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This book charts the way in which Britain at­
tempted to extend its control over the major 
oil-fields of the Middle East at the end of the 
First World War. Dr Mejcher’s major thesis is 
that the concept of the Mandate system was 
deliberately promoted by the British as a cover 
for the pursuit of their own national interest. In 
particular the award of the League of Nations 
Mandate for Iraq was central to Britain’s success­
ful efforts to secure control over the oil near 
Mosul and Kirkuk. But the author also shows 
how Britain’s major rival, America, was able to 
use other internationalist arguments, such as the 
‘Open Door’ principle, to wrest the Saudi 
Arabian fields from the British sphere of influ­
ence.

Before scholars were given access to the British 
government documents, the story of the use of 
the Mandate system in the struggle for oil could 
hardly have been told. Hitherto most historians 
have agreed with Lord Curzon that economic 
interests had little to do with Britain’s decision 
to stay in Iraq. Dr Mejcher’s own examination 
of these documents shows that for many of 
Curzon’s contemporaries, oil and Iraq were 
synonymous. In so doing he adds a vital extra 
dimension to the study of British imperial expan­
sion into Arab lands.
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FOREWORD by Elizabeth Monroe

Plenty of books tell the story of oil once commercial quantities are dis­
covered. Few record the diplomatic and commercial contests that took 
place in the days when its existence was only suspected. In Mesopota­
mia, discovery in volume took place only in 1927, but for fifteen years 
before that, the supposed 'oil of Mosul' was amassing file on file in 
British government departments.

The story of British tenacity in seeking and securing first, the man­
date for Iraq and secondly, the inclusion of Mosul vilayet within that 
mandate gets into full swing in the last months of the first World War. 
Then, Admiral Sir Edmond Slade, who was the Admiralty's oil expert, 
launched two memoranda that quickened attention. In them, he assessed 
the likely post-war race physically to control oil resources. His rea­
soning prompted Sir Maurice Hankey, the balanced and unemotional 
Secretary to the Cabinet, to propound and amplify his idea. It was at 
least partly responsible for the British army's push on to Mosul after 
the signing of the armistice with the Turks on the battleship Agamemnon 
at Mudros on October 30, 1918. Thereafter, it runs through all British 
diplomacy, like the thread through a banknote, until Curzon emerges 
from the Lausanne Conference in 1924 with Mosul vilayet in his pocket 
to be referred to the League of Nations which in 1925 awarded it to Iraq.

Professor Mejcher, in the course of this story, shows that many 
other reasons for holding Mosul - some true, some mere excuses - 
found their way into British arguments. Iraq's northern mountains could 
prove a barrier to Turco-German expansion towards India; their Chris­
tian inhabitants needed protection; they could be turned into splendid lev­
ies; Iraq needed a mountain frontier if it was to be safe against invasion; 
the neighbouring plains might become a granary for the world. He in­
cludes descriptions of the way in which the mandate idea unfolded, of the 
installation of Feisal as King in the hope that he would do British bidding, 
and of American attempts, to establish within it the principle of the Open 
Door. His account of the subtlety with which Curzon overcame all con­
testants at Lausanne is coloured by his now-famous lie: "Oil had not the 
remotest connection with my attitude over Mosul."
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Students who use this book should cap it with two others that have 
come out since Professor Mejcher wrote. One is Marian Kent’s 
Oil and Empire (London 1976). (She appears under her maiden name, 
Marian Jackin Professor Mejcher's bibliography.) It supplements 
his tale with a detailed account - some think too detailed - of the founda­
tion of the Turkish Petroleum Company just before the first World War; 
it also gives some useful information about the British acquisition, after 
the armistice, a big interest in an oil company till then thought untrust­
worthy - Royal Dutch Shell. The other book is Briton Cooper Busch's 
Mudros to Lausanne; 1918-1923 (State University of New York Press 
1976) which describes the muddle in Southern Russia, Persia and the 
Caucasus which renders it surprising that successive Cabinets engaged 
in peacemaking with Turkey had time to remember Mesopotamian oil,
- that necessity of Empire in the eyes of Admiral Slade, now thanks to 
Britain in the possession of Iraq.

ELIZABETH MONROE
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Note on the spelling of Arabic, Turkish and Persian proper nouns,

Arabic, Turkish and Persian names have been given in their 
familiar, romaised form wherever possible. The spelling of un­
familiar place-names is taken from the Oxford Atlas. The names 
of unfamiliar persons have been transliterated according to a 
fiimplifip.d version of the system to be found in C Brockelmann's 
Geschichte der Arabischen Literatur, supplementary Vol I 
(Leiden 1937).
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PREFACE

In the eighteen years from 1910 to 1928 Iraq could scarcely have 
been called an oil-producer. In 1929 the annual production figure of 
800, 000 barrels compared badly with the 42.1 million barrels pro­
duced in neighbouring Iran, and likewise with the total world pro­
duction in the year - 1, 485. 9 million barrels. Nevertheless it was 
in those 'unproductive' eighteen years in Iraq that the pattern of oil 
exploitation in the Arab Middle East took shape. Its basic features 
remained unchanged until the 1950's, and its eclipse has only very 
recently come about through the admission of indigenous Arab share­
holders to the Western oil-oligopolies, and through nationalisation.

Successive Arab officials and governments had struggled to attain 
this aim. But individual and local struggle proved futile: it could 
easily be exploited and absorbed by the Western imperial practice 
of 'divide and rule'. The lack of technical know-how, of management 
personnel, of investment capital and perhaps even of social stimulus 
and the spirit of enterprise may have sapped what energy was left 
after the frustrations of alien political and economic domination. 
Success required the formation of a common movement, the Organ­
ization' of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and the unification 
of all their efforts, before the dominating power of Western business 
administration could be made to pass away.

In contrast, the ascendancy of the West and the pattern of oil ex­
ploitation resulted from internal antagonisms and alliances that were 
unstable. Unrelenting internecine rivalry between the industrial
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PREFACE

empires and giant oil companies such as the Royal Dutch Shell Group, 
the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, and the American Standard Oil of New 
Jersey was the prelude to every major oil-concession. Sober politic­
ians and punctilious administrators became avid for the acquisition of 
oil. Before the turn of the century, technilogical progress in motor 
transport prompted metropolitan governments and the admiralties of 
imperial powers urgently to look abroad for unhampered supplies of 
the vital strategic commodity. The political methods by which the 
supply of oil was safeguarded were developed in the shadow of war. 
Having won a Pyrrhic victory over her rival Germany, Britain 
reached out to gather the most precious spoils of the tottering 
Ottoman Empire. The acquisition of Iraq's oil-bearing regions, to­
gether with production in Iran, would be enough to ensure an inde­
pendent supply and help restore the hegemony of Britain in world 
shipping. Her mercantile supremacy and her function of policing the 
seas could be expected to offset the rising power of America.

Thus far, this kaleidoscopic view may be familiar from a great 
many books already written on oil. The new data presented in this 
book derives from the intimate link between the successful acquisition 
of the oil-bearing regions on the one hand, and on the other, from 
the combined effects of Iraqi subjection and submission in the unique 
circumstances of the country's emergence as a nation-state.

Britain's physical conquest and mandatory commitment in Iraq were 
like two sides of the same coin. Thorough observation of this almost 
trivial aspect throws up many relevant questions that have been need­
lessly excluded from previous books on oil policy. Without being 
cynical we can dissent from the assertion that the changed standards 
of international behaviour after World War 1, and in particuar, of the 
conduct of relations between 'backward' and 'advanced' peoples - to 
use the imperial phraseology of those days - did not leave room for 
open and direct imperial expansion. Yet how were the restrictions that 
hindered British oil policy overcome? An assessment and a complete 
answer have to take into account the specific British contribution, 
intellectually and politically, to the birth of the international mandate 
formula which in the end helped Britain to acquire the oil. We must 
also examine the main steps of Iraq's constitutional development, prior 
to the Red-Line Agreement of 1928. This factor may well have been a 
powerful influence in British hands for maintaining submission.

The setting of this study is therefore very broadly based. The focus 
is as much on the contemporary conditions of imperialism, internation­
ally and locally, as it is on the early days of oil enterprise.
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PREFACE

Knowledge of the two together sheds new light on the nerve- 
centres of the British Empire in a vital region during the first 
quarter of the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Start of British interest in Mesopotamian Oil 1910-1914 

1. The problem in perspective
Anyone who writes about British oil policy, and concerns himself
chiefly with the years succeeding World War 1, is inescapably con­
fronted with the question of its legacy before the war. There are
many reasons why this is so. The Turkish Petroleum Company, since
1929 known as the Iraq Petroleum Company, was the principal in­
strument for developing British oil interests in the Arab Middle East.
Its origins, both financial and diplomatic, can be traced to the years
when Anglo-German trade rivalry was intensifying. The Baghdad
Railway Era before the war had been a hey-day for bankers and con­
cessionaires. The people were helped by a happy combination of
diplomatic factors which caused their governments to ask them to
act as intermediaries, with the result that under cover of diplomacy
they could easily benefit trade and finance. Once granted govern­
mental support from home, they could also bully the reluctant or
unreliable rulers at Istanbul into promising them concessions and
trading estates. Conversely, competitors in the field, by pretending
that they had government backing, easily found access to the rival
factions at the Porte.

Meanwhile, the Turks, burdened by the huge public debt and the 
imbroglio in the Balkans, were very ready to play off the concession­
aires against each other, or else to use them to draw in foreign 
diplomatic support for their various political ends. Naturally, the

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



2 THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS

result of such involved intrigue was that a host of would-be con­
cessionaires arose who believed, or aUeged, that they had netted 
their catch. This process did not stop even when war broke out in 
1914. Those who were lobbying for oil immediately set about in­
fluencing the shaping of war aims. Finally, when the Turks put out 
peace feelers, they engaged in an all-out attempt to shape the peace 
in a way that would ensure physical possession of the oil-bearing 
regions.

The armistice with the defunct Ottoman Empire, concluded on 30 
October 1918, ushered in a new round of fierce wrangling over their 
military gains, so that the legality of the pre-war concession of the 
Turkish Petroleum Company soon came under heavy attack. As this 
proceeded, Britain and her junior partner France were forced into 
retreat. In the long drawn-out finale, both gave way reluctantly to 
the mighty phalanx composed of Standard Oil of New Jersey and the 
U S State Department.

Before the war, when the Young Turks curtailed Abdul Hamid s 
privy purse, American oil interests as represented chiefly by Admiral 
Colby Chester had been on the losing side. After the war, prospects 
for American oil interests became brighter, as the Washington author­
ities fought to have the Open Door policy put into effect in the Middle 
East - exactly as the State Department had so successfully done in 
China sixty years before.

Nor had the British changed very much from before the war. When 
we realize how the same personnel continued in office, and what was 
the shape and the temper of their policy making, the role of govern­
ment in oil policy after 1917 clearly contradicts the widely accepted 
assertion that the war totally reversed 19th century standards of inter­
national behaviour and trade between so-called 'advanced' and 'back­
ward' peoples. As it turned out, the continuity of the imperial quest 
for oil was unbroken. Perhaps the expansionist and monopolist oil lobby 
at Whitehall occasionally proceeded with more caution and concealment 
than they had before the war. After all, they now had to cope with 

the chAPSA-paring of the Treasury which ruthlessly curtailed imperial 
overcommitment and an electorate which preferred domestic interests 
to those of empire. Nevertheless, the oil lobbiers, both within the 
ministries and outside the government, were as undaunted as ever.

The permeation of the nerve-centres of government by capitalist wick­
edness, or by the conspiracies of imperialists, are mere 'agit-prop' 
explanations for this continual thrusting for the control of oil. The oil < 
business as a commercial enterprise has dynamics and rules of its own.
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THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS 3

Besides the fluctuations of the world's oil reserves and the effect of 
these on the market, any basic and comprehensive explanation must 
also include the belief that the ideological and traditional tenets of 
international trade policy were still as valid as ever. After the war 
the Manchester free-trade philosophy still maintained the dual outlook 
which it had had in the nineteenth century: namely, that the use of 
the world's raw materials belonged to that part of mankind most ad­
vanced in mastering nature (which happened - providentially - to be 
the West), and cancelled out any such petty notion as that of terri­
torial sovereignty. Seen from this angle, in terms of ideology 
rather than party politics, the frontiers between free trade principles 
and protectionism become blurred. Thus everyone, whether expan­
sionists and advocates of protectionism by government or the old and 
the new apostles of the Open Door principle or the critics of empire 
and imperialism (who in the economic as well as in the political sphere 
stood for rule by international sovereign organization), all were in 
complete agreement with one another. (2) in matters of trade policy 
they were 'Wilsonian' - as were Edward Grey and Bethmann Hollweg.

The translation of philosophy and theory into practice comes about 
by way of social and political interchange. There is an interesting 
similarity between the apologetics for territorial expansion and trade 
protectionism in the nineteenth century and the attempts to establish 
monopolies of control in the early twentieth century. This implies that 
the expansion of empire, whether formal or informal, stemmed from 
a defensive strategy; regional trade and transit trade were brought 
under monopoly control in order to prevent any deterioration of inter­
national trade or outright economic war. (3) The margin for compromise 
in such preventive measures was largely determined by political geo­
graphy.

The accommodations in Mesopotamia made between England and 
Germany before the war provide an excellent illustration. (^) The 
negotiations that led to the final 'Baghdad Peace' of June 1914 consisted 
basically, of the meticulous and appropriate division of territorial 
spheres and the fair sharing of the channels of communication and 
traffic. Once the Young Turks' efforts to secure and develop for their 
own needs the resources of the Arab half of their empire were frus­
trated by this Anglo-German rapprochement in the area, the two powers 
had all that they needed for a mutual compromise. Germany's Baghdad 
Railway was terminated at Baghdad while the line further south, down 
to Basra and the Gulf, was to have a different gauge and British 
management. In Baghdad itself an equally inconvenient check was set
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4 THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS

up to prevent uncontrolled through-traffic to Khanaqin, the Persian 
border town: there was to be no railway bridge linking the banks of 
the Tigris. Goods had to be reloaded and transported by ferries be­
longing to the British firm of Mackay & Lynch Brothers, whose 
shipping monopoly on the Tigris -was revived in order to offset the 
challenge that was to be expected from trade and transport on the 
German Baghdad Railway. Finally, seen against this background of 
skilfully arranged counterchecks, the provisions of the Basra port 
convention reveal their true significance and scope. The 60 per cent 

investment share granted to German building and construction firms, 
rather than increasing German imports, helped British and Anglo- 
Indian trade, which had roughly a 70 per cent preponderance in the 
Gulf.

Trade rivalry was, of course, part of the overriding strategic 
concept; either that or the economic motives were of a more so- 
Dhisticated kind than just competition for quantities of transit goods. 
'All-German' propagandists of the time like Paul Rohrbach (who was 
one of the more vociferous) never hesitated to point out the politico- 
strategic implications of the railway lines in the Near East: they 
were intended to provide the German Empire with a means of bar­
gaining if ever the two rival empires found themselves on the brink 
of an economic war, the outbreak of which was forecast again and 
again. On the British side, Lovat Fraser maintained that the 
checks and balances were set up purposely to deny those bargaining 
assets - whether to Germany, or to the recovering 'sick man' at 
the Porte.

2. First steps towards control over Middle Eastern Oil
Had Anglo-German trade rivalry and the two countries' strategic 
manoeuvres been the sole points at issue, one might say that the 
struggle was ended conclusively by the Basra Convention of June 
1914. In similar fashion the struggle between Britain and Russia for 
mastery in Persia had come to its end seven years before. But 
since the overriding contest was between the Anglo-Persian Oil 
Company and the Royal Dutch/Shell Group for the control of the 
Middle East Oil and everything that went with it, Germany could 
not be appeased or contained by geographic limits of spheres of 
influence, no matter how clear-cut. Under the Baghdad Railway 
Convention of 1903 Germany possessed the right to exploit all min­
erals in a 20 kilometre strip each side of the railway track; hence
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THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS 5

Britain had to be alert lest any investment partnership was formed 
which might disturb the Middle East oil market. Germany, although 
one of the leading investors in the Ottoman Empire, was short of 
capital; moreover her aUoted concession area cut right across most 
of the oil-bearing regions of Mesopotamia.

Germany was not slow to reap the benefits of this concession.
The partner that commended itself was the formidable Royal Dutch/
Shell Group. This group was founded in 1907 by a merger of the 
Royal Dutch Petroleum Company(N V Koninklijke Nederlandsche 
Maatschappij tot Exploitatie van Petroleumbronnen in Nederlandsche- 
Indie, 1890) with the Shell Transport and Trading Company Ltd.
(1897), a successor of the London firm of Samuel Brothers & Com­
pany. It had been Sir Marcus Samuel, who established the first oil 
tanker Uns between Batum in the Caspian Sea and the Far East at 
the turn of the century. In the following years, the Shell Transport 
and Trading Company Ltd., which originally had traded exclusively 
with the shells and crustaceans that abound in the ocean waters of 
the Dutch indies, rapidly built up the largest fleet known in those 
days. In 1907 SheU alone ran thirty-one tankers, which added up to 
102, 000 tons gross register. In order to compete better against the 
distribution lines of the powerful Standard Oil Co. of New Jersey, 
the SheU Transport and Trading Company Ltd., in 1902 concluded a 
treaty with its immediate European rival, the KonmkUjke Maatschappij. 
A year later, both companies founded the Asiatic Petroleum Co. as 
their common distribution agent. The Asiatic Petroleum Co. also 
strengthened the existing Unks with the French-Russian Rothschild 
combine at Baku. The founding of the Asiatic Petroleum Co. was the 
first step towards the full merger of the two companies. Thus the 
Royal Dutch/Shell Group succeeded the Asiatic Petroleum Company 
Ltd. (1903). From 1907 the Royal Dutch Group's London branch was 
the Anglo-Saxon Petroleum Company Ltd. By world-wide expansion 
of its concession areas in British Borneo, Rumania, the United States, 
Mexico and Venezuela as much as by its huge transport and market­
ing capacities, the Royal Dutch/Shell Group had a financially soUd 
base. In fact, it was the world's largest oil concern after the 
Arnftrican Standard Oil Group and, as such, a keen competitor in the 
rapidly expanding oil industry.

For obvious reasons the activities of the Royal Dutch/Shell Group 
in Mesopotamia were not regarded with equanimity by the Anglo-Persian 
Oil Company in neighbouring Persia or by its supporters in Whitehall 
and India. The Anglo-Persian Oil Company originated in 1901 when
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6 THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS

British Government had helped secure

William Knox d'Arcy, a British-bom adventurer who had acquired 
considerable wealth by the discovery of gold-mines in Australia, ob­
tained a concession from the Persian Government which covered an 
area of some 500, 000 square miles. At the time 'considerable dip­
lomatic assistance' from
the concession for d'Arcy. ' ' Further, when d'Arcy's means were 
rapidly being exhausted by the extremely costly work of prospecting, 
several ministries in Whitehall put forward the view that the d'Arcy 
concession holding should be retained as a purely British undertaking. 
The Admiralty was particularly adamant on this point since oil from 
Southern Persia was rapidly becoming an indispensible commodity, 
indeed a strategic necessity, for the Navy whose ships were now 
being converted from coal to oil burning. Any foreign incursions into 
the Middle East oil market and particularly into Persian oil supplies 
were a serious barrier to the self-sufficiency of the British Navy. 
Undoubtedly, the greatest threat was from the Royal Dutch/Shell Group: 
its large capital reserves and insatiable appetite for new concession 
area s throughout the world suggested that it might attempt to take 
over the d'Arcy holdings. Although it was a 40 per cent British- 
owned concern and registered in London, the Anglo-Saxon group was 
considered to be open to German influence because of the 60 per 
cent Dutch holdings in it.

Presumable such considerations were largely emotional. Ever 
since the Kaiser's involvement in the Boer War aroused British 
suspicion of German motives, simple anti-German feeling was 
likely to outweigh reason, which suggested that the Royal Dutch/
Shell Group could not be counted on for support by any particular 
nation such as Germany because, as a profit- and marketing- 
orientated company as well as an international combine it had a 
policy of its own. This in turn made the Company largely immune 
to government intervention or appeals to patriotism.

While the British Admiralty, egged on by such devotees of oil 
as Lord Fisher and Winston Churchill, was successfully dissuading 
the d'Arcy group either from selling out its shares or from taking 
on foreign loans and accepting new partners, its watchfulness over 
affairs in Mesopotamia was increasing. Rightly or wrongly the Shell 
Group was suspected of being ready to start an all-out price war in 
the Middle once it had gained a foothold in Mesopotamian oil
concessions. EventuaUy the group was also to control the price 
of liquid fuel for the British Navy, for it was correctly assumed 
that since the Anglo-Persian Oil Company was debarred from having
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THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS 7

any guaranteed marketing and transport facilities it would sooner 
or later have to conclude at least a marketing agreement with the 
Royal Dutch/SheU Group. In the event a partial agreement was con­
cluded in 1912.

Accordingly, British policy set itself three objectives. Firstly, it 
could strengthen the Anglo-Persian Oil Company by indirect sub­
sidies such as contracts for fixed ratios of supply for the Admiralty 
and for the imperial railway system in India and elsewhere.
Secondly, it could use diplomatic interference in Istanbul to frustrate 
the Shell Group's attempts to gain a foothold in the Mesopotamian 
petroleum concession. And thirdly, it could induce and help the 
d'Arcy group either to obtain a concession of its own or else to gain 
a majority shareholding in any oil concession for the vilayets of 
Baghdad and Mosul.

As it turned out, British policy, though far from being unified, 
was to pursue all three aims. Attainment of the first objective was 
greatly helped by the financial recovery of the d'Arcy group in 1908 
when an oil ridge of great wealth and good quality was struck at 
Masjid-i-Sulaiman. Nevertheless, the exigencies of an imperial­
ism bent on self-sufficiency demanded that the Anglo-Persian Oil 
Company should be made a ministerial or a government undertaking. 
Only in this way would the company be made independent of uncon­
trollable fluctuations on the world market. Inside the Government, 
the Admiralty was certainly the department most concerned about oil. 
Yet it refrained from putting the Anglo-Persian Oil Company's 
future on its list of financial obligations, arguing that if the 
company's stockholding were to be safeguarded against foreign incur­
sions or enlarged the Treasury itself, possibly with the assistance 
of India, would have to step in. Both the company and the Admiralty 
were at pains to emphasise this to the Government. They exerted 
pressure by generating fear of an imminent and wholesale take-over 
by Shell.

The second objective of British oil policy which was to frustrate 
the Shell Group's expansion into the Mesopotamian market, was 
pursued by supporting the d'Arcy group as a competitor in the field. 
In 1901, (the year in which the Persian concession was obtained), 
d'Arcy, through his representative A L Marriot, a French ex­
diplomat, had already applied for oil concessions in the vilayets of 
Baghdad and Basra. There had been several no less eager American 
competitors, foremost among whom was Rear-Admiral Colby Chester 
But despite of all efforts no documentary ratification resulted.
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8 THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS

By virtue of her Baghdad Railway Convention of 1903 Germany 
alone was in the lead. Having attained this position, Germany 
could not be outstripped even when in 1908 the Young Turks turned 
the tables at the Porte and, to the delight of the British, ushered 
in a pro-British liberal phase.

Such delight was short-lived. The events of 1908 gave an un­
expected turn to British diplomacy. British statesmen soon came 
to realize that Turkey's rapprochement with the Entente might 
seriously disturb the European equilibrium by provoking a German 
intervention in Istanbul. In order to forestaU this, Britain had to 
keep the Turks at arm's length. At the same time the British 
rapprochement with Germany in the Middle East, which was indis- 
pensible to the fulfilment of their oil policy, had to be strictly 
limited in geographic terms and kept indefinite enough to avoid 
alienating Imperial Russia. With regard to oil, therefore, White­
hall's policy had henceforth to concentrate on its third objective: 
that the d'Arcy group should become the senior partner in the 
Mesopotamian oil industry.

Fortunately, demands arising at Constantinople from the burden 
of the Public Debt, and from various expensive projects in the 
military and industrial field fitted in with the interests of British 
investment groups. A National Bank of Turkey was set up on whose 
board were Sir H. Babington Smith, Hugo Baring, the germanophile 
Sir Ernest Cassel and the Armenjan-bom C S Gulbenkian. This 
National Bank was certainly a more appropriate bargaining partner 
for the Deutsche Bank, which held the Baghdad Railway Concession, 
than any of Whitehall's government departments could ever have been. 
Contacts were soon established, and by 1911 African and Eastern 
Concessions Ltd. was registered in London. Backed by the National
Bank of Turkey it was to be able to obtain oil concessions through­

out the Ottoman Empire. However, as the Deutsche Bank and the 
Royal Dutch/Shell Group also held a 50 per cent shareholding, the 
Company had too much of a German/Dutch complexion to divert 
the watchfulness of the British. The next step for London, 
therefore, was to enlarge British shareholdings. This could be 
done in two ways: either by turning the Anglo-Saxon Group (which 
was the branch of Royal Dutch/Shell) into an all-British concern 
by buying the 60 per cent Dutch shareholding or by introducing 
d'Arcy as a senior partner by means of a partial merger of the 
Turkish Petroleum Company with the Anglo-Persian Oil Company.
The name 'Turkish Petroleum Company' had been substituted for
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THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS 9

that of African and Eastern Concessions Ltd. when on 23 October 
1912 the Deutsche Bank had entered this latter company. Again, 
British policy came to pursue both aims. Yet the purchase of the 
60 per cent Dutch holding in the Anglo-Saxon group proved futile 
for the time being and, in fact, remained a part of British post­
war policy. In contrast, the partial merger between the Turkish 
Petroleum Company and the Anglo-Persian Oil Company offered 
prospects of success.

3. Germany and the Baghdad Railway Interlude
For German policy a rapprochement with Britain at the very heart 
of her empire in the East was most welcome: it could provide the 
starting point for the over-all Ausgleich in Europe over Belgium 
which Bethmann Hollweg so much desired. As a result the oil 
issue naturally became inextricably woven into the larger complex 
of Anglo-German policy in the Middle East. While those responsible 
for trade and finance in Britain and Germany observed with satis­
faction the tentative steps towards a regional arrangement in Meso­
potamia, various departments in Whitehall - the Board of Trade, 
the India Office and the Admiralty - assumed an increasingly hos­
tile attitude towards Sir Edward Grey's foreign policy. British oil 
policy in Mesopotamia was thus being affected and disturbed by 
very complex motives, and the negotiations between Britain and 
Germany which led to the 'Baghdad Peace' on the eve of the war 
merit a brief description.

A considerable time was spent on negotiating the settlement of the 
Baghdad Railway track. A brief recital of contemporary comments 
illustrates the sort of obstacles to a speedy Anglo-German under­
standing. On 8 November 1899, The Times could still write that 
there was "no power other than Germany into whose hands English­
men would more gladly see the enterprise (Baghdad Railway Con­
cession) fall", because, as the commentator went on, there was 
none which had made such substantial advance towards meeting 
Britain's liberal economic policy.1 ' However, in the same autumn 
Lord Curzon, who had resigned his viceroyalty in India, gave 
voice to a feeling of increasing wariness in Whitehall. Nobody 
questioned the bona fides of German commercial enterprise, but 
German interests had a tendency to grow by methods which were 
not always acceptable to her neighbours. In the Gulf and Lower 
Mesopotamia German enterprise would only add to the complexities
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10 THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS

(17)of an already sufficiently difficult situation. Four years later, 
when the Baghdad Railway Convention was formaUy ratified at the 
Porte (1903), British observers were already regarding the enter­
prise as a "spearhead" of German imperialism directed against the 
peacekeeping British hegemony in the Gulf. On 5 May 1903, Lord 
Lansdowne, another former Viceroy in India (1888 - 1894), delivered 
a speech in the Lords which was celebrated as establishment of 
a British Monroe Doctrine for the Middle East. The British 
pleaded their case by claiming that their traditional efforts in 
appeasing the Persian Gulf amounted to a 'self-denying ordinance' 
which set standards for new-comers in the region. It is true that 
the British Empire had scrupulously avoided posting any naval 
stations of its own in the Gulf area.

Lord Lansdowne carried the House with him. The Baghdad Rail­
way Concession ceased to be simply a matter of business partly 
because it was caUed in to help and partly because it had entered 
the sphere of trade and high finance of its own accord. The silken 
paw of diplomacy began to show its hidden claws. Concessions, 
kilometric guarantees* and tariff prerogatives all turned into power­
ful levers, political instruments and Trojan Horses. The political 
armoury on both sides was enlarged by new additions.

* The system of kilometric guarantees consisted of advance pay­
ments by the Turks to the foreign railway contractor. The payment 
was based on a fixed sum for each kilometre to be built. The sum 
per kilometre was based on a calculation of the actual investment 
cost together with a projection of the future profit of the line, hi 
order to be able to advance the payment, the Turks had to acquire 
foreign loans at high interest rates or else to mortgage other in­
come sources. In the case of Germany, the big banks and par­
ticularly the Deutsche Bank were themselves industrial entre­
preneurs in the Baghdad Railway enterprise. This meant, that they 
both received the kilometric guarantee sum and emitted the loan, 
which incurred high profits from interest . As capital was usually 
short on the German market, the kilometric guarantee served the 
banks and the investors as a security.
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THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS 11

On the British side the shipping interest of John Mackay, later 
Lord Incheape, was induced to merge with the small firm of Lynch 
Brothers & Co. which ran shipping on the Tigris, and to ask for a 
shipping monopoly in Mesopotamia. On the German side in 1906 
the Hamburg steam line of Hapag set about capturing the Gulf trade 
and competing with Anglo-Indian transport to Turkey and Russia, 
and Count von Bulow, the German Chancellor, reco^^^s note:
'I am very pleased; this can only hurt the British.' ’ During
the Windsor talks in 1907 and in revenge for diplomatic defeat at 
the Algeciras Conference in Morocco, von Bulow and his staff 
thwarted the British plans for summoning a conference A Quatre at 
which the London Government hoped that, backed by her Entente 
partners France and Russia, she would gain a fair share in con­
trolling the railway line from a point north of Baghdad down to the 
Gulf. It was certainly true that the question of the terminus of the 
Baghdad Railway did not figure in official Anglo-German negotiations. 
Britain, on her part, had good reason to be reticent; for since her 
treaties recently concluded with the Sheiks of Kuwait and Muhammara 
had not yet been confirmed by the suzerain Ottoman Government, her 
position at the head of the Gulf was precarious and subject to op­
position. Why then should she bring this question up when German 
bankers were offering her the prospect of slipping into the enter­
prise and improving her insecure position in Lower Mesopotamia.

On the other hand, the Foreign Office thought it could atone for 
the blunder Britain had made in allowing Germany to get the Baghdad 
Railway concession. Britain thus put strong pressure on the Turkish 
Government, telling them that she would consent to a 4 per cent 
tariff increase only on the understanding that this new income, 
which the Young Turks were aiming to acquire, would not be used 
to subsidise the construction of the Baghdad-Basra link. In parti­
cular, the British gave pledges to the Young Turks that they would 
oppose any kilometric guarantees, by which means they hoped to 
gain the concession for the last section of the line. The Grand 
Vizier told Arthur Gwinner of the Deutsche Bank about the Turkish 
Government's impasse, and Gwinner proposed to his colleagues in 
the National Bank of Turkey that the British should have a share in 
the control of the southern railway section. Yet the Foreign Office 
and the Board of Trade would not entertain the idea of more parti­
cipation. As Grey and Churchill (then President of the Board of Trade) 
told Cassel, he would have to bid for the best terms: it was e^gy- 
tial that the British should have a share of at least 60 per cent.
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12 THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS

As for the German demands for a share in the kilometric 
guarantees, it was suggested that some compensation should be paid 
to them. The Foreign Office and the Board of Trade spoke of a loan 
to the Turks by which they would be enabled to reduce their subsidy 
to the line and proportionately increase payment of the kilometric 
guarantees, ( a sum to be paid for each kilometre constructed by 
the German company). By this means Grey hoped to free Britain 
of a double accusation: firstly that she was unduly bleeding the 
Turks, and secondly that she was subsidising the rival German 
enterprise - which was, in fact, precisely what she was doing.

The entire scheme^^d been worked out by George Stanley of 
the Board of Trade. In essence, its intentions were all-round 
conciliation. In the context of regional spheres of influence, Germany 
was given preponderance in central Anatolia and Northern Meso­
potamia,- Britain reserved for herself the south, while Russia would 
be given the option of controlling the branch-line from Baghdad to 
Khanaqin. France was to participate in a new line up the Euphrates 
Valley to Homs and provide a link with the Syrian railway net­
work. ’ The flaw in the scheme was that it overlooked the com­
mercial dimension of the railway enterprise. Surely the German 
bankers were quite willing to buy British approval and co-operation 
by conceding them a major share in the Baghdad-Basra section of 
the line. By their own business principles and, of course, due to 
Turkish insistence, however, would they never allow a split in the 
management of the enterprise. The Baghdad Railway was conceived 
of as being a commercial and strategic whole. To safeguard its 
integrity, it was stipulated that the construction south of Baghdad 
should not start until the line had reached Baghdad from the north. 
Grey however wanted full power to begin at once. He furthermore 
wanted the Turks concurrence that the British controlled section 
should have a varied route, gauge and character. Obviously this 
aim was to obviate any future military use of the line by Istanbul.
Yet timing was certainly the more urgent problem. The British 
were aware that once the line had reached Baghdad, they themselves 
would be in a much weaker position to prevent the "German spear­
head" from reaching the Gulf. But Grey was in a dilemma. Even if 
construction of the British controlled section could start at once, 
at home he would still be the target of the severe criticism and 
public disapproval that was stirred up by a press hostile to Germany. 
To them the Baghdad-Gulf section was certain to prove the most 
profitable part of the entire line. Yet as a result of its prior com­
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THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS 13

pletion and great profits Istanbul would, however, be able to pay- 
more to the Germans. The system of the kilometrie guarantees 
might indeed become quite a profitable source of income for rival 
Germany. For this reason Grey became the target of public dis­
approval stirred up by a press hostile to Germany which denounced 
his system as being devised to bleed the Turks.

For political reasons Istanbul was of course eager to exploit any 
situation in which the Great Powers could be played off against 
each other. Grey therefore quickly realised that his pledges to the 
Young Turks that the kilometrie guarantee system would be revised 
had already led Britain into a position financially and politically 
unacceptable to Germany. Gwinner, who noticed the embarrassment 
of the British, tried to correct the course of Anglo-German 
rapprochement by reviving the resentment of the Young Turks about 
Britain's interference in Kuwait. When this was achieved the British 
were told that Turkey rather than Germany, was the real nigger in 
the woodpile. Yet this move made by the Deutsche Bank proved 
counter-productive to the prospects of Bethmann Hollweg's 'General 
Ausgleich' with Britain; instead, Anglo-German understanding was 
localized and limited once more to the Middle East.

Not long afterwards Bethmann Hollweg derived some degree of con­
solation from a move made by Russia. Obviously the Gwinner-Cassel 
talks, initiated and supported by the London and Berlin Governments, 
had failed at an early stage. They lasted long enough, however, to 
penetrate to St. Petersburg, where Sazonov, the Secretary of State 
for Foreign Affairs, began to accuse Britain of violating the principle 
of the Entente Convention, namely, that four-sided talks had to pre­
cede any negotiations with other powers involving questions of any 
magnitude. Sassonov, by way of retaliation, claimed this as a good 
precedent for starting talks with Germany over Persia. He argued 
that as Britain had tried to get her special position in Lower Meso­
potamia confirmed by expansionist Germany, so Russia must get a 
similar recognition of her hold in Northern Persia. As the British 
Ambassador Sir Arthur Nicolson feared, the Neutral Zone as desig­
nated in the 1907 Agreement on Persia was in question. Russian 
tactics, which led to the Potsdam Agreement of 1910, were helpful 
to Bethman Hollweg's efforts to shift the Middle East question back 
into its true focus. According to Grey's quickly reformulated policy, 
Britain could not enter into a political understanding with Germany 
which would separate her from Russia and France, leaving her iso­
lated and obliging the rest of Europe to look to Germany.
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14 THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS

In contrast with the Middle East, however, Europe left no room for 
compromise on politico-geographical terms.

Henceforward Anglo-German negotiations on the Baghdad Railway 
question proceeded with as many twists and turns as the railway 
line on its meanderings through the vaUeys of the AnatoUan moun­
tains. First on the list of British objectives in the railway question 
was her intention to apply for a separate concession for a West- 
East railway line, as a route of her own for trade with the Middle 
East. The support given by the Government was like an ultimatum: 
if the concession were refused, British policy towards the Ottoman 
Empire would undergo drastic change. The Turkish response was 
immediate and in obvious accordance with its long-term projects to 
reorganize the Empire and streamline its rule. Istanbul offered to 
buy out the German rights on the Baghdad-Basra section and run 
the railway by means of its own company. For Whitehall, of course, 
any arrangement that granted more than nominal management to the 
Turks was anathema. As Whitehall was soon to show, where oil 

was concerned it would not tolerate their holding even nominal 
power.

4, The Agreement on oil that was too late
The Turk's suggestion that they should buy out the German rights 
in the Baghdad-Basra section of the railway Une was no doubt in- 
fluenc^^by the loss of their European dependencies in the Balkan 
wars. Istanbul was thrown back on its Asiatic and Arab pro­
vinces where it was determined to maintain itself as sovereign. 
Although it had bartered away most of its imperial assets and 
sources of income, such as the land tax and crops of Syria, as 
securities for foreign loans, it was as a sovereign power that 
Istanbul was determined to come to an agreement- with Britain. Of 
course, the other side of the coin wac that overtures like these 
were also designed to contain British influence and rule on the 
Eastern borders of Mesopotamia.

We have already seen that Britain was hardly interested in an 
Anglo-Turkish rapprochement as a means of preventing strong 
German intervention at the Porte. Rather, Istanbul must be kept 
at bay. Germany's good wiU had to be courted in order to make 
her accept d'Arcy's takeover of the National Bank's 50 per cent 
shareholding in the Turkish Petroleum Company. It was for the 
same reason that Britain was sounding out the Turks. Meanwhile,
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THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS 15

In 1913 a British commission headed by Rear Admiral Sir Edmond 
Slade had arrived in Persia to study the oil i^ions and report to 
the Cabinet upon their imperial implications. Government 
commitment was thus on the agenda of Cabinet discussions when 
Whitehall's intended junior partner's accession to the Turkish 
Petroleum Company was being engineered.

Yet, a week before the reconstitution of the Turkish Petroleum 
Company was in fact achieved, British exasperation with the Young 
Turks was aroused once more. On 12 March 1914 Sir Edward 
Mallet, the British Ambassador at the Porte, reported that the 
Turks had plans to set up an oil company of their own to work 
the oil in the three Mesopotamian vilayets of Mosul, Baghdad and 
Basra. Mallet, whose pro-Turkish inclinations were known to 
Whitehall, also reported sympathetically on the Young Turks' 
efforts to balance revenue and expenditure and so reduce the 
imminent deficit for the next year of nearly L T 5, 000, 000. 
Economy was to be effected (it seems) by changes in the budget 
list which would allow an increase in naval expenditure while the 
budget of the Ministry of War showed a curtailment of L T 2, 000, 
000, the final expenditure for the Navy being fixed at L T 6, 000, 
000. Unfortunately, we cannot yet judge how genuine were the plans 

of the Turks to set up an oil industry of their own. Istanbul had, to 
be sure, many reasons for starting such an enterprise: locomotive 
transportation on the expanding railway system would be cheaper 

when run on oil, to say nothing of the numerous pumping stations 
working the irrigation systems in Mesopotamia and other parts of 
the empire while, more importantly Istanbul was developing and 
enlarging its Navy so as to be able to meet the challenges of 
Greece's 'Military League' and the neo-Byzantinist ^jpansionism in 
Crete and the Aegean led by the dashing Venizelos.

