
The Great Powers and the End of the Ottoman Empire



The Great Powers and the End of
the Ottoman Empire

Edited by

MARIAN KENT
Deakin University

FRANK CASS

LONDON



First published in Great Britain in 1984 by George Allen & Unwin Ltd.

This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2005.

“To purchase your own copy of this or any of Taylor & Francis or Routledge’s
collection of thousands of eBooks please go to www.eBookstore.tandf.co.uk.”

This second edition published in 1996 in Great Britain by
FRANK CASS & CO. LTD

Newbury House, 900 Eastern Avenue, London IG2 7HH, England
and in the United States of America by

FRANK CASS
c/o ISBS, 5804 N.E. Hassalo Street, Portland, Oregon 97213–3644

Second edition copyright © 1996 Marian Kent

British Library Cataloguing in Publication data
Great Powers and the End of the Ottoman

Empire.—New ed
I. Kent, Marian

327.5604

ISBN 0-203-98836-1 Master e-book ISBN
ISBN 0-7146-4154-5 (paper)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data
The great powers and the end of the Ottoman Empire/

edited by Marian Kent.–2nd ed.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references (p.) and index.
ISBN 0–7146–4154–5 (pbk.)

1. Eastern question (Balkan) 2. Europe-Foreign relations-Turkey.
3. Turkey- Foreign relations-Europe. 4. Europe-Foreign relations–1871–1918.

5. Europe-Foreign relations–1918–1945. 6. Great Powers. I. Kent, Marian.
D465.G753 1995 327.5604–dc20 95–21912 CIP

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior

permission of Frank Cass & Co. Ltd.



Contents

page

 Preface to the Second Edition  v

 Preface  vi

 Map I The Ottoman Empire in its Final Decade  

 Map II Railways in the Ottoman Empire 1914  

 Introduction  1

1 The Late Ottoman Empire
Feroz Ahmad

 5

2 The Habsburg Monarchy and the Ottoman Empire, 1900–18
F.R.Bridge

 31

3 Italy and the End of the Ottoman Empire
R.J.B.Bosworth

 51

4 Russia and the End of the Ottoman Empire
Alan Bodger

 73

5 Germany and the End of the Ottoman Empire
Ulrich Trumpener

 107

6 France and the End of the Ottoman Empire
L.Bruce Fulton

 137

7 Great Britain and the End of the Ottoman Empire, 1900–23
Marian Kent

 165

 Bibliography  199

 Index  213

viii

ix



Preface to the Second Edition

Since The Great Powers and the End of the Ottoman Empire went out of print some years ago
there has been continued demand by scholars and students for a reissue. This second edition
responds to that demand. As neither those who contributed to the first edition of this volume
nor those who reviewed it have wished any substantive amendments to be made to it, it
remains essentially as when first published in 1984.

Of the many excellent works in related fields that have appeared since the volume first
went to press, a few ought to be mentioned here. Among broad works on policy and
diplomacy of the First World War, David Stevenson’s The First World War and International
Politics (Oxford, 1988) should be noted. On European economic penetration in the
Ottoman Empire readers would find the following helpful: Roderic H.Davison’s Essays in
Ottoman and Turkish History, 1770–1920: The Impact of the West (Austin, Texas, 1990), evket
Pamuk’s The Ottoman Empire and European Capitalism 1820–1913: Trade, Investment and
Production (Cambridge, 1987) and Donald Quataert’s Social Disintegration and Popular
Resistance in the Ottoman Empire 1881–1908: Reactions to European Penetration (New York,
1983). On Italian imperial ambitions attention should be drawn to Marta Petricioli’s L’Italia
in Asia Minore: equilibrio mediterraneo e ambizioni imperialiste alla vigilia della prima guerra
mondiale (Florence, 1983). Thomas Child’s Italo-Turkish Diplomacy and the War over Libya
1911–1912 (Leiden, 1990) might also be mentioned. Shedding light on German-Turkish
relations during the war, Ulrich Trumpener’s article, ‘Suez, Baku, Gallipoli: The Military
Dimensions of the German-Ottoman Coalition, 1914–1918’, appeared first in Keith
Neilson and Roy A.Prete (eds), Coalition Warfare: An Uneasy Accord (Waterloo, Ontario,
1983) and later in Bela Kiraly and Nandor Dreisziger (eds), East Central European Society in
World War One (New York, 1985). One important work on French diplomacy that should
be mentioned is M.B.Hayne, The French Foreign Office and the Origins of the First World War
1898–1914 (Oxford, 1993). Finally, on Britain’s imperial activities in the Middle East at
this time there is my own Moguls and Mandarins: Oil, Imperialism and the Middle East in British
Foreign Policy, 1900–1940 (London, 1993).

