in northern Iraq. Although the existence of this oil 
was not finally proved until 1927, after the First World War the 
British government was determined to remain in Iraq in order 
to keep this oil-bearing region within a British sphere of influ­
ence.4

Britain stayed in Iraq also because it wanted to keep other ma­
jor powers away from the Persian Gulf. For over 100 years it had 
viewed those waters as a vital outpost on the western approaches 
to India and had prevented any European nation from establish­
ing a naval base there. During the First World War it had moved 
into Iraq in part because it feared that Germany, with the assis­
tance of Turkey, would establish a submarine base at Basra and 
thereby jeopardize British shipping in the Persian Gulf and the 
Indian Ocean. Now, after the war, the British government was 
concerned that if it withdrew from Iraq Turkey would resume 
control over the country and, with Russian assistance, again 
threaten Britain’s position in the Persian Gulf.5

For Britain a resumption of Turkish control over Iraq would 
have the additional disadvantage of inflicting great damage on 
British prestige throughout the east since it would now appear 
that Britain and not Turkey had lost the war. Because they con­
trolled large territories in Africa and Asia with a relatively small 
number of their own troops, British leaders were very sensitive 
to the question of prestige.6

After the First World War the British government feared the 
rise of a large bloc of anti-British states in the Muslim world ex­
tending from Egypt and Turkey in the west to Iran and Afghan­
istan in the east. It was especially concerned that anti-British ag­
itation in these states would jeopardize its hold on the allegiance 
of the Muslim community in India. By retaining control of Iraq 
British leaders believed that they could drive a wedge down the 
center of the bloc of Muslim states and thereby gravely weaken 
it.7

Finally, the British government stayed in Iraq because it wanted 
to obtain some long-term benefit for the great military effort it 
had made to conquer the country.8 During the First World War 
nearly 900,000 British and Indian troops had fought in Iraq. Al­
most 100,000 of these men had become casualties, and the fight­
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Introduction 5

ing on this front had cost the British treasury £200,000,000.9 Now 
that the war was over it would be difficult for the British govern­
ment to justify these sacrifices if it simply abandoned Iraq.

Once the British government resolved to stay in Iraq it had to 
decide upon the method or manner of its rule. For various rea­
sons in 1920 it chose a form of indirect rule through an Arab 
government rather than direct rule through British officials. To 
begin with, in 1915, in an effort to foment an Arab uprising 
against the Ottoman empire, it had promised the Sharif Husayn 
of the Hijaz that it would support the independence of most of 
the Arab inhabited districts of the Ottoman empire. True, Sir 
Henry McMahon, the British high commissioner in Egypt who 
conducted the negotiations with Husayn, qualified this commit­
ment in several respects. For example, he stipulated that the 
Baghdad and Basra areas in Iraq would remain under fairly close 
British supervision, and he said that his pledge to support Arab 
independence would only apply to the extent that Britain could 
act without detriment to the interests of France.10 But, in spite 
of these reservations, after the war McMahon s promise to Hu­
sayn made it difficult for the British government to treat Iraq as 
a tabula rasa upon which it could without inhibition or restraint 
construct an absolutist type of administration.

In another effort to secure Arab cooperation with the British 
war effort, in March 1917, when British troops occupied the city 
of Baghdad, Lieutenant-General F. S. Maude, the British com­
mander, acting under instructions from the foreign office, issued 
a proclamation stating that the British had come as liberators not 
conquerors and that Britain would not impose alien institutions 
upon Iraq. Maude then invited the inhabitants “through your 
Nobles and Elders and Representatives, to participate in the 
management of your civil affairs in collaboration with the Politi­
cal Representatives of Great Britain who accompany the British 
Army so that you may unite with your kinsmen in the North, East, 
South and West in realizing the aspirations of your race.’ 11 Like 
McMahon’s pledge to Husayn, Maude’s proclamation to the peo­
ple of Baghdad was vaguely formulated and open to various 
interpretations. Nonetheless, like McMahon’s pledge, it was suf­
ficiently specific to make it difficult for Britain to impose a form 
of direct rule upon Iraq after the war without a breach of faith.

In a public proclamation of British war aims, in January 1918 
Prime Minister David Lloyd George stated that the various Arab 
inhabited districts of the Ottoman empire “are in our judgement

4'
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6 Britain’s Informal Empire

entitled to a recognition of their separate national conditions.” 
Lloyd George intended his speech as a reply to the Bolshevik 
campaign for a peace without annexations. He also wanted to 
frustrate France’s imperial ambitions in the Middle East.12 Re­
gardless of the motivation, Lloyd George’s speech, although am­
biguous, certainly appeared to preclude the imposition upon Iraq 
of an undisguised form of British rule.

So did the publication, a few days later, of United States Pres­
ident Woodrow Wilson’s fourteen-point peace platform. Point 
twelve pertained to Iraq and stated that “nationalities which are 
now under Turkish rule should be assured an undoubted secu­
rity of life and an absolutely unmolested opportunity of autono­
mous development.” Although the fourteen points were a purely 
American document, in November 1918 the British government 
endorsed them in order to avoid a breach with the United States 
and to encourage Germany to agree to an armistice.13

In November 1918 Britain, together with France, issued a dec­
laration stating that the policy of the two countries in Iraq and 
Syria was to facilitate “the establishment of national Govern­
ments and Administrations drawing their authority from the ini­
tiative and free choice of the indigenous populations. British 
leaders hoped that this declaration, coming on the eve of the Paris 
peace conference, would appeal to President Wilson because of 
his well-known anti-imperialist sentiments. They also hoped that 
the declaration would allay Arab suspicions of the Sykes-Picot 
agreement of 1916 which divided the Arab lands of the Ottoman 
empire into British and French spheres of influence.14 In any 
event, the Anglo-French declaration, like McMahon’s pledge, 
Maude’s proclamation, Lloyd George’s speech, and Wilson s 
fourteen points, did much to foreclose the possibility of the es­
tablishment of direct British rule in Iraq.

Under the terms of the treaty of Versailles of June 1919 the 
British government became a party to the covenant of the League 
of Nations. Article 22 of the covenant laid down that certain 
communities which formerly belonged to the Ottoman empire 
(Iraq was obviously intended to be one of them although it was 
not specifically mentioned) “have reached a stage of develop­
ment where their existence as independent nations can be pro­
visionally recognised subject to the rendering of administrative 
advice and assistance by a Mandatory until such time as they are 
able to stand alone.” In April 1920, at the San Remo conference 
of the principal allied powers, the British government accepted
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7Introduction

the mandate for Iraq under the terms of article 22.15 As a result 
of this acceptance of the mandate, accompanied as it was by the 
recognition of Iraq as a quasi-independent state and by the as­
sumption of an obligation to prepare the country for self-rule, it 
would have been difficult for the British government to justify 
the imposition of a purely or even predominantly British admin­
istration upon Iraq.

In the immediate postwar period British leaders were con­
fronted with strong internal pressure for reduced military ex­
penditures and increased outlays on social welfare. Much of the 
public pressure for reduced military expenditures centered around 
Iraq, which in the summer of 1919 was costing the British trea­
sury about £2,700,000 per month.16 By 1920 British leaders were 
convinced that only by creating under strict British supervision 
an Arab government in Baghdad, complete with its own army and 
police force with which to maintain internal order, could they 
withdraw most of their troops from Iraq, thereby saving a great 
deal of money, and still safeguard essential British interests.

At the beginning of July 1920, while Iraq was still under direct 
British rule, there was a serious anti-British uprising. The rebel­
lion was incited by nationalists in Baghdad who were angered by 
Britain’s refusal to grant independence in seeming contradiction 
to its various pledges. They were especially eager for indepen­
dence because they hungered for the highly remunerative gov­
ernment jobs that were occupied by British officials. These na­
tionalists were aided by the Arab government in Syria which 
contained numerous Iraqis who wanted to return to Iraq to take 
power. The uprising was also promoted by Shiite religious lead­
ers in the holy cities of Karbala and Najaf in southern Iraq who 
disliked living under Christian rule and viewed the expulsion of 
the Turks as an opportunity to increase their authority in the 
country. The most numerous participants in the rebellion were 
Shiite tribesmen along the Euphrates River in southern Iraq who 
were influenced by their religious leaders and by the propa­
ganda from Syria; angered by the regularity and efficiency ot 
British tax collections and by the British-imposed obligation to 
labor on constructing river banks and other public works; op­
posed to certain tribal leaders who, supported by Britain, had 
become tyrannical and oppressive; encouraged by recent troop 
withdrawals that seemed to indicate British weakness; and in­
spired by tribal victories in the early stages of the rising.

At the outset of the rebellion there were 60,200 British and
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8 Britain’s Informal Empire

Indian troops in Iraq. To reinforce this garrison, which initially 
was hard pressed, in the next few months Britain sent about 
40,000 additional British and Indian troops to Iraq.19 By the be­
ginning of 1921 this force crushed the revolt, but only after se­
rious fighting that left 426 British and Indian troops dead (plus 
the great majority of the 451 troops reported missing) and 1,228 
wounded.20

The uprising was not a factor in Britain’s decision to create an 
Arab government in Iraq. This decision was announced in Bagh­
dad on 20 June 1920, just before the outbreak of the rebellion, 
with the date of implementation scheduled for the autumn of that 
year. Nonetheless, the uprising had an important impact because 
throughout the 1920s fear of a renewed outbreak of rebellion was 
a factor in Britain’s decision to move Iraq rapidly toward inde­
pendence.21

In November 1920, two years after the end of the war, Britain 
created a provisional Arab government in Iraq and thereby 
brought to an end the period of direct British rule. Under the 
terms of this new arrangement there was a council of state whose 
members headed the various government departments. The 
members of the council, all of whom were Iraqi, were appointed 
by and served under the leadership of Abd al-Rahman al-Gay- 
lani, an elderly and highly respected dignitary known as the Na- 
qib of Baghdad. However, each member of the council was closely 
supervised by a British adviser, and the entire government was 
under the ultimate control of the British high commissioner in 
Iraq, Sir Percy Cox. Indicating the extent of Cox’s authority, it 
was he who suggested to the Naqib the names of most of the 
members of the council, and he had the right to veto any of the 
council’s decisions.22

In January 1921, soon after the formation of the provisional 
government, British leaders invited Faysal ibn Husayn to assume 
the kingship of a more permanent regime in Iraq. Faysal was the 
son of King Husayn of the Hijaz to whom, in exchange for his 
participation in the fighting against the Ottoman empire, in 1915 
Britain had made some rather vague pledges regarding Arab in­
dependence. By making Faysal king of Iraq British leaders thought 
that they could to a considerable extent fulfill their pledges to 
Husayn while simultaneously rewarding both father and son for 
having loyally served the allied cause during the war. They chose 
Faysal for the kingship also because, aside from being appro­
priately anti-Turkish, he could command the allegiance of the
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9Introduction

several hundred former Ottoman army officers from Iraq whom 
Britain hoped would form the nucleus of an Iraqi army that would 
defend British interests in the region. In addition, no Iraqi can­
didate for the throne had widespread support and approbation 
while Faysal, although not an Iraqi, had some prestige and status 
in the country because of his father’s position as guardian of the 
holy places of Islam, because of his commanding role in the Arab 
revolt against the Ottoman empire, and because of his leadership 
after the war of the independent Arab government in Syria. For 
Britain Faysal was an obvious choice too because in July 1920 
France had evicted him from Syria and thus he was now avail­
able to assume new responsibilities.23

With full British support, in August 1921 Faysal became king 
of Iraq. The British government now wanted to conclude a treaty 
with Faysal, not to replace the mandate which it valued highly 
because it gave Britain the juridical right to remain in Iraq, but 
rather to define and regulate the unequal relationship between 
the two countries. Initially, Iraqi leaders refused to conclude a 
treaty with Britain unless it would replace the mandate and 
guarantee their complete independence. Ultimately, however, they 
yielded because Britain had superior force and, by arresting some 
of the leading opponents of the treaty, demonstrated a willing­
ness to use it if necessary.24 As a result, in October 1922 a treaty, 
which was generally written to British specifications and sched­
uled to last for twenty years unless Iraq was admitted to the 
League of Nations before the expiration of that period, was con­
cluded between the two countries. According to the terms of the 
treaty, the Iraqi king promised to be guided by British advice in 
all important matters affecting Britain s international and finan­
cial interests.25 In a subsidiary document known as the military 
agreement which was signed in 1924, Britain also acquired the 
right to station its military forces in Iraq, raise and command a 
local military force in Iraq, use Iraqi roads, railways, rivers, and 
ports to move British troops across Iraq, inspect the Iraqi army 
at will, control the movements of the Iraqi army, control any joint 
Anglo-Iraqi military force which was placed in the field, and 
compel the king of Iraq to declare martial law and entrust its ad­
ministration to a British officer.26 In another subsidiary docu­
ment signed at the same time as the military agreement, Iraq was 
obligated upon British request to employ, at its own expense and 
at a high rate of pay, a British official in a large number of im­
portant government positions.27
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10 Britain’s Informal Empire

In this manner Britain retained a substantial amount of con­
trol over Iraq even after the end of direct British rule in 1920. 
This control enabled Britain to fulfill its duties and obligations to 
the League of Nations under the terms of the mandate, with­
draw most of its military forces from Iraq while still ensuring the 
safety of the remaining garrison, and generally protect its stra­
tegic interests in the Middle East. However, Iraqi leaders ac­
cepted such great restrictions on their freedom only under com­
pulsion. Predictably, they constantly struggled to remove these 
restrictions. Thus during the 1920s Britain’s control over Iraq was 
less secure than appeared at first glance because Iraqi govern­
ments, complete with their own army, police force, and admin­
istrative machine, did not willingly accept it. In addition, British 
control rested on a weak military foundation because, mainly for 
reasons of economy, during the course of the 1920s Britain with­
drew all of its ground troops from Iraq.28 As a result, by 1929 
Britain’s position in Iraq had become so insecure that British 
leaders hastily agreed to terminate the mandate and grant full 
independence, long before they were legally obligated to do so 
and without first insisting upon adequate safeguards for impor­
tant British interests in the region, in large measure because they 
feared incurring the displeasure or, more frightening, the active 
opposition of the Iraqi government.
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______________ CHAPTER 2----------------------

The End of the Mandate

In September 1929 Britain informed the Iraqi government, 
without qualification or proviso, that it would support Iraq s can­
didature for admission to the League of Nations in 1932. Be­
cause admission to the League necessarily meant the end of the 
British mandate (in fact, in the opinion of the British govern­
ment it was the only way in which the mandate could be legally 
terminated)2 and the grant of full independence to Iraq, this 
promise was of considerable importance.

In some respects the British pledge was surprising. True, as a 
result of domestic political pressure to withdraw from Iraq, in 
April 1923 the British government had agreed to a protocol that 
reduced the twenty-year duration of the treaty of 1922 to a pe­
riod of four years.3 However, in July 1925 the commission of the 
League of Nations which examined the question of the disputed 
frontier between Turkey and Iraq decided that the vilayet (prov­
ince) of Mosul should pass to Iraq only on the condition that the 
British mandate continued for the next twenty-five years in or­
der to allow sufficient time for the Iraqi state to consolidate and 
develop. Acting on the commission’s recommendation, in De­
cember 1925 the council of the League of Nations resolved that 
the award of Mosul to Iraq would not become definitive until 
Britain had concluded a new treaty with Iraq that would ensure 
that the mandate remained in effect for the next twenty-five years 
unless Iraq were admitted to the League before the expiration 
of this period. Iraqi leaders were amenable to the council’s deci­
sion because they desperately wanted to keep the vilayet of Mo­
sul, which was widely believed to contain large quantities of oil, 
and because they thought that they could induce Britain to rec­
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12 Britain’s Informal Empire

ommend Iraq for membership in the League long before the ex­
piration of the twenty-five year time period. The British govern­
ment was amenable to the council’s decision because it wanted to 
keep the oil-bearing region of Mosul within a British sphere of 
influence. Consequently, in January 1926 Britain and Iraq duly 
concluded a new treaty that extended the treaty of 1922 in ac­
cordance with the council’s decision.4 Thus Britain’s promise in 
1929 to recommend the termination of the mandate and the ad­
mission of Iraq to the League, coming less than four years after 
it had accepted the council’s decision awarding Mosul to Iraq on 
the implied condition of a lengthy continuation of the mandate, 
might be seen, at least by some, to smack of sharp practice. For 
the foreign office this possibility was indeed a matter of some 
concern.5

At first sight, Britain’s promise to recommend Iraq for admis­
sion to the League of Nations was striking also because by 1929 
the entire cost of the mandate to the British treasury was less than 
£500,000 per year.6 Even this relatively low figure probably 
overstated the mandate’s true cost because quite likely the British 
economy benefited from some export orders it would not oth­
erwise have received.7 In exchange for this modest sum, the British 
government maintained three modern, fully equipped airbases in 
Iraq.8 These bases enabled Britain in an emergency to move mil­
itary aircraft rapidly between Egypt and India, to protect the val­
uable oilfields in both Iraq and Iran, and generally to safeguard 
vital British interests in the Persian Gulf. Thus for little financial 
cost the British government gained important strategic advan­
tages, but all of these advantages would be lost if an independent 
Iraq refused to allow a continued British military presence.

And this option was open to Iraq because Britain’s promise to 
recommend Iraq for admission to the League of Nations was un­
qualified. It did not include any reservation that would ensure 
the future protection of vital British interests in the region—for 
example, the right to retain airbases in Iraq or the right to move 
troops across Iraq. True, the message to the Iraqi government 
which contained the promise also stated that it would be neces­
sary to conclude a new treaty before 1932 in order to regulate 
Anglo-Iraqi relations after independence. However, the promise 
to recommend Iraq for admission to the League was not condi­
tional upon the conclusion of this treaty. Thus in 1930, during 
the lengthy and difficult negotiations for the new treaty, Britain 
was unable to bring pressure to bear upon Iraq for concessions
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by threatening to retain the mandate if a satisfactory agreement 
were not concluded. In this manner the British government 
abandoned an important bargaining card, the consequences of 
which were significant for the ultimate shape of the Anglo-Iraqi 
treaty of 1930.

Nor was it clear that most Iraqis wanted the mandate to end at 
this time. In September 1929 Iraq was calm and peaceful, and 
no British ground troops were required to hold the country. True, 
King Faysal and the relatively small group of urban Sunni Arab 
politicians and military leaders who constituted the bulk of the 
ruling class in Iraq wanted Britain to withdraw so that they could 
assume complete control over the country. So too did their siz­
able block of followers among the Sunni Arab population (in all 
about 20 percent of Iraq’s total population of around 3,000,000)9 
and especially that highly politically conscious portion of it such 
as teachers, students, lawyers, and civil servants who lived pri­
marily in the major cities like Baghdad and Mosul. The Watani 
(National) party, which was led by the distinguished Shiite poli­
tician Jafar Abu al-Timman and which drew most of its support 
from Shiite handicraft workers and petty tradesmen in urban 
areas, also wanted an immediate end to the mandate.10

However, in the late 1920s probably most of the Shiite com­
munity, which dwelled mainly in the southern part of the coun­
try and comprised slightly more than half of the total popula­
tion,11 was not eager for Britain to leave Iraq. At first glance this 
attitude was surprising because Shiites had been in the forefront 
of the anti-British rebellion of 1920. Certainly this attitude was 
not because the Shiites had become genuinely pro-British in sen­
timent or outlook, or because they wanted to maintain an endur­
ing administrative or constitutional link with Britain, or because 
they were undesirous of ultimately achieving independence for 
Iraq. Rather it was because they now viewed the mandatory as a 
possible check on the power and avariciousness of the Sunni elite 
who dominated the government and the army.12 Illustrating the 
extent of this domination and the resultant sense of grievance 
among the Shiites, during the period from 1921 to 1932 no Shiite 
was appointed to the office of prime minister and only 17.7 per­
cent of the other ministerial positions went to Shiites.13 To per­
petuate itself in office the small Sunni ruling class manipulated 
parliamentary elections: for example, in the elections of 1928 
Shiites won only twenty-six out of a total of eighty-eight seats in 
the chamber of deputies.14 The situation was similar in the prov­
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14 Britain’s Informal Empire

inces: in 1921 all five of Iraq’s mutasarrifs (governors of liwas or 
provinces) were Sunni, and eight of the country’s qaimmaqams (the 
chief executive officer of a qadha or district) were Sunni while only 
one was Shiite;15 and in 1933 thirteen mutasarrifs were Sunni while 
only one was Shiite, and forty-three qaimmaqams were Sunni while 
only four were Shiite.16

Aside from anger at being deprived of political power, in the 
late 1920s most Shiites were opposed to the government’s at­
tempt to introduce conscription which, they suspected, would in­
volve mainly Shiite conscripts serving under mainly Sunni offi­
cers. The fact that British opposition was the primary reason why 
the Iraqi government had failed to introduce conscription was not 
lost on the Shiite community.17 Nor were the Shiites mistaken in 
their belief that Sunnis controlled the army. Indicating the ex­
tent of this control, in a sample of sixty-one army officers who 
were serving in 1936, one authority could discover only one 
Shiite.18 According to another account, in 1946 out of eighty staff 
officers serving in the army only three were Shiites.19

In addition to these considerations, certain Shiite tribal leaders 
had benefited greatly from Britain’s policy of promoting their 
authority in the countryside. Britain initiated this policy during 
the First World War as an inexpensive means of collecting tax 
revenue, protecting the army’s line of communications, and de­
nying supplies to the enemy. It worked reasonably well, and 
Britain continued it after the war in order to ensure, with mini­
mal British effort, peace and order in the rural regions of the 
country. The policy involved giving arms, money, land, and tax 
remissions to certain shaykhs whom the British administration 
designated as tribal leaders. It also involved promoting the judi­
cial authority of these shaykhs by means of the tribal criminal and 
civil disputes regulation. This measure, which the British pro­
mulgated in 1916, gave tribal leaders the power to settle conflicts 
and disputes among the inhabitants of their areas. Iraqi govern­
ments opposed this regulation because it excluded from their ju­
dicial authority large sections of the rural part of the country, 
but on several occasions during the 1920s the British high com­
missioner prevented them from abrogating it. He also prevented 
them from taking other fiscal and administrative measures to curb 
the wealth and power of these tribal leaders.20 Thus for these tribal 
leaders, who had gained so much from Britain’s presence in Iraq, 
the prospect of British withdrawal, which might possibly be fol­
lowed by the loss of their land, privileges, and power, was partic­
ularly alarming.
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The End of the Mandate 15

Many Kurds, too, were dismayed and worried by the prospect 
of British withdrawal. Kurds, who constituted nearly 20 percent 
of the total population,21 were congregated in the northern part 
of Iraq. They spoke a language quite distinct from Arabic, and 
had many customs and traditions of their own. In July 1925 the 
commission of the League of Nations which recommended that 
the Mosul vilayet should pass to Iraq stated that “Regard must be 
paid to the desires expressed by the Kurds that officials of 
Kurdish race should be appointed for the administration of their 
country, the dispensation of justice, and teaching in the schools, 
and that Kurdish should be the official language of all these ser­
vices.”22 In December 1925 the council of the League of Na­
tions, which adopted the commission’s report, insisted that the 
British government inform the council of “the administrative 
measures which will be taken with a view to securing for the 
Kurdish populations mentioned in the report of the Commission 
of Inquiry the guarantees regarding local administration recom­
mended by the Commission in its final conclusions.”23 Thus Brit­
ain was obligated to ensure that the terms of the League of Na­
tions award in regard to the Kurdish districts of Iraq were fulfilled. 
However, the Iraqi government did not want to see any form of 
local autonomy or administration in Kurdistan which, it feared, 
would limit its authority and possibly undermine national unity. 
It suspected that British efforts to ensure special treatment for 
the Kurds were part of a plot to weaken or even dismember the 
country. Consequently, in the middle and late 1920s it refused 
to implement the terms of the League of Nations award. In light 
of this background it is understandable that the British govern­
ment’s announcement in September 1929 that it would recom­
mend Iraq for admission to the League of Nations in 1932 caused 
serious concern in Kurdistan. At this time most Kurds favored 
separation from Iraq and some form of independence under the 
protection of Britain or the League of Nations. Alternatively, they 
preferred a continuation of the mandate which represented their 
best hope for the creation of the special regime in Kurdistan that 
the League of Nations had stipulated and which the Iraqi gov­
ernment had promised but failed to implement. In any event, from 
Kurdistan there was little pressure on Britain to end its supervi­
sory role in Iraq.24

The non-Muslim communities, consisting primarily of Jews, 
various Christian denominations, and Yazidis, comprised in all 
nearly 7 percent of the total population of Iraq.25 Generally these 
groups were well disposed toward Britain and did not want the
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16 Britain’s Informal Empire

mandate to end. The Jews, for example, a community of about 
100,000 who resided mainly in Baghdad and were heavily in­
volved in trading activities, had especially good relations with the 
British.26 So did the Assyrian Christians, a group of about 30,000 
in the northern part of Iraq. Many Assyrians had served in the 
levies, a British military force quite distinct from the Iraqi army, 
and feared that after independence this service would mark them 
for retribution. Indeed, the Assyrians were so fearful of living in 
an independent Iraqi state that in 1931 they petitioned the League 
of Nations, without success, to find a home for them under the 
rule of a European Christian power.27

Why then did the British government issue the promise to Iraq 
of September 1929? To begin with, the decision should be seen 
in the context of a general modification of imperial policy which 
resulted in large measure from the terrible physical and moral 
debilitation Britain suffered during the First World War. This 
great loss came at a time when nationalist movements in several 
countries under British control, for example, Ireland, Egypt, and 
India, as well as Iraq, were rapidly gaining in strength. As a re­
sult of this conjunction of events, after the First World War Brit­
ish leaders concluded that only by granting increasing amounts 
of self-rule to the indigenous peoples of their empire could they 
retain the essential parts of their imperial position in the world.28

For Britain the human and economic cost of the war was very 
high. 745,000 British soldiers were killed (about 9 percent of all 
of the men in the United Kingdom aged 20 to 45) and 1,700,000 
were wounded. Part of Britain’s overseas wealth had to be liqui­
dated in order to pay for the war. Other British assets in central 
Europe and Russia were seized by hostile powers. Because Brit­
ish industry was obligated to concentrate almost entirely on war 
production, and because there was a shortage of shipping, many 
foreign markets were lost to American and Japanese competi­
tors, or to locally made products, and were not recovered after 
the conflict.29 Illustrating the extent of this loss of markets, be­
tween 1913 and 1923 the export of British cotton piece goods to 
India declined by 53 percent.30 During the same period, and al­
lowing for the change in the value of the pound, the total value 
of British exports to South America fell by over one-third.31 And 
between the periods 1911—13 and 1931—38 Britain’s share of the 
world export trade in manufactured goods declined from 27.5 
percent to 18.5 percent.32

During the war tax revenues had only covered 36 percent of
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The End of the Mandate 17

expenditures, and the remaining money had been borrowed. 
Consequently, after the war British governments reduced mili­
tary outlays in order to meet interest payments on the national 
debt. Indicating the magnitude of this financial obligation, by the 
late 1920s 40 percent of the government’s spending was devoted 
to meeting interest payments on the national debt compared with 
only 12 percent in 1913.33

After the war British governments also reduced military ex­
penditures in order to meet popular pressure for increased out­
lays on domestic needs such as housing, education, pensions, and 
unemployment compensation.34 Thus while social service pay­
ments in financial year 1913—14 were £41,500,000, in 1921—22 
they rose to £234,000,000 and in 1933-34 totaled £272,500,000.35 
By comparison, expenditure on the army and navy combined in 
1932 was only £86,000,000, which was the same amount that was 
spent immediately before the First World War even though costs 
had risen greatly during the interval and total government 
spending had increased more than fourfold.36 Clearly illustrat­
ing the government’s changing sense of priorities, on the eve of 
the First World War the armed forces received 43 percent of the 
total government budget, while by 1932 this figure was reduced 
to 12 percent.37

Combined with the reduction of economic strength and mili­
tary power, in the 1920s the belief in the moral righteousness of 
the imperial mission, which before the war had permeated Brit­
ish society and was an essential ingredient for the maintenance 
of the empire, was sapped by the widespread propagation of lib­
eral ideals like democratic government and self-determination of 
nations for which the war had ostensibly been fought. Imperial­
ism not only conflicted with these liberal ideals but also, in the 
minds of many, had been a major cause of the war. As a result, 
in Britain in the 1920s it became a much maligned doctrine that 
no longer commanded broad support.38 Indicating the disrepute 
into which imperialism fell, during the 1920s most of the British 
press advocated completely abandoning or at least strictly cur­
tailing British responsibilities and commitments in Iraq.39 In 1927, 
during a period of Conservative government in Britain, one 
minister actually recommended prompt withdrawal from Iraq 
largely because he thought it would be electorally popular.40

Thus in the 1920s the British government, weakened econom­
ically and militarily, and with reduced public support for impe­
rial ventures, had to confront strengthened nationalist move­
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18 Britain’s Informal Empire

ments in various parts of the empire. In this difficult situation, 
in order to retain the essence of its imperial position—which in 
India consisted of control of the Indian army but which else­
where often consisted primarily of military bases at strategic lo­
cations—Britain granted increasing amounts of self-rule to In­
dia, Ireland, Egypt, Transjordan, and, as we have observed in the 
previous chapter, Iraq. Perhaps this attempt to accommodate lo­
cal nationalists by withdrawing from some imperial responsibili­
ties was slightly hastened by the advent to power of a Labour 
government in June 1929, but it had begun much earlier and had 
commanded widespread support in all three major political par­
ties.41

Thus Britain’s promise of September 1929 was part of a wider 
policy of retreat from an absolutist form of empire toward a more 
liberal or informal type of empire. But it was also consonant with 
previous policy in Iraq itself. Since Britain had established an Arab 
government in Baghdad in 1920 it had tried to prepare the 
country for self-rule. Arguably, such a policy was incumbent be­
cause article 22 of the covenant of the League of Nations, the 
legal basis for Britain’s position in Iraq, did not give Britain sov­
ereignty or the right permanently to remain in control of Iraq 
under some other guise such as a protectorate. On the contrary, 
although the time period was not stipulated precisely, article 22 
clearly envisaged the establishment of an independent state in Iraq 
as soon as that country was able to stand alone without the advice 
and assistance of the mandatory.42

Aside from this consideration, in July 1927 the British govern­
ment had promised King Faysal that it would recommend Iraq 
for admission to the League of Nations in 1932 If all goes well 
in the interval and the present rate of progress is maintained.”43 
The following December, in a formal treaty with Iraq, the Brit­
ish government again pledged to recommend Iraq for admission 
to the League of Nations in 1932 “Provided the present rate of 
progress in Iraq is maintained and all goes well in the inter­
val.”44 The officials at the colonial office in London, who super­
vised Britain’s relations with Iraq, believed that this qualification 
referred only to the possibility of widespread internal disorder 
or serious interruption of constitutional government. Since nei­
ther event had occurred, in September 1929 they felt obligated 
to implement the government’s promise. They did not believe that 
the government could renege on its promise simply because, for 
example, Iraqi leaders refused to agree to allow Britain to retain
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The End of the Mandate 19

airbases in Iraq after independence. To do so, they feared, would 
invite, and not without justification, accusations of bad faith.45

The British government’s decision to terminate the mandate 
was also influenced by the unsound legal position of its military 
forces in Iraq. This position was sanctioned and regulated by the 
Anglo-Iraqi military agreement of 1924.46 However, the agree­
ment expired in December 1928, and the Iraqi government re­
fused to conclude a new agreement except in exchange for the 
elimination of all British control over the Iraqi army plus the right 
to determine the nature and size of the British garrison in Iraq.47 
The British government would not accept these conditions be­
cause it believed that they were incompatible with Britain’s obli­
gations to the League of Nations, and because it feared that they 
would endanger the remaining British forces in Iraq.48 As a re­
sult of this impasse, the British government in 1929 no longer 
had any treaty sanction for the presence of its military forces in 
Iraq or for the legal privileges and immunities they enjoyed. Nor 
did it have any treaty sanction for its recruitment of Iraqi sub­
jects into a British imperial military force stationed in Iraq known 
as the levies, or for its previously held right in time of emergency 
to compel the king of Iraq to proclaim martial law and entrust 
its administration to a British officer.49 Of course, the British 
government could and did maintain that it needed military forces 
in Iraq in order to implement its obligations to the League of 
Nations, and that consequently it regarded the existing military 
agreement as remaining in force after the date of expiration.50 
But the Iraqi government did not accept this proposition, and 
British leaders feared that this unsettled and disputatious situa­
tion would lead to continual friction to the detriment of impor­
tant imperial interests in the Middle East.51 British officials were 
unhappy with this situation too because they did not believe they 
had a strong legal case for insisting that the military agreement 
of 1924 remain operative after the date of expiration.52 By 
agreeing to recommend Iraq for membership in the League of 
Nations they hoped to create a favorable atmosphere for the ne­
gotiation of a new treaty that would give firm legal sanction to 
the continued stationing of British military forces in Iraq.53

British leaders also agreed to recommend Iraq for member­
ship in the League of Nations because they were concerned that 
continuation of the mandate would eventually lead to internal 
unrest and upheaval, possibly fomented by the Iraqi government 
itself. In the late 1920s Sir Henry Dobbs, the British high com-
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20 Britain’s Informal Empire

missioner in Iraq, and his successor, Sir Gilbert Clayton, fre­
quently made this point.54 These warnings affected British lead­
ers, who were haunted by fear of a repetition of the violent 
insurrection against British rule in Iraq in 1920.55 Ultimately, 
102,000 British and Indian troops had been required to sup­
press the rising.56 But by 1929 the British government had with­
drawn all British and Indian ground troops from Iraq. Aside from 
military aircraft and one and a half armored car companies 
manned by Royal Air Force personnel, the British authorities in 
Iraq had at their disposal only 2,000 locally recruited levies.57 
True, they also had a considerable degree of control over the 9,000 
man Iraqi army. For example, there were thirty-six British offi­
cers in key positions,58 and the Iraqi government could not move 
any unit without British permission.59 However, the great major­
ity of its officers were Iraqi, and British leaders doubted whether 
they could count on this force in a crisis, especially if the Iraqi 
government itself instigated the disturbances.60

Of course, in an emergency Britain could reinforce its garri­
son in Iraq with Indian troops. But by the late 1920s the British 
government could no longer send Indian troops abroad without 
encountering strong opposition and protests from political lead­
ers in India who did not believe that their people should bear 
the military and financial burden of defending British imperial 
interests in the Middle East and elsewhere.61 Indicating the depth 
of feeling on this subject in India, in 1921 the legislative assem­
bly of India passed a resolution defining the role of the Indian 
army as “the defence of India against external aggression and the 
maintenance of internal peace and tranquillity.” For any other 
purpose, the resolution stated, the obligations resting on India 
were to be optional and self-imposed as they were in the case of 
the self-governing British dominions.62 In 1929 the practical re­
percussions of this sentiment could be observed by the fact that, 
excluding the adjacent territory of Burma, there were only two 
Indian army battalions stationed abroad (one in Hong Kong and 
one in Malaya) assisting Britain in maintaining control of its far- 
flung empire.63 In 1929 the practical repercussions of this senti­
ment could be observed also when, in response to a request from 
the war office in London, the chief of the general staff of the 
Indian army refused to promise to provide Indian troops to de­
fend the valuable British controlled oilfields in southwestern Iran 
or the largely British controlled oilfields in northern Iraq, even 
in the event of a Russian attack on those countries.64
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Nor could Britain easily send troops to Iraq from its garrison 
in Egypt because in August 1929 serious riots broke out in Pal­
estine as a result of a dispute between Jews and Arabs at the 
western wall in Jerusalem. To restore order the British govern­
ment sent three battalions and an armored car squadron from 
Egypt to Palestine.65 But this move meant that there were now 
few British troops in Egypt available for dispatch to Iraq.