While British shipyards were receiving Turkish orders, Whitehall 
was steering a cautious course, bearing in mind that the Turkish 
Navy might one day help to enhance the fire-power of Germany's 
Grand Fleet against the British. Diplomatic reasons suggest them­
selves when we give full reign to imagination. Was not a Turkish- 
controlled oil company the best way to bar the Anglo-Persian Oil 
Company from gaining a foot-hold in Mesopotamia? Although by 
March 1914 Istanbul seems already to have been pledged to grant 
the d'Arcy group concession rights in Mesopotamia, they might have 
had last-minute pricks of conscience on hearing that the British 
Treasury was under very strong pressure to purchase a controlling
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16 THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS

share in the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. If this happened, d'Arcy 
would surely stand revealed as the pace-maker for British Govern­
ment control in Mesopotamia.

The British Foreign Office inclined to the view that Istanbul was 
advertising its projected Ottoman Oil Company as a screen for 
German, and possibly French, capital interests, while at the same 
time attempting to strengthen its bargaining position over the issue 
of tariff increase with the British - who had a casting vote on the 
board of the Ottoman Public Debt. Germany, as the leading investor 
and creditor in the Ottoman Empire, was likely to press for pre­
ferential investments in an industrial field that promised to be so 
profitable. (^1) of the total private investment of foreign capital in 
the Ottoman Empire of L T 63, 444, 000 in late 1914, Germany had 
contributed 45.4 per cent compared with 25.9 per cent from France 
and 16.9 per cent from Britain. (32) Mallet, of course, may also 
have attributed the news of a state-owned oil company to the 
demands of a small but energetic faction inside the Ottoman Govern­
ment. Be that as it may, the Foreign Office saw fit to send a 
covert ultimatum to Istanbul stipulating that the d'Arcy group must 
be granted at least a 50 per cent shareholding in any company 
formed to work the petroleum in the Mosul and Baghdad vilayets, 
and that without this the Ottoman Government would never obtain 
British consent to a tariff increase or any other conveyances de­
manded of the Ottoman Public Debt Administration. A veiled threat 
was implied in the reminder that, in any case, London and Berlin
were working closely together to bring about a satisfactory sol- 
lution of the oil question. Special reservations were made concerning 
Basra vilayet and the Nejd. These consisted of strict observance of 
the "green line" of Kuwait, preferential rights for British subjects 
who were already interested in -Basra oil, and a ban on the estab- 
lishement of any foreign syndicate in the Nejd. *

* The "green line" of Kuwait had been laid down in the Anglo- 
Turkish agreement signed on July 29 1913, c.f. British Documents 
on the Origins of the War 1898-1914, vol 10, Part H ed. by G P Gooch 
and H Temperley, London 1938, p 192. Within the pricincts of the 
line, which was drawn in green colour on a map annexed to the 
agreement and which in fact demarcated the borders of Kuwait prior 
to the later border settlements at the conference at Uqair in 1922, the 
Ottoman Government had agreed (1) to abstain from all administrative
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THE START OF BRITISH INTERESTS 17

On 19 March 1914, nine days after Istanbul had received this 
British demarche the Turkish Petroleum Company was reconsti­
tuted with d'Arcy now holding the 50 per cent share of the National 
Bank of Turkey. ^33^ This re-constitution of the Company was greatly 
helped by Gulbenkian's skilful mediation: at its last stage the giant 
A. P. O. C. and SheU companies turned against him, but their attempts 
to squeeze him wholly out of the enterprise were in vain. Sixty days 
later, on 20 May 1914, the British Government purchased a majority 
shareholding of 51 per cent in the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. (34) 
While the Admiralty and the oil-lobbiers in Whitehall at once began 
to treat this as a precedent to commit the Treasury in Mesopotamia 
as well. At the end of June the Convention of Basra settled Anglo- 
German problems in the Arab Middle East. At the Porte the British 
and German Ambassadors were told that the application of the Turk­
ish Petroleum Company for an oil concession comprising the two 
vilayets of Mosul and Baghdad would be granted, but that ratification 
and written confirmation had to wait until certain stipulations were 
made. Barely forty days later on 2 August 1914, the outbreak of 
war in Europe precipitated the last act which would have sealed the 
Baghdad Peace, though obviously not peace in Europe.

measures independent of the shaykh of Kuwait, (2) neither to estab­
lish garrisons nor to engage in any military actions without the con­
sent of the British Government. Originating from this Anglo-Turkish 
Agreement, the "green line" settlement provided for what came to 
be called a "nationality clause" of the British i. e. no foreign power 
could have any dealings with Kuwait without prior consent by the 
British Government. In 1928 this green line enclave was excepted 
from the "Red Line Agreement", concluded in that year, (annex 
map of the Red Line Agreement).
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CHAPTER TWO

The impant of oil and other economic interests on Britain's 
Mesopotamian policy 1914 - 1918

1. The strategic and political dimensions of the campaign 
In 1913 the German battle-cruiser Goeben was lying for sale off 
the Dolma Bagche Palace on the Bosphorus. There were no takers. 
The Turks knew that she drew two feet more water than had been 
intended; a year later under the threat of British guns she pro­
duced more steam than any other ship anc^ coaxed them into the 
suicidal war that crushed their Empire.

Basra was the first limb to be severed from the body that was 
the Ottoman Empire. The British in India wished to retain the 
vilayet permanently under British administration, thus revealing 
exactly where the shoe had pinched in the Anglo-German settlement 
on the eve of the war. While the occupation of Basra had been 
planned as a means of forestalling Turkish intrigues among the 
Sheikhs of Muhammara and Kuwait and of protecting the oil wells 
of Southern Persia and the refinery at Abadan, the decision of 
October 1915 to start advancing on Baghdad, and the final capture 
of that city in March 1917, were the outcome of a much-criticised 
military strategy. (3) sir John Nixon, the new Commander-in-Chief, 
and Sir Percy Cox, the Political Resident in the Persian Gulf, 
were the best horses in the Indian stable.

The details of the contest in the early stages of fee campaign 
need not concern us here, for the impact of economic interests
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22 BRITISH INTEREST

came only at a later date. Some of Lloyd George's hindsight may 
suffice to illustrate the kind of contest it was. To Lloyd George, 
whose policy had a tremendous impact on Mesopotamia after 1917, 
the decision to attack the Turks in Mesopotamia appeared strategic­
ally at fault. On the one hand the swamps of the Tigris were un­
healthy terrain for European soldiers; on the other, the British by 
advancing hundreds of miles into this torrid country endangered 
their link with the sea. They should have concentrated instead on 
Gallipoli and Palestine or Alexandretta, and brought about a quick 
kill. Once the wrong decision had been made there was no return, 
even when Lloyd George became Premier. The British disaster at 
Gallipoli and the surrender of Townshend at Kut made it impossible 
to change course, as this would have tarnished Britain's imperial 
image throughout the Islamic world.

The safeguarding of imperial prestige in the East no doubt had 
its place in the considerations of the politicians; nevertheless, the 
campaign in 1917 and 1918 was shaped by three outstanding develop­
ments that changed all previous calculations. First, the Russian 
Revolution inevitably brought about a fundamental change in Anglo- 
Turkish relations. Secondly, the new directives and the attempts to 
keep the campaign - at least in its political aspect - an exclusively 
British-Indian undertaking were no longer compatible with the terms 
and motives of the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, nor with White­
hall's successive attempts to revise that Agreement. And thirdly, 
the rush for the oil-bearing regions of Iraq was an important mo­
tive behind the advance on, and the capture of, Mosul. While the 
first and second factors were connected, the third was the relative­
ly late outcome of a different cause. In 1917, the prospects in the 
war as a whole were partly in favour of the British, partly against 
them. In this particular area, as has been pointed out, it certainly 
was the 'year of liberation from the promise of Constantinople, of 
the capture of Baghdad in March and Jerusalem in December, and 
of the attainment of positions from which to leap into the breaches 
left in Asia by the defection of Russia'. This was the net result 
achieved despite an extremely complex political situation. How to 
make the most of it remained uncertain for many months to come.

The democratization of Tsarist Russia wrought by the February 
Revolution gave, as is well known, a boost to the morale of the 
Entente, and relieved the British Empire of its concern about the 
need to come to terms with a strengthened Tsarist Empire at the 
end of the war. If by contrast Russia was a democracy, sharing
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the liberalism of the West, the prospects for co-existence would 
be much brighter. Above all, the Entente was freed from the 
stigma of co-operating with a "reactionary and autocratic" regime. 
Yet satisfaction soon gave way to the fear that the newly demo­
cratized Russia might drop out of the war. This grim prospect 
made illusory any hope of a separate peace with Austria. Thus 
in May 1917 Lloyd George thought that he might have to make a 
bargain with Germany. Germany ought to evacuate Belgium 'in 
return for the restoration of her Colonies', and Britain from now 
on would have to concentrate all her efforts on a campaign to 
break up the Ottoman Empire.

Baghdad had already been captured, Armenia was occupied by 
Russian troops, and Murray, the Commander-in-Chief of the 
Egyptian Expeditionary Force, was at the borders of Palestine.
Lloyd George spoke of the policy of 'releasing subject peoples from 
Turkish oppression', which, if vigorously pursued, would yield 
considerable advantages. (7) But apparently nobody swallowed the 
bait; instead, in the light of the events in Russia, there were de­
mands for a complete review, if not re-orientation, of Middle 
East strategy and policy. For lack of it, Smuts declined the Prime 
Minister's offer that he should supersede the 'creeping' Murray 
and lead an offensive campaign into Palestine and Syria. And 
while Henry Wilson, later the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, 
warned the Cabinet that if Russia made a separate peace there 
might be a need for British re-inforcements from the Middle East 
for the Western Front to combat a more offensive and politically 
more uncompromising Germany, others went even further than de­
manding retrenchment in the Middle East and suggested a separate 
peace with Turkey. As the year went on this proposition gained 
ground in the Cabinet. Lord Milner had in the meantime urged 
Lloyd George to take fresh stock of the war situation as a whole.
His arguments endorsed Henry Wilson's belief that diplomatic vic­
tory in the East would easily be achieved.

By June 1917, Lloyd George was no longer disinclined to con­
clude a separate peace with Turkey, although he no doubt would in­
sist on terms designed to curtail some of the ambitions of the Com­
mittee of Union and Progress. In short their revolutionary zeal 
should be throttled in time before it spread throughout the Middle 
East. It was from this angle that Lloyd George had impatiently come 
to regard the overcautious naval and military experts as a drag on 
the progress of the war and also the prospects of an early peace.
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Resolved to bring about an early peace in the Middle East at least, 
he set his mind on restoring the priority of politics over the narrow 
military vision of the Chiefs-of-Staff. He spurred the generals to­
wards dashing new campaigns to the north. In his judgement it was 
necessary to get Syria into British hands. As Mesopotamia was al­
ready in British possession and Armenia in the Russian grip, some 
financial inducements might cause the Turks to talk peace. The 
Premier did not specify what he exactly meant by financial induce­
ments; whether they should relieve the Young Turks of part of their 
huge pre-war debt or else compensate for the loss of the Arab pro­
vinces. In addition, Lloyd George made it clear that any settlement 
with Istanbul should provide for the liberation of Palestine from what 
he styled "Turkish misrule".

Lloyd George's aim was clear: he wanted peace with Turkey that 
would both cripple the C.U.P's imperial policy and give him all the 
territory and the scope he needed for reconciling his commitments 
to King Hussein, to the Zionists and to the French. (10) Accordingly, 
while the Mesopotamian campaign had lapsed into stalemate on the 
northern borders of the Baghdad vilayet, and while events in Russia 
were still hanging in the balance, the War Cabinet in August author­
ised Allenby to advance to the north. But it did so without setting 
any geographic objectives, for the worsening Russian situation en­
abled the Turks to concentrate more forces against the British. 
Allenby was therefore commissioned to defeat the Turks who faced 
him and to follow up his success as the situation allowed.

At the end of July the Foreign Office reported that 'tentative 
feelers had been put out by certain elements in Turkey' with a view 
to peace negotiations. Although these had proved 'somewhat shadowy' 
the Cabinet nevertheless jumped at the opportunity and authorised the 
Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, Arthur Balfour, 'to keep the 
door open for a continuance of these negotiations. ’ 'It was 
these tentative peace feelers in Switzerland that developed into more 
regular contacts as the year drew to its close. The British terms 
were independence for Armenia and Palestine and autonomy for 
Syria and Mesopotamia under Allied supervision. According to 
Balfour the Turks had been offered suzerainty over Baghdad by 
Smuts, a pattern borrowed from pre-war Egypt. (13)

Owing to the Russo-German negotiations at Brest-Litovsk, how­
ever, the talks between the British Representative and Muhtar, the 
Turkish agent, became more and more protracted. @-4) The Turks 
were filled with extravagant hopes of recovering Mesopotamia and
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Palestine. They also hoped that with the help of the Germans they 
might get portions of the Caucasus and enter into an alliance with a 
State like, for example, Georgia. Such hopes bolstered up the 
Turanian movement. (15)

Britain, on her part, had certainly no need to sue for peace:
Maude and Marshall had achieved tremendous military successes.
Ip Mesopotamia the Ramadi Ridge had been taken and Sammara had 
been captured in September. The offensive plans of the Turks had 
broken down and on December 9th, 1917, came the capture of 
Jerusalem. P-9) New instructions issued to Allenby, together with 
Smuts' departure for Egypt to confer with Marshall and Allenby 
about the best method of co-ordinating and using all their resources, 

were designed to bring about a most vigorous prosecution of the war 
against Turkey.

Owing to the requirements of British strategy Turkey's role had 
changed, and her defeat had now become a prime military objective. 
The train of thought in Whitehall, as notes by Cecil, Amery, Smuts 
and Kerr show, was that unless Southern Russia was secured against 
German domination, Britain's major war aim of destroying Germany's 
Mittel-Europa scheme and ending her domination of Turkey would 
have to be given up - a prospect which would spell defeat in the 
East. (18) The removal of Turkey from the war would safeguard 
vital communications between the Middle Eastern and Mediterranean 
forces and those in Southern Russia and the Caucasus. Turkey's 
elimination would also liberate the Armenian and Arab regions from 
control by Constantinople.

Obviously, all three objectives were closely interlinked. However, 
their attainment, as Amery insisted to Lloyd George, depended on a 
rapid offensive against Damascus and Mosul. The slowly arriving 
German reinforcements should never be allowed to restore the bal­
ance. (19) Writing of Mosul in particular, Amery underlined the im­
portance of its capture for opening up communications with Armenia, 
yet at the same time, he stressed the extremely difficult transport 
problems between Baghdad and Mosul and further north to Armenia. 
He maintain pH that with the heat of summer now imminent, it was 
essential to concentrate every effort on Allenby's advance, rather 
than on taking and holding Mosul. He also drew attention to the 
possibility of opening up communications with South Russia through 
Vladivostok, as well as pointing out that peace with Turkey would 
have the advantage of securing free passage of the Dardanelles. 
Amery's suggestions played an important role in Cabinet discussions.

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



26 BRITISH INTEREST

During these, the question of whether Japanese ground forces could 
co-operate in the Mesopotamian campaign again came to the fore.
In the end this idea was buried, and the Dunsterforce mission took 
shape. (20)

Since the idea of using Japanese reinforcements is a good illus­
tration of the narrowness of the imperial aims lying behind the 
Mesopotamian campaign the decision about their use merits a long 
parenthesis. The co-operation of Japanese forces up to a strength 
of two divisions had been discussed as early as October 1916, when 
the first proposed advance on Baghdad ran the risk of cancellation 
because of insufficient troops. By then the Gallipoli campaign was 
on the point of collapse. Yet the Japanese forces, though available, 
were kept at sea, cruising in the Mediterranean in the interests of 
the Allied cause.

Less than a year later, the turmoil in Russia cast serious doubts 
on the reliability of General Baratoff's Russian columns in Armenia 
and on the right flank of Maude's advance. In May 1917, Henry 
Wilson had pointed out to the Cabinet that the forward military po­
licy in Palestine and Mesopotamia had been authorized on the as­
sumption that Russian co-operation would be forthcoming. (21) By the 
end of September, however, any Russian assistance seemed hope­
less. Things went from bad to worse when the Indian Government 

became alarmed about a possible Turkish attack through Persia/22) 
Indeed, encouraged by the departure from Germany of Falkenhayn 
with troops and planes intended to retake Baghdad, the Turks were 
engaged in a menacing build-up for their forthcoming offensive. (22)

This threat once more strengthened the now tenuous bonds with 
Russia, and for weeks British operations were vigorously assisted 

by the Russians. @4) Yet by mid-December the Russian Commander 
in the Caucasus was reported to have put forward proposals for an 
armistice with the enemy. (25) Who but the Asiatic troops could 
fill the gap thus left in the Eastern theatre of war? From the 
United States, who had entered the European war on April 6 1917, 
no effective assistance or relief on the Western front could be ex­
pected before 1919. But the Cabinet was divided over the em­
ployment of Japanese troops in Mesopotamia. The strongest object­
ions came from Montagu, the Secretary of State for India. As it 
turned out, the views of the India Office prevailed over those of 
Curzon, Milner and finally Balfour.

The India Office had taken the same stand when, earlier in Sep­
tember, the employment of Chinese troops against the Turks in
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Aden and in Egypt had been discussed. Its strong objections were 
shared by the Middle Eastern Committee. The suggestion of using 
Chinese troops led the Japanese to make similar claims to repre­
sentation in the fighting forces. A long quotation from Montagu's 
letter of September 1917 to Hankey best gives the tenor of the 
argument:

"We would rather no action was taken against the Turks at
Aden than that Chinese troops should be employed there... 
worse effect upon our prestige, not only among Arabs but 
among Indian troops.
We must not risk its being said in Asia that the British 
cannot do without the assistance of the Chinese or the 
Japanese, and this leads me to observe that if for political 
reasons the Chinese are represented in our fighting forces, 
the Japanese will probably make similar claims.
All the facts which reach me show that the Japanese have 
great ambitions as the saviours of Asia and among them the 
policy of Asia for the Asiatics is gaining an increasing hold.
They now practically dictate Chinese policy.
It may well be said that our military needs are so des­
perate that all such considerations as these must be sacri­
ficed to the conquest of the common enemy. I shall be pre­
pared to attach due weight to this argument when I learn 
that the employment of Chinese is of real military import­
ance, and even that I shall implore the Cabinet to employ 
them let us say in Russia, but not with Indian troops nor 
in Mohammedan countries." (2^)
When on September 24 Balfour, Curzon and Milner discussed the 

proposal that Japan be invited to send a small force to co­
operate with the Anglo-Indian Expedition Force in Mesopotamia, no 
notice seems to have been taken of Montagu's objections. It appears 
that he was not even consulted; for on the following day Balfour 
thought it necessary to draw Curzon's attention to this omission, 
and to Montagu's objections, of which he was aware, Balfour 
assured Curzon that he himself still held the view that 'broadly 
speaking there was no Foreign Office objection to such a course'.^) 
These exchanges suggest that all three must have agreed on its 
desirability. The 'triumvirate' remained in agreement for another 
month. In the meantime more objections were raised by the India 
Office, some of them very forthright, such as
'the probability of the Japanese requiring some quid pro quo in
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respect of either territorial or commercial concessions, which
(29)might be embarrassing.'

While Curzon was setting the pros neatly against the cons before 
taking any action, Lloyd George showed signs of impatience and re­
ported that M Painleve, his French colleague, would welcome an 
invitation to the Japanese. Lloyd George showed how careless he was 
of imperial susceptibilities in Asia. The Entente was far nearer the 
forefront of his mind, likewise the growing menace of Bolshevism; 
'Bolshevik doctrines were beginning to spread even in this country1. 
His instinct was to pooh-pooh Balfour's concern lest the introduction 
of the Japanese in Eastern Siberia should involve war with the 
Bolshevik Government - a possibility which Balfour thought Britain 
must be prepared to face. (31)

In the Middle East, the view held by the India Office prevailed.
The predominantly British-Indian character of the campaign was 
successfully safeguarded. Strategically, the attention of the Meso­
potamian force was directed towards North Western Persia. (33)
The thrust of the Palestine campaign into the heart of Syria was re­
inforced by superiority in firepower while for Mosul, the temporary 
halt of Marshall's two-pronged advance provided a respite. (33^

The details of the sudden autumn advance upon Mosul and its 
bold capture shortly after the Turkish armistice had been negotiated, 
have been recorded both by those involved in the campaign and by 
many indefatigable historians. By contrast, the motives underlying 
this last episode of the Mesopotamian campaign have been passed 
over in silence and even denied. (3^)

There are various ways of explaining this mystification. The cap­
ture of Mosul had been merely one of the alternative strategic gam­
bits by which Amery's overall plan sought in early January to open 

up communications with Armenia and South Russia. Further, Mosul 
had been the gate of entry for the Turco-German forces threatening 
Baghdad; its closure was a desirable objective for British com­
manders in Mesopotamia. (35) However, the menace had disappeared 
without a showdown over Mosul. Yet a coup de grace against the 
Turks at Mosul seemed to fit in well with the stroke being delivered 
by Allenby in Syria. Again, the ridges north of Mosul commended 
themselves as a secure northern border for the open plains of Iraq; 
but in August 1918, when the moment for action came, no plan 
existed for a united Iraq. Mosul still belonged to the sphere assigned 
to the French by the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916. Although by 
late in 1917 that Agreement was for complex reasons regarded as
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obsolescent by the influential Eastern Committee, the French Govern­
ment, despite some hard lobbying by Mark Sykes, insisted that it 
still held good.(36)

In contrast, Lloyd George had already made it clear to his Cabinet 
that in the case of Syria he would use the right of conquest to re­
open the whole question of the bargain made with France, and it 
was the Prime Minister's attitude which offered scope for self- 
ihterested British pressure groups. At the end of July 1918 and 
throughout the ensuing weeks when there was no military advantage 
in pushing forward in Mesopotamia it was the oil-interests and the 
concern of the Admiralty for the future oil situation of the Empire 
that most deeply preoccupied the Cabinet.

2. Mesopotamian Oil as a strategic and economic factor in the
in the formation of the British war aims 

The desire for Mesopotamian oil shaped policy and strategy in the 
latter part of 1918 and had been increasing as the war progressed^?) 
In fact, consistency with pre-war policy is one of the striking 
features in this quest for oil: a strong desire to own or control the 
oil had existed even before the purchase of the Anglo-Persian shares 
by the British Treasury had actually been signed. On 6 May 1914 
the Admiralty, which had informed the Foreign Office about the pro­
posed purchase, observed inter alia that the A. P. O. C. intended to 
find L T 100, 000 of capital in order to form a holding company for 
the d'Arcy groups shares in the Turkish Petroleum Company. The 
Foreign Office objected to this proposal on grounds of foreign policy 
because throughout negotiations with Germany and Turkey it had 
stated emphatically that the d'Arcy group and not the (Government- 
controlled) A. P. O. C. was the party interested in Mesopotamian oil. 
When war broke out, the Foreign Office did not change its policy.
But die Board of Trade was not so easily shaken off, and neither 
was the Admiralty. The former suggested that the capital for the 
d'Arcy group should be subscribed by the Burmah Oil Company 
and that the Company should allow Mr. d'Arcy to participate in the 
capital to the extent of one-fourth. But the capital thus subscribed 
should be placed under the guarantee of the A. P.O. C. In fact, this 
proposal was embodied in an agreement subject to Treasury app­
roval . On 2 November 1914, Greenway of the Company stated this ■ 
position to the Foreign Office, pointing out that is the agreement of 
March were carried out, a secure hold would be established and
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control of the Turkish Petroleum Company obtained.
In February 1916, after A. P. O. C. prospectors had carried out 

an extensive geological reconnaissance and had proved that over an 
area a hundred miles inland from the Shatt-al-Arab lying between 
Kuwait and Ur of the Chaldees there were possibilities of finding 
oil, the A. P. O. C. considered extending the concession for Baghdad 
and Mosul to include those districts. The Company claimed that 
they should be given all rights over any portion of the Ottoman 
territory that might come under British influence at the end of the 
war, and sounded out the Foreign Office on this proposal. They 
were told that H.M. G. was not prepared to express unqualified 
assent to their claims, and that any further consideration of the 
matter had to await more settled political conditions. As Maurice De 
Bunsen put it in a confidential note of March 1916 to the Admiralty:
'Sir E Grey considers it important that the assumption should be 
at once controverted that the company would, in any case, in the 
event of any change in the Middle East favourable to British 
interests occurring, be given complete oil rights over any portion 
of the Turkish Empire which may come under British influence.' (38) 
Though the company was deterred from pursuing its claims Grey

nevertheless regarded the oil position as disquieting enough for it to 
be considered without delay by a special committee. This suggestion 
was transmitted to the Admiralty. To carry it out the committee was 
set up as the Petroleum Department at the Board of Trade. Besides 
the Foreign Office and the Board of Trade, the Treasury and the 
India Office were also represented. There were two questions pre­
dominant on their agenda: first, whether the A. P. O. C. which was 
controlled by the Government should become involved in the exploit­
ation of Mesopotamian oil; second, how control of the T. P. C. could 
be secured for the British and whether the T. P. C. had good grounds 
for claiming priority in any concession that might be granted outside 
the Mosul and Baghdad vilayets. This second question involved 
whether the A. P. O. C. should be given priority and Government 
support in obtaining concession rights in those districts to the south 
of Baghdad vilayet not covered by the T. P. C.'s concession.

In general both the Admiralty and the Board of Trade doubted 
whether the T. P. C. had good grounds for claiming priority outside 
the two vilayets. They stated frankly enough their desire to see the 
Government-controlled A. P. O. C. involved in Mesopotamia, at least 
in the strategically important zones at the head of the Persian Gulf. 
According to Parker of the Foreign Office, the India Office supported
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the T. P. C's claims in the two vilayets, but was unaware that the 
d'Arcy group and the A. P. O, C. had interests outside the bound­
aries. The Foreign Office deemed it inexpedient that the A. P. O. C. 
should become interested in Mesopotamian oil at all. They feared 
that a Government-controlled undertaking of this kind would limit 
Britain's freedom of diplomatic manoeuvre. 'Government share­
holding was a liability whenever the British Government wanted to 
act as a government'. (38a)

Oil enterprise in Mesopotamia did not prevent the Foreign
Office from attempting to put Shell under British control. Shell, on 
their part, were willing to conform to British aspirations. However, 
they demanded a quid pro quo unacceptable to Whitehall. In the 
course of negotiations the Foreign Office realised that Shell, by de­
manding a large participation in the A. P. O. C., intended to hamper 
the development of the A. P. O. C. so as to retain, in alliance with 
the Standard Oil Company, the oil monopoly of the world. Incident­
ally, Gibb and Knowlton's contention that the British Government 
had promised the German 25 per cent share in the T. P. C. to the 
French as early as 1915 is not borne out by evidence; in fact, it 
is contradicted by the action of the Petroleum Imperial Policy Com­
mittee in 1918. (39)

While the Foreign Office was bound to dislike any such restriction 
of diplomatic freedom incurred by the shareholding, there were 
other handicaps left from before the war, such as the Government's 
support of Lord Inchcape's attempt to secure a monopoly of navi­
gation in Mesopotamia, and the backing of Mr. d'Arcy's stake in the 
T. P. C. - though these were less of a liability. None the less, the 
Foreign Office was determined to await future developments. As 
Edward Parker put it:
'...although His Majesty's Government supported Lord Inchcape in 
securing a navigation monopoly before the war - indeed, invited

him to negotiate for one - altered conditions are considered to 
make the monopoly no longer desirable despite previous assurances. 
It would seem, therefore, that H.M.G. are not precluded even in 
face of any pledges they may have given to Mr. d'Arcy in the pre­
war period, from dealing with the oil question solely in accordance 
with the present or future conditions, political and commercial'. (39a.) 
The altered conditions were of an international character and re­

sulted from war-time alliances. Would they be temporary, and re­
vert in the end to what they were before, once these alliances came 
to an end? At any rate, so long as the alliances served their war­
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time purpose men like Curzon, Balfour and Sykes persistently tried 
to defer any questions which might jeopardize them. However, the 
extent of their measures and the significance of their opinions can­
not be assessed without first examining the formidable position of 
Lord Inchcape, local pressure for early investment in Mesopotamia, 
and also the world oil situation and its effects on imperial policy as 
assessed for the Government by the Admiralty.

The fate of Inchcape's interests
The case of Lord Inchcape embodies the entire problem of Britain's 
monopolistic policy in Mesopotamia. His position was formidable and 
broadly based. In the course of the Baghdad Railway negotiations be­
fore the war the British Government had asked him to obtain a navi­
gation concession on the Tigris from the Turkish Government and to 
amalgamate his shipping lines from India to the Persian Gulf with the 
small firm of Lynch Brothers which ran shipping on the Shatt-al-Arab 
and the Tigris. Thus the firm of Mackay Lynch & Co. had been con­
stituted at the suggestion of the British Government with a view to 
establishing British interests in Mesopotamia and off-setting the loss 
to German rail transport.

Soon after the capture of Baghdad in March 1917 Inchcape began to 
exert heavy pressure on the Foreign Office and the Middle East Com­
mittee for permission to start the business in Mesopotamia which had 
been forestalled by the outbreak of the war. He also urged upon those 
in charge of Mesopotamia the importance of developing a powerful 
banking syndicate in which British, Indian and Australian interests 
should be associated - a scheme for which he offered to exert his 
influence. As he concluded one of his letters to Lord Hardinge, on 
30 October 1917:

'You will, moreover, I feel sure, appreciate how vitally important 
it is that German commercial penetration, which politically has 
proved so insidious in Turkey, should, at the initiation of a new 
era, be forestalled by timely British enterprise in Mesopotamia, 
where our interests centre.
Inchcape also gained a powerful position in oil matters as one of 

the Government directors on the board of the Anglo-Persian Oil 
Company. In this capacity he was also a member of the Petroleum 
Executive of the Board of Trade. He even remained a member of 
the executive when, in 1919, he was appointed Chairman of an Anglo- 
French Syndicate for the development of oil in Syria including Pal­
estine and Arabia. The British group included the shipping interests
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of Incheape as chairman of P & O SS Co., Cunard SS Co., Frost 
Sons & Co., and Royden & Sons of Liverpool. Also involved were 
the Liverpool Commercial Trades Association, The Colliery Pro­
prietors Speakman & Co. Ltd., Messrs. Falbe Halsey & Co.,
Messrs. David Mac IverSons & Co., and the Earl of Drogheda. 
According to Kidston from the Foreign Office, the Messageries 
Maritimes, as he called the shipping interests represented in that

combine, were concerned mainly about the coal situation and wished 
to obtain control of a source of fuel oil in the Mediterranean so as 
to avoid being at the mercy either of the coal-mining industry or a 
gigantic oil trust, or of Governmental intervention and rationing 
measures.

On the other side the combination of private and public interests 
in a Government body of control continued to disturb the Foreign 
Office. Kidston's complaint concerning Incheape may suffice as an 
illustration: 'The Petroleum Executive', he wrote, 'I believe I am 
right in saying, is largely composed of persons who have a direct 
personal interest in oil enterprises. What can one expect, therefore, 
when private and public interests are inextricably mixed up in a 
Government body of control'.

Officials like Kidston were no less concerned about the extent to 
which the personnel of Government departments might be involved 
in speculation and private purchase of oil shares. Being himself 
interested in oil shares he declined to act as a Foreign Office 
specialist in oil matters.

To return to Inchcape's interests in Mesopotamia. There was no 
doubt some cogency in his general argument that the development of 
that country's natural wealth necessitated action at the earliest pos­
sible moment. Also, because economic retrenchment was bound to 
come after the war, both from his own and from the Treasury's 
point of view to be self-sufficient was one of the prerequisites of 
holding on to the country. Besides, the British assumed that sooner 
or later German and Japanese competition would find its way into 
Mesopotamia. Naturally there was some agreement even among the 
contestants from the Foreign Office and the Board of Trade that 
Britain's commercial position must be strengthened and that the 
establishment of a British-controlled banking system ought to have 
priority. But there remained a gulf between the would-be monopolists 
and concessionaires on the one side and the politicians and opportunists 
on the other. Although some of them were aware of the new prin­
ciples then current, what separated them was not so much matters of
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principle as the question of what was advantageous, given the speeches 
made about war aims and the fact that Parliament was "anti-imperial­
ist", As Mark Sykes put it at the meeting of the Middle East Com­
mittee on 18 February 1918:

'If we played our cards well and in accordance with the under­
lying political principles now current in the world, we should 
have a good chance of remaining in control of Mesopotamia 
after the war, but should we be charged with encouraging pro­
fiteering or establishing monopolies we should run grave risk 
of seeing Mesopotamia pass out of our control at the Peace 
Conference. The proposal put before the Committee was equi­
valent to handing over the future of Mesopotamia and its inhab­
itants to Lord Inchcape. Su^J^a proposal would be howled down 
in the House of Commons'.

Pressure from the men on the spot
Percy Cox, Civil Commissioner in Baghdad, was most anxious that 
immadiate steps should be taken to open up trade and banking faci­
lities in Mesopotamia. As he was convinced - like Inchcape - that 
Mesopotamia would finally fall under British protection, the 
troversy over the principle of monopoly did not trouble him.
He suggested that the ground should be prepared for British com­
panies to go ahead as fast as they liked, once Mesopotamia's 
status and political fate had been decided by the Peace Conference 
at the end of the war.

He himself had already taken some initiative in this direction by 
starting two demonstration farms near Baghdad to experiment with 
different varieties of high-grade cotton. In fact, by sending the 
entire crop of 1918 to Bombay and Manchester for appraisal he had 
aroused the attention of the British Cotton Growing Association and 
the Empire Cotton Growing Committee, and had received an im­
mediate reward in the shape of Rs. 75, 000 for setting up two nj^ye 
demonstration farms to be run by the Agricultural Directorate.
Besides his interest in cotton, Cox also kept pointing out the im­
mense potentialities of Iraq as a grain-producing country. His ac­
tivities were, of course, not yet yielding commercial profits. It 
would take time to develop rewarding samples and grow adequate 
seeds for the large-scale agricultural development which the country 
needed. From this point of view his agricultural experimenting 
could easily be explained away as designed for the ultimate devel­
opment and benefit of Iraq and its population. His real objective,
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however, was to restore the Imperial autarky. He reckoned that 
Iraq could become an important contributor to Imperial wheat sup­
plies, a commodity in which Britain had become 'unduly dependent 
upon extra-Imperial sources'. ^6)

In these early economic activities - agricultural experimentation, 
concession-hunting and particularly the secret debates which they 
involved - it is not difficult to detect the common desire to learn 
the lesson of Britain's unfavourable experience of trade in the Per­
sian Gulf and Mesopotamia before the war. Significantly, there was 
a small but persistent body of opinion which laid the blame for 
having furthered the pre-war growth of German competition on 
these same principles which hichcape and others were trying to re­
vive. Both General Macdonogh, the War Office representative on 
the Middle East Committee, and G A Lloyd, the eminent 
expert for Mesopotamia and adviser of Percy Cox, pointed out 
that the pre-war growth of German competition had been brought 
about because British trade and shipping interests in the Persian 
Gulf had been virtually a monopoly in the hands of the British In­
dia Company, especially as managed by Lord Inchcape. The 
methods of his firm had been unenterprising and narrow; indeed, a 
monopoly in the hands of one firm always tends to discourage en­
terprise. Thus for all its strength, Inchcape's position was serious­
ly jeopardized by the fact that his interests as well as his manage­
ment were rooted in the semi-political business principles and dip­
lomatic power combinations of the past Baghdad Railway Era.
Inchcape, therefore, like Albert Ballin, his German counterpart, 

exemplified a period of overseas enterprise which fed upon com­
petitive imperialist diplomacy. Their eclipse was implicit in the 
new contingencies and expedients of the post-war years.

In the last months of the war cotton, grain and navigation rights 
were interests which became negligible compared with the oil-rush 
originating in the Admiralty. Bound up with the oil problem was - 
thanks to American pressure - the whole issue of the Open Door 
principle. To assess the full impact of the oil issue and the Open 
Door challenge as well as that of the Admiralty's reaction to them 
on policy making, one has to look at the estimated capacity of 
world oil resources and of the demands of the Empire. The figures, 
and also the wording, are revealing.

Physical Control was the slogan under which a massive campaign 
was set in motion against the Open Door principle. That the Ad­
miralty's oil expert, Slade, wanted more than the Open Door under
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British control is clearly shown in one of the summary statements 
of the policy which he suggested. As he urged the Admiralty, it 
was necessary 'to encourage and assist British Companies to ob­
tain control of as many oil-producing areas in foreign countries as 
possible, with the stipulation (in order to prevent control being 
obtained by foreign interests) that the oil produced should only be 
sold to or through British oil-distributing Companies. These oil- 
producing areas could be developed to assist in providing our re­
quirements in times of peace whilst our own resources in British 
territory can be conserved for war'. (4®) it is evident from his 
conclusion that, besides the figures and the principles, the Navy's 
war-time experience of the important role of bunker fuel for sus­
taining naval actions and blockades must have contributed greatly 
to the rush for oil and to the pleas for the establishment of mono­
polies.

The facts about fuel oil and oil reserves are as follows. Before 
the war, coal had begun to be replaced by oil, which as a means 
of raising steam was about twice as economical, and four times so 
if used in internal combustion engines. Not only were oil-burning 
vessels more economical, they were also faster. Therefore, as 
Slade emphasized, it was certain that oil would gradually take the 
place of coal for all maritime purposes. Consequently it was of 
paramount importance to obtain undisputed control of the greatest 
amount of petroleum possible. Moreover, the control should be 
absolute, with no foreign interests of any sort involved. However, 
as foreign interests were already taking between 20 and 25 million 
pounds sterling annually from the profits of British oil concerns, 
Britain would first have to become mistress in her own house. 
Clearly, because most of the new oil-deposits lay outside the 
boundaries of the Empire, her domain must be enlarged. But an­
other factor rendered expansion necessary: experts reckoned that 
the exportable surplus of the main sources of supply hitherto tap­
ped would begin to decrease rapidly after the war. Consequently 
the major oil-producing countries of the day would be in a posi­
tion to impose serious restrictions upon the Empire's supplies.

The following table shows Britain's main sources of supply, the 
total output of those sources, the exportable surplus and the amount 
of the latter received by Britain in the year 1913. (49)
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1913 Total output Exportable
surplus

Amount received
by U K

USA 33, 150, 000 7, 120, 000 16% of total or 1, 100, 000
Rumania 1, 880, 000 940, 000 19% of total or 230, 000
Russia 8, 370, 000 670, 000 19% of total or 130, 000
Mexico 3, 480, 000 1, 740, 000 4% of total or 70, 000
Dutch 1, 500, 000 8% of total or 125, 000

When Rumania and later Russia dropped out of the En tente the sup-
ply percentages altered to the extent that 80 per cent came from the 
United States. Although it was agreed that this temporary dislocation 
and its causes would probably cease to exist after the war, other 
far more powerful factors were certain by that time radically to 
worsen the entire petroleum position. An inquiry ordered by the 
United States Senate in 1916 had reported that most of the American 
oil-fields had already reached and passed their prime and were on 
the down-grade. Given a rise in yearly consumption, the estimated 
resouroes would, according to the most optimistic calculation, last 
for less than 25 years. As a consequence the Americans reckoned 
that exports would have to be drastically curtailed. In Admiral Slade's 
view supplies from America would greatly diminish after the war, if 
not entirely cease within 10 years, because the Senate would not allow 
the petroleum resources of the U S to be endangered by excessive ex­
port. Predictions for the other sources of supply were similarly pessi­
mistic. The output of the Russian fields, though likely to increase in 
the future, would nevertheless be absorbed by the increase of indus­
trial development in Russia. No increase of supply was to be ex­
pected from Rumania, quite apart from any question of political con­
trol, because output there had also shown signs of diminution and 
was generally likely to be absorbed by the domestic market, or else 
controlled by the Central Powers. A great increase in output was 
likely from Mexico's large oil-fields; but since stocks in the United 
States were decreasing while consumption was increasing, the USA 
was bound to augment her present intake of 75 per cent of Mexico's 
exportable surplus. A large proportion of Mexico's crude oil was in 
any case of very low grade and yielded only 60 per cent usable oil.
The Dutch East Indies and the Burmah fields were not capable of 
great expansion and were likely to be absorbed by markets nearer 
the source of supply.