Marian Kent
Geelong, 1994



Preface

This volume originated some years ago in informal discussions among the three Australian
contributors on European activities in the Ottoman Empire. Each of these contributors was
engaged in university teaching and research in his or her particular Power’s interests in the
Ottoman Empire. It seemed a useful idea to consider an even wider co-operative venture
in a formal publication bringing together specialists on the interests and activities of all the
European Great Powers in the Ottoman Empire. This book is the end product of that idea.

Such activities by the European Great Powers have often been considered to be the cause
of the Ottoman Empire’s collapse after the First World War. It seemed desirable, therefore,
to examine this belief in the context of a comparative, factual study, the product of precise
research based on the widest range of archival and other sources. In such a way an informed
and balanced answer could be attempted. The book aims primarily at the specialist reader,
whether researcher or undergraduate. It is, none the less, hoped that it might be interesting
and valuable to a wider readership.

In order to produce a work of original research that would provide authoritative and up-
to-date interpretations of the subject fairly tight limits of time-scale were needed to give
the work a manageable size and integrated form. The book follows a clear overall theme.
At the same time the individuality of the separate chapters has been preserved, through
each contributor pursuing an individual theme based on the particular national concerns of
his or her Great Power. Cross-referencing helps the reader make comparisons among the
chapters as he proceeds, and each chapter attempts to draw a conclusion on the relative
responsibility of that Power for the fall of the Ottoman Empire.

In putting together the individual conclusions a consensus does emerge. The spreading
of the exact proportions of responsibility will, however, inevitably involve some weighing
up by the reader. It would appear clear, nevertheless, that responsibility must be shared,
both among the Great Powers and between them and the Ottoman Empire itself. The
vicious circle postulated in the first chapter seems a valid concept.

One matter that should be mentioned here is that of spelling. As anyone familiar with
this field knows, there are wide variations in the spelling of places and personal names of
this part of the world. The contributors have decided not to standardise these spellings.
Each is writing from the standpoint of his or her particular Great Power and therefore it
seemed appropriate to retain the forms of spelling (or of their anglicisation) normally
occurring in the contemporary documentation of the individual Powers. The first chapter,
on the Ottoman Empire itself, uses spelling acceptable to present-day Turkish scholarship.



It is not possible in a composite work for each contributor to make detailed thanks by
name to the archive personnel, scholars and others who are always so helpful in any research
undertaking. We are always indebted to such help. But as most of the editing of the draft
chapters occurred while this editor was visiting the Department of Middle East and Islamic
Studies of the University of Toronto special thanks are due to that department for its
hospitality and to the University for use of its excellent resources at that time. This editor
is also grateful to professor W.N.Medlicott, formerly of the London School of Economics,
for his advice on the project. Finally, I should like to thank my colleague, Ray Duplain,
who drew the maps.

Marian Kent
Geelong, 1982 
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Introduction

By the beginning of the twentieth century the Great Powers had considerable interests in
the Ottoman Empire. Political, economic, strategic and cultural, these interests had been
largely acquired in the course of the eighteenth and, especially, the nineteenth century.
Throughout the nineteenth century the periodic crises of the Eastern Question—that
threatened fragmentation of the Ottoman Empire with its implied threat to European peace
—had produced rivalry and tension in the political relations among the Powers. Each Power
had its particular concerns in the Ottoman Empire as well as its particular areas of concern,
but so long as the Powers did not encroach seriously on each other’s interests or special
areas of interest significant disturbance was avoided from such a quarter. The crises of the
Eastern Question arose when such infringements occurred, whether through direct Great
Power action, or indirectly, resulting from the actions of client Balkan national groupings
or of the Ottoman government or its vassal rulers.