And for Britain in August and September 1929 the security 
situation in Iraq was especially worrying because there was much 
sympathy for the Arab protesters in Palestine.66 Indeed, on 30 
August nationalist politicians in Baghdad organized a large anti- 
Zionist and anti-British demonstration.67 Compounding the 
problem, the Iraqi government led by Tawfiq al-Suwaydi had just 
resigned and no leading political figure would attempt to form a 
government in the absence of a clear statement from Britain re­
garding Iraqi independence. If internal upheaval broke out in 
the midst of this indeterminate and volatile political situation, 
British leaders feared that they might have to reintroduce con­
siderable numbers of British troops and administrative person­
nel and resume direct control over the country. But Britain had 
abandoned direct rule in 1920 in favor of indirect rule through 
an Arab government. Aside from considerations of financial cost 
and overextension of limited military resources, reintroduction 
of direct control would involve a serious admission of failure. All 
the more reason then, in the minds of British leaders, to concil­
iate nationalist aspirations by promising to recommend Iraq for 
admission to the League of Nations.68

But the British government’s decision of September 1929 to 
accommodate nationalist opinion in Iraq was not only prompted 
by a desire to avoid internal unrest and upheaval. British officials 
also believed that by terminating the mandate at a relatively early 
date they would earn the goodwill and gratitude of most of Iraq,s 
governing class and thereby, in the long run, maintain Britain’s 
political influence and strategic position in Iraq more assuredly 
and effectively, and with less strain and inconvenience, than by 
clinging to a supervisory role in the country s attairs.

Although the British government relinquished the mandate in 
1932, long before it was legally obligated to do so, in the 1930s 
and early 1940s many Iraqi leaders viewed Britain with resent­
ment and anger. Much of the explanation for this paradox lies 
in the Anglo-Iraqi treaty of alliance of 1930, which was designed 
to regulate the relationship between the two countries for a twenty-
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22 Britain’s Informal Empire

five year period after Iraq became independent.70 The most im­
portant provisions of the treaty are discussed in detail in the fol­
lowing chapters and need concern us here only briefly. Suffice it 
to say that this agreement allowed the British government to 
maintain two airbases in Iraq and to move its military forces across 
Iraqi territory. It also obligated Iraq to purchase virtually all of 
its military equipment in Britain, employ at its own expense the 
services of a British military mission, send its officers exclusively 
to British military academies, and use British subjects whenever 
it needed foreign experts. The British government insisted upon 
including these provisions in the treaty because it wanted to re­
tain its strategic position and political influence in Iraq after in­
dependence. The Iraqi government accepted these restrictions on 
its sovereignty because it believed that it needed a treaty of alli­
ance with Britain in order to be certain of gaining admission to 
the League of Nations and thereby ending the mandate. Thus 
while Iraq became an independent state in 1932, it was still in­
voluntarily bound to Britain in a subordinate relationship. As time 
passed Iraqi leaders increasingly found this relationship humili­
ating. In various ways they struggled to liberate themselves from 
it. Ultimately, in 1941 an Iraqi attempt to restrict Britain’s privi­
leges in Iraq led to military conflict between the two countries 
and thereby exposed the limitations of Britain’s policy of indirect 
rule.
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______________ CHAPTER 3_--------------------

The British Airbases

The most difficult matter that arose during the negotiations for 
the treaty of June 1930 which gave Iraq independence was the 
question of the British airbases. By the beginning of 1930 the 
British government had withdrawn all British and Indian ground 
troops from Iraq but it still maintained five squadrons of military 
aircraft. These planes were stationed at three widely separated 
airbases: Mosul, Hinaidi (five miles from Baghdad), and Shaiba 
(ten miles from Basra), plus a seaplane anchorage at Basra. While 
not opposing the termination of the mandate, the air ministry was 
determined to retain these bases, or at least as many of them as 
possible, after independence.1

Because of the relatively short range and unreliable nature of 
aircraft at this time, the air ministry believed that these bases were 
an essential link in the British military and civil air route to In­
dia. Indeed, the air ministry argued that the abandonment of the 
bases and the consequent rupture of the Iraqi link in the air route 
would be as grave a setback for Britain as the closure of the Suez 
Canal. For the air ministry this route was particularly important 
because in an emergency it planned quickly to reinforce the Brit­
ish garrisons in Aden, the Sudan, Egypt, Palestine, Transjordan, 
Iraq, or India with warplanes from the other countries. The air 
ministry realized, of course, that technological developments would 
eventually lead to more reliable longer ranged aircraft and thereby 
reduce the need for intermediary landing grounds such as those 
in Iraq. Nonetheless, it believed that for the forseeable future it 
would still require several airbases between Cairo and Karachi 
because the army cooperation type of aircraft, which was espe­
cially useful for military operations in the Middle East and India,
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24 Britain’s Informal Empire

was likely to remain short ranged. Nor was the air ministry will­
ing to rely on Iraqi controlled airbases for refuelling purposes 
because, aside from the need to be absolutely certain about its 
fuel supplies, it needed to stockpile large quantities of spare parts, 
tools, and munitions, and to maintain sophisticated meteorolog­
ical and communication facilities. The air ministry also needed to 
have sufficient numbers of highly trained British personnel con­
stantly available to perform essential maintenance and repair work 
on the aircraft. In 1930, after years of laborious effort and great 
expense, all the stockpiles, facilities, and personnel existed at the 
British airbases in Iraq, and the air ministry was strongly op­
posed to abandoning them.2

In addition to these imperial considerations, the air ministry 
argued that the bases were necessary to enable the British gov­
ernment to fulfill its obligations under the mandate, and later 
under the treaty of 1930, to defend Iraq against aggression. In 
the opinion of the air ministry it was important for the British 
government to honor this commitment not only for moral rea­
sons and because of Iraq’s strategic location on the air route to 
India but also because of the rich oilfields in northern Iraq in 
which British interests were heavily represented. During the 1920s 
Iraq had been menaced by both Turkey and by Ibn Saud’s king­
dom of Najd-Hijaz; and the air ministry feared that, if the Royal 
Air Force withdrew, these countries, plus Iran and possibly even 
Russia, would again threaten Iraq. Conversely, the air ministry 
maintained that the continued presence of the R.A.F. in Iraq 
would be a formidable deterrent against aggression.3

The air ministry also believed that the continued presence of 
the R.A.F. in Iraq after independence would discourage dissi­
dent groups in Iraqi society like the Kurds or the Shiite tribes 
from brigandage or revolt. In 1930 Iraq had no air force, and 
the air ministry was convinced that the Iraqi army alone, which 
then stood at about 9,000 men, would be incapable of preventing 
serious outbreaks of disorder. Although the British government 
had no intention of remaining legally responsible for internal se­
curity after independence, the air ministry maintained that in the 
event of internal upheaval Britain would still have to intervene 
in order to restore domestic tranquillity because British lives and 
property would be endangered and the British line of commu­
nications across Iraq would be jeopardized. In the event of such 
upheaval, the air ministry argued that the British government 
would have to intervene also because otherwise neighboring states,
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taking advantage of Iraq’s debilitated condition, would move into 
the country. Thus the air ministry wanted to retain the British 
airbases because it believed that their very existence would help 
to preserve internal order and thereby obviate the need for Brit­
ish military intervention in the domestic affairs of Iraq. If, how­
ever, the R.A.F.’s deterrent value were insufficient and internal 
disorder still ensued, the air ministry thought that the bases would 
enable the British government to intervene quickly and effica­
ciously.4

Aside from these purely Iraqi considerations, the air ministry 
wanted to keep the bases because of their proximity to the large 
British owned oilfields in southwestern Iran and the valuable oil 
refinery at Abadan. In the event of a Russian attack on Iran the 
air ministry believed that the British government could use the 
bases to help defend these installations. The air ministry also 
thought that the withdrawal of the R.A.F. from Iraq would re­
move a powerful deterrent to Russian aggression against Iran.

The air ministry further believed that the British airbases in 
Iraq inhibited Iran and Ibn Saud’s kingdom of Najd-Hijaz from 
menacing British interests in the Persian Gulf. The air ministry 
was alarmed about this possibility because Iran had a territorial 
claim to the entirety of the British protected shaykhdom of Bah­
rain, and Ibn Saud had territorial claims to portions_of the Brit­
ish protected shaykhdoms of Qatar and Abu Dhabi.

The Iraqi government did not want the British airbases to re­
main after independence. It believed that their continued pres­
ence on Iraqi territory would be derogatory to national sover­
eignty and tantamount to an indefinite prolongation of the British 
military occupation. If the bases stayed, Iraqi officials thought that 
Britain would inevitably interfere in the domestic affairs andJhe 
administration of the country. The Iraqi government, which in 
1930 was led by genuinely pro-British figures like King Faysal, 
Prime Minister Nuri al-Said, and Defence Minister Jafar al- 
Askari, also feared that the bases would be a running sore that 
would damage Anglo-Iraqi relations for as long as they re­
mained. In addition, the Iraqi government was concerned that 
France would cite the continued presence of British airbases in 
Iraq as a precedent and an excuse to keep its ground troops in 
Syria indefinitely, thereby preventing Syria from attaining true 
independence and also preventing Iraq and Syria from uniting.

Nor did Iraqi leaders think that the bases were necessary to 
protect Iraq from attack. On the contrary, they maintained that

The British Airbases
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the Anglo-Iraqi military alliance by itself would probably be suf­
ficient to deter aggression. Aside from the moral value of the al­
liance, they argued that fear of the British fleet in the Mediter­
ranean would deter Turkish aggression. If an attack still occurred, 
they said that Britain could rapidly fly warplanes to Iraq from 
neighboring countries. As far as internal security was concerned, 
Iraqi leaders did not believe that they would need British assis­
tance, especially since they planned to develop their own air force 
as rapidly as possible. Indeed, in 1930 there were already ten Iraqi 
pilots and twenty-one mechanics under instruction in Britain and 
at the British airbase at Hinaidi. As a possible alternative to the 
continued presence of the British airbases in Iraq, in April 1930 
the Iraqi government proposed that Britain transfer the bases to 
Transjordan and Kuwait. From these locations it thought that 
Britain could still maintain the integrity of the air route to India. 
As compensation for the removal of the bases, the Iraqi govern­
ment offered to allow Britain to fly over Iraqi territory and to 
use Iraqi airfields for refuelling purposes at any time.7

Influenced by the views of the air ministry, the British govern­
ment insisted on keeping some form of military presence in Iraq. 
At this stage Iraqi leaders were concerned that without an agree­
ment on the airbases Britain might create an excuse to retain the 
mandate and thereby deprive Iraq of independence.8 There was 
also the nagging fear that without a treaty of alliance with Brit­
ain the League of Nations would conclude that Iraq was incapa­
ble of standing alone and deny Britain’s request to relinquish the 
mandate.9 After all, in 1925 the council of the League had said 
that the mandate should probably continue for the next twenty- 
five years. For these reasons, in late April 1930 the Iraqi govern­
ment offered to allow Britain to keep the airbase at Shaiba and 
the seaplane anchorage at Basra if Britain agreed to withdraw 
from Mosul and Hinaidi.10 The Iraqi government was especially 
anxious to secure Britain’s withdrawal from Hinaidi because it 
found the presence of British forces so close to the capital par­
ticularly offensive.11

The air ministry, however, did not want to leave Mosul and 
Hinaidi. It maintained that it would cost Britain at least £1,000,000 
to expand the facilities at Shaiba sufficiently to accommodate all 
the British aircraft in Iraq. The air ministry also pointed out that 
from Shaiba the British government would be unable to protect 
the oilfields in northern Iraq or the envisaged oil pipeline to the 
Mediterranean.12 The air ministry believed that the British base
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at Mosul was especially useful for deterring a Turkish attack and, 
in the event of need, would be an excellent location for resisting 
such an attack. In addition, the air ministry argued that Mosul 
was valuable because it enabled British pilots to become inti­
mately familiar with the terrain in northern Iraq over which they 
would have to fight in the event of war with Turkey. The air 
ministry wanted to retain Mosul too because it was the most 
pleasant station in the country during the hot summer months 
and for this reason was quite popular with the crews.

However, Mosul was off the British air route to India and thus 
from the imperial perspective less important than Hinaidi. For 
the air ministry Hinaidi was more important than Mosul too be­
cause it was a much larger base with more accommodation tor 
aircraft and personnel and more elaborate repair and mainte­
nance facilities. Indeed, the air ministry had spent £600,000 de­
veloping Hinaidi since it took over the base from the army in 1922, 
and the war office had spent considerable money before that date. 
For the air ministry Hinaidi had the further advantage of being 
linked by both railway and river transportation to Basra, Iraq s 
only port. Mosul, on the other hand, was isolated in northern Iraq, 
about 600 miles from the Persian Gulf. The air ministry also 
wanted to retain Hinaidi because its location near Baghdad en­
abled the British air officer commanding readily to stay in touch 
with the British high commissioner and the Iraqi government. 
From this contact the air ministry believed that the air officer 
commanding gained valuable intelligence information about 
conditions in the country which allowed him to anticipate possi­
ble sources of disturbance. In addition, the air ministry main­
tained that Hinaidi’s location in the center of Iraq just outside 
the capital provided an excellent deterrent to internal disorder 
and, if necessary, a perfect position from which to Hunch 
and decisive intervention against lawless elements. Il the K.A. . 
vacated Hinaidi the air ministry feared that internal disorder 
would ensue which would rapidly lead to external aggression and 
the necessity for British intervention under the terms of the pro­
posed treaty of alliance. In view of these considerations, in late 
April 1930 the air ministry said that it would withdraw from Mo­
sul provided it could retain the base at Hinaidi.14

With the withdrawal from Mosul generally agreed, by the end 
of April 1930 the question of the British airbase at Hinaidi was 
the major issue preventing the successful conclusion of the treaty 
negotiations. In contrast to the air ministry, the colonial office,
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•28 Britain’s Informal Empire

which was the department responsible for supervising Britain s 
relations with Iraq, was willing to accept the Iraqi offer to vacate 
Hinaidi in exchange for retaining Shaiba. The colonial office be­
lieved that under this arrangement the British government could 
still maintain the air route to India by flying directly from a land­
ing ground at Rutba in the desert in western Iraq to Shaiba. Un­
like the air ministry, the colonial office thought that after inde­
pendence the Iraqi government would be able to keep a reasonable 
degree of order in the country even without the presence of a 
British airbase at Hinaidi. The colonial office also argued that if 
the British government retained Hinaidi it would remain mor­
ally responsible for maintaining internal security in Iraq without 
either the legal sanction or the adequate means for discharging 
that responsibility. In addition, the colonial office noted that in 
practical terms it would be difficult and possibly even dangerous 
for Britain to stay at Hinaidi in the face of opposition by the Iraqi 
government. Because the Iraqi army would no longer have any 
British officers, the colonial office feared that after indepen­
dence it would be an unreliable force that might one day threaten 
the remaining British garrison in Iraq. However, in the opinion 
of the colonial office this risk would be considerably reduced if 
all of the British forces in Iraq were congregated at Shaiba be­
cause the area was virtually under the guns of British warships 
in the Shatt al-Arab, and because in an emergency the British 
government could easily reinforce or withdraw the garrison by 
sea. The colonial office also emphasized that Shaiba would be more 
secure than Hinaidi because the Basra area was probably the most 
pro-British region in the country.15

Perhaps most important, however, the colonial office was will­
ing to withdraw from Hinaidi because it feared that otherwise the 
negotiations with Iraq would break down. In the opinion of the 
colonial office, this result would be very undesirable because Iraq 
might then gain independence without a treaty of alliance with 
Britain. After all, in September 1929 the British government had 
promised to recommend Iraq for membership in the League of 
Nations in 1932 without making this promise conditional upon 
the prior negotiation of a treaty of alliance. In this situation, with 
Iraq independent but not tied to Britain in a treaty of alliance, if 
Britain but not Iraq were engaged in war, the British govern­
ment would be unable to keep military forces at Shaiba or any­
where else in Iraq, or to move troops across Iraqi territory, with­
out contravening generally accepted principles of international law
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governing the behavior of neutral powers in wartime. The colo­
nial office also pointed out that without a treaty of alliance Iraq 
would be able freely to grant military bases or spheres of influ­
ence to other countries in an area of great strategic importance 
to Britain. In addition, the colonial office believed that even 
without an alliance the British government would probably have 
to defend Iraq against aggression because of its own important 
commercial and strategic interests in the area; consequently an 
alliance was desirable to act as a deterrent to aggression. Finally, 
the colonial office argued that without a treaty of alliance the 
League of Nations might conclude that Iraq was incapable of 
standing alone and therefore refuse the British government s re­
quest to terminate the mandate. In this case the colonial office 
feared that there would be outbreaks of disorder throughout Iraq 
that Britain would be able to suppress only with considerable ef­
fort and at great expense.16

In late April 1930, and again several times the following month, 
Sir Francis Humphrys, the British high commissioner who con­
ducted the treaty negotiations in Baghdad with the Iraqi govern­
ment, suggested a compromise solution. Like the air ministry, he 
believed that it was necessary for Britain to retain an airbase in 
central Iraq because otherwise internal disorder would soon spread 
and the entire fabric of administration would rapidly deterio­
rate. However, Humphrys sympathized with the Iraqi govern­
ment’s opposition to a British base so close to Baghdad. He also 
thought that a British military presence so near the capital would 
be a continual source of acrimony between the two countries and 
would probably increase rather than decrease the chances of in­
ternal unrest. In the event of internal unrest, Humphrys feared 
that Hinaidi would be difficult to defend precisely because it was 
located so close to Baghdad, the likely source of the distur­
bances. In addition, he pointed out that Hinaidi was situated be­
low the flood level of the Tigris River, and that its artificial bank 
might be breached in time of trouble. He also argued that one 
of Hinaidi’s main advantages—the fact that in an emergency it
was accessible from Basra and the sea via the Tigris—would soon 
cease to exist as increasing quantities of water from the river were 
diverted to agriculture. In view of these considerations, Hum­
phrys recommended that the British government should build a 
new airbase in central Iraq near Lake Habbaniya about fifty miles
west of Baghdad.17 . . ,

Initially, the air ministry resisted the high commissioner s pro­
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posal because it would mean abandoning the well-developed and, 
from the air ministry’s perspective, ideally situated base at Hin- 
aidi. Moreover, the air ministry believed that at Habbaniya the 
Royal Air Force would be too far from Baghdad to be conve­
niently able to maintain regular and close communication with 
the British embassy and the Iraqi government, and would there­
fore be deprived of valuable sources of intelligence information 
about events in the country. The air ministry also said that re­
moved from the immediate vicinity of Baghdad the R.A.F. would 
be a less effective deterrent to internal disorder. In the event of 
such disorder, the air ministry feared that at Habbaniya the R.A.F. 
would be too far from Baghdad to be able to intervene rapidly 
and effectively before the turmoil achieved serious dimensions that 
threatened important British commercial or strategic interests in 
Iraq and possibly led to external aggression. In addition, the air 
ministry maintained that it would cost the British government 
nearly £2,000,000 to construct a proper airbase at Habbaniya, that 
the Habbaniya area was subject to flooding and had poor com­
munications with Basra, and that British airmen in that isolated 
location would lack the amenities and diversions previously found 
at Baghdad.18

However, in mid-May 1930 the air ministry reluctantly ac­
cepted the possibility of moving to Habbaniya.19 Probably the air 
ministry was influenced by a report by the air officer command­
ing in Iraq, Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, which claimed that the 
new location was really quite desirable. In particular, Brooke- 
Popham maintained that Habbaniya would be more secure than 
Hinaidi in case of internal disorder, that it was nearer the pro­
jected oil pipeline, that there was a good site on high ground for 
construction, that the area would soon be connected to Baghdad 
by rail, that the region was non-malarial, and that there were 
readily available shooting, fishing, boating, and bathing facilities 
superior to those existing near Hinaidi.2

In early June 1930 the Iraqi government also accepted the high 
commissioner’s compromise proposal, probably because it was 
relieved to get the British air force out of Hinaidi and because 
only through a treaty of alliance with Britain could it be certain 
of gaining independence.21 Accordingly, the Anglo-Iraqi treaty 
of 30 June 1930 stated that the British government had to with­
draw all of its forces from Mosul and Hinaidi within five years 
of the treaty’s entry into force, which was scheduled to occur when 
Iraq was admitted into the League of Nations. However, the treaty
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allowed Britain to maintain its airbase at Shaiba and its seaplane 
anchorage at Basra, and to construct a new airbase west of the 
Euphrates presumably in the region of Lake Habbaniya.

In accordance with the terms of the treaty, in 1936 and 1937 
the British government duly withdrew all of its military forces from 
Mosul and Hinaidi and relocated them at the newly constructed 
base at Habbaniya.22 Four years later, in May 1941, the Iraqi army 
besieged Habbaniya. The British forces withstood the assault in 
part because Habbaniya’s isolated location increased Iraqi supply 
problems while giving British commanders considerable warning 
of the impending danger. Moreover, Habbaniya’s position in 
western Iraq made it relatively easy for the British government 
to reinforce the garrison by road from Palestine.23 It is unlikely 
that the garrison would have fared so well if it had still been lo­
cated at Hinaidi. Thus, ironically, for the air ministry, which long 
opposed the withdrawal from Hinaidi, the move to Habbaniya 
was really very fortunate. Equally ironically, for the militandy anti- 
British government that came to power in Iraq in 1941, Britain s 
withdrawal from Hinaidi proved to be quite disastrous.

In 1929-30 the British government could have retained the 
mandate for Iraq. The League of Nations would not have ob­
jected, and there would have been considerable support for the 
policy’ within Iraq. It was this policy of retaining the mandate 
which in the 1920s and 1930s Britain followed in Palestine and 
France followed in Syria. Possibly this course of action would have 
continued to safeguard the air route to India, protect the oi - 
fields in Iraq and Iran, and generally secure British strategic in­
terests in the region.

Alternatively, the British government could have relinquished 
the mandate, withdrawn all British military forces from Iraq, and 
relied on the strength of Iraqi nationalism to keep foreign mi l- 
tary bases and political influence out of the country. It was this 
policy of complete military withdrawal which after the early 1920s 
Britain followed in Turkey and Iran. Perhaps this course of ac­
tion would have won the goodwill of most influential Iraqis an 
laid the groundwork for an enduring friendship between the two 
countries on the basis of complete equality. . .

But rather than either of these two options the British govern­
ment chose a middle path: it relinquished the mandate and with­
drew its ground troops but retained airbases in Iraq. This course 
of action neither properly safeguarded British strategic interests 
in the area nor gained the goodwill of most of those who by the
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32 Britain’s Informal Empire

early 1940s dominated Iraq. The latter generally, and especially 
the military leaders, viewed the British airbases as an infringe­
ment on Iraqi sovereignty and a possible source of intervention 
in Iraqi internal affairs. To them the bases were a constant af­
front and a continual reminder of Iraq’s subservient status vis-a- 
vis Britain.24 Nor did the bases properly safeguard British stra­
tegic interests because they were inadequately protected by only 
a small force of native levies.25 Thus the bases were secure only 
as long as the Iraqi government was friendly to Britain and in­
secure as soon as that government became unfriendly. Indeed, 
for the anti-British government that came to power in 1941 the 
very weakness and vulnerability of the bases—a condition origi­
nally intended by Britain to appease Iraqi sensibilities—was an 
irresistible temptation to attack in the hope of finally eliminating 
the long resented British military presence. Thus in 1941 the un­
wisdom of Britain’s decision in 1929-30 to relinquish the man­
date while only retaining minimally guarded airbases became 
painfully apparent. At this time, at a particularly awkward mo­
ment in the middle of a world war against a powerful enemy, the 
British government had to divert precious resources from other 
hard-pressed fronts in order to launch a major military opera­
tion to protect the base at/Habbaniya which was originally in­
tended by itself to protect British interests in the region.

A
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______________ CHAPTER 4______________

The Assyrian Minority

On the eve of the First World War about 40,000 Nestorian 
Christians lived in a mountainous district of the Ottoman empire 
northeast of Mosul known as Hakkiari. The Nestorians were fre­
quently referred to as Assyrians because they claimed descent from 
the ancient Assyrians who had ruled a powerful state in Meso­
potamia until it was destroyed in 606 b.c. The Assyrians were 
primarily an agricultural and pastoral people. They spoke Syriac 
which was derived from Aramaic, the language of Christ. They 
were officially recognized by the Ottoman government as a millet 
or religious community, which meant that they enjoyed a certain 
degree of autonomy. The Assyrians were led by a patriarch, known 
as the Mar Shimun, who was not only the ecclesiastical head but 
also the paramount chief of the community. The patriarchate was 
hereditary in the same family, although it did not descend from 
father to son because the patriarch was forbidden to marry.1

After the outbreak of the First World War in 1914 the Russian ’ 
government, seeking to weaken the Ottoman empire, encour- ' 
aged the Assyrians to revolt. To assist the revolt the Russians 
promised arms and other help. Enticed by these promises, em­
boldened by Russia’s success in the fighting against the Ottoman 
empire and in particular by Russia’s reoccupation of that section 
of northwestern Iran near Hakkiari, angered by the recent mur­
der of numerous Assyrians by neighboring Kurdish tribes, and 
perhaps alarmed by reports of widespread killings of Armenian ■. 
Christians in eastern Anatolia, in May 1915 the Assyrians rose / 
against the Turks. But due to the exigencies of war the Russians 
were unable to provide assistance, and soon the Assyrian home­
land was surrounded by Ottoman troops and Kurdish irregulars.
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With considerable skill the entire Assyrian community maneu­
vered its way through Turkish lines and, after a lengthy and dif­
ficult march, in October 1915 reached the comparative safety of 
the Russian position west of Lake Urmiyah in northwestern Iran. 
There the Russians rearmed the Assyrians, organized them into 
three infantry battalions under the command of Russian officers, 
and on several occasions during the next two years sent them into 
combat against the Turks.2 Thus after the war the Assyrians could 
fairly claim not only that they had unequivocally committed 
themselves to the allies by rebelling against the Ottoman empire 
but that they had served as a regular military force in the front 
line against the central powers. As we shall soon observe, they 
believed that this service obligated Britain, the leading allied power 
in the Middle East, to pay due regard to their interests or, at the 
least, to grant them physical protection.

Soon misfortune again befell the Assyrians. As a result of rev­
olutionary upheaveals in Russia, in late 1917 the Russian front 
in northwestern Iran collapsed, and the Assyrians were left alone 
at Urmiyah to defend themselves as best they could. In the spring 
and summer of 1918 they were attacked by the Turks. At first 
the Assyrian troops held their own in the fighting but eventually 
they were defeated. To avoid annihilation, the entire Assyrian 
community from Hakkiari, together with a considerable number 
of Armenian refugees and several thousand Assyrians who had 
long resided at Urmiyah, fled south in a desperate effort to make 
contact with the British forces then operating in Iran. This march 
was far more tragic than the earlier escape from Hakkiari. There 
was a greater shortage of food and water, and the retreating col- 

I umns were frequently attacked by Turks, Kurds, and Iranians.
I Of the roughly 70,000 who began the march more than 20,000 
! perished on the way. Finally, after a terrible journey of nearly
I 300 miles, in August 1918 the remainder reached the British base
! at Hamadan in western Iran between Kermanshah and Tehran.3
! But the British military authorities at Hamadan were unable to
' provide for all of these destitute people. Consequently, in Au­

gust and September 1918 they moved the bulk of the refugees 
over 200 miles west to Iraq where they were lodged in a large 
camp at Baquba, about thirty miles northeast of Baghdad. How­
ever, the British retained the able-bodied Assyrian men at Ha­
madan and used them to create four infantry battalions under 
the command of British officers. Thus once again the Assyrians 
formed a regular military force in the service of the allied pow­
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ers. But before the Assyrians could be employed in combat, in 
October 1918 hostilities ceased. These Assyrian troops were then 
demobilized and soon followed the rest of the community to the
refugee camp at Baquba.4 .

After the war most of the Assyrians who had long resided at
Urmiyah gradually returned to their former homes in Iran. The 
Assyrians from Hakkiari wanted to return to their former homes 
also, although preferably under some form of British protection. 
However, the Hakkiari area was north of the provisional frontier j 
between Turkey and Iraq. Because the Assyrians were Chris- j 
tians, former rebels, and closely linked with Britain, the Turks j 
did not want them in the country. In 1924 the Turks actually ex-, 
pelled a group of Assyrians who had recently returned to Hak­
kiari to settle. In 1925, when a commission of the League of Na­
tions was adjudicating the Turko-Iraqi border, the Britis 
government argued that the Hakkiari district should be included 
in Iraq so that the Assyrians could return to the area, settle as a 
homogenous community, and still remain under British protec­
tion. But the League commissioners drew the frontier south ot 
the Hakkiari district because they did not believe that Turkey 
should lose territory simply because with little provocation some 
of its subjects, in alliance with an enemy power, had rebelled in
1915. As a result of this decision, the Assyrians had to remain in

With British encouragement and financial assistance, and with 
the cooperation of the Iraqi government, during the 1920s most 
of the Assyrians settled on land in northern Iraq. However, be­
cause there was not a sufficiently large block of uninhabited land 
available, the Assyrians were unable to settle together as a group 
in a single area. For the Assyrians this dispersal was distressing 
because for reasons of security they thought it necessary to live 
together. Thus from their perspective the setdement program was 
not successful, and they retained a strong sense of grievance.

During the 1920s the Assyrians generally did not try to assim-, 
ilate into Iraqi society. Most of them did not learn Arabic Fre- ; 
quently, they adopted a condescending attitude toward the . 
Arabs. Usually they regarded themselves as refugees only tem­
porarily residing in Iraq, and clung to the belief that eventua y 
they would be able to return to their former homes in Hakkiari.

For economic reasons, and because they closely identified with 
the British, during the 1920s many Assyrians joined the levies. , 
The levies were a British controlled and primarily British oth-
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cered military force that Britain recruited in Iraq to supplement 
and then replace British and Indian troops. The force was en­
tirely separate from the primarily Arab officered Iraqi army and 
in no way under the control of the Iraqi government. From 1921 
Britain hired mainly Assyrians for the levies because Arabs were 
needed to serve in the Iraqi army, and because the Assyrians were 
fine soldiers and politically reliable. Indeed, in 1919 Assyrians 
whom Britain had hastily pressed into service distinguished 
themselves in combat during a Kurdish revolt in the Amadia dis­
trict in northern Iraq. Again in 1920 Assyrians performed a va - 
uable military service for Britain during the widespread rebel-

I , • lion against British rule in Iraq. By the late 1920s there were about 
' ! I 2,000 levies, nearly all of whom were Assyrians.

' 1 Because of their service with the levies and their tendency gen­
erally to identify themselves with the British and to adopt a con­
temptuous attitude toward Arabs, the Iraqi government viewed 
the Assyrians with dislike and mistrust. In 1924 Iraqi animosity 
and concern increased when two companies of Assyrian soldiers 
from the levies, after some provocation from the local inhabi­
tants, ran amok in the town of Kirkuk and killed fifty people. 
The Iraqi government was especially worried about the Assyr­
ians because they had long had a reputation for military prowess, 
and because Britain allowed each veteran of the levies to retain 
his rifle and 200 rounds of ammunition after leaving the service. 
In particular, the Iraqi government feared that one day the As­
syrians would attempt by force to establish, possibly with British 
assistance, an autonomous region for themselves in northern Iraq. 
Iraqi leaders strongly opposed the creation of such a region be­
cause they believed it would upset the unity of the country and 
possibly create a precedent for other dissident groups in Iraq such 
as the Kurds or the Shiites.9

Thus Britain’s decision to employ the Assyrians as levies had 
fateful consequences. It increased the Assyrians’ separation from 
the rest of Iraqi society by encouraging their feelings of superi­
ority while simultaneously making them objects of suspicion and 
hostility. Although in the 1920s Britain’s decision to recruit As­
syrians was militarily sound and financially inexpensive, it en­
tailed the assumption of a moral obligation to protect this com­
munity which in the 1930s Britain was unable or unwilling to

In the Anglo-Iraqi treaty of 1930, which was designed to reg­
ulate the relationship between the two countries after Iraq be-
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came independent in 1932, the British government did not press 
for the inclusion of safeguards for the Assyrians or any ol the 
other minority communities. It did not believe that provisions to 
this effect were appropriate in an agreement between two sov­
ereign states because they would imply a continuing British right 
to intervene in the internal affairs of Iraq. If such safeguards were 
necessary, the British government thought that it was the re­
sponsibility of the League of Nations to insist upon them while 
considering the question of the termination of the mandate and 
the admission of Iraq into the League. Such a procedure would 
not be unusual since on several occasions in the past the League 
had required applicants for membership in the organization to 
give pledges regarding the good treatment of minorities. Beyond 
such pledges British officials did not feel that other measures, such 
as the grant of local autonomy or the appointment of a League 
of Nations commissioner to reside in northern Iraq, were neces­
sary to protect the Assyrians. In their opinion the Iraqi govern­
ment was basically tolerant and would not oppress the minority 
communities. British officials also believed that in the long run 
the best safeguard for the Assyrians was rapid assimilation into 
Iraqi society. In their view, any measures, however well- 
intentioned, that impeded this process by encouraging the Assyr­
ians to maintain their separate identity would be harmful be­
cause they would lead the Iraqi government to regard the 
Assyrians as tools of a British scheme designed to limit Iraqs in­

fo 1931 the council of the League of Nations instructed the 
permanent mandates commission to consider the question ol the 
termination of the British mandate in Iraq. Some members of the 
commission were concerned about the future security of the mi­
nority communities and expressed the opinion that guarantees 
such as those given in the past by some European nations upon 
entry into the League would not afford adequate protection in 
this case. However, in June 1931 Sir Francis Humphrys the British 
high commissioner in Iraq, assured the commission that the mi 
norities were not in danger and, in a remark the British govern­
ment later found extremely embarrassing, said that Should Iraq 
prove herself unworthy of the confidence which had been placed 
in her, the moral responsibility must rest with His Majesty s Gov­
ernment.” The commission was much influenced by Humphry s 
testimony. Indeed, in its report of November 1931 it stated that 
“Had it not been for this declaration, the Commission would, tor
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38 Britain’s Informal Empire

its part, have been unable to contemplate the termination of a 
regime which appeared some years ago to be necessary in the in­
terest of all sections of the population.” Concluding its report, 
the commission recommended that Iraq should be admitted to 
the League but only after it had presented a declaration guar­
anteeing protection and good treatment for the minority com­
munities. The council of the League accepted the commission’s 
recommendation, and in May 1932 the Iraqi government pre­
sented the required declaration. The following October the Brit­
ish mandate was formally terminated and Iraq was admitted to 
the League of Nations.11

The British government’s unequivocal promise of September 
1929 to recommend Iraq for membership in the League of Na­
tions, coupled with the complete absence of minority guarantees 
in the Anglo-Iraqi treaty of June 1930, alarmed the Assyrians in 
Iraq. Many of them feared repression or even a massacre. Nearly 
all felt abandoned and betrayed.12 They maintained that they had 
served Britain loyally both during the war and afterwards, and 
in the process had considerably worsened their relationship with 
the Muslim population of Iraq. But now, in return, Britain was 
planning to leave them entirely at the mercy of an Arab govern­
ment in Baghdad which, they believed, hated them. The Assyr­
ians also pointed out that in July 1925 the commission of the 
League of Nations which adjudicated the disputed frontier be­
tween Turkey and Iraq had said that they should be given a 
meaningful degree of local autonomy, and that a representative 
of the League should be appointed to reside in northern Iraq to 
ensure that this condition was fulfilled. Moreover, in December 
1925 the council of the League had instructed Britain to act in 
accordance with the commission’s recommendation. But the Iraqi 
government had not given the Assyrians autonomy, Britain had 
not insisted upon it, and a representative of the League had never 
been appointed.13 In exoneration, the British government ar­
gued that local autonomy was impossible because the unavaila­
bility of a sufficiently large tract of uninhabited land had made 
it necessary to settle the Assyrians in small groups over a wide 
area in northern Iraq.14 Still the Assyrians were aggrieved and, 
more important, frightened.