Slade next turned to the estimates of the future demands of
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Britain and the Empire. The prospects were rather bleak. In the 
middle of 1918 annual imports of petroleum into Britain amounted 
to approximately 6, 000, 000 tons, made up of 3.2 million tons for 
home consumption, 1 million tons for building up stocks of naval 
fuel and 1.5 million tons for other purposes. The requirements of 
the Dominions, Colonies and India added a total of 4 million tons, 
making a grand total for the Empire of 10 million tons a year. 
Obviously the Empire had to look for fresh sources. At the same 
time the increasing demands of other countries, and the resultant 
stiffening of competition for the limited supplies available, had to 
be considered. In the Admiralty's view the greatest competition 
was likely to come from the German Empire. Having experienced 
the effect of Britain's absolute control over her coal reserves, she 
would presumably stick at nothing to prevent the control of liquid 
fuel from passing into British hands and try any means to secure 
it for herself. Severe competition was inevitable and Britain would 
have to prepare for it. In retrospect, Slade's Memorandum may 
also be seen as anticipating the impending naval rivalry between 
Britain and America, although this motive was as yet nowhere 
explicitly stated.

That the Admiralty did not act entirely on its own, but was un­
der pressure from British oil groups, is clear from the way Slade's 
Memorandum was brought to the attention of the Cabinet Secretariate. 
Approaches made to Hankey, Secretary of the War Cabinet 'by 
people with knowledge of oil production' started the ball rolling.
These people told him 'privately' that the future supplies of oil were 
very uncertain: the USA would presumably consume all their home- 
produced oil, and a good deal of the Mexican production as well. 
Hankey was further told that the largest potential oilfields then 
known were in Persia and Mesopotamia, and that these included some 
as far north as Mosul. Hankey does not name the people who ap­
proached him, but it is likely that they were in contact with the Ad­
miralty for Hankey's next steps indicate that his requests for more 
information were directed to the Admiralty. When he wrote to Sir 
Eric Geddes, First Lord of the Admiralty, on July 30 he received 
in reply Admiral Slade's Memorandum which bore the date of the 
previous day. As this was an elaborate document well supported by 
comprehensive statistics and analysis, it must have been in careful 
preparation for an appreciable time.

The approaches made to Hankey were well timed. Arthur Balfour 
was due to make a declaration on War Aims at a forthcoming Cabinet
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Meeting. Clearly the matter of oil could not be left aside. As Hankey 
put it bluntly to Geddes:

' the retention of the oil-bearing regions in Mesopotamia and
Persia in British hands, as well as a proper strategic bound­
ary to cover them, would appear to be a first class British 
war aim... we should obtain possession of all the oil-bearing 
regions in Mesopotamia and Southern Persia'. (5®)
Hankey himself gives evidence that this had never before been

adopted as the foremost strategic aim in the Middle East. Even now 
the Chief of Staff's paper on the Future Campaign had declared both 
Palestine and Mesopotamia to be 'dead ends' for the enemy's new 
line of penetration to the East pointed to the Caspian and from thence 
through Turkestan or Persia towards India. Of course, Hankey must 
long since have had special knowledge of the oil, including that round 
Mosul, for he had been a member of the De Bunsen Committee early 
in 1915. This Committee's report had emphasised that the presence 
of oil made it commercially desirable for Britain 'to carry our con­
trol on to Mosul, in the vicinity of which place there are valuable 
wells possession of which by another Power would be prejudicial to 
our interests'.^) The possession of Mosul was further advocated 
because it provided an opportunity for creating a 'granary which 
should ensure an ample and unhampered supply of com to this 
country'. ^2)

As the oilfields round Mosul were not covered in Slade's paper of 
the 29th, Hankey at once asked Slade for further information and for 
confirmation of what he had been told about Mosul. Slade not only 
confirmed his news but also showed Hankey a map on which the oil­
fields were marked. Hankey asked him to forward through the Ad­
miralty a further short memorandum, and with it the map giving 
the evidence about oil deposits in Mesopotamia north of the line then 
held by the Expeditionary Force. As there was a Cabinet meeting 
next day, Hankey wrote at once to Balfour and Lloyd George without 
waiting for the additional memorandum; he received this the day be­
fore the meeting. As the two letters reveal not only the importance 
attached to the Mosul oilfields and the actual 'military stagnation' of 
the campaign in Mesopotamia, but also the lines along which opinion 

on the subject was developing, relevant extracts from the two letters 
are worth recording. In both of his statements Hankey drew attention 
to Slade's first paper and to the additional information he had re­
ceived from him. Hankey wrote to Balfour:

'As I understand the matter, oil in the next war will occupy
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the place of coal in the present war, or at least a parallel 
place to coal. The only big potential supply that we can get 
under British control is the Persian and Mesopotamian supply.
The point where you come in is that the control over these 
oil supplies becomes a first class British War Aim. 1 write 
to urge that in your statement to the Imperial War Cabinet 
you should rub this in. You will do it much better than the
Admiralty will, and as an ex-First Lord you have a greater 

(531interest in it than most...' ' '
In his letter to Lloyd George of the same date, Hankey referred 

in particular to the recent assessments made by the General Staff 
of the state of the Mesopotamian Campaign. He continued:
'There is no military advantage in pushing forward in Meso­
potamia. Briefly the argument is that the German gun is now 
aimed at India, across the Caspian Sea, instead of, as for­
merly down the Baghdad Railway. From Mesopotamia we can­
not affect their advance across the Caspian
Admiral Slade's paper, however, and more particularly the 

map which he has shown me, suggest that there may be 
reasons other than purely military for pushing on in Meso­
potamia where the British have an enormous preponderance 
of force. Would it not be an advantage, before the end of 
the war, to secure the valuable oil wells in Mesopotamia? '^)
At the Cabinet meeting next day, on the proposal of Walter Long,

Secretary of State for the Colonies, the matter was referred for 
further ggnsideration to Lord Harcourt's Petroleum Policy Com­
mittee. The Committee reviewed the earlier attempts to bring 
Shell under British control; like the Foreign Office, they rated as 
being too high the demands of Shell for sharing in the A.P. O. C.
Later in the year, the Committee proposed to the Government that 
it should recognise as valid the concession obtained in 1914 by the 
T. P. C. ,and that it should purchase from the Public Trustee the 
German 25 per cent share and offer part of it to the Shell Company. 
Throughout, of course, Lord Harcourt's Committee exerted pressure 
on the Cabinet to increase physical control over the oil-bearing 
regions in Upper Iraq.

Meantime the Cabinet was preoccupied with the series of heavy 
German offensives on the Western Front. In Mesopotamia, the 
British Army refrained from any military activity during the hot 
season. But as the day of Balfour's statement on War Aims app­
roached, the question of the oil-bearing regions came to the fore again.
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Balfour had previously told Hankey that he regarded the acquisition 
of the oil-bearing regions as a 'purely Imperialist War Aim'. But 
Hankey, now also inspired by Harcourt, continued to try and con­
vert him. The day before the statement was due he mixed the oil 
and water of the Upper Mesopotamian regions into a potion for the 
idealist. He wrote:
'it appears to me even viewed from the point of view of the 
idealist, that it is almost unavoidable that we should acquire 
the Northern regions of Mesopotamia... neither President 
Wilson nor any one else will wish to place the vast regions 
of Mesopotamia bordering the Tigris and Euphrates again 
under Turkish control...
The question I ask, therefore, is as to whether it is not of 

great importance to push forward in Mesopotamia at least as 
far as the Lesser Zab, or as far as is necessary to secure 
a proper supply of water. Incidentally this would give us most 
of the oil-bearing regions...'
On October 2 Hankey's ceaseless efforts at last began to bear fruit. 

Marshall, who was in command of the Mesopotamian Campaign, was 
requested by the War Office to study the note that foUows; and as it 
ended with a reminder that any action to be effective must be in­
itiated without delay, he was on his way to Mosul by mid-October:

'The Turks have been placed in a position of extreme difficulty 
by the victories in Palestine and the collapse of Bulgaria, and 
a request from them for cessation of hostilities in the near future 
may result. It is advisable in these circumstances that as much 
ground as possible should be gained up the Tigris. Such action 
is important not only for political reasons but also to occupy as 
large a portion of the oil-bearing regions as possible. At the 
same time, the work on the L of C to the Caspian should not be 
retarded in any way as the development of this route is looked 
upon as of primary importance. In view of the possibility that 
General Allenby's Cavalry may be pushed on northwards towards 
Aleppo, the possibility of making a Cavalry raid by a small 
force up the Euphrates with a view to assisting his operations 
should be studied by you'.
The early cessation of hostilities with Turkey had become so de­

sirable an object that Marshall's advance along the Tigris developed 
into a race against time. Indeed, since his object was extensive oc­
cupation rather than defeat of the Turks, peace constituted a menace 
for the Mesopotamian Campaign. As this proceeded, the importance
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of capturing Mosul itself caused some slight difference of opinion in 
the Cabinet. Nobody contemplated renouncing claim to the city; there 
was general agreement that it must in any case be taken away from 
Turkey. But some concluded that, in view of the urgency of eliminat­
ing Turkey from the war, it was more appropriate to obtain the 
surrender of the city by means of an armistice or by making it one 
of the conditions of peace. Others, however, preferred taking it by 
military action despite any consequent prolongation of the war. The 
latter view prevailed, chiefly because the intricate question had been 
decided of whether a peace or only an armistice should be concluded
with Turkey. In the end, the pause which these deliberations involved 
gave Marshall valuable time in his advance on Mosul.

By October 21, Marshall, although pushing as fast as he could to­
wards Mosul, was still about 140 miles away. Three days later 
Allenby was still 46 miles from Aleppo, while Marshall was further 
than this from Mosul. Both were once more urged to press on and 
occupy the two cities. Finally, on 30 October, the armistice was 
signed at Moudros. When Admiral Calthrop sailed into the Straits the 
British Forces in Mesopotamia were still advancing upon Mosul. Active 
hostilities had been in progress not far south of the town at the very 
moment when the armistice was signed. Its terms, however, included

a provision by which Marshall and his forces were enabled to slip in­
to the town. As Churchill put it later, 'the status quo was to be main­
tained, further advance of our troops being permissible only in so far 
as It might be necessary for the purpose of safeguarding our existing 
military position'. (5®)
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being only a stepping stone to ultimate control and a very great 
danger in any future war.

49. In an annex Slade added the production figures of the principal 
sources up to 1917. There were also figures on the American 
market drawn from the US Geological Survey 1917.

50. Hankey to Geddes, 30 July 1918, CAB 21/119
51. 'Report of the Committee (Maurice de Bunsen) on Asiatic Turkey', 

June 30 1915, p 7 CAB 42/3/12.
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52. Ibid
53. Hankey to Balfour, 1 August 1918, Secret, CAB 21/119
54. Ibid As to Slade's 2nd memorandum of 2 August 1918 the 

relevant passages on Mosul read: 'The most northern in­
dication of oil with which this paper deals is that at Zakha, 
about 60 miles NNW of Mosul. It is an important seepage 
worked by natives and there are said to be 30 hand dug pits 
from which an oil of good quality of about 9 specific gravity 
is obtained. The group of seepages in the neighbourhood of 
El Gayara 50 miles south of Mosul are reported to be the 
most important of all in this region. They are leased to 
natives from the Turkish Crown... Oil is being produced in 
moderate quantities and has been so produced for ages. It 
is of good quality with about 8 specific gravity. Oil indi­
cations occur on both banks of the Tigris between this place 
and El Fatha, 50 miles further down the river. The seepages 
there are stated to be very important'. Slade's remarks were, 
aneorHing to himself, based on German reports of the pre-war 
years and on more recent reports by geologists sent by the 
Anglo-Persian Oil Company to examine some of the seepages 
on behalf of the Military Authorities. CAB 21/119, GT. 5313,
2 August 1918.

55. Extract from Imperial War Cabinet 29 2 August 1918, CAB21/119
56. Hankey to Balfour, 12 August 1918, Personal and secret,

CAB 21/119
57. War Office to GOC-in-C, GHQ Mesopotamia, October 2 1918, 

Secret Operations, in: Milner MSS H 115, Oxford, Bodleian.
58. 'The Question of Mosul', memorandum by ChurchiU, MED Nov 

10 1922, CO 730/27. For more detail Cf Barker p 456
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CHAPTER THREE

The politics of Acquisition - conception of the mandate and its 
execution in Iraq up to 1926

1, The genesis of the mandate compromise
That Britain, if not India, would have to take a predominant role in 
Mesopotamia after the War, had been one of the basic premises in 
all discussions in Whitehall about Oil, Even the espousal of new 
principles in the international treatment of 'backward' countries did 
not divert politicians and oil magnates from this assumption. They 
believed that the choice of the right nomenclature would prove ef­
fective, To them it was a constant battle of wits. Curzon's thinking, 
seen in what he wrote later in 1918, may well be indicative of such 
a contest:
'a terminological variant such as 'perpetual lease' or enclave 
might be found, both to safeguard the reality which we must 
not abandon, and to save the appearances which the occasion 
might require'.
As it turned out, the word 'mandate' was coined to cover the co­

lonial appetites of the Entente Powers.
Much has been written on the origin and meaning of the concept of 

mandate. (2) But nowhere has its birth in war-time been traced back 
to British apprehensions about the future of the Empire's position in 
the Middle East. However, as those strands of imperial thinking from 
which the mandate concept sprang are interdependent with affairs in 
the Middle East, our description merits some detailed explanation.

The first stage in the genesis of the mandate compromise is
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50 THE POLITICS OF ACQUISITION

discernible in the Round Table efforts to develop a stronger sense of 
imperial responsibility in the Dominions and to arouse American sym­
pathy for the problems of the British Empire. There were obvious 
reasons for joining forces, as had been shown in the years before the 
war. The political mobilization of the Dominions for the purpose of 
ultimate unity meant that for them to take greater responsibility in­
volved some naval contribution to Imperial defence. In order to de­
velop among the Dominions awareness of the importance of sea-power, 
Lionel Curtis, One of the prime movers of the Round Table group, 
suggested that the West Indies should be handed over to Canada. 
Similarly, he said, Mauritius should be assigned to South Africa and 
the Fiji Islands to Australia. As the creation of Canadian naval sta­
tions in the West Indies, and naval programmes for the Dominions in 
general, were likely to arouse American suspicion, something clearly 
had to be done to inform American opinion. The necessity for this, 
however; disappeared for a while when in the discussions in 1909 
Alfred Milner and also Frederick S Oliver opposed Curtis's suggest­
ion unless a substantial quid pro quo were to be given by the Do­
minions. In particular Milner was convinced that 'some day everything 
might depend on the wish of the Dominions to possess those depend­
encies'. (4) As the war was to show, Milner was only too right. His 
plan to satisfy this colonial appetite as part of a process of imperial 
unification did not come to fruition. But in ceding B- and C- mandates 
to Dominions a move in the desired direction was ensured.

In spite of the rejection of Curtis's suggestion of 1909, the fact that 
on the one hand British maritime policy adhered to its two-power 
standard of naval superiority and, on the other, the Round Table con­
tinued to work for imperial unity, was reason enough for Lionel Curtis 
and Philip Kerr to try to educate American opinion through appropriate 
channels. *

* The two-power standard was a formula which ruled that the Royal 
Navy should have a predominance of 10 per cent in capital ships over 
the combined strengths of the next two strongest powers. For the con­
fusion in British thinking about this standard at the time, cf. A J Mar- 
der, From the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow: The Royal Navy in the 
Fisher Era 1904 - 1919,1, The Road to War, 1904 - 1914 (London 1966) 
p. 145.
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Obviously both these men and others with an Atlantic outlook were 
aware that the two interests of British policy and the Round Table 
objectives could easily be mistaken as conflicting with the growth 
of internationalism in the pre-war years. For the increasing inter­
nationalisation of trade and commerce was reducing the distinction 
between 'naval' and 'maritime' nations upon which Britain's naval
supremacy was founded; further, the unification of the British Em- zc\
pire ran contrary to the pattern of a multi-national world.1 '

Taken together, in the light of such decided British obstinacy it 
was certainly opportune to 'inspire' opinion in America. It was 
planned to establish a network of Round Table groups as centres of 
information all over America. However, by 1914, Curtis and Kerr 
were forced to admit that there was no chance of creating Round 
Table groups in the USA. One American who was an enthusiast 
for their ideas - George Louis Beer - told them that 'the U S groups 
would be regarded from the outset as intended to bring the USA 
under the English thumb and would be damned accordingly'. Beer 
was ready, however, to work for the Round Table groups; his pro­
blem was how to shake the U S out of its indifference to world 
affairs. In the course of their work, a kind of reciprocity de­
veloped between them. Beer found the British Empire a useful bait 
for attracting American thought into a worldwide field, and thus 
became a sort of 'country member' of the Round Table group. Sim­
ultaneously, this group was spurred on by him to greater efforts in 
educating American opinion about its theories.

This desire to court American favour outlived the notion of imp­
erial unity and became very important when the genesis of the man­
date concept entered its second stage. The point at which the gos­
pels of Beer and the Round Table apostles coincided was over their 
views about the relation between 'advanced' and 'backward' peoples. 
Both proceeded from the old, starry-eyed notion that the relation­
ship was between the purveyor of civilisation and people living in 
darkness. (8) Trusteeship was therefore a contribution to the well­
being of humanity as a whole. In its final shape of a mandate, this 
doctrine of trusteeship turned out in the end to be a useful cover 
for secret and more nakedly imperialist designs.

Meanwhile the United States had entered the war on the side of 
the Entente. Anglo-American contacts mushroomed at all levels of 
policy making; the American Inquiry for peace planning was set up, 
and the speeches of Lloyd George and Wilson on the subject of war 
aims influenced the policy making of the Cabinet Committees in

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



52 THE POLITICS OF ACQUISITION

Whitehall.
Where Mesopotamia was concerned it was the India Office that was 

most worried about the rapid spread of the 'no annexation' doctrine. 
Speculations were aroused by Wilson's vague phrase about the 'ab­
solutely unmolested opportunity for autonomous development' for the 
Ottoman dependencies, a phrase with which Lloyd George's Caxton 
Hall speech of 8 January 1918 fully agreed. Arthur Hirtzel, Under­
secretary of State in the India Office, immediately circulated a note 
entitled 'Future of Mesopotamia', which called for comment on the 
points made by Wilson and Lloyd George. Hirtzel pointed out 
that open or veiled annexation, even of Basra, was now presumably 

out of the question. Even the fagade of Arab sovereignty which the 
Middle East Committee in Whitehall had envisaged for the British 
post-war administration of the Baghdad vilayet 'must be something 
more than a facade'. On the other hand, Hirtzel did not question 
the validity of the idea that somehow or other Britain must retain a 
predominating influence in Mesopotamia. He stated bluntly that Brit­
ain's commercial position ought to be strengthened in Mesopotamia 
in order 'to get ourselves started commercially, so as to be ahead 
of competitors whom it may be impossible to exclude after the war'. 
Swift deliberations were required; peace feelers were already being 
put out by the Turks. According to Hirtzel there was the probability 
that peace negotiations might start 'at any time within the next few 
months'.

It was Hirtzel's note of 11 January that prompted Mark Sykes to 
draft a memorandum which proposed a scheme for imperial control 
of Mesopotamia almost identical with the ultimate Mandate. The mem­
orandum was called "Our Position in Mesopotamia in relation to the 
Spirit of the Age'. (-*-2) The section which is of particular interest 
read:

'we should (i) investigate the possibility of getting the United
States of America to propose that we should, provided the people 
of Mesopotamia desire it, assume on behalf of the nations of the 
Entente responsibility for establishing a provisional regime in 
Mesopotamia for a period of twenty-five years, with the object 
of setting up a self-governing and independent state in Mesopo­
tamia at the end of twenty-five years, (ii) At the end of the term 
of twenty-five years, the future of Mesopotamia to be decided 
by such international authority as may exist, (iii) That our tute­
lage should be limited by the open door commercially and by 
international guarantee of security from invasion from a military
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point of view. No troops other than internal order troops 
to be maintained there, (iv) During our twenty-five years 
trusteeship we should at stated terms report progress on 
administration to such International authority as may exist'.

Mark Sykes listed three recent events as indicating the new spirit of 
the age: America's entry into the war, the Russian Revolution, and 
the spread of the idea of no annexations. By these tokens the con­
cepts of protectorates, spheres of influence, annexations, military 
bases and white men's burdens had to be consigned to the diplomatic 
lumber-room. He went on to stipulate that if Britain remained de­
termined to run Mesopotamia, up-to-date reasons and up-to-date 
working formulae must be found. The lenses through which the scene 
must be surveyed, he prescribed, were those of 'our own Democracy' 
and 'World Democracy'. According to such a survey Mesopotamia was 
also seen as a potential storehouse of 'fuel and food for the world'.
Its development and exploitation would feed and warm the workers of 
the world: it must not be allowed to lie idle. Its retention by the 
Turks would simply add to their military power. On the other hand, 
no development would result from the internal struggles between 
'municipal oligarchies, a collection of riparian brigands and a fringe 
of Patriarchal nomads', if these were left without interference.

All told, these were up-to-date reasons for intervening. Yet three 
conditions would have to be observed: the development of Mesopotamia 
ought not to be for the benefit of capitalistic groups, nor ought it to 
add to the military power of those running it, nor impair the political 
liberty of the inhabitants. Even to observe only two of these three 
conditions would not suffice; in that event anarchy without development 
was preferable.

Sykes also drew attention to the necessity of generating confidence 
in Britain and in the Government, both at home and in the realm of 
World Democracy. The British Government must show clearly that 
the people of Mesopotamia as a whole preferred British to Turkish 
administration; further, that British administration, once it had been 
called in, not only had the consent of the governed, but that it also 
understood itself to be the fore-runner of actual independence.
Finally, and in sharp contrast to the recommendations of the De Bun­
sen Report of 1915, the adminstration ought not to be based on a 
system of commercial monopoly.

In order to elicit the desired invitation from the indigenous Arab 
population, Mark Sykes, never at a loss, gave the simple advice that 
Britain should make herself wholly indispensible by playing to the
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54 THE POLITICS OF ACQUISITION

desires of the Jewish and Armenian sections of the population, to 
the aspirations of the mercantile classes for prosperity and security, 

and to Arab Nationalism in general. He elaborated this last point:
(vi) We should subvention an Arab press on Nationalist lines, 
which would always hold up the Turks to odium and us as 
protectors of Arab Nationalism.
(vii) We should start an Arab Nationalist party recruited from 
the Urban Intelligensia and promote its members to official 
positions.
(viii) We should start an Education department and as many 
schools as possible, based on Arab Nationalism. ^5)

Further suggestions made were the subsidising of the more import­
ant Bedouin chiefs of the desert, full employment, and the spread 
of such civilized amenities as municipal lighting, water and trams. 
International assent to the British position in Mesopotamia should 
be obtained by the device of setting up international machinery of 
control.

The impact of Sykes's memorandum on policy making and on the 
formation of political opinion was somewhat diverse. Formally it 
even encountered outright refusal, for it never reached the agenda 
of the Middle East Committee. When it arrived at the India Office, 
Hirtzel rejected it; he told Lord Islington that it did not commend 
itself to him at all. Sykes, he said, lacked all contact with the ac­
tual local conditions and Percy Cox, the Civil Commissioner in 
Baghdad, should be allowed to give his opinion instead. Islington, 
who was by this time Under-Secretary of State for India, agreed 
with Hirtzel, as did T W Holdemess, the Permanent Under-Sec­
retary of State. But Holdemess observed that liaisons with Cox 
'need not necessarily be antagonistic to the solution suggested by 
Mark Sykes'. He went on:

'We may find that the idea of a British protectorate over this 
region is not acceptable to our Allies and to the Americans 
without the addition of some international machinery, and we 
may have in the end to submit to this. But the time for 
suggesting this to them has not yet come. Meanwhile let us 
study the facts'.

Although Sykes's memorandum never reached the agenda of the 
Middle East Committee it did not entirely disappear from view, for 
some of its essence went into the drafted instructions for Cox. The 
Civil Commissioner must explore, and report as soon as possible, in 
what way consent of all those interested in good government -
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Jews, Christians and the mercantile classes - could be obtained for 
a British Administration that should last 'at all events for a period 
of years'. Arthur Hirtzel used the analogy of the constituency that 
must be nursed in advance. Britain's relationship with Mesopotamia
must not become that of a ruler and his subjects, but should be 

1171that of a candidate and his constituents.k '
In March 1918 Cox was summoned to London. Much to his dismay 

the talks in London proceeded under the 'evil star' of President 
Wilson. Wilson, everyone feared, would exercise the most powerful 
influence at the Peace Conference, and was likely to make any 
question of veiled annexation exceedingly difficult. Thus the essen­
tial problem of Mesopotamia's future status could not be thrashed 
out. As in the Middle East Committee, Sykes's mandate formula was 

not aired at all. Meanwhile, however, more sober estimates had 
been advanced by India Office officials. Appearances must be made 
to match the political realities. Britain would after the war be 
physically present in Mesopotamia. She could not cover up her pre­
sence by equivocal phraseology. Therefore, the question of how 
long the political and legal status of Mesopotamia might remain un­
defined was disregarded; there was a sudden rush to educate Amer­
ican opinion in favour of British rule in Mesopotamia, f1-®)

More ingredients of Sykes's mandate formula began to materialise. 
True, to educate American opinion was a far cry from procuring 
an American invitation to the British to take charge of Mesopotamia; 
but if it were pursued at the right time it might ease Wilson's task 
in Washington when, at a later date, he was to be asked to tender 
such an invitation to Whitehall. When seen in retrospect, the efforts 
made to achieve this end were clumsy in the extreme. The 'anti­
imperialists' together with the 'West Arabian School' in Whitehall 
reckoned that they had triumphed by ousting the Government of 
India from the principal role in the Middle East, only to learn that 
'anti-imperialist' America regarded management by Whitehall as 
the greater evil.*

* The 'West Arabian School' comprised those officials in Whitehall 
and in Government service in the Middle East - particularly in the 
Arab Bureau in Cairo headed by D G Hogarth, who rejected the 
British Government of India's designs on the Arab Middle East. They 
were highly critical of the methods of rule and administration as 
practised in India. Instead they favoured indirect rule for the Middle 
East as it had been developed in the Sudan and in West Africa on
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As we know there had been communications earlier between the 
Round Table and George Louis Beer in America. In the spring 
of 1918 the India Office, in conjunction with Robert Cecil from the 
Foreign Office and people of the Garden Suburb, made use of these 
contacts. ** On a recent lecture tour through America Lionel Cur­
tis had given talks on the subject of British India, intended poss­
ibly as a fine example of a beneficial civilizing mission. In May 
1918, Beer disclosed in a letter to Curtis that the United States 
might well be more sympathetic to the ambitions of the Dominions 
than to those of Britain. On the same lines, India in the Middle 
East was more acceptable to the American people than ^hat might 
be represented as 'the wants of British Imperialists'. Dis­
concerted by this disclosure of the state of American public opin­
ion, the India Office put the blame on Curtis for Beer's view 
about the role of India in Mesopotamia, Shuckburgh was furious 
with Curtis because he had obviously acted so unwisely as the 
envoy of the Garden Suburb. Curtis, blaming himself for having 
misinformed Beer during his recent lecture tour, frenziedly tried 
to make good by telling Beer that India was completely without 
interest in Mesopotamia.

Curtis's efforts to reinstate himself as a useful go-between were 
in vain. He was no longer a trustworthy envoy but the busybody

principles of self-government, though not yet on principles of full 
national sovereignty. To this 'school' belonged such men as T E 
Lawrence and also Henry MacMahon, Mark Sykes and G N Curzon.

The 'Garden Suburb' consisted of a number of wooden huts erected 
during the war outside the Prime Minister's official residence to house 
his private staff. To it belonged such Empire enthusiasts and reformists 
as Philip Kerr and others who had previously been with Lord Milner in 
South Africa, where they were known as Milner's 'kindergarten'. They 
reconstructed South Africa after the Boer War on lines of federation. 
Together with Milner and the Canadian Arthur Glazebrook they founded 
in 1910. In Whitehall the Garden Suburb was, with some justification, 
often criticised as Lloyd George's private cabinet.
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he was more usually considered to be. As for Beer, when his 
views were repeated it became clear that enough scope was left 
for manoeuver and all the more so when he started grinding his 
own axe. By July, for instance, he replied with reference to 
Mesopotamia:
'Personally I should not hesitate to enquire about Indian 
interests in these questions, even at the risk of creating 
some friction there. If there is not real widespread in­
terest, so much the worse. But if there is such interest, 
it would profoundly affect American public opinion and 
would save England from some adverse criticism if it 
should be deemed essential to retain the regions in 
question. There is also another way of preventing such 
criticism, and that is by getting the U S A to assume 
its share of the burden of civilizing the backward world.
If the Allies, in due season, insisted upon this, it would 
be best for all. Possibly the most advantageous areas 
for such an experiment would be the Cameroons and 
Asiatic Turkey exclusive of Iraq'. (22)
Obviously, George Louis Beer was prepared to prefer Indian 

management, not for India's sake but as camouflage for British 
acquisition of Mesopotamia, so arranged as to make that acqui­
sition acceptable to American opinion. Shuckburgh and Hirtzel, 
after sensing his attitude, agreed that in order to them to support 
him H M G must be represented as advancing the Arab cause on 
Wilsonian lines.

The Arab cause to be thus advanced was indeed hardly the same 
as had been advanced by Sykes earlier in 1918; it was far more 
like the sombre picture drawn by Percy Cox of helpless people 
dependent for salvation on a civilised power. The essential thing 
was to set Beer's mind running along these lines; and since Cur­
tis was no longer a trustworthy envoy, Lord Reading was enlisted 
as messenger. As Hirtzel wrote to Cecil before August 8:
'It is suggested that Lord Reading should see Beer, informally 
acquaint him with that policy (see below), and set his mind 
running on the right lines. It is not desirable - regard being 
had to the flux in which everything is - that Beer should pre­
sent the appearance of being 'inspired' or that anything should 

be said to or through him which could be quoted hereafter as 
a pledge. It is suggested that the following papers might be 
given to Lord Reading:
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Baghdad Proclamation of 19 March 1917,
S of S for India tel of 19 March 1917,
Sir Percy Cox's Memo of 22 April 1918, 

which has been accepted by H M G. His Lordship would of 
course not think it necessary to go into detail with Beer; 
but these papers would probably enable him to establish the 
point that the policy of H M G is in accord with the prin­
ciples of self-determination so far as that principle is 
applicable outside Europe...'
In general, these tactics were consonant with the numerous com­
munications between British officials and members of the American 
Inquiry and, in particular, with George Louis Beer. of course, 
Beer was no plenipotentiary of the American President. On the other 
hand, as Hirtzel had emphasized, he had to take precautions not to 
appear to his American colleagues to have been 'inspired'. But even 
if he could not be persuaded openly to advocate to the President that 
Whitehall should have a stake in Mesopotamia, he would still object 
strongly to international administration in the territories which were 
at the disposal of the Allies. For in a strict sense, national admin­
istration was one of the sine qua nons of the Round Table, ie 'con­
centration of responsibility'. As things turned out, Beer upheld this 
principle but remained in favour of the Anglo-Indian attitude to 
Mesopotamia. His report for the Inquiry on 'The Future of Meso­
potamia', ^hjch he had written before the end of 1917, was left 
unaltered.

The full effects of Reports and Memoranda can seldom be pre­
cisely ascertained; this applies above aU to evaluating their trans­
lation into action. In a sense their true significance may lie rather 
in the ideas they express than in what they bring about. Thus in the 
case of the India Office, a wealth of notes and' memoranda reveal not 
only the motive forces of the moment. Taken together, they also re­
veal an astonishing process of formation of political opinion and a 
real change of outlook. Whether, or why, the India Office failed to 
win the full support of George Louis Beer is therefore relatively un­
important. The important thing is that the India Office gradually 
shifted its support from the Indian Government to British dependence 
on the United States. No doubt President Wilson did attract more 
attention (and more animosity) than any other politician. As Arthur 
Balfour once stated Wilson, since he had entered the war for World 
Purposes, had every right to a voice in questions of peace even where 
he was not militarily involved, as in the case of Turkey.
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to detail, as Balfour pointed out, the realisation of the major pur­
poses would give to the one and take away from the other, according 
to how the new standards in international relations determined.

The third stage in the formation of the mandate concept was marked 
by the internal struggle among the British over the shaping of new 
imperial standards in international relations. The beginning of this 
struggle can be dated from the middle of 1918. At the root of the 
struggle was an ever-growing sense of competition between en­
thusiasts for the Empire and supporters of the League of Nations.
L S Amery, the most articulate of the Empire-minded faction, 
wanted a 'series of Monroe doctrines' that put each Power in its 
natural preserve; ie the tutelary Powers of the future must ex­
ercise their tutelage only in areas adjacent to their main property, 
without risk or interference from 'armed burglars at their gate'. ^7) 
While demanding that the terminology describing the tutelary role 
must be sufficiently broad to allow the inclusion of the United States 
among those accepting it, Amery gave a strange warning against 
the unwise disposition of U S emissaries:

'To dump Americans with their vigorous but crude ideas
down into the middle of the complicated Middle Eastern
problem in Palestine would lead to endless complications
in Egypt, Arabia and Mesopotamia, just as it would lead
to complications if, even on American invitation, we
(Britain) undertook the guardianship of Mexico or Guatemala'. (23)
to arguing thus, Amery may well have been seeking to prime Balfour

for forthcoming encounters with American politicians. Balfour was at­
tracted by this theory of a 'number of Monroe doctrines', but wanted 
to consider how it would stand up to the test of practice. (2®) Amery 
hastened to supply examples. He put emphasis on the economic and 
strategic lines of the groupings:

There is one thing which I am sure would greatly influence 
the American attitude towards any possible increase of colonial 
Empire on our part, and which is also desirable for the reasons 
which the P(rime) M(inister) gave the other day, namely the need: 
for capital (by which he really meant human capacity, for capital 
in the narrower sense will reproduce itself if the economic con­
ditions are favourable)'. (3®)

The interesting point about Amery's talks and correspondence with 
Balfour is the ingenuity that he exhibited in combining these self-inter­
ested projects into a scheme for a new world order, designed and 
styled in sympathy with American predilections and susceptibilities.
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For example, the Monroe doctrine was called the 'greatest principle 
of peace yet devised'.

While Balfour remained sceptical, Amery pursued his efforts un­
deterred. The next approach he made was to Smuts. As a Dominion 
politician who had once fought against the British he was an ideal 
envoy for carrying Amery's messages to an American audience. 
According to Amery, Smuts's scheme to place certain conquered 
territories under tutelage originated as a scheme intended for East­
ern Europe. By December 1918, Amery was propounding to 
Smuts the notion that instead of a series of 'Monroe doctrines', a 
series of Leagues of Nations should be advocated - eg British, Danu- 
bian, American. Alongside these, and set up by them, must be minor 
Leagues of independent states, which would thereafter deal directly 
with the League of Nations. (32) But in addition there must be yet 
more minor areas, mandated under the main League to 'great states' 
in an association that might become permanent. In this category 
came Palestine, the Arab states and Mesopotamia, and Amery asked 
why these countries should not find 'their welfare in permanent ass­
ociation with the British League of Free Nations'. ' He argued - 
from easily discernible premises - that the proposed constitution 
allowed a wide scope for self-determination and political independence 
within an imperial framework. Like his fellow imperial architects, 
Amery also went to great lengths to evolve terminology that would at 
one and the same time give blanket coverage to imperialism and pass 
muster in the United States. However, as he still regarded America 
as a 'lost' colony he let no opportunity slip for emphasizing the con­
stitutional advantages of the Empire as compared with the United 
States. For instance, before October he wrote to Balfour:

'The title that seemed to be most satisfactory was 'United
Nations of the British Commonwealth', the word nations empha­
sising that mere constitutional difference between the closer 
federal framework of our Commonwealth which can admit 
actual nations into equal partnership with itself. That is one 
of the reasons, for instance, why I think that a Zionist Pal­
estine, if it really comes to something, would be much 
happier in association with us than with the United States.
In the one case it could aspire eventually to become a part­
ner nation and to have its representatives attending an 
Imperial Cabinet. In the other case it would either have to 
be a state or group of states, or else a protected dependency 
with no voice in the destinies of the whole. It could be a
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Cuba or a Texas, but never a New Zealand or a South Africa'.
Disagreement between Amery, on the one hand, and Balfour as 

well as Smuts on the other, was not as fundamental as one might 
presume from the foregoing. Their views differed on the second­
ary aspects of regional application and the extent of imperial de­
centralisation. Moreover, whereas Balfour advocated an experi­
mental stage before full inauguration, Smuts unhesitatingly ear­
marked Europe as London's proper sphere of influence, leaving 
further additions to the Empire to be decided by the defence 
strategies of its mature colonial partners and by the course of 
Entente diplomacy.

As it turned out, the tutelage of the Arab provinces of the de­
funct Ottoman Empire, as defined in Article 22 of the Covenant of 
the League of Nations and accepted by the Dominions and the En­
tente powers, became as much a pretence as the Emperor's New 
Clothes. On the other hand it certainly was not the sop to the 
Americans that some historians have imagined it to be. (33) por it 
had been conceived by exuberant imperialists who thought that not 
only the Americans but also the French could learn from British 
experience of Empire. Further, thanks to the terms of reference 
governing imperial policy as conceived by most of the politicians 
we have so far encountered, their idea of a mandate was not to 
make it the deliberate step towards the creation of new nation 
states that in the event they proved to be. Rather, it was no more 
than British and French colonial policy in a new guise.

Finally, it has to be said that the mandate concept was not in­
vented by just a few men whose power equalled their executive 
position. The components of a mandate as they conceived it allowed 
for contributions of widely differing origins. (35a) These included 
the thought, and the commitment, of men earnestly seeking a 
scientifically viable solution to international conflict. In addition to 
the advanced sociological ideas shared by the Fabians and some 
heretical Liberals there existed an influential social and philo­
sophical outlook with a similar scientific claim which nevertheless 
rejected the macrocosms of states, empires and civilizations as 
meaningful and indispensable entities of international order. On the 
threshold of the corridors of power, and with ideas that appealed 
to Empire-minded conservatives, Empire-reformers and Entente- 
liberals, men such as Lionel Curtis, Philip Kerr, Arnold J Toynbee, 
Leonard Woolf, John Hobson, Gilbert Murray and others may have 
been, on balance, more influential than their utterances showed in
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stirring up, if not in giving shape to, ideas in the minds of poli­
ticians otherwise caught up in the practical conduct of the war/3®’
As the development of the mandate concept has made plain, imperial 
practice supplied thinkers with principles of international order to 
as great an extent as anti-imperialist thought yielded arguments 
which could uphold existing imperial attitudes. For instance, as 
regards the exploitation of raw materials the Webbs like Hobson 
did not allow an absolute ius utendi or abutendi. (38) hi practice, 
the progressive areas of mankind, ie the industrial civilizations 
which comprised the imperialist West, enjoyed varying degrees 
of access to any area where the mineral wealth of the earth was 
found. By the same token the indigenous African and Asian soc­
ieties were classed as socio-political and human raw material to
be used for producing showpieces of the 'New International 
Civilization'. In contrast, Philip Kerr's study on the Political 
Relations between Advanced and Backward Peoples, which appeared 
in 1916, was the first of its kind to foster the scientific study of 
international relations in the interest of securing international 
peace, although Kerris propositions tend to derive from the brighter 
side of colonialism.'

This inter-relation of the lines of thought surely does not nec­
essarily imply cross-fertilization of ideas and individual brains. 
Judging by their commitment to the mandate concept we should do 
better to assume that the intellectuals, and even the politicians such 
as Lloyd George, Churchill, Curzon and the rest, each continued 
to rely, even if sub-consciously, on his own narticular theories, 
whether pragmatic or conceptual in origin.' '

The fourth and last stage in the formation of the mandate com­
promise, which began with the work of the Supreme Council at 
Paris and, in 1920 at San Remo, showed how frustrating were the 
limits within which it could be applied. Enthusiasts for mandates, 
like Robert Cecil, Philip Baker and Eric Drummond, thought that 
Article 22 of the Covenant needed to be supplemented with a model 
mandate, so as to make a nation think twice before undertaking 
the task. Such an elucidation, made before allocation of any 
mandates in the Middle East would also help to reduce existing 
reservations about the role of internationalism.