The Ottoman Empire was, after all, vulnerable to many pressures. Spread over a vast
area stretching from the borders of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in the west to the Russian
Empire, Persia and the Arabian peninsula in the north and east and, to the south, Egypt and
north Africa, it contained many subject peoples and many diverse regions. Fighting a rear-
guard battle against nationalist independence movements within its borders and European
imperial ambition from without them, the Empire had, by the turn of the century, one
trump card. This was the general desire of the European Powers for it to survive as a political
entity, for its total disintegration was a worse alternative.

Its survival, none the less, was not without considerable cost and required much flexibility
from Turks and non-Turks alike. Europeans within the Ottoman Empire were protected
by the Capitulations—treaties ensuring them privileges and extra-territorial rights and
protection by their own government agencies. Their governments, too, had acquired
political and economic strength through their rights under the Capitulations and the
activities of their nationals. The Ottoman government, right up to the First World War
(when it thankfully unilaterally abrogated the Capitulations) was, accordingly, in a difficult
situation. This situation was made worse by the government’s own political and economic
administration, outdated, mismanaged and venal. Worse, its authority and power were
declining at the very time that burgeoning technological innovation could contribute
materially to modernising and reforming the Empire, and was to put additional pressures
on it. The Empire’s progress was thus effectively in the hands of the European Great Powers,
and the financial advantage largely returned to them.



Such ‘progress’ included the Empire’s initiation into the realm of interna tional loan
finance in 1854. Turkey’s resultant increasing indebtedness from then on—until by 1875
over half its borrowing was for principal and interest payments on former loans (owed
largely to foreign creditors)—led to its virtual bankruptcy that year, made final in 1879.
Following this bankruptcy Turkey’s creditors succeeded in reorganising the country’s
finances and some of its main revenue-producing areas of the economy through the medium
of the Ottoman Public Debt, set up in 1881 under the Decree of Mouharrem. These
creditors, or bondholders, had as their delegates on the Council of the Ottoman Public
Debt Administration financial figures representing all the Great Powers; and these figures,
in effect, worked in close harmony with their governments. If considerable reform and
improvement in Turkish economic management did indeed result from establishing the
Debt Administration, it represented, none the less, a serious and deeply resented
infringement of Turkey’s sovereignty.

Symptomatic of the power of the Debt Administration was the position of the Imperial
Ottoman Bank. By the later nineteenth century this was the single most powerful bank in
the whole Empire, with its own seat on the Debt Council, for it was the agency through
which the Ottoman government was able to contract almost all of its loans, being able to
guarantee—or withhold—quotation on the Paris Bourse. Founded first in 1856, and
reorganised in 1863, the bank was originally a British and then an Anglo-French institution;
but soon it became in effect French. It was the only bank able to issue currency (apart from
the Ottoman government itself), and it quickly became involved in economic investment
in the Ottoman Empire, as did other, Europeancontrolled banks there.

Participation in development concessions was the other main source of European
economic power in the Ottoman Empire. The Empire had neither the resources nor the
ability to develop its own economic potential. But the European Powers did. The nineteenth
century saw European involvement in developing virtually every aspect of the economy—
communications, transport, services, factories and mines, and trade—while by the early
twentieth century the Empire’s three main creditor European Powers, France, Germany
and Britain, supplied advisers to the Ottoman government over a very wide range of its
activities. This was quite apart, of course, from the very great involvement in the Turkish
economy after 1881 by the Debt Administration. Concessions were sought by groups of
financiers, banks or business entrepreneurs, and the more important concessions were
usually obtained through intervention by their sponsor governments with the sultan. He
was unable to refuse if he wished to attain any of his own goals, although he did become
expert at playing one Great Power off against another to his best advantage. But Sultan
Abdul Hamid II himself, who was in power from 1876 to 1909, through much of the period
of Great Power financial domination of the Empire, sought not only to modernise his realm
but also to do so in such a way as to strengthen his own position. The most ambitious of all
these concessions, and that most fraught with political friction among the Powers, was
the German Baghdad Railway scheme. Begun in 1899, it was seen by the sultan as a vital
strategic link across the mountainous backbone of his territories.