In 1931 and 1932 the Assyrians petitioned the League of Na- 
f tions for redress. They asked for control of an autonomous re- 
j gion in the area north of Mosul because they believed that only 
j under this condition could they live safely in Iraq after the ter-
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The Assyrian Minority 39

mination of the British mandate.15 But the League refused be­
cause it believed that the scheme would imperil the unity of the 
Iraqi state, because it calculated that the Assyrians would only 
constitute a minority of the population of the proposed autono-' 
mous region, and because it did not think that an autonomous 
region was necessary for the Assyrians’ security.16 As an alter­
native, the Assyrians asked the League to find a home for them 
under the control of a European Christian power. But no othelr 
country wanted to pay the financial and social cost of transport­
ing and then settling a poor alien community, especially in the 
middle of a world depression.17

After legal methods had proved inefficacious, the Assyrians tried 
to force the issue. At the beginning of June 1932, a few months 
before Iraq was scheduled to become independent, the 1,500 As­
syrians who were now serving in the levies collectively an­
nounced that since the British government had not safeguarded 
the interests of the Assyrian people they would terminate their 
engagements on 1 July. Assyrian leaders said that the resigna­
tions would be withdrawn only if the Assyrian community were 
given an autonomous enclave or homeland in northern Iraq. If 
their demand were rejected, Assyrian leaders hinted that they 
would concentrate all of their people in the Amadia district north 
of Mosul and establish by force an Assyrian kingdom.18

The British government opposed the Assyrians’ demand be­
cause it believe that the entire community could not be grouped 
together in a single area in northern Iraq without displacing a 
large number of Kurds who were already settled there. It also 
believed that the creation of an autonomous region would impede 
the absorption of the Assyrians into Iraqi society and thereby not 
serve their long-term interest.19 In addition, the British govern­
ment considered the Assyrians’ demand impractical because it 
knew Iraqi leaders would never accept a scheme that threatened 
national unity.20

Although they opposed the creation of an Assyrian enclave in 
northern Iraq, British officials feared that unless they prevented 
the abrupt disbandment of the levies the Iraqi government would 
blame Britain for conniving in and possibly even instigating the 
Assyrian plan.21 Consequently, on 22 June 1932 the British gov­
ernment began to move a British infantry battalion in Egypt by 
air to Iraq. The British authorities in Iraq intended to use the 
troops, together with air force personnel already in Iraq, to pre­
vent the Assyrian soldiers serving in the levies from disbanding
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collectively and joining the concentration in the north. However, 
the British government’s show of force induced Assyrian leaders 
to abandon their plan, and at the end of June the great majority 
of the levies withdrew their resignations and agreed to remain in 
the service.22

Nonetheless, the incident worried Iraqi leaders. They viewed 
it as a serious threat to the unity and integrity of the country. 
They also feared that other racial or religious groups like the 
Kurds or the Shiites might imitate the Assyrians and attempt by 
force to achieve autonomy. Probably some of them believed that 
the British government would use the Assyrian agitation to re­
tain a foothold in northern Iraq or even to delay Iraqi indepen­
dence altogether. Thus the levy mutiny increased Iraqi leaders’ 
apprehension and dislike of the Assyrians. To some extent it helps 
explain their behavior during the tragic events of the following 
summer.23

In May 1933, after Iraq had become independent, Hikmat Su- 
layman, the minister of the interior, invited the Mar Shimun to 
Baghdad in an effort to arrange a settlement of outstanding dif­
ferences. Hikmat Sulayman offered to recognize the Mar Shi­
mun as spiritual leader of the Assyrian community with a regu­
lar financial subsidy from the Iraqi government. But he adamantly 
refused to grant the Mar Shimun any temporal power because 
he feared that this would subvert the government’s authority and 
create an undesirable precedent for other racial and religious 
groups in Iraq. Because the Mar Shimun insisted upon receiving 
a rather vaguely formulated degree of temporal power, and be­
cause he would not cooperate in the Iraqi government’s efforts 
to complete the settlement of Assyrians on scattered pieces of land 
in northern Iraq, the talks soon collapsed. In late June the Mar 
Shimun wanted to return to his home in Mosul. However, with­
out charge or accusation Hikmat Sulayman ordered him to re­
main in Baghdad because he feared that the government’s pres­
tige would suffer if the Mar Shimun departed after an ostentatious 
display of defiance. Thus the negotiations exacerbated the ten­
sion and increased the ill will between the Iraqi government and 
the Assyrians. The Mar Shimun’s insistence upon temporal au­
thority and his refusal to cooperate in the government’s land set­
tlement program reinforced the conviction of Iraqi leaders that 
they could not deal amicably with him or the Assyrian commu­
nity he represented. Similarly, the unlawful detention of the Mar 
Shimun vindicated the belief of many Assyrians that they could
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not live safely in Iraq and increased their determination to find 
another home for themselves.24

In July 1933 a small party of Assyrians under the leadership 
of Yacu, an associate of the Mar Shimun and a former officer in 
the levies, crossed the Iraqi border into Syria. Yacu asked the 
French authorities to allow the entire Assyrian community to en­
ter Syria on the grounds that it was impossible for them to re­
main in Iraq any longer. Yacu based his belief not only on the 
detention of the Mar Shimun but also on a profound apprehen­
sion, which was probably justified, that the Iraqi army intended 
to disarm all of the Assyrians in Iraq. Without waiting for a reply 
to his query, Yacu informed the Assyrians in Iraq that the French 
were prepared to receive them and to provide suitable land for 
settlement. Following Yacu’s advice, nearly 800 armed Assyrian 
men crossed into Syria. Apparently they wanted to inspect the 
land before bringing over their women and children and belong­
ings. But the French decided not to allow them to remain, and 
in early August a sizable group of the Assyrians recrossed the 
frontier into Iraq in order to return to their villages. However, 
by this time the Iraqi government had become concerned about 
the movement through the countryside of large numbers of armed 
Assyrians. Consequently, it sent troops to the border with orders 
to allow the Assyrians to re-enter Iraq only if they surrendered 
their arms. In this tense situation, with communication between 
the two groups difficult and with so much distrust and animosity 
on both sides, it is hardly surprising that on 4 August serious 
fighting broke out. As both parties accused the other, it is im­
possible to determine which side fired the first shot. In any event, 
the Iraqi army suffered over seventy casualties and the Assyrians 
about forty. All fighting stopped the following morning as most 
of the Assyrians fled back into Syria.25

Iraqi leaders were now thoroughly alarmed. They believed that 
the government was confronted with a full-scale revolt of well- 
armed Assyrians, possibly abetted for nefarious purposes by 
France and Britain. They greatly overestimated the number of 
Assyrians who had fought in the battle at the frontier, as well as 
the number—actually about 200—who had not retreated into Syria 
after the fighting and were now trying to reach their villages in 
Iraq. They were concerned that Assyrians who had not partici­
pated in Yacu’s adventure, including those in the levies, might 
now join his forces and fight against the government. They were 
also worried that rebellious Kurds in the Barzan area in north-
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eastern Iraq and disaffected Shiite tribes along the Euphrates 
would capitalize on any Assyrian success by repudiating the gov­
ernment’s authority.26

In addition to sincerely felt apprehension about the Assyrian 
menace, many Iraqis hankered for revenge because they be­
lieved that the army had been treacherously attacked and be­
cause some Iraqi troops had been found burnt and mutilated, or 
so the army alleged. The desire to hit the Assyrians hard was in­
creased by inflammatory newspapers that unhesitatingly printed 
grossly exaggerated or entirely unfounded accounts of Assyrian 
atrocities. It was increased too by the fact that the Assyrians were 
Christians of alien origin who were closely linked to Britain by 
ties of friendship and service. Possibly the desire to retaliate against 
the Assyrians was also fanned by Iraqi ministers in an effort to 
unite all Iraqi Muslims, including the many Kurds and Shiites who 
were not yet reconciled to rule by a government composed pri­
marily of a small group of Sunni Arabs, in a common struggle 
against a single Christian enemy.27

It is uncertain whether the Iraqi government encouraged the 
military forces, Kurdish villagers, and Arab tribesmen to initiate 
a pogrom against the Assyrians, but this is what happened.28 
During the next few days the army summarily executed every 
Assyrian survivor of the battle whom it managed to capture. 
Troops also killed any other male Assyrian whom they encoun­
tered. The army’s most awful deed was at the village of Simmel 
on 11 August when it massacred 315 Assyrians who had just sur­
rendered their rifles on the promise of protection. In all, the army 
killed about 550 Assyrians in a period of little over a week, and 
neighboring Kurds about fifty more. The great majority of the 
victims had not participated in the exodus to Syria or in any other 
activity against the government. Aside from the massacre, sixty- 
four Assyrian villages were looted by Kurds or Arab tribesmen, 
generally with no interference or restraint from the army or po­
lice. In all, the Assyrians lost at least £50,000 worth of property. 
Afterwards the Iraqi government did not hold an inquiry into 
these events, nor did it punish any of the participants. Indeed, 
Bakr Sidqi, the Iraqi military commander in the north, who al­
most certainly deserves much of the responsibility for the mas­
sacres, was feted and promoted by the Iraqi government.29

In August 1933 there was a widespread feeling in Iraq that 
Britain would intervene with armed force in order to protect the 
Assyrians. For fifteen years the Assyrians had been close friends 
and devoted servants of the British, and it was difficult for most
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Iraqis to believe that Britain would abandon them now when they 
were under such terrible pressure. Indeed, many Iraqis thought 
that Britain was already aiding the Assyrians by dropping food 
and ammunition to them from R.A.F. planes based in Iraq. Some 
even feared that Britain was preparing to use the disturbances as 
an excuse to regain control of the country.30

But the British government did not intervene with armed force 
in the civil strife in Iraq. In part, British restraint was due to fear 
that intervention would lead to further atrocities against the As­
syrians and possibly other Christians also. More important, how­
ever, British officials believed that their strategic interests in the 
Middle East generally, and particularly the security of their air­
bases in Iraq, would be best served by continuing to adhere to 
their longstanding policy of supporting the central government 
in Baghdad. Although they laid much of the blame for the orig­
inal disturbance on the Iraqi government for detaining the Mar 
Shimun and attempting to disarm the Assyrians returning from 
Syria, they had no intention of jeopardizing their relations with 
this government by rushing to the assistance of a small belea­
guered minority group which obstinately refused to integrate it­
self into Iraqi society. The fact that the Assyrians were the object 
of so much obloquy in large measure because of their long years 
of loyal service to Britain in the levies was not sufficient even to 
induce the British government publicaly to condemn Iraq, still 
less to motivate it to send a military expedition to that country.31

Rather than intervene with armed force on the side of the As­
syrians, on 7 August, three days after the fighting began, Air Vice- 
Marshal C. S. Burnett, the British air officer commanding in Iraq, 
responded to an Iraqi request for assistance by providing 100 
bombs for use in military operations against the Assyrians.32 
Burnett felt obligated to give the bombs because article 5 of the 
annexure of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty of 1930 stated that “His Bri­
tannic Majesty undertakes to grant whenever they may be re­
quired by His Majesty the King of Iraq all possible facilities in 
the following matters . . . [including] The provision of arms, 
ammunition, equipment, ships and aeroplanes of the latest avail­
able pattern for the forces of His Majesty the King of Iraq.” For­
eign office officials in London were not pleased with the haste 
with which Burnett fulfilled the Iraqi request. They would have 
preferred to temporize until the situation was calmer, for exam­
ple, by claiming that the bombs could not be spared at the mo­
ment or that they would have to be sent by ship from Britain.33 
But they recognized, as did Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald
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who was consulted, that eventually the British government would 
have to provide the bombs because article 5 of the annexure of 
the treaty did not contain any qualification that would enable 
Britain conveniently to evade its commitment, and because they 
feared that if they did not adhere to this provision of the treaty 
then Iraq would retaliate by not fulfilling certain of its responsi­
bilities.34 Thus, ironically, the British government was obligated 
militarily to assist the Iraqi army, which was permeated with 
anti-British sentiment, in its efforts brutally to crush the most pro- 
British group of people in Iraq. Such was the unhappy conse­
quence of Britain’s policy of employing large numbers of Assyr­
ians in the levies for many years and then terminating the man­
date without first evacuating them from Iraq.35

It is doubtful whether the British government won much 
goodwill or gratitude in Iraq from its refusal to assist the Assyr­
ians. More likely it earned contempt for its inability or unwilling­
ness to support its friends in their time of need. In any event, 
during this period there was a great surge of anti-British feeling 
in Iraq. The British government was widely accused of creating 
the entire problem by bringing the Assyrians to Iraq, employing 
them as soldiers, giving them rifles and ammunition, encourag­
ing their pretensions to superiority, and generally using them as 
a tool to preserve British influence in the country. Thus the de­
feat of the Assyrians was viewed with satisfaction by many Iraqis 
as a defeat for Britain and a step on the road toward the elimi­
nation of the entire remaining British presence in Iraq.36

After August 1933 the British government believed that as long 
as the Assyrians remained in Iraq there would be a strong pos­
sibility of further outbreaks of violence against them. In such an 
event, British leaders were concerned that they might feel mor­
ally obligated to intervene in Iraq in order to prevent additional 
and perhaps even greater massacres. If the disturbances spread, 
they feared that they might have to intervene also in order to 
protect the very vulnerable British airbases in Iraq and the Iraq 
Petroleum Company’s extremely valuable installations and pipe­
line to the Mediterranean. British leaders dreaded the prospect 
of intervention because it would be financially expensive, tie up 
a large number of troops, and do terrible damage to Anglo-Iraqi 
relations. Consequently, in order to obviate the need for inter­
vention they tried to remove all of the Assyrians from Iraq and 
settle them elsewhere.37
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The Assyrian Minority 45

But finding a new home for the Assyrians was difficult. Al­
though they numbered only about 28,000, all of the self-governing 
British dominions refused to accept them. In part this rejection 
was due to economic problems brought on by the world depres­
sion, but probably it was attributable more to the fact that the 
Assyrians were Asiatics.38 The government of India would not 
admit the Assyrians because it believed that India was already 
overpopulated, and because it feared widespread internal oppo­
sition on the grounds that without benefit to itself India was being 
forced to bear the entire burden of solving an exclusively British 
problem.39 For various reasons, such as intemperate climate, ex­
isting large-scale unemployment, shortage of vacant land suitable 
for agriculture which was not already reserved for British set­
tlers, and objection to adding another group to societies already 
torn by racial strife, the colonial office said that it could not ac­
commodate the Assyrians in any British colony.40

Non-British countries did not want the Assyrians either. There 
was a widespread view that the British government was morally 
obligated to provide a home for these people because its decision 
to employ the Assyrians in the levies was largely responsible for 
making them so unpopular in Iraq, and because its decision to 
relinquish the mandate at the earliest possible opportunity led to 
the current problem. It was also widely believed that Britain must 
have space for the Assyrians somewhere within the confines of 
its vast empire.41

At this point the British government could have settled the As­
syrians in various urban areas within the United Kingdom itself. 
Although traditionally the Assyrians had been an agricultural and 
pastoral people, in recent years many of them had settled in Mo­
sul and Baghdad where they were employed as artisans. Others 
worked on the railways or for the Iraq Petroleum Company. Still 
others served in the levies. In all, about half of the male Assyrian 
population in 1933 no longer had any direct connection with the 
land.42 Thus there was no obvious reason why over time this rel­
atively small group of people, many of whom had already aban­
doned agricultural and pastoral labor, could not have been suc­
cessfully integrated and absorbed into several large British cities. 
And even if some of the Assyrians had had difficulty adjusting 
to a different way of life in an alien culture, at least they would 
have been physically safe and the British government would have 
fulfilled its moral obligation toward them. However, in all of the 
voluminous correspondence on this question in the 1930s there
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is not the slightest indication that any of the British officials con­
cerned, including ministers, ever considered this option.

Since the troubles of August 1933 France had sheltered in Syria 
some 550 Assyrians who had participated in the original battle 
with the Iraqi army at the frontier. In exchange for the payment 
of £10,000 from the Iraqi government, in the summer of 1934 
France accepted 1,500 women and children who were depen­
dents of these men. In exchange for the payment of a further 
£60,000 from Iraq, an equal sum from Britain, and a lesser 
amount from the League of Nations, during the next two years 
France admitted additional batches of Assyrians totalling 8,500 
people by the end of 1936. The French authorities settled the 
entire group on the Khabur River in northeastern Syria, about 
forty miles from the Iraqi border. To assist their establishment 
in the area, French officials provided material to build houses and 
irrigation machinery to cultivate the land. The French also dis­
tributed some rifles to enable the Assyrians to defend themselves 
against marauding bedouin.43 While it was generous of France to 
accept people who were not wanted in Iraq or elsewhere, the 
government’s motives were probably not entirely altruistic since 
it could now cite the need to protect the Assyrians as a reason to 
prolong French rule in Syria.

Aside from the group that went to Syria, the Assyrians re­
mained in Iraq. By the end of 1937 the British government 
abandoned hope of placing the Assyrians elsewhere and decided 
that their best chance for a secure future would be to settle down 
as loyal Iraqi citizens.44 But Britain’s policy of continuing to em­
ploy Assyrians in the levies after independence in 1932 made it 
difficult for the community to be accepted in Iraq.45 In May 1941, 
during the hostilities between Britain and Iraq, the Assyrians in 
the levies performed notably in the defense of the British airbase 
at Habbaniya against the Iraqi army.46 As a result, the British 
government again became concerned about the future safety of 
the Assyrians and once more investigated the possibility of re­
moving them from Iraq. But, as in the prewar period, nothing 
resulted from these efforts because no foreign country, British 
dominion, or British colony wanted them.47 Consequently, the 
Assyrians stayed in Iraq where, fortunately, there were no fur­
ther outbreaks of violence against them. Gradually, the Assyrians 
integrated themselves into Iraqi society and ceased to be re­
garded as an instrument of foreign domination. This process was 
facilitated by the disbandment of the levies in 1955.48
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______________ CHAPTER 5 ________

The Levies

Beginning in 1915 during the First World War the British gov­
ernment recruited a special military force in Iraq und^r British 
officers known as the levies. By the end of the war in 1918 this 
force numbered about 5,500 men. Initially, the levies were mainly 
Arabs. However, starting in 1921 Britain recruited primarily As­
syrians in order to give employment to these people, most of whom 
were refugees from Hakkiari, and because the Assyrians had long 
had a reputation for combativeness. The British also preferred 
Assyrians because, as a small Christian minority recently arrived 
in Iraq with its own language and customs, the Assyrians felt al­
ienated from the predominantly Muslim Arab and Kurdish pop­
ulation of the country. For Britain this background made them 
a particularly dependable body of soldiers. In addition to these 
considerations, the British recruited Assyrians because the newly 
created Iraqi government wanted to enlist Arabs into its own army. 
Unlike the Iraqi army, which was formed in 1921 and was pri­
marily officered by Arabs, and was at least partly under the con­
trol of the Iraqi government, the levies were British imperial 
troops under the complete control of the British authorities in 
Iraq.1

On numerous occasions in the 1920s the levies engaged in 
combat against Turkish incursions into northern Iraq and against 
Kurdish uprisings against the central government in Baghdad. 
Invariably they fought with distinction, and in this manner did 
much to preserve the unity and territorial integrity of Iraq.2

The good performance of the levies during military opera­
tions in the 1920s, coupled with the gradual growth and devel­
opment of the Iraqi army, enabled the British government to re-
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duce and eventually entirely to withdraw British and Indian troops 
from Iraq. In this manner Britain saved a considerable amount 
of money and avoided political difficulties in India. To illustrate 
the dimensions of the withdrawal, in December 1920 there were 
102,000 British and Indian troops in Iraq.3 By 1930, however, 
there were no longer any British or Indian troops in Iraq. The 
Iraqi army of about 9,000 men, mostly under the command of 
its own officers, now maintained internal security. This force was 
supplemented by five squadrons of British warplanes, one and 
one half armored car companies manned by Royal Air Force 
personnel, and about 2,000 levies under British officers.4

The Iraqi government did not want the levies to continue in 
existence after independence. It believed that the recruitment of 
Iraqi subjects into a military force under British control was a 
derogation of national sovereignty and that its continuation would 
be tantamount to an indefinite prolongation of the British mili­
tary occupation. In addition, the Iraqi government feared that 
the levies would pose a rebellious and secessionist threat because 
they were drawn primarily from the discontented Assyrian com­
munity. Indeed, as we have observed in the previous chapter, in 
the summer of 1932, a few months before Iraq became indepen­
dent, the Assyrians in the levies did stage a short-lived revolt in 
an effort to gain an autonomous enclave in northern Iraq. For 
the Iraqi government the levies were an even greater danger than 
appeared at first glance because each member retained his mod­
ern British rifle and 200 rounds of ammunition after leaving the 
service. As a result of this arrangement the entire Assyrian com­
munity in Iraq was heavily armed.5 Aside from these considera­
tions, some Iraqi leaders probably opposed the levies also be­
cause they calculated that the British airbases would be more 
vulnerable to Iraqi pressure if they were deprived of a strong force 
of reliable armed guards under British control.

This question was discussed at some length during the nego­
tiations for the Anglo-Iraqi treaty of 1930.6 It was finally re­
solved in article 4 of the annexure of the treaty, which was an 
integral part of the treaty and was published and ratified by both 
sides. According to the terms of this article, the Iraqi govern­
ment was obligated to provide at British request and at British 
expense special guards from its own forces to protect the British 
airbases upon mutually agreed conditions and to secure the en­
actment of any legislation required for the fulfillment of these 
conditions. In this manner the levies, which were British impe-
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rial troops swearing an oath of allegiance to King George, were 
scheduled to be abolished and replaced by an air defense force 
from the Iraqi army that would swear an oath of allegiance to 
King Faysal. Thus article 4 of the annexure apparently safe­
guarded Iraqi sovereignty and thereby satisfied public opinion in 
Iraq.

However, the British government would not accept this ar­
rangement without considerable qualification because it wanted 
a greater degree of security for the airbases. It feared that with­
out the protection of reliable British controlled ground troops the 
R.A.F. personnel at the airbases would be excessively vulnerable 
to any form of pressure the Iraqi government might choose to 
apply.7 Consequently, at British insistence, on 30 June 1930, the 
same day that the treaty was signed, Nuri al-Said, the Iraqi prime 
minister and foreign minister, wrote a secret unpublished letter 
to Sir Francis Humphrys, the British high commissioner in Iraq, 
stipulating the mutually agreed conditions under which article 4 
of the annexure would be implemented. Nuri’s letter letter stated 
that the air defense force referred to in this article would be en­
tirely under the command of a British officer and any other of­
ficers whom he appointed. According to the letter, the com­
manding officer would have full power over recruitment of 
personnel, administration, nature of arms and equipment, method 
of training, rates of pay, and conditions of service. In addition, 
Nuri promised that all the men in the force would be exempt 
from the provisions of any Iraqi law requiring compulsory mili­
tary service. Although these points were major concessions to 
Britain, Nuri’s letter did contain some regard for the Iraqi point 
of view. For example, it stated that the air defense force would 
consist of a maximum of only 1,250 troops, that some of the of­
ficers would have to be Iraqi, that all of the officers would hold 
the commission of the king of Iraq, and that, with the exception 
of its British personnel, the force would be subject to Iraqi mili­
tary law. Nonetheless, it is clear that while article 4 of the annex­
ure seemingly protected Iraqi sovereignty, Nuri’s letter qualified 
that protection considerably. It is hardly surprising that Iraqi 
governments, and especially Nuri himself when he was in office, 
wanted to keep this letter secret for fear of arousing hostile com­
ment and criticism within Iraq.8

Britain’s unwillingness to allow the Iraqi government to pro­
tect the British airbases indicates that as early as 1930, even be­
fore Iraq became independent, Britain was mistrustful of its ally.
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This mistrust was reciprocated by Iraqi leaders who suspected that 
Britain was attempting to utilize the airbase guards to prolong its 
occupation of Iraq. Thus the relationship between the two pow­
ers began inauspiciously.

The air defense force mentioned in article 4 of the annexure 
of the treaty was never established because Britain and Iraq never 
agreed on the terms under which the force should be estab­
lished. The dispute centered around the question of the legality 
of Nuri’s secret letter of 30 June 1930. Beginning in June 1934, 
when Nuri was no longer in office, the Iraqi government main­
tained that the letter was not legally valid because, unlike most 
of the other treaty documents, it had not been presented to and 
ratified by the Iraqi parliament and it had never been approved 
by the Iraqi council of ministers. In addition, the Iraqi govern­
ment argued that Nuri’s letter was illegal because its terms were 
inconsistent with both the text and the spirit of article 4 of the 
annexure of the treaty.9 Even when Nuri was again foreign min­
ister, for example, in October 1934, he too maintained that the 
letter in question, although signed by him, was not legally bind­
ing.10

British officials, on the contrary, always maintained that Nun s 
letter was an integral part of the treaty settlement which fully 
committed the Iraqi government. They emphasized that Nuri was 
prime minister and foreign minister of Iraq at the time and 
therefore his letter could not be considered a mere personal as­
surance. Even if Nuri had exceeded his constitutional powers in 
this undertaking, British officials believed that the responsibility 
for that transgression rested upon him and upon the govern­
ment he represented and not upon the government to whom he 
gave the assurance. They also pointed out that they had agreed 
to article 4 of the annexure only on the understanding that Nuri s 
letter would stand as a qualifying and amplifying document.11

However, the British government’s legal case in this matter was 
weakened by the fact that, unlike most of the other treaty docu­
ments, it did not register Nuri’s letter with the League of Nations 
at Geneva. Thus it was awkward for Britain to insist upon the 
legal validity of this letter because article 18 of the covenant stated 
that all binding international engagements must be registered with 
the League.12 During the treaty negotiations in 1930 the foreign 
office had alerted the colonial office, which conducted the ne­
gotiations, to this problem. It had also pointed out that embody­
ing an important item of a treaty settlement in an unpublished
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note was inconsistent with a long established British policy.13 But 
the Iraqi government opposed the inclusion of the provisions of 
Nuri’s letter in the body of the treaty or in a formal letter that 
would have to be published with the treaty, and the British gov­
ernment was unwilling to insist upon this point.14 Consequently, 
the foreign office suggested the use of an informal and unpub­
lished letter which, it believed, would not have to be registered 
at Geneva but would still be legal.15 Ultimately the British gov­
ernment adopted this method, but the expedient did nothing to 
solve the problem. The British government was still uncomfort­
ably vulnerable to the embarrassing accusation either that the letter 
was not legally binding or that Britain had violated the covenant 
of the League of Nations.

The British government might have minimized the dimen­
sions of this problem, or possibly even eliminated it entirely, if it 
had insisted upon specifying in the body of the treaty that all of 
the notes accompanying the treaty would be regarded as integral 
parts of the treaty. Indeed, in 1930 it did consider this option. 
However, G. W. Rendel, a member of the eastern department of 
the foreign office who soon became head of the department, 
maintained that “Our experience has been that the validity of notes 
attached to treaties is not called in question, and that it is un­
usual to ratify them. If any notes attached to the Treaty are spe­
cifically mentioned as being an integral part of the Treaty, the 
effect might be to cast a doubt on the validity of other exchanges 
of notes.”16 Rather shortsightedly, the British government adopted 
Rendel’s advice, although neither of his arguments appears par­
ticularly strong. As a result, the British government created, or 
at least failed to ameliorate, a long-standing and serious problem 
in Anglo-Iraqi relations.

Because the Iraqi government never introduced legislation to 
legalize an air defense force in accordance with the terms of Nuri’s 
letter, after Iraqi independence in 1932 Britain retained 1,250 
levies as British imperial troops functioning as airbase guards. It 
also continued to recruit Iraqi subjects into the levies in order to 
replace soldiers who retired from the force. In justification for 
this behavior, British officials maintained that the levies’ status and 
position could not be changed without British consent because 
article 4 of the annexure of the treaty stated that the Iraqi gov­
ernment would provide airbase guards from its own forces only 
at British request and only upon mutually agreed conditions. For 
Britain the mutually agreed conditions were contained in Nuri’s
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letter, and if the Iraqi government would not accept this propo­
sition then the levies would simply continue in existence.17 Brit­
ish officials were not entirely displeased with this result because, 
with their large Assyrian component, the levies were politically 
reliable, well-disciplined troops.18 Moreover, British officials feared 
that the Assyrians would probably be unable to serve in the air 
defense force because they would refuse to swear an oath of al­
legiance to the Iraqi king. Thus even if Britain controlled re­
cruitment for the air defense force, as stipulated in Nuri s letter, 
the troops would probably be composed primarily of Arabs upon 
whose reliability in a crisis the British government was less con­
fident.19 . .

But the Iraqi government had no intention of allowing Britain 
to control recruitment for the air defense force. Indeed, this point 
was one of Iraq’s major grievances against the levies. Conse­
quently, in April 1936 the Iraqi government proposed to honor 
its commitment under article 4 of the annexure of the treaty by 
creating an air defense force composed of men who had com­
pleted their military service with the Iraqi army and thus had 
probably received a considerable amount of anti-British indoctri­
nation.21 In February 1938 the Iraqi government proposed an­
other scheme under the terms of which the air defense force 
would be composed of specially detached units of the Iraqi army. 
Under both plans the commanding officer of the force would have 
been British but he would have been directly responsible to the 
Iraqi ministry of defense, and most (under the first plan) or all 
(under the second plan) of the other officers would have been 
Iraqi. Thus the Iraqi government would have had a very large 
measure of control over the air defense force and, from Britain’s 
point of view, the troops would have been quite unreliable. Be­
cause of these considerations, on both occasions the British gov­
ernment rejected the Iraqi proposal.23 Indeed, by the late 1930s,
as Arab nationalist sentiment in Iraq grew as a result of events 
in Palestine and Syria, and as the Iraqi army grew more threat­
ening as a result of its coup d’etat in October 1936 and its sub­
sequent interventions in politics, British officials, and especially 
those in the R.A.F. in Iraq and in the air ministry in London, 
became increasingly less willing to contemplate the replacement 
of the levies by an air defense force because this development 
would necessarily have resulted in some, and perhaps much, 
diminution of their control.24

However, the foreign office was not happy with the levies be-
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cause they angered the Iraqi government and thereby damaged 
relations between the two countries. It was also concerned be­
cause the continued existence of the levies was not sanctioned 
anywhere in the treaty or in the accompanying notes, and it feared 
that the Iraqi government would not allow the existing situation 
to last indefinitely.25 Indeed, the Iraqi government repeatedly 
contended that the levies were illegal.26

In 1937 the foreign office contemplated making the levies more 
palatable to the Iraqi government by recruiting more Arabs and 
fewer or no Assyrians but rejected this course of action because 
it would have made the levies a much less dependable body of 
soldiers. The foreign office was reluctant to adopt this expedient 
also because it would have had unfortunate economic conse­
quences for the Assyrians since the entire community in Iraq de­
rived a substantial proportion of its income from the emolu­
ments of those members who served in the levies. Nonetheless, 
the foreign office believed that in the long term the Assyrians 
themselves would be injured by service in the levies because it 
made them objects of suspicion and dislike in Iraq. If the levies 
ever engaged in military operations against Iraqi Muslims, the 
foreign office feared that there might be reprisals against Assyr­
ian villages or even another massacre as in 1933. In the opinion 
of the foreign office, service with the levies also encouraged the 
Assyrians to look to Britain for protection at a time when Britain 
had no desire to jeopardize its relations with the Iraqi govern­
ment by sheltering this small minority group. Indeed, by 1937, 
after the failure of various schemes for the emigration of the As­
syrian community from Iraq, the foreign office was convinced that 
both British and Assyrian interests would be furthered if the As­
syrians assimilated fully into Iraqi society. And the foreign office 
believed that such assimilation would only occur when the Assyr­
ians stopped serving in the levies.27

Thus the foreign office was confronted with the problem of 
eliminating the levies while still ensuring the security of the Brit­
ish airbases in Iraq. This problem would have been more man­
ageable if Britain had had the right permanently to station Brit­
ish or Indian troops around the airbases. However, in a major 
concession during the negotiations for the treaty of 1930 the 
British government had agreed to Iraq’s demand that its residual 
forces in the country would only comprise R.A.F. units together 
with their ancillary services; and that Britain would not be al­
lowed to station ground troops around the airbases except tem-
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porarily in time of emergency and even then only after consul­
tation with the Iraqi government rather than entirely on its own 
volition.28

In November 1937, and again in 1938 and 1939, the foreign 
office proposed to circumvent this obstacle by raising a special 
British military force under the authority of the air ministry de­
signed specifically for the protection of the British airbases in Iraq. 
The foreign office thought that the Iraqi government might be 
amenable to this scheme because it would lead to the abolition of 
the levies and thereby end the employment of Iraqi subjects in a 
purely British military force. In any event, the foreign office be­
lieved that Britain had the legal right to create such a force be­
cause it could plausibly be described as part of the R.A.F.’s an­
cillary services. In the opinion of the foreign office, the British 
government’s legal position was further strengthened by the fact 
that article 4 of the annexure of the treaty was entirely permis­
sive and did not require Britain to ask Iraq for airbase guards.29

However, this scheme was never implemented because of the 
opposition of the air ministry. In April 1938, and twice again in 
1939, the air ministry maintained that it would be too expensive 
to replace the levies with R.A.F. personnel because British air­
men would have to be paid more, have improved accommoda­
tions and amenities, require special training for the task which the 
air ministry was not at present equipped to provide, and be ro­
tated frequently due to the inhospitable conditions in Iraq. In 
addition, the air ministry believed that it would be difficult to re­
cruit the necessary personnel for the force at a time of intensive 
rearmament in Britain.30 Basically, the air ministry rejected the 
plan because it had no desire to alter a long functioning arrange­
ment that was administratively convenient, financially inexpen­
sive, and, at least in normal times, provided adequate security. 
Thus the foreign office’s scheme to replace the levies with a spe­
cial British military force floundered.

During the Second World War, the British government ex­
panded the levies from 1,250, at which strength they had been 
since 1933 in accordance with the terms for the air defense force 
mentioned in Nuri’s letter, to a peak of around 10,000. This large- 
scale expansion occurred with the consent of the Iraqi govern­
ment, although not until after May 1941 when Iraq passed firmly 
under British influence. About 3,000 of the additional recruits 
were Assyrians, including many from the group which had mi­
grated to Syria between 1933 and 1936. During the war the lev-
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ies were not only stationed in Iraq but also in Iran, Syria, Leba­
non, Palestine, and Cyprus. In these places they guarded airbases 
and other vital installations, thereby freeing British troops for front 
line duty against the axis powers.31 However, some of the levies 
were also involved in combat operations. Indeed, in May 1941 
800 levies, most of whom were Assyrian, participated in a distin­
guished manner in the successful defense of the British airbase 
at Habbaniya against the Iraqi army.32 A few weeks later the As­
syrians again performed notably against strong Iraqi opposition 
during the British attack on the town of Falluja which blocked 
the road to Baghdad.33 And in September 1944 Assyrian levies 
specially trained as paratroopers fought bravely against German 
armored units in the fierce combat at Arnhem in Holland.34 
Whether an alternative military force, such as that mentioned in 
article 4 of the annexure of the treaty, would have performed so 
well under such demanding circumstances must remain a matter 
of conjecture.

When the mandate was terminated, the British government in­
sisted upon keeping airbases in Iraq without providing adequate 
and definite arrangements for their defense. As a result of this 
error, the British government was compelled to retain the levies 
or, in other words, to continue the arrangement that had existed 
under the mandate. Because Britain had no treaty sanction for 
the levies, the Iraqi government contended, and not entirely 
without justification, that Britain was maintaining an illegal mili­
tary force on Iraqi territory. The British foreign office rejected 
this accusation, but not with the assurance that normally accom­
panies a confident legal position. Indeed, it never offered to sub­
mit the dispute to arbitration. Because the foreign office was un­
sure of the strength of its legal position, and because it did not 
want to endanger the Assyrian community in Iraq, it attempted 
to replace the levies, first with the air defense force stipulated in 
article 4 of the annexure of the treaty as qualified by Nuri’s let­
ter, and then with a special force of British airmen. These efforts 
failed because of the unwillingness of the Iraqi government to 
recognize the legality of Nuri’s letter, and because of the reluc­
tance of the air ministry to abandon an arrangement with which 
it was reasonably content. As a result, the levies remained in ex­
istence throughout the 1930s and 1940s: an important factor in 
the maintenance of British influence in Iraq and a continual re­
minder to Iraq of its subservient position vis-a-vis Britain.