* The model mandate was, as a draft, to embody all the principles, 
the methods of their execution as well as the legal details of any 
actual mandate for illustrative purposes.
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However, attempts to carry this out were curbed by a variety of 
diplomatic factors. When Smuts had retreated from a policy of 
annexation to that of mandatory rule in Africa, and when in January 
1919 Lloyd George finally submitted the compromise formula of the 
three-tier mandate system to the Council of Ten, there was great 
relief among the members of the Peace Conference. ' Nervous­
ness had begun to spread as a result of the postponement of actual 
negotiations about the German settlement. (43) Now, instead, members 
became anxious not to reawaken a quarrel like that of the Dominions 
over the mandates. In order to prevent this happening, members 
were prepared to accept and pass without reservation the mandate 
compromise as drafted and sanctioned by Lloyd George.

Yet the Middle East was no less a hornet's nest than Africa and 
the Pacific Islands had been. The overriding question was whether 
and when the United States would take up the mandate for Armenia.^) 
Connected to this was the problem of what should be done about 
Syria, Palestine and Iraq until Wilson had made up his mind. Wilson 
on his part refused to be stampeded into the role of a mandatory.
His proposal for an intermediate redistribution of military control 
over the Ottoman Empire appealed only to Lloyd George, who was 
much concerned about the expense of having had 1, 084, 000 troops 
stationed in various parts of the Middle East ever since the Arm­
istice. Orlando, the Italian Prime Minister, was hesitant because 
he feared being the loser if a quick reshuffle occurred. Clemenceau 
pointed out that everything hinged on the situation in Russia, and 
that therefore French troops could not so easily be recalled from 
Odessa and the Caucasus. British supporters of the League of 
Nations were alarmed by the likelihood that a temporary measure 
of this kind would lessen the chances of the Arab provinces' being 
allocated along the lines of the war-time agreements.

The ranks of these supporters were unexpectedly reinforced when 
the India Office began to urge an immediate definition and approval 
of a Model A mandate for the Middle East. However, whereas the 
original supporters seem to have been pure theoreticians primarily 
concerned with the prestige of the League and regular procedure, 
but oblivious of day-to-day local complications such as those with 
which Arnold Wilson was dealing in Iraq, the India Office had 
practical points to make. A Model A mandate would provide the 

guide-lines that could set policy in Iraq on the right path and 
would help to devise a homogeneous administrative system for the 
entire Middle East. Such a pattern was expedient in order to
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forestall tendencies among the Arabs to play off the Powers against 
each other. others perceived advantage in a package solution 
of the mandate issue because they foresaw that if the mandate 
settlement was split up so that allocations were dealt with separ­
ately, any parliament - whether in France, Britain or elsewhere 
- which had to pass the convention would have ample opportunity 
for obstruction.

Because so many complex motives were thus involved, President 
Wilson's suggestion that an Inter-Allied Commission^) should 
enquire into the conditions of the Middle East was received as a 
welcome delay in the allocation of the mandates. This breathing 
space could be used for defining their terms. But more was in­
volved. A three-point programme drawn up by Philip Baker was 
an attempt to reconcile the maintenance of the League's authority 
over the Supreme Council with the imperialists' designs for carving 
up the Middle East. It was also calculated that if the procedure 
suggested were followed both the League and the mandates would 
rise in the general esteem of the public, and would affect even 
Labour opinion favourably. As the programme read:

(i) The Council of Five must instruct the Mandates Commission 
to draft the general principles of 'A' mandates.
(ii) The Council of Five must decide that, while territorial 
arrangements must be made by the Allies, the Council of 
the League must draw up and confer all mandates.
(iii) The Council of Five should publish the Commission's 
drafts as recommendations by the Allies to the League.
The second point reveals how deeply the discernible anti-imperial­

ist intent of the scheme was compromised. Although the gap was 
bridged, the imperialists and would-be mandatories refrained from 
crossing it. They were beginning to feel the financial strain at 
home and the growing protests of the public against mandates; 
they opposed the drafting of any pre-fabricated constitution for 
mandates because this might burden them with too many material 
obligations. Conversely, it might deprive them of economic assets 
held by the territories they desired. Of course, natural shrewdness 
in avoiding what had not yet proved to be of practical value also 
played a real part. There was indeed danger that the terms of the 
model A mandate might become too artificial to meet the practical 
problems on the spot or to correspond to the capacity of the man­
datary.

The League of Nations representatives did indeed display gross
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neglect and indifference in this respect. Abundant empirical data 
could have been supplied, for instance by the proposed Inter-Allied 
Commission or even by its emaciated remnant the King-rrang 
Commission which toured the Middle East in 1919 to gather data 
for the Peace Conference. Yet the Bakers and Cecils were keener 
to exploit the delay than the findings. In this respect they undoubt­
edly shared a conviction expressed by D G Hogarth, though not his 
conclusions.

D G Hogarth, of the Arab Bureau at Cairo, had, like many of his 
colleagues on the spot, become utterly disillusioned with the Allies' 
policy in the Middle East. He believed that the course of events 
in the various territories had already outrun the purpose of the 
Inter-Allied Commission, indications as to who was to be the man- 
datory power were only too obvious to the local peoples: it was 
clear to him that they were not to be hoodwinked. Instead, they 
ought to be given time 'to realise and, in some way, accept their 
assignment to their respective mandatories. If the Commission 
departed before such acceptance was secured it would bring 'not 
peace, but a sword'. These were the tactics of nursing the consti­
tuency ahead, as had been suggested earlier by Hirtzel.

Unlike Hogarth, however, those who championed the League of 
Nations still saw a possible opportunity for getting Article 22 im­
plemented before the mandates were formally assigned. By the be­
ginning of August 1919 the Americans were starting to join the fray.^^ 
To be sure, nobody yet knew whether they would become a mandatory 
power; but by sending a draft A mandate of their own to London they 
were falling in with Cecil's invitation and indicating their readiness to 
participate in the preliminaries. Even more promising was the fact 
that Milner, Secretary of State for the Colonies, had in the meantime 
become the British representative on the special commission charged 
with the drafting of model mandates for all three classes. That 
Milner meant business was clearly demonstrated by his efforts to 
bring his French colleague, Monsieur Simon to the conference table/51)

In spite of Milner's endeavours, Simon categorically refused to come 
to London and discuss the problem of the mandates for the Middle East, 
hi giving his reasons Simon summarised the many problems of the Otto­
man Empire which had not yet been dealt with by the Supreme Council. 
He argued that the Supreme Council must not be frog-marched by the 
Commission on Mandates, hi essence, however, his fear was that the 
Supreme Council might interpret the Model A mandates as a replace­
ment for the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916 and the Anglo-French-
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Italian Agreement of 1917. (52) impasse was complete. 3ii
Drummond's opinion the French would not only shelve the dis­
cussion of the general principles of A mandates until they knew 
the exact territories to be allotted to themselves, but would then 
try 'to whittle down the mandate to suit their convenience'.
Cecil suspected the French of trying to 'give the go-by to the 
whole idea of mandates in Asia'. ' To Philip Baker it was a 
'point-blank refusal to recognise the obligations involved in pre­
vious agreements'. of the Supreme Council.

Yet all these men's impassioned petitions to Milner to save 
their cause were in vain. Britain no longer possessed the means 
to wage a diplomatic war of attrition in the Middle East. Her all 
but exclusive occupation of the Middle East had been shorn of its 
diplomatic bargaining power because retrenchment of military ex­
penditure there had become an absolute necessity. Britain's dip­
lomatic strength was further diminished by the intrinsic in com - 
patibility of her numerous commitments and declarations. Alto­
gether, Britain's diplomatic position vis-a-vis her rivals in the 
Middle East was the direct opposite of the situation in which 
Lloyd George had expected to find himself at the end of the war.
She was perched above a quicksand which once trodden upon would 
suck away all her constructive ability and initiative. Resistance 
would merely proclaim her weakness. Recovery from strength 
could be hoped for only through some happy circumstance at the 
end of a long line of least resistance.

This conclusion did not commend itself to Lloyd George. Much 
to the alarm of Curzon, Milner, Chamberlain and Herbert Fisher, 
Lloyd George suddenly became set on a large speculative deal with 
the French. In return for giving Syria to the French (with or with­
out Palestine) plus Cilicia and Armenia, Great Britain was to have 
the Mandate for Constantinople and Asia Minor. Alternatively, if 
France cast envious eyes on the two last-named regions, it would 
be for her to surrender her ambitions in Syria and cede it, as well 
as Palestine and Cilicia, to the British. Lloyd George's opponents 
agreed that a British flag flying over Constantinople would expose the 
Empire to unfamiliar and treacherous winds, for a British Mandate 
for Constantinople would disturb the true orientation of Imperial 
policy in the East.

In particular, Curzon feared that Britain 'would presently become 
entangled in the cockpit of the Balkans, and might later on have to 
face the resentment of a resuscitated Russia'. (57)
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The same division of opinion seems to have applied to Palestine, 
on which (according to Curzon) the Prime Minister had set his 
heart, talking about Jerusalem 'with almost the same enthusiasm 
as about his native hills'. By contrast Curzon, discarding all sen­
timent, pointed to the negligible strategic importance of Palestine 
for the defence of Egypt. He further mentioned the increasing 
difficulty of drawing a boundary between Syria and Palestine and 
placing the two countries under separate European Powers. Instead, 
the Cabinet ought to discard its commitments in Palestine. As he 
put it to Balfour, with remarkable foresight:
'I am so convinced that Palestine will be a rankling thorn 
in the flesh of whoever is charged with its mandate that I 
would withdraw from this responsibility while we yet can'.
For Britain, the sine qua non among the mandatory stakes remain­

ed, of course, Iraq, including Mosul. Everybody insisted that it 
must be entrusted to Britain. Incidentally, it was evidential of this 
undisguised interest in Iraq that Lloyd George had excluded Iraq 
from the possible deal with the French which he suggested to the 
Cabinet. One may even assume that he proposed those alternatives 
(that France should have either Constantinople or Syria) on the ass­
umption that France, because of her large financial interests in 
Turkey and Russia would be sure in the end to relinquish Syria to 
the British. Undoubtedly connected with this latent assumption was 
the importance which, according to Curzon, Lloyd George attached 
to the necessity of having a railway and a pipe-line exclusively in 
British hands from Iraq to a Mediterranean port. On the whole, 
however, the criteria for the delineation of frontiers were those 
suggested by Balfour: they should be economic and ethnographic 
rather than strategic.

hi this context, Balfour urged that the fundamental concept under­
lying the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916 should be maintained, 
namely 'a French sphere centring round Syria, a British sphere 
centring round the Euphrates and the Tigris, and a home for the 
Jews in the valley of the Jordan'.^) closer harmony between the 
Sykes-Picot Agreement and the Covenant of the League of Nations 
could be brought about by the abandonment of the special privileges 
in the blue and red territories, ie the territories marked blue and 
red on the map of the Sykes-Picot Agreement. These ought to be 
absorbed into the general sphere of areas A and B. Further, the 
economic monopoly assigned to France and Britain respectively 
should be abandoned. Balfour's principles, no doubt, governed the
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decisions which had been taken by the autumn of 1919, the most 
important - and the most secret - being the Lloyd George- 
Clemenceau arrangement by which Mosul was transferred to the 
British sphere. (60)

During the period in which the British Government abandoned 
Faisal to the French and both powers began to take up and con­
solidate their positions in the spheres which each claimed, work 
on the Model A mandate had come to a standstill. The dependence 
of the supporters of the League, and of their drafting experts, on 
imperialist diplomacy has often been overlooked in assessments and 
interpretations of Article 22. Before mid-September, in view of 
France's boycott of joint discussions in the Mandate Drafting Com­
mission, Milner was maintaining that no further action ^hould be 
taken until the Turkish treaty came up for negotiation. He may 
in fact have welcomed the French boycott, for in view of the wave 
of nationalism that swept over the Middle East, and because of 
British experiments in Egypt and Persia, he felt that the design of

any pattern of A mandates had to wait until the internal political 
situation in the Middle East had cleared up and strategic objectives 
on its north-eastern flank opposite Bolshevist Russia been attained. 
There was no longer any chance that a skeleton A mandate, a 
draft of the major principles only that allowed considerable flex­
ibility of their execution on the part of the mandatary, would be 
approved by the Supreme Council, for at about the same time Lloyd 
George suggested adjourning the Peace Conference until after the 
Americans' attitude to a mandate had been made clear/62)

Consequently, given no clear interpretation of Article 22, the 
A mandate became a kind of shuttlecock tossed between the in­
dividual mandatory and the Council of the League of Nations. More 
important, the supporters of the League and the promoters of the 
Mandates had frequently stated that it was entirely the business of 
the Supreme Powers to divide up the Middle East and allocate the
shares. (This was in fact done at San Remo in April 1920).
The San Remo Agreement, as has often been pointed out, com­

promised Article 22 because of its disregard for the wishes of the 
inhabitants of the Arab provinces. Issues just as fundamental were 
raised, though not yet decided, when before June Lloyd George re­
jected the draft of the British Mandate for Iraq because it com­
pelled the mandatory power to provide for equal trading rights with 
aU other nations. Lloyd George strongly favoured a restricted 
open door in Iraq. He really thought that Britain had acquired a
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Garden of Eden which would soon yield huge profits to British trade 
and the economy. Yet Lloyd George's rejection of the Draft Man­
date was also partly the resistance normally shown by standard pol­
icy-makers to any interference from international administration, or, 
more precisely, to the administrators who sought to usurp the poli­
ticians' power. He also reaffirmed his intention that mandates should 
serve primarily as vehicles for imperial acquisition; administrative 
needs on the spot must take second place.

2. The consolidation of British power in Iraq
a) The search for cheap rule

While the negotiations of the Supreme Council were in progress in 
the capitals of the West and at San Remo, national politicians in the 
Middle East were not idle. Leaders were emerging, thrown up every­
where by local nationalist movements. These demanded the recognition 
inherent in the principle of self-determination which had been so loudly 
proclaimed in the Allies' declarations. In Damascus on March 7 1920 
the Syrian Congress proclaimed Husain's sons Faisal and Abdullah con­
stitutional monarchs in greater Syria and Iraq. In Persia Reza Khan 
was intensively training his Cossack Brigade and was beginning to 
model himself consciously on Mustafa Kemal - the hero who had risen 
in defiance of the Treaty of Sevres and the British in Asia Minor.
In Iraq, groups in the towns began to gather strength by setting up 
nationalist parties like the Hizb al-watani. In Egypt Saad Zaghlul and 
tlie Wafd kept Milner on tenterhooks. (66)

However locally confined, however parochial, the appeal of these 
leaders to the population may have been, to Englishmen on the spot 
and in Whitehall, Kemal, Ghandi, Reza Khan and Zaghlul loomed 
menacingly large. And this despite the Irish Question, which was a 
simultaneous rival for their attention. It is no exaggeration to say 
that the Irish Question haunted the British in the Middle East when­
ever the pattern of imperial rule was discussed. Milner warned 
Curzon in January 1920 that Egypt, unless handled very delicately, 
could become 'something like the Irish situation over again'. (67) in 
March 1922 Percy Cox sought to assuage British anger over Iraq by 
referring to the 'fresh experience of Ireland in Egypt'. ? Yet how 
could this ever-present Irish Question be solved while the defeat, or 
at least the prevention of the rise of Kemal in the Middle East was 
becoming the policy of the day?

It was, of course, generally accepted that there was a 'real awaken- 
ing in the East'(69) which forbade colonization on the lines of the
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Belgian Congo. But the politicians and advisers entrusted with 
safeguarding imperial interests in the Middle East were eager to 
claim that nationalist sentiment had been aroused and encouraged 
by the West, and that therefore the West was entitled to 'direct 
it into healthy channels' - a process already undertaken in India 
and the Sudan. Men on the spot - Arnold Wilson for example 
- took up the new 'civilizing mission' in a manner which, while 
thorough enough, was at the same time oblivious of the need to 
use up-to-date terminology and ambiguity for camouflaging the ob­
jectives of imperialist policy. It is true that at Baghdad Arnold 
Wilson, as Acting Civil Commissioner, was left to cope single- 
handed with a difficult assignment. In 1919 and 1920 there was no 
definitive Government policy for the post-war administration of 
Iraq. Thus what Arnold Wilson was in fact attempting differed 
hardly at all from what Percy Cox, during his talks in London in 
April 1918, had proposed as the only viable policy.

The formation of a new policy would have presupposed at least 
three conditions: first, a Cabinet with enough 'freedom' and energy 
to devote its attention to the problems of the Middle East and to 
the reorganisation of imperial command. Secondly, a clear con­
spectus of the new political and 'national' structure that the Middle 
East was henceforth to assume. Thirdly, the correct adjustment of 
Iraq's internal needs and her proper position in the Middle Eastern 
context. We have already alluded to the handicaps, both psychological 
and external, which affected the work of the Cabinet. Whitehall and, 
with some remarkable exceptions, the personnel in the Middle East 
had for far too long overlooked two essentials. These were that 
victory had been made increasingly possible by specific political 
promises and concessions offered both to the indigenous population 
and to the Western Allies, and that Britain had neither the military 
nor the diplomatic power to maintain her territorial presence in the 
Middle East or to exchange her political liabilities either for dic­
tatorial treaties or at least for the appearances of stability. 

Consequently, in trying to gather in the spoils with an arrogance
out of all proportion to the narrow limitations of its' power the 
Lloyd George Government created for itself a devastating number of 
new enemies and critics both at home and abroad. In the process of 
trying to overcome these it also underwent the humiliating experience 
of suffering one diplomatic defeat after another while realising step 
by step the progressive dwindling of British power.

The steps of this enforced retrenchment can be summarised in the
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following list:- the Kemalists' defiance of the Treaty of Sevres, the 
admission of the oil interests of France at San Remo, the fall of 
Faisal's Kingdom in Syria, the military withdrawal from Persia, 
the insurrection on the Euphrates in summer 1920, the boycott of 
the Milner Commission in Egypt, Ibn Saud's unrestricted challenge 
of the British-backed Hashemites' sway over Mecca and the Hejaz, 
and, finally, the acceptance of American oil interests in the Turkish 
Petroleum Company, In face of these defeats, how could Britain con­
solidate a position in the Middle East strong enough to safeguard 
physical control of the oil-bearing regions?

But retrenchment on these issues was not the only factor limiting 
Britain's political potential. The road was also lined with critics from 
inside the Coalition, with a press whose cheers were faint and tax­
payers who felt that Britannia should have a less expensive trident.
A particular feature were the so-called 'soldiers' views' in the Morning 
Post, the Daily Mail and the Daily News which recalled anew the 
accepted principles of the Empire's nineteenth century maritime 
strategy. ' Britain's interests in the Middle East ought, they said, 
to stop where the tidal waters ended, and in preference to policing 
Mosul or watching the Caspian, the Government should put its trust 
in the barrier of the Himalayas, a good treaty with the Afghans, and 
baksheesh to the tribes in Khuzistan. Particularly wild attacks were 
made on Winston Churchill, who had been successively Secretary of 
State for War and Colonial Secretary. Branded as 'the real nigger in 
the wood-pile' and 'the most mischievous of Ministers', he was held 
responsible for the immense expenditure incurred in the Middle EastP'3^ 
Incidentally, it was on the financial issue that The Times joined in the 
criticism, albeit more moderately, and held Milner and Curzon equally 
responsible.

Another recurring target of the daily press was the Supreme Council, 
which was depicted as the most sinister example of despotism in the

history of Europe.v The ultra-conservative Morning Post held up to 
condemnation the results of what it called the 'strategy of the Side-Show'J75) 
These were claimed as disastrous because the Government had failed to 
supersede war-time strategy in Iraq and elsewhere with a clearcut policy. 
Elsewherq Churchill was held up to ridicule for a speech in which he 
had explained 'how Mesopotamia could be held by armoured cars clank­
ing across the Chaldean plain and by bomb-laden aeroplanes searching 
the recesses of the Kurdistan mountains'. ' No doubt, much of the 
curious character of these conservative reactions to imperial acquisitive­
ness was due to the heavy physical drain caused by war casualities,
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war-weariness and anxiety to get back to normal. Nevertheless, the 
huge expenditure of 32 million pounds a year in the Middle East was 
a highly relevant issue. That it rapidly developed into a fierce cam­
paign against enterprises in Mesopotamia must be explained by the 
fact that at this time Iraq was, to all intents and purposes, a pivot 
of British strategy designed to contain the revolutionary unrest all 
too prevalent in the East.

This conflicting account of Iraq's significance was eagerly spread by 
pro-imperial newspapers such as the Yorkshire Post. It represented 
Iraq as a bulwark stemming the tide of Bolshevism in the Middle 
East. The Middle East was pin-pointed as the area where history 
would be made in the immediate future:
Mesopotamia, with Syria on the west, Turkey to the north,
Persia to the east and a back door opening on the great 
trade routes of the Indian Ocean, is a centre from which 
a far-reaching influence may be exerted... There can be 
no question of the strategic value of Mesopotamia in the 
new conditions ruling in that part of the world... Meso­
potamia rims, like a narrow wedge, up into a mass 
which is trembling on the brink of anarchy - Syria,
Kemalist Turkey, Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Persia 
and beyond to Bokhara and Afghanistan. Where is there 
firm government, security, peace, sanity in these 
countries? On all sides is war or rumours of war, 
everywhere whispers of that new power, symptons of
the virulent fever, which we call Bolshevism. Alone in 
all the Middle East Mesopotamia presents an example of 
stability... here is the last bulwark which may yet stem 
the tide, but if it gives way, what will hold back the 
flood? Assuredly, not the mountain frontiers of India.'(77)
K the Yorkshire Post voiced the view of any of the Cabinet

Members, it was that of Milner and Churchill.
Whitehall and the Cabinet now came into the picture. In January

March and May 1920 Iraq had been on the agenda of Cabinet meet­
ings. Deliberations had turned on more general topics such as 

Army estimates, the importance of retaining Mosul for Iraq, and 
the military situation in northern Persia.in marked contrast
by June and before the outbreak of the revolt on the Euphrates Iraq 
came into the focus of Cabinet attention in the sense that it was re­
alized that action must be taken to ensure its proper administration. 
Action was urgent for various reasons: after Iraq was allocated to
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Britain at San Remo a common formula had to be found for covering 
an official, and public, repudiation of the unilateral proclamation of 
Abdullah as King of Iraq made by the Congress at Damascus. ^79^Also, 
thanks to Curzon's and Montagu's advice, the Cabinet decided it was 
opportune to take a deliberate stand against the kind of administration 
set up by Arnold Wilson in Iraq. However, while devising an alter­
native administrative policy for Iraq, Cabinet discussion was soon pre­
occupied with the contest between two rival policies: either to save 
every possible expense or to maintain expenses at their existing rate.

Milner was the most vociferous in support of the latter alternative. 
He was worried about what appeared to him as a panicky withdrawal 
of British forces from Persia. By May 1920 he had already spoken in 
gloomy terms of a 'Bolshevik Empire extending from Archangel to 
the Persian Gulf'. Having propounded the danger in such global 
dimensions, he prophesied that this Bolshevik Empire in the East 
would be bom by a chain-reaction of regional revolutions. 'A Bol­
shevik revolution in Persia', he stressed, 'would involve consequences 
for the British Empire, which it would be worth our while to spend 
not one, but many millions to avert'. Milner's apprehensions were 
not simply a bogey created for the sole purpose of driving his point 
home more forcibly to the Cabinet. He was violently opposed to Bol­
shevism personally, socially and politically. He used the term Bol­
shevik in much the same manner and sense in which the slogan 'demo­
crat' had been used against the ideas of the French Revolution a cen­
tury before, or perhaps as the term 'Maoist' is used today. Bol­
shevism in a Middle Eastern context was above all revolutionary 
nationalism, which, if it succeeded in uprooting the social basis of 
traditional ruling Elites, would bring to power a kind of ideological 

£tite with whom Britain would find it impossible to come to terms. 
Probably his experience in Egypt was beginning to affect his judge­
ment. To knock the bottom out of the hopes of the newly-emerging 
elites and to take the gilt off the gingerbread of Bolshevism Milner 
advocated, as a short term policy, that at least ^temporary agree­
ment should be made with the regime in Russia. Concurrently, 
revolutionary unrest in the East should be stifled by military means.

In view of the reports now coming in about the mounting unrest in 
Iraq, he was arguing:
'It seems to me to be both premature and somewhat ill- 
omened to attempt to-day to lay down a plan for the ad­
ministration of Mesopotamia, for it is my intimate con­
viction that, unless the dangers which now threaten us in
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that quarter are faced in time, there will in another 
twelve months be no question of our administering 
Mesopotamia at all'. (82)
Milner's opponents in the Cabinet, foremost among them Churchill, 

disagreed upon the choice of means rather than about the validity of 
his apprehensions. Thanks to the technical progress in armaments 
exemplified by the newly-created Air Force Churchill, still Secretary 
of State for War, was able to make an alternative suggestion which 
would be less costly than the maintenance of troops and garrisons.

Seeing that there was general agreement among the majority of the 
Cabinet that Britain would have to withdraw its forces from Persia, 
then the stronghold of Iraq could be held by the Air Force. In ex­
pounding his Air Force scheme for Iraq, Churchill scored an add­
itional point by asserting that the administration of the country, if 
attuned to the new military methods of holding it, woulg also be 
cheaper than direct rule as it had hitherto been tried. 3 What was 
more, in circumstances of particular stress the new plan would also 
be elastic. For instance, when on 17 June the Cabinet decided to 
take preparatory steps towards creating an effective Arab State in 
Iraq, one of the accompanying draft military conclusions read:
'Contract to railheads in Mesopotamia, and develop Air 
Force there, and gradually re-occupy as our strength 
grows and circumstances allow in the next few years'.
What worried Milner and Curzon as well as the men on the spot

about this policy was its strong 'element of gamble'. In view of the 
Turkish menace on the northern frontier of Iraq and the growing un­
rest in the country itself, the temporary reduction of the British 
forces would mean a gap between the maintenance of the Government's 
commitments for keeping law and order and the actual power avail­
able to guarantee their ability to fulfil these commitments should hos­
tilities break out.

Incidentally, it was this ruthless and promising money-saving de­
vice of the Air Force Scheme which had commended Churchhill as 
Managing Director for the Middle East. Again, owing to the worsening 
financial situation at home, the projected separate Middle East Office 
- at one stage, officials had dreamed of a viceroyalty of the Middle 
East - had been reduced to a sub-department of the Colonial Office. 
Thus, early in 1921, Churchill was made Secretary of State for the 
Colonies. His appointment also put an end to the long drawn-out 
struggle to unify British imperial control in the Middle East. (85)

The Treasury's point of view likewise helped to shape the third

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



THE POLITICS OF ACQUISITION 75

pillar supporting the British position in Iraq: namely, the Faisal
Amirate. Whitehall's gamble on an Iraqi Amirate as a device for 
making the mandate less expensive was perhaps the outstanding 
feature of British policy-making on the eve of the Cairo Con­
ference of March 12, First signs of this had emerged in the 
Cabinet a year earlier, in March 1920. <86> By the beginning of 
August, soon after his fall at Damascus, Faisal became the 
favourite of the Finance Committee of the Cabinet. (87) Owing, 
however, to the ensuing upsurge of Arab indignation in Iraq, his 
status as a candidate for headship of the Amirate was affected 
by the vacillations of Cabinet opinion. For might not Faisal, in 
the end, recoil on both the French and the British? But hesi­
tation was gradually replaced by hope: the more Faisal could be 
made into a puppet ruler, the less obligatory would be the duties 
and responsibilities of the mandatory power. This consideration 
was a strong point for those who advocated a 'One-Clause' man­
date at the Cabinet Meeting in October. (88) Nevertheless, by 
January 1921 Winston Churchill, in whose hands lay the final de­
cision was still apprehensive lest by embarking on a Sherifian 
policy in Iraq Faisal might help to advance a movement aimed 
primarily at the destruction of British influence in the East. This 
was a contingency against which Percy Cox in a secret despatch
had urged Churchill to insure. (89) Churchill took his advice ser­
iously. 'A little more time and consideration', he wrote to the 
Premier, 'are needed before definitely launching Faisal. I must 
feel my way and feel sure of my way. I have seen Lawrence 
and am making certain inquiries'.

Churchill hesitated for two reasons. In contrast to the Prime 
Minister - who was convinced that the mandate, however rigidly 
defined in theory, would turn out differently in practice and would 
be more to the economic benefit of the mandatory - Churchill was 
apprehensive lest the mandate as drafted in January 1921 would 
deprive Britain of any material gains and would consequently ex­
pose Whitehall to attack at home on the subject of Mesopotamian 
expenditure. He thought that prospects of compensation for the 
expenses would quieten criticism at party political level. But 
would Faisal allow Britain to reap material benefits? Churchill's 
second problem was the cohesiveness of all issues in the Middle 
East region:
'The Arab problem is all one, and any attempt to divide it 
will only reintroduce the same paralysis and confusion of
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action which has done so much harm during the last two 
years. It will be fatal to all prospects of success to in- 
troduce conflicting or divergent policies.
Faisal or Abdullah, whether in Mesopotamia or Mecca,
King Hussein at Mecca, Bin Saud at Nejd, Bin Rashid 
at Hail; the Sheikh of Kowait; and King Samuel at Jeru­
salem are all inextricably interwoven, and no conceivable 
policy can have any chance which does not pull all the 
strings affecting them'. (92)
It was here that Churchill sought advice from Lawrence, with 

his expertise in reading the shifting sands in inter-Arab re­
lations.

Lawrence for his part, sensed a welcome opportunity for atoning 
for part of the British volte-face towards their Arab war-time 
allies. ' Of course, Faisal had more friends among the British, 
who also thought that his candidature in Iraq would assuage their 
sense of guilt for having allowed the French to oust him from 
Syria.

However, none of these sentiments were much heard at the 
Cairo Conference. When on March 12 1921 Churchill, together 
with representatives of the Middle East Department, the War 
Office, the Air Ministry and the Middle East Service gathered 
together at Cairo, the agenda for discussions contained two major 
issues concerning Iraq. These were: (a) the immediate curtailment 
of British expenditure in Iraq, and (b) the establishment of an 
Amirate under Faisal as 'the best and cheapest solution'. ^94^ On 
both of these there was from the outset general agreement. The 
decisions taken for immediate implementation, all set out in great 
detail, extended from the exact schedule of Faisal's accession to 
the throne of Iraq down to the estimated number of army horses 
to be disposed of in order to save the Imperial Exchequer the 
cost of feeding them. The curtailment of British expenditure was 
to be brought about largely by the reduction of British military 
commitments. (") q^Ug Wg.s to be done in two phases, hi the 
first and immediate phase, before the outbreak of the hot weather, 
the Imperial Forces were to be reduced by one-third, irrespective 
of any political implications. By contrast, in the second phase, 
which was to start within the current financial year, further sub­
stantial reductions were to be made dependent on 'the prior form­
ation of a local government of real prestige and authority'. ^96^
The exact sum to be saved during the first phase from April to
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October 1921 amounted to five million pounds sterling. Further 
savings of about three millions were anticipated from the remain­
ing months of the financial year. Thus the total annual expenditure 
of about 32 millions for the year 1920/21 was, for the following 
year, to be reduced to 24 millions. Further savings were to 
follow.

The establishment of the desired kind of government was regarded 
as identical with the acclamation of Faisal as King of Iraq. Other 
candidates such as the Naqib of Baghdad, Sayyid Talib of Basra, 
the Sheikh of Muhammerah, Ibn Saud, the Agha Khan and even 
Bourhan Ed-din, the Turkish Prince, were proposed only to be 
dismissed. Judgement was made solely on the unassailable 
grounds of Faisal's usefulness as a political instrument. Since 
after Cairo Faisal largely failed to retain the support of his 
British proposers, it is worthwhile summarizing the advantages 
which the British saw in him.

Churchill's argument was that a Sherifian policy enabled the 
British Government 'to bring pressure to bear on one Arab sphere 
in order to attain their own ends in another'. perCy Cox favour­
ed Faisal for his diplomatic experience with the Allies and his 
capacity 'for raising an army quickly'. Lawrence pointed out 
that the scattered, backward and only half-civilized Iraqi society 
needed as its first ruler 'an active and inspiring personality'. 
Gertrude Bell, the eminent expert on tribal policies and Oriental 
Secretary to the High Commissioner at Baghdad, urged that rather 
than leave the Sherifian propaganda unapposed, the British Govern­
ment should make use of 'the only pan-Arab propaganda ...likely 
to make headway'. Clearly, the financial and political reasons 
why the British Government should launch Faisal in Iraq were 
overwhelming. As a complementary measure, favourable classes of 
Iraqi society such as the big landowners, the merchants, the Kurds 
and the levies from among the soldiers were chosen to curtail ex­
penditure and consolidate control over the country, both aims being 
in the British interest. In the terminology of camouflage, of course, 
these stable elements of Iraqi society had to be mobilized in order 
to provide Faisal's accession with constitutional backing, bi return 
for British power behind the Throne the monarchy was expected to 
make the country 'free from organised rebellion' by providing 
Iraqi society with a focal point.

The Conference also envisaged a variety of half-measures which 
were designed to accompany, if not actually to bring about, Faisal's
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candidature. These would ensure that the second stage of financial 
saving should be a success. They were: provision for the mod­
ification of the mandate terms and the eventual conclusion of an 
Anglo-Iraqi treaty; eventual integration of the Kurds into the 
Iraqi body politic; the shaping of Iraq's external relations with 
the adjacent states of Persia and Turkey and the adjacent Arab 
tribes of the Shammar, as well as with the Wali of Pusht-i-Kuh 
and Ibn Saud; and, finally, the formation of an Iraqi army.

It remained for the value of these measures to be proved by 
their results.

b) The nursing of the contracting partner 
In the years after the Cairo Conference, from 1921 until 1928,
Iraq showed an astonishingly full record of constitutional progress, 
at least on paper. By July 1924 there existed, though not yet 
in a ratified form, a fully-fledged Iraqi Constitution, known as 
the Organic Law, built up from an amalgam of numerous draft 
articles, paragraphs, sub-items and amendments. (102) Three 
weeks after its approval by the Constituent Assembly the Electoral 
Law was passed, and a year later in July 1925 the first Iraqi 
Parliament was convened. Hand in hand with this constitutional 
development of the State went the organisation of the provinces 
and municipalities. There was also the extension of the judicial 
system in its three aspects of Civil Law, Shariah Law and reg­
ulations about tribal disputes. Although innovations were made in 
all three spheres, the chief tendency was to transfer all law to the 
Civil Courts.

Although the Iraqi Constitution was meant to be a permanent 
instrument of indigenous government, it nevertheless tended to 
become an instrument of British policy from the moment its 
drafting was first begun early in 1921. shap{ng of tjjg
Royal prerogatives was the most notable example of this intrusion 
of British policy. British motives were complex. During the Cairo 
talks Faisal had solved the issue of British rule in Iraq by pro­
viding a cheap solution, and had also recommended himself as a 
contracting partner able to be quickly and conveniently at hand in 
case the safeguarding of British imperial objectives ever required 
settlements by convention or treaty. Indeed, it was with the help 
of Faisal's Royal prerogatives that Percy Cox, the High Commission­
er, hoped easily to place Iraq's emerging parliamentary system 
under British control. 'The more nominal power the King hag',
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he wrote, 'the easier will it be for the High Commissioner to in­
fluence the course of events', practiCe this meant that in
order to ensure a recalcitrant Constituent Assembly or Parliament 
did not obstruct any conditions or treaty obligations imposed by 
the British, the King had to be enabled to overrule either body by 
using the prerogative of veto, and legislation had specially to be 
prepared for such a contingency, hi this respect, Faisal's access­
ion in Iraq was skilfully engineered as a means of balancing the 
political extremism of the nationalists and the numerous factions 
constituted by parochial, personal or tribal bonds of allegiance.

Practice proved less smooth than theory when before the middle 
of 1921 Faisal was launched. Faisal's accession to the throne of 
Iraq had, for various reasons, to be made to appear as the re­
sult of the spontaneous and widespread acclamation of the Iraqi 
people. The main difficulty for the British was that while they had 
to efface themselves as the instigators of this acclamation in order 
to give Faisal the chance of gaining approval from different sec­
tions of Iraqi society and the French Government, they had at the 
same time to prevent his candidature from becoming an issue in 
the forthcoming election campaign for the Constituent Assembly.
For, in such a campaign, he might conceivably have to enter into 
some binding engagements with the electorate in order to outbid 
rival candidates - such as Sayyid Talib of Basra, The British 
were afraid of events lilce those which overtook Faisal at the Gen­
eral Arab Congress in Damascus.

The danger that Faisal's kingship might become an election 
issue was all the greater because Churchill had set his mind on 
rushing through the King's accession. He was banking on the 
advantages of an early treaty relationship between Britain and 
Iraq. In his choice of priorities the mandate clearly came second. 
Before July he had made this note: 'There is also too much talk 
about Mandates, Mandatories and things like that. All this obso­
lescent rigmarole is not worth telegraphing about'. Churchill
had told Cox that he must neither permit Faisal's candidature to 
be hampered by the forthcoming elections for the Constituent 
Assembly nor, conversely, must he delay the elections because of 
Faisal's canvassing tour. Cox took a different view. He saw in­
dications that the elections might, indeed, be used by Faisal's 
rivals for making the rule of Iraq an election issue. He assumed 
that Abdar-Rahman al-Gailani, the Naqib of Baghdad, and the much 
younger Talib of Basra, who both had republican leanings, would
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gain considerable following in the elections. Cox therefore did not 
merely withhold the promulgation of the electoral law; he went 
further, encouraging all those who tried to prevent early elections, 
by raising their hopes that the Provisional Government as set up 
after the revolt of summer 1920 would be continued. (108)

While Whitehall was quick to take Cox's advice because it trust­
ed his expertise in local affairs Cox, on his part, now urged 
Churchill to the mandate formula in all further dealings
with Faisal. He also warned Churchill that any resort to a 
camouflaged form of the mandate would not help, because the 
Iraqis rejected the mandate principle. But this time it was Cox 
who had to give in. Significantly, British oil policy was an im­
portant ingredient in the decision to keep to the mandatory prin­
ciple. As Churchill instructed Cox in a personal and secret letter 

of August 1921:
'... it should be explained to him (Faisal) that the British 
Government must proceed in a lawful and regular manner 
in regard to their treaty obligations under the Covenant of 
the League of Nations and special undertakings like the 
Anglo-French oil treaty. Under the pressure of oil interests 
the U S are making difficulties in the Council of League of 
Nations if they join with the French against the Faisal 
regime. There, difficulties might well become insurmount­
able unless we follow absolutely correct procedure.
Faisal would be most foolish to seek to cut himself off 
from the august authority of the Covenant of the League 
of Nations which gives him his status in the international 
circle and in the eyes of the whole world'. <110)
Deprived of the magic of the concept, the question of the man-

date issue naturally boiled down to the problem of deciding what 
kind of advice the British should give as the Mandatory Power.
As the draft Iraq Mandate had not yet passed the League Council, 
Britain resorted to a treaty by way of camouflage. The Cabinet 
draft of early 1922 emphasised the binding character of the ad­
vice the British Government would tender to Faisal. Faisal ob­
jected strongly to this stipulation. His substitute for the wording 
to be 'guided by the advice' read 'to accord all due consider­
ation to advice given to him'. ' ’ Only by Cox's skilful medi­
ation was a complete deadlock between Faisal and Whitehall 
averted. It was decided that in giving advice to Faisal the High 
Commissioner was not to be subject to detailed instructions
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(112)

from Whitehall. This would apply above all in the crucial sector of 
finance. 'Comment or suggestions regarding details of expenditure 
should emanate from the High Commissioner and not from London', 
hi essence, Whitehall's compliance with Cox's wishes was really no 
more than expedient, considering what the Iraqis were expecting. 
What happened was that the financial clauses which originally had 
all been contained in one single Article and had clearly been sub­
jected to the binding force of HMG's advice tendered through the 
High Commissioner were now partly tucked away in other Articles 
and partly, under provision of Article XV which was reserved for 
a subsidiarily ancial agreement, to follow after the signature of 
the treaty.