This scheme, the great scheme of German imperial economic endeavour in the Ottoman
Empire, symbolised also the aggressive emergence of German interests into Europe’s
established areas of influence. These now represented a unified and dynamic Power,

2 THE GREAT POWERS AND THE END OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE



determined to carve its own modern position in the Empire. The other Great Powers, for
all their rivalries and friction, felt threatened by this sudden German expansion, and their
efforts in the two decades before 1914 were concerned to contain or neutralise this unstable
interferer in their established spheres of influence.

Even in enterprises where no economic profit was made the European Powers had a
strong position. Apart from their own consular courts, prisons and post offices they ran
schools and hospitals and had longstanding religious interests and foundations in the Empire.
Religious divisions within the Empire’s populations both weakened the authority of the
Ottoman government and enhanced that of the Powers, making some of them into religious
protectors to significant portions of the Empire’s population. There was also a considerable
expatriate community in the Empire engaged in trade and other commercial or professional
activities. These, too, under the Capitulations, were also an important source of both
external interference and local leverage by the Powers in the affairs of Turkey.

All in all, therefore, without pre-empting the more detailed discussions in this book of
individual Great Power involvement in the Ottoman Empire and of the Empire’s internal
situation, there were clearly large, vested Great Power interests combined with serious
internal structural weaknesses of the Empire which, in combination, were to produce, in
the strain of war and nationalist revolution, its ultimate disintegration.

What this book seeks to investigate, therefore, is the nature and motivation of each Great
Power’s particular interests in the Ottoman Empire and the extent to which these interests
and involvement might have contributed to the end of that Empire. The interests of each
Power in the Empire are seen against the background of that Power’s broader foreign-policy
concerns, and also against the machinery and personnel through which its Turkish policy
was framed and operated.

Clearly the chief preoccupations of any one Power were likely to differ to some degree
from those of its fellows. Such differences mean that the thematic approach of the different
chapters as well as the specific issues discussed or the way in which the same material might
be handled varies considerably from chapter to chapter. As a result, each chapter contributes
to a composite picture of Great Power involvement in the Ottoman Empire while at the
same time it presents a very individual contribution to the book. Each chapter has its own
themes, focal points and relevant parameters. For instance, some Powers had had interests
in the Ottoman Empire for much longer than other Powers, or interests which were of far
more basic concern to them than to their fellows. Some Powers, too, lost this interest
earlier than the other Powers, whether through ceasing to exist, like the Austro-Hungarian
Empire by the end of the First World War, or by changing the ruling ideology and regime,
like Russia in 1917. Some, like Germany, had a comparatively late revival of interest in the
Ottoman Empire, though a lateness more than compensated for by the fervour with which
it was pursued. Other Powers—Britain, France and (to a much lesser extent) Italy—were
instrumental in the practical dismantling of the Ottoman Empire after the First World War.
Different Powers, too, as has been suggested earlier, had geographical areas that were of
particular interest to them. France, for instance, was especially concerned with Syria; Britain
with Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf; Russia with the Straits and northern Anatolia;
while Austria, after the turn of the century, replaced her interest in Crete and Albania with
Macedonia and with the turbulent Balkan areas near her south-eastern frontier generally.
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Considerations of strategy, economic gain, political prestige, too, all played their part. The
Turkish government itself was a far from passive observer of Great Power intrusion into
its affairs, and its major concerns and problems are discussed in the first chapter of all,
setting the scene for the succeeding chapters.