#-
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Arab Independence 
and Unity

During the First World War Faysal, the future king of Iraq, led 
a revolt in the Hijaz against the Turks in an attempt to achieve 
the independence of the Arab districts of the Ottoman empire. 
At the Paris peace conference in 1919 he again struggled for this 
objective. Both of these efforts failed, though for a brief period 
in 1920 Faysal reigned as king of Syria until he was evicted by 
the French.1 Because of this background, when Faysal became king 
of Iraq in 1921 his vistas and ambitions were not limited to the 
confines of his adopted country. On the contrary, as soon as Iraq 
became independent, in 1932 Faysal wanted to use the power of 
the state to help secure the independence from British and French 
rule, and the eventual unity under Iraqi auspices, of all the Arab 
lands of the fertile crescent. Faysal believed that the implemen­
tation of this program would strengthen Iraq and thereby make 
the country less vulnerable to pressure or aggression from 
neighboring non-Arab states like Turkey or Iran or from Euro­
pean powers. It would also fulfill an Iraqi desire to gain unfet­
tered access to the Mediterranean Sea and thereby free the country 
from dependence upon Basra, its only port, which was located 
dangerously near the Iranian border. For Faysal the unity of the 
Arab lands of the fertile crescent would have an additional ad­
vantage because in Iraq Sunni Arabs, like himself, constituted only 
about 20 percent of the total population but in the fertile cres­
cent as a whole they were a majority.2

In the 1930s and early 1940s most of Iraq’s key political and 
military leaders shared Faysal’s views on the question of Arab 
unity. The majority of these men were former officers in the Ot­
toman army and thus had recently served a government that had
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ruled nearly all of the Arab lands in Asia as a single political unit. 
Many of them were from northern Iraq which traditionally had 
close commercial links with Syria and suffered economically from 
the partition of the Arab lands of the Ottoman empire after the 
First World War. And nearly all of them were Sunni Arabs who, 
like Faysal, felt kinship for the predominantly Sunni Arab pop­
ulation of Syria, Transjordan, and Palestine.3

For various reasons, in the 1930s and early 1940s the British 
government was not favorably disposed toward any plan for Arab 
unity or federation. To begin with, Britain did not want to alien­
ate France which was strongly opposed to the idea. France feared 
that the new state would stimulate nationalist sentiment through­
out the Middle East and thereby weaken French control in Syria 
and Lebanon, even if those countries were not included in the 
Arab federation. France also suspected that British sympathy for 
Arab nationalism was merely a tool to oust France from the Lev­
ant and bring the entire Middle East under British influence. Be­
cause Britain needed good relations with France in order suc­
cessfully to oppose the threat of German and Italian aggression, 
it felt that it had to be especially sensitive to French interests and 
concerns in the Middle East.4

In addition to France, the British government feared that sup­
port for Arab unity would offend Turkey. For Britain Turkey’s 
friendship was important because that country occupied a vital 
position blocking Germany’s advance into the Middle East. Al­
though Turkey frequently maintained that it did not have any 
territorial claims except for that part of Syria known as the sanjak 
(district) of Alexandretta, British officials suspected that sooner 
or later it would also attempt to gain control of Aleppo and Mo­
sul, and that it would regard the formation of a strong united 
Arab state as an impediment to these aspirations.5

The British government was unwilling to support Iraq’s scheme 
for Arab unity also because it did not want to anger Ibn Saud, 
the king and absolute ruler of Saudi Arabia. For Britain, with 
millions of Muslim subjects in India and elsewhere, Ibn Saud’s 
friendship was important because he controlled Mecca and Med­
ina, the holy cities of Islam. In addition, his territory bordered 
that of several states Britain was obligated to defend, like Ku­
wait, Qatar, and Abu Dhabi, all of which were vulnerable to po­
litical subversion and military raids from Saudi Arabia. Because 
of Ibn Saud’s conquest of the Hijaz in 1924—25 and his expul­
sion of its Hashimite kings, considerable suspicion and enmity
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existed between him and the Hashimite rulers of Iraq and 
Transjordan. As a result, Ibn Saud strongly opposed any accre­
tion of Hashimite strength such as might accrue from an Arab 
federation created under Iraqi leadership. Thus if Britain fa­
vored such a scheme it would risk losing Ibn Saud’s goodwill.6

Actually Britain would risk even more because the Hashimite 
rulers of Transjordan and Iraq were jealous and suspicious of 
each other. In particular, they both hankered after the some­
what nebulous throne of Syria, and they both wanted to domi­
nate Palestine. Thus British support for a scheme of Arab unity 
under Iraqi leadership would alienate the Amir Abdullah of 
Transjordan who was a close friend and loyal ally of Britain.7

Aside from reluctance to offend France, Turkey, Saudi Ara­
bia, and Transjordan, during this period the British government 
believed that Arab unity would weaken Britain’s own position in 
the Middle East. Under a variety of different arrangements, 
Britain exercised a considerable degree of influence in Egypt, 
Palestine, Transjordan, Iraq, the Persian Gulf shaykhdoms, and 
southern Arabia. In this manner Britain protected its vital inter­
ests such as the sea and air routes to India and the important 
oilfields in Iran and Iraq. Were these small and weak Arab states 
to unite into a larger and more powerful entity, the British gov­
ernment believed that its influence in the area would inevitably 
decline.8

The British government was especially concerned that Syria 
would eventually dominate any Arab federation in the fertile 
crescent because it believed that Syria was more economically and 
culturally advanced than Iraq. For Britain this prospect was 
alarming because it thought that France would always retain great 
influence in Syria and through Syria gain influence in Iraq. Even 
if this development could be prevented, British officials feared 
that with part of the Arab federation bound to Britain and part 
to France, Anglo-French rivalry and discord would rapidly de­
velop over control of the new state.9

The British government foresaw other problems too. For ex­
ample Transjordan was covered by the terms of the League of 
Nations’ mandate for Palestine of which technically it was an in­
tegral part. Before Transjordan could become part of a larger 
entirely independent Arab state, Britain would first have to ap­
proach the League to secure its release from the mandate. But 
British officials did not believe that the League would consent 
because Transjordan did not fulfill the conditions the League had
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established for the release of a territory from the mandatory re­
gime.10

As far as Palestine itself was concerned, since 1917 the British 
government had been pledged to promote a Jewish national home 
in that territory. Obviously, Britain could not continue this policy 
if it relinquished the mandate and permitted Palestine to become 
part of a larger Arab state. Nor was there any reason to believe 
that a larger Arab state would continue to promote a Jewish na­
tional home by allowing an appreciable number of Jewish immi­
grants into Palestine.11

Although the British government was not favorably disposed 
toward Arab unity in the 1930s and early 1940s, it did not want 
to oppose the movement openly because it realized how popular 
the idea was among Iraqi leaders. Consequently, during this pe­
riod the British government said that it would view sympatheti­
cally any steps the Arabs took of their own accord to further the 
cause of Arab unity but that it would not take any initiative of its 
own in this area. In this manner it hoped to avoid alienating Iraqi 
leaders and others in the Middle East who were staunch sup­
porters of Arab unity.12

But this policy was not entirely successful. For example, in 1932 
King Faysal wanted to hold a conference in Baghdad with dele­
gates from various Arab countries, ostensibly to promote closer 
cultural and economic union in the Arab world. The British gov­
ernment opposed the conference because it believed that the del­
egates would concentrate mainly on political questions like Eu­
ropean control over Palestine and Syria. Consequently, it applied 
pressure on Iraq to abandon the idea of holding a conference 
and in July 1933, just before his death, Faysal was obliged to 
yield.13

Another problem developed in the spring of 1936 when Iraq 
was negotiating with Saudi Arabia for the conclusion of a treaty 
of brotherhood and alliance. Both Iraq and Saudi Arabia wanted 
to include provisions in the treaty calling for military and politi­
cal cooperation to promote Arab interests in Palestine and Syria. 
However, the British government objected to these provisions 
because it believed that they might threaten Britain’s dominant 
position in Palestine. As a result of British pressure, Iraq was 
obliged to eliminate these provisions from the treaty.14

Still another problem arose in April 1938 when Britain and It­
aly concluded an agreement in which each party pledged not to 
seek a privileged position of a political nature in Saudi Arabia or

Arab Independence and Unity
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Yemen. Britain and Italy further stated that it was in their com­
mon interest that no other power should acquire such a position 
in either of these two countries.15 In this manner the British gov­
ernment hoped to protect its strategic interests in the Red Sea by 
preventing Italy from establishing a military base or a sphere of 
influence in either Saudi Arabia or Yemen. The British govern­
ment also thought that this agreement was in the interests of both 
Saudi Arabia and Yemen because it would protect their indepen­
dence and territorial integrity.16

However, the agreement angered the Iraqi government be­
cause it was not consulted beforehand, although article 1 of the 
Anglo-Iraqi treaty of 1930 stated that “there shall be full and frank 
consultation between them in all matters of foreign policy which 
may effect their common interests.” In addition, the Iraqi gov­
ernment believed that the agreement might diminish the free­
dom of Saudi Arabia and Yemen in a manner that would impede 
the closer cooperation and eventual unity of the various Arab 
countries. For example, it feared that the terms of the agree­
ment might obligate Britain to use its influence to prevent Iraq 
and Saudi Arabia from exchanging pieces of territory along their 
common frontier, to prevent Iraq from sending an army officer 
to Saudi Arabia to advise the king on military matters, to prevent 
Iraq from sending troops to Saudi Arabia to help crush a rebel­
lion against the regime, or to prevent Iraq from forming a cus­
toms union or political federation with Saudi Arabia or Yemen 
or both. Since Iraq had concluded a treaty of brotherhood and 
alliance with Saudi Arabia in 1936, to which Yemen had adhered 
in 1937, for the express purpose of promoting closer relations 
between these countries, it was especially irritated that Britain had 
made an agreement that might frustrate the achievement of this 
objective.17

In June 1938 Britain informed the Iraqi government that its 
fears were unjustified because Iraq was not bound by the Anglo- 
Italian agreement and its behavior was not restricted by it. Con­
tinuing, the British government stated that it was not obligated 
by the agreement to prevent or in any way interfere with steps 
toward Arab cooperation and collaboration like Iraqi assistance 
to Saudi Arabia for the purpose of suppressing a tribal rebellion 
or the appointment by the Saudi Arabian government of an Iraqi 
subject as military advisor or an arrangement between Iraq and 
Saudi Arabia for the exchange of territory along their common 
frontier. Furthermore, the British government said that it would
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never oppose any Iraqi measures that were conceived in good faith 
for the welfare of Saudi Arabia or Yemen.18 The Iraqi govern­
ment accepted these assurances and dropped the matter, but the 
episode did nothing to alleviate Iraqi suspicions that Britain stood 
in the path of progress toward Arab unity.19

It was over Palestine that British and Iraqi differences ap­
peared in the most acute form. In April 1936 the Arab popula­
tion of Palestine began a general strike in an effort to halt fur­
ther Jewish immigration and secure an independent Arab state. 
Soon the general strike turned into a widespread rebellion against 
British rule in Palestine. In June 1936 Nuri al-Said, the Iraqi for­
eign minister, proposed to mediate the conflict on the basis of a 
halt to Jewish immigration and the incorporation of Palestine into 
an Arab federation controlled by Iraq. Aside from promoting Arab 
independence and unity, and Iraq’s position as leader of the Arab 
world, the success of this scheme would save Iraq revenue which 
it was losing as a result of the damage inflicted by Arab rebels in 
Palestine upon the oil pipeline that ran from Kirkuk in northern 
Iraq to the port of Haifa in Palestine. It would also reduce the 
likelihood of riots directed against the Jewish minority in Iraq, 
which, Iraqi leaders feared, might easily get out of control and 
turn against foreign residents or even against the government it­
self. In addition, it would greatly increase the government’s pres­
tige and strengthen its position against its opponents within Iraq. 
However, Nuri’s plan came to nothing because the Jews refused 
to stop immigration, and because Britain was not seriously pre­
pared to contemplate an Arab federation.20

In July 1937 a commission established by the British govern­
ment to investigate the Palestinian question recommended that 
the territory should be partitioned into an independent Jewish 
state and an Arab area which would be merged with Transjor­
dan. Iraq immediately rejected the commission’s report because 
the existence of an independent Jewish state would make it im­
possible to create an Arab federation encompassing the entire 
fertile crescent; because the Jews, who received the coastal areas 
of northern Palestine, would be in a position to block Iraqi oil 
and other exports that moved through Palestine on their way to 
Europe; because most of Palestine was given to Transjordan while 
Iraq was not strengthened at all; and because at this time the Iraqi 
government, which was headed by Hikmat Sulayman, who de­
scended from a Georgian, and was kept in power by General Bakr 
Sidqi, a Kurd, was widely accused of being insufficiently con­
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cerned with pan-Arabism and consequently felt a need to em­
phasize the strength of its Arab nationalism. In large part be­
cause of opposition from Iraq and other Arab states, the British 
government decided not to implement the commission’s recom­
mendations. Iraq approved of this decision, but the Palestinian 
question continued to trouble Anglo-Iraqi relations.21

In May 1939 the British government issued a white paper on 
Palestine that allowed a maximum of 75,000 more Jewish immi­
grants over the next five years, placed strict restrictions on land 
sales to Jews, called for the appointment of Palestinians to head 
government departments, and said that an independent Palestin­
ian state should be created within ten years provided that there 
existed “such relations between the Arabs and the Jews as would 
make good government possible.”22 In this manner Britain es­
sentially abandoned its long established policy of promoting a 
Jewish national home in Palestine. To a large extent Britain re­
versed its policy on this question in order to win the friendship 
and support of Iraq and the other Arab states in the forthcom­
ing struggle against Germany and Italy. But the Higher Arab 
Committee, the Palestinian Arabs’ main political organization, 
rejected the white paper because it did not provide a sufficiently 
firm guarantee of independence, and because it did not grant an 
amnesty to the participants in the Arab rebellion. As a result of 
this decision, Iraq and the other Arab states except for Transjor­
dan felt bound to reject the white paper also. Thus the white pa­
per, although intended as a major concession to the Arabs, did 
not significantly ameliorate the dispute between Britain and Iraq 
over the question of Palestine.23

After the outbreak of the Second World War in September 1939 
the British government continued to enforce the immigration and 
land purchase provisions of the white paper. But it did not want 
to embark upon a major administrative change under war con­
ditions, especially since Palestine was near the area of possible 
military operations. Therefore, it did not act upon the constitu­
tional provision of the white paper which called for the appoint­
ment of Palestinians to head government departments. Since the 
white paper had stated that these appointments would occur only 
“As soon as peace and order have been sufficiently restored in 
Palestine,” the British government felt justified in postponing the 
implementation of this provision.24 However, the delay in the 
movement toward self-government angered Iraq. Consequently, 
in July 1940, when Britain was in a weak position following the

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



63

fall of France, Nuri, once again foreign minister, pressed Britain 
to establish a semi-independent government in Palestine (rather 
like the one Britain had established in Iraq in 1920) which, he 
said, would temporarily remain under British supervision. Nuri 
preferred that the government should be a monarchy headed by 
Prince Abd al-Ilah, the present regent of Iraq. After the estab­
lishment of this government in Palestine, Nuri proposed that 
Britain should take the initiative to form a federation of Arab 
countries consisting, in the first instance, of Iraq, Transjordan, 
and Palestine.25

But Nuri’s scheme foundered because in August 1940 the 
British government informed Iraq that it would not make any 
further concessions to the Arabs over Palestine.26 British officials 
feared that concessions would be widely interpreted in the Arab 
world as a sign of weakness at a time when Britain’s position in 
the Middle East depended to a considerable extent on the ap­
pearance rather than the actuality of strength. They also be­
lieved that more concessions on Palestine would not make any 
appreciable difference in Arab attitudes or policies because as long 
as Britain maintained its predominant position in the Middle East 
it would incur Arab resentment and animosity. In addition, Brit­
ish officials feared that concessions to the Iraqi government and 
the Higher Arab Committee would jeopardize the cooperation of 
moderate Arabs in Palestine who might be inclined to accept the 
policy laid down in the white paper. Finally, the British govern­
ment did not want to alienate public opinion in the United States, 
which was generally pro-Zionist, at a time when it desperately 
needed American support in the war.27

Besides remaining firm over Palestine, the British government 
adhered to its longstanding policy of refusing to take any initia­
tive to form an Arab federation. In the summer of 1940 it was 
especially reluctant to support an Arab federation, which would 
probably have increased Iraqi influence in the Middle East, be­
cause Anglo-Iraqi relations were quite strained.28

In the 1930s and early 1940s most Iraqi leaders felt strongly 
about the need to end British and French rule in Palestine and 
Syria and create some form of united Arab state or federation. 
During this period Iraqi governments took steps to further these 
aims. However, in 1941 Palestine and Syria were still under Brit­
ish and French control, and the Arab countries were still dis­
united. Inevitably Iraqi leaders blamed Britain, the dominant 
European power in the Middle East, for frustrating their objec­
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tives.29 These accusations were not entirely justified. In Syria 
Britain could do little, while in Palestine Britain made important 
concessions to the Arabs. Moreover, the disunity of the Arab world 
was due as much to jealousy and rivalry among the Arab states 
as to British opposition to Arab unity. Nonetheless, Iraq’s per­
ception of Britain as an obstacle to progress toward Arab inde­
pendence and unity embittered Anglo-Iraqi relations. It also 
contributed to the belief among many Iraqi leaders that the ex­
pulsion of British influence from Iraq and other Arab lands was 
essential for the achievement of their ambitions and aspirations.
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______________ CHAPTER 7_______________

The Struggle for Kuwait

In the late 1930s Kuwait was a quasi-independent shaykhdom of 
about 70,000 inhabitants covering approximately 5,800 square 
miles at the head of the Persian Gulf. Most of the population of 
Kuwait lived in the town by the sea about eighty miles south of 
Basra. At this time Kuwait was firmly under British influence. 
According to the terms of various agreements between the Brit­
ish government and the shaykh of Kuwait dating back to 1899, 
Britain was obligated to protect Kuwait (the entire principality and 
not just the town) against aggression while, in exchange, the 
shaykh agreed not to receive the representatives of foreign pow­
ers. The shaykh also agreed not to cede or lease any part of his 
territory, or to give a concession for oil development or pearl 
fishing, to any foreigner or foreign power without British con­
sent. Thus Britain was responsible, de facto if not de jure, for 
managing the shaykh’s foreign relations and honor bound to up­
hold his interests generally. Britain’s dominant position in Ku­
wait was further indicated by the fact that the shaykh was not 
allowed to levy custom dues in excess of 4 percent on goods im­
ported or exported by British subjects. In addition, the British 
representative in Kuwait had full judicial authority over all Brit­
ish subjects and protected persons in Kuwait. This representa­
tive, whose title was political agent rather than ambassador as in 
Iraq, was a member of the Indian political service and was re­
sponsible to the political resident in the Persian Gulf at Bushire. 
Unlike the British ambassador in Iraq, the resident was not re­
sponsible to the foreign office but rather to the India office and 
the government of India.1

During this period Iraq tried to gain control of Kuwait, Iraqi
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leaders pursued this objective because, like the leaders of many 
countries, they sought territorial aggrandizement for the sake of 
prestige and power. They also believed in Arab unity, especially 
if it were realized under their auspices. Doubtless too they han­
kered after the rich oil deposits which, although not yet discov­
ered, were rumored to exist in the shaykhdom.

In addition, Iraqi leaders tried to gain control of Kuwait in or­
der to prevent the smuggling of goods from Kuwait into Iraq. 
This smuggling cost Iraq a considerable amount of money in lost 
custom revenues. Indeed, in September 1938 Iraqi officials 
maintained that the loss was as high as £250,000 per year, plus 
the cost of preventive measures such as extra police patrols along 
the frontier. The main reason for this smuggling was that Iraq 
maintained high tariffs—about 75 percent on such items as tea, 
coffee, sugar, tobacco, and matches—to raise revenue while Ku­
wait kept its tariffs low—about 4 percent on most items—to en­
courage trade. Aside from the loss of revenue from this smug­
gling, Iraqi leaders were concerned that arms were moving from 
Kuwait into Iraq and that this illicit traffic increased their diffi­
culty in maintaining firm control in the tribal areas of the coun­
try along the Euphrates. However, in spite of repeated Iraqi re­
quests, the shaykh of Kuwait refused to do anything to curb 
smuggling—for example, raise tariffs, institute a quota system for 
imports, or take active preventive measures—because Kuwait’s 
economy was heavily dependent upon trade, because he believed 
that it was Iraq’s responsibility to control the illicit movement of 
goods into its own territory, and because he had major outstand­
ing differences with the Iraqi government concerning the taxa­
tion and ownership of certain valuable date gardens in Iraq.2

As important as these considerations were for Iraq, probably 
the main reason why it attempted to gain control over Kuwait 
was to acquire freer access to the open sea. At this time Basra 
was Iraq’s only port. Basra was a well-developed port but it had 
the disadvantage, from Iraq’s point of view, of being situated over 
seventy miles up the Shatt al-Arab River from the sea. Although 
a treaty between Iraq and Iran in 1937 confirmed Iraq’s full con­
trol of the Shatt al-Arab (except for portions in the vicinity of 
Khorramshahr and Abadan where the frontier followed the thal­
weg or line of deepest flow), the Iraqi government was concerned 
about the ease with which Iran from its own territory could impede 
or block the movement of ships proceeding up the river to Basra.
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Consequently, by the spring of 1938 the Iraqi government began 
to consider seriously the possibility of constructing an additional 
port in order to secure more satisfactory access to the sea. But 
the length of Iraq’s coastline along the Persian Gulf was less than 
forty miles, and the topography of this area did not readily lend 
itself to the development of a port. Kuwait, on the other hand, 
had a much longer coasdine along the Persian Gulf and thus more 
room for the construction of a port.3

Iraq based its legal title to Kuwait on the Anglo-Ottoman con­
vention of 1913. This agreement, which was never ratified, stip­
ulated that Kuwait was an autonomous district of the Ottoman 
empire and that the shaykh of Kuwait was an Ottoman official. 
Since Iraq was the successor state to the Ottoman empire in this 
region, Iraqi leaders believed that they inherited the Ottoman 
empire’s suzerainty over Kuwait.4

Britain did not accept Iraq’s contention. It pointed out that 
Turkey had renounced all claims to Kuwait in the treaty of Lau­
sanne of 1923. The British government also noted that when Iraq 
was admitted to the League of Nations in 1932 it had formally 
accepted the border with Kuwait that Britain had established in 
1923 and which had existed since that time.5

Aside from these legal arguments, the British government re­
jected Iraq’s claim to Kuwait because it was determined to main­
tain its own dominant position in the shaykhdom. There were 
several reasons for this policy: Kuwait occupied an important lo­
cation on the British air route to India, and British officials be­
lieved that this location might become even more important in 
the future if an unfriendly government in Baghdad expelled 
Britain from its airbases in Iraq; British officials envisaged the 
possibility of moving troops along a motor route from Kuwait to 
Amman through Saudi Arabian territory if Iraq obstructed 
transport along the road from Baghdad to Amman; Ibn Saud, 
the king of Saudi Arabia with whom the British government was 
eager to maintain good relations, preferred that Britain stay in 
Kuwait in order to prevent the growth of Iraqi influence in the 
shaykhdom; by 1938, although Kuwait was not yet exporting oil, 
prospects for oil development appeared good and the Kuwait Oil 
Company, which held the concession, was half owned by the 
British controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Company; British officials 
considered the possibility of using Kuwait as a base for defend­
ing the large oilfields in southwestern Iran, for which the Anglo-
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Iranian Oil Company held the concession, in the event of an 
emergency; and the British government feared that its prestige 
in the Persian Gulf region would fall if it sacrificed Kuwait to Iraq.6

In the late 1930s Iraq employed several methods in its efforts 
to gain control of Kuwait. For example, it waged a vigorous pro­
paganda campaign in the press and on the radio against Shaykh 
Ahmad, the ruler of Kuwait, accusing him of oppressing his sub­
jects and not spending any of his abundant revenues on educa­
tion, health, or social welfare. These articles and broadcasts con­
stantly referred to Kuwait as an integral part of Iraq and openly 
advocated Iraqi annexation of the shaykhdom.' The propo- 
ganda campaign was accompanied by Iraqi support for dissident 
elements within Kuwait and by incursions of Iraqi police cars into 
Kuwait.8 During this period Iraq also tried to gain British per­
mission to take over a large section of northern Kuwait; station 
police in Kuwait; maintain a political adviser at the shaykh s court, 
form a customs union with Kuwait; and build a port on the bay 
of Kuwait and a railway linking that port with Iraq, both of which 
would remain under Iraqi control.9 All of these efforts failed be-

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



69

cause Shaykh Ahmad would not yield to Iraqi pressure or accept 
any Iraqi influence in his country, and because Britain firmly 
supported him in this matter.10

But the British government did not want to alienate Iraq un­
duly. Although it did not have the same legal and moral obliga­
tions toward Iraq that it had toward Kuwait, Iraq was a larger 
and more influential country and one in which Britain had im­
portant military and commercial interests. In addition, British 
officials were sympathetic with Iraq’s desire to develop a port 
outside of the Shatt al-Arab that would therefore be less vulner­
able to Iranian harrassment.11 Consequently, in October 1938 the 
British government suggested that Iraq should consider the pos­
sibility of building a port on the Khor Abdullah. The Khor Ab­
dullah was a channel of water jutting into the mainland west of 
the Shatt al-Arab. With its northwest arm, the Khor Shatana, it 
was bordered on one side by Iraq and on the other side by the 
Kuwaiti islands of Bubiyan and Warba. The British government 
believed, and tried to persuade the Iraqis, that the Khor Abdul­
lah was a better location for a port than the bay of Kuwait be­
cause the water was deeper, both on the approach and near the 
shore, and therefore dredging costs would be lower. Indeed, the 
Khor Abdullah would require relatively little dredging because it 
was already about nineteen feet in depth at low tide and twenty- 
nine feet at high tide, which was adequate for most of the ships 
that used the Persian Gulf. By contrast, the construction of a 
modern port on the bay of Kuwait would necessitate large-scale 
dredging and the building of a long breakwater to provide shel­
ter against unfavorable winds. In addition to this factor, the Brit­
ish government argued that the Khor Abdullah was a better lo­
cation for a port because it lay appreciably closer to the Iraqi 
railway system than did the bay of Kuwait.12

Because of ministerial changes in Baghdad, for over a year the 
Iraqi government did not reply to the British suggestion regard­
ing the construction of a port on the Khor Abdullah. The Iraqi 
government delayed its response also because it wanted to await 
the results of a survey it was making of the area. Finally, in No­
vember 1939 it informed Britain that it had decided to build a 
port near the Umm Qasr creek, which flowed into the Khor Ab­
dullah by way of the Khor Zubair. The mouth of the creek was 
six miles north of Warba island. Although the border between 
Iraq and Kuwait in this region had not been delimited on the 
ground, at the time it appeared to the British government that
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while the northern side of the creek and the creek itself were in 
Iraq, the southern side might be in Kuwait. The Iraqi govern­
ment did not specify where in the vicinity of the Umm Qasr creek 
it intended to construct the port. However, Kuwaiti ownership of 
the islands of Bubiyan and Warba meant that Kuwait controlled 
half of the channel leading to any port site in the area of Umm 
Qasr. In order to gain complete control of the access route to the 
envisaged port, in November 1939 the Iraqi government in­
formed Britain that for security and navigational reasons it would 
like to acquire Bubiyan and Warba. Although these islands con­
stituted a significant proportion of Kuwait’s total territory, Iraq 
did not offer a quid pro quo to Kuwait for their cession. In the 
opinion of the Iraqi government compensation was unnecessary 
because the islands were barren and nearly uninhabited and 
therefore valueless to Kuwait. Indeed, at certain times of the year 
large sections of the islands were under water at high tide.13

The British foreign office opposed Iraq’s demand for Bubiyan 
and Warba because it could not envisage a threat to Iraq from a 
small and weak state like Kuwait which was in close treaty rela­
tionship with the British government. However, the foreign of­
fice sympathized with Iraq’s desire for navigational reasons to 
control the entire channel leading to Umm Qasr. It also believed 
that Iraqi possession of undivided control of at least one good 
means of access to the sea would result in stabler conditions in 
that region in the future. In addition, the foreign office main­
tained that ownership of half of the Khor Abdullah was useless 
to Kuwait. Consequently, in December 1939 the foreign office 
suggested that the British government should urge Kuwait to cede 
its rights in the Khor Abdullah in exchange for a monetary pay­
ment from Iraq.14

The political resident in the Persian Gulf, Lieutenant-Colonel 
C. G. Prior, who was responsible for protecting Kuwait’s inter­
ests, strongly objected to the foreign office’s proposal. In Febru­
ary 1940 he pointed out that in the future Kuwait might wish to 
construct its own port on the Khor Abdullah for the purpose of 
exporting oil and would not want the sea approaches to be com­
pletely controlled by Iraq; that Kuwaiti and thereby British con­
trol of one bank of the sea approaches to Umm Qasr was desir­
able because the British government would then possess a useful 
means of pressure on Iraq; that Ibn Saud would resent any Ku­
waiti concession to Iraq on this issue because he strongly op­
posed an increase in Iraqi territory or privileges at the expense
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of Kuwait; and that any extension of Iraqi influence at the ex­
pense of Kuwait was inherently undesirable because Iraq’s policy 
was ultimately to gain complete control of Kuwait.15

Prior’s opposition to the foreign office’s proposal to encourage 
the shaykh of Kuwait to yield his rights in the Khor Abdullah to 
Iraq was supported by the government of India, the India office, 
and the British ambassador in Iraq.16 In addition, the Kuwait Oil 
Company urged the British government to preserve the shaykh’s 
rights in the Khor Abdullah because it wanted to retain the op­
tion of exporting Kuwait’s oil through that waterway.17 Finally, 
in March 1940 the shaykh of Kuwait adamantly refused to con­
cede to Iraq any part of his territory or his territorial waters.18 
As a result of this opposition, in May 1940 the foreign office 
agreed that Britain should not press the shaykh to surrender his 
rights in the Khor Abdullah.19

By the spring of 1940 it was apparent to the British govern­
ment that the Iraqis preferred to construct their port immedi­
ately south of the Umm Qasr creek at a point on the Khor Zu- 
bair that was not clearly in Iraqi territory.20 The foreign office 
wanted to obviate the problem of the undemarcated border at 
this sensitive point and also alleviate the disappointment of the 
Iraqi government with its failure to secure Bubiyan and Warba 
or Kuwait’s rights in the Khor Abdullah. Consequently, in May
1940 the foreign office suggested that the British government 
should recommend that Iraq and Kuwait demarcate their com­
mon frontier in a manner that would clearly place in Iraq not 
only the southern side of the Umm Qasr creek but also the en­
tire length of the Khor Zubair including the southernmost sec­
tion between the Umm Qasr creek and Warba island.21

The political resident and the India office supported the for­
eign office’s proposal. They were eager to secure Iraqi agree­
ment to demarcate the frontier because it would connote aban­
donment of Iraq’s claim to the entirety of Kuwait. They also hoped 
that demarcation would end or at least reduce the considerable 
number of border violations by Iraqi police cars which had oc­
curred in recent years. In addition, they believed that demarca­
tion was desirable in order to eliminate possibly serious compli­
cations if either country discovered oil in the vicinity of the 
frontier.22 Consequently, in October 1940 and again in February
1941 the British government asked Iraq to agree to demarcate 
its frontier with Kuwait on the basis of the foreign office’s pro- 
Iraqi interpretation.23
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The Iraqi government, while not commenting on the accuracy 
or equitableness of the British interpretation, refused to demar­
cate the border until it had received Bubiyan and Warba which 
would give Iraq full control over the Khor Abdullah.24 Probably 
the Iraqi government was also concerned that demarcation would 
involve recognizing the legitimacy of Kuwait, thereby making it 
more difficult for Iraq later to claim sovereignty over the entire 
shaykhdom. In addition, the Iraqi government may have calcu­
lated that it could get better terms from Britain in the future if 
Germany were successful in the war. Finally, the Iraqi govern­
ment probably refused demarcation of the frontier because at this 
time it lacked the financial resources to build a port at Umm Qasr 
and therefore from its perspective there was no pressing need to 
establish the exact location of the border.25

As a result of Iraqi unwillingness, the Iraqi-Kuwaiti frontier was 
not demarcated during the Second World War. For military rea­
sons, during the war the British government built and adminis­
tered a port on the Khor Zubair south of the Umm Qasr creek, 
precisely where Iraq had planned to build a port. At the end of 
the war Britain dismantled the port, in part in order to prevent 
its ownership from becoming a source of dispute between Iraq 
and Kuwait.26 In the early 1960s, after Britain had relinquished 
its protectorate over Kuwait, the Iraqi government finally con­
structed its own port on this spot, although the frontier between 
Iraq and Kuwait was still undemarcated. Today the question of 
the undemarcated border is dormant, but it still retains the seeds 
of a possibly serious quarrel in the future between Iraq and Ku­
wait.

In the late 1930s and early 1940s Iraq challenged Kuwait’s sta­
tus as an independent shaykhdom under British protection. In 
various ways Iraq attempted to chip away at Kuwait’s sovereignty 
and territorial integrity. All of these efforts failed because of 
British opposition. But in the process of thwarting Iraq’s designs 
on Kuwait and maintaining its own dominant position in the 
shaykhdom, Britain alienated Iraq. From Iraq’s perspective Brit­
ain was depriving Iraq of much needed custom revenues, in­
creasing Iraq’s internal security problems, blocking Iraq’s path to 
the open sea, and impeding the advancement of Arab unity. Thus 
Britain failed to reconcile its obligation to uphold the interests of 
Kuwait with its desire to maintain the friendship of Iraq. Proba­
bly Britain’s task was impossible and no policy would have suc­
ceeded in achieving both of these objectives. Nonetheless, the fact
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remains that the various disputes over Kuwait—Iraq’s legal claim 
to the entire shaykhdom; Iraq’s attempt to construct a port un­
der Iraqi control on the bay of Kuwait; Iraq’s effort to gain con­
trol of Bubiyan and Warba; even Britain’s attempt to secure a 
demarcation of the border, which would have meant the aban­
donment of Iraq’s claim to the entirety of Kuwait—embittered 
Anglo-Iraqi relations. And, by emphasizing the incompatibility of 
British and Iraqi interests at the head of the Persian Gulf, these 
disputes over Kuwait undermined the moral foundations of Brit­
ain’s imperial position in Iraq.

The Struggle for Kuwait
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The Supply of Arms

Throughout the 1930s and early 1940s, all Iraqi governments 
placed a high priority on purchasing from abroad significant 
quantities of modern weapons. During this period Iraqi leaders 
envisaged several possible threats to their security. Some be­
lieved that Turkey had never reconciled itself to the loss of the 
vilayet (province) of Mosul during the First World War and would 
seek to reacquire that oil rich area at the first convenient oppor­
tunity. Turkey’s strenuous and ultimately successful effort in the 
late 1930s to repossess from Syria the sanjak (district) of Alex­
andretta intensified their fears that Mosul was next on Ankara’s 
list. In 1939 one Iraqi minister even suspected that Britain had 
promised Mosul to Turkey in order to win Turkish assistance in 
the forthcoming struggle against the axis powers.1

Generally, Iraqi leaders were even more concerned about the 
possibility of an attack by Iran.2 For a long time Iraq (and its 
predecessor, the Ottoman empire) and Iran had been locked in 
a bitter dispute over the division of the waters of the Shatt al- 
Arab. Although the matter was settled by agreement in 1937,3 
the relationship between the two countries remained tense. For 
Iraq this situation was especially worrisome because Iran was 
militarily stronger. For example, in early 1935 Iraqi leaders es­
timated that within five weeks of the declaration of mobilization 
Iran could concentrate along the Iraqi frontier at least forty-four 
infantry battalions and four cavalry regiments, while to oppose 
this force Iraq could place in the field only fifteen infantry bat­
talions and two cavalry regiments.4 And in late 1936 the British 
air ministry estimated that Iran had twice as many modern war­
planes as Iraq.5
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Aside from concern over Turkey and Iran, during the 1930s 
and early 1940s some Iraqi leaders wanted to strengthen the 
country because they envisaged the possibility of a military clash 
with Britain.6 Such a clash might result from government efforts 
to assert firm control over a minority group like the Assyrians. 
Or it might come from government attempts to reduce or 
eliminate Britain’s military privileges in Iraq, such as the right to 
move troops across the country and the right to maintain air­
bases with guards under British control. A clash with Britain might 
also result from Iraqi efforts to oust Britain from Palestine, or 
from a dispute over the British protected principality of Kuwait, 
to which Iraq maintained a territorial claim.7 Even if an armed 
conflict with Britain were avoided, these leaders probably calcu­
lated that increased military power would put them in a better 
position to exert various forms of pressure on Britain which would 
ultimately result in a complete British withdrawal from Iraq and 
elsewhere in the Middle East.