But Whitehall failed to allay Faisal's mistrust. The King seems 
to have been fully aware of the political consequences which had 
(as in Egypt) usually followed from British or international control 
over finance. He therefore demanded a special assurance from 
Whitehall that the British Government would never 'allow inter­
national or private obligations and interests to prejudice the nation­
al interests of Iraq'.^114) Whitehall gave no such assurance. They 
were even more annoyed by a resolution opposing a mandate which 
Faisal had helped to prepare and on the British acceptance of 
which the Iraqi Council of Ministers intended to make its own 
acceptance of the treaty dependent. Ja'far Pasha, Subih, Nuri al- 

Said and other members of the Palace clique were all involved in
(115)it.

Faisal's complicity in these efforts precipitated a major crisis 
of British trust in him. They turned sharply against him, con­
demned his character and never again showed any sincere respect 
for him. Cox was no exception: 'Faisal' he wrote home to Chur­
chill 'unmistakably displayed the cloven hoof. I have endeavoured 
to be absolutely straightforward and frank to him, and to treat him 
like a brother, but there you are, when he is scratched deep 
enough the racial weakness displays itself'. (H®) A little later he 
described Faisal's tactics as 'without any doubt both crooked and 
insincere', while Cornwallis, Faisal's intimate friend and adviser, 
suggested that 'he must be saved from himself'. These
comments by the experts on the spot were rapidly repeated in 
Whitehall and their reverberations lasted throughout the following 
years.

Meantime by the end of July, while the Middle East Department 
began to draft alternative policies such as the removal of Faisal and
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his replacement by Abdullah or the Naqib of Baghdad, the Kipp- 
was summoned to appear in London together with Cox. 9’
But Faisal, probably right in fearing that he would be asked to 
resign, stayed in Baghdad, loyal, not to the British but to his 
own cause. (121) Now two alternatives were proposed to Churchill/122) 
To break the general stalemate in treaty negotiations which also 
seriously affected the drafting of the Organic Law, Cox urged 
Churchill to arrange for a debate on Iraq in the Commons, and 
to use the opportunity for making a general announcement about 

the alternatives facing British policy in Iraq, failing a settlement 
of the treaty with Faisal. These alternatives, which he intended 
should be reported immediately by Reuters, would have to be 
framed in such a way as to put Faisal under maximum pressure.
In effect, though not in form, the announcement in Parliament 
was to be an ultimatum. In contrast, Hubert Young of the Middle 
East Department suggested leaving the treaty question to be de­
cided in the forthcoming elections for the Constituent Assembly.
Until then, he felt Britain would be well advised to set out, in 
carefully timed statements, what the Mandate really implied for the 
Iraqis. In both cases the final alternative was British withdrawal 
to the Basra vilayet.

Churchill rejected the two proposals. Parliament, he thought, 
was a body that must be placated with the news of success, not 
failure, particularly in view of its opposition to expenditure in 
Iraq. Thus Parliament should be given no idea of the tension that 
existed between the British Government and Faisal. ^123) As for 
Young's proposal Churchill, on Cox's advice, rejected the idea 
of making the treaty an election issue. The High Commissioner, 
whose new policy was to separate Faisal from the Extremists, 
was for a moment at a loss as to what to do if in the elections 
the nationalists were openly backed by Faisal. (124) Consequently 
the elections for the Constituent Assembly were once again post­
poned.

Meanwhile Churchill began to wage a diplomatic war of attrition: 
all administrative work and constitutional debate were to be held 
up for the time being. The British presence was, however, still 
to be maintained. As he wrote to Cox before August 1922, 'I 
hope you will not get tired of playing a long game'. ^125^ The 
state of acute crisis was reached more quickly than Churchill 
had expected. By the 23rd of the month, when the Naqib's Cabinet 
resigned, Iraq was virtually being ruled by Air Force demonstrations.
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Two days later, Churchill seemed already to have booked Faisal's 
passage into exile in Ceylon. (126) Churchill was sure that the 
Cabinet in Whitehall would never agree to spend the extra money 
necessary to quell another general rising in Iraq; the Cabinet 
would be divided between immediate withdrawal to Basra or else 
perseverance within the limits of the current expenditure. Churchill 
preferred the latter course. Yet as he was strongly inclined to re­
move Faisal from Iraq, he feared that such action, by demonstrating 
too openly the failure of British policy, might tip the balance in 
favour of those Cabinet colleagues who advocated evacuation. A 
similar consequence, however, was sure to result if there was a 
general rising prompted by Faisal's removal.

Churchill's successive steps during the days when Faisal was on 
the sick list and Cox was being consulted as to the likelihood of 
a general rising, showed how anxious he was to conceal the failure 
of the Cairo policy from Parliament and the Cabinet. On 28 August, 
when the Cabinet met unexpectedly to discuss unemployment and 
reparations, Churchill could have brought the Iraq issue onto the 
agenda;. but, being anxious not to arouse those who advocated a 
'bag and baggage policy', he preferred to wait for a meeting 
after the summer break. (■*■27) Meanwhile, one more effort had to 
be made to bend Faisal to British will. 'My suggestion', he wrote 
to Cox, 'in principle is to take advantage of the present situation 
to establish the Naqib and the Ministry in a position of far greater 
strength than they have hitherto occupied and to reduce Faisal to 
a strictly limited and constitutional role'. (*-28) jsjow everything de­
pended on whether Faisal would acquiesce in the action to be 
taken by Cox. In the end a stiff ultimatum brought about the de­
sired effect; as Churchill had insinuated to Cox on 30 August:
'Faisal's answer to your forthcoming ultimatum is the 
point on which everything turns...I presume that you 
will point out to him that it is very likely that a final 
breach with him will involve a complete change in our 
whole policy in Arabia. At the present time it is only 
with great difficulty and a considerable expense that we 
are holding back Ibn Saud from attacking the Hedjaz, 
and if we disinterest ourselves in these regions, as 
well we may, Faisal will have accomplished the ruin 
of his house as well as his own downfall for a second 
time'. C129*
Obviously, after only a year, the Cairo policy had failed in all
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but one respect: the lever of having the Hashemite dynasty in British 
hands had helped Britain to maintain her position in Baghdad.' 30' 
For it must be doubted whether the British, once having withdrawn 
to Basra, would have been able or even allowed by their allies to 
reconquer the oil-bearing regions of Baghdad and Mosul. In all 
other respects the Cairo policy had left a deplorable legacy: a 
wreck of a King, a halt to the policy of saving money, a host of 
postponements in constitutional development, and finally delay in 
the treaty settlement.

Owing to Faisal's temporary fall from British favour, Whitehall 
transferred its support from the Palace to the Iraqi Cabinet,

Late in 1922 they were hoping that closer links between the High 
Commissioner and the ministers of the Naqib's cabinet, who each 
commanded a large following among the electorate, would in the
forthcoming elections create the large majority needed to push 
through the treaty together with a new programme for the national 
economy. Whitehall planned further savings to reduce expend­
iture from £8, 000, 000 to £4, 000, 000 in the next year compared 
with £32, 000, 000 two years earlier/134) Despite the revival of 
the Turkish menace to Iraq in the wake of the Chanak crisis of 
late September 1922, the Lloyd George Cabinet, then on its last 
legs, hoped to make political capital out of the situation - pro­
vided that warlike measures could be avoided. As a Cabinet minute 
read, 'Trouble with the Turk was the time for friendship with the 
Arab'. (135)

The Armistice of Mudanya with the Turks, on 10 October 1922, 
fitted in well with the signing of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty by Faisal 
and the Naqib at Baghdad on the same day. But Mudanya did not 
remove the Turkish menace from Mosul; and the signing of the 
Treaty did not force the Iraqi extremists and nationalists out of 
the picture: they still had a say in its ratification. On the other 
hand, although the signing of the Treaty was, by itself, a success 
for British policy, the Treasury point of view must be taken into 
account when assessing its merits.

Briefly, as the Treaty did not commit Britain to giving any 
definite military or financial assistance, Whitehall thought that the 
prospects for saving were good. In contrast, to the experts on the 
spot, such studied vagueness increased uncertainty about the British 
Government's designs in Iraq. ^x3®) Uncertainty soon spread from 
the High Commissioner's staff to the Naqib and his ministers. As 
these people were primarily concerned about their large vested
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interests in the country and their own safety, and as they feared 
that Britain might evacuate Iraq and the Turks return, they neither 
committed themselves as candidates in the election nor did any­
thing to encourage other moderates to come forward. Their reluc­
tance became more marked before the beginning of the Lausanne 
Conference on October 30 1922. In view of this impasse Cox 
suggested to Devonshire, who had succeeded Churchill in charge 
of the Colonial Office, that he should either give the Naqib the 
absolute guarantee of British support, or allow the latter to be 
replaced by a premier assisted by a ministry of ardent national­
ists. ^37) as Whitehall refused to give any guarantee, Cox had 
to resort to a reshuffle of the Cabinet. His manipulation resulted 
in a certain comeback for Faisal, when, on November 22 1923 the 
interim Premier Abd al-Mushin Bey al-Sadun was replaced by 
Faisal's henchman Ja'far al-Askari.

However, during al-Askari's tenure of office Faisal was once 
again placed in a quandary by British policy. Raryggy MacDonald 
had formed the first British Labour Government. ' As peace 
with Kemalist Turkey had been concluded at Lausanne, he pressed 
for ratification of the Treaty with Iraq and its subsidiary agree­
ments as a quid pro quo for fighting Iraq's 'frontier battle' in the 
north. In addition MacDonald bravely playing up to the League he 
had helped to foster, had the subject of Iraq put on the agenda of 
the League Council for June 11 1924. In Iraq this had all the 
appearance of an ultimatum- which in fact it was. The stringency 
of Whitehall's conditions were enhanced by the increase of imperial 
fervour among the British advisers in Iraq. Startled by the news 
of the election of a Labour Government, they regarded themselves 
as indispensible tutors of an ignorant trustee of Britain's imperial 
interests in the Middle East. Accordingly, the dispatches sent to 
J H Thomas, the new Colonial Secretary, were longer and were 
accompanied by a marked increase in proffered advice and the 
demands which Henry Dobbs made in Baghdad. (139) Where Iraqi 
efforts to lighten the burdens of the subsidiary military and fin­
ancial agreements were concerned, Dobbs even overruled the Middle 
East Department by enforcing a policy of 'no amendments'. P-^O) jj. 
is true that the Labour Government was at a loss for new ideas:
J H Thomas, trying to devise alternative policies in case the Iraqi 
Constituent Assembly rejected the treaty, went back step by step 
through all the previous policies, Admittedly, other alter- ' 
natives, among them such obvious expedients as British withdrawal
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to the Basra vilayet, had been aired in close consultation with the 
Air Staff and the Committee of Imperial Defence, But they were 
dismissed on the grounds of the additional expenditure involved, loss 
of prestige throughout the East and the difficulty of justifying such 
action before the League.

In Iraq the political scene was meantime marked by a new polar­
ization. The very coalition Faisal had sought to bring together and 
lead in political struggle with the British to consolidate his position 
in Iraq seemed intent on bringing about his fall and on getting rid 
of him. Yasin Pasha, his former Chief of Staff in Damascus, had 
joined forces with the republican Muhsin al-Sadun in opposing the 
treaty in its existing form. In fact, it was the previous Cabinet, 
composed of ardent nationalists, which dominated the Constituent 
Assembly and made life hard for Jafar al-Askari, Faisal's protege 
and Prime Minister. In this dilemma, Faisal's chances of having a 
dynastic and political future in Iraq, and of being any more use as 
a British instrument of control, were very slim. Survival depended 
on whether he, together with Dobbs, could succeed in winning for 
the treaty a majority in the Assembly.

Much as already become known about the events which led up to 
the acceptance of the treaty. 0-43) new evidence has revealed 
some hitherto unknown ingredients of the final vote. From May on­
wards Dobbs, who clearly saw the political consequences of Faisal's 
elimination, meticulously avoided mentioning the fact that one of 
HMG's political alternatives included his removal. Dobbs' motives 
are well expressed in a despatch that same month. He wrote:
'I consider that the curtailed statement which I suggested 
is preferable because at all events it does not state de­
finitely that if Faisal does not succeed HMG will adopt a 
course which would, I fear, be welcomed by the majority, 
in their present frame of mind. If they do not know that 
we contemplate the latter course in the event of failure 
of the King, they may fear that we will adopt some other 
course not so welcome, whereas if they knew definitely, 
they would work for and bring about his failure'.

Thomas left Dobbs considerable discretion. Dobbs confined him- 
self to creating a situation in which the air was full of rumours of 
a British policy which would consist in making her own bargain with 
Turkey about Mosul. The desired effect soon resulted. 'The Assembly' 
Dobbs reported home, 'immediately behaved with the contrarity of an 
Irish pig and bolted in the opposite direction'. (145) The spread of the
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rumour had fitted in well with the propaganda of the British-con­
trolled Baghdad Times which was reporting that Turkey had colonial­
ist designs on Iraq and that pro-Turkish agents in Baghdad had goad­
ed the deputies into voting against the treaty, or at least into ab­
staining. On the whole, because it engendered anxiety about re­
taining the Mosul vilayet, this process improved the prospects of the 
treaty's being accepted. Dobbs, it is true, was still worried by the 
resultant rider in the Assembly's majority resolution which provided 
that both Treaty and Subsidiary Agreement should become null and 
void if the British Government failed to preserve Mosul for Iraq; 
but to his surprise Whitehall took no exception to this proviso.

In their fresh attempts to make Iraq's constitutional progress de­
pend on their Imperial interests being safeguarded, the British used 
again the earlier gambit of strengthening Faisal's Royal powers as 
King at the expense of Parliament and the Ministry. Evidently, White­
hall, for short-term objectives, had tilted the balance between mod­
erates and extremists too much in favour of the latter.

A significant feature of the passing of the Treaty on June 10 and 
the Organic Law a month later was the activity and subsequent rise 
of Yasin Pasha. According to Jafar al-Askari, Yasin Pasha had 
voted against the Treaty as a face-saving gesture, while at the same 
time inducing others to vote for it. He had also asked a certain 
number of deputies who opposed the Treaty to stay away from the de­
bate and the vote. Dobbs reported, 'As things are, owing to the pros­
pect of early office being dangled before him, it has been mainly owing 
to his instrumentality that the Organic Law, quite contrary to expect­
ation, has passed through the Assembly smoothly'.

But it was not solely on account of his clandestine services that on 
August 2 1924 Yasin Pasha, in spite of his public defiance of the 
Treaty in June, became Prime Minister. Dobbs feared that if he were 
kept out of office Yasin's position would become 'almost certainly 
analogous to that of Zaghloul in Egypt', as a result of the approaching 
elections, since the British had 'no alternative but to accept him as 
Prime Minister after having allowed him to drift into definite opposition 
to British influence'. He also agreed with Faisal that, for safety 
reasons, Yasin had better be made Prime Minister with no portfolio 
rather than a Minister in charge of a definite department. Yasin Pasha's 
assumption of the premiership, together with the appointment of mem­
bers of the eminent Sadun, Gailani and Pachachi families as Cabinet 
ministers, ironically installed in the Government political groups of, 
notables and nationalists who had relentlessly opposed the Treaty.
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Dobbs and Faisal, though appearing opportunist in making Yasin 
Prime Minister, had no real choice of any alternative (Cabinet) 
which would be likely to exert any authority, or enjoy any in­
fluence, among the numerous political factions of Iraqi society/''’5'*'^ 
Nevertheless, the ease with which, on the eve of Iraq's first 
elections for Parliament, both men concurred in the assumption 
of office by the coalition of those opposed to the Treaty was due 
to their determination that full use should be made both of the 
Royal prerogatives under the Provisional Government and the 
various control mechanisms provided for once the Organic Law 
came into force.

By 1924 one of the primary concerns of British policy in Iraq 
was once again to enable Faisal to control Parliament and so 
obtain the necessary legislation to execute treaty obligations and 
grant concessions to British-backed oil companies. At Baghdad 
the debates in the Assembly, vitiated as they were by the com­
bination of the political elite in a pronounced anti-Treaty and 
anti-British bloc, portended worse troubles in the future resulting 
from parliamentary rule. in Whitehall Hubert Young, who 
ever since 1921 had been in charge of negotiating both Treaty and 
Organic Law, gave much attention to formulating legislative pro­
cedures which would leave room for Britain to interfere through 
the agency of the King. (153)

By June 1924 he was preoccupied with routine parliamentary 
procedures. He considered carefully the optimum size of member­
ship of a parliament made up of a Senate of the King's nominees 
and a Chamber of elected deputies. His estimate of the ideal 
number of members was the 'most favourable contingency for the 
combined Assembly to upset a decision of the Lower House'.
As the number of senators was already fixed at 20, he departed 
from the minimum number of 56 deputies in the Lower House and 
went so far as to recommend that a law to which there were con­
siderable objectors should be able to be passed by the casting vote 
of the President of the Chamber, ie by 29 votes to 28. In this way 
the combined strength of both assemblies would amount to 29 + 28 
+ 20 members during the passage of a law through Parliament. As 
the maximum of 48 votes against the law would still fail to reach 
the required two-thirds necessary for bringing about its rejection 
the law, no matter how strongly the British objected to it, would 
nevertheless be passed.

Since the number of senators was already fixed, and since the
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number of deputies was more likely to increase than decrease, 
actual voting in Parliament was fairly secure against British in­
terference. Young therefore resorted to the Royal prerogatives 
and to the emergency provisions included in the final Organic 
Law: 'for the purpose of forcing through any legislations which 
we consider desirable we must always fall back upon Art. 26(c) 
of the Law, ie we must wait until the session is over'. With 
further possible contingencies in mind Young continued: 'for the 
purpose of blocking objectionable legislation we must induce the 
King to withhold his approval, which by Art. 62(1) is necessary 
before a Bill becomes law.... if by any chance we wanted legis­
lation passed while Parliament was in session, we could move the 
King to dissolve and to legislate under Art. 26(c)'/155)

The lengths to which the British, with their political expertise, 
were resolved to go in order to prevent unwelcome legislation or 
constitutional manoeuvre, is neatly revealed by Young's reflection 

on an Iraqi motion for amending Art. 32 of the Organic Law. This 
Article stipulated that dissolution of the Chamber of Deputies must 
automatically bring about the dissolution of the Senate, while the 
amendment suggested that the Senate should be able to vote even 
on its own temporary extinction. As no Senate could be expected 
to do this, Young considered the possibility of declaring martial 
law in case the Senate, if subjected to intimidation or itself 
assumed a revolutionary role, failed to vote for dissolution. Ar­
ticle 32 was not amended, however: Part X of the Organic Law 
provided for the proclamation of martial law in case of regional 
disturbances but, significantly, only with the concurrence of the 
Cabinet, not of Parliament or (he Senate.

The powerful prerogatives of the King, together with the emer­
gency laws and the general framework of the Organic Law, were 
farther underpinned by provisions intended to safeguard their con­
tinuance against interruption by constitutional amendments in gen­
eral. These were to be restricted for the first five years after 
the Organic Law had come into force. Moreover, not only had 
each amendment to be accepted by a two-thirds' majority in the 
Senate and the Chamber of Deputies respectively, but if and when 
these were accepted the bill had to be delayed until the elections 
for the nect parliament before it could again te submitted to both • 
houses. Only then could an amendment be submitted to the King 
for his approval and promulgation. ,

As if this were not enough, in the following year, 1925, LS Amery
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as Secretary of State for the Colonies in the Baldwin Government, 
instructed Faisal how to make full use of his prerogatives. P-56) 
Significantly, Amery in particular urged Faisal 'to take a more ac­
tive part (than the English King did) in questioning the views of a 
minister or ministry'. In the case of disagreement between King 
and minister he emphasised that, providing the minister did not 
enjoy the support of Parliament, 'the natural course of a minister 
who could not induce the King to accept his views on a subject of 
any importance would be to resign'. On the other hand, while con­
ceding that the King's views ought not to prevail if the minister 
was supported by a parliamentary majority, Amery expressed 
strong doubts whether, since there was no well-organized and 
rigid party system, this essential criterion of parliamentary sup­
port was ascertainable, or indeed feasible. He was obviously 
trying to leave the King considerable discretion in the matter. In 
this way he encouraged Faisal to interfere with the affairs of min­
isters and ministries in a manner which soon became known and 
widely criticized as 'Faisal's rule by whim'.

Faisal, eager to learn anything which could raise his hopes of 
consolidating authority in Iraq, nevertheless did not spare his 
criticisms of British presumption, implicit in the fact that both 
Amery and Dobbs expected that whatever the British Government 
decided to do would constitute the norm for the proper volonte 
gene'ral of the Iraqis. The British Government held that the Iraqis 
could only show a correct political attitude, and good parliamentary 
behaviour, if they adhered absolutely to the Treaty as it stood.
This attitude revealed a totalitarian sort of claim to control Iraq.
More than that: while the Assembly had accepted the Treaty on the 
assurance that amendments were to follow immediately, Britain had 
gone back on her word and had, by the rigid provisions of the Organ­
ic Law, prevented Iraq's political intelligentsia from obtaining amend­
ments by a process of smooth constitutional procedure. There 
were more signs that British influence would seriously restrict the 
procedures of Parliament and their scope for legislation. Such signs 
were seen in the habit of British advisers of sending confidential 
letters to the Mutasarrifs 'to ensure the return of deputies favourable 
to the Treaty' on the eve of the elections; in walk-outs during de­
bates or voting in Parliament; and in the frequent reshuffling of the 
Iraqi Cabinet. Nevertheless, when the mutually destructive ten­
sions between British and Iraqis moved away from the restricted 
stage of metropolitan Baghdad to the broader backcloth of a national
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'representative' Parliament, partisanship among Iraq's rival political 
factions was intensified.

For the years 1925 and 1926, which were decisive for the settle­
ment of the T P C oil concession, a good example of this tendency is 
provided by the increasing bitterness of the struggle between Abd ul- 
Muhsin on the one side, and Yasin Pasha, together with Rashid Ali 
al-Gailani, on the other. Initially the point at issue was the amend­
ment of the financial subsidiary Agreement of March 25 1924. The 
British Labour Government, by underwriting this amendment in June 
1924, had induced the Constituent Assembly to accept the unequal 
Treaty but had not been able to fulfil its promise. On November 4 
1924 the Conservative Baldwin Government had come to power and 
Amery, its Colonial Secretary, prevented the amendment from being 
implemented by using the argument that as the Treaty had been sub­
mitted to the League of Nations on September 27 1924 the British 
Government was no longer in a position to act on its own. ^9)

The Iraqis were quick to react. When in the summer of 1925 the 
British, prompted by suggestions from the International Mosul Bound­
ary Commission, started talks with the object of getting both Mandate 
and Treaty prolonged from four to twenty-five years, the Iraqi 
Government under Yasin al-Hashami and then under Abd al-Muhsin as- 
Sadun resolved to use the opportunity to force the amendment of the 
Financial and Military Subsidiary Agreements. They had a strong 
case for complaint because the report of the British Financial Mission 
to Iraq in that year had confirmed their criticism that the financial 
burden was unbearable. 161) Bourdillon, the Acting High Commis­
sioner, made the same point to Amery: 'The demands for the light­
ening of the burdens imposed upon Iraq by the existing Treaty and 
agreements is one that can be neither ignored nor dismissed as un­
reasonable'.

However, Amery turned a deaf ear to the Iraqi requests. He warned 
the Iraqi Government not to assume that Whitehall might in the end 
give way to the combined pressure of Iraqi demands and Labour Op­
position at home. ^3) jje referred once more to the Mosul frontier 
dispute. 'The Iraq Government must understand that the draft Treaty 
... represents the only means by which HMG can obtain for them the 
frontier which they regard as essential for the future existence of 
lraq'.(164)

The Iraqis' response to Amery's uncompromising attitude took 
various forms. Deputies who supported the Treaty were aghast at the 
prospect of having to meet the cost of increasing military expenditure
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out of a revenue system which had not improved since it was drawn 
up provisionally by Colonel Howell during the military occupation/165) 
Instead of the possibility of receiving grants-in-aid - the offer made 
at a later stage by Amery - they preferred to see the supplies of 
the British forces submitted to customs duty: grants, they realised, 
would only increase the public debt. There was a widespread belief 
that, because of their interest in oil and the increasing rate of their 
investment, the British Government would never desert Iraq or give 
up Mosul. In consequence some groups of deputies, particularly those 
under the influence of Yasin Pasha and Rashid Ali adopted delaying 
tactics and demanded that the debate on the Treaty be transferred 
from the Chamber of Deputies to a special committee. (166)

By prolonging this debate and giving maximum publicity to their 
views they hoped that they would catch the imagination of the elect­
orate. (167)

hi contrast, the Government Party of Abd al-Muhsin (Taqaddam) 
had doubts as to whether the British really were resolved to hold on­
to Mosul. It felt that the shock administered to Britain by the Russo- 
Turkish Treaty of Friendship and Neutrality of December 17 1925 had 
brought relations between Britain and Turkey to a point of crisis and 
that if this were resolved it might be to the disadvantage of Iraq. On 

the other hand, as the Taqaddam Party relied upon the support of the 
Kurdish deputies it had become very sensitive to any turn in the Mo­
sul question. It was hence open to the least pressure from Britain in 
this matter. This, and the dependence of Faisal and his supporters 
on the Sunni Kurdish deputies for balancing their position against the 
Shiab deputies, meant that a majority in favour of the Treaty was 
established in Parliament, f166) Against this majority Yasin Pasha's 
motion for transferring the Treaty to a special committee stood no 
chance of success. Abd al-Muhsin, following up his sweeping victory 
over Yasin, proposed to continue the debate on the Treaty in 'secret 
session' in order to 'prevent the heat of the discussion being reported 
in the press'. 0-69) in protest against this motion Yasin and eighteen 
other members walked out of the Assembly of Deputies and so took 
no part in the final ratification of the Treaty, which established the 
Faisal regime as Britain's contracting partner in Iraq. On January 
19 1926 the Treaty was passed in the Senate, with only one dissenting 
vote. Britain's position in Iraq was consolidated. Yet was its attain­
ment worth so much struggle and sophistry? For an answer we have 
to look at the complementary and no less intricate post-war struggle 
for the control of Iraq's oil wealth.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The American Challenge repulsed 1920-1923

1. The Oil Question: Challenge and response at the end of the war
As the war came to an end and in the years that followed, Britain 
managed to obtain secure control over Iraq. The dashing military 
advance on Anatolia proper, the quelling of the Iraqi uprising in 
1920, the launching of the Faisal monarchy and the manipulation 
of the constitutional development and build-up of Iraq, all these 
actions make an impressive record of Britain's successes. And 
yet all this, which looks as if it had resulted from strong hand­
ling of the situation, was often simply 'muddling through'. Many 
reasons for this have already been adduced. One more factor, of 
primary importance, was the almost uninterrupted harrassment 
from American oil interests, supported as they were by the US 
State Department.

America's competition for a share in the exploitation of Meso­
potamian oil has become well known for its ultimately 'salutary' 
effect upon the implementation of the Open Door principle. When 
set beside this policy, the long and unbending British opposition 
to it has come to be rated as particularly reactionary, for in the 
realm of international trade the Open Door principle passes as 
enlightened and progressive. In an imperial context, however, its 
connotations are quite different. It amounted to no more than the 
greed of one power checking the cupidity of its rivals. American 
oil groups made their debut in the Middle East under the pre-war 
administrations of Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft.
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In his eagerness to involve the United States in world policy Taft, in 
particular, persuaded bankers and merchants to make overseas in­
vestments: 'Dollar-imperialism' would generate world power. While 
Admiral Colby Chester, more adventurer and busybody than business­
man, applied for railway concessions in the Ottoman Empire, 'dismal 
estimates of American petroleum reserves' spurred naval officials to 
advocate the acquisition of foreign oil resources as vitally in the 
nation's interest. Experience of fuel-rationing gained in the War 
added impetus to the demand, and the earlier apathy of the public 
as well as of most Government departments changed to alarm.

From this sprang the post-war ' movement for an aggressive 
American oil policy abroad'. No less eager than their British 
counterparts, American canvassers for oil had watched the formation 
of monopolistic tendencies in British overseas enterprise. Influenced 
by their estimates and their long-term conclusions Woodrow Wilson 
also became convinced of the threat that Britain's self-sufficiency in 
oil would inevitably pose to America's expanding trade. 'It is evident 
to me', he wrote before March 1920, 'that we are on the eve of a 
commercial war of the severest sort, and I am afraid that Great 
Britain will prove capable of as great commercial savagery as Ger­
many has displayed for so many years in her competitive methods'.^)

Rather than selecting favourites from among the many oil groups 
and supporting their challenge to their British rivals, the State De­
partment embarked upon its already traditional Open Door policy.
This - by reason of its main implications - involved wholesale op­
position to British imperial policy as it seemed to be taking shape 
in the Middle East and elsewhere.

As for the Middle East, it proved no exception to the general 
rule that the Open Door policy, where ever implemented, is bound 
to disturb an existing balance of influence and substitute a new one. 
Admittedly, in the case of the nineteenth century China market where 
the United States, by implementing the Open Door principle for the 
first time, had asserted her interests against those of the European 
powers, the change in the old balance of influence had not been so 
much felt because it had brought China some consolidation of its 
Empire. As the Chinese had not invited the Americans, the ensuing 
consolidation of their rule was certainly an uncalculated though wel­

come side-effect. Yet it became a well-intended political aim of the 
young and revolutionary indigenous regimes in the Middle East. By 
courting American oil interests and trying to brush off the more sin­
ister imperial powers of Europe, both Turkey and Persia entertained
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hopes to consolidate and restore their rule/5)
The British response, however, was due to their watching a still 

wider horizon. The penetration of American oil-interests into the 
Middle East, they rightly anticipated, would mean more than just 
a change in the balance of power in a limited area. As it was so 
important for Britain to maintain the balance of sea-power - or, 
rather, to keep her lead in controlling the seas - by holding a 
monopoly of supplies of oil from the Middle East, the chaUenge of 
America seemed to them closely connected with the question of the 
freedom of the seas. The prominence and interdependence of these 
two questions was underlined by the intermittent British claim to 
naval supremacy and her consequent power to maintain peace 
throughout the world. The Royal Navy must, therefore, be entrusted 
with the task of policing the world's oceans, These naval opinions 
were in general shared by the chief supporters in Britain of the 
League of Nations. The views of the Admiralty were stated thus by 
Balfour:
'They recognise that in the general interests of mankind 
sea-power cannot be narrowly limited to purposes of self- 
defence, nor ought the maritime nations to be required 
by law to occupy the role of profiteering neutrals - the 
prosperous spectators of other peoples' agony. The ef­
ficacy of sea-power to stop wars and to shorten them 
they are ready and even anxious to preserve, but they 
hold that it should be used for international purposes 
and should therefore be exercised under international 
control'. (6)
However, on the subject of sea-power there still remained a deep 

gulf between Balfour and the supporters of the League on the one 
side, and what may be called the Long and Wemyss school on the 
ether. This school took the view that US naval power ought by a 
convention to be kept inferior to the British. It even appears that 
at some point in the back-stage peace talks in Paris, Walter Long 
and Admiral Wemyss told American delegates that 'the British 
Government would not sign the League unless America agreed never 
to build a fleet as large as the English'. (?) In contrast Balfour, de­
parting from the view that America (unlike the European continental 
powers) was both a land and a maritime power, advocated a joint 
Anglo-American naval force which would operate under League con­
trol. As a former First Lord of the Admiralty he was impressed 
by the way in which the United States, by committing her sea-power,
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had altered the balance of power in the last war. As she was un­
likely to show herself in this capacity in any future war, the role 
of sea-power must be internationally defined; above all, it must 
conform to American requirements. Any convention made on these 
lines would be seriously jeopardised by any such policy of a mono­
poly in oil such as that suggested by Slade and supported by the 
Admiralty and the Air Ministry. It was from this wider standpoint 
that Balfour opposed their recommendations as being imperialistic.

Though Balfour also rejected the views of the school of Amery and 
Curzon - who thought that US sea-power ought to be restricted to 
the area of America's proper strategic role in the changed world 
conditions after the War - he nevertheless shared their apprehen­
sion about upholding the principle of the freedom of the seas with­
out any qualification. If this principle were upheld, the offensive 
power of the nations which depended on armies would be increased 
both absolutely and relatively. As a corollary, the strength of the 
maritime nations would be proportionately diminished. (8)

As we have seen, the question of the freedom of the seas touched 
the very marrow of British imperial thinking. Balfour took the view 
that a right solution of this question could only be within the frame­
work of the League of Nations. He was opposed to the Admiralty's 
suggestion that there should be a monopoly in oil because when lay­
ing down their premisses they had wrongly assessed the Empire's 
position. Like Lloyd George, Balfour took the line that once the 
League was approved by Britain and the United States, everything 
else stood a better chance of speedy and satisfactory settlement. 
Consequently, when America failed to approve the League Covenant, 
Balfour's attempt to settle the question of oil on the basis of a new 
international maritime law received a serious setback. The alliance 
was therefore strengthened between those who favoured actual phy­
sical control over the supply of oil, and those who wanted a mono­
poly in it.

Meanwhile in Whitehall Curzon - who was obviously delighted to 
be in charge of the Foreign Office - had tried to restrain all eco­
nomic activity in Iraq which might prejudice or confirm the existing 
oil interests or concessions. Up to a point his policy followed 
the advice given by Mark Sykes in February 1918, namely, that if 
Britain played her cards well and in accordance with the new prin­
ciples in politics, it would be possible for her to remain in control 
of Mesopotamia. Diplomatically, this advice assumed that it was 
of first importance that America should consent to Britain's acquiring
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Mesopotamia. Events in the American Congress, however, soon led 
to the advice being disregarded. Convinced that the TPC concession 
before the war had been a valid one, and later obsessed with the 
new diplomatic possibilities offered by America's departure from the 
League, Curzon tried to get agreement upon an Interpretation of the 
Open Door prinicple which would leave the exi sting concessions un­
impaired and limit its applicability solely to the members of the 
League.

However, the restraint exercised by Curzon upon the development 
of oil in Iraq proved too restrictive for the rising interests in Bri­
tain. Since nobody knew exactly how much oil there really was, and 
since the vast amount spent on the military occupation of Iraq made 
it unthinkable to 'buy a pig in a poke', the Government was put un­
der heavy pressure at least to aUow prospecting for oil. As things 
turned out, Curzon was by-passed by the War Office. Without con­
sulting either the Foreign Office or the India Office, the War Office 
early in 1919 despatched General Cowan and two oil experts to 
Iraq to start systematic surveying of the oilfields. simultaneous­
ly, it began its survey of the desert 'for the purpose of advising 
on the practicability of having a pipe and railway line through the 
British sphere of influence'. (13) This action placed the Foreign Of­
fice in an awkward position. It could neither restrain the War Of­
fice since they could plead military expediency, nor could it pre­
vent the formation of large scale combines and syndicates for the 
eventual exploitation of the supposed oil resources. All it could do 
was exclude concession—hunters from the territories under military 
occupation. Unfortunately, the activity of agents cannot be measured; 
by the same token exact figures for either latent or overt accumu­
lation of investment capital cannot be available. But a complaint from 
a Foreign Office official probably indicates the degree of interfer­
ence from people interested in the oil:
' I should like to make it quite clear that we here at the
Foreign Office are in no way responsible for the situation 
which has arisen. From the very first we have held 
strongly the opinion that in all the areas in our military 
occupation no sort of penetration by the concession- 
hunter should be allowed until the Peace Conference 
had given a final decision as to their future status. We 
have maintained this point of view over and over again 
in writing, and the breach in the wall has been made, 
not here, but in other quarters and we are not to blame
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(14)if the flood is now being let loose.' '
It seems that the Foreign Office was using the term 'concession- 

hunter' in a very loose way. For (as was to be expected) the bona 
fides of Slade's papers of July and August 1918 had several times 
been questioned; at one stage the Government-controlled A. P. O. C. 
seems to have been treated like any other company. By autumn 1918 
the First Lord of the Admiralty found himself compelled to state to 
the Cabinet that the papers, and their endorsement by the Admiralty, 
should not be read as an 'ex parte statement on behalf of the A. P. O. C. 
vis-a-vis its trade rivals, especially the Royal Dutch Company'. C15)
He was emphatic that fh e Admiralty were entirely impartial, and that 
their endorsement amounted only to supporting the argument that 'the 
oil-bearing districts of Mesopotamia and Persia were of very great 
national importance to us'.f1-6) He also stated his hope that the Ad­
miralty's views would not in any circumstances be used to support 
the claims of any one oil company against another.

However, settlement of the oil question did not simply lie in the lap 
of the Peace Conference but also hinged on the British claim that the 
concession which had been given before the war by the Turkish Govern­
ment to the TPC, and in which the A. P. O. C. had a share was valid.
Such protestations, even when made at Cabinet level, were therefore 
purely rhetorical. If the oil resources of Iraq were of great national 
importance to Britain then the A. P. O. C. undoubtedly appeared to be 
the best safeguard of these essential national interests. Anythingless 
than this implied that the diplomatic situation did not allow Britain 
scope for pursuing to the full her national and strategic interests.
But even if this were to happen the only choice lay between the old 
TPC, or a newly-constituted one. In either case it would however be 
supported, if not indirectly controlled, by the Government. The Ad­
miralty, by emphasising the national importance of both the Persian 
and Iraqi oilfields, left little room for doubt that their sympathies lay 
with the A. P. O. C.

Although Curzon and the Foreign Office consistently maintained that 
they, and not the A. P. O. C. were the supporters of the d'Arcy group, 
their policy in practice concurred with the Admiralty view that the TPC 
must become the mainstay of British oil policy in Iraq since the A. P. O. C. 
held 50 per cent of its shares. This is best illustrated by the Anglo- 
French rapprochement which culminated in the famous oil agreement at 
San Remo. Because of the world-wide stir this caused, its genesis and 
chief purposes merit a brief survey.

In December 1918 when the British Government, acting on the advice

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



THE AMERICAN CHALLENGE 111

of Lord Harcourt's Petroleum Imperial Policy Committee, purchased 
the Deutsche Bank's 25 per cent shareholding in the TPC from the 
Public Trustee, the French put out feelers 'in regard to co-operation 
between His Majesty's Government and the French Government in oil 
development throughout the world', f1-®) At the time, these moves by 
the French were a cause of concern to the British empire-builders 
in the Middle East, for by late 1918 controlling the oil resources 
in the defunct Ottoman Empire had become an inseparable part of 
the extensive British strategy in the Middle East. Certain powerful 
officials, such as Curzon and Milner held that France was once 
more becoming the chief danger in the East. They felt that this 
rivalry - Fashoda-like - arose primarily from conflictim^terri- 
torial ambitions rather than from mercantile challenge.

Consequently, Mosul's oil was by this time not the ultimate reason 
for Curzon's supporting the drive to the north and for dislodging the 
French completely from the Middle East. Admittedly, when opposing 
French policy he used the oil question as his main argument, but only 
because he noticed that it carried great weight with the Cabinet by 
appealing strongly to Lloyd George. By comparison, Curzon's Fashoda 
spirit would have had little influence with the Prime Minister. Thus 
by 1918 Curzon regarded Mosul strategically as an intermediate sta­
tion on the route to the Caucasus and the Caspian. Even there he 
pointed to the oil wells of Baku and the loss to the British Empire if 
they ever fell into French hands. But again he used this fear in or­
der to drum up support for his far-fetched strategic ideas for the East 

Seen in the perspective of the rivalry between Britain and France, oil 
seems at this stage to have been only a means to a wider end.