In the course of this book, therefore, and within the parameters discussed above, a great
deal of ground is covered and information, interpretations and up-to-date references are
provided. Certain limitations have been accepted by the contributors, arising from their
individual thematic approaches and from the inevitable restrictions of space. Where a
contributor has written in depth on an aspect of his or her Power’s involvement in the
Empire in another publication that material tends not to be reproduced here in any detail.
Instead, the reader is given the appropriate references to the fuller account and the
contributor is able to devote more attention to other aspects of his theme and to putting it
into a broader perspective. In any case, it would be impossible to cover every aspect of
interest to any chapter. Selectivity, therefore, has been essential in preparing the chapters,
but it is hoped that the individual themes they present, their complementary character, and
the broad picture that they paint will together add considerably to the understanding of the
role of the Great Powers in the end of the Ottoman Empire.
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1
The Late Ottoman Empire

Feroz Ahmad, University of Massachusetts—Boston

The meeting at Reval between King Edward VII and Tsar Nicholas II in June 1908 suggested
to Turkish minds that the two great antagonists of the Eastern Question might be burying
their differences and reaching agreement to dismember the Ottoman Empire.1 The fear of
dismemberment was never far from Turkish thoughts, especially after the Congress of
Berlin in 1878. There the Great Powers abandoned the principles of maintaining the
integrity of the Ottoman Empire and non-interference in its internal affairs—principles
they had adopted at the Paris Congress in 1856.2 At Berlin, the Ottoman Empire not only
lost territory, it was also forced to reconcile itself to foreign intervention, ostensibly to
supervise reform on behalf of the Porte’s non-Muslim subjects though more usually to
further the interests of one Power or the other. That encouraged nationalism and separatism
among subject peoples and created an explosive situation for the Porte. It may therefore
be argued that the Powers were responsible for hastening the collapse of the Empire if only
because they exploited a situation not of their making.

The Ottoman Empire, like the other multi-national, multi-religious empires, had
become an anachronism in a Europe dominated by nation states. Its rulers tried to meet
the challenges of industrial capitalism and a rapidly emerging world market by reforming
their own state and society. If they failed, they were not alone. A far more homogeneous
Chinese empire succumbed to the same challenges, as did the empires of Austria-Hungary
and Tsarist Russia. It seems as though reform alone could not stave off the fatal day of final
destruction, and none of the ruling classes, least of all the Ottoman, could go beyond reform
to the restructuring of society; only the Bolsheviks did that after they seized power and
therefore still had an ‘empire’, albeit in a new form. Nevertheless, the Ottoman Turks
tried till the very end to reform and struggle for survival. Ultimately they were forced to
accept the inevitable; to abandon the idea of empire and settle for a national republic.

The end of the Ottoman Empire ought not to be any cause for surprise; the puzzle is
that it survived as long as it did. One authority on the Eastern Question has noted that ‘The
Ottoman Empire in 1774 was still stagnant and archaic. Its chances of survival now seemed
to many observers very small.’3 If the Empire survived for almost another century and a
half, that was due more to the rivalries of the Great Powers and their failure to reach
agreement on how to divide ‘the sick man’s’ legacy than to the patient’s will and
determination to survive. Yet Ottoman state and society as they approached the end of
empire were very different from the description of 1774. In the century and a half that had
elapsed, major changes were introduced into the entire structure of the Empire. These



changes did not save it but they did lay new foundations without which there could have
been no nation state.

The Empire at the beginning of the nineteenth century may best be described as a
‘tributary state’.4 The military-bureaucratic ruling class rested on no specific socio-
economic foundations (as did the ruling class in pre-industrial Europe whose power was
based on land ownership). Instead, it appropriated surplus in the form of revenue from all
sectors of the economy: the land, internal and foreign trade, and manufacturing. Out of
their own self-interest, Ottoman rulers protected all these sectors without allowing any
one of them to influence state policy and to emerge dominant over the others. Thus, while
landholders and merchants acquired great wealth and were vital to the economy, they were
never permitted to exercise political power. These economic groups failed therefore to
develop as a political class.