In addition to the need to combat foreign powers, Iraqi gov­
ernments attempted to acquire arms in order to assert them­
selves over dissident elements within the country. During the 1930s 
important groups among the Assyrians, Kurds, Yazidis, and Shiites 
were not reconciled to the rule of the Sunni Arab dominated 
government in Baghdad. The government’s determination to 
enforce conscription for the army was especially unpopular among 
large sections of the population. Since much of the population 
outside of the urban areas was armed with rifles, Iraqi leaders 
believed that they needed sophisticated weapons like artillery, 
tanks, and airplanes in order to overawe and, if necessary, to 
suppress their internal opponents.8 This belief was reinforced by 
the Iraqi army’s experience in the spring of 1932, on the eve of 
independence, when it managed to crush a Kurdish uprising in 
northern Iraq only after the intervention on its behalf of the Royal 
Air Force.9 But after independence Iraqi leaders would no longer 
be able to rely on British assistance to maintain internal order.

Iraqi governments attempted to purchase modern weapons 
abroad also because they wanted to appease Iraqi military com­
manders and thereby reduce the chance of being overthrown by 
the army. For example, the government of Hikmat Sulayman, 
which was brought to power by a military coup in October 1936 
and which probably feared dismissal in the same manner, im­
mediately formulated an ambitious plan to increase substantially 
the quantity and quality of equipment available to the armed
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forces.10 In December 1938 military leaders clearly demon­
strated that their views on the question of arms supply would have 
to be taken seriously when they overthrew the government of Jamil 
al-Midfai, in part because they felt that it had not provided them 
with enough weapons.11 Apparently taking this lesson to heart, 
Nuri al-Said, Midfai’s successor as prime minister, immediately 
upon coming to power asked Britain for a large financial credit 
to facilitate the purchase of armaments.12

Assuming that Iraqi leaders were willing to subordinate devel­
opment projects and social needs, they could afford to buy mod­
ern weapons because, beginning in 1931, they derived substan­
tial income from the sale of oil concessions and, three years later, 
from the export of oil. In 1935, for example, Iraq exported over 
three and a half million tons of oil, and by 1937 this figure had 
risen to over four million tons. The Iraq Petroleum Company, a 
conglomeration of British, French, American, and Dutch inter­
ests which operated the oilfields and the pipelines to the Medi­
terranean, paid the Iraqi government a royalty of four shillings 
(gold) per ton on oil exported from Iraq. By 1939 these royal­
ties, plus dead rent payments the company paid for the conces­
sion for certain areas of the country that were not yet producing 
oil, amounted to about £2,200,000 annually.13

Illustrating the importance Iraq placed on its armed forces, 
between financial years14 1932—33 and 1940—41 the govern­
ment’s military budget (excluding appropriations for the police) 
rose from 800,000 dinars15 (22 percent of total expenditure) to 
2,100,000 dinars (32 percent of total expenditure). In reality, 
however, military expenditure in 1940—41 was considerably 
greater than 2,100,000 dinars because this figure, which was the 
amount of the government’s ordinary military budget (and which 
was 32 percent of the total ordinary budget), was supplemented 
by a substantial proportion of a special capital works budget. In 
1940-41 the capital works budget, which came from oil revenues 
and from a loan from the Iraq Petroleum Company, amounted 
to about 2,650,000 dinars.16

The government’s military budget was also supplemented by 
contributions from the Iraq Airplane Society. The society was a 
quasi-official organization that donated all of its funds to the 
government to help pay for the purchase of military aircraft. Each 
year in the middle and late 1930s the government obligated all 
of its employees to contribute between one-third of a month’s 
salary and an entire month’s salary to the society. In addition,
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the government organized lotteries to raise money for the soci­
ety.17

This rise in outlays for the military was accompanied by a sig­
nificant growth in the size of the army and air force. For exam­
ple, in the summer of 1932 there were 10,200 men in the Iraqi 
armed forces, while by the summer of 1940 this figure had in­
creased to 43,400.18 Similarly, the number of planes in the Iraqi 
air force rose from nine in early 1932 to 116 in the spring of 
1941.19

While the Iraqi government desired to purchase modern 
weapons and was financially able to do so, its freedom to import 
armaments was greatly circumscribed by a provision in the 
Anglo-Iraqi treaty of 1930 which stipulated that Iraqi military 
equipment “shall not differ in type from those of the forces of 
His Britannic Majesty.” Thus, although Iraq was permitted to buy 
weapons from any country provided that the weapons were of a 
sort used by the British armed forces, in reality this clause obli­
gated Iraq to purchase virtually all of its military equipment ex­
clusively from Britain.

In 1930 the British government insisted upon including this 
provision in the treaty because it believed that the two armies 
would be able to operate more efficiently together in wartime if 
they used similar equipment. British officials also calculated that 
the requirement to use British military equipment would make 
Iraq dependent upon Britain for spare parts and therefore ea­
ger to retain Britain’s friendship. In addition, they feared that 
the importation of non-British weapons into Iraq, possibly ac­
companied by foreign military instructors, would quickly lead to 
the growth of foreign political influence in Iraq. Finally, they 
wanted to preserve the Iraqi market for British arms manufac­
turers for purely commercial reasons.20

In exchange for accepting this clause of the treaty, the Iraqi 
government received a commitment from Britain to sell arms, 
ammunition, equipment, ships and aeroplanes of the latest avail­
able pattern.” Thus, although the treaty obligated Iraq to pur­
chase nearly all of its weapons from Britain, the treaty also obli­
gated Britain to sell to Iraq unlimited quantities of the most 
modern armaments that British industry was able to produce.

However, in the middle and late 1930s the British govern­
ment’s ability to honor this pledge was limited because British in­
dustry was just beginning to tool up for large-scale military pro­
duction and, consequently, delays and bottlenecks were common.
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78 Britain’s Informal Empire

In addition, Britain’s own military forces were eager to buy most 
of the output of Britain’s armaments industry in order to match 
the growing strength of potential enemies like Germany, Italy, 
and Japan. Indicating the British army’s desperate need for up- 
to-date military equipment, in September 1938, at the time of the 
Munich crisis when war with Germany was a serious possibility, 
there were only fifty modern anti-aircraft guns in all of Britain.21 
In the summer of 1939, on the eve of the war, the four British 
divisions earmarked for dispatch to France in the event of hos­
tilities with Germany had only 50 percent of the anti-tank and 
anti-aircraft weapons they required and only 30 percent of the 
necessary ammunition.22 It was only at the beginning of 1940, 
several months after the war began, that the British army re­
ceived enough modern medium tanks to equip one battalion.23 
And in 1941 some British artillery units were still using guns 
manufactured forty years earlier during the Boer War.24 The 
Indian army, which the British government expected to play a 
major role in any new conflict, and which was almost entirely de­
pendent on Britain for its arms and equipment, was also in great 
need of modern weapons and vehicles. At the beginning of 1939 
it consisted almost entirely of horse cavalry, unmechanized in­
fantry, and horse-drawn artillery. There were no anti-tank units, 
and only eight anti-aircraft guns in all of India.25

Compounding the problem, during this period the British 
government was also confronted with requests for military 
equipment from the dominions and from various other coun­
tries like France, Poland, Romania, Portugal, Greece, Turkey, and 
Egypt. For example, in the autumn of 1938 South Africa re­
quested enough machine-guns to equip fourteen army battal­
ions.26 In the opinion of British military leaders, many of these 
countries were in greater danger of enemy attack or of greater 
strategic importance to Britain than Iraq was. Indeed, in Novem­
ber 1938 they concluded that Iraq should rank as the sixth for­
eign country in order of priority for British arms, while in July 
1939 they thought that Iraq should rank in the ninth position.27 
As far as the nations of the Middle East were concerned, in the 
middle and late 1930s the British government consistently ruled 
that the equipment needs of the Egyptian armed forces must take 
precedence over those of Iraq because Egypt helped to protect 
the Suez Canal.28

Thus it was often not possible for Britain to fulfill Iraqi orders 
for military equipment without extensive delays unless it were
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willing to jeopardize its own security or that of other important 
allied and friendly nations. Indicating the long waiting period 
which these considerations sometimes imposed, in January 1937 
Iraq wanted to purchase twelve modern medium tanks, but the 
British government said that it could not deliver them for at least 
four years.In May 1937 the British government informed Iraq 
that it needed three years to fulfill a request for thirty 3.7-inch 
howitzers.30 In April 1938 the British government said that it could 
not give Iraq anti-aircraft guns or anti-tank guns until 1941. And 
in May 1939 the British government informed Iraq that it could 
not deliver mortars until the spring of 1940.32

Other items were delivered only after the scheduled date. For 
example, fifty machine-guns which were supposed to be shipped 
to Iraq in November 1935 were not actually sent until five months 
later, and then in a useless condition because they lacked tri­
pods.33 In August 1936 the Iraqi government still had not re­
ceived a batch of artillery shells it had ordered fifteen months 
previously, while a number of howitzers it had ordered twenty- 
six months earlier had only just been shipped.34 In February 1937 
the Iraqi government still had not received 50,000 rounds of re­
volver ammunition it had purchased eighteen months earlier.35 
And in January 1938 some Iraqi orders for range-finders had been 
outstanding for over two years, while certain gun fuses bought 
in 1934 had only just arrived.36

But not all delays were due to problems on the British end. 
Some were caused by Iraq’s habit of insisting upon newly made 
rather than old but perfectly serviceable equipment of the same 
type that was immediately available from British stockpiles. For 
example, in October 1936 Britain offered Iraq reconditioned parts 
for the gun carriages for its 6-inch howitzers, but the Iraqi gov­
ernment insisted upon new manufacture which resulted in a six 
month delay. During the same period Iraq demanded new man­
ufacture for a batch of artillery shells, thereby causing a delay 
that would have been obviated by taking shells from British 
stockpiles. Although it had been ready for delivery to Iraq for 
three months, in May 1937 an order for revolver ammunition 
remained in Britain because the Iraqi government insisted upon 
shipping the cargo in newly made cases, which were not yet 
available, rather than in entirely adequate cases taken from Brit­
ish stockpiles. This same problem affected a shipment of gun­
cotton and primers for Iraq’s artillery pieces.37

Other delays were caused by the Iraqi government’s failure to
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80 Britain’s Informal Empire

pay a deposit at the time of purchase. For example, an order for 
rifles, machine-guns, artillery, and artillery shells placed in May 
1935 was delayed between eight and ten months for this rea­
son.38

Still other delays were due to the fact that in the 1930s Iraqi 
governments which changed frequently, sometimes cancelled 
equipment orders placed by their predecessors. Occasionally, after 
a period for reflection and reconsideration, the same item was 
reordered. This inability to adhere to a single plan upset pro­
duction schedules in Britain and made timely deliveries to Iraq 
extremely difficult. For example, in June 1936 the government 
of Yasin al-Hashimi decided upon a major program of weapon 
purchases in Britain which included armored fighting vehicles 
(light tanks). But in October 1936 Yasin was ousted by a coup 
d’etat led by General Bakr Sidqi, and the entire program was 
scrapped and replaced by a different one. After Bakr Sidqi was 
assassinated in August 1937 the next government, led by Jamil 
al-Midfai, placed an order in Britain for armored fighting vehi­
cles. However, in December 1938 Midfai was ousted by another 
military coup and his successor, Nuri al-Said, immediately can­
celled the order. Eventually Nuri’s government decided that it too 
wanted armored fighting vehicles. But by this time the war in 
Europe had begun and Britain was unwilling to deliver the ve­
hicles because they were needed for its own armed forces.39

Regardless of the cause, delays in the delivery of military 
equipment infuriated Iraqi leaders.40 They were acutely con­
scious that in 1935 they had been left on their own to combat a 
serious uprising by Shiite tribes along the Euphrates in southern 
Iraq when the British government refused their repeated re­
quest for assistance from the R.A.F.41 They were also aware of 
the fact that in 1936, as a result of a delay in the delivery of mil­
itary equipment from Britain, their army had suffered from a 
shortage of machine-guns while engaged in another major mili­
tary operation against Shiite tribal dissidents.42 Morover, their 
assessment of the risk of enemy attack on Iraq was usually greater 
than that made by British officials.43 Nor could they understand 
how a great power like Britain was unable to spare the relatively 
small quantities of weapons which Iraq, an allied country, wanted 
to purchase. They suspected that the British government was at­
tempting to keep Iraq weak and perpetually dependent on Brit­
ain for its security and therefore unwilling to dispense with the 
British airbases. Even if the British government had been a reli­
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The Supply of Arms 81

able and timely supplier of modern military equipment, Iraqi 
leaders would have chafed at the provision of the treaty that re­
stricted their freedom to buy elsewhere and thereby prevented 
them from reducing Iraq’s dependence on Britain. The British 
government’s frequent inability or unwillingness to deliver weap­
ons without inordinate delays only increased their anger and 
strengthened their determination to rectify what they considered 
to be a humiliating and even dangerous situation.

Contrary to the belief of many Iraqi leaders, in the 1930s the 
British government did not withhold arms in an effort to keep 
Iraq weak and dependent. True, British officials considered this 
course of action. Such consideration was extremely likely because 
British-manufactured arms, rather than being used to defend Iraq 
against external foes, were often employed for acts of domestic 
suppression against groups that were not anti-British and with 
which Britain had no quarrel. Sometimes the arms were also used 
in a rather indiscriminate or even brutal manner. Aside from the 
Assyrian affair in 1933 which we have already discussed, in 1935, 
during the course of a rebellion in northern Iraq by a section of 
the small Yazidi community against military conscription, the Iraqi 
army massacred over 200 Yazidis, most of whom had not even 
participated in the revolt.44 In 1935-37 the Iraqi army also en­
gaged in extensive military operations against the Shiite tribes 
along the Euphrates in southern Iraq. To a considerable extent 
the Shiite rebellions, like the Yazidi uprising, were the result of 
an intensely felt opposition to military conscription. Sometimes 
there were additional causes that pointed to maladministration, 
like the appointment of incompetent local officials and the pro­
hibition of certain Shiite religious processions.45 Commonly dur­
ing these military operations in the south the Iraqi air force 
bombed villages, crops, and date palms, and the Iraqi army sum­
marily executed prisoners and other local inhabitants.46 More 
galling for Britain, in October 1936 General Bakr Sidqi, who had 
led the Iraqi army against the Assyrians in 1933 and almost cer­
tainly deserves much of the responsibility for the massacres, and 
who was very anti-British, used planes and ordnance purchased 
from Britain to bomb Baghdad in a successful effort to over­
throw the established government of Yasin al-Hashimi with which
Britain had good relations.47 After Bakr Sidqi s coup British of­
ficials became concerned that a powerful and hostile Iraqi mili­
tary establishment might one day turn its arms against the vir­
tually defenseless British airbases in Iraq.48 Nonetheless, m spite
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82 Britain’s Informal Empire

of these moral dilemmas and physical risks, throughout the mid­
dle and late 1930s the British government deliberately chose to 
expedite the shipment of weapons to Iraq to the maximum fea­
sible extent, bearing in mind only the equipment needs of the 
British armed forces and those of other friendly countries.49

The British government chose this course of action primarily 
because it wanted to retain Iraqi friendship, which it considered 
essential to ensure the security of the British airbases in Iraq and 
the British supply lines across the country. In particular, the British 
government wanted to strengthen the position of pro-British ele­
ments within Iraq and undermine the position of anti-British 
elements by clearly demonstrating the value to Iraq of the treaty 
of 1930. British officials also wanted to discourage Iraq from 
turning to other countries to fulfill its armament needs. They were 
especially eager to prevent Iraq from buying German weapons 
because they feared that German instructors would soon follow 
and that German political influence in Iraq would grow.50 Al­
though most arms purchases from other countries would consti­
tute a violation of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty, British officials be­
lieved that Iraq would be justified if Britain first infringed the 
agreement by refusing to make a bona-fide effort to satisfy Iraq’s 
requests.51 In addition to these considerations, the British gov­
ernment expedited the shipment of weapons to Iraq because it 
wanted to increase Iraq’s ability to withstand an attack by Turkey 
or Iran and thereby reduce the number of troops which, in the 
event of such an attack, it would be obligated to send to defend 
the country.52

Illustrating the British government’s desire to meet Iraq’s de­
mand for up-to-date military equipment, in the middle and late 
1930s it continually offered Iraq the most modern British air­
craft combined with quite reasonable delivery dates.53 For ex­
ample, in February 1937 the British government offered Iraq 
Gladiator fighters, a new plane that entered service with the R.A.F. 
that very month, with deliveries commencing only five months 
later.54 Alternatively, it offered Iraq Fury fighters, an older plane 
that entered service in 1931 but was still operational with the 
R.A.F., with shipment of the entire lot within six weeks.55 In March 
1937 the British government offered Iraq Battle bombers, a new 
plane not yet in service, with first deliveries scheduled in ten 
months.56 In May 1937 it offered Iraq Blenheim bombers, which 
entered service with the R.A.F. only two months previous, and 
Hurricane fighters, which were still in the design .stage, with de-
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liveries of Blenheims starting in fourteen months and Hurri­
canes in sixteen months.57 In May 1939 the British government 
again offered Iraq Blenheim bombers, this time with deliveries 
beginning in four months.58 And in June 1939 it offered Iraq 
Lysander army cooperation planes, which entered service with the 
R.A.F. only one year previous, with first deliveries in two months.59 
All of these offers were for a single squadron (usually consisting 
of between fifteen and twenty aircraft), which was the quantity 
Iraqi officials expressed interest in purchasing.

The British government offered these planes to Iraq at some 
risk to its own security. Illustrating the R.A.F.’s great need for 
the planes, in September 1938, at the time of the Munich crisis, 
it had only ninety-three modern fighters available for the de­
fense of the entire United Kingdom.60 The British government 
also offered these planes to Iraq despite the fact that during this 
period many of its other friends and allies were demanding mil­
itary aircraft. For example, in April 1939 Romania and Poland 
requested 450 and 250 planes, respectively.61

Iraq eventually purchased fifteen Gladiators and fifteen 
Lysanders.62 However, in the middle and late 1930s Iraqi gov­
ernments were determined to buy some non-British aircraft in 
order to reduce their dependence on Britain and, if possible, to 
secure more rapid delivery times. Probably certain Iraqi leaders 
also hoped to obtain lucrative sales commissions on these pur­
chases.63 In any event, in June 1937 Iraq ordered from Italy fif­
teen Breda fighters and five Savoia bombers with delivery of all 
aircraft promised within three months.64 The British govern­
ment was angered by this clear breach of the treaty, particularly 
because it involved the importation of Italian instructors and me­
chanics into Iraq and the sending of Iraqis to Italy for training, 
but could do nothing.65 In September 1939 Iraq again bought a 
non-British aircraft, this time choosing fifteen fighter-bombers 
from the Northrop corporation in the United States.66 This pur­
chase too angered the British government, but not as much as 
the one from Italy because Anglo-American relations were close 
and Britain did not fear the growth of American influence in 
Iraq.67

It was not only in the area of military aircraft that Iraqi leaders 
were determined to diversify their source of supply. For exam­
ple, in June 1935 Iraq purchased 20,000 rifles from Czechoslo­
vakia,68 and in May 1936 ordered 200 Czech machine-guns.69 
Turning to Germany, in July 1937 the Iraqi government bought
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eighteen dual purpose anti-aircraft/anti-tank guns,70 and in March 
1939 ordered eighteen more of these guns.71 From Italy, in the 
summer of 1937 Iraq purchased fourteen light tanks,72 in No­
vember 1938 5,100 bombs,73 and in March 1939 another 6,900 
bombs.74

As another method of reducing its dependence on Britain for 
war material, in the early 1930s the Iraqi government contracted 
a British firm to build a factory for the production of small arms 
ammunition. This factory opened in August 1934 and by 1938 
was producing 9,000,000 rounds annually.75 In the late 1930s Iraq 
employed the same company to construct a rifle factory, which 
opened in August 1940.76

Continuing its efforts to become self-sufficient, in June 1939 
the Iraqi government placed an order in Britain complete with a 
down payment for the construction of a factory for the manu­
facture of artillery shells. However, before delivery of the nec­
essary machinery could begin, in September 1939 the war in Eu­
rope intervened. Now Britain’s own need for this equipment 
became urgent. In addition, India and South Africa wanted to 
purchase similar equipment and since they, unlike Iraq, were ac­
tually belligerents the British government gave them priority. 
Consequently, it refused to allow delivery of the machinery to Iraq 
and, as a result, the shell factory was not built.77

Like the machinery for the shell factory, after the outbreak of 
war Britain could not provide many weapons to Iraq because it 
had to reserve nearly all of its available supply for itself. In ad­
dition, the British government gave priority to countries which, 
unlike Iraq, were already under attack or which it considered to 
be in immediate danger of attack.78 Nonetheless, it continued to 
deliver limited quantities of arms to Iraq. For example, between 
September 1939 and June 1940 it shipped a total of forty-five 
guns and howitzers to Iraq.79 And until May 1940 it sent signif­
icant quantities of artillery ammunition to Iraq, amounting in to­
tal to 36,000 rounds.80 It was only in late 1940, when Anglo-Iraqi 
relations were very bad, that Britain attempted to apply pressure 
on Iraq by withholding certain items of military equipment, es­
pecially some training aircraft, which otherwise it was willing to 
deliver.81 But even this embargo was only partial, and through 
March 1941 the British government provided spare parts for ve­
hicles and weapons of British manufacture in Iraqi service. It 
was only in April 1941, when Britain and Iraq were on the brink
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of war, that the British government halted delivery of all military 
equipment to Iraq.83

After the outbreak of the Second World War, when Britain’s 
ability and willingness to deliver arms were less than ever, the Iraqi 
government was especially eager to acquire more weapons. Some 
Iraqi leaders feared that Russia, which was now linked to Ger­
many by the Nazi-Soviet pact of August 1939, might attack and 
that Britain, preoccupied by the conflict in Europe, would be un­
able to assist Iraq.84 Other Iraqi leaders wanted more arms in or­
der to use the opportunity created by Britain’s preoccupation with 
the struggle against Germany to end, if necessary by force, Brit­
ain’s privileged position in Iraq.85 Whatever the reason, the Iraqi 
government now attempted to buy military equipment, and es­
pecially anti-aircraft guns, from Italy,86 France,87 Hungary,88 Ja­
pan,89 Germany,90 and the United States.91 Nearly all of these ef­
forts were unsuccessful because of transportation difficulties,92 
because Britain was unwilling to give Iraq the foreign exchange 
needed for purchases outside of the sterling bloc,93 and because 
in wartime most nations were inclined to husband their military 
equipment94 or, in the case of the United States, sell primarily to 
Britain. However, in early 1941 the Easter corporation in the 
United States agreed to sell seventy-five Colt machine-guns suit­
able for installation on the Northrop fighter-bombers Iraq had 
recently purchased. These guns were scheduled to arrive at Basra 
in April 1941 on the American cargo ship Brooklyn Heights. But 
by this time Anglo-Iraqi relations had worsened so badly that the 
British government was eager to prevent any weapons from 
reaching Iraq. Consequently, on 19 April, while Britain and Iraq 
were still at peace, a British warship intercepted the Brooklyn 
Heights in the straits of Hormuz and diverted it to Karachi.95 As 
a result of this action, the Iraqi government was unable to use 
these guns against Britain in the fighting that broke out between 
the two countries the following month.

From 1932 to 1940 the British government gave Iraq signifi­
cant quantities of modern weapons like planes, artillery, and 
machine-guns. The British military mission helped to maintain 
these weapons and provided instruction and advice to a large 
number of Iraqi soldiers. Iraqi officers were trained in British staff 
colleges and other institutions in Britain and India.96 Nonethe­
less, many influential Iraqis, especially in the military, remained 
alienated from Britain. They believed that the British govern­
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ment had given too few weapons too slowly. They hated the very 
idea of a British military presence in Iraq in the form of airbases, 
levies, and a military mission.97 In May 1941 these men used the 
Iraqi military machine, which the British government had sup­
plied, trained, and nurtured for two decades, to wage war against 
Britain.98

Perhaps if the British government had given more weapons to 
Iraq more quickly it would have won the friendship and goodwill 
of virtually the entire ruling class in Iraq, reconciled them to the 
continued existence of a British military presence, and thereby 
maintained its dominant position in Iraq without having to fight 
its way back into the country in 1941. But this policy would have 
deprived Britain’s own armed forces and those of important al­
lied nations of much needed weapons at a time of great danger, 
and if it had failed to win over the Iraqis it would have increased 
the threat to the extremely vulnerable British airbases.

Possibly if the British government had given fewer and less so­
phisticated weapons, Iraqi leaders, aside from being unable to 
wage war so successfully against their own people, could never 
have contemplated a military clash with Britain. However, in this 
case the Iraqi government could have accused Britain of violat­
ing the treaty, retaliated by purchasing more weapons from other 
nations, and thereby strengthened the Iraqi army while also re­
ducing British influence in the country.

Thus the British government’s dilemma, which resulted from 
its decision in 1929—30 to grant Iraq independence while only 
retaining minimally guarded airbases, was acute. All of its policy 
options in the matter of arms supply were risky. Perhaps none 
of them would have succeeded in safeguarding the airbases while 
also producing an Iraqi government sincerely devoted to friend­
ship with Britain and willing to accept the continuation of Brit­
ain’s dominant position in the country. In any event, the one 
chosen did not succeed.
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The Supply of Credit

In order to facilitate trade and further economic development, 
in the middle and late 1930s Iraq invested large sums in railway 
construction. Most of this money went for a line from Baiji, just 
north of Baghdad, to Tel Kotchek in Syria. The Iraqi govern­
ment favored this project because upon completion it would link 
Basra, Baghdad, and Mosul, Iraq’s main three cities, with Syria 
and Turkey and through those countries to Europe. Construc­
tion of the line began in November 1936. However, due to poor 
planning and hasty development before the completion of a 
proper survey, costs rose unexpectedly. By early 1939 Iraq had 
already spent £1,900,000 and still needed £1,500,000 more in 
order to finish construction. But Iraq could not afford to pay the 
remaining sums. Indeed, it could not even afford to pay for 
£550,000 worth of railway equipment it had recendy ordered from 
British manufacturers.1

Nor could the Iraqi government afford to pay for other rail­
way lines, roads, flood control and irrigation works, an oil refin­
ery, an automatic telephone exchange, a grain silo, and a port at 
Umm Qasr it wanted to build.2 Indeed, largely because of a high 
level of expenditure on the Baiji-Tel Kotchek extension and on 
equipment, munitions, and salaries for the armed forces, by the 
spring of 1939 the Iraqi government was so short of money that 
in order to pay its bills the minister of finance was forced to draw 
on the revenue of the municipalities of Baghdad, Basra, and Mo­
sul; and as an economy measure he was contemplating paying 
civil servants only 50 percent of their salaries in cash and giving 
them promissory notes for the remainder.3

In an effort to improve its financial situation, in January 1939

87

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



88 Britain’s Informal Empire

the Iraqi government asked Britain for £2,000,000 in credits for 
commercial purchases and £3,000,000 in credits for military pur­
chases.4 Iraqi leaders were encouraged to ask for money because 
at this time Britain was giving commercial and military credits to 
several other countries to help them resist German and Italian 
enticements and pressure. Iraqi leaders believed they had a 
better claim on British largesse than most of these countries— 
Turkey was a much quoted example—because they were a long­
standing ally and could give good security in the form of oil roy­
alties.5

The British government was favorably disposed toward Iraq’s 
request. It wanted to stay on good terms with Iraq in order to 
protect the British airbases in Iraq and the British air route to 
India that passed through Iraq. Equally important, the British 
government wanted to safeguard its land route from the Persian 
Gulf through Iraq, Transjordan, and Palestine to the Mediter­
ranean.6 In the late 1930s this route was especially significant be­
cause Italian ships and planes based in Eritrea were well situated 
to attack British troopships moving through the Red Sea to Egypt. 
For British military leaders this danger was so worrying that in 
the event of a war in which Italy was hostile they planned to send 
all troop reinforcements for Egypt via the land route until the 
Red Sea had been properly secured.7

Aside from these military considerations, the British govern­
ment wanted to stay on good terms with Iraq in order to pre­
serve its strong economic position in that country. Indicating the 
strength of this position, in 1938 the total value of Britain’s ex­
ports to Iraq was nearly £3,000,000. This figure represented 30 
percent of Iraq’s imports, and was about as much as the total value 
of Britain’s exports to Turkey and Iran combined.8 However, to 
a considerable extent Britain’s success in exporting to Iraq was 
the result of Iraq’s abidance by a provision of the treaty of 1930 
which obligated it to employ British subjects whenever it needed 
foreign officials. The importance of this provision is illustrated 
by the fact that in 1934 there were still 242 British subjects work­
ing for the Iraqi government. Most of these men were employed 
in technical and engineering departments of the government such 
as the railways, the port of Basra, irrigation, and public works. 
From these positions they were well placed to steer orders for 
machinery and equipment to British companies. If Iraq began to 
employ significant numbers of people from other countries, either 
from pique or from a desire for emancipation from a restrictive

V
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provision of the treaty, some British manufacturers would prob­
ably suffer considerable losses.9

Britain’s success in exporting to Iraq was also dependent upon 
Iraq’s continued abidance by the terms of the Anglo-Iraqi rail­
way agreement of March 1936. This agreement transferred own­
ership of the railways in Iraq from Britain to Iraq. In return, the 
agreement obligated Iraq to purchase all of its railway material 
in Britain, provided that suitable material was available on rea­
sonable conditions. Thus if Iraq utilized a pretext, such as high 
prices, low quality, or extended delivery periods, to evade its 
commitment to purchase British railway equipment, certain Brit­
ish companies would lose substantial orders.10

There were several other reasons why the British government 
was willing to give credits to Iraq. To begin with, it feared that 
otherwise Germany would do so and thereby gain political influ­
ence in Iraq. Indeed, in early 1939 Iraqi leaders frequently pointed 
out that Germany had offered to sell large quantities of arms on 
generous terms that Iraq had rejected only out of loyalty to the 
alliance.11 The British government was favorably disposed toward 
Iraq’s request also because virtually all of the money would be 
spent in Britain and thereby aid British manufacturers. In fact, 
credits were the only way that British companies could be paid 
for the £550,000 worth of railway equipment Iraq had already 
ordered. An additional explanation for Britain’s willingness to 
provide credits was Iraq’s revenue from oil, amounting to about 
£2,200,000 per year, which provided good collateral. Finally, the 
foreign office justified financial assistance for Iraq by pointing out 
that as a result of the dangerous international situation the Brit­
ish government was altering its policy in Palestine in order to win 
the friendship of the Arab states, and that it would be paradox­
ical and inconsistent if it did not do everything possible to ac­
commodate the Arab states in other areas also.12

In March 1939 the war office recommended that Iraq should 
be obligated to spend a portion of the credits to improve the Iraqi 
section of the Baghdad-Haifa road. The British government had 
already spent about £600,000 to improve the Transjordanian 
section of the road, but the Iraqi section still contained unpaved 
sections that were regularly closed for about a week each year 
due to flooding. For the war office this road was important not 
only because it might be needed to move troops from the Persian 
Gulf to Egypt but also because under certain circumstances it 
might be needed to move troops from Palestine to Iraq.13

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



90 Britain’s Informal Empire

The war office’s request that Iraq should be obligated to spend 
a portion of the credits on the road was not accepted because of 
the opposition of the foreign office. Since the Iraqis did not place 
a high priority on the road, the foreign office did not believe that 
they would willingly accept this condition. If the Iraqis accepted 
under duress, the foreign office feared that Britain would lose 
much of the political benefit of the credits. The foreign office also 
maintained that it was unnecessary to insist upon this condition 
because the existing road was adequate for all but a few days each 
year. Finally, the foreign office pointed out that the British gov­
ernment could not easily make this demand because as part of 
the treaty settlement of 1930 it had promised that Iraq would not 
have to bear any extra cost as a result of placing its territory and 
facilities at British disposal in time of war.14

In early May 1939 the foreign office recommended that Brit­
ain honor Iraq’s full request for financial assistance, which now 
amounted to £3,250,000 in military credits and £2,000,000 in 
commercial credits. The foreign office also suggested providing 
an additional £850,000 in commercial credits for two projects for 
which Iraq had not yet requested money.15 The export credits 
guarantee department supported the foreign office’s recommen­
dation, providing that an interest rate of 5 percent was charged.16 
However, the treasury, which at this time had to borrow heavily 
to finance British rearmament, and which was also confronted with 
requests for financial assistance from numerous other countries, 
disliked the idea of borrowing additional sums in order to pay 
for economic development in Iraq. Consequently, it agreed to meet 
Iraq’s full request for military credits but would only provide 
£650,000 in commercial credits. The treasury chose the figure of 
£650,000 for commercial credits because it represented the value 
of purchases for railway equipment and other goods which Iraq 
had recently made in Britain and was unable to pay for. In spite 
of appeals by the foreign office and the export credits guarantee 
department to provide the full amount of commercial credits, the 
treasury view prevailed.18

The Iraqi government was grateful for Britain’s offer of credits, 
but it believed that an interest rate of 5 percent was too high. It 
pointed out that the previous year Britain had given credits to 
Turkey at 3 percent interest, although Iraq could offer better se­
curity in the form of oil royalties. Aside from the financial cost, 
considerations of prestige made it difficult for Iraq to accept a 
higher interest rate than Turkey. Consequently, in June 1939 Iraq
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rejected Britain’s offer of credits unless the interest rate were 
lowered to 3 percent.19

In order to accommodate Iraq, Sir Basil Newton, the British 
ambassador in Baghdad, recommended lowering the interest 
rate.20 However, the export credits guarantee department and the 
treasury stood firm for an interest rate of 5 percent. They pointed 
out that the British government had charged 5 percent on credits 
recently given to Romania and Greece, and that it was asking for 
5 percent in credit negotiations currently in progress with Po­
land and Turkey. If Iraq were offered a lower rate of interest, 
they feared that other countries would immediately request a 
similar rate. They were particularly concerned about Greece, which 
had accepted a rate of 5 percent only when given an assurance 
that no other government would be charged less.21

The export credits guarantee department and the treasury also 
pointed out that it was not precisely true that Turkey had re­
ceived credits at 3 percent interest. In May 1938 Britain had given 
Turkey £6,000,000 in military credits at 3 percent or 1 percent 
above the bank rate, whichever figure was higher. Since the bank 
rate had remained at 2 percent since the credits were granted, 
this meant that in June 1939 Turkey was indeed paying 3 per­
cent. However, under the terms of a complicated procedure, at 
the beginning of 1943 the interest rate on these credits would 
probably rise, quite possibly as high as 51 percent. In addition to 
the military credits, in May 1938 Britain had given Turkey 
£10,000,000 in commercial credits at a fixed interest rate of 51 
percent. Thus Turkey was paying an average interest rate of 41 
percent on the total of £16,000,000 of credits, and this figure 
would probably rise soon. Looked at in this light, and consider­
ing that long-term interest rates had risen since these arrange­
ments had been made and that now the British government itself 
could not borrow money at less than 4 percent, the export credits 
guarantee department and the treasury did not think that a fixed 
interest rate of 5 percent on the credits for Iraq was at all unrea­
sonable.22

When Britain refused to lower the interest rate to 3 percent, 
the Iraqi government sought a compromise. In order to finance 
its most urgent requirements, in early July 1939 it suggested that 
while negotiations continued Britain should immediately provide 
£1,500,000 in military credits at an interest rate of 4 percent.23 
The foreign office was willing to accept this proposal but the ex­
port credits guarantee department and the treasury would not
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lower the rate of interest even if the total amount of credits were 
reduced.24 Consequently, on 15 August 1939 the Iraqi govern­
ment finally accepted Britain’s offer for £3,250,000 in military 
credits and £460,000 in commercial credits at an interest rate of 
5 percent.25

Before the credit agreement could be drawn up and signed by 
both parties, on 1 September 1939 the Second World War broke 
out. The British government was now eager to draw Turkey into 
the conflict on the allied side. Therefore, it offered Turkey 
£25,000,000 in military credits at an interest rate of only 4 per­
cent, thus breaking its recently established policy of charging 
foreign countries at least 5 percent. The foreign office was con­
cerned that Iraqi leaders would be angry when they learned that 
they had to pay a higher rate of interest than Turkey, especially 
when they had been assured that all countries were now being 
charged at least 5 percent. Consequently, in October the foreign 
office recommended that the British government lower the rate 
of interest on the credits to Iraq to 4 percent.26 Reluctantly the 
export credits guarantee department and the treasury agreed, 
although they feared that the details of the Iraqi credits agree­
ment would eventually become public and provoke demands from 
other countries for a reduction in their interest rates.27 Accord­
ingly, in November the British government informed Iraq that it 
could have the entire amount of credits at an interest rate of 4 
percent.28 The Iraqi government was pleased by this news, and 
on 1 December 1939 the credit agreement was finally signed.29

Although Britain gave Iraq a sizable amount of credits at a low 
rate of interest it gained little goodwill in return. To begin with, 
most Iraqis never learned about the agreement because Britain, 
afraid that other countries would be jealous of the low rate of 
interest, insisted that the agreement be kept secret.30 More im­
portant, however, because of the outbreak of war in September 
1939 and the pressing needs of its own armed forces, the British 
government refused to deliver most of the weapons and equip­
ment that Iraq wanted to buy with the credits. Consequently, for 
Iraqi leaders the credits were far less valuable than they had 
imagined. Indeed, the credits were actually a source of frustra­
tion and anger because for the most part Iraq could not utilize 
them to obtain war material.31 In an effort to obviate this prob­
lem, in October and November 1939 the foreign office recom­
mended that the British government should deliver weapons and 
equipment to Iraq even at some sacrifice to its own armed forces.32
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But the war office refused, and its view prevailed.33 Thus Brit­
ain’s decision to give a substantial amount of credits on especially 
favorable terms, which was designed to please Iraq and further 
to consolidate Britain’s dominant position in the country, did not 
achieve its objective.