France's oil interests could no longer be so easily disregarded when, 
on January 6 1919, the French Government officially suggested 'that 
in case it was considered that the rights of the Turkish Petroleum 
Company were valid the Deutsche Bank shares in that company should 
be ceded to them'. Upholding the validity of the 1914 TPC con­
cession was of course the policy which Whitehall had decided to adopt. 
Bi-lateral negotiations were started which led to the Long-Berenger 
draft agreement of 8 April 1919. Dissatification on the part of the 
French led to a phase of re-negotiating the draft, this time between 
Berenger and Sir Hamar Greenwood; their December draft raised 
France's share by 5 per cent. The French were still not very agree­
able to Whitehall, but co-operation had become more and more de­
sirable since otherwise the French would combine either with Am­
erican companies or with the Shell group. (22) The final San Remo
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Agreement of April 1920 specified the mutual acquisition of the man. 
dates and put the 25 per cent German share into French hands. It 
was thus deliberately designed to meet the American chaUenge. For 
the time being it also prevented Whitehall from taking steps to as­
sume control of SheU. The naturalisation and knighting of its boss, 
Henry Deterding, was a poor substitute. France on her part began 
to add co-operation to rivalry as a means to a wider end.

2. Another Round of Claims and Expedients
The spectrum of British official opinion on the question of oil em­
braces yet another group who had strong interests. This consisted 
of Edwin Montagu from the India Office and the men on the spot 
concerned with revenue, whether it went to the mandate state or to 
a British administration. Some, like Montagu, suggested that the 
Iraqis should participate in the Turkish Petroleum Company; others 
advanced the view that the development and working of oil should in 
the interest of the state of Iraq be nationalised, either in entirety 
or part.' 7

Montagu's proposal was motivated entirely by events in Whitehall.
By the end of 1918, the Petroleum Department was considering the 
reconstitution of the TPC without consulting the India Office, even 
though the latter was stiU in charge of Iraq. That this was largely 
theoretical is confirmed by the fact that at that stage the idea of a 
unified Iraqi state which could take its place with Britain, France 
and perhaps other powers on the governing board of an oil company 
was no more than a vague assumption. But it no doubt fitted well 
with the proclaimed intention of inaugurating the mandate.

By contrast, from 1919 onwards the proposals of the men on the 
spot were concerned with how to increase revenue. In this respect

the working of the Naft Khana oilfields is of some interest. These 
oilfields, which had been assigned to the A. P. O. C. before the war 
and which were in a stretch of territory transferred from Persia 
to the Ottoman Empire, were regarded after the war as not lying
in occupied enemy territory. Because of their particular terri­

torial status the A. P. O. C. was therefore given permission by the 
Foreign Office to start developing them. It is interesting to 
note that by April 1919 Sir Arnold Wilson, at a meeting at the 
India Office, was recommending that a new Company should be 
formed to work these fields and that the Treasury should hold an 
interest and control in the new concern equal to their holdings in 
the A. P. O. C. Wilson was further convinced that from the first
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tests important deductions could be made concerning the prospects 
of oil in other areas of similar geological strata in Iraq.

The need for revenue, which Wilson had so early foreseen, began 
to cause anxiety to High Commissioner Percy Cox in 1920. In gen­
eral, Curzon's restraining hand on the development of Iraq's oil re­
sources not only deprived the officials there of urgently needed re­
venue, but according to Percy Cox also greatly increased the annual 
deficit because of the high price of the oil fuel and kerosene used by 
Iraq's railways and irrigation pumps.' ' The men on the spot ar­
gued that this deficit on the working of the transport system would 
be substantially reduced if oil fuel were obtainable at a cheaper rate. 
Similarly, they expressed doubts whether the irrigation pumps in the 
Baghdad area, which were essential for the cultivation of wheat and 
barley, could continue to work at their full capacity with kerosene 
the price it was. Burdened by the Treasury problems that sprang 
from an irrational choice of priorities, British and Iraqi officials 
saw on the one hand the rigorous curtailment of British expenditure 
and on the other hand rumours of a British withdrawal to the Basra 
vilayet. Both alike were puzzled as to why the development of the 
most important 'national' resource should be frustrated by consider­
ations of high policy. (2®)

But the policy-makers had not entirely closed their eyes to the 
prospect of additional revenue from oil. In fact, Britain could lay a 
double claim to the oil wealth of Iraq. The oil revenues were ear­
marked to pay back any capital which the mandatory power might 
advance in future as well as to meet the costs of its service and 
administration. As a foreign oil company would take too much 
money out of the country in profits, nationalisation of the wealth 
derived from oil by the mandatory on behalf of the mandate state 
was therefore desirable. Needless to say, this idea of national­
isation did not conflict with the official view of the mandate as a 
cover for British interests. In readiness for such action the Cab­
inet had, by January 1920, expressed the opinion that:
'as a matter of principle the profits arising from the ex­
ploitation of the oil fields of Mesopotamia should accrue 
for the benefit of the State rather than for the benefit of 
Joint Stock Companies'.

As a result, the claims of the Standard Oil Company of America 
were dismissed because they ran counter to this principle. On the 
other hand, the high-handed action of the War Office was now 
retrospectively authorised. The Cabinefs lack of confidence in
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their own principle is, however, obvious from the great caution 
that marked their final decision on 23 January 1920. This read:

'The War Office should proceed with the survey of the
Mesopotamian oilfields but all prospecting must be done 
on behalf of the State and not for the benefit of private 
companies, and should be undertaken in such a way as 
to attract as little attention as possible'.
It must be assumed that this prospecting for oil served mainly 

as a preparation for the compromise which Churchill submitted 
to Hankey, the Secretary of the Cabinet, in June 1921. Prospecting 
had begun, after all, when Churchill was Secretary of State for 
War. His scheme amounted to a reduction of the TPC's terri­
torial claim. Outside the new limits of the TPC's concession area 
the Iraqi Government would have a free hand to grant concessions 
to others. From this point of view the findings of the pros­
pectors allowed the British authorities to select and assign the 
more promising areas to the TPC before offering the remainder 
for the competitive bidding which would result from implementation 
of the Open Door principle. Of course, the TPC's working of the 
oil would still provide the main revenue for the administration.
But this subtle arrangement contained two flaws which made it a 
vain hope that the scheme could be put into effect. First, it show­
ed that the TPC's claim was still monopolistic, a kind of claim 
to which the Americans strongly objected. Secondly, since the new 
regime in Iraq would be anxious to augment its sources of revenue 
as speedily as possible, it would be extremely hesitant to throw 
open any areas containing promising oil-resources to development 
by foreign and private agencies whose chief aim was production 
and sale of crude oil which amounted to profit-making at Iraq's 
expense.

These flaws revealed once more the three-cornered antagonism 
which continually frustrated the settlement of the oil question: the 
TPC's monopolistic claim to the Iraqi oilfields, the American ob­
jection to this claim, and Iraq's own interest in its oil resources 
as a national asset and substantial source of revenue.

Although Britain had considered Iraq's interest in her own oil 
resources to be a convincing and useful argument which might be 
an effective screen for British interest in a world-wide oil mono­
poly, it was Iraq as the weakest party who was sold down the 
river when the British were forced to give up their monopolistic 
claim to the TPC concession. ^0) Significantly, the destruction of

•
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this "screen" was not brought about solely by the diplomatic power 
game. Strong criticism of the Government's support for national­
isation schemes came also from the Petroleum Department of the 
Board of Trade. It based its views on considerations of political 
and practical expediency and on its doubts whether the oil busi­
ness was an appropriate field for the activities of governments. 
Obviously, it was airing the views of private interests. As the Min­
ister put it:
'Apart altogether from the question of principle, the oil 
business is peculiarly unsuited for governments to engage 
in: it is speculative, very technical and requires audacity 
in an exceptional degree. The engagement of the necessary 
staff alone would be a serious item, as it is practically 
impossible to get experts of the proper calibre except by 
outbidding the large oil companies who are keenly com­
peting at the present time for good men. If we refuse to 
carry out terms to which we practically stand pledged as 
regards the TPC we cannot expect to get any assistance 
from the principal oil interests'.
There was also logic in its additional point that the need to raise 

at least £5, 000, 000 for initial expenditure before any substantial 
returns could accrue from the working of oil would drain the re­
venues of the new regime in its most crucial formative years. On 
the other hand, since neither the position of the new regime nor 
the status of Iraq itself was as yet fixed it would be extremely 
difficult for any company registered in Iraq to raise the starting 
capital in the international money market.

But it was primarily French opposition that made any demands 
which implied nationalisation of oil production in Iraq impracticable. 
The Whitehall officials who had negotiated the San Remo Agreement 
in April 1920 may well have been inclined to comply with Cox’s 
demand for nationalisation. But as soon as the French, a year 
later, learnt of this desire to exclude private interests, they raised 
their claim from a quarter to a half share. They explained their pre­
vious 'self-restraint' on the grounds that they had understood the 
British Government to be committed to the recognition of certain pri­
vate interests.

This French opposition to the attempts of the British to circumvent 
the Open Door issue by nationalising oil production was only one 
round in the intense diplomatic power game which Britain provoked 
by maintaining her pre-war monopolistic claims. Curzon's own tactics
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with the Americans sprang, in the last resort, from the same mis­
understanding of the limits of imperial power that fundamentally 
caused the men on the spot to fail to comprehend the political man­
oeuvring in London. @4) However, in order to see London's recal­
citrance in its right perspective, attention must be drawn to the 
presence within the British camp of oil interests which were also 
challenging the TPC concession and its supporters in WhitehaU.
In one case, a British group went so far as to list the claims of 
twenty-two heirs of Abdul Hamid who disputed the right of the pre­
war Ottoman Government to grant concessions, because, as they 
alleged, it had by a quasi-revolutionary act appropriated the proper­
ty of Sultan Abdul Hamid's Private List. (35)

This group consisted of Hirsch Ltd. and the Central Mining and 
Investment Company on whose behalf Colonel Edwards was nego­
tiating. According to the expert opinion of a Turkish Legal Com­
mission of unspecified composition, the Iraqi regions had been part 
of Abdul Hamid's private properties, and had been confiscated by 
the Young Turks when they deposed the Sultan. They had refused 
to hand the properties over to his heirs when Abdul Hamid died.
As a result of their appeal to the Sharia, the Legal Commission 
had decided in favour of the heirs. Accordingly it was argued that 
this property, now deemed to be private as it could not be treated 
as part of the Civil List, could not be divided between the Allies. 
Efforts were made by Edwards and by C C Muirhead Gould, one of 
his supporters, to satisfy the Admiralty and to comply with their 
proposition of an unrestricted British monopoly of oil in Iraq. As 
Muirhead wrote at the end of one of his numerous letters:

'Under these circumstances it is considered that Their Lordships 
might wish to make further inquiries both as to the legal position 
of the above mentioned firms, and as to their, intentions with re­
gard to the development of the oilfields to the best advantage of 
Her Majesty's Navy. I should further state that Colonel Edwards 
informs me that his Principals are prepared to accept any pro­
posals or stipulations their Lordships might wish to impose in 
their development of the oilfields, and I understand that they are 
prepared to sink about 10 million sterling in these concessions ’J33) 
The possibility of pursuing this course was officially raised more

than once. For to the experts in the Government departments at 
Whitehall it seemed to offer a useful substitute in case the legal 
basis of the TPC concession proved to be shaky. Nevertheless, for 
the time being these claims had a real political effect because of
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the doubt and uncertainty that they spread among British officials, 
and because they strengthened the case for arbitration. In the next 
two years the cause of Abdul Hamid's heirs twice took a sharp turn 
detrimental to British interests: first when Samuel Untermyer and 
other American oil interests began to act as their agents; and, 
secondly, when at Lausanne the Turks espoused their claim.

Yet the vital change in British oil policy resulted from the need 
of the Government to manoeuvre itself out of the deadlock into which 
it had allowed itself to be led by Curzon’s high-handed tactics.
Strictly speaking, Government support of the TPC claims had been 
achieved indirectly, by making the Iraqi regime the assignee of the 
Ottoman giver of concessions before the War. They hoped to bring 
this about by confirming the pre-war concessions contained in Art­
icle 311 of the Treaty of Sevres by which the new regime in Iraq was 
to be bound. But the Treaty was never ratified by the Turkish Par­
liament. At the same time, the American Government withheld its 
recognition of the Draft Mandate for Iraq on the ground that the 
monopolistic TPC concession contravened Article 11 of the Mandate, 
which precluded discrimination by Iraq against nationals of other 
states.

In retaliation Curzon brought his heaviest artillery to bear when 
he stated that the United States Government had no right to interfere 
in the settlement of the terms of the mandates for Iraq and Palestine, 
on the ground that America was not a signatory to the Covenant of 
the League of Nations. He wrote to Davis in August 1920:

'Her Majesty's Government, while fully appreciating the suggestion 
for discussing with the US Government the various propositions

mentioned by you, with which they are in full sympathy, are none 
the less of the opinion that the terms of the mandates can only 
properly be discussed at the Council of the League of Nations 
by the signatories of the Covenant'.
As we shall see later, Curzon made use of the League of Nations 

as a political instrument on a variety of occasions when the Foreign 
Office view or the Government's position needed support. Sometimes 
he seemed to have regarded it as the mailed fist on the long arm of 
the Foreign Office, sometimes as a limb that might be cut off with­
out more ado. Some of the points which he advanced had been sup­
plied by the Americans themselves. One such was the Act of the 
Philippine Legislature of August 31 1920, according to which any 
share in the working of public lands containing petroleum and other 
mineral oils and gas was confined to corporations or citizens of the
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United States or the Philippines. ^8)
Anglo-American relations in the Middle East began deteriorating 

rapidly. They were exacerbated by the bitter and long drawn-out 
controversy over the application of the Open Door principle. They 
were also hardly helped by the mounting suspicion (shared by all 
the rival oil interests) of the secret surveying done by the War 
Office and the working of the Naft Khana oilfields by the A. P. O. C. 
On the American side, Davis began to exert heavy pressure on 
the British Government by threatening to submit the TPC's claim 
to international arbitration. On the British side, Curzon brushed 
off all the representations made by Davis in a manner ill-suited 
to Britain's precarious diplomatic situation and her somewhat shaky 
position in Iraq.

Though never mutually allied, the combination of Turkish menace 
and American pressure forced Britain into retreat, hi the Middle 
East the Turks had reinforced their claim to the vilayet of Mosul 
by stepping up the military threat posed by Kemalist forces on its 
northern boundary. However, this threat resulted less from the
superiority of the Kemalist forces than from the awkward military 
and diplomatic circumstances in which the British Government 
found itself once it had decided on severe cuts in military expend­
iture. Because expenditure had been so heavy in the previous years, 
1919 and 1920, and owing to the unrelenting and fierce 'anti-Mespot' 
campaign at home, the withdrawal of British troops from Iraq had 
begun almost a year before the Royal Air Force was ready to take 
over responsibility for policing and defending Iraq. The order was 
not to change before October 1922. The interim situation was well 
described by Shuckburgh of the Middle East Department: 'we must 
therefore play a game of bluff for nearly a year, unless we can 
square the Kemalists in the interval'.

Except for Greece, there was no power to which Britain could turn 
for support in 'squaring' the Kemalists. The French, by their recent 
agreement with the Ankara Government, had relieved pressure on the 
Kemalists and their forces in Cilicia. And as France had already 
received her share in the Turkish Petroleum Company by the San 
Remo Agreement of April 1920 there was no remaining bait in the 
Middle East with which to tempt her. As regards America, British 
officials had begun to have an uneasy feeling that the Kemalists were 
to some extent helped by American activity in Anatolia, and that their 
aggressive policy and threatening behaviour found encouragement in 
the strained relations which they knew existed between the British and

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



THE AMERICAN CHALLENGE 119

and American Governments. (^2) Obviously there was no prospect of 
early peace negotiations with the Turks, and consequently no way of 
safeguarding the continuity of the pre-war TPC concessions.

Amid these pressing circumstances the embryo of a new policy can 
gradually be discerned in the minutes written by the experts. As 
Hubert Young of the Middle East Department wrote before May 1921:

'As a matter of fact we shall probably have to let in the Americans 
somehow, if we want to remove what we suspect to be one of the 
influences behind the aggression of the Ankara Government in the 
neighbourhood of Mosul. But we should prefer to do it as an act 
of grace rather than by compulsion!
Again, in the middle of 1921, Whitehall was forced to admit that 

the TPC concession stood on shaky foundations. The Government had 
good reason to fear the outcome of any arbitration procedure. As 
Churchill stated the case in March 1922 when summarizing previous 
arguments on the oil issue:

'The highest legal opinion has been obtained privately by the TPC 
and it amounts in effect to this: that the claim although indubitably 
justified by abstract considerations of equity, rests upon a diplo- 
matic rather than a legal basis'.' '

3. Whitehall's partial climb-down on the eve of the Lausanne
Conference

When the prospects for the success of British Government support 
of the claims of the British-controlled TPC began to fade, the in­
itiative passed to Churchill. Even before Curzon had replied to the 
American Ambassador in December 1921 that a full answer to his 
note of 17 November required 'most careful consideration from num­
erous aspects and by several departments', Churchill, being then 
Secretary of State for the Colonies, had reached the conclusion that 
there was no way of avoiding the Americans' participating in the 
TPC. ^5) He wrote to Curzon:
'Before receiving your official letter of the 20 December...
I had independently arrived at the conclusion that so long as 
the Americans are excluded from participation in Iraq oil, 
we shall never see the end of our difficulties in the Middle 
East. On the other hand, I am convinced that if we can 
satisfy their aspirations in that direction such pressing 
questions as the ratification of the mandates by the League 
of Nations etc. will prove comparatively simple and that
even the Kemalist situation may be appreciably relieved' (46)
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But, what is more important, Churchill had already taken action. 
Before Christmas he had discussed the matter with Philip Lloyd- 
Greame, Head of the Department of Overseas Trade. With Churchill's 
approval, Lloyd-Greame had authorised Greenway of the Petroleum 
Department to telegraph to Cadman of the A. P. O. C., 'authorising 
Him to enter into negotiations for American participation in Meso­
potamia'. With a feeling for the diplomatic finesse eaUed for by 
the precarious British position in the Middle East, Lloyd-Greame 
contrived that 'the first overtures should be made by the Standard 
Oil Company'. Nothing must suggest the slightest lack of con­
fidence in the strength of the British hand. In the same vein Chur­
chill had confided to Curzon:

'1 am impressed by the need for caution and for avoiding any­
thing in the nature of an official overture, which, however 
cautiously worded, might be interpreted as an admission of 
the weakness of the Turkish Petroleum Company's claim. It 
would be far better if we could manoeuvre the Standard Oi 1 
Company into making the initial advances and negotiating some 
preliminary settlement in the matter direct with the Turkish 
Petroleum Company or the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. Then, 
when the commercial negotiations were sufficiently advanced, 
we could reply formally to the American note'.
By this time, on January 16 1922, an informal conference had been 

held in Shuckburgh's room in the Middle East Department. Curzon 
had left the initiative entirely to the Colonial Office. The dominant 
role played by the Middle East Department of the Colonial Office 
was clear from the number of its representatives compared with 
those of other offices. Shuckburgh, its Head, and Under-Secretary 
of State for the Colonies, was in the chair. Besides Weakley from 
the Foreign Office and Clarke from the Petroleum Department there 
were three more members of the Middle East Department: Bullard, 
Clauson and Hall. The main decision taken was that if possible the 
attempt should be made to 'avoid arbitration by a prior settlement 
on commercial lines'. This desire not to submit the case to 
arbitration showed the monopolistic spirit that still coloured the 
thoughts of those present and the departments they represented. This 
spirit was equally in evidence when the question of Italian parti­
cipation was discussed. as early as August 1920 the Italian Am­
bassador, referring to the San Remo Agreement, had pleaded for 
some acknowledgement of Italian interests. Although no active steps 
were decided upon by the British it was felt that some kind of
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Italian participation would strengthen the British position among those 
who questioned the claim of the TPC on the grounds that it violated 
the Open Door principle.

Fundamentally, the problem which confronted the meeting was how 
to maintain a British monopoly in face of aU the foreign claims and 
aspirations. Since by any such monopoly Iraq stood to lose, Britain's 
real motives need to be examined. In the case of the oil-bearing re­
gions of Iraq, Britain was determined to stick to 'appearances' in 
both the literal and figurative senses. The Open Door was in their 
words, a facade; British control of the oil-bearing regions, as well 
as the actual development of the oil, remained the ultimate aim. (5^) 
The British were generally agreed that there were three possible
courses they might take in order to get their share of Iraq's oil: 

first, participation in the shares of the TPC and thereby in the 
actual development of the oil; secondly, participation only in the out­
put of oil; and thirdly, a share in the allocation to Iraq, provided 
for in Paragraph Eight of the San Remo oil Agreement.' ' By that 
Agreement up to 20 per cent of the share capital in the TPC had 
been assigned to the Iraq Government or a consortium of Iraqi 
firms. The British took the view that either the second or possibly 
the third of these courses could appease Italian interests; but they 
hesitated about what was to be done with US interests. Significantly, 
they were inclined to appease the Standard Oil Company by adopting 
the second course rather than the first; although some doubted 
whether American interests, rich in investment capital, would be 
satisfied with only a share in the oil ouptut. Churchill in particular 
thought that as the US companies were concerned to secure the con­
trol of large quantities of oil, an assurance of a constant annual 
supply would prove a more attractive proposition than an undertaking 
that they could co-operate in the actual development of the oilfields. 
He summarized its advantages as follows:

'The United States Government would no longer dispute the 
validity of the Turkish Petroleum Company's claim: that their 
objection to the monopolistic nature of the rights which that 
Company wish to establish would be weakened, if not entirely 
waived; and that the claim of the Company would be recognised 
by the Iraq Government'.
In contrast, the Foreign Office, and also the Petroleum Department 

were very sceptical about whether the Standard Oil Company could 
thus be put off and the American Government be 'bribed' into 
acquiescing in only a facade of the 'Open Door' in Iraq.
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In view of the large British share-holding of about 60 per cent in 
the TPC the prospects of success in 'squaring' the Americans by 
this means were very doubtful. Nevertheless, Churchill cited 
as a good omen the North Persia Agreement, known as the 
Khostaria concessions, recently concluded between the A. P. O. C. 
and the Standard Oil Company. After all, with the A. P.O. C. the 
majority share-holder in the TPC and also the Standard Oil Com­
pany sitting at the same table, the two partners would surely be 
foolish to jettison the favourable atmosphere of co-operation they 
had so recently achieved. The fact that the Khostaria con­
cessions so quickly came to nothing - because the Persians re­
jected the offer of a half-share made unilaterally by the Standard 
Oil Company to the A. P. O. C. - did not weaken the spirit of Anglo- 
American co-operation.

The gambit was worth a trial because Curzon was about to nego­
tiate with the Kemalists at Lausanne, and if he were successful it 
would strengthen his hand. While there, he would have to deal not 
only with the Kemalists but also with a series of disillusioned 
antes. Hence if the Americans had acquiesced in the proposal des­
cribed above, Curzon's position would be much stronger. The same 
consideration had led Churchill to suggest modifying the provisions 
of the San Remo Agreement in such a way that the Italians might 
get their share out of what was due to Iraq. He estimated the 
political benefits that would result from such a measure:
'In the event of such a combination being possible, it would 
have an exellent effect on our relations with the Italian 
Government and incidentally might offer us assistance in 
getting them to accept changes in the Treaty of Sevres as 
affecting the Tripartrite Agreement. (58)
Evidently, on the eve of the Lausanne Conference, ChurchiU was 

the real impresario. He had independently taken a considerable 
initiative in breaking the stalemate in Anglo-American relations. 
Furthermore, he had lessened the Italians' intransigence by dang­
ling before them a share in Iraq's own share of the TPC's output 
of oil. Eager to enlarge the possible field of diplomatic manoeuvring 
in the coming peace negotiations he ruthlessly proceeded on the 
assumption that the Iraqi Government could be bullied into doing what 
ever the British wanted. However, as no binding engagements were 
made the field remained precariously narrow.

Tn the course of events that led up to Lausanne, Curzon's scope 
for manoeuvre became still further limited by the events at Chanak.
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Indeed Mustafa Kemal's success there had far-reaching effects on 
matters remote from the area. When the Chanak incident, besides 
leaving the British without an ally or a friend on the international 
scene, caused the downfall of Lloyd George, this meant a change 
of government in Whitehall.

There was, of course, a long record of disenchantment among 
Lloyd George's colleagues about his handling of the peacemaking.
By the end of the war with Turkey, men such as Curzon and 
Milner had been frightened by the speculative deals which Lloyd 
George had suggested for appeasing the French. In the years that 
followed by far the most vocal critic was Cecil. He kept on des­
cribing the unsatisfactory state of affairs in Turkey, Hungary,
Russia, Persia, Iraq, Palestine, Egypt and India. The Lloyd 
George Government must be made at least partially responsible, 
he claimed, for all the deplorable events that had occurred in 
those regions even if only because the Cabinet had always had more 
than one eye on by-elections and on the national press. (61)

But the accession of the Tories to power under Bonar Law was 
by no . means as favourable to Imperial interests in Iraq as might have 
been expected from a Conservative Government. Not only did Bonar 
Law, the new Prime Minister, and the Duke of Devonshire, Chur­
chill's successor at the Colonial Office, surpass their pre­
decessors in their ignorance of the Middle East, but they made 
no attempt to conceal their preference for cutting down imperial 
and mandatory commitments and for leaving development and ed­
ucation to look after themselves. (®2) jn contrast, civil servants 
were on the whole more consistent. The Middle East Department, 
though aware of the overall need to curtail Government expenditure, 
nevertheless put up a stiff resistance to this mixture of nonchalance 
and ruthlessness so characteristic of party politics. The stiffening 
of the Department's attitude was no doubt partly instigated by the 
men on the spot, hi the autumn of 1922, Percy Cox began to be 
anxious about disquieting rumours in Baghdad that Whitehall intended 
to hand back Kurdistan and the Mosul vilayet to Turkey. (63) He 
urged the Colonial Office to give some official assurance to the con­
trary. At the same time he warned them that any withdrawal from the 
Mosul vilayet would run the risk of unforeseeable disasters. In short, 
the withdrawal would be regarded in Iraq as a preliminary to final 
British withdrawal to Basra: without Mosul it would become extremely 
difficult to hold Baghdad. Revenue payment and recruiting for the 
levies would also be seriously affected, while the Christian
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community of the Mosul vilayet, numbering some 80, 000 people, 
would be faced with physical extinction by the advancing Turks.

But the British Government, with a general election just ahead 
of it, was in no position to make any statement of policy. This 
stumbling-block began to cause concern even to the departments 
in Whitehall - particularly to the Air Ministry, which was re­
sponsible at least for the military security of British personnel 
and garrisons in Iraq, and to the Middle East Department. Both 
feared that after the elections a new government might have too 
little time to decide on a final policy and that the Turks would 
encounter a British Government which had not made up its mind.
But underlying the demands - both from the areas themselves and 
from Government officials in London - for immediate consideration 
of future policy in Iraq, was their view that imperial interests were 
a permanent trust for any government, whatever its political com­
plexion. This principle involved the continuance of political plan­
ning without interruption in the departments responsible for Iraq.

^Thanks to Shuckburgh's skill in organization, this process was 
set in motion by means of a flexible 'Group Council' attended by 
various departments and summoned whenever some final decision 
needed to be taken. The recommendations and the reports of this 
body throw more light on trends of thought, possible alternatives 
and possible new departures than do any other records. Thus on 
the eve of the General Election in the autumn of 1922, its views 
on Mosul were summarized by Hubert Young as follows:

(1) The Air Ministry regard our position in Iraq as quite satis­
factory from the military point of view.
(2) That the Foreign Office do not anticipate that the Turks wiU 
really hold out for the retrocession of Mosul and Kurdistan.
(3) That in the event of their doing so it would be possible for 
us to offer:

(a) Either 5 per cent of the 20 per cent participation 
in the Turkish Petroleum Company which is now re­
served for the Iraqi Government, or some percentage 
of the oil royalties derived from the Mosul vilayet 
and Kurdistan.
(b) A promise that if and when the Baghdad railway 
is completed (of which there is so far as I know, 
no intention whatever) we should promise that a 
friendly agreement would be come to with Turkey 
about the through running of the line.

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



THE AMERICAN CHALLENGE 125

(c) An announcement by Faisal and possibly Abdullah 
that they recognize the spiritual suzerainty of the 
Caliph.
(d) Representation of King Faisal at Constantinople, 
under Article 5 of the Iraq Treaty, which would 
entail Turkish representation at Baghdad.
(e) Treatment of Turks in Palestine and Iraq as 
foreigners with special privileges, provided that 
they extended capitulary rights to Iraqis and Pal­
estinians in Turkey.

(4) That both Foreign Office and Air Ministry were departmentally 
strongly averse from any territorial concession bargain made to 
Turkey, but that it might be necessary in the last resort for us 
to drop our demand for the modification of the Treaty of Sevres 
frontier to include Amadiah in Iraq...
The Middle East Department was, on the whole, pleased with the 

attitude taken by the Air Ministry and the Foreign Office. As for 
Cox, he remained very concerned about Whitehall's largely non­
committal answers and continued to forecast the danger of imminent 
threats from the Turks. Here it should be added that Cox exercised 
some influence on the forthcoming negotiations with the Turks. All 
telegrams from Lausanne to London which touched Iraq were re­
peated to him, and his views transmitted back to London.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Role of oil at the Lausanne Conference 1923

The role played by oil in the operations which eroded Iraq's share 
in the TPC's output, which helped to set the stage for the nego­
tiations at Lausanne, and which continued to influence decisions 
made later on, is particularly relevant. For when in 1924 Lord 
Curzon was accused in Parliament of having fought on behalf of 
oil interests at Lausanne, the influence of oil was vehemently 
denied. Lord Curzon rejected as untrue the statement made by 
T Johnson, MP, that 'the trail of oil was all over the question 
of Mosul and Iraq'. But Curzon's refutation, which he sought 

to uphold in a series of letters to The Times, was a white lie.
He considered it opportune to lie both to Parliament and to the 
public, and again in the Blue Book on the Lausanne Conference 
of 1923, which he later quoted by stating that:
'Oil had not the remotest connexion with my attitude or with 
that of His Majesty's Government on the Mosul question, or 
the Iraq question, or the Eastern question in any aspect'. (2)
The truth however, was that while Curzon was negotiating on

behalf of the British Government at Lausanne, the representatives 
of the British, French and American oil interests in the Turkish 
Petroleum Company were meeting in London. Significantly, Sassoon 
Effendi Haskail, the nominal Iraqi Finance Minister, also attended 
the London talks. These talks had begun in the autumn of 1922 on 
the initiative of Churchill and Lloyd-Greame. (3) Their basis was 
a four-point agreement which had been concluded earlier in New 
York. At the time of the Lausanne Conference, Curzon was
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(5)kept fully informed of their progress.' ’ It was important for him 
to know, because since the Standard Oil Company and the French 
and British share-holding companies in the TPC were all backed 
by their respective governments, the proceedings in London to a 
large extent regulated Curzon's scope for diplomatic manoeuvre.
On the other hand, as Curzon found it necessary to promise part­
icipation in the TPC to the Italians, and as a similar British 
promise to Turkey appeared inevitable if Britain was to retain 
the Mosul vilayet, diplomatic requirements began to complicate the 
discussions about the composition of the Turkish Petroleum Company.^ 
Furthermore, the Admiralty's argument that it was important for 
Britain to retain physical control over the oil-bearing regions of 
Mosul also constituted a very important ingredient in the difficult 
British decision, made at the time of the Lausanne Conference, to 
retain the Mosul vilayet. At one stage in the negotiations about a 
frontier compromise, it was actually the sole motive of the 
British.

Certainly, the significance and the complexity of the oil issue 
calls for a close examination of British decision-making at the 
time of the Lausanne Conference. The conference began on Nov­
ember 20 1922 and ended, after a temporary breakdown from 
February 4 to April 23, on July 24 1923. The Mosul question was 
left for bi-lateral settlement between Britain and Turkey. Of the 
many aspects of the conference three are particularly relevant for 
examining and assessing the role of the Mosul oil in British pol­
icy-making: first, Curzon's proposal of a frontier compromise in 
the north of the Mosul vilayet; secondly, the plans for a new com­
position of the Turkish Petroleum Company and for a graduated 
scale in the distribution of its profits; and thirdly, the beginning 
of the transfer of the Mosul question away from power politics 
and ordinary international diplomacy to settlement by the League.

On November 16 the Bonar Law Cabinet laid down the course to 
be followed by Curzon at Lausanne:

'at the Lausanne Conference the S of S for Foreign Affairs 
should be authorised to refuse to discuss any proposal which 
the Turkish Delegation might make for including Mosul within 
the Turkish frontiers, on the ground, among others, that 
Mosul had already been conceded to the Kingdom of Iraq, but 
that Lord Curzon should avoid committing the British Govern­
ment more deeply than they are already committed to con­
tinued responsibility for Iraq'. (7)
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The stipulation that Curzon should not commit Britain any more 
deeply was set out more explicitly in the assurances which Devon­
shire sent to Cox at Baghdad. Devonshire assured Cox that White­
hall still had a strong interest in retaining Mosul, that there would 
be strenuous resistance to Turkish claims to any part of the vila­
yet, that it would try to keep Amadiah on the Iraqi side, and that 
it would do its utmost to avert the disaster of a withdrawal to 
Basra. But for reasons of high policy he could not pledge the Gov­
ernment's word. As he had written on November 8 1922:

'At the same time you will understand that situation might con­
ceivably arise in which the necessity of achieving some object 
of still great importance might oblige us to consider the 
possibility of giving up Mosul'. (8)

Cox, who was already disturbed by the spate of rumours among the 
Iraqis at Baghdad that the British might withdraw to Basra, decided 
to instigate nationwide agitation for retention of the Mosul vilayet.
The property-owning classes, in particular the big landowners, were 
becoming reluctant to commit themselves to supporting an apparently 
unstable regime which opposed the Turks, so Cox replaced the Cabinet 
(led by the Naqib of Baghdad, one of the richest landowners), with a 
new Cabinet composed of ardent nationalists.

Meanwhile, at Lausanne private conversations between Curzon and 
Riza Nur Bey, the second Turkish delegate, began on December 4 
simultaneously with the official negotiations. The next day, after 
protestations of friendly intentions by both sides, Curzon saw that, 
exactly as he had feared, the objective of the Turks was simply to 
hold Mosul. As he informed the Foreign Office:

'Turkey would meet us on every point, conclude satisfactory 
treaty and even break with Soviet, if only we could give them 
vilayet of Mosul'.

While Riza Nur Bey was presumably asked to await the outcome of 
the consulations at Whitehall, Curzon worked out a compromise 
which touched only the question of the northern boundary of the 
vilayet, as distinct from the question of possession of the vilayet as 
a whole. This read as follows:
'It might perhaps be possible ostensibly and partially to meet
Turkish wishes by offering them Kurdish part of Mosul vilayet 
following line of mountains and including Keni, Sandjak Rowanduz 
and Suleimani etc. while retaining for Iraq Amadiah for the ,
sake of Assyrian Christians, Mosul town, Erbil^Kirkuk and 
the whole of plain country inhabited by Arabs'.
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Curzon, who had no local knowledge of the boundaries of the Mosul 
vilayet, asked that Hubert Young, or failing him Reader Bullard, 
might be sent to Lausanne. To the Middle East Department's sur­
prise, Curzon ended with the statement that it was 'not intended to 
exclude Turkish participation in Mosul oil on lines already under 
examination'. As participation by the Turks in developing the 
oil had, until then, been envisaged only as the price of their ac­
quiescence in the existing frontiers of Iraq, his statement inevit­
ably met with severe criticism. As the Middle East Department 
bluntly stated the matter:

'The admission of Turkish interests in our oil projects would 
be extremely inconvenient... If we are forced to make con­
cessions on the frontier, there seems no reason why we should 
also make concessions in regard to oil'. C*-3)

But Curzon had sound reasons for reserving a share in the Mosul 
oil for the Turks. The strip of territory which he suggested as a 
bargaining counter did not include land where discovery of oil was 
likely. jt can hardly have been an accident that he retained the 
oil-bearing regions and foothills together with the doubtful asset of 
their Turkish towns, while bargaining away the bare mountains with 
their Kurdish tribes. But the working of possible oil, and maintain­
ing friendly relations with the Turks on the spot, had somehow to 
be combined under British control. This makes it clear why Curzon 
urged so strongly that fh e Turks must continue to have a share in 
the oil of Mosul.

Strategically, Curzon's suggested compromise stood up to the 
critical survey of the General Staff: it seemed to them a defensible 
northern frontier for Iraq. As they explained:

'The portion ceded possesses indifferent resources and worse 
communications. It will not give the Turks an area through 
which they can easily move troops and it is unsuitable for 
use as a base for further operations against Iraq proper'. ^5)

Most significantly - as it emerges from their long list of critical 
observations, and also from the wholesale criticism submitted by 
the Middle East Department in the Committee on Iraq - the experts 
did not consider a defensible northern frontier for 'Iraq proper' to

t (lo)be identical with a good strategic frontier for holding 'Mosul proper .
It was in fact on this latter aspect that they focused their arguments 
about defence.

Incidentally, it must be stated that previous historical accounts 
have oversimplified the question of Iraq's northern frontier as a
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strategic requirement for safeguarding the territory of the Iraqi 
State. In general their argument has been that the Mosul vilayet 
had to be retained for Iraq in order to provide Iraq with a defen­
sible northern frontier beyond the Mosul plains. It follows that 
this strategic reasoning has then been used for explaining away 
the political role of the Mosul oil. (17) Seen in this light, Curzon's 
policy could be reconciled with the orthodox view about the need 
for a strategic northern frontier for Iraq, but not with the need 
to assert British control over the Mosul oilfields. But, as is 
clear from the observations of contemporary experts on Curzon's 
compromise over a frontier for northern Iraq, one must differ­
entiate between the strategic requirements for holding the Mosul 
vilayet and those for holding Iraq as a whole. The holding of the 
entire vilayet of Mosul had its own raison d'etre, distinct from 
the frontier question of Iraq proper but by no means distinct from 
British reasons for holding Iraq. Therefore, as Iraq was held by 
the British for the purpose of maintaining physical control over 
its oil-bearing regions, and since the Mosul oilfields were a de­
clared objective of British policy and also part of the TPC con­
cession, the 'partial' strategic requirements for protecting the 
territory of the mandated Iraqi State from easy aggression in the
north were absorbed in the wider strategic plans for holding and 
securing the oil-bearing regions and the territory covered by the 
TPC concession.

This strategic complication is clearly discernible in the general 
observations made by the Middle East Department, the Admiralty, 
and the Committee on Iraq. To establish this point, explicit evi­
dence is needed because otherwise its central significance for the 
roie of oil might be contested by reasoning at present indefinable 
L S Amery of the Admiralty observed, in the committee meeting 
of December 8:
'It was most important to hold the territory in which oilfields 
and potential oilfields and pipe lines were situated; the question 
of how concessions with regard to oil were held was of less 
importance. The strip of country suggested by Curzon for 
bargaining purposes did not actually include the land where oil 
was likely to be found, but it was in close proximity to it'.