The Supply of Credit
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______________ CHAPTER 10----------------------

The Problem of Oil

The story behind the granting of oil concessions and the subse­
quent discovery and development of oil in Iraq during the inter­
war period has been ably recounted in numerous books and ar­
ticles.1 It is not my intention to discuss these matters in detail and 
thereby merely duplicate these works. Rather, I would like to ex­
plain some of the ways in which differences over oil-related mat­
ters strained Anglo-Iraqi ties during the late 1930s and early 1940s 
and worsened a relationship which, as we have observed, was al­
ready beset with numerous other serious problems.

In March 1925 the Iraqi government granted an oil concession 
to the Turkish Petroleum Company (T.P.C.). Except for the 5 
percent of which was held by a wealthy Armenian investor named 
C. S. Gulbenkian, the T.P.C. was owned in equal amounts of 23| 
percent by four different groups representing four separate na­
tions acting together as a conglomeration. These groups were the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (British), Royal Dutch-Shell (60 per­
cent Dutch and 40 percent British), Compagnie Frangaise des 
Petroles (French), and Near East Development Corporation (an 
American consortium originally owned by seven different oil 
companies but by the early 1930s held entirely by Standard Oil 
of New Jersey and Socony Vacuum). However, at the insistence 
of the British government, the concession required the T.P.C. to 
be registered in Britain and always to have a British chairman. 
These provisions, combined with the substantial degree of Brit­
ish ownership, enabled the British government to exert a consid­
erable amount of control over the company.2

The T.P.C.’s concession covered all of Iraq except for the vi-
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layet of Basra (the old Turkish province covering roughly the 
southern one-third of Iraq) and a small area near Khaniqin along 
the border with Iran known as the “transferred territories” (the 
concession for which was already held by the Anglo-Iranian Oil 
Company). It was scheduled to last for seventy-five years, and the 
company was obligated to pay the Iraqi government royalties of 
four shillings (gold) per ton of oil exported.3

In this agreement, as in all of the other oil agreements during 
the interwar period, Iraq insisted that royalty payments, which 
were always made in sterling, should be linked to the current price 
of gold. In this manner it insured itself against a depreciation in 
the value of sterling. In the late 1930s and early 1940s, when 
sterling depreciated considerably, Iraq benefited from these pro­
visions.4

From the perspective of the Iraq Petroleum Company (as the 
T.P.C. was known after 1929) the oil concession of 1925 was not 
entirely satisfactory because the company did not have exclusive 
exploitation rights throughout the area over which its concession 
extended. On the contrary, within thirty-two months of the sig­
nature of the concession the company was required to select 
twenty-four rectangular plots, each of an area of eight square 
miles, in which it wanted to drill. Then the Iraqi government was 
entitled to offer the remaining territory within the area of the 
concession for competitive bidding to all interested companies.5

This arrangement was not entirely satisfactory to the Iraqi 
government either because it did not receive any payments until 
oil was exported. Consequently, in March 1931, after the com­
pany had discovered sizable quantities of oil near Kirkuk in 
northeastern Iraq, the two parties reached a new agreement that 
gave the company the sole right to exploit all of the land east of 
the Tigris River (about 32,000 square miles) except for the 
“transferred territories.” In this agreement the company’s obli­
gation to pay the Iraqi government royalties of four shillings (gold) 
per ton of oil exported remained unaltered. However, regardless 
of the level of oil production, the company was now required to 
pay the government a minimum of £400,000 (gold) per year be­
ginning immediately, and by the end of 1935 to complete the 
construction of a pipeline to the Mediterranean Sea with a car­
rying capacity of at least three million tons of oil per year.6

In addition to providing an immediate source of revenue and 
the likelihood of substantial oil exports within the next few years, 
the new agreement enabled the Iraqi government to offer a
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concession for the northwestern part of the country to another 
oil company. Accordingly, in May 1932 it granted a concession 
to the British Oil Development Company (B.O.D.) for all the lands 
of the old Turkish vilayets of Mosul and Baghdad west of the Ti­
gris River and north of the 33rd parallel of latitude (about 46,000 
square miles). The B.O.D. was a conglomeration of British, Ital­
ian, German, Dutch, French, Swiss, and Iraqi interests. The per­
centage held by each national group altered several times, though 
by 1935 the Italians had become the majority shareholders with 
a 52 percent interest. Until production began, the B.O.D. was re­
quired to pay a dead rent of £100,000 (gold) in 1933, increasing 
£25,000 annually up to a total of £200,000. As in the case of the 
I.P.C., after production began the B.O.D. was obligated to pay 
royalties of four shillings (gold) per ton.7

The B.O.D. began drilling without delay, but its operations were 
unsuccessful. Soon it had difficulty meeting its dead rent obliga­
tions to the Iraqi government. Taking advantage of the B.O.D.’s 
weak financial situation, in 1937 the I.P.C., acting through a wholly 
owned subsidiary named the Mosul Holdings Limited, pur­
chased most of the B.O.D.’s shares and thereby gained effective 
control of the company.8

In July 1938 the Iraqi government gave an oil concession for 
the Basra vilayet (about 93,000 square miles in the southern part 
of Iraq) to the Basra Petroleum Company, a wholly owned sub­
sidiary of the I.P.C. The concession was similar to that given to 
the B.O.D. for the northwestern part of Iraq in that the com­
pany was obligated to pay a dead rent of £200,000 (gold) an­
nually until oil exports began and then to pay a royalty of four 
shillings (gold) per ton of oil exported.9

In this manner the I.P.C. and its two subsidiaries acquired the 
exclusive right to exploit oil throughout the entire territory of 
Iraq. For Iraq this situation was undesirable because now it could 
not easily play off various oil companies in an effort to maximize 
production levels and royalty payments. Also, the Anglo-Iranian 
Oil Company, Shell, and Standard Oil of New Jersey all had ex­
tensive oil interests elsewhere and thus might be inclined to hold 
down production levels in Iraq in order to develop their other 
properties first or to avoid flooding the market. Moreover, Brit­
ain’s influence over the I.P.C. added to the influence it already 
had in Iraq as a result of the treaty of 1930. However, Iraq did 
not have a great choice in this matter because the I.P.C. was 
probably the only oil company with the desire to work in Iraq

Britain’s Informal Empire
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and with the technical capability and financial resources neces­
sary to do so.10

In accordance with the terms of its concession, between 1932 
and 1934 the I.P.C. constructed a pipeline system to the Medi­
terranean Sea. The system consisted of two parallel lines, each 
twelve inches in diameter, from Kirkuk in northeastern Iraq to 
Haditha on the Euphrates River in northwestern Iraq. At that 
point one line extended through Transjordan to Haifa in Pales­
tine (620 miles in all) and the other through Syria to Tripoli in 
Lebanon (532 miles in all). Each of these lines was capable of car­
rying approximately 2,000,000 tons of oil per year.11

Iraqi oil production quickly reached the capacity of the pipe­
line system to the Mediterranean. In 1936, for example, Iraq ex­
ported just under 4,000,000 tons of oil, while in 1937 exports were 
slightly over 4,000,000 tons. But the Iraqi government was not 
satisfied with this level of production. In order to obtain more 
money—especially for railway construction and arms pur­
chases—it wanted to increase production as rapidly and as steeply 
as possible.12

Like the Iraqi government, in the second half of the 1930s the 
Compagnie Frangaise des Petroles, which was 35 percent owned 
by the French government and constituted the French interest in 
the I.P.C., wanted to increase oil production in Iraq. Since the 
I.P.C. was the only substantial French interest in world oil pro­
duction, French oil companies elsewhere would not have to re­
duce production in order to accommodate an increase in pro­
duction in Iraq. On the contrary, the large French oil refining 
industry would benefit from an increase in production in Iraq 
because it would then have a major additional source of crude 
oil located relatively near France. Moreover, if another pipeline 
were built from Kirkuk to Tripoli, or the capacity of the existing 
pipeline enlarged, Syria, which was controlled by France under 
the terms of a League of Nations’ mandate, would benefit from 
the construction activity and from the greater number of tankers 
that would then call at Tripoli.13

In spite of the wishes of the Iraqi government and the Com­
pagnie Fran^aise des Petroles, for various reasons in the second 
half of the 1930s the I.P.C. did not make any effort to raise pro­
duction in Iraq. To begin with, the other companies in the or­
ganization feared that the Compagnie Fran^aise des Petroles would 
use its share of the additional oil either to displace the oil they 
currently refined and marketed in France or to compete with them
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for sales in other European countries. They were also reluctant 
to spend large sums of money to build more refineries to handle 
additional quantities of crude oil from Iraq, especially since they 
were uncertain about their ability to market the additional quan­
tities of oil products. Nor were they enthusiastic about allocating 
substantial funds to construct more pipelines through politically 
unsetded territories like Syria and Palestine where sovereignty was 
in dispute and rebellion and civil strife were ever-present dan­
gers. Furthermore, if oil production in Iraq were increased, the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company would have to make room for this 
new supply by reducing production in Iran where it alone held 
the concession. Aside from its effects on the Anglo-Iranian Oil 
Company’s profits, a reduction in production would anger the 
Iranian government and possibly jeopardize the company’s 
concession. Like the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, Shell and 
Standard Oil of New Jersey had access to substantial amounts of 
crude oil elsewhere and did not want more from Iraq at this time. 
Rather, these two companies, alarmed by the nationalization of 
their properties in Mexico in 1938 and fearing that other Latin 
American countries might soon adopt similar policies, preferred 
to produce as rapidly as possible from their concessions in Ven­
ezuela, Columbia, and Peru while leaving Iraq, which they viewed 
as a relatively safe reserve, for the future.14

Although oil production remained at 4,000,000 tons per year, 
by the end of the 1930s the British, Dutch, and American groups 
in the I.P.C. were not entirely satisfied with the situation in Iraq. 
They were particularly concerned because the B.O.D.’s conces­
sion for the northwestern part of the country obligated it to 
maintain nine drilling rigs in service. This operation cost the 
company £350,000 per year and only yielded small amounts of 
interior quality oil which it could not market profitably. They were 
concerned too because the B.O.D.’s concession stipulated that if 
oil of marketable quality were discovered, by November 1939 
(seven and a half years after the signature of the concession) the 
company had to begin exporting oil at a minimum rate of 
1,000,000 tons per year. Although the company believed that 
under the circumstances it was legally entitled to refuse to begin 
exports, it feared that the Iraqi government would capitalize on 
this default by transferring the concession to a German group 
that had recently expressed interest in the area.15

In the late 1930s the Iraqi government was also dissatisfied with 
the situation because the I.P.C. was not making any effort to in­
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crease production even though it had discovered large quantities 
of high quality oil in northeastern Iraq. Accordingly, in May 1939 
the two parties reached an agreement that relieved the B.O.D. 
from its obligation to maintain nine drilling rigs in operation. In­
stead, the company was now obligated to drill 12,000 feet per year, 
which was roughly the capacity of three rigs. As a result of this 
change, the company estimated that it would save £175,000 per 
year. The new agreement also extended for seven additional years 
the B.O.D.’s obligation to begin oil exports by the end of 1939. 
In return for these concessions, the I.P.C. gave Iraq a £3,000,000 
interest-free loan that included the stipulation that the money 
would only have to be repaid from royalties in excess of £800,000 
(gold) per year, which was about the current level of payments. 
Thus additional royalties, and the repayments on the,loan which 
would follow, could only come from increased production.16

As a result of this arrangement, the I.P.C. was under consid­
erable pressure to increase production. Accordingly, in July 1939 
the company decided to construct a pipeline with an approxi­
mate capacity of 3,000,000 tons per year from Kirkuk to Tripoli 
that would run parallel to the existing pipeline between those two 
places. It also planned to increase the capacity of the existing 
pipeline from Kirkuk to Haifa by about 1,000,000 tons per year. 
The I.P.C. estimated that this project would cost roughly 
£8,000,000 and require about two years to complete.17 If the 
scheme had been implemented according to plan, Iraqi oil pro­
duction would have increased from approximately 4,000,000 tons 
per year to about 8,000,000 tons per year, and Iraqi royalties from 
oil exports [excluding dead rent payments from the B.O.D. and 
the B.P.C totalling £400,000 (gold) per year] would have in­
creased from £800,000 (gold) per year to £1,600,000 (gold) per 
year.18

However, in September 1939, two months after the I.P.C. 
adopted this scheme, the war in Europe broke out. The com­
pany was still willing to proceed with construction, but in Feb­
ruary 1940 it estimated that the project would now cost 
£10,000,000 and require three years to complete. Moreover, be­
cause most of British and French industry was now occupied with 
war work, all the materials for the pipeline would have to be 
purchased in the United States at a cost of about £6,000,000 in 
dollar exchange.19

Instead of the original plan, which would have involved the 
construction of an entirely new pipeline, in February 1940 the
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I.P.C. offered two alternatives. First, it said that in eighteen months 
to two years it could increase the capacity of the existing pipeline 
to Tripoli by 1,500,000 to 2,000,000 tons of oil per year at a cost 
of £5,000,000, £2,750,000 of which would have to be in dollars 
for materials purchased in the United States. Second, it said that, 
in the same time period, and for a further outlay of only £800,000 
(£400,000 of which would have to be in dollars), as a temporary 
emergency measure it could increase the capacity of the existing 
pipeline to Tripoli by as much as 2,500,000 to 3,000,000 tons per 
year. If either of these alternatives was adopted, the company said 
that it could arrange construction in such a manner as to secure 
a substantial part of the increased production—possibly as much 
as 1,000,000 tons—within one year.20

The French government strongly supported the I.P.C.’s pro­
posal to raise the output of the existing pipeline to Tripoli by as 
much as 3,000,000 tons per year. (It should be recalled that France 
did not sign an armistice with Germany, and thereby leave the 
allied coalition, until 22 June 1940.) It pointed out that for Brit­
ain and France Iraq was a much nearer source of crude oil than 
the Persian Gulf or the Gulf of Mexico, the two other main sources 
of supply. For example, the distance to the French Mediterra­
nean coast from Haifa was approximately 1,700 miles, while the 
distance from the Persian Gulf was about 4,800 miles and from 
the Gulf of Mexico around 5,400 miles. Therefore, the use of 
greater quantities of oil from Iraq would mean a considerable re­
duction in the number of tankers necessary to transport the same 
amount of oil. Since tankers were in short supply, this considera­
tion was important. For Britain and France there would also be 
a savings in foreign currency because they would not have to 
charter as many tankers from neutral countries. In addition, for 
the tankers transit through the Mediterranean would be much 
safer than through the Atlantic because there would be less risk 
of attack from German submarines.21 (It should be recalled that 
Italy did not enter the war on the side of Germany until 10 June 
1940.)

The French also argued that for Britain and France the dol­
lars required to purchase materials in the United States to ex­
pand the output of the pipeline to Tripoli would soon be re­
couped because the allies could then import more oil from Iraq, 
which accepted payment in sterling, rather than from countries 
like the United States or Venezuela which only accepted pay­
ment in dollars. Indeed, according to the French, for every extra
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1,000,000 tons of oil imported from Iraq by the British and French 
groups in the I.P.C. the allies would save $12,000,000,22 which 
was roughly the dollar cost of expanding the pipeline to Tripoli 
to the maximum extent feasible. Nor would the allies have to pay 
all the costs of expanding the pipeline because the American group 
in the I.P.C. would pay nearly one-quarter. Finally, the French 
pointed out that there would be an additional financial benefit 
from increasing oil production in Iraq because the I.P.C. would 
then be able to recover the £3,000,000 loan it had made to Iraq 
in May 1939.23

Of course, for France increasing the capacity of the pipeline to 
Tripoli was not only a matter of promoting the allied war effort. 
As we have observed, for France, with its nearly one-quarter fi­
nancial interest in the I.P.C., its lack of substantial oil interests 
elsewhere, its large domestic oil refining industry, and its control 
over Syria, the project would also have been an attractive long­
term commercial proposition.

For various reasons, during the first half of 1940 the British 
government was much less enthusiastic about increasing the ca­
pacity of the pipeline to Tripoli. To begin with, it pointed out 
that for the allied powers there was not a shortage either of crude 
oil or refined oil products. On the contrary, since the war began 
Iran and Venezuela, two major oil-producing nations, had been 
forced to reduce production because of a worldwide surplus of 
oil. Consequendy, if the I.P.C. increased production in Iraq, Iran 
and Venezuela would probably have to reduce their production 
even further. British leaders feared that this development would 
damage British relations with both countries and possibly jeop­
ardize the position of the British oil companies in those coun­
tries. For Britain Venezuela was an especially important source 
because it produced large quantities of aviation fuel for the R.A.F., 
but the production of this fuel was dependent upon maintaining 
a high level of output of crude oil and refined oil products.24

Since the outbreak of the war in September 1939 Britain had 
made a strong effort to prevent Germany from importing petro­
leum or petroleum products. Indeed, to a considerable extent 
Britain’s hopes for victory depended upon denying Germany these 
vital commodities. During the first part of the war Britain fo­
cused much of its attention on Romania, a neutral power, which 
exported sizable quantities of refined oil products. To prevent 
Germany from obtaining these products, Britain and France 
purchased most of them for their own economies. For example,
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in January 1940 Britain and France bought 255,000 tons and 
106,000 tons, respectively, of refined oil products from Ro­
mania. As a result of this action, and also because of transporta­
tion problems, during this month Germany was only able to pur­
chase 10,000 tons. However, British officials feared that if France 
could buy much more crude oil from Iraq it would be unwilling 
to continue to purchase such large quantities of refined oil prod­
ucts from Romania. In that event, British officials were con­
cerned that they would have to buy France’s share of Romania’s 
oil products. For Britain this would be expensive because, as a 
result of the avid competition among the great powers for pur­
chases, in the first six months of the war Romania’s oil products 
tripled in price. But for Britain the alternative, which would be 
to watch the oil go to Germany, would be even more unpalata­
ble.25

All the increase in Iraqi oil production was scheduled to go to 
France for refining. But British officials feared that the French 
oil refineries might be damaged by enemy bombing raids, and 
that Italy might enter the war and close the central Mediterra­
nean to allied shipping. If either of these events occurred there 
would not be any way to market the additional quantities of oil 
from Iraq, and all the investment in expanding the pipeline to 
Tripoli would be wasted.26

Even if these events did not occur, British officials were un­
happy about providing the large amount of precious dollars that 
would be necessary to pay for the purchase of materials in the 
United States. They pointed out that if certain ships carrying 
materials were torpedoed, the completion of the project, and the 
resultant recouping of the dollars expended, would be seriously 
delayed.27

In addition, British officials were concerned about the fact that 
all the extra production was scheduled to go through the pipe­
line to Tripoli rather than through the pipeline to Haifa. They 
believed that this development would lead to an increase in the 
prosperity of French-controlled Syria at the expense of British- 
controlled Palestine; and that an expansion of the pipeline to 
Tripoli now would preclude a later expansion of the pipeline to 
Haifa because of the difficulty of marketing still more oil from 
Iraq.28

Nor did British officials accept the proposition that an expan­
sion of the pipeline to Tripoli would substantially reduce the 
number of tankers the allied powers would require. They be­
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lieved that the French Mediterranean refineries could not han­
dle any more crude oil, and that all the additional production from 
Iraq would have to go to the French Atlantic and Channel refin­
eries which were farther away from Tripoli. They also pointed 
out that importing crude oil was an inefficient use of tankers be­
cause 10 percent of the load was lost in the process of refining. 
Indeed, according to their calculations, by importing more crude 
oil from Tripoli rather than additional quantities of refined oil 
products from the Gulf of Mexico France would save only 3| 
tankers for each 1,000,000 tons of oil.29

Rather than spend large quantities of dollars on a pipeline that 
under certain entirely plausible circumstances would not be of any 
use to the allied war effort, British officials suggested purchasing 
more tankers from the United States. This would cost fewer dol­
lars, and the tankers could be used to import more oil from Iran 
which, like Iraq, accepted payment in sterling. Moreover, unlike 
the pipeline, the tankers would be useful even if Italy entered 
the war and cut the central Mediterranean. In addition, this ex­
pedient would leave open the possibility of expanding the pipe­
line after the war when British companies, now entirely occupied 
with war work, would be able to provide many of the necessary 
materials.30

For all these reasons, during the first half of 1940 the British 
government was unwilling to agree to expand the capacity of the 
pipeline to Tripoli. On 10 June the entire question became moot 
because Italy entered the war and closed the central Mediterra­
nean to allied shipping (except for a few heavily protected con­
voys carrying urgently required munitions and supplies from 
Britain to Malta and Egypt). The following day the I.P.C., acting 
on instructions from the British government, closed the pipeline 
to Tripoli because there was no longer any convenient way to 
market this large quantity of crude oil. The company also re­
duced the flow of crude oil through the pipeline to Haifa from 
2,000,000 tons per year to 800,000 tons per year because this lower 
figure was the capacity of the refinery at Haifa which provided 
fuel for the British fleet in the Mediterranean.31 As a result of these 
steps, Iraq’s total annual income from oil (including royalties and 
dead rent payments) decreased from £1,200,000 (gold) to 
£800,000 (gold). Measured in sterling, Iraq’s total annual income 
from oil decreased from nearly £2,200,000 to about £l,400,000.32 
Since Iraqi leaders had been expecting an increase in production 
and revenue rather than a decrease, and since recently they had
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made some important concessions to the I.P.C. to obtain these 
increases, it is not surprising that they felt aggrieved.33

In the second half of 1940 Anglo-Iraqi relations were again 
strained by an oil-related matter. As we have observed, since 1938 
the Basra Petroleum Company (B.P.C.), a wholly owned subsid­
iary of the Iraq Petroleum Company, had held an oil concession 
for the southern part of Iraq. According to the terms of the 
concession, the company was obligated to begin drilling opera­
tions by November 1941. In order to meet the deadline, in July 
1940 the company asked the British government for permission 
to start purchasing the necessary equipment and materials. The 
company calculated that the purchases would cost £436,000 in 
sterling plus another £264,000 in dollars to be spent in the United 
States.34 But in October 1940 the British government, which in 
wartime exercised especially close control over the activities of the 
I.P.C. and its subsidiaries, rejected the company’s request to raise 
additional capital in Britain and to exchange its sterling assets for 
dollars. The British government took this action because it al­
ready had ample supplies of crude oil from the Middle East and, 
therefore, the discovery of additional oil in Iraq would not be of 
any value to Britain at the present time. Indeed, under certain 
not entirely implausible circumstance? it might be of consider­
able value to Germany. Moreover, the drilling operations would 
require substantial quantities of scarce and extremely valuable 
dollars, steel, and other materials. Like its earlier decisions re­
garding the pipelines to Tripoli and Haifa, the British govern­
ment did not take this action to injure Iraq. Nonetheless, Iraqi 
leaders were angry because from their perspective Britain was 
compelling the B.P.C. to violate a contractual obligation the ful­
fillment of which would probably have been of great benefit to 
Iraq.35

Although Iraq’s vital interests were involved, in 1940 the Brit­
ish government did not consult Iraq about expanding the capac­
ity of the pipeline to Tripoli, shutting down this pipeline, reduc­
ing the through-put of the pipeline to Haifa, or preventing the 
B.P.C. from drilling. On all of these matters it acted purely out 
of concern for British commerical interests and for the promo­
tion of the allied war effort. In each instance it treated the Iraqis 
as outsiders who in due course would be informed of the deci­
sions taken in London and Paris, rather than as trusted allies with 
a major stake in the proceedings. Of course, these events oc­
curred during a great war when British leaders had to make quick
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decisions in response to a rapidly changing military situation. 
Moreover, it was only natural that British leaders would give 
priority to the interests of their own country rather than to those 
of Iraq, especially since Iraq was a neutral power that had re­
fused to declare war against Germany. Nor was the situation of 
the two countries comparable because if the capacity of the pipe­
line to Tripoli had been expanded and drilling operations had 
been conducted, Iraq, unlike Britain, would have benefited from 
the increased production and the construction activity without 
having to provide any capital, bear any risk, or suffer any in­
convenience. Nonetheless, Britain’s offhand treatment, its disre­
gard for Iraq’s interests, and its unabashed use of the I.P.C. and 
the B.P.C as instruments of its foreign policy, angered Iraqi leaders 
and reinforced their determination to reduce British influence in 
Iraq and gain firmer control of their most precious natural re­
source.36 As we shall observe in the following chapters, to facili­
tate this endeavor by the second half of 1940 many of them were 
even willing to align themselves with Nazi Germany, Britain’s 
deadliest enemy.
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______________ CHAPTER 11______________

The Deterioration of 
Anglo-Iraqi Relations:

Phase One
September 1939—October 1940

As a result of Germany’s attack on Poland, on 3 September 1939 
Britain declared war on Germany. The British government now 
expected Iraq to declare war on Germany because the two na­
tions were bound by the treaty of alliance of 1930. British offi­
cials believed that an Iraqi declaration of war would be a propa­
ganda victory for the allied powers and would encourage other 
nations to enter the struggle against Germany. They also feared 
that if Iraq did not declare war Germany would score a propa­
ganda triumph by claiming that an important British ally was re­
neging on its commitment. In addition, British officials were 
concerned that without a declaration of war Iraq would not stop 
trade with Germany or intern German nationals who might oth­
erwise sabotage British installations or communications.1

While the British government wanted Iraq to declare war, it 
had no desire to use Iraqi troops in the fighting against Germany 
or to send them to Egypt to oppose the Italian threat to the Suez 
Canal. On the contrary, British officials believed that the Iraqi 
army could be best employed by maintaining internal order at 
home and thereby securing Britain’s land route from India 
through Iraq, Transjordan, and Palestine to Egypt.2 Although at 
this stage Britain did not need to use the land route, it feared 
that Italy might enter the war at any time and, from bases in Er­
itrea and Libya, jeopardize the movement of British ships through 
the Red Sea and Suez Canal.3 Aside from this consideration, the 
British government did not want to send Iraqi troops to the front 
because it was incapable of equipping and supplying them prop­
erly.4

When the Second World War broke out, Iraq was not specifi­
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cally obligated to declare war on Germany or even to break dip­
lomatic relations with Germany. According to the terms of article 
4 of the treaty of 1930, in the event of war Iraq was obligated 
merely to “come to his [Britannic Majesty’s] aid in the capacity of 
an ally.” The treaty further stated that this aid would consist of 
furnishing to His Britannic Majesty on Iraq territory all facili­

ties and assistance in his power, including the use of railways,
rivers, ports, aerodromes and means of communication.”

In early September 1939 the Iraqi government decided not to
declare war on Germany. At this time most Iraqi leaders did not 
want to become more deeply involved than necessary in a dis­
pute among the European powers. Taha al-Hashimi, the defense 
minister, and most leading army officers were especially opposed 
to a declaration of war. Their views were particularly important 
because, by intervening or threatening to intervene in the polit­
ical process, the military exercised great influence on the politi­
cians and frequently made or unmade cabinets. These men feared 
that war would mean dangerous battles on distant fronts for causes 
that did not directly concern Iraq. They also thought it incon­
gruous, even obscene, to wage war to liberate Poland while Pal­
estine and Syria were currently occupied by the very nations on 
whose side Iraq was expected to fight. Instead of fighting Ger­
many, they preferred to use the conflict to extract concessions from 
Britain and France that would further the cause of Arab inde­
pendence in Palestine and Syria. Some military leaders even be­
lieved that Iraq should capitalize on the war by sending its army 
into Palestine and Syria to liberate those countries from British 
and French rule.5 Aside from pressure from the military, the Iraqi 
government did not declare war on Germany because it was con­
cerned that its opponents in parliament and elsewhere in the 
country would strongly oppose any step that went beyond Iraq’s 
treaty obligations.6 In addition, the Iraqi government was reluc­
tant to declare war when Egypt, which was also bound to Britain
in a treaty of alliance, did not do so.7 

While the Iraqi government did not declare war on Germany,
it demonstrated its friendship for Britain in various ways. For 
example, it facilitated British communications across Iraq, broke 
diplomatic relations with Germany, stopped trading with Ger­
many, arrested all male German citizens of military age and 
handed them over to the British military authorities at Habba­
niya, expelled other German citizens including some who were 
employed as teachers, prohibited German radio broadcasts in
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public places, introduced press censorship and suppressed news 
from German sources, implemented a scheme to protect the port 
of Basra by preventing the blocking of the Shatt al-Arab, and oc­
cupied major bridges to prevent sabotage.8

The Iraqi government took these measures because in the au­
tumn of 1939 it was headed by Nuri al-Said, perhaps the most 
pro-British of the leading politicians in Iraq. Indeed, Nuri per­
sonally wanted to go further and declare war on Germany but 
was dissuaded by the opposition of his colleagues.9 The Iraqi 
government took these measures also because at this time the al­
lied position in the Middle East was quite strong: Germany was 
confined to central Europe, Italy was still neutral, British and 
French troops were ensconced in Egypt, Palestine, Transjordan, 
and Syria, not to mention the British airbases in Iraq itself. 
Moreover, Iraq was in a weak position economically because all 
its oil exports, which brought in a substantial proportion of its 
revenues, went by pipeline to the British- and French-controlled 
ports of Haifa and Tripoli. Iraq was additionally vulnerable to 
allied pressure because British warships in the Persian Gulf could 
easily halt imports to Iraq’s only port of Basra.

On 6 September 1939 the Iraqi government informed Britain 
that it would consider going beyond the measures it had already 
taken and actually declare war against Germany if it received 
guarantees that: a declaration of war would not entail any re­
sponsibilities, for example, the dispatch of troops to the front, in 
addition to those which Iraq had assumed in the treaty of 1930; 
Britain would protect Iraq from enemy retaliation; Britain would 
provide financial assistance to enable Iraq to strengthen its army 
for the purpose of resisting enemy attack; Iraq would have a voice 
in the peace settlement; and Britain and France would take steps 
toward Arab independence in Palestine and Syria.10 In this man­
ner the Iraqi government attempted to extract financial and dip­
lomatic compensation from Britain in exchange for entering the 
war.

Whether the Iraqi government would have actually declared 
war against Germany if Britain had given the requested guar­
antees is uncertain because Britain did not give the guarantees, 
or at least not all of them. Although disappointed and somewhat 
irritated about Iraq’s reluctance to enter the war, by the end of 
September British officials were reasonably content with the 
measures Iraq had taken and decided not to press further for a
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declaration of war. Thus they felt little need to meet Iraq’s de­
mands. In addition, they disliked the idea of bargaining for the 
fulfillment of what they believed was already implicit in the treaty. 
Nonetheless, on 25 September the British government informed 
Iraq that it was willing to guarantee that: a declaration of war 
would not involve Iraq in any additional responsibilities; Britain 
would protect Iraq from enemy attack; and Iraq would have a 
voice in the peace settlement. However, the British government 
was unwilling to give Iraq any financial assistance beyond the 
credits already promised and was unwilling to give Iraq any com­
mitment regarding Palestine that went beyond the policy estab­
lished by the white paper of May 1939. Regarding Syria, the 
British government did not promise anything because the terri­
tory was under French control and Britain exercised no author­
ity there. Nor was Britain willing to jeopardize its relations with 
France, its most important ally in the struggle against Germany, 
by pressing for changes in French policy in Syria.11

Thus at the end of September 1939, just after the outbreak of 
war in Europe, Anglo-Iraqi relations were reasonably amicable. 
While Iraq did not declare war on Germany, under Nuri’s lead­
ership it adopted a pro-British posture, fulfilled all its obligations 
under the treaty of 1930, and took various other measures to as­
sist Britain. The British government was content with this situa­
tion and, while also wanting a declaration of war, was not so ea­
ger or desperate that it was willing to pay a financial or diplomatic 
price for it. Soon, however, a series of events occurred that sig­
nificantly weakened British influence and prestige in Iraq and set 
the stage for the development of a severe crisis in Anglo-Iraqi 
relations.

In October 1939 Haj Amin al-Husayni, the former mufti of 
Jerusalem and a leading figure in the Arab rebellion against British 
rule in Palestine which began in 1936, arrived in Baghdad. As a 
renowned Arab nationalist Husayni was welcomed in Iraq and 
voted a large sum of money by the Iraqi parliament for his per­
sonal expenses. Husayni was an advocate of close Arab ties with 
Germany in order to free Palestine and Syria from colonial rule 
and, not incidentally, to install himself in a position of power. With 
his abundant financial resources, great prestige, and forceful 
personality, Husayni did much to increase anti-British and pro- 
German sentiment within the influential segments of Iraqi soci­
ety. In this manner Husayni helped to create a political move­
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ment in Iraq which, when the propitious moment arrived, was 
willing and even eager to support a decisive and, if necessary, 
violent break in Iraq’s relations with Britain.12

On 31 March 1940 Nuri, a strong advocate of a pro-British 
foreign policy, resigned as prime minister. Since he had become 
prime minister in December 1938 he had harassed and perse­
cuted his political opponents, and his government now had little 
support among the leading politicians in the country. Moreover, 
his cabinet had been significantly weakened in January 1940 by 
the assassination of his finance minister and political ally, Rus- 
tum Haydar. Nuri, who remained in the new cabinet as foreign 
minister, apparently believed that in spite of his resignation as 
prime minister he could still retain significant power and also 
broaden political support in the country for his pro-British for­
eign policy.13 However, as we shall soon observe, contrary to his 
expectations Nuri was unable to control the foreign policy of the 
new government.

In accordance with the terms of a prearranged deal, Nuri was 
replaced as prime minister by Rashid Ali al-Gaylani. Rashid Ali, 
forty-eight, was a Sunni Arab who descended from a family of 
distinguished religious scholars in Iraq. He had been a lawyer and 
a judge and had held several different cabinet positions. Imme­
diately before assuming the prime ministership he was chief of 
the royal diwan or court chamberlain. Rashid Ali did not share 
Nuri’s deep-rooted conviction that Iraq’s interests were best served 
by maintaining intimate ties with Britain. In 1930 he had op­
posed the conclusion of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty because it gave 
Britain a privileged position in Iraq. In September 1939 he had 
opposed an Iraqi declaration of war against Germany. When 
Rashid Ali came to power in late March 1940 he may not have 
been resolved to break with Britain but he was certainly open to 
any suggestion or opportunity to minimize British influence in 
Iraq and to advance the cause of Arab independence in Pales­
tine.14 Thus Nuri’s resignation and Rashid Ali’s ascendancy to 
power weakened British influence in Iraq and was an essential 
ingredient for a serious deterioration in Anglo-Iraqi relations.