Similarly, the importance of keeping physical control over the oil­
bearing regions and oil supply was emphasised in a note of Dec­
ember Il 1922, prepared by the Middle East Department and 
summarizing the views of the ad hoc Committee on Iraq:
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'The question of oil remains to be touched upon. The Iraq 
oilfields have not only not been developed, but have not even 
been properly prospected. There is no doubt that there are 
considerable deposits of oil, particularly in the Mosul vilayet 
though the exact quantities still remain a matter for surmise 
This is not the place to go into ths question of the claims of 
the Turkish Petroleum Company or the various international 
difficulties that centre round the question of oil concessions.
It is possible that, even if Mosul reverted to Turkey, the 
rights of the British oil interests could be maintained. What 
is relevant to the present purpose is the desirability of keep­
ing within the British sphere of influence what may prove to 
be one of the most important oilfields of the future'. P-9)

The Committee on Iraq, it is true, had not been formed for the 
express purpose of working out arguments for the negotiations at 
Lausanne. More properly, it had the task of counteracting one of 
the legacies of the recent election campaign, in the course of 
which Bonar Law as well as Baldwin had pledged themselves to 
curtail drastically Britain's over-commitment abroad. Iraq had 
come to be a symbol of over-commitment; and this fact may well 
have compelled Curzon to make an exceptionally firm stand against 
the Turks at Lausanne. Seen from this angle, the decision to keep 
Iraq within the British orbit had by this time already been made. 
Whether or not one sees the two decisions in one perspective, 
physical control over the oil-bearing regions of Iraq, including 
Mosul, has clearly to be regarded as the most important argument 
for maintaining British control over that country. At no time in 
the next months or years was this argument absent from the field 
of policy-making: by January 1923, when Novar's memorandum was 
read to the Cabinet Committee, it echoed with it.
'The one serious reason advanced for continued occupation is 
to guard existing and potential supplies of oil, and that not 
only for ourselves but for America and other countries. It 
is not apparent why we should bear the whole cost of pro­
tecting property in which so many other powers are inter­
ested, while if the safety of the wells can be secured by 
a trifling backsheesh to the tribes, it will be better to 
adopt these methods rather than those of costly occupation'.

This utterance, coming from a thrifty Scot who was Minister for 
Scotland, was not a lonely voice. The minutes of the next com­
mittee meeting of January 18 1923 read:
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'The situation with regard to oil was also touched upon; the 
value of holding control of the country in which the Mosul and 
the West Persian oilfields were situated in the event of war 
was emphasised, and the British financial interests in the 
Mosul oilfields explained1.
This undeniably strong motive for retaining British control over 

Mosul, no matter whether directly or indirectly through the main­
tenance of Iraq's territorial integrity and a mandatory regime, led 
to the rejection by the Committee of Iraq of Curzon's frontier com­
promise. When they were appraising Curzon's proposal the General 
Staff pointed out that in spite of its unfavourable factors, his 
suggestion possessed 'many advantages over the rendition of any 
portion of the Mosul vilayet proper', but the proposal was discard­
ed on grounds of defence, owing to the strategic complication des­
cribed above. ^2) The vital line of communication between Mosul 
and Baghdad would be flanked for some 200 miles by a wild moun­
tainous area inhabited by truculent tribesmen; and if there were 
constant trouble, great strain would be put upon the diplomatic 
line of communication to Constantinople - a capital not only re­
nowned for its inefficiency in diplomatic matters, but ill-placed 
for controlling distant and unruly subjects. But the main criticism 
was that if the Kurdish hill-country on the north and east of the 
vilayet were cut off, and the foothills and the Turkish-speaking 
towns of Erbil, Kirkuk and Kifri were left under the control of 
Baghdad, the Turks would make more insistent claims for these 
towns which in time would have to be met. What was more, Tur­
key's case would be difficult to disprove on either principle.

Such arguments might seem trifling in comparison with the need 
for the Bonar Law Government to make drastic economies, and 
with the extraordinary risks which Britain would run by maintaining 
an uncompromising attitude towards the Turkish claims. Admittedly, 
some experts had pointed out that the rejection of Curzon's pro­
posal saved the British taxpayer the extra cost of holding Kirkuk 
in great military strength. > But nobody raised the question of 
whether the Kurds might involve them in equal or even greater 
expenditure if they proved themselves as unruly when they were 
incorporated within Iraq as they did normally outside its northern 
frontier. Nor, again, did anyone consider whether taking an un­
compromising stand on the territorial issue was in any way com­
patible with willingness to grant the Turks a share in the TPC.
The Middle East Department clearly saw that risks of diplomatic
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friction would be lessened if the international basis of the Company 
were widened. But the territorial aspect of the Mosul question re­
mained unaffected by this consideration. In short, physical control 
over the oil-bearing regions had become the predominant idea in 
the minds of British policy makers, hi this context the Admiralty's 
argument while limiting territorial control by the British to the 
Mosul vilayet, and remaining a powerful influence thereto, had 
changed gradually in regard to the working of oil since the tima of 
Slade's memorandum. It now permitted any composition of the TPC 
that diplomacy might require. This question of the composition of 
the TPC also became a critical issue as the negotiations at Lausanne 
dragged on.

Meanwhile at Lausanne Curzon was considering his policy of 
offering the Turks participation in the Mosul oil on the condition 
that they relinquished any claim to the vilayet. The Turks, for 
their part, had approached the American observers at Lausanne, 
inviting them to support their claim to Mosul by offering them a 
generous share in the Mosul oil should Turkey acquire the vilayet.
In fact, according to the report of November 22 1922 transmitted 
by Child and Grew of the American Delegation to the State Depart­
ment, the share of the American interests in the oil lands of 
Mosul was to be 'greater than the share taken by any other power' .^) 
Presumably, the Turks were referring to the Chester concession 
which, indeed, they granted on April 9 1923. However, the State 
Department, while pretending to pursue a policy of 'no favourites', 
distrusted the Chester project because of its shaky capital basis, 
its internal strife between Arthur Chester Jr. and the powerful 
Canadian partner Kennedy-Clayton, and finally its monopolistic 
character.

Seen from a diplomatic angle, overtures of this kind by the Turks 
were welcome to the State Department. At the same time its support 
for the Standard Oil Company remained firm. At no time was it faced 
with the alternatives of supporting either rival interests that accrued 
from the Chester concession or the interests of the Standard Oil 
Company. Had the State Department accepted the Turkish offer and 
thrown the weight of its prestige on the side of Admiral Chester's 
concession (confirmation of which the Turks seem to have made de­
pendent on the extension of the concession to Mosul), such an act 
would have been tantamount to abandoning the interests of Standard 
Oil in Iraq (minus Mosul) and to dividing into two the area to which 
the TPC concession applied. Such a policy would also have defeated
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its own avowed principle of 'the open door'. Thus the State Depart­
ment preferred to come to terms with the imperial powers rather 
than throw in its lot with the revolutionary states of Turkey and - 
perhaps - Persia. (In this ease, of course, the United States would 
have accepted monopolistic privileges of the same kind as those 
claimed by the imperialist powers). However, as the State Depart­
ment chose to make no move about the Turkish offers, the Turks 
took the American course of action to be tacit support of their 
claim to Mosul. They therefore frustrated all the counter-attempts 
of the British to include in the Peace Treaty an article specifying 
the validity of the TPC's concession of 1914.

In general, on the evidence of their offer to the American dele­
gation at Lausanne it would seem that the Turks, by refusing in 
any way to acknowledge the validity of the TPC concession, intend­
ed simply to use it as an instrument by which they could secure the 
return of the Mosul vilayet. It appears that they contemplated 
ahanrinning the TPC concession once they had achieved their terri­
torial objective. Since they regarded the territorial, rather than 
the - economic, aspect of the Mosul question as more important, 
Curzon's hope of buying their renunciation of the territory by offer­
ing them a share in the Mosul oil was in vain.

On the other hand, if a compromise on the territorial question 
had been reached, it is difficult to imagine how the TPC with a 
concession extending across the frontier with Turkey, could have 
obtained congenial terms from both Ankara and Baghdad. Further, 
as the two regimes were primarily interested in profit-making 
by getting the maximum output of oil, they would have been likely 
to demand a say in the policy of the TPC. By contrast, the big 
Western share-holding companies, including Standard Oil, were 
interested more in selling crude oil to their branches or affiliated 
companies, than in making profits on production, for which, as 
the TPC was registered in Britain, the British partners would 
have had to pay large amounts of income tax. (26) Most of these 
points were apparently raised in the negotiations in London which 
Sassoon Haskail attended, and in the talks held simultaneously in 
Baghdad between Mr. Keeling, the representative of the TPC and 
the nominal Iraqi Government.

Purely business calculations were thus mixed up with consider­
ations of diplomacy. This can be seen by the way in which, during 
the Lausanne Conference, the Colonial Office exerted heavy pressure 
on the Iraqi regime to refrain from pressing for the maintenance
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of the provisions contained in the San Remo Agreement. As the 
Colonial Office instructed the High Commissioner at Baghdad on 
January 2 1923:

'Question of Mosul oil concession is under consideration of
His Majesty's Government in connection with Turkish treaty 
negotiations at Lausanne... San Remo Agreement provided for 
Iraq Government or native interests acquiring share capital 
up to maximum of 20 per cent which would of course mean 
subscribing large sum in cash, perhaps ultimately £2, 000, 000.
No definite scheme has hitherto been framed for provision 
of such capital. It is now suggested that this right should 
be surrendered by Iraq Government in order to admit of 
Italian and Turkish participation, on clear condition that 
sovereignty of Iraq over Mosul vilayet is recognised by 
Turkish Government. Please press Iraq Government to 
give immediate consideration to this proposal. You should 
point out that difinite assurance of possession of Mosul 
vilayet is Iraq's main interest in Turkish treaty, and is 
worth serious sacrifice.. .His Majesty's Government 
think that Iraq will benefit by showing that they are more 
concerned about integrity of their country than about oil 
dividends'.

Presumably this instruction was meant to be pragmatic, but it was 
nonetheless deeply ambiguous and destructive to Iraq's economic 
aspirations. Its ambiguity originated in a conflict between two 
principles or propositions: first the claim of territorial integrity 
as a legitimization of national sovereignty, second the proposition 
that permanent national sovereignty over raw materials in abundance 
ultimately challenges the welfare of mankind. Of course, one can 
rightly doubt, whether in this case the TPC was the proper agent 
of mankind or whether it regarded itself as such. Theoretically, 
however, such a claim was intrinsic in the Open Door formula 
and it remained on the agenda of numerous international confer­
ences on raw materials convoked by the League of Nations and 
its successors until the present day.

Again, in this case, the issue of the Mosul oil was obviously 
not tackled according to principles, but politically. Due to its pre­
war oil concession, to the Open Door formula and in the absence 
of a Turkish diplomatic recognition of the successor state Iraq, 
the TPC claimed priority over Iraq, a late comer. But Iraq was 
merely a weak late comer. As such it had to give way to other
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but more powerful late comers such as America - and, in a rather 
diplomatic sense, France. Under threat of loss of territory, Iraq 
had to forfeit its voting shares in the TPC. Ironically, however, 
both the maintenance of territorial integrity and the exclusion from 
the governing board enabled the TPC (and indirectly the A. P. O. C.) 
to court the American rival and consolidate its business policy in 
the exploitation of Middle Eastern oil. It was a business practice 
alien to the needs of the country, and primarily governed by the 
western rationale of income-tax-systems, profit margins and in­
vestment rates.

Thus the British Government was not only supporting the TPC's 
claim that its concession was valid, and buttressing the concession 
by widening the composition of the Company, but it was also ac­
tively showing its approval of the TPC's and with the A. P. O. C's 
methods of profit-making. Needless to say, these methods did not 
make enough allowance for the specific needs of Iraq at that par­
ticular stage of its development as a state. Outwardly complemen­
tary to this oil policy, of course, was the opportunist diplomacy 
which aimed to pacify the Middle East by offering a share in the 
Iraqi oil to the various competing oil and power interests in the 
area.

It should be emphasised that, as the instructions to Baghdad 
show, the Middle East Department was fully aware that their oil 
policy required serious sacrifice from Iraq. Accordingly, argu­
ments were found by which its extent could be minimised. The 
prospect of revenue from royalties was held out to the Iraq re­
gime, while at the same time it was pointed out that this income 
would 'not be dependent on profits which must be uncertain!'. 
Further, it was asserted that if they accepted the fact that in­
come would derive from royalties, the Iraqi Treasury would be 
saved both the trouble of finding a loan on the international money 
market for financing the purchase of its shares, and the burden 
of an accumulation of its liabilities at the most crucial stage of 
the country's reconstruction.

No less revealing of the dilemma of British policy, and also 
no doubt, of its ruthlessness, were the circumstances in which

these instructions were sent to Baghdad. The British Government 
was in no position to give the Iraqi regime a binding assurance 
that the Mosul vilayet would be kept in Iraq, and yet at the 
same time it refrained from letting Faisal's Government know 
that it intended to reject any compromise on the territorial
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question of Mosul. Although this reticence accurately reflected the 
precarious situation at Lausanne, the hope was that it would, all 
the same, stir up more feeling in Iraq against Turkey yet would 
also make the Iraqis more prepared for 'serious sacrifice' if re­
quired by Western oil interests.

Surprisingly, the difficulty of making any compromise on the 
territorial question of Mosul - a difficulty which was natural, since 
the boundaries of the TPC concession coincided with those of the 
Mosul and Baghdad vilayets - was not mentioned explicitly by the 
contending factions in Whitehall. But the difficulty was apparent in 
the attitude taken by Lloyd- Greame of the Department of Overseas 
Trade. This Department, more than any of the Government bodies 
concerned, was interested in furthering foreign trade and seeing 
that investment abroad remained unhampered by risky political 
moves made either by foreign powers or by the country in which 
capital was invested, or - for that matter - by British foreign 

policy. Therefore the Department was bound to be concerned not 
only about the harsh and uncompromising line taken by the British 
over Mosul but also about the indications on the Iraqi side that 
there would be no easy settlement of the terms of the TPC con­
cession, even if the Mosul vilayet remained with Iraq. As a re­
sult Lloyd-Greame, in order to prevent such imminent compli­
cations from cramping the prospects of the TPC undertaking, be­
gan to believe strongly that Britain must clear out of Iraq alto­
gether or at least withdraw to Basra. He obviously reckoned 
the Mosul and Baghdad vilayets to be a territorial and economic 
unity which, in order to facilitate the working of the oil, must be 
safeguarded even at the cost of a political retreat to the Gulf, and 
not wrecked between the Scylla of Turkish intransigence and the 
Charybdis of Iraqi claims. Lloyd-Graeme's true motives however 
remain open to speculation, in particular as regards his avowed 
maintenance of the TPC. There is some, but no conclusive, 
evidence, that a substitute was being considered for the TPC.
In general, numerous intrigues about oil seem to have been go­
ing on behind the scenes. Apart from the Turkish, American and 
French rivals, in London itself Inverforth was said to have been 
trying to persuade the government to give up Mosul, in order to 
obtain a concession from the Turks. Similarly Lord Beav^Jrook 
was reported to be interested in the Inverforth syndicate. There 
may well have been more pressure groups who pushed for an oil 
deal with Constantinople rather than with the unstable and unknown
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Baghdad Government, which might either prove too unreliable or 
else be swept away in the wake of an early British withdrawal from 
Iraq. Indeed, it was about that time, that the Colonial Office serious­
ly began to consider a drastic shortening of the mandate period.
Public criticism of imperial over-commitment was still running high 
and in the circumstances who could be sure that the tax payers' 
rage was not skilfully exploited, if not stirred, by such a press 
lord as Beaverbrook or the no less formidable Lord Inverforth. The 
rumours about Germany's advent in the League of Nations Perma­
nent Mandates Commission may have been an additional worry for 
the oil magnates. There is indeed no end to speculation.

Anyway, the fact that Lloyd- Greame 'bolted' in the opposite di­
rection from the risky course pursued by Curzon at Lausanne was 
an accurate reflection of the tenseness which the Anglo-Turkish 
talks were watched. By mid January 1923 the British and Turks at 
Lausanne were almost at daggers drawn - so much so that, tragi­
comically, Curzon the arch-imperialist and proud architect of the 
Empire in the East turned to the League of Nations and played this 
instrument with all the stops pulled out. There was no other course 
open to him. Britain had to persuade the League to try to weaken 
Kemal - an objective which she had failed to achieve by her use of 
the Greeks and their military forces. Priding himself upon holding 
the Turkish Delegation in a 'cleft-stick', Curzon wrote from Lausanne 
on January 19 1923 about his tactics:

'In the opposite case, either of Turkish refusal or Turkish 
delay, it is still open to me and I am disposed to invoke 
article XI of the Covenant seeing that the rumours and 
even threats of Turkish military advance upon Mosul are 
undoubtedly sufficiently definite to constitute a menace to 
international peace and to the good understanding between 
nations, hi that case Turkey would be invited under article 
XVH to accept membership for the purposes of the dispute.
If she accepted, she would fall under the operations of 
article XH to XVI. If she refused and invaded Iraq, the 
stringfint. sanctions of article XVI would then be applied 
to her with the united power of the League. Proceeding 
upon the above lines it seems to me that I have the Turk­
ish Delegation in a cleft stick and that whatever attitude 
they may adopt, I ought to have the advantage of them 
both in the effect upon public opinion, and in the practical 
solution of the problem'.
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Curzon's resort to the League necessitated significant changes 
both in the kind of arguments used and in the methods proposed 
for settling the Mosul question. In the former case, ethnic cri­
teria became predominant when he was advocating retention of 
the vilayet in Iraq; in the latter, the Mosul question, failing a 
Turco-British settlement, was to be submitted to an International 
Boundary Commission. The British motives for retaining the Mo­
sul vilayet had not really changed: in their inner thoughts and 
their private discussions the views of the Admiralty remained 
uppermost. But on the rostrum at Lausanne the battle was fought 
by invoking instances of ethnic minorities, of remnants of people, 
and the market places used by the tribes in question. This facade 
was sustained by those masterpieces in trickery - Curzon's pub­
lic speeches and the memoranda which he circulated among those 
present at the conference.

In Whitehall, where the departments concerned had no coherent 
policy for the minorities in the Mosul vilayet, officials were at 
first apprehensive that if there were recourse to the League of 
Nations the reins would slip from their hands. There were never­
theless moments when they watched Curzon's tactics with delight. 
One of Clauson's notes read thus: 'Lord Curzon's last memo­
randum is as much a pleasure to read as it must have been a 
pleasure to write'. ^2) Formally, by Article 3, part 2 of the 
Treaty of Lausanne, the Mosul question was left to be settled 
between the two parties concerned within a period of nine months 
after signature of the Treaty. Failing such a settlement the 
matter would automatically go to the League of Nations.

It seems as if Whitehall did not place very high the chances 
of a settlement between Britain and Turkey. The Turks were 
expected to promise the inhabitants of the vilayet 'a new heaven 
and a new earth'. To counter this, the British set as their aim 
'to frame a policy of counter-propaganda'. Even so, the Govern­
ment were undoubtedly very uneasy that the League of Nations 

would probably have an important role to play.
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CHAPTER SIX

Mosul oil and the settlement of Iraq's northern boundary 1923-1926

At Lausanne, nine months had been reckoned good measure for con­
cluding a bi-lateral settlement of the Mosul issue. True, certain 
officials like Hubert Young were convin ced that a period of six 
months would do just as well since they thought the Turks anti­
cipated defeat on the Mosul issue and therefore welcomed any de­
lay as a face-saving device. However, such illusions were soon 
destroyed. At the Qasim-Pasha conference, which lasted from 
May 19 to June 5 1924, the British and Turks again found them­
selves at daggers drawn. The British maintained their position 
that only corrections of the Armistice line of October 1918 were 
at issue. The Turks, relying on the proces-verbal of Lausanne, 
argued that the Mosul vilayet in its entirety was at stake. All 
efforts to negotiate a settlement eventuaUy fell through: both 
sides using propaganda and counter-propaganda, began to mobilise 
the ethnic confusion of the Mosul vilayet to their support.

Meanwhile at Whitehall, the Labour Party had assumed the reins 
of Government. The personnel of the departments which had been 
eager in pursuit of oil were suddenly confronted with the necessity 
of changing their tone and temper in the unfamiliar conditions of 
a Labour Government. As an indication of how a change in the 
recipient could alter the form, though not the substance, of an 
argument, we have as an instance the Middle East Department.
An element of uncertainty caused the Department to combine hesi­
tation with defiance when they used the line of argument which

1
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emanated from the Admiralty. As they surveyed the problems in­
volved in the settlement of the northern frontier, they urged 
strongly as on previous occasions that the question of the Mosul 
oilfields was relevant 'to the extent that, if the Mosul vilayet was 
returned to the Turks the oilfields.. .would, of course, pass wholly 
out of our control', f1) But in sharp contrast to their earlier assert 
ive arguments, the Department ended in a minor key, making the 
reservation that 'the point is one that must be mentioned in this 
connection. It is not suggested that it can, or ought to be regarded 
as a determining consideration'.

Much of the apprehension felt by the officials, who all stayed on 
in the Middle East Department when the Labour Government took 
office, sprang from the fact that once imperialist arguments fell 
on deaf ears, vote-catching problems like the Assyrian settlement 
lost all their force as arguments for territorial amalgamation be­
tween the Baghdad and Mosul vilayets. But fortunately for the im­
perialists, as well as for TPC concessionaires, the International 

Boundary Commission of the League of Nations began to realize, 
soon after their arrival on the spot, that whereas the remnants 
of people and ethnic minorities could be moved about, the hypo­
thetical oil deposits could not be transferred from one region to 
another but had to be exploited whereever nature had placed them.

1. The Mosul Oil and the TPC Concession in the deliberations of
the International Boundary Commission 

The impossibility of moving the oil deposits accounted for the im­
portant and indeed very involved part played by the TPC concession 
in the fate of the Mosul vilayet. In addition, the entanglement of 
the question of the boundary of northern Iraq with the TPC con­
cession was clearly discernible in the deliberations of the Mosul 
Boundary Committee. The three-man commission had been 
constituted in accordance with Curzon's 'cleft-stick' tactics. Bi­
lateral settlement of the Mosul issue not having been achieved, 
Britain, after the expiration of nine months, put the case to the 
League Council on August 6 1924. Some pressure had to be 
applied in order to make the Turks accept the Council as the sole 
and final arbitrator. When once the Turks had given way, the 
Boundary Commission was nominated. But fresh trouble occurred 
and delayed its departure for Mosul. A dispute between Britain 
and Turkey had arisen over definition of the actual location of 
the Armistice line - this having recently been upset by the
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movements of various Assyrian clans. An extra-ordinary session 
of the League Council was held in Brussels and the 'status quo' 
frontier, henceforth known as the Brussels line, was defined.

Meanwhile in the Middle East the whole question of oil, camou­
flaged as it was by political and ethnic pretexts, soon showed its 
real character. Now the problem of the TPC concession and its 
economic implications for the development of Iraq began to cause 
anxiety to the International Commission. Colonel Paulis, the Bel­
gian member of the Commission, did not mince matters when he 
put forward the view that Iraq's salvation depended upon a large 
and speedy influx of international foreign capital. He frankly 
told Henry Dobbs, High Commissioner at Baghdad, that he him­
self believed in Chartered companies for the development of back­
ward areas. He thought there should be in Iraq something like 
the Mozambique Company which had 80 per cent British capital 
and ran the whole of Mozambique, including the local army, al­
though the colony was nominally Portuguese. The Turkish Petrol­
eum Company would be even more than a good parallel for thanks 
to its widely international financial backing it would not only do­
minate the Iraq Administration but would also induce many powers 
to take an interest in the stability of the country. Viewed from 
this angle 'the question whether Iraq did or did not accept the 
Turkish Petroleum Concession would weigh very greatly with him 
and his colleagues'. Indeed, Dobbs has recorded no disagreement 
on the part of Count Teleki, the head of the Commission, who 
was also present at the conversation. Paulis, who knew a lot 
about oil and had interests in some Rumanian oil companies, made 
another fine calculation when he expressed his view that 'there 
was no other combination of oil interests in the world which could 
undertake the exploitation of the Mosul oil, as the pipe-line alone 
would cost El a foot! The oil business had indeed been discussed 
when the Commission stopped at Ankara to exchange views with 
the Turkish Government. The Turks had solemnly and officially 
assured the Commission that, if the Mosul vilayet were assigned 
to Turkey, they would give the concession to the Turkish Petrol­
eum Company; and this, as Paulis put it, 'would weigh heavily 
with the Commission in their considerations of the frontier ques­
tion'.

It is now clear that, in the language used by the Boundary 
Commission, the term 'frontier question' stood for the larger 
question of the fate of the entire Mosul vilayet. Indeed, the
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Commission seems to have considered its main task was to decide 
on the future interests of the Mosul vilayet rather than on the de­
lineation of an ethnically sound frontier between Turkey and Iraq.
It was the impression of Major Edmonds (one of the British of­
ficials in the entourage of the Commission and an expert on the 
Kurds) that the frontier question was made too dependent on the 
disposal of the Mosul vilayet, and not enough on the question of 
the limits within which Iraq could best attain economic, political, 
administrative and strategic stability. In February 1925 Henry 
Dobbs even informed Amery that Colonel Paulis had ’fallen under 
the influence of the French Dominicans at Mosul', and that it 
would no longer surprise him if in the end Paulis recommended 
that Mosul should be transferred to the French Mandate. W Im­

pressions and morsels of information like these were at the time 
being forwarded in great number to the Colonial Office. In fact, 
under pretence of security, British officials kept a close watch 
on the members of the Commission and insisted on 'helping' them 
with questionnaires, with hearings, and even arranged procedure 
for them. Not only were their personal records scrutinised; their 
every word, mood and idiosyncracy was also meticulously record­
ed and passed on to Whitehall. Of course, these measures reflect­
ed both the anxiety and the resentment that prevailed among of­
ficials on the spot and in the Middle East Department. They had, 
as Shuckburgh put it, 'to make the best of a bad job'.

While the Commission occupied itself in collecting the views of 
qualified representatives of each village and racial element of the 
population, its overriding concern was stiU to settle the TPC con­
cession before its recommendations about the frontier were sub­
mitted to the League of Nations. Count Teleki even went so far as 
to offer Dobbs his good offices 'to persuade the Iraq Government 

to sign the Turkish Petroleum Convention'. (®) Dobbs thus explain­
ed the motives of the Commission to Amery:

'Should both Iraq and Turkey agree, before Commission makes 
its recommendations in regard to the frontier, to grant con­
cession to TPC over vilayet of Mosul and Baghdad so far as 
Iraq is concerned and over Mosul so far as Turkev is con­
cerned, Commission will be able to argue that wherever 
frontier is fixed powerful oil interests will not be affected 
since they will enjoy concession over both vilayets in any 
case. If however the Iraq Government did not come to a 
decision until after frontier is fixed and a portion only of
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the vilayet is assigned to Turkey Iraq may be giving oil in re­
maining portion of Mosul vilayet or in Baghdad vilayet to some 
other company be able to ruin the whole of Turkish Petroleum 
plan. Accordingly for so long as Iraq has not granted concession 
Commission would feel that international oil interests would be 
opposed to the placing of Baghdad and Mosul under separate ad­
ministrations or to the division between Iraq and Turkey of the 
Mosul vilayet and the League of Nations might find it awkward 
to oppose these interests',

Dobbs suggested that the Convention to be signed by the Iraq 
Government should include a clause providing that the Convention 
should be 'null and void in the event of the whole of the Mosul 
vilayet not being assigned to Iraq'. This proposal, while rally­
ing American and French support for the British case in the fron­
tier question, was intended to prevent the Commission from re­
commending a partition scheme that gave the right bank of the 
Tigris to Iraq and the left bank to Turkey, thus ensuring that 
Iraq could not bar the oil from reaching the Mediterranean, f12) 
Unfortunately, Dobbs did not say how seriously such a scheme 
was contemplated by the Commission. Perhaps it was one of his 
own numerous conjectures, which were often subtle but frequently 
mere guesswork. But such proposals, even if based on mere ap­
prehension, reveal what was uppermost in the minds of men like 
Dobbs and officials of the Middle East Department who either 
shared his anxiety, or else dismissed the proposal as being too 
obviously designed to force the hands of the League of Nations 
Commission. ^13,14^ In the end Dobbs' proposal was rejected by 
the Foreign Office, which had to be consulted in all matters that 
affected the League.

2. The subjection of the Iraqi Government and the Oil Convention
of March 1925

The reasons underlying Whitehall's restraint were simple: the 
League of Nations Commission had to be made a success, there­
fore any complication likely to contribute to its breakdown was 
undesirable. The Commission was, in fact, a last resort of 
British policy in Iraq, the more so because the mandate period 
had by now been limited to four years. Therefore, the Boundary 
Commission's hand had not to be forced and neither had it (at 
least too obviously) to be used in the settlement of the TPC con­
cession. However, as it was still important to obtain the
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signed consent of the Iraq Government for the concession. Dobbs 
was instructed 'to bring the utmost pressure to bear to induce 
the Iraq Government to accept the arrangement proposed without 
further delay'. Judging from previous experience, 'utmost 
pressure' could mean anything short of an ultimatum from White­
hall or a dismissal of Faisal's Cabinet - two measures which had 
been suggested earlier. Yet for obvious reasons such high­
handed interference with the deliberations of the Iraqi Cabinet was 
unwise. Whitehall rightly feared that to dismiss even a few mini­
sters on grounds of opposition to the draft Oil Convention would 
bring about the resignation of the whole Cabinet, an event which 
in its turn, would inevitably cause the oil question to become the 
key issue of the new election in Iraq as well as adding grist to 
the mill of the British Government's critics at home.

Incidentally, it was partly for these reasons that Dobbs preferred 
a stem ultimatum. Yet he also had more complex motives. Like 
Cox and many of the British advisers, he shared the view that un­
less the nationalists were integrated into the political system there 
was no hope of stability once Britain withdrew from Iraq. There­
fore, the earlier there was a political showdown the better. He held 
that the nationalists ought to be made to follow the course set by 
the British, such as Britain herself had been forced to yield to the 
intransigence of the Americans. The Iraqi nationalists must not be 
allowed to evade their responsibility for facing an irreversible in­
ternational situation, not to whip up public resentment at hopes un­
fulfilled. Nor must Whitehall delude itself into believing that agree­
ment obtained from men of straw would be lasting. As Dobbs em­
phatically expressed it: 'I see no way without ultimatum in some 
form as only men of straw could be got to sign the Convention'.
Dobbs did not think about the bad effect that high-handed actions 
such as an ultimatum would have particularly in matters of oil, on 
public opinion and on the League of Nations - both of them in­
struments on which Britain had come to rely. His suggestion was 
reminiscent of Arnold Wilson's attitude in 1920, ie 'all or nothing'.

In contrast, Whitehall which in 1920 had had no definite policy 
for Iraq, was now in 1925 fully in the picture. They calculated that 
because the Iraqis felt as strongly about the retention of Mosul as 
they did about a profitable share in the TPC concession, the two ob­
jectives could not be made incompatible with each other. As for Iraq, 
the proceedings of a combined Anglo-American geological survey 
party which arrived on the spot in 1925 were an impressive
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demonstration of the intention of the two governments not to let 
any opposition stand in their way. Yet since they were more in­
terested in controlling the oil-bearing regions, and in the terri­
torial unification of the Mosul and Baghdad vilayets, than in the 
composition of the TPC, Whitehall tried to mediate between the 
Iraqi regime and the TPC. So whereas Dobbs had by February 
1925 been instructed to pursue a less tough line at Baghdad,
Amery, as Secretary of State for the Colonies, submitted a com­
promise proposal to TPC representatives in London. His 
suggestion to the TPC was to divide its shares into two categories,
A and B, the capital of the latter amounting to 20 per cent of the 
total capital. In other words, the capital hitherto issued should be 
increased by 20 per cent, in the form of new shares (the B shares) 
carrying no vote. These new shares were to earn interest in pro­
portion to the total dividends declared by the Company and charge­
able against royalties.

Amery's compromise proposal was distinguished from other ex­
isting suggestions in that the Iraq Government was to be given a 
aharg in the profits of the Company - a share which the TPC had 
never intended to give. It would seem that Amery's proposal over­
looked this point. It did not bridge the gulf between two widely dif­
fering interests: namely, (a) Iraq's desire to gear the development 
of its oil resources as a large scale revenue-raising enterprise to 
its total plans for economic and administrative development; and 
(b) the business arrangements of the TPC as they had been brought 
into line with the rates of British income tax. Amery was obviously 
concerned to dispel Iraq's suspicions about the TPC's commercial 
policy than willing to meet her demand to share in TPC policy­
making. Nevertheless the compromise did not command itself to 
the TPC. While giving the Iraqi Government the opportunity to 
prove that it was able to raise investment capital for buying B 
shares, it deprived the Company of its convenient and long-stand­
ing contention that Iraq, being neither a shareholder nor capable 
of all of raising the capital required, could have no say in the 
management of the Company.

Amery's compromise came to nothing. It was after this failure 
to persuade the TPC that on March 7, after consultations with the 
Board of Trade and the Foreign Office, he instructed Dobbs to 
bring the utmost pressure to bear on the Iraq Government. (22) Dobbs 
was to threaten that the British would bring the constitutional de­
velopment of the country to a halt. A week later, on March 14 1925,

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



156 NORTHERN BOUNDARY

Iraq signed the Oil Convention. Instead of obtaining a vote in the 
TPC's governing board, she was granted only the right to inspect 
the TPC's production plants and managerial bureaux.

As for the Mosul issue, by 1925 Iraq's signing of the TPC con­
cession was no longer the sole pre-condition of settlement. A 
further condition was the revision of the Protocol of April 1923 
by which Britain, then under severe financial strain and domestic 
pressure, had limited the period of her treaty with Iraq to four 
years after the ratification of peace with Turkey. The Mosul 
Boundary Commission, unconvinced that the Iraqi regime would 
be stable, stipulated that its recommendation to assign the Mosul 
vilayet to Iraq must depend on the extension of the period to 
twenty-five years. And while the Iraqis were mainly resolved to 
use this opportunity to procure the amendment of the burdensome 
Financial and Military subsidiary Agreements imposed on them 
under the provisions of the enforced unequal Anglo-Iraqi Treaty 
of October 1922, prolongation of the treaty period was an easy 
matter for the British.

In fact, the maintenance of Britain's special economic and po­
litical position in Iraq after the four year period had, from the 
start, been provided for in an apparently technical clause of the 
Protocol stating that nothing in the current agreement should 
prevent the negotiating of a fresh agreement. The settling of the 
TPC concession now revived the economic and financial motives 
which had originated this provision. It was the contingency fore­
seen by Churchill who, before May 1923, when out of office, had 
privately written to Devonshire:

'If things go well, there ought to be some return both indirect 
and direct in four years; and I certainly feel that in these 
circumstances we should have a special interest in the 
country secured to us. It would certainly be a pity faith­
fully to receive all the kicks and to reject any of the half­
pence when at last they arrive'/23)
Compared with the settlement of the TPC concession at Baghdad, 

the last stages leading to the final award of the Mosul vilayet to 
Iraq, in December 1925, were a mere postludium. Britain could 
camouflage the oil issue because the actual socio-religious com­
position of the population of the vilayet enabled her to make a 
cogent case on ethnic principles. Turkish deportations of Christ­
ians late in 1925 and the League inquiry through the Laidoner 
Mission confirmed this fact.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Agreement at last 1926-1928

1. Conflicting claims: C S Gulbenkian, the French and their
American rivals

The concession to the Turkish Petroleum Company as signed on 
March 14 1925 was forced upon the Iraqi Government. The con­
cession was ratified not by Parliament, but by the Iraqi Council 
of Ministers; and this was not because there happened as yet not 
to be any parliament but because the election and assembling of 
Iraq's first parliament was made to depend on the oil concessionfs 
first being settled.

In choosing this procedure the British Government had acted on 
its own. Admittedly, Whitehall had to a great extent been stampeded 
into action by the Turkish challenges over Mosul and in particular 
by the strong views which the International Boundary Commission 
took on the oil issue. Nevertheless, the British hoped that by cir­
cumventing the Iraqi Parliament they would be able to all intents 
and purposes to frustrate the nationalists and other dissident fac­
tions in their attempts to make the oil concession an election issue 
or a bargaining point. For the British rightly feared that if the con­
cession were debated at all in Parliament it might result in the wreck­
ing of the entire edifice of the Turkish Petroleum Company or else, 
as a preventive if not a retaliatory measure, in Parliament's being 
high-handedly dissolved. Rather than allow themselves to be confronted 
with this choice of evils, Whitehall preferred to step in and throttle 
Parliament in the first hour of its existence. For obvious reasons the
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160 AGREEMENT AT LAST

British Government had to steer clear of any situation that would
compromise its moral authority beyond repair, or which might incur 
the loss of Mosul. From this angle, and also in broader perspective 
Britain's ultimatum-like procedure decisively secured the integration 
of the Mosul vilayet into Iraq and, at the same time, won the con­
cession for the Turkish Petroleum Company.

Britain's course of action had increasingly come to be supported 
by the U S State Department and its favourite, the Standard Oil Com­
pany of New Jersey. Compared with this phalanx, trouble-makers 
like Lord Inverforth who buzzed around Turkish and Iraqi ministers 
trying to involve them in a showdown with Whitehall, were negligible 
quantities and did not need to be dealt with. Nevertheless, a 
variety of problems which came to a head in 1926 stood in the way of 
complete co-operation between Britain and America.

Amprican policy had been working towards a rapprochement with 
the British in the Middle East ever since 1922/23, when, owing to 
American pressure and to a combination of diplomatic factors, the 
British Government, at a conference in New York (April 1923), began 
to favour a convention on Middle East oil. They held that four basic 
conditions ought to rule all further proceedings. First, the Open Door 
principle as defined by the State Department. Secondly, from the 24 
plots that were selected from the concession area and opened for im­
mediate operation by the Turkis’. Petroleum Company, 10 per cent 
free oil was to be granted to the d'Arcy group as compensation for 
their surrendering half of the original holding of 50 per cent of the 
shares to the American oil consortium. Thirdly, Mr. Gulbenkian's 
5 per cent share interest was to be acquired and converted into an 
interest payable in cash or in kind, based on production of oil - by 
this means each majority group would be enabled to hold 25 per cent 
of the shares and voting rights. And fourthly, a working agreement 
was to be concluded with the object of dividing the crude petroleum 
obtained amongst the groups, in proportion to their holdings of shares? )

The details and the modes of application were left to negotiations that 
were continued in both London and Baghdad, behind the scenes of more 
overt diplomacy. By November 1924 a new agreement had been drafted 
which constituted a decisive departure from the 1923 convention.
Gulbenkian retained his 5 per cent share in the Turkish Petroleum Com­
pany. The Anglo-Persian Oil Company, the Royal Dutch/Shell group, and 
the Compagnie Francaise des Petroles each took up a 23j per cent share, 
leaving an equal share to the American consortium who, to the embarrass 
ment of all, agreed to accept this share only if a working agreement
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(condition No. 4) were arrived at which was satisfactory to themselves. 
Means for satisfying the Americans' demands were already included 
in the final provision by which the Turkish Petroleum Company, with­
in two years after signature of the concession by the Iraqi Government, 
was to select 24 plots of 8 square miles each for immediate oil work­
ing, leaving the remaining area to sublessees. As De Novo rightly ob­
served, 'the subleasing system was a deception - a tactical device to 
be scrapped when it had served to appease the State Department'. (4) 
According to Gulbenkian it was 'eyewash' for the Open Door. Indeed, 
at the time it looked like becoming a troublesome device. To the 
Americans the subleasing system seemed to imply the truth of their 
contention that the Turkish Petroleum Company's primary function 
would be to distribute cheap crude oil. This American anxiety surely 
indicates the true dimension of the Anglo-American contest over oil.
In the world oil business the American strength originated in what 
might be called a market monopoly. Originally confined to the North 
American continent it had gradually spread to Europe and in particular 
to the Far East. In contrast, the British strength was based on a 
production monopoly in the oil-bearing regions outside the United 
States, particularly in what the Americans later came to call the East­
ern Hemisphere. From the American point of view therefore, the 
British and in fact the TPC's challenge essentially consisted in an 
attempt at intruding into the distribution and supply lines as well as the 
price structure, of the world petroleum market, and American con­
trolled domain. The other way about, the British perceived of the 
American threat as an outright attack upon their production monopoly 
in the Eastern Hemisphere and in the Middle East in particular.

It is against this background, that Gulbenkan's worry must be seen. 
As his share was considered by him as his personal fortune which 
ought to entitle him to high profits, he rejected the American scheme 
oi containing the TPC to their 24 plots; he claimed that by his 5 per 
cent shareholding he was entitled to a proportional share in the oil 
of the entire area to which the 'self-denying ordinance' of the Turkish 
Petroleum Company applied. (This ordinance placed the partners under 
obligation to bid for concessions and to develop oil within the general 
area of the old Ottoman Empire - Kuwait and Nejd excepted - only 
through the Turkish Petroleum Company). Gulbenkian's second claim 
touched the core of the Turkish Petroleum Company enterprise; it 
amounted to claiming a proportional share in the total gains, ie profits 
from production, refining, transport and marketing.