The third and probably most important factor that weakened 
British influence in Iraq and set the stage for the development 
of a major crisis in Anglo-Iraqi relations was Britain’s terrible 
military and diplomatic defeats in the spring of 1940. On 14 May 
Holland surrendered to Germany, followed by Belgium on 28 
May. On 8 June Germany completed its conquest of Norway. On
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10 June Italy entered the war on the side of Germany, thereby 
opening entirely new fronts for Britain in the Mediterranean, 
Egypt, and East Africa, and jeopardizing Britain’s hitherto se­
cure position in the Middle East. Turkey thereupon announced 
that it would remain firmly neutral in spite of the treaty of Oc­
tober 1939 which obliged it to enter the war on the side of the 
allies if Italy declared war on Britain or France. Finally, on 17 
June France, Britain’s most important ally, sued for peace with 
Germany. As a result of these blows, by the middle of June 1940 
much, perhaps most, of the ruling class in Iraq, and not only in 
Iraq, thought that Britain would lose the war. Many of these men 
believed that Iraq should now dissociate itself from Britain and 
associate itself with Germany to the maximum extent feasible. Far 
better, they calculated, to ingratiate oneself with the victor, the 
power that would soon control the destiny of the Middle East, 
than to remain loyal to a restrictive alliance with a defeated na­
tion which, aside from continuing to occupy Palestine, was un­
able to defend even its immediate neighbors and major allies, let 
alone Iraq, a distant country in a secondary theatre of the war.15

By the summer of 1940 the combined effect of Husayni’s agi­
tation, Rashid Ali’s ascendancy to power, and Britain’s military 
defeats, coupled with all the other disagreements and irritants in 
Anglo-Iraqi relations we have already discussed, created a situa­
tion or atmosphere conducive to a severe crisis between Britain 
and Iraq. The actual crisis that soon developed had several im­
mediate causes. To begin with, after Italy entered the war on 10 
June the British government wanted Iraq to break diplomatic re­
lations and intern Italian nationals. Ideally, it preferred a decla­
ration of war, but it would have been content with these steps 
which were similar to those Iraq took in relation to Germany in 
September 1939. The British government felt entitled to these 
measures, not only because of the existence of the treaty of 1930, 
but also because it believed that Britain was now the only country 
preventing an Italian conquest and subjugation of the entire 
Middle East, including Iraq. With its fortunes at a particularly 
low ebb after its recent military defeats, the British government 
thought that a conspicuous demonstration of Iraqi solidarity and 
continued adherence to the alliance would be a valuable boost to 
British prestige in the Middle East. British officials asked Iraq to 
break relations and intern Italian nationals also because they 
wanted to prevent the leakage of important military information 
through the Italian legation, for example, on British troop
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movements across Iraq. In addition, they wanted to prevent the 
Italian community from spreading axis propaganda, intriguing 
with Iraqi politicians, and possibly sabotaging vulnerable points 
on the British line of communications across Iraq.16

In spite of repeated British requests, the Iraqi government re­
fused to break diplomatic relations with Italy. Iraqi leaders be­
lieved that this step was legally unnecessary because it was not 
explicitly stipulated in the treaty and physically dangerous be­
cause it might provoke Italian retaliation. But most important, 
the Iraqi government refused to break diplomatic relations with 
Italy because it wanted to be able to negotiate with the axis pow­
ers in order to gain their support for the elimination of British 
influence in Iraq and the liberation of Palestine and Syria from 
colonial rule. However, to allay British suspicions Rashid Ali, the 
prime minister, told the British ambassador that the Italian le­
gation was harmless and could not damage British interests in the 
country. He also argued that a diplomatic break would turn pub­
lic opinion in Iraq against Britain for demanding it and against 
the Iraqi government for acquiescing to it. Finally, he assured the 
ambassador that he remained completely faithful to the Anglo- 
Iraqi treaty of 1930.17

Iraq’s persistent refusal to break diplomatic relations with Italy 
infuriated the British government and was an important cause of 
the crisis that developed in Anglo-Iraqi relations in the summer 
of 1940. Indeed, the issue continued to embitter the relationship 
between the two powers until the outbreak of hostilities between 
them in May 1941.18 It should be noted, parenthetically, that Nuri, 
who was foreign minister in Rashid Ali’s government, advocated 
breaking diplomatic relations with Italy but was overruled by 
Rashid Ali and a majority of the cabinet.19 Thus within three 
months Nuri’s belief that he could continue to control Iraq’s for­
eign policy after he resigned as prime minister was disproved.

A second major cause of the crisis in Anglo-Iraqi relations was 
Rashid Ali’s negotiations with Germany and Italy for the pur­
pose of promoting Iraqi and other Arab collaboration with the 
axis powers in the war. These discussions began, at Iraqi initia­
tive, in July 1940 and continued intermittently until the spring 
of 1941. They were conducted by Rashid Ali and several trusted 
comrades, including the former mufti of Jerusalem, without the 
consent and to some degree without the knowledge of Nuri, the 
foreign minister. Some of the talks were held in Baghdad with 
the Italian minister, some in Istanbul with the German ambas­
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sador to Turkey, and others in Berlin and Rome with German 
and Italian foreign ministry officials. In these negotiations Rashid 
Ali wanted Germany and Italy to recognize and support the 
complete independence of all the Arab countries of the Middle 
East and agree not to impede their unification. He also wanted 
the axis powers to supply Iraq with arms and money. In ex­
change, Rashid Ali offered a full-scale military and political alli­
ance combined with valuable economic privileges in Iraq. Specif­
ically, Rashid Ali promised to reopen diplomatic relations with 
Germany; oust Nuri from the foreign ministry and replace him 
with an individual sympathetic to the axis powers; give Germany 
and Italy a preferential position in regard to the exploitation of 
Iraq’s mineral resources, including oil; promote and support an 
Arab rebellion in Palestine to tie down British troops; prevent the 
movement of British troops across Iraqi territory; defend Iraq 
by all available means if Britain responded to these measures by 
force; and admit German military personnel into Iraq immedi­
ately in order to help prepare the defense of the country against 
an expected British attack.20

Rashid Ali’s overtures to the axis powers did not result in Ger­
man recognition of Arab independence and unity or a flow of 
weapons to Iraq or a formal agreement to collaborate in the war. 
It was difficult for Hitler to promise to support Arab indepen­
dence and unity for fear of angering Mussolini, his leading ally, 
who was eager to bring the Arab lands of the Middle East under 
Italian influence. Nor did Hitler want to alienate important neu­
tral countries like Vichy France, which controlled Syria, and 
Turkey, which did not want to see a strong united Arab state on 
its southern border. Hitler also realized that problems of dis­
tance, combined with those resulting from British opposition and 
from French, Turkish, and Russian neutrality, would make it 
difficult for Germany to give weapons to Iraq and even more 
difficult for Germany to support a major military operation against 
Britain in Iraq. In addition, by the autumn of 1940 Hitler was 
already planning to attack Russia and did not want to become 
involved in a military campaign in the Middle East that would 
divert German strength from the main theatre. Because of these 
considerations, in October 1940 Germany and Italy only gave 
Rashid Ali a vaguely worded declaration of sympathy with Arab 
nationalist ambitions.21

Although the Iraqi government was unable to consummate a 
formal alliance with the axis powers, these negotiations indicate
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that by the summer of 1940 Rashid Ali, supported by other in­
fluential political and military leaders in Iraq, was willing to com­
mit himself completely to Hider’s cause and to take enormous risks 
in the hope of ousting Britain from its dominant position in Iraq 
and freeing Palestine and Syria from colonial rule. By various 
means, which included the use of broken enemy codes, the Brit­
ish government learned about these discussions and, while per­
haps unaware of all the details, was reasonably able to surmise 
the general content. Not surprisingly, British officials were fu­
rious at what they considered to be Rashid Ali’s duplicity and un­
trustworthiness. Indeed, by the autumn of 1940 they viewed him 
as hopelessly committed to the axis powers.22 Thus Rashid Ali’s 
negotiations with Germany and Italy were an important cause of 
the crisis in Anglo-Iraqi relations.

Other Iraqi actions also angered the British government and 
thereby deepened the split between the two countries. For ex­
ample, during the summer and autumn of 1940 most Iraqi 
newspapers, acting under government inspiration or instruction, 
advocated a neutral posture in the war. By itself this attitude ir­
ritated British officials because it implicitly repudiated the An­
glo-Iraqi alliance. However, in their coverage of the war most Iraqi 
newspapers actually favored Germany and Italy by giving more 
prominence to axis claims than to the British version of events, 
and by falsely attributing articles dealing with British setbacks to 
American and Turkish news agencies when the information really 
came from axis radio broadcasts. The newspapers also fre­
quently carried articles stressing the wickedness of British impe­
rialism and the broken promises made by Britain to the Arabs 
during the First Word War. Further angering Britain, the Iraqi 
government never repudiated anti-British newspaper articles, nor 
did it issue pro-British statements or declarations. Indeed, the 
government censor actually banned newspaper articles advocat­
ing Iraqi adherence to the allied cause.23

Despite all the problems that bedevilled Anglo-Iraqi relations, 
Rashid Ali frequently said that he would cooperate more whole­
heartedly with Britain if the British government were more 
forthcoming about Arab independence in Palestine.24 Possibly 
Rashid Ali was sincere in this matter, although more likely the 
fulfillment of this demand would have merely led to new de­
mands designed to undermine British paramountcy in the Mid­
dle East. In any event, the question was never put to the test be­
cause, as we observed in Chapter 6, in August 1940 the British
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government informed Iraq that it would not begin to implement 
the constitutional provisions of the white paper of May 1939 or 
make any further concessions to the Arabs in Palestine.25

By the summer of 1940 British officials were very alarmed about 
the decline in British influence in Iraq and the pro-axis drift of 
the Iraqi government. They believed that the continued mainte­
nance of British paramountcy in the Middle East was intimately 
linked with and dependent upon the continued maintenance of 
British paramountcy in Iraq.26 Consequently, in an effort to re­
verse the unfavorable trend of developments in Iraq, in early July 
the British government decided to send a division of Indian troops 
to Basra.27 The British government hoped that it would be able 
to obtain an invitation for the troops from the Iraqi government 
but was determined to press ahead with the scheme regardless.28 
British officials believed these troops would serve several useful 
purposes: put pressure on the Iraqi government to break diplo­
matic relations with Italy and generally adopt a more pro-British 
posture in accordance with the spirit of the treaty of 1930;29 de­
ter the Iraqi government from interfering with the movement of 
British troops and equipment along the overland route from Basra 
to Haifa which, although not yet used by British forces, had re­
cently become more important for the purpose of reinforcing 
Egypt because of Italy’s entry into the war and the consequent 
threat to British communications through the Red Sea;30 protect 
the two British airbases in Iraq if the Iraqi government turned 
completely hostile;31 generally encourage Britain’s friends in Iraq, 
some of whom had privately asked the British government to send 
troops, to assert themselves by sustaining their belief in the like­
lihood of an ultimate British victory in the war;32 clearly dem­
onstrate to friends and foes alike, both within and outside Iraq, 
that in spite of military reverses in Europe Britain was deter­
mined and able to honor its obligations under the treaty of 1930 
to defend Iraq against aggression;33 and deter an attack by Rus­
sia, which at this time was linked to Germany by the Nazi-Soviet 
pact of August 1939, on the Iranian oilfields and the large oil 
refinery at Abadan, which were vital for the operations of the 
British fleet, and protect these installations in the event of such 
an attack or in the case of any type of interference by the Iranian 
government or sabotage by members of the large German com­
munity in Iran.34

Although on 1 July 1940 the British government decided to 
send a division of Indian troops to Iraq, the troops were never
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sent. Beginning 6 July the viceroy of India, the commander-in­
chief in India, and the commander-in-chief in the Middle East in 
Egypt all objected to the decision. Haunted by the memory of 
the enormous troop commitment and terrible casualties of the 
Mesopotamian campaign during the First World War, these of­
ficials feared that in the event of Iraqi resistance Britain would 
be inexorably sucked into a major new military commitment at a 
time when its troop strength in the Middle East and East Africa 
was already markedly inferior to that of Italy. They were spe­
cially alarmed about the possibility that some of the Indian troops 
would be sent to northern Iraq to guard the oilfields at Kirkuk, 
thereby creating a long and vulnerable line of communications. 
They pointed out that there were no troops immediately avail­
able to reinforce the Indian division if it encountered difficulty, 
and that a military defeat or withdrawal under pressure would 
have deplorable political consequences in India. In addition, they 
were concerned that Russia might retaliate by invading Iran, and 
that a single division would be inadequate to defend the Iranian 
oilfields. In this regard they emphasized that the contemplated 
force was an infantry division without anti-aircraft weapons, and 
therefore unable to defend the Iranian oilfields against Russian 
air attack. Nor, they said, did Britain have sufficient numbers of 
fighter planes in Iraq or elsewhere in the Middle East to assist in 
the defense of the Iranian oilfields against Russian air attack. 
These officials were also worried about the possibility that Russia 
might gain control of the Iranian airfields at Bushire, Bandar 
Abbas, and elsewhere in southwestern Iran and thereby com­
mand the British line of communications to Basra through the 
Persian Gulf. On another aspect of the matter, they pointed out 
that Britain did not need to use the overland route from Basra 
to Haifa, and might never need to use it, because thus far Italy
had been unable to halt the movement of British ships through 
the Red Sea. Finally, the Indian officials were concerned about 
the possibility of Japanese aggression in southeast Asia and, con­
sequently, reluctant to dissipate their strength by undertaking an 
entirely new and, in their minds, unessential commitment. Simi­
larly, General Archibald Wavell, the commander-in-chief in the 
Middle East, believed that the troops could be more profitably 
employed elsewhere in the area under his command.35

As a result of these objections, in late July 1940 the British 
government reversed its earlier decision and decided to place the 
Indian division at the disposal of General Wavell for deployment
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to Egypt or the Sudan.36 Whether this decision was militarily 
sound, given all the threats and dangers that confronted Britain 
at this time, is difficult to judge and, in any case, unnecessary for 
the historian to decide. It is important to note, however, that the 
decision had fateful consequences for Anglo-Iraqi relations. It 
deprived the British government of an important means of pres­
sure on Iraq and thereby enabled the pro-German politicians and 
military leaders in the country to strengthen their position and 
continue their negotiations with the axis powers with relative im­
punity and little fear of reprisal. When, the following year, Brit­
ain decided that it must at all costs retrieve its crumbling position 
in Iraq, it encountered an Iraqi government devoid of any pro- 
British members or sympathy, firmly determined to oppose a pro- 
British interpretation of the treaty of 1930 by all means at its dis­
posal, and perfectly willing to invite German military forces into 
Iraq to assist it to resist any form of British pressure. Whether a 
British troop commitment in the summer of 1940 would have 
achieved without bloodshed what a similar British effort at a more 
inopportune moment in the war in the spring of 1941 could only 
accomplish after serious fighting must remain imponderable.
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______________ CHAPTER 12______________

The Deterioration of 
Anglo-Iraqi Relations:

Phase Two
November 1940—May 1941

By the autumn of 1940 the British government was convinced 
that Rashid Ali was firmly committed to the axis cause and that, 
as leader of Iraq, he constituted a potentially serious threat to 
the security of the British position in the Middle East. Conse­
quently, beginning in November it made a determined effort to 
oust him from power and replace him with a more pro-British 
leader.1 This effort greatly angered Rashid Ali and other leading 
Iraqi officials, who viewed it as blatant interference in Iraqi in­
ternal affairs.2 It reinforced their determination to eliminate all 
British influence in Iraq, if necessary with German assistance, and 
thus contributed further to the deterioration of Anglo-Iraqi re­
lations.

Since independence in 1932 the British government had never 
interfered in Iraqi politics to the extent of attempting to oust a 
prime minister.3 Consequently, it now had no precedent to fol­
low. And, since the British government was still unwilling to send 
troops to Iraq because its forces were fully committed else­
where,4 it had few means at its disposal to achieve this ambitious 
objective.

British officials considered economic pressure. Iraq’s most val­
uable export was oil. All of Iraq’s oil went by pipeline to Haifa 
and Tripoli on the Mediterranean Sea. As we have observed in 
Chapter 10, in June 1940, when Italy entered the war and made 
transit by sea through the central Mediterranean extremely haz­
ardous, the British government instructed the Iraq Petroleum 
Company to close the Tripoli branch of the pipeline because there 
was no longer any convenient way to market the oil. It also in­
structed the I.P.C. to reduce the through-put of the Haifa branch
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of the pipeline to the capacity of the refinery at Haifa, whose 
products constituted the principal source of fuel for the British 
fleet in the eastern Mediterranean.5 Although the British gov­
ernment was not attempting to harm Iraq, nonetheless these steps 
deprived Iraq of about £800,000 per year in royalties. However, 
the I.P.C. and its two prospecting but as yet unproducing sub­
sidiaries in Iraq still paid the Iraqi government royalties and rents 
amounting on an annual basis to about £l,400,000.6 Because the 
I.P.C. was registered as a British company with a British chair­
man, substantial British ownership, and headquarters in Lon­
don, the British government was in a position to stop these pay­
ments to Iraq. This measure would have inflicted severe damage 
on the Iraqi economy, but British officials hesitated because they 
feared that Iraq would retaliate by cancelling the I.P.O.’s conces­
sion and halting the flow of oil through the pipeline to Haifa. 
Although Britain could have dispensed with Iraqi oil by relying 
more on oil from Iran, this adjustment would have required at 
least seven additional tankers (and possibly as many as eleven) to 
bring oil from Iran to Egypt at a time when tankers were in short 
supply and, in any case, could not have reached the Persian Gulf 
for three months. Moreover, taking these tankers from other 
routes would have reduced the supply of oil to the United King­
dom by 300,000 tons per year. In view of these factors, the Brit­
ish government did not stop the payment of oil revenues to Iraq.7

Iraq’s main agricultural export was dates. In 1940, for exam­
ple, Iraq earned over £1,000,000 from date exports. British of­
ficials considered applying economic pressure by reducing their 
purchases of these dates. However, the Iraqi date harvest was in 
August and September, and Andrew Weir, a British company, 
had already bought most of the crop. Therefore, a reduction of 
British purchases would not damage the Iraqi economy very much. 
In addition, the ministry of food refused to reduce its purchases 
of Iraqi dates because it said that it had no alternative source of 
supply. (This was not surprising since Iraq produced about 80 
percent of the world’s dates.) The ministry of food also pointed 
out that Andrew Weir sold Iraqi dates to the United States and 
thereby earned valuable dollars for the British economy. Be­
cause of these considerations the British government did not re­
duce its purchases of Iraqi dates or force Andrew Weir to with­
draw from this market.8

During this period most goods bound to and from Iraq trav­
elled on British ships. For example, in the six months between
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June and November 1940 fifty-four of the ninety ships that en­
tered Basra were British. British officials considered applying 
economic pressure by reducing the shipping facilities that they 
made available for Iraqi imports and exports. However, they re­
jected this option because British shipping facilities from and to 
Iraq had already been restricted to the minimum required for 
the needs of Britain’s own import and export trade, and because 
they feared that Japan would move into the gap and thereby in­
crease its influence in Iraq.9

As another means of applying economic pressure, British of­
ficials considered restricting the export of various commodities 
such as oil seed, hides, gunny bags, and cloth from India to Iraq. 
However, they did not adopt this measure because it would have 
injured Indian merchants, and because they believed that Iraq 
would still have been able to obtain the goods eventually after 
transshipping in various Persian Gulf ports.10

In spite of these difficulties, the British government did apply 
some economic pressure on Iraq. Iraq was a member of the ster­
ling bloc and therefore dependent on Britain to make dollars 
available for purchases outside the bloc. Beginning in the au­
tumn of 1940, the British government refused to give Iraq dol­
lars for various purchases it wanted to make in the United States, 
such as trucks and military equipment.11 The Iraqis believed that 
they were entitled to exchange their sterling reserves for dollars, 
and this measure greatly angered them.12

Because the British government was unwilling to send troops 
to Iraq and unable to apply severe economic pressure on Iraq 
without discomforting itself and jeopardizing the I.P.C.’s conces­
sion, it mainly used political means to oust Rashid Ali from of­
fice. In this effort it relied heavily on two strongly pro-British of­
ficials in Iraq: Prince Abd al-Ilah, the regent who succeeded to 
the powers of the throne when King Ghazi died in April 1939, 
and Nuri, the foreign minister. Both Abd al-Ilah and Nuri were 
willing to cooperate with Britain to oust Rashid Ali. However, al­
though the regent had the power to appoint a prime minister, 
he was legally unable to dismiss him.13 Consequently, in Novem­
ber 1940 the British government advised Nuri to resign from of­
fice. Since the ministry of the interior was already vacant, British 
officials believed that Nuri’s resignation, coupled with the re­
gent’s refusal to agree to the appointment of any new ministers, 
would weaken the government sufficiently to bring about its col­
lapse.14

But Nuri was not eager to leave office. He feared for his per-
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sonal safety if he were no longer a member of the government. 
He also believed that by itself his resignation would not compel 
Rashid Ali to quit because there would still be eight ministers in 
the cabinet, while the legal minimum number of ministers was 
six. As an alternative method of ousting Rashid Ali, Nuri tried 
to organize a vote of no confidence against the government in 
the chamber of deputies.15 British officials doubted whether this 
method would work because all Iraqi governments had suc­
ceeded in dominating the chamber, and no government had ever 
fallen as a result of a vote of no confidence.16 Nonetheless, Nuri 
persevered in this endeavor and in late January 1941 gained the 
support of the majority of the chamber. His task was facilitated 
by the fact that the deputies had been elected in May 1939, when 
Nuri was still prime minister, and therefore had originally been 
selected for their loyalty to him. His task was also facilitated by 
the decisive British victories in December and January in the 
fighting against Italy in North Africa. When Rashid Ali realized 
that he might lose a vote of confidence he asked the regent to 
dissolve the chamber and call new elections. Doubtless Rashid Ali 
believed that, like all previous prime ministers, he could easily 
control the elections and pack the new assembly with his own 
nominees. But the regent refused to dissolve the chamber. In­
stead he fled Baghdad for the south in order to escape from the 
overweening pressure of Rashid Ali’s military supporters. Know­
ing that he would soon lose a vote of confidence in the chamber, 
abandoned by Nuri and most of the other members of the cabi­
net, and believing that the regent had the support of troops and 
tribal confederations in the south, on 31 January Rashid Ali 
resigned.17

While the British government was attempting to oust him from 
power in late 1940 and early 1941, Rashid Ali was supported by 
a group of four extremely influential, militantly pan-Arab, and 
very anti-British army officers known collectively as the golden 
square. The officers constituting the golden square were Colo­
nels Salah al-Din al-Sabbagh, Kamil Shabib, Fahmi Said, and 
Mahmud Salman. Together they commanded two of the army’s 
four divisions including the two located nearest Baghdad, plus 
the army’s only mechanized brigade and the air force. By early 
1940 these officers and their loyal subordinates dominated the 
military establishment, and neither the regent nor any of the 
politicians could defy them without great political and personal 
risk.18

Now that Rashid Ali had resigned, the golden square insisted
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that the regent appoint Taha al-Hashimi in his place. Taha was 
a leading general who had served as defense minister since De­
cember 1938. In his views and opinions he did not differ greatly 
from Rashid Ali, and as defense minister he had been closely as­
sociated with all of Rashid Ali’s policies.19 Rather than Taha, the 
regent preferred to appoint an established politician who was not 
so closely linked to Rashid Ali and the golden square. However, 
confronted with the prospect of civil war and unable to muster 
sufficient support in the army to resist the golden square, on 1 
February 1941 the regent yielded and appointed Taha prime 
minister.20 Nuri was not included in the cabinet, although the new 
foreign minister, Tawfiq al-Suwaydi, was friendly to Britain.21

Because of his ties with Rashid Ali and the golden square, British 
officials were not happy with the choice of Taha as prime min­
ister.22 Still, they hoped that he would prove more amenable to 
persuasion and pressure than Rashid Ali. Consequently, all 
through February and March 1941 they pressed Taha to break 
diplomatic relations with Italy and curb the political influence of 
the militantly anti-British army officers.23 Meanwhile they con­
tinued to exert pressure by withholding dollars which the Iraqi 
government wanted for purchases in the United States and by 
refusing to send any military equipment to Iraq except small 
quantities of spare parts for weapons already in the Iraqi inven­
tory.24

At first Taha refused to break diplomatic relations with Italy 
without receiving some form of compensation. He especially 
wanted dollars, arms, and movement toward Arab independence 
in Palestine.25 But the British government would not make any 
concessions in advance,26 and gradually Taha decided to yield. 
In arriving at this conclusion Taha was probably influenced by 
pressure from the regent and from Tawfiq, his foreign minis­
ter.27 He may also have been affected by a strong statement by 
Colonel Donovan, a special American envoy to Iraq, which em­
phasized that the United States was giving full support to Britain 
and would not give any assistance to Iraq unless it did likewise.28 
In addition, Taha was probably influenced by the string of Brit­
ish military and political victories in early 1941. For example, in 
North Africa on 8 February British troops captured El Agheila, 
thereby completing an advance of some 500 miles in only two 
months that netted a total of 130,000 Italian prisoners, 845 guns, 
and 400 tanks.29 In East Africa on 25 February British troops oc­
cupied Mogadishu, the capital of Italian Somaliland; on 16 March
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they recaptured Berbera, the capital of British Somaliland; and 
on 27 March they seized Keren, a major Italian fortress in Eri­
trea.30 In the Balkans Greece, Britain’s ally, continued success­
fully to resist the Italian invasion which had commenced the pre­
vious October. And in the United States on 11 March Congress 
passed the extremely important Lend-Lease Act which promised 
Britain a vast quantity of American armaments of all sorts with­
out payment for the duration of the war.

The leading army officers were strongly opposed to breaking 
diplomatic relations with Italy, and they were particularly un­
willing to act under British dictation. They still believed in the 
likelihood and desirability of a German victory. They wanted to 
continue negotiations with the axis powers with the objective of 
eliminating British influence in Iraq and liberating Palestine and 
Syria from colonial rule.31 Soon Taha realized that he would have 
to break the power of the golden square before he could embark 
upon a more pro-British foreign policy. Consequently, toward the 
end of March 1941 Taha attempted to transfer Kamil Shabib, a 
member of the golden square, from his command of the 1st army 
division near Baghdad to a politically less influential position as 
commander of the 4th army division in southern Iraq. Taha in­
tended to follow this move by transferring Sabbagh, another 
member of the golden square, from the command of the 3rd army 
division near Baghdad to the command of the 2nd division in 
northern Iraq. In this manner Taha hoped to remove the mem­
bers of the golden square from the most important positions in 
the army without provoking them to rebellion.32

Taha’s plan failed. The leading army officers discerned his 
scheme and on 1 April they revolted. The following day they 
forced Taha to resign and attempted to make Rashid Ali prime 
minister again. However, contrary to their plan the regent es­
caped capture in Baghdad and fled to the safety of the British 
airbase at Habbaniya. For the army officers the regent’s flight was 
awkward because without a royal irada (decree) that he alone could 
sign neither Taha’s resignation as prime minister nor Rashid Ali’s 
appointment to that office would be legal. To cope with this un­
expected situation, the army officers instructed Rashid Ali to take 
power in the name of a temporary government of national de­
fense.33

Because Rashid Ali’s government resulted from a military coup 
against the legally established authority, Britain considered it il­
legal and refused to extend diplomatic recognition. More impor-
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tant, British officials denied recognition because they believed that 
Rashid Ali and the leading army officers who supported him were 
anti-British and pro-German. They refused recognition also be­
cause it would have entailed formally abandoning the regent and 
Britain’s other friends in Iraq.34

Rather than recognize the new regime in Iraq, the British gov­
ernment tried to bring it down by encouraging internal opposi­
tion.35 For example, the British government broadcast state­
ments to Iraq in Arabic saying that the new regime was 
unconstitutional.36 It flew the regent from his refuge at the Brit­
ish airbase at Habbaniya to Basra so that he would be better lo­
cated to rally his supporters.37 It gave the regent money to use 
for his political activities38 and allowed him to stay on a British 
warship in the Shatt al-Arab to avoid capture.39 It carried letters 
from the regent to his friends in Baghdad.40 It distributed 4,000 
copies in Baghdad of a radio broadcast the regent made in Basra 
appealing for resistance to the new regime.41 It helped pro-Brit­
ish politicians escape Baghdad and join the regent in Basra.42

Despite these activities, Rashid Ali and the army quickly con­
solidated their authority over the country. Britain’s friends in Iraq 
were afraid to protest for fear of arrest and because the new 
government appeared to have much popular support.43 Still 
Rashid Ali wanted British recognition in order to enhance his le­
gitimacy and to discourage internal opposition. In exchange for 
recognition, on 7 April 1941 Rashid Ali offered to allow Abd al- 
Ilah to remain as regent. He also promised to abide by the treaty 
of alliance with Britain, break diplomatic relations with Italy 
(though not immediately), publicly deny that his regime was pro­
axis, stop all agitation about Palestine, and give British advisers 
much control over the government’s propaganda.44 The British 
government quickly rejected this proposal because it had no faith 
in Rashid Ali’s assurances. Even if Rashid Ali were sincere, Brit­
ish officials did not believe that the army would allow him to abide 
by his pledges.45

After Britain rejected his proposal, on 10 April Rashid Ali called 
both houses of the Iraqi parliament into session. At his instance, 
the parliament voted to depose Prince Abd al-Ilah and to ap­
point Sharif Sharaf, a distant relative of the king, as regent. Sharif 
Sharaf thereupon approved Taha’s resignation as prime minister 
and invited Rashid Ali to form a new cabinet. In this manner the 
government of national defense came to an end and, at least in 
the opinion of Rashid Ali and the golden square, a legal govern-
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ment was formed and the political situation in Iraq returned to 
normal.46

Against the background of these events, in early April 1941 
British officials again began seriously to consider the possibility 
of sending troops to Iraq.47 But General Wavell, the com­
mander-in-chief in the Middle East, said that he could not spare 
any troops for deployment to Iraq.48 Wavell’s attitude was un­
derstandable because in North Africa he was h^rd-pressed by axis 
forces that launched a major offensive in late March. In addi­
tion, he was obligated to defend Greece which was the victim of 
a large-scale German assault on 6 April. However, the govern­
ment of India was able to dispatch a brigade of Indian troops by 
sea to Iraq almost immediately and two more brigades within two 
months. It was also able at once to send a battalion of British troops 
by air to the British airbase at Shaiba near Basra. Accordingly, 
the Indian brigade departed Karachi on 12 April, only ten days 
after Rashid Ali assumed power. The British battalion left by air 
a few days later, its departure being deliberately delayed to en­
able it to arrive concurrently with the Indian brigade.49

The British government’s decision to send troops to Iraq was 
not motivated entirely by the desire to oust Rashid Ali from power 
and restore the regent to his former position. For the British 
government the achievement of this objective was not an imme­
diate priority and might never have become one if Iraq had not 
forced a confrontation. In early and mid-April 1941 British pol­
icy was merely to place three Indian brigades at Basra as rapidly 
as possible. No decision was made regarding their future deploy­
ment or even to send any of them northward. And certainly no 
decision was made to use these troops to launch an unprovoked 
assault on Rashid Ali’s government.50

The British government’s decision to send troops to Iraq was 
motivated in large measure by the desire to establish a secure base 
at Basra for the purpose of assembling military aircraft shipped 
directly from the United States for the use of British forces in 
the Middle East.51 In addition to serving this function, British 
leaders thought that a base at Basra could be used to supply their 
forces in Palestine if the Suez Canal were closed and they were 
driven out of Egypt—a realistic possibility because in April 1941 
British troops were being forcibly evicted from Libya and Greece. 
Now that Germany had air superiority in the Aegean Sea, Brit­
ain could also use Basra to supply Turkey and thereby help that 
country to resist German pressure and enticements. In the event
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that Rashid Ali moved Iraq entirely into the axis camp, Basra could 
be used as a base for an operation to gain control of the rich oil­
fields in northern Iraq and the oil pipeline to the Mediterranean, 
or at least to deny these assets to the Germans. In the opinion of 
British leaders, a base at Basra would also encourage pro-allied 
sentiment in Iran and, under certain circumstances, help to de­
fend the valuable oilfields in southwestern Iran.52

For Britain Basra was a particularly desirable location for all 
of these purposes because it had a large modern port the British 
themselves had built during the First World War. The port was 
so spacious that seven ocean-going vessels could unload simulta­
neously at its wharves, while at the same time five more big ships 
could unload in mid-stream onto smaller craft for which ample 
additional wharf space was available. From Basra a railway pro­
ceeded northward to Baghdad and then onward through Mosul 
to Syria and Turkey, while a branch line connected Baghdad with 
the oilfields around Kirkuk. For Britain Basra was also a desir­
able location because it had a modern civil airport and a British 
seaplane base with onshore maintenance facilities, while about ten 
miles away at Shaiba there was another British airbase.53

The British government feared that Rashid Ali would forcibly 
oppose the establishment of a major new British base on Iraqi 
territory not specifically sanctioned in the treaty.54 In order to 
avoid resistance to the landing at Basra, it attempted to lull Rashid 
Ali into a false sense of security and deceive him as to the true 
purpose of the expedition. For example, on 14 April the British 
government stopped radio attacks on the new regime in Iraq.55 
On 15 April it removed the regent from Basra, where he was un­
successfully trying to rally support for his cause, and sent him to 
Transjordan.56 On 16 April Sir Kinahan Cornwallis, the British 
ambassador in Iraq, informed Rashid Ali that British troops would 
soon arrive in Iraq, but he did not say that they would establish 
a large more or less permanent base at Basra or that they were 
the precursors of a substantial number of additional troops that 
would also remain in Iraq. On the contrary, Cornwallis said the 
troops were being sent to Basra merely for the purpose of open­
ing the line of communications through Iraq, a privilege clearly 
given to Britain by the treaty. Thus Cornwallis implied, though 
he did not explicitly state, that all the troops, and any that fol­
lowed, would soon pass through Iraq on their way to Palestine. 
In a further effort to reduce the chance of armed resistance, 
Cornwallis told Rashid Ali that if he cooperated in this endeavor
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Britain would immediately enter into informal relations with his 
government and probably grant full diplomatic recognition in the 
near future.57

Reassured about Britain’s intentions toward his government and 
gratified by the prospect of diplomatic recognition, on 16 April 
Rashid Ali agreed to allow the troops to land without opposi­
tion.58 Accordingly, on 17 April the first elements of the British 
battalion arrived by air at Shaiba and the following day the con­
voy carrying the Indian brigade docked at Basra.59 But the lead­
ing army officers opposed Rashid Ali’s hasty decision to permit 
the troops to land, and they now imposed their views on the gov­
ernment. Consequently, on 18 April, and again three days later, 
the Iraqi government informed Cornwallis that the troops at Basra 
must immediately pass through Iraq to Palestine, that no more 
troops could land at Basra until the first lot had left Iraq, that at 
no time could there be more than one brigade of British or im­
perial troops in Iraq, that all troop movements through Iraq must 
be in small contingents, and that in future reasonable advance 
notice should be given before the arrival of troops.60

The Iraqi government believed that it was legally entitled to 
make these demands because the treaty of 1930 did not explicitly 
state that Britain was permitted on its own initiative to station 
troops in Iraq even in wartime. In the opinion of Rashid Ali, the 
only possible justification for Britain’s action was article 5 of the 
treaty, as modified by a secret letter from Sir Francis Humphrys 
to Nuri al-Said on 15 July 1930, which allowed Britain in an 
emergency and after prior consultation with the Iraqi govern­
ment to send troops temporarily to reinforce the British airbases. 
But Rashid Ali was convinced that article 5 did not apply in this 
case because the British government was now demanding the right 
to maintain troops at Basra in unlimited quantities for an unlim­
ited period of time without prior consultation or permission.61

British officials would not accept any of the restrictions Rashid 
Ali attempted to place on their use of Iraqi territory. They be­
lieved that their position at Basra was fully covered by article 4 
of the treaty which in wartime obligated Iraq immediately to “come 
to his [Britannic Majesty’s] aid in the capacity of an ally,” and which 
stipulated that “The aid of His Majesty the King of Iraq in the 
event of war or the imminent menace of war will consist in fur­
nishing to His Britannic Majesty on Iraq territory all facilities and 
assistance in his power, including the use of railways, rivers, ports, 
aerodromes and means of communication.” In their opinion, the
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phrase “all facilities and assistance in his power” was especially 
relevant because it was certainly in Iraq’s power to allow Britain 
to establish a base at Basra. They also laid particular emphasis on 
the word “including” which they believed implied that the assis­
tance Iraq was obligated to provide did not consist merely or ex­
clusively of “the use of railways, rivers, ports, aerodromes and 
means of communication.” Finally, British officials would not ac­
cept Rashid Ali’s demand that reasonable advance notice should 
be given before the arrival of additional troops because article 7 
of the annexure of the treaty obligated Britain merely to give 
“prior notification” of the arrival of British ships in Iraqi ports 
without in any way specifying how much notification was re­
quired; and because in wartime they were unwilling to trust the 
Iraqi government, which was hostile to Britain and in constant 
contact with the axis powers, with vital information regarding the 
movement of British troopships.62

Because the treaty was imprecise and open to divergent inter­
pretations, honorable men could sincerely differ on the question 
of whether Britain was legally entitled to establish a large assem­
bly base at Basra. However, neither Britain nor Iraq suggested 
recourse to arbitration or judicial settlement because the dispute 
between them was not primarily of a legal nature. For military 
reasons owing to the eastward extension of the war and German 
victories in Libya and Greece, in April 1941 the British govern­
ment was determined to establish a base at Basra, if necessary by 
force, regardless of the treaty position.63 Similarly, Rashid Ali and 
the leading army officers were determined to prevent the estab­
lishment of such a base, regardless of the treaty position, because 
they considered it derogatory of national sovereignty, a threat to 
the very existence of their government, and possibly even a men­
ace to their personal safety.64

In spite of growing Iraqi anger and suspicion, the Indian bri­
gade remained at Basra. Because of the strained atmosphere in 
Iraq and the general deterioration of Britain’s strategic position 
in the eastern Mediterranean in April as a result of German vic­
tories in Libya and Greece, British officials in Iraq became alarmed 
about the possibility of an attack by German paratroopers on the 
lightly defended British airbase at Habbaniya, about fifty-five miles 
west of Baghdad. In addition to fears for the safety of the gar­
rison, they were concerned that if Habbaniya fell German planes 
based there or at Baghdad could bomb the British forces at Basra 
and Shaiba. Consequently, after giving notification one day in
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advance, on 24 April the British military authorities in Iraq be­
gan to transport some of the troops from the British battalion at 
Shaiba by air to Habbaniya.65 This move further angered Rashid 
Ali because the treaty stated that Britain could reinforce its air­
bases with ground troops only after consultation with the Iraqi 
government, and because British troops at Habbaniya would be 
well situated to march rapidly on Baghdad.66

On 28 April Cornwallis informed the Iraqi government that 
three troopships would soon arrive at Basra. These ships carried 
ancillary formations and various types of equipment for the In­
dian brigade already at Basra. Because none of the original con­
tingent had passed through Iraq on the way to Palestine, Rashid 
Ali refused permission for the additional troops to land. If the 
British government proceeded anyway, Rashid Ali threatened to 
broadcast a denunciation of the action.67 In this tense situation, 
with the very real possibility of mob action against British civil­
ians, Cornwallis ordered the immediate evacuation of all British 
women and children from Iraq.68

On the following day, 29 April, the British troopships docked 
at Basra and began to disembark.69 Iraqi leaders may have feared 
that this move, which was taken against their express wishes and 
was coupled with the evacuation of British women and children, 
would be followed by bombing raids on Baghdad from the Brit­
ish airbase at Habbaniya.70 Their apprehension in this regard was 
probably increased by reconnaissance flights over Baghdad by 
British planes based at Habbaniya.71 In any event, the Iraqi gov­
ernment now began to mass forces around Habbaniya which soon 
numbered about 9,000 troops and fifty artillery pieces, plus light 
tanks and armored cars.72

Acting on instructions from Baghdad, on 30 April the com­
mander of the Iraqi military forces at Habbaniya threatened to 
attack any aircraft, vehicle, or person that attempted to leave the 
base.73 Now, for the first time, war between the two countries be­
came virtually inevitable. Probably the leading army officers, who 
dominated the government and controlled most of Rashid Ali’s 
actions,74 had long believed that eventually they would have to 
challenge Britain in order to achieve their goal of eliminating 
British influence in Iraq and liberating Palestine and Syria from 
colonial rule. They chose this particular moment because they were 
angered and frightened by the continual build-up of British troops 
at Basra. Influenced by the recent German victories in Libya and 
Greece,75 and encouraged by axis pledges of support, they thought
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that Germany would immediately come to their assistance in the 
event of hostilities.76 Probably the Iraqi leaders were also embol­
dened by an awareness of Habbaniya’s weak defenses—aside from 
about 1,300 air force personnel only 100 British ground troops 
recently flown up from Shaiba, 800 native levies (mainly Assyr­
ians), eighteen armored cars, two antiquated artillery pieces, no 
tanks, and no fortifications beyond a fence designed only to keep 
out wild animals and marauding bedouin77—and believed that 
they could score an impressive victory.78 At the least they thought 
that they could hold out until German help arrived.79

The British authorities in Iraq immediately demanded that 
Rashid Ali withdraw his forces from the vicinity of Habbaniya.80 
He refused but said that he would take no hostile action pro­
vided that Britain did likewise.81 This assurance was not good 
enough for British leaders. They feared that the Iraqi troops 
would soon begin to shell Habbaniya and thereby destroy or at 
least immobilize the British aircraft at the base. They were also 
concerned that given time Germany would send military forces 
through Turkey or Syria to aid Rashid Ali.82 In addition, British 
leaders, and especially Cornwallis, were resolved to seize the op­
portunity presented by this provocative action to overthrow Rashid 
Ali’s regime, restore the regent to power, and place a friendly 
government in office in Baghdad.83 Consequently, without warn­
ing and without first issuing an ultimatum, on 2 May British air­
craft from Habbaniya attacked the Iraqi troops surrounding the 
base. The Iraqi forces immediately retaliated by bombarding 
Habbaniya.84 In this manner Britain and Iraq went to war.

Contrary to its expectations, within nine years of the termina­
tion of the mandate the British government was no longer able 
to rely on the provisions of the treaty of 1930 or the goodwill of 
the Iraqi ruling class. By the spring of 1941 Britain’s policy of 
indirect rule had clearly failed; and now only through the prompt 
and judicious application of military force could it restore its po­
litical influence and strategic position in Iraq.
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______________ CHAPTER 13______________

The Hostilities of May 1941

The fighting in Iraq in May 1941 has been ably discussed in nu­
merous books.1 It is not my intention to give a blow-by-blow de­
scription of the battle and thereby merely duplicate these works. 
Rather, I would like to explain some of the underlying causes or 
factors that account for Britain’s rapid and complete victory. Such 
explanation is necessary because at the outset of the campaign 
the disparity in the military strength and geographic advantages 
of the participants was not so great as immediately to suggest the 
outcome which ensued. I would also like to indicate some of the 
major consequences of the campaign both for Iraq and for the 
surrounding region.

During the fighting in Iraq in May 1941 Germany did not send 
strong forces to aid Rashid Ali because it was preoccupied with 
preparations for the impending assault on Russia; because most 
of its paratroopers and transport aircraft, and a large number of 
its fighter and bomber aircraft, were heavily involved in the cam­
paign in Crete;2 because Turkey, which was firmly neutral, blocked 
Germany’s only reasonably convenient land route to Iraq; and 
because Germany was reluctant to be sucked into a serious mili­
tary adventure against considerable British opposition in a dis­
tant theatre far from its nearest bases in Greece and the Dode­
canese Islands. However, German leaders wanted to maintain their 
prestige in the east and to tie down British troops in Iraq which 
might otherwise be employed in areas of greater concern to Ger­
many. Consequently, through Syria, which was controlled by the 
Vichy French, Germany sent twenty-one fighter and bomber air­
craft, with their pilots, to assist Rashid Ali’s forces.3 Following

131

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s
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Germany’s lead, Italy sent an additional twelve planes.4 At Ger­
man instigation, the French authorities in Syria also sent to Iraq 
by railway 30,000 grenades, 15,500 rifles, 354 pistols, 200 ma­
chine-guns, twelve artillery pieces, large quantities of ammuni­
tion, and thirty-two trucks.5 To help finance Rashid Ali’s govern­
ment, Germany provided £20,000 in gold and an additional 
£80,000 in gold was en route to Iraq by the end of May.6

Besides this assistance, Rashid Ali had certain other advan­
tages. For example, the great majority of Britain’s forces in the 
Middle East were tied down in the defense of Crete and Egypt, 
and the Indian troops at Basra were unable to advance far be­
cause of widespread flooding of the rivers in southern Iraq and 
because the Iraqis had torn up parts of the railway and with­
drawn to the north locomotives and river-going vessels.7

In addition, the Iraqi forces themselves were not negligible: 
46,000 troops;8 a large number of former soldiers who were fa­
miliar with the use of firearms;9 over 12,000 police, most of whom 
were equipped with rifles and some of whom had vehicle mounted 
machine-guns;10 and sixty-four serviceable aircraft11 (out of a total 
inventory of 116).12

Nonetheless, on 6 May, after four days of fighting, the British 
forces at Habbaniya compelled the Iraqi troops who were besieg­
ing the base to withdraw from the vicinity. Twelve days later the 
garrison at Habbaniya was reinforced by about 2,000 British troops 
from Palestine and British-led troops from the Arab Legion in 
Transjordan. These men had hurriedly travelled by road and track 
across some 500 miles of desert in a makeshift column that in­
cluded many civilian vehicles.13 In early May the garrison was also 
reinforced by about 500 British and Indian troops flown up from 
Shaiba.14 (The Iraqi artillery around Habbaniya was never able 
to prevent flight operations from the base.) This combined force, 
together with the Assyrian levies stationed at Habbaniya, then 
moved rapidly eastward, defeating the Iraqi army in several en­
gagements. On 30 May, only four weeks after the start of hostil­
ities, two British columns totalling less than 1,500 men ap­
proached the outskirts of Baghdad.15 This force had only eight 
guns, ten armored cars, and no tanks,16 and its supply line was 
dependent upon vulnerable ferries crossing badly flooded ter­
rain (the Iraqis had opened the banks of the Euphrates in order 
to impede the advance of the British forces).17 But at this point 
the most important Iraqi leaders fled to Iran and the remaining 
ones sued for an armistice, even though they still had some 20,000
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troops available for the defense of Baghdad18 and another 15,000 
in the north for the defense of the Mosul region.19 Moreover, 
additional German aircraft were en route to Iraq as reinforce­
ments;20 while in Athens German commanders were gathering a 
substantial quantity of armaments, including machine-guns, anti­
tank guns, and mortars, for air shipment to Iraq.21

To a considerable extent Britain’s rapid and complete victory 
in the campaign was due to Germany’s failure to act quicker and 
in greater strength. For example, the first German aircraft did 
not enter combat until 13 May, eleven days after the beginning 
of hostilities.22 By this time the British had already broken the 
siege of Habbaniya and taken the offensive against the Iraqis. An 
earlier commitment of German aircraft, especially if accompa­
nied by a small number of highly trained ground troops to stiffen 
the Iraqi resistance, might have made a substantial difference in 
the campaign. It might even have affected the course of the war 
as a whole, especially if Germany had utilized the airfields in the 
vicinity of Baghdad to stage bombing raids against the large oil 
refinery at Abadan in southwestern Iran, the products of which 
were absolutely vital for the conduct of British military opera­
tions in North Africa, the Middle East, and the eastern Mediter­
ranean.

Rashid Ali’s failure to open hostilities with an all-out attack on 
Habbaniya was another major factor in Britain’s success. Clearly, 
Iraq s ability to overrun the base, or at least prevent flight oper­
ations, would have been greatly enhanced if it had struck first. 
Doubtless the Iraqis would have suffered heavy casualties in the 
endeavor but, given their considerable superiority in numbers of 
men and artillery pieces, with perseverance they probably would 
have succeeded. Their prospects would have been particularly 
good if they had attacked at night when the British aircraft could 
not bomb or strafe with precision and, without the use of a flare 
path which would have assisted the Iraqi gunners, could only take 
off and land with great difficulty and danger.23 Rashid Ali’s hes­
itation at this decisive moment enabled Britain at the outset to 
gain control of the air over the battlefield and to maintain it for 
the duration of the campaign. The British commanders at Hab­
baniya exploited this advantage to the fullest by bringing up re­
inforcements and supplies by air from Shaiba, preventing the Iraqi 
commanders at Habbaniya from bringing up reinforcements and 
supplies by road from Baghdad, and depositing troops behind 
Iraqi lines by landing transport aircraft on the desert floor. Most
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important, however, the British commanders used their air su­
periority to give close air support to their troops in combat. These 
British air attacks had a devastating effect on the morale of the 
Iraqi troops.24 Thus Britain’s control of the air, which con­
tributed mightily to its success in the campaign, and which was 
absolutely dependent upon the use of the airbase at Habbaniya, 
flowed direcdy from Iraq’s reluctance to cross the threshold from 
a diplomatic challenge and a military maneuver into open 
warfare.

The Iraqis made other important mistakes too. For example, 
although Anglo-Iraqi relations were extremely tense for a month 
preceding the actual outbreak of hostilities, they did not stock­
pile aviation fuel, lubricants, and bombs at Mosul, their main air­
base in the north and later the center of the German air opera­
tion. Consequently, the Germans had to bring most of their 
supplies by transport aircraft from Rhodes. This airlift was only 
partly successful because the distances involved were great, and 
because the German government did not give it sufficient prior­
ity. As a result, the German commanders in Iraq were unable to 
make maximum use of their aircraft because of a severe shortage 
of fuel and stores.25

Nor did the Iraqis install demolition charges on the vitally lo­
cated bridge over the Euphrates at Falluja on the road between 
Habbaniya and Baghdad. As a result of this error, the British were 
able to capture the bridge intact. Since the river at this point was 
300 yards wide, the capture of the bridge greatly facilitated the 
advance of their forces toward Baghdad.26

Internal political and social considerations also explain Iraq’s 
abrupt and overwhelming defeat in the fighting in May 1941. In 
this connection it is important to emphasize that the movement 
that Rashid Ali headed was not in favor of fundamental changes 
in the economy, society, or political structure of Iraq. On the 
contrary, Rashid Ali and the leading ministers in his government 
in April-May 1941 had all served extended periods in important 
cabinet positions and were an integral part—the more national­
istic, anti-British, and pan-Arab part—of the small body of Sunni 
Arabs who had ruled Iraq since the creation of a quasi-indepen­
dent government in Baghdad in 1920. For example, Rashid Ali 
first held ministerial office in 1924 and served as prime minister 
in 1933 and again in 1940. Naji Suwaydi, his finance minister, 
first held ministerial office in 1921 and served as prime minister
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in 1929—30. And Naji Shawkat, his defense minister, first held 
ministerial office in 1928 and served as prime minister in 
1932-33.27

True, the other members of the nine-man cabinet (of whom 
only Rauf al-Bahrani, the minister of social affairs, was a Shiite) 
were younger men who had not served long periods in minister­
ial office and who doubtless viewed the Rashid Ali movement as 
an opportunity for advancement. Yunis al-Sabawi, the minister 
of economics; Musa Shabandar, the foreign minister; Ali Mah­
mud, the minister of justice; and Muhammad Ali Mahmud, the 
minister of transportation and public works, fall into this cate­
gory. Except for Shabandar, who was a wealthy landowner, these 
men were lawyers of a more middling income and status who were 
not part of the ruling elite. But neither were they rank outsiders 
divorced by past association and ideological conviction from the 
ruling elite. On the contrary, like the ruling elite, they were pri­
marily nationalists rather than social reformers. Moreover, most 
of them had occupied important government offices beneath the 
cabinet level. For example, Musa Shabandar had once been elected 
to the chamber of deputies, and had held diplomatic posts in 
Germany, at the League of Nations in Geneva, and at the for­
eign ministry in Baghdad. Ali Mahmud had twice been elected 
to the chamber of deputies, and had served as a judge in the court 
of appeal, mutasarrif (governor) of the Basra liwa (province), and 
director-general of customs. And Muhammad Ali Mahmud had 
thrice been elected to the chamber of deputies, and had served 
as director-general of the ministry of justice, a judge in the court 
of appeal, vice-president of the chamber of deputies, and chair­
man of the finance committee of the chamber of deputies.28

Like most of the junior members of Rashid Ali’s cabinet, the 
members of the golden square, who held great power behind the 
scenes, were Sunni Arabs from middle-class backgrounds. But they 
were not a new force that had suddenly emerged on the political 
scene demanding the implementation of a radical or even liberal 
social agenda. On the contrary, their paramount influence in the 
country dated from August 1937 when they materially assisted 
in the overthrow of Hikmat Sulayman’s government. Afterwards 
they closely cooperated with members of the ruling elite. For ex­
ample, in December 1938 they did much to elevate Nuri al-Said 
to the premiership, and enjoyed amicable relations with him un­
til his resignation in March 1940. During this entire period they
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were mainly interested in foreign and defense policy, and never 
showed much concern for internal policy except as it affected their 
own status and position.29

Thus the split in 1941 between the group led by Rashid Ali 
and the golden square and that led by Nuri al-Said and the re­
gent was essentially a dispute within Iraq’s governing class. As we 
have observed, it was caused by a strong disagreement on the 
question of whether Iraq, and the Arabs generally, would benefit 
by leaning toward Germany or Britain. This disagreement, in turn, 
was influenced by opposing calculations as to which of the great 
powers was likely to win the war. The split between the two groups 
was also caused by personal animosities. For example, in 1930, 
when Nuri was prime minister, both Sabawi and Ali Mahmud were 
inprisoned for protesting the conclusion of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty; 
in April 1939 Nuri, who was again prime minister, dismissed Naji 
Shawkat from his position as minister of the interior; and in May 
1939 both Musa Shabandar and Muhammad Ali Mahmud lost 
their seats in the chamber of deputies as the result of elections 
which Nuri controlled.30 At times the location of an individual’s 
financial assets influenced his decision to side with a particular 
group. For example, Musa Shabandar owned valuable property 
in Berlin that obviously would be more secure if he were con­
spicuously pro-German.31 Pecuniary self-interest was involved for 
other politicians too because the occupation of high governmen­
tal office usually led to financial enrichment.32 For example, in 
October 1940 Rashid Ali used his position as prime minister to 
make a considerable amount of money by arranging the sale of 
the Iraqi cotton crop to Japan.33

The fact that in composition, internal policy, and dependence 
on military support Rashid Ali’s government did not differ ma­
terially from previous administrations in Iraq reduced its ability 
to mobilize large-scale popular support for the war effort. Since 
1920 Iraq’s ruling class had never made serious efforts to redis­
tribute the wealth or land of the country in favor of the bulk of 
the population who lived in poverty.34 To a considerable extent 
this failure was due to the fact that through rampant corruption 
and gross misuse of public revenue most of the leading politi­
cians had become quite wealthy and were disinclined to take 
measures that would injure themselves financially.35 Now, in 1941, 
their history of rapacity and indifference to the problems of the 
poor made them ill suited for the role of leaders of a truly na­
tional resistance.
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They were also ill suited for this role because they had not won 
the allegiance of most Shiites or given these people a sense of 
Iraqi nationality strong enough to take precedence over their lo­
cal, tribal, or religious loyalties. In large part this failure was the 
result of an unwillingness to share power with other groups or 
to allow a significant amount of decentralization or regional au­
tonomy. For example, in the period 1932-36 no Shiite held the 
office of prime minister, and Shiites received only 15.8 percent 
of the other ministerial appointments.36 And in the elections of 
1933, the results of which were typical of elections during this 
period, Shiites wo.i only twenty-eight out of eighty-eight seats in 
the chamber of deputies.37 It was also due to persistent economic 
discrimination. Thus in 1936, out of 761,180 dinars allocated for 
economic development under the terms of a three-year plan, Shiite 
districts received only 121,500 dinars.38 In addition, it was be­
cause the Iraqi ruling class did not deal gently with dissidence or 
self-assertion from disadvantaged groups. For example, in 1935- 
36 the government of Yasin al-Hashimi, in which Rashid Ali served 
as interior minister, brutally suppressed a series of uprisings by 
Shiite tribes along the Euphrates.39

In early April 1941 Rashid Ali’s government further alienated 
the Shiites by arresting Salih Jabr and Abdul Mahdi, two leading 
figures in the Shiite community, for aiding the fugitive regent. 
At this time Salih Jabr was mutasarrif of the Basra liwa, which was 
predominantly Shiite, while Abdul Mahdi was a member of the 
chamber of deputies. Both men were former cabinet ministers, 
and their arrest did nothing to convince Shiites that this govern­
ment would differ from its predecessors by being especially solic­
itous about their interests.40

For all these reasons, in 1941 there was not a huge outpouring 
of loyalty and willingness for self-sacrifice from the Shiite com­
munity for Rashid Ali’s government. And certainly there was lit­
tle from the Shiite tribes which, in the circumstances, repre­
sented a potentially formidable military asset. Indeed, in late April, 
and again after the fighting began in May, important Shiite tribal 
leaders in southern Iraq offered their services to the British.41

Just as the Iraqi ruling class had failed to win the loyalty of 
most Shiites, it had failed to win the allegiance of most Kurds. 
Among these people too there was a strong feeling, not unjusti­
fied, of suffering discrimination. For example, Kurdish districts 
did not get their fair share of social services, particularly educa­
tion, or of development projects.42 In the spring of 1941, in the
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senate, the upper house of Iraq’s parliament whose members were 
appointed by the king on the recommendation of the govern­
ment, only one out of nineteen members was a Kurd.43 And by 
appointing an Arab rather than a Kurd to the position of muta- 
sarrif of the predominantly Kurdish inhabited liwa of Sulaimani, 
Rashid Ali did nothing to convince the Kurds that his adminis­
tration would be more favorably disposed toward their interests 
than its predecessors.44 As a result, this large community in 
northern Iraq, which could have been a great source of strength 
for Rashid Ali, showed little inclination to defend his govern­
ment. On the contrary, for Rashid Ali the Kurds were a source 
of weakness because after the fighting began an important sec­
tion of the community under the leadership of Shaykh Mahmud 
in the area near the town of Sulaimani capitalized on the up­
heaval in Iraq by repudiating the government’s authority and of­
fering friendship to Britain.45

In this context it is worth recalling that Rashid Ali was prime 
minister in 1933 at the time of the Assyrian massacres. Undoubt­
edly, the memory of his role in these tragic events did nothing 
to encourage the Assyrians who were serving in the levies, and 
who composed the largest element in that organization, to waver 
in their loyalty to Britain. Since the levies played a vital role in 
the defense of Habbaniya and the subsequent battles against the 
Iraqi army, this point is of some significance.46

Nor did the Jews have reason voluntarily to support Rashid Ali 
because he was in open alliance with Nazi Germany, the most no­
torious anti-Jewish government in the world. In addition, they 
probably feared the introduction of anti-Jewish measures 47 The 
fact that in Rashid Ali’s previous government (March 1940-Jan- 
uary 1941) Umar Nazmi, the minister of transportation and pub­
lic works, had removed Iraqi Jews who were employed by the state 
railway in order to replace them with Muslims was an inauspi­
cious omen.48

Iraq was also handicapped in the fighting because, with the ex­
ception of Yunis al-Sabawi, Rashid Ali and his leading associates 
were not very inspiring or resolute leaders. For example, during 
the conflict none of them ventured near the front. Nor did they 
make any serious effort to defend Baghdad or retreat to Mosul 
to carry on the struggle from the north. And at the first sign of 
real danger all of them fled to the safety of foreign lands. For all 
these reasons, in May 1941 most Iraqis outside of the army, while 
not welcoming a British invasion, were unwilling to risk their lives
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to defend Rashid Ali’s government. Even in the army there were 
widespread desertions,49 while some 200 of those taken prisoner 
near Habbaniya readily switched to the side of the regent.50

The Iraqi government’s hasty capitulation, coupled with all its 
other mistakes and deficiencies already discussed, suggests that, 
whatever the shortcomings of their armaments (about which there 
is room for dispute),51 Rashid Ali and his military supporters 
lacked the boldness, determination, and competence to wage an 
all-out struggle against Britain with a reasonable chance of suc­
cess. From their perspective, to challenge Britain militarily at the 
most convenient opportunity for Iraq was morally and politically 
permissible, perhaps even incumbent. But their challenge was 
poorly prepared, halfheartedly executed, and quickly aban­
doned.

The British response, on the other hand, was forceful and res­
olute. Once Iraq placed restrictions on the landing of Indian 
troops at Basra and began to threaten Habbaniya, the British re­
jected all possibility of negotiations with Rashid Ali. They feared 
that a compromise settlement at this point would be injurious to 
their prestige and would allow Germany time to send substantial 
forces to Iraq.52 Instead, British commanders initiated hostilities, 
diverted troops and aircraft to Iraq that were badly needed in 
Palestine and Egypt, and without hesitation repeatedly attacked 
numerically superior enemy forces. In the process they risked not 
only military defeat and the interruption of oil deliveries through 
the pipeline to Haifa53 but also the death of some 500 British 
subjects confined in Baghdad in the British embassy and the 
American legation.54 Ultimately, this determination, combined with 
the skill and resourcefulness with which they conducted the cam­
paign—especially in moving troops, supplies, and vehicles rap­
idly across numerous water obstacles—rather than any numerical 
or material superiority, proved decisive.

After the armistice Britain quickly reinstalled the regent, placed 
a pro-British government in power in Baghdad, and occupied 
strategic locations throughout the country. In this manner, and 
with fewer than 200 casualties including those suffered by Assyr­
ian, Arab Legion, and Indian personnel,55 Britain restored its 
dominant position in Iraq.

Britain’s reconquest of Iraq in May 1941 had important mili­
tary and political consequences in the Middle East. Because the 
Vichy French authorities conspired with Germany and Italy to 
aid Rashid Ali, the British government now became concerned
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about a danger to its position in the region emanating from Syria 
and Lebanon. To eliminate this threat, in June 1941 British forces 
attacked Syria and Lebanon and quickly overran both countries. 
As a result of this campaign and the subsequent British occupa­
tion, French power and prestige in the Levant declined while that 
of local nationalists increased. By 1946 these developments led to 
the complete independence of Syria and Lebanon and the ex­
pulsion of all French military forces from the Middle East.

Britain’s reconquest of Iraq had another important conse­
quence. From their bases in Iraq, in August 1941 British military 
forces invaded Iran. Simultaneously, Russia attacked Iran from 
the north. The main objective of this campaign was to install a 
compliant government in Tehran that would eliminate German 
influence in the country and permit the opening of a route across 
Iran for the supply of British and American war material to the 
Soviet Union. With relatively little fighting Britain and Russia 
achieved this objective, the result of which may have been signif­
icant for the outcome of the war.

As far as Iraq was concerned, after the end of the Second World 
War—which was soon followed by the withdrawal of all British 
ground troops from the country—the regent, Nuri, and Britain’s 
other friends maintained their authority in Baghdad. But be­
cause they had returned to power on the back of the British army, 
they were now so closely identified with Britain that they were 
cut off from the mainstream of Arab nationalist sentiment in Iraq. 
The disfavor in which Britain was held by most Arab nationalists 
in Iraq—especially in the army upon which Britain had inflicted 
some 1,200 casualties during the fighting in May 194156—re­
flected upon these pro-British elements. Their execution of the 
members of the golden square, coupled with their policy of cash­
iering and often imprisoning cabinet ministers, army officers, and 
civil servants who actively participated in the anti-British move­
ment in 1941, added to their unpopularity.57 So did their unre­
lenting grasp on the reins of power, the widespread corruption 
of their regime, and their neglect of social programs for the poor. 
Their pro-western foreign policy, culminating in the formation 
of the Baghdad Pact in 1955 which isolated Iraq from most of 
the other Arab countries, also alienated many. Gradually, their 
position became untenable, especially after they were linked, 
through their close association with Britain, with the tripartite at­
tack on Egypt in 1956. Eventually, with relative ease in 1958 they 
were overthrown by the army.58 The new military government

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



The Hostilities of May 1941 141

adopted a neutralist foreign policy and quickly eliminated all re­
maining British influence in Iraq. In this manner it achieved many 
of the objectives sought by the members of the golden square. 
And thus finally ended in failure Britain’s efforts, begun origi­
nally in 1920, to create an independent but friendly regime in 
Iraq that would willingly cooperate in the protection of Britain’s 
vital interests in the Middle East.
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Conclusion

During the 1930s the British government believed that Iraqi 
friendship was necessary in order to secure important British 
strategic and economic interests in the Middle East. In particu­
lar, Britain wanted to protect its airbases in Iraq, its line of com­
munications from the Persian Gulf across Iraq to the Mediter­
ranean Sea, its preponderant share of the Iraqi import market, 
the Iraq Petroleum Company’s large oilfield in northern Iraq and 
oil pipeline across Iraq to the Mediterranean, and the Anglo- 
Iranian Oil Company’s large oilfield in southwestern Iran and oil 
refinery at Abadan. Consequently, in various ways during this 
period Britain accommodated and appeased the different Iraqi 
governments in an effort to acquire and maintain their friend­
ship. For example, Britain terminated the mandate long before 
it was legally obligated to do so; withdrew all of its ground troops 
in Iraq; withdrew from its airbases at Mosul and Hinaidi; re­
duced the number of levies to a very low figure and agreed to 
convert them into an air defense force that would be, at least 
nominally, part of the Iraqi army; provided Iraq with modern 
military equipment and sizable financial credits; discouraged 
Kurdish efforts to achieve independence or autonomy and in 1932 
actively participated together with the Iraqi army in military op­
erations against Kurdish dissidents; refused to support Assyrian 
attempts to establish an autonomous enclave in northern Iraq and 
in 1933 refused to intervene with armed force to protect the As­
syrians when they were under attack from the Iraqi army; and 
in 1939 greatly curbed Jewish immigration into Palestine and 
agreed to create an independent Palestinian state within ten years.

Initially, Britain’s efforts were reasonably successful. True, in
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1933 Britain could not prevent the massacre of the Assyrians; in 
1936 it could not prevent the anti-British General Bakr Sidqi from 
overthrowing the pro-British Prime Minister Yasin al-Hashimi; 
in 1937 it could not prevent Hikmat Sulayman’s government from 
purchasing substantial quantities of German and Italian arma­
ments; and in 1938—39 it could not prevent King Ghazi from 
waging a violent propaganda campaign against the shaykh of 
Kuwait. These setbacks clearly demonstrate the limited nature of 
British influence in Iraq after independence. Nonetheless, at the 
end of the decade Britain still retained its dominant strategic and 
economic position in Iraq and thereby protected its vital interests 
in the Middle East.

During the 1930s Britain was successful because no outside 
power seriously threatened its position in Iraq. Moreover, dur­
ing this period there was a sizable group of leading Iraqis who 
were basically pro-British in orientation and willing to imple­
ment the Anglo-Iraqi treaty of 1930. In addition to King Faysal 
and Prince Abd al-Ilah, this body included influential politicians 
like Nuri al-Said, Jafar al-Askari, Jamil al-Midfai, Ali Jawdat, 
Tawfiq al-Suwaydi, Rustum Haydar, and Salih Jabr.1 It would be 
untrue to say that these men were not real Arab nationalists or 
that they were British puppets. Some of them had fought against 
Britain in the rebellion of 1920.2 All of them had opposed the 
mandate and pressed for its earliest possible termination. After 
independence they still had important differences with Britain; 
for example, they wanted to end British rule in Palestine, elimi­
nate British influence in Kuwait and annex all or part of that na­
tion’s territory, promote the unity of the countries of the fertile 
crescent under Iraqi leadership, abolish the levies while ensuring 
that their replacement was firmly under Iraqi control, and pro­
cure more arms more rapidly for the Iraqi army. But despite these 
differences with Britain, these men—perhaps we could describe 
them as moderate nationalists—believed that Iraqi and Arab in­
terests would be best served by a policy of close cooperation with 
Britain. In this manner they thought that they could gradually 
achieve most of their main objectives while simultaneously deter­
ring Turkish or Iranian aggression and also preventing the growth 
of German or Italian influence in the Arab lands.

However, by 1940 the authority of these pro-British figures was 
declining as a result of the growing power of the army led by 
four officers known collectively as the golden square. These of­
ficers, and their associates among the civilian politicians, were ex-
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treme nationalists. While they shared most of the same goals as 
the moderate nationalists—and generally showed a similar lack 
of concern for land reform or social programs designed to ben­
efit the great mass of the population—they were more impatient 
and believed that their objectives could only be secured through 
a radical break with Britain. Perhaps because many of them were 
military leaders, they were more aggrieved than the moderates 
at what they thought were Britain’s attempts to keep Iraq weak 
by withholding arms. They were also more offended by the re­
sidual British presence in Iraq in the form of airbases, levies, and 
a military mission, which they viewed as a derogation of sover­
eignty; and by continued British rule in Palestine, which they 
considered a denial of the elemental right of self-determination 
and an impediment to the sacred cause of Arab unity. Doubtless 
too they hungered for the high government offices—and the ac­
companying means of financial enrichment—which were usually 
occupied by the leading pro-British politicians. Unlike the mod­
erate nationalists, the members of this group were willing to align 
themselves with Germany to achieve their aims. This willingness 
reflected the extent of their hatred of Britain. It also reflected 
the extent of Hitler’s military victories which for the first time 
made a pro-German policy a reasonable option.

Thus, despite Britain’s many concessions to Iraqi sensibilities, 
by 1940, only eight years after the termination of the mandate, 
Britain was no longer able to influence the Iraqi government even 
on matters affecting Britain’s most vital interests in the Middle 
East. At this time, precisely when Britain most needed a friendly 
government in Iraq because it was harried and harassed by pow­
erful enemies on numerous fronts, it encountered a regime ded­
icated to the complete elimination of Britain’s presence in Iraq 
and elsewhere in the region and willing to align itself with Brit­
ain’s deadliest enemy in order to achieve its aims.

Possibly if Britain had followed a firmer policy, for example, 
by retaining the mandate (as in Palestine and Transjordan) or at 
least by keeping British ground troops in Iraq (as in Egypt and 
India), it would have preserved its influence in the country and 
thereby protected its vital interests in the Middle East. Of course, 
in the final analysis this policy could have succeeded only if Brit­
ain had been willing to use force in order to maintain itself in 
Iraq. But in the late 1920s British leaders lacked the will for such 
a policy. Even if they had had the will, they might not have had 
enough domestic support to implement a policy that would
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probably have involved increased expenditure and a certain 
amount of repression within Iraq. Perhaps most important, how­
ever, they did not think that the continuation of the mandate or 
the stationing of British ground troops in Iraq was necessary in 
order to protect vital British interests in the region. On the con­
trary, British leaders believed that these interests could be pro­
tected more cheaply and, in the long run, more effectively by 
forging a close alliance with the Iraqi ruling class. That they 
overestimated the possibility of achieving such an alliance with­
out sacrificing the very interests the alliance was designed to 
safeguard, we have already observed.

As an alternative to a firmer policy, in the late 1920s Britain 
could have completely withdrawn from Iraq, including the air­
bases and the levies, in the hope that Iraqi leaders would re­
spond with gratitude and goodwill. But the British government 
was not willing to abandon all of the strategic gains it had se­
cured at great cost during the First World War. Nor was it will­
ing entirely to rely on the benevolence and capability of the Iraqi 
government to protect Britain’s vital interests in the region. Con­
sequently, to the consternation of most leading Iraqis, it insisted 
upon retaining two airbases and a protective screen of levies and 
in various other ways restricting Iraqi sovereignty. But even if 
Britain had completely withdrawn from Iraq, Iraqi leaders might 
not have responded with gratitude and goodwill unless Britain 
had also been willing to make greater concessions to the Palestin­
ian Arabs, further Iraq’s leadership ambitions in the fertile cres­
cent, compromise the interests of the shaykh of Kuwait, and grant 
Iraq a higher priority in the matter of arms supplies.

Ultimately, however, speculation on the imagined conse­
quences of rejected policies is fruitless. It is sufficient simply to 
note that a policy of indirect rule was tried and, after a brief pe­
riod of relative success, in 1940—41 it failed. In 1941 Britain re­
established its dominant position in Iraq, but only after a major 
military operation. After a subsequent period of military occu­
pation, Britain again withdrew all of its ground troops from Iraq 
and once more reverted to a policy of indirect rule. This policy 
then worked reasonably well until it irretrievably collapsed in 1958. 
Still, from 1932 until 1958—a quarter of a century even dis­
counting the rather unpleasant interval in 1940—41—perhaps not 
such a bad run for a geographically distant, militarily weakened, 
economically declining, and grieviously overextended European 
power in the midst of the nationalist passions of the Middle East.
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In any event, whether an alternative policy involving either greater 
or lesser British involvement would have succeeded in preserv­
ing essential British interests in Iraq at a tolerable cost for a longer 
period of time, or at least in avoiding Iraq’s alignment with Ger­
many in 1941 and its shift into neutralism after 1958, cannot be 
known.
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Rutba, British landing ground at, 28

al-Sabawi, Yunis, 135, 136, 138 
al-Sabbagh, Salah al-Din, 121, 123 
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Standard Oil of New Jersey, 94, 96, 98 
Sterling bloc, 120
Straits of Hormuz, Britain intercepts arms 

shipment at, 85
Submarines, German, 100
Sudan, 3, 23, 117
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Turkish-Iraqi border dispute, 11, 35
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World War II (continued)
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