On an abstract level, Gulbenkian's assertions kept the issue of Open
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Door versus self-denying ordinance alive. However, negotiations were 
not carried on at that level, and to be satisfied with abstract theory 
at this point would be an easy escape from the more difficult task of 
assessing the down-to-earth motives and compromises of the contend­
ing parties. On the surface it seems that Gulbenkian was the only 
trouble-maker. But the issue was more complex, and more than two 
parties were involved. The French were particularly tenacious. 
Gulbenkian’s claims, while arousing fierce opposition from the 
Americans, rallied support from the French, The French feared 
that the American sub-leasing system would lead to a deterioration in 
their over-all understanding with the British about the oil in the Middle 
East and the world which had been reached in the San Remo Agree­
ment of April 1920. In lacking the huge transport and marketing facil­
ities of the American Standard Oil Company and the Royal Dutch/Shell 
Group, which possessed de facto monopolies over large parts of the 
consumer market, they also feared that the profits made at their cost 
out of transport and marketing would be divided between themselves by 
the two giants.

2. British mediation and the Red-Line Agreement of April 1928 
Since the British Government had all the power it needed in Baghdad 
to ensure that its objectives became an integral part of Iraqi policy, 
there was certainly no better mediator than the British for settlement 
of the oil imbroglio. However, with her own objectives at stake 
Britain was necessarily partisan in her own interest. Her main ob­
jective - to retain physical control over the oil-bearing regions of 
Iraq - had already been secured by the prolongation of the Mandate 
over the next two decades. In contrast her second but no less im­
portant objective - obtaining for a British national group a prefer­
ential and controlling majority shareholding in. the Turkish Petroleum 
Company - had met with increasing failure. Taken together, by 1914 
the d’Arcy shares and those of the British 40 per cent holding in the 
Angle-Rayen Group (Royal Dutch/Shell) constituted a safe 60 per cent 
control of the Turkish Petroleum Company. By 1926 all that remained 
was half of the previous percentages, and by 1926 even this share in 
the oil enterprise in Iraq was in danger of further reduction.

At about this time the Americans, annoyed by Gulbenkian whom they 
regarded as British-inspired, cabled to London that America might 
well gain a proper share in Mesopotamian oil ’through other means than 
the Turkish Petroleum Company'. It did not help much that Stanley 
Baldwin, head of the Conservative Government, categorically asserted
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IRAQ AND THE RED-LINE AREA 
July 31, 1928
Reproduced from the Original Map

The dolled lino (on Ihe original map o red line) drawn 
on this mop is inlendod Io follow Ihe following lines:

A-B The frontier defined by the Treoly of Berlin of 13th 
July 1878 ond by the Treaty of San Stefano of 3rd 
Morch 1878.

B-C The frontier demarcated by the Turco-Persian Fron­
tier Commission in 1913-14 on Ihe basis of the 
Protocol signed at Constantinople on the 4(17) 
November 1913 excepting in sectors a-b ond c-d 
where the red line Is intended to follow the line of 
the previous de facto frontier described on pages 
139 ond 140 of the Minutes of the Frontier Com­
mission in a note dated Ihe l/14th October 1914 
by Ihe Russian and British Commissioners.

D-E The limit of Ihe territorial waters of the Arabian 
peninsula excepting the Sultanate of Kowell and 
the Forsan Archipelago.

E-F The Frontier defined by the Anglo-Turkish Conven­
tion of 1st October 1906.

F-G The red line is intended to follow the decision of 
the Conference of London on the 13th February 1914 
in execution of Article 5 of the Treaty of London 
of 17/30th May 1913 ond Article 15 of the Treaty 
of Athens of the l/14th November 1913.

G-H The frontier defined by the Treaty of Constanti­
nople on Ihe 16/29th September 1913.

H-A The limit of Ihe territorial waters of Turkey in the 
Black Sea.

Source: SONJ, Rees.
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the validity of the 1925 oil concession. The British recognised from 
their records an ominous precedent - those American threats which 
had put pressure on them years before, on the eve of the Lausanne 
Conference. Britain had to take action, and her action confirms what 
other writers have suspected: ie that 'at times...the major objective 
of the parties was "to pass the buck" for responsibility in reaching 
a settlement'. (8)

The French who backed Gulbenkian were a primary target for 
British scorn. In the light of French claims, a brief synopsis of the 
main incidents in British Government support of the Turkish Petrol­
eum Company will best show the two-fold purpose of Gulbenkian's 

opposition to American demands; such a synopsis can also help to put 
the Red-Line Agreement of 1928 into perspective.

The French were curtly told that their claim (according to which 
the Turkish Petroleum Company's concession had from the beginning 
been designed eventually to cover the entire Middle East) was a mere 
after-thought; similarly, that there was no foundation for the claim 
that Germany's 25 per cent share had been promised them during the 
war. The French made these claims in 1926 and 1927 in order to 
bolster up their demands for a share in the oil that was then al­
ready flowing from the Naft Khana fields in the transferred terri­
tories on the Iraqi-Persian border. The Foreign Office observed 
that Britain's support of the Turkish Petroleum Company had varied 
with the changing circumstances and had been the basis of aims that 
were only limited. In 1914 her support, since it was confined to the 
vilayets of Baghdad and Mosul, had not precluded the Government 
from pressing other British claims for oil, unconnected with the Turk­
ish Petroleum Company in Palestine and on the Farsan Islands.
Egypt, Kuwait and the transferred territories were exempted from 
the self-denying ordinance which was first thought of in those years. 
France could not figure as the natural successor of the defunct Ger­
man Empire in the Middle East for the comprehensive Anglo-French 
oil convention of the San Remo Agreement had different and limited 
objectives in view. The 1920 Agreement, and the reconstitution of 
the Turkish Petroleum Company, had been initiated by a French note 
of January 6 1919 whose proposals and demands were not agreeable 
to Whitehall, but, for a variety of reasons, the British Government 
decided to co-operate - otherwise the French might have • combined 
with the American consortium and with Shell, who were aiming at 
establishing control of European and Middle Eastern oilfields with 
Britain excluded. Further, Britain wanted to have a pipe-line
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from the Mesopotamian and Persian oilfields through French territory 
to the Mediterranean, and so the French had to be offered some com­
pensation for abandoning their claims to the Mosul vilayet. It was for 
these reasons that the German 25 per cent share in the Turkish Petro­
leum Company was transferred to the French; and this transfer cer­
tainly did not annul the provisions of 1914 by which Whitehall was 'free 
outside the limits of the Baghdad and Mosul vilayets, to support British 
applications for oil concessions'. Finally, by 1926, Whitehall consider­
ed French claims to be contradictory to what they were doing in Syria: 
Monsieur Baron's mission to Syria in the spring of 1925 to explore the 
oil possibilities of that country was enlisted as evidence that the legal 
claims must be a very recent concoction.

Indeed, the ulterior motive for France's support of Gulbenkian may 
have been to curb the eagerness of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company and 
the Royal Dutch/Shell to divide the Middle East between themselves. 
Before 1919 the two groups had already proposed to Whitehall that they 
should work independently in Iraq: by 1926 their designs to do the same 
outside Iraq must, at least for a short time, have appeared to find 
support in British policy. Suddenly, Gulbenkian seemed to be running 
into difficulties with the Americans rather than with the Government- 
controlled Anglo-Persian Company and Shell.

Unfortunately, there is not enough evidence available to give a clearer 
picture of the very intricate tug-of-war between the parties. Everything 
that we may infer thus remains guesswork. The two companies may 
have tried to hinder any rapprochement between the Americans and 
Gulbenkian, by causing more friction and increasing their mutual iso­
lation, in order to make Gulbenkian leave the Turkish Petroleum Com­
pany. Gulbenkian's claim to a proportionate share in the total profits of 
the oil enterprise was after all a dangerous precedent for eventual claims 
by the Iraqi and Persian Governments. By contrast, in Whitehall Gul- 
benkian's increasing claims were sometimes interpreted as shrewd tac­
tics - raising the price of compensation for his withdrawal from the 
Company. Yet this much is certain - the attempts of the British to me­
diate were aimed at depriving Gulbenkian of his strong French backing, 
and at finding a compromise formula acceptable to the U S State Depart­
ment.

Negotiations about the definition of business terms made more headway. 
Under the aegis of the British Government, they were led by the heads 
of the companies helped by their solicitors and attorneys: Teagle and 
Guy Wellman, head and representative of the American consortium, with 
Mr. Piesse as solicitor; Colonel Mercier, head of the French group;
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Waltons, the solicitors of Shell; Linklaters, solicitors of the Anglo- 
Persian, and Sir William McLintock, the attorney employed by Gul­
benkian. Together with Sir Warren Fisher, Permanent Secretary of 
the Treasury, Pineau and Cadman, respectively heads of the French 
and British Petroleum Departments, formed the clearing station.^)
By their common effort a formula was worked out in 1927 which 
couched the 'self-denying ordinance' in the terms of the sub-leasing 
system. By resorting thus to camouflage all the parties, foremost 
among them the U S State Department, showed their desire to bury
the tiresome question of the Open Door principle; and their last pricks 

of conscience were removed when, by October 1927, oil was struck 
at Kirkuk. Nine months later, after some regrouping in the American 
consortium, all the participants in the Turkish Petroleum Company 
signed the agreement which limited their activities to the area mark­
ed out on a French map by a red line, which included most of the 
old Ottoman Empire in the Arab Middle East, f14) The three most 
controversial points were settled as follows. The Compagnie Francaise 
des Petroles was henceforth to purchase Gulbenkian's share of crude 
oil at market value. In the 'competitive' bidding for offers of oil con­
cessions and selections of plots, the Turkish Petroleum Company was 
to have preferential rights of tender. In addition to the directors to 
be appointed by the groups of the Petroleum Company, the right of 
appointing one director was granted to the Government of Iraq.

3. Conclusions
To conclude so involved a tale, it seems desirable to sum up the role 
played by the hypothetical oil deposits in the extension of British con­
trol and influence over Iraq, including the Mosul vilayet. The influence 
of this oil, as has become evident, ran like a scarlet thread through 
the decision-making process in Whitehall, hi autumn 1918 it led to the 
military advance upon Mosul, and resulted in the integration of the 
Mosul vilayet into Iraq and in Iraq's being kept under British control 
in the aftermath of the Lausanne Conference. Strictly speaking, the 
influence of the oil, together with considerations which did not con­
flict with it, marked almost every stage of British policy-making. 
Hardly a ministry or an official either disagreed in the debate, or 
even wished to have any disagreement with the Admiralty's contention 
placed on record, when Committee resolutions or Cabinet decisions 
were made in which oil was involved

This absence of dissent supports the thesis that oil played a very 
important part in British Government policy towards Iraq. The
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powerful influence of oil can perhaps also be inferred from the fact 
that, in Cabinet and Committee meetings it took up less time than 
(for instance) the exposition of the Assyrian problem or the needs 
of a treaty with Iraq. Oil was not mentioned because it was always 
in mind.

Yet the brevity of reference to it may well have been connected 
with the complexity of the topic. The Admiralty view-point, which 
was relatively simple, could be presented in half the time required 
for expounding the .Turkish Petroleum Company's case. Further, the 
coincidence that all the assets of Empire were present together in 
one and the same country precluded any real option; there could be 
no real choice of priorities when British control over Iraq was 
strategically so important to their position in the Persian Gulf, to 
the security of the Persian and Iraqi oilfields and to the development 
of the air-route between Cairo and Karachi. Other considerations 
were that the water supply of the Upper Tigris for the irrigation 
schemes in Lower Iraq lay close to the oil-bearing regions, and 
that the Assyrians were settled very near the oil-wells north of 
Mosul.

All these issues could become interchangeable in argument, without 
necessitating any change of purpose and goal. It meant that one issue 
could be raised to camouflage various purposes which, although not 
really connected with it, nevertheless were in the fore front of the 
politicians' minds. The most glaring case of such camouflage was 
Hankey's advice to Balfour to gain control of the oil-bearing regions 
by arguing that it was necessary to secure the water supply for 
irrigation - that is, by using an argument more likely to appeal to 
the anti-imperialists and the humanitarian mind. This tendency to 
camouflage the more blatant imperialist intentions was a noteworthy 
feature of British policy. It was in a similar vein that, in January 
1923, Curzon wrote from Lausanne that he hoped also to dissipate 
the fumes of suspicion that had arisen in such noxious abundance from 
the still untapped oilfields in the Mosul area.

Statistics about the racial composition of the population of the vilayet 
of Mosul no doubt enabled Curzon to make a strong case on ethnic 
grounds, and to support it by pointing out how the trade from the 
various tribes and townships was orientated towards non-Turkish 
marketing centres. But it would be wrong to assume that the case 
which he made to the assembled conference at Lausanne was solely an 
ethnic one. While the statistics he held in his hand provide impressive 
evidence for the ethnic argument, oil was nevertheless a ruling
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criterion whenever a territorial concession to the Turks was con­
templated. For instance, in Curzon's frontier compromise in Dec­
ember 1922, the territory ceded contained no oil deposits. By 
September 1923, Devonshire was ready to suggest to Curzon a 
frontier-line which, while retaining Mosul town for Iraq, went 'a 
long way towards satisfying the Turkish claim for the retrocession 
of the Mosul vilayet'.' This was the 'Young-Meinertzhagen Line’, 
yet, although this proposal was contained in the draft Colonial 
Office letter to the Foreign Office, in the letter actually sent it 
was dropped, The influence which oil must have had in any 
delineation of a northern frontier for Iraq is obvious from the fact 
that the Young-Meinertzhagen Line was not drawn without hesitation. 
Meinertzhagen's hand in it was proof of its strategic implications, 
for Meinertzhagen was the military expert of the Middle East De­
partment. Yet the nature of the hesitations and the final apologetic 
tone about the proposal are revealing. The relevant draft paragraph 
ended:
'It is true that the area which would, under this proposal be 
ceded, to Turkey would include one or two localities, in which 
it would appear from the map enclosed with the Turkish 
Petroleum Company's letter T2 of August 17 that oil is likely 
to be found, but his Grace does not regard this as an insuper­
able objection. There might indeed be some advantages in 
allowing to Turkey the possibility of carrying out those pro­
visions of the Chester concession which relate to oil in the 
Mosul vilayet by placing under her control a portion of the 
vilayet in which oil is understood to be present'. 0-8)
When the Mosul question was finally settled by June 1926 and the

British position in Iraq had been consolidated both the Admiralty 
and the Turkish Petroleum Company found their respective interests 
well secured. True, oil did not begin to flow in commercial 
quantities until the late thirties, while large-scale production did 
not start until the fifties. But, as the evidence produced has made 
abundantly clear, oil was already a disturbing influence in the 
politics of Iraq and the Middle East in the period under survey 
here. In fact, so decisive was this disturbance that politics, by 
interfering with prospecting and concession-giving was almost the 
sole cause of the long delay in the flow of oil.

Finally, any full assessment of the impact that the oil-bearing 
regions of Iraq had on policy-making by virtue of their sudden im­
portance to the British Empire has also to take account of how the
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structures of political debate and decision-making influenced the 
presentation of the oil case to the Cabinet and to the public generally. 
Assessments of official policy are largely dependent on what filters 
into records and minutes of debates and decisions. The oil-bearing 
regions of Iraq were held as an imperial trust by the Committee on 
Iraq and its predecessors and the Middle East Department. These 
Government 'bodies' had developed their own instincts and senses. 
Accordingly, when it took decisions on the major issues of British 
policy in Iraq, the Cabinet acted much like a 'higher' living being, 
guided by complex instincts and a whole set of separate senses. But 
even in a hierarchy of senses, to draw fine distinctions between the 
'higher' and the 'lower' perception does not necessarily show accurate­
ly the comparative influence of each, hi other words the Foreign 
Office, which always regarded itself as a 'noble animal' because it 
dealt with sovereign states, usually tended to translate economic or 
purely strategic terms brought to its notice into terms of high 
policy, and debate them on that more abstract level. Only rarely 
was this process reversed and the language of high policy decoded.
Take for example the Foreign Office's apprehension about the Bol­
shevist menace in the East. Apprehension no doubt there was; but 
as they represented it, the gradual Bolshevist encroachment on 
the northern frontier of Persia portended first a Bolshevist alliance 
with the various nationalist movements from Afghanistan to Turkey, 
next the undermining of the Persian regime at Teheran, then the 
thrust to the Persian Gulf in an outflanking movement round the oil­
fields worked by the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, and finally the 
liquidation of the oil enterprise, which was controlled by the British 
Treasury, in Southern Persia. (19)

Thus when the Foreign Office referred simply to the menace of 
Bolshevism, it also felt the same concern as did the Admiralty when 
it spoke straight-forwardly of the necessity of physical control over 
oilfields and oil-bearing regions. Hidden by a smoke-screen of 
'ulterior' motives such as Turkish atrocities or Bolshevik menace, 
George Nathaniel Curzon could pretend to be honest even when mis­
leading public opinion by his statement in August 1924 in The Times 
'that oil had not the remotest connection with my attitude or with that 
of His Majesty's Government on the Mosul question or the Iraq question 
or the Eastern question in any aspect'. ^°) similarly, once the imperial 
requirement of physical control over the oil-bearing regions, drilling 
stations and pipe-lines terminals was secured, and Britain was re­
presented in the actual production of oil, the Government, as in the
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struggle between Gulbenkian and the Americans, could limit its 
intervention to a strictly mediatory role while at the same time 
holding its mailed fist in reserve for occasions of internal unrest 
or of war.

NOTES TO CHAPTER SEVEN

1. See Chapt V p 138
2. Cf Shwadran pp 233-237. A very good Synopsis of the ne­

gotiations for American Participation in the Turkish Petroleum 
Company is included in CO 730/100/(E8197/43/65).

3. Ibid
4. J DeNovo, American Interests p 200
5. See footnote 2, Synopsis of the negotiations for American 

Participation
6. Cf p 118
7. Foreign Relations of the US 1925, vol n pp 239-245. Of course, 

the Americans earlier had tried the same, cf Gibb and Knowlton, 
p 293.

8. J DeNovo, American Interests, p 198
9. Memorandum by the Foreign Office on French Govt's claim to 

oil rights in Iraq, Nov 1926, CO 730/100/21136, p 6
10. Ibid, Memorandum p 5
11. This note referred to the Berenger-Long negotiations, see A de 

Fleuriau (Ambassade de France en Angleterre) to Balfour, 6 
Jan 1919, copy in CO 730/100/21136

12. See footnote 9 memorandum p 5
13. The intricacies of these negotiations and Gulbenkian's position 

are set out in a letter by Gulbenkian, followed by a memorandum 
and sent to W Tyrrell, the Permanent Under Secretary of State 
for Foreign Affairs in London, 11 July 1926, CO 730/100/21136

14. The American group, known as the Near East Development 
Corporation was constituted as follows:

Share of the 23j% interest
Atlantic Refining Company
Gulf Oil Corporation
Pan American Petroleum Transport Co 
Standard Oil Company (New Jersey)
Standard Oil Company of New York 
according to Gibb and Knowlton, vol n p 306. 
See Appendix m

16| per cent 
16§ per cent 
16§ per cent 
25 per cent 
25 per cent

15.
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16. Draft of letter from the CO to the FO, Sept 1923, CO 730/ 
66/17369, marginal note thereon by H Young, 14 April 1924.

17. The border-line should leave the Tigris at its junction with 
the Khabai Su, following the thalweg of that river to the 
neighbourhood of longitude 45, passing thence between Ghara 
Dagh and Amadiah to the junction of the Greater Zab river and 
the Rowanduz Chai; thence leaving Rowanduz to Turkey and Rania 
to Iraq. See footnote 16.

18. Ibid
19. See p 6
20. See p 130
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EPILOGUE

The story of the Middle East oil in its production phase has 
found so many authors that the fate of the Iraq Petroleum 
Company until it was nationalised oh July 1 1972 under the 
rulership of Hassan Bakr, can easily be read up. Here it 
seems appropriate to go back again to the broader perspective 

of the study and put the oil issue into its proper place be­
sides the other problems which, at the time, confronted 
British imperial policy in Iraq and the Middle East.

Iraq entered the League of Nations on October 3 1932. Of 
all the mandates under Article 22 of the Covenant, it was the 
first to reach formal independence. Thus the year 1928 with 
which this study has ended, was a midway mark. Nevertheless, 
it is sufficiently advanced to allow a panoramic view. Terri- 
toriaUy, the stakes by which the desired boundaries had been 
pegged out during and after the war had been weU secured to 
mark Iraq's proper borders. This applies particularly to Mo­
sul. Politically and socially, however, everything remained 
in turmoil and a new pattern was slow to take shape. The 
various Government institutions were no more than seismo­
meters, carefully placed on the ground and secured by the 
politico-military presence of the mandatory power. (2) Basic­
ally, these institutions were still only show pieces, to be fed 
with pre-fabricated results or manipulated data at critical 
moments of the experiment. Significantly, political parties 
tended to dissolve at the death of their founders and leaders,
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■while in the Cabinet deposed or defeated premiers were made 
Ministers of the interior or Finance by those who had defeated 
them for the premiership. All this shows how limited was the 
personnel available for top-level office, and, generally speaking, 
reveals a situation in which loyalties swiftly changed from one 
person or prominent politician to another. For those facing, the 
task of transforming the almost absolute loyalty bonds of kin­
ship and tribe into a new national cohesion, one of the major 
problems still to be solved was undoubtedly the amalgamation of 
the levies, recruited from the politically very conscious minor­
ities of the north, with the bulk of the Iraqi Army. The Kurds 
in particular, who, until the Mosul settlement, had been kept in 
a 'revolutionised state' by the British as a means of warding off 
the Turkish menace, were likely to form the largest obstacle to 
the successful end of such an undertaking.

Imperially, Iraq was fast being transformed from a costly charge 
into a pivotal point for the Empire's air communications with the 
East, and a strategic base and reserve for the protection of the 
Admiralty's oil-tap at Abadan and on the Mediterranean. As for 
the oil deposits of Iraq and their role in Britain's imperial (defence) 
strategy, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company's share in the Iraq Petrol­
eum Company did not yet figure by tonnage on the charts and routine 
war-map exercises of the Committee of Imperial Defence: the oil­

fields were still untapped, or only just being tapped, and the Com­
mittee preferred the latest annual figures in their yearly statistics. 
However, in 1928 the oil situation in the potential war theatres to 
the east and west of Suez was being studied in relation to certain 
possibilities: America might become either a bad neutral, who 
might turn off the supply from her direction, or else a good neutral 
from whom oil supply would continue to flow; and the quality of the 
Iraq oil compared favourably with that of Persia. Further, the com­
position of the Iraq Petroleum Company concession was scrutinized 
and the capacity of its pipe line to the Mediterranean port of Haifa 
assessed. It was observed with satisfaction that 10 per cent of the 
oil lifted in Iraq went to the Anglo-Persian Oil Company and that, 
because the remainder was distributed in proportion to the shares 
held by the various groups, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company would 
receive altogether 30 per cent of the oil lifted by the Iraq Petroleum 
Company. Furthermore it was stressed that the Iraq Petroleum Com­
pany was, by contract, only entitled to 70 per cent of the carrying 
capacity of the pipe line, and had to pump oil for any other under-
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taking working oil in Iraq within the scope of the remaining 30 per 
cent of line capacity. Altogether, the Committee of Imperial De­
fence reckoned that it might secure about 50 per cent of the crude 
oil delivered to Haifa, amounting to a maximum of 3 million tons, 
within about fourteen days' sea-carriage of the British Isles.

In another way, too, Iraq was already involved in the machin­
ations of power politics. Of course ( and this is very significant) 
the fulcrums of the imperialist powers had changed in kind and in 
size. In the Middle East and elsewhere Britain and France were 

now asserting their power and their strategic positions under the 
pretence of nursing and protecting an infant nation state. The 
Christian minorities, it seemed, were losing this traditional func­
tion; they were ceasing to be the favourites of the power interests. 
Of all of them, the Assyrian Christians experienced this loss of 
patronage in the bloodiest way. In view of their fate, ground be­
tween the mill-stones of Turkish and Iraqi nationalisms now en­
gaging in a new kind of power politics, it seems inappropriate to 
characterise as obsolescent the standards of the previous century 

. during which they had received protection. It is true that with a 
little luck the Assyrians might have been persuaded to emigrate 
to Australia. Nevertheless, whether accident or not, their fate is 
a symbol of the 'randomness' which is inevitable when the greater 
powers choose their wards and trusts with purely utilitarian motives, 
In the light of the new patronage of the imperialist powers, and of 
the survival of their methods after the war, the League's failure 
to set up a permanent and efficient minority commission may be 
seen as more than accident. But could there be divided patronage 
for nation-states and minorities? In the Middle East, the answer 
to this question depended in our judgement, on whether the inter­
national organization of the League together with the internationalism 
of Islam would prevail over sectarian politics and the particularism 
of national states. In the light of the apprehensions in British of­
ficial circles about Russia, it was more than doubtful whether such 
an amalgamation could be made to work. As an assessment made 
in 1925 reads;

'The future holds out little or no prospect of alleviation, for 
Russian political thought can hardly be expected to move to 
the left, whereas it may well move to the right; and if the 
ostensible internationalism of today disappears, it can only be 
replaced by the open acquisitiveness of a former age. Nor is 
this all; the eclipse of Germany and the dismemberment of
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the Austro-Hungarian Empire have pro tanto removed two healthy 
checks on the Russian appetite, especially where Turkey is con­
cerned. ..It is the Empire's interests to prop up a whole row 
of buffer States and these States, of course with infinite ter­
giversations, blackmail, and playing off of north against south 
will nevertheless come to recognise that on their national ex­
istence the British influence must exercise a preservative and 
the Russian a corrosive effect'.
This is the cordon-sanitaire idea for the Middle East as it had 

emerged very early in Mark Sykes' comprehensive visions and was 
to materialize thirty years later in the short-lived Baghdad Pact. 
But both now and then lasting attainment of this objective of British 
imperial policy was frustrated by the politico-religious nationalism 
with its two facets of pan-Arabism and Islamic idealism. These 
movements were the root cause of the Empire's dilemma in the 
Middle East. As it turned out, their power to attract the nations 
of the Middle East was also destined to endanger their political 
existence. Meanwhile, to put it in a nutshell, from an imperial 
point of view Iraq settled down after 1928 to become a dormant 
British asset, which could be capitalized in the interest of imperial 
strategy whenever need arose.

NOTES TO EPILOGUE

1. Besides Longrigg and B Shwadran, whose works on oil have 
been quoted, see also G Lenczowsky, Oil and State in the Middle 
East New York 1960; C Issawi and M Yeganeh, The Economics 
Of Middle Eastern Oil, New York 1962; Mikdashi, A Financial 
Analysis of Middle Eastern Oil Concessions 1901-1965, London 
1966; G W Stocking, Middle East Oil, A Study in Political and 
Economic Controversy, Vanderbilt Universiry Press, 1970. See 
also Jean-Jacques Berreby's oil-letters New Middle East, 1970, 
1971. For an assessment of the French stake in the national­
isation of the I P C of L'lrak. De nombreux prejets inter- 
essants pour les societes francaises, Moniteur du Commerce 
International, Paris, No 1191 (14 Sept 1972). - This is of course 
only a selection.

2. See e g Draft Report of Amery's visit to Iraq from 19 March to 
15 Anril 1925: "If the writ of King Faisal runs effectively through 
his kingdom, it is entirely due to British aeroplanes. It would be
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idle to affect any doubt on that point. If the aeroplanes were 
removed tomorrow, the whole structure would inevitably fall 
to pieces. Any locally raised forces without assistance from 
the air would not maintain internal order or resist external 
aggression... So long as the Royal Air Force stays, Great 
Britain will have to pay a part, if not all, of its cost. I 
think that it will be possible to justify this expenditure on 
Imperial grounds quite irrespective of any obligations that 
we may have incurred towards Iraq. Iraq affords a splendid 
training ground for the Royal Air Force, Baghdad, so far as 
one can foresee, is likely to always be a pivotal point in our 
air communications with the East". CO 730/82/22162. See al­
so letters between Dobbs and Devonshire of 29 Nov 1923 and '
10 Dec 1923 as well as a lengthy minute thereon by H Young 
of 5 Dec, CO 730/43/60034, CO 730/43/58636.

3. For the disruptive effect which this state of affairs had on 
the formation and frequency of Cabinets, see M Khadduri, 
Independent Iraq: A Study in Iraqi Politics since 1932, London 
1951, pp 29-30.

4. This factor, in part, accounts for the trouble between Kurds 
and Arabs soon after the achievement of independence in 1932.

5. The following sensational flights may be recalled to attract 
attention to the general air enthusiasm in those years: First 
Non-Stop Atlantic Flight by Alcock & Brown, 14-15 June 1919: 
First England-Australia Flight 12 Nov-10 Dec 1919: First 
Zeppelin Flight from Europe to USA by Dr Eckener in 1924: 
West-East trans-Atlantic Flight by Lindbergh in 1927.

6. See Committee of Imperial Defence - Oil Board, CAB 50/9,
OB(SG) Series; also C I D Sub-Committee on the Protection 
of the South Persia Oilfields, CAB 16/62

7. R Lindsay to Austen Chamberlain, 16 Oct 1925, CO 730/86/50803
8. One could take the view that this dilemma was a conflict in ideo­

logies; in fact men such as Milner, Kerr, the young Toynbee and 
many others seemed to look at the Islamic East as still being on 
the level of Auguste Comte's metaphysical stage of the develop­
ment of mankind, cf also the Inter-Departmental Committee on 
Eastern Unrest, Report on Pan-Islamism and the Caliphate, 4 
July 1924, FO 371/11066, E 5753. Members were: Sir Vernon 
Kell (Chair), S F Muspratt (WO), J W Hose (IO), G L M Clauson 
(CO), H J Seymour (FO), J F C Carter (Scotland Yard).
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APPENDIX I

Mark Sykes, First Half of 1918

Our Position in Mesopotamia in relation to the Spirit of the Age
Our position in Mesopotamia if judged by pre-war standards is 
sound. Our armed forces are quite able to hold the ground. The 
population is tranquil. Our rule is popular. Our relations with 
the surrounding tribes are exceedingly friendly. If America had 
not come into the war, if the Russian revolution had not taken 
place, if the idea of no annexations had not taken root, if the 
world spirit of this time was the world spirit of 1887, there would 
be no reason why we should take any steps to consolidate our po­
sition against a peace conference, it would be good enough.

However, we have to look at the problem through entirely new 
spectacles, Imperialism, annexation, military triumph, Prestige, 
White men's burden's, have been expunged from the popular po­
litical vocabulary, consequently Protectorates, spheres of interest 
or influence, annexations, bases etc, have to be consigned to the 
Diplomatic lumber-room.

If Britishers are to run Mesopotamia we must find up to date 
reasons for their doing so and up to date Formulae for them to 
work the country on. We shall have to convince our own Democracy 
that Britishers ought to do the work and the Democracies of the 
world as well.

Now the facts of the case are as follows:
(i) Mesopotamia is one of the potential store-houses of fuel and

food for the world. If it is properly developed the workers of
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the world will be better fed and warmer than if it is not.
(ii) The Turks if they have Mesopotamia will not develop it, and 

will only allow others to develop it in order to increase their 
own military power, since the Turk will remain militarist 
Imperial when even Prussia is Pacificist.

(iii) The Mesopotamian peoples cannot develop the country them­
selves, there is no possibility of evolving an immediate 
government out of four or five hen like municipal oligarchies, 
a collection of riparian brigands and a fringe of Patriarchal 
nomads.

These are three strong reasons why some body should run the 
country. However a Modem Democrat would argue that if any one 
is to run the country it must be run in such a way that-
(i) Its development should not be for the benefit of Capitalistic 

groups.
(ii) Its development should not add to the military power of those 

who run it.
(iii) Its development should not impede the political liberty of the 

inhabitants.
If any one or all three of these desiderata cannot be secured then 

Anarchy and no development is preferable.
If we are to run Mesopotamia we must satisfy our own Democracy 

and World Democracy that there is a real guarantee that these three 
fundamentals will be the actual basis of our administration.

In order to establish this conviction we must be in a position to 
show-
(i) That the Mesopotamian peoples as a whole would prefer our 

provisional administration either to a return of the Turks or 
the immediate establishment of an independent state in Meso­
potamia.

(ii) That our provisional administration not only has the consent of 
the governed but is the fore-runner of actual independence.

(iii) That our provisional administration is not based on a system of 
Commercial monopoly.

I believe that this can be done provided that we take steps now
(a) to prepare the ground in Mesopotamia and (b) elaborate a scheme 
of provisional administration which we can present as a reasonable 
solution of the problem.

With regard to (a) it is not difficult to see how we are to work.
(i) The Christians and Jews should be prompted to demand a per­

petuation of our administration as security against possible
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reprisals by the returning Turks. This can be worked through 
the Zionists and Armenian Committee.

(ii) We should subvention the greater Bedawi chiefs of the desert.
(iii) We should encourage trade at Baghdad so as to get the mer­

cantile classes to feel that if we departed their property would 
be in danger.

(iv) We should encourage the amenities of civilization as much as 
possible, by municipal lighting, water, trams etc,

(v) We should see that there is plenty of employment.
(vi) We should subvention an Arab press on Nationalist lines, which 

would always hold up the Turks to odium and us as protectors 
of Arab Nationalism.

(vii) We should start an Arab Nationalist party recruited from the 
Urban Intelligensia and promote its members to official po­
sitions.

(viii) We should start an Education department and as many schools 
as possible, based on Arab Nationalism.

(ix) We should if possible form a strong local Committee of in­
vestigation for the purpose of elaborating in consultation with 
us a future regime.

(x) We should work all the elements viz: the people who want jobs 
viz: the intelligensia, the people who want security of life and 
property viz: merchants, Christians and Jews, the people who 
want low taxation and no military service viz: the settled 
peasantry, the people who want position, viz: the notables, along 
converging lines which all lead up to a native state under British 
tutelage.

With regard to (b) we should -
(i) Investigate the possibility of getting the United States of America 

to propose that we should, provided the people of Mesopotamia 
desire it, assume on behalf of the nations of the Entente res­
ponsibility for establishing a provisional regime in Mesopotamia 
for a period of twenty-five years, with the object of setting up
a self governing and independent state in Mesopotamia at the end 
of twenty-five years.

(ii) At the end of the term of twenty-five years, the future of Meso­
potamia to be decided by such International authority as may exist.

(iii) That our tutelage should be limited by the open door commercially 
and by international guarantee of security from invasion from a 
military point of view. No troops other than internal order troops 
to be maintained there, provided no possible enemy troops on
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frontier.
(iv) During our twenty-five years trusteeship we should at stated 

terms report progress of administration of such International 
authority as may exist.

M. Sykes
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APPENDIX TWO

Budgets for the years 1924/25 and 1925/26 with a rough selection 
of the more important items. Figures are taken from the annual 
Administrative Reports as they were written by Gertrude Bell for
the Permanent Mandates Commission of the League of Nations. 
Currence in lakhs of Rs: one lakh = 100.000 rupees = ca. L7. 000

1924/25 Revenues 1925/26
Estimates Actuals Items

Taxes on Natural
Produce

Estimates Actuals

109.50 111.36 a) agriculture
b)

113.45 145. 74

150. 05 152. 92 total 149. 90 183.10

234. 58 249. 00 Customs&Excise 243. 63 253. 72

509. 97 527.33 Grand total 533.52 581.02

Expenditure

55.17 17. 09 Public Debt 37.64 17. 34

48. 05 42. 68 Interior 41.39 39.54

70. 54 70.43 Police 78.02 76.71

21.99 19.36 Health
Education:

20.17 19.48

2.75 2.36 Ministry 2.08 2.14
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Expenditure

19. 93 18.97 Schools 20. 72 20. 65
118.26 97. 74 Defence 143.83 142. 07
14.50 13.59 Justice 13.20 12.98

• • • • .... .... • • • • ....

575.59 464.86 Grand Total 556.50 513. 38

Except for the high expenditure on Defence and Police this survey
hardly corresponds to the budgetary situation as it crops up in the 
numerous notes of complaint from Baghdad. Actually, the distri­
bution of sterling subsidies which P Ireland mentions on p 411, 
footnote 1, for the year 1927, was preceded by some financial 
transactions in 1926. They amounted to a grant-in-aid to the Iraqi 
army of 12 lakhs for the current financial year and 18 lakhs for 
the next, plus a reduction of claim in respect of transferred as­
sets by 18 lakhs. These were measures to mitigate the worse 
effects of the slight economic depression, cf Bourdillon to Amery, 
7 Jan 1926; Amery to Bourdillon, 11 Jan 1926, CO 730/92; also 
Longrigg p 163.
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appendix three

Data on the ethnic and religious composition of the people living 
in the Mosul vilayet. The figures are taken from a Memorandum 
drafted by Bernard Bourdillon in August 1924 and sent to Eric 
Drummond of the League of Nations to Geneva, CO 730/66/39525.

Division Arabs Kurds Turks Christians Jews Total

Mosul 170. 663 179.820+ 14.895 57.425 9. 665 432.468
Arbil 5.100 77.000 15. 000 4.100 4.800 106. 000
Kirkuk 10. 000 45. 000 35. 000 600 1.400 92. 000
Sulaimani 152.900 1. 000 100 1.000 155. 000

Total 185.763 454.720 65.895 62.225 16.865 785.468

+ including 30, 000 Yezidis
The figures used by the Turks were as follows, CO 730/67, Geneva, 
Sept 16 1924.
Division Kurds Turks Arabs Yezidis Non-Musulmans Total
Sulaimani 62. 830 32.960 7.210 - - 103.000
Kirkuk 97. 000 79.000 8.000 - - 184. 000
Mosul 104. 000 35.000 28.000 18.000 31.000 216. 000

Total 263.830 146. 960 43.210 18.000 31.000 505. 000
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Monograph No. 3

Export Performance & Economic
Development in the Sudan 1900-1967
by Adel Amin Beshai

This work makes three important contribu­
tions : it is the first to collect massive data on the 
Sudanese economy; its subject matter is an 
important contribution for a study of the Sudan; 
it is also a contribution to the literature on trade 
and development in general.

Monograph No. 4

Britain in Iraq 1914-1932
by Peter Sluglett

This is the first comprehensive history of 
British policy in pre-independent Iraq. It is based 
on unpublished sources in London and Delhi, 
and makes particular use of the records of the 
Baghdad High Commission which have not 
been exploited before. The book deals exten­
sively with the workings of the mandate relation­
ship and its effects upon political institutions in 
Iraq.

Monograph No. 5

British Policy in Mesopotamia 1903-1914
by Stuart A. Cohen

British imperial interests in Iraq during and 
after the First World War are well known and 
have often been studied. But what of British 
policy towards the Mesopotamian provinces of 
the Ottoman Empire before 1914?

In this well-documented study Stuart Cohen 
provides the first coherent account of growing 
British interest in these provinces, in which the 
defence of India, commercial considerations, the 
protection of Shia Muslim pilgrims and fear of a 
German-dominated Berlin to Baghdad railway 
all had a vital role to play. This book is essential 
reading not only for an understanding of the 
making of British policy towards the Arab 
provinces of the Ottoman empire but also of the 
last days of Turkish rule in Iraq itself.
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St Antony’s Middle East Monographs

The Modern Egyptian Novel
by Hilary Kilpatrick £$35

Capital Formation in Egyptian Industry & Agriculture 
1882-1967 by Samir Radwan £4.95

Export Performance & Economic Development in 
Sudan 1900-1967 by Adel Amin Peshai £6.50

Britain in Iraq 1914-1932
by Peter Sluglett

British Policy in Mesopotamia 1903-1914
by Stuart Cohen £6.50

Imperial Quest for Oil: Iraq 1910-1928
by Helmut Mejcher

Ithaca Press
13 Southwark Street London SEi iRQ

Institut Kurde de Paris

IKPLIV107715
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