The great Ottoman transformation coincided with the Napoleonic episode in the Levant.
The state was threatened internally by reactionary rebellions against reform and externally
by Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt. In the ensuing turmoil, new political forces—namely,
the landed provincial élite supported by the reformist bureaucracy—intervened on behalf
of the sultan. After defeating the reactionaries—at least, temporarily—they forced the
sultan to confirm their own rights and privileges.5

The signing of the ‘deed of agreement’ (sened-i ittifak), Turkey’s Magna Carta, in 1808
marked the emergence of landed interests as a political force at the centre. Despite setbacks,
by 1826 the alliance of sultan, landed élite, and bureaucracy had succeeded in defeating the
reactionaries. Soon after, the bureaucracy at the Sublime Porte virtually seized control of
the affairs of state. It launched a series of reforms whose aim was to create a modern state
apparatus and limit the autocratic powers of the sultan.6 In the years 1840–70 three
statesmen—the Grand Vezirs/Foreign Ministers Mustafa Re id Pasha (1800–58), Âli Pasha
(1815–71), and Fuad Pasha (1815–69)—ran the Empire and conducted its foreign relations.
They were convinced ‘Westerners’, who, having seen Europe at close quarters, concluded
that it was futile to resist her advance and wiser to emulate her by adopting her ideas and
institutions. Better still, they believed, make the Empire a part of the European system by
letting it be integrated into the rapidly expanding world economy, the impact of whose
exports was painfully apparent in the Ottoman economy as early as the 1820s.7 The policies
of these ‘Westerners’ soon created modern-sounding state institutions, but they also had
a disastrous effect on the economy and society, leading to bankruptcy and foreign control.

There was a popular reaction against these men and their policies because they were held
responsible for making the Empire subservient to the West. Âli Pasha was described as ‘the
ambassador of that European power which was most influential in Istanbul rather than the
foreign minister of the Ottoman Empire’.8 As a result, the sultan became a popular figure,
the symbol of opposition to the West, and regained the initiative from the bureaucrats. For
the next generation, Sultan Abdul Hamid II (1876–1909) ruled the Empire from Yildiz
Palace, aided by a clique of favourites and sycophants who created their own closed ‘palace
system’. There was a marked degeneration in the power of the Grand Vezirate and the
Foreign Ministry, both being closely associated with the discredited ‘Westerners’.9 Such
ministers became creatures of the sultan, dependent for their official survival upon
patronage and intrigue within the Palace clique. Thus, in the years 1871–85 there were
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more than twenty changes at the Foreign Ministry; only thereafter was there a semblance
of stability with Kürd Said Pasha and Ahmed Tevfik Pasha acting as foreign ministers during
the years 1885–95 and 1895–1909 respectively.10 The Foreign Ministry had become a
technical appendage to the Palace where policy was actually made. In such circumstances,
the Under-Secretary at the Ministry, especially if he were as talented as Artin Dadian Pasha,
became more important than the Minister, for he supplied the information on which policy
was based. By and large, career diplomats played a secondary role, while Abdul Hamid
used his confidants as negotiators and ambassadors. This state of affairs lasted until the
constitutional revolution of 1908.11

The Young Turk revolution marked the end of the Hamidian system and the temporary
resurgence of the Sublime Porte to its former glory. With the establishment of political
parties and parliamentary politics, the element of ideology was injected into the
bureaucracy, including the Foreign Ministry. It is thus possible to chart the course of the
revolution by the changes at the Grand Vezirate and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs alone.

Even though the Constitution was restored in July 1908, Abdul Hamid’s Grand Vezirs,
Said and Kâmil Pashas, and his Foreign Minister, Tevfik Pasha, continued in office. It is true
that they were now independent of the sultan and were taking measures to strengthen the
Porte against the encroachments of both the Palace and the Committee of Union and
Progress (CUP)—the most radical organisation in the Young Turk movement—but Said
and Kâmil were nevertheless men of the old regime. Only after the CUP had engineered
the fall of Kâmil Pasha in February 1909 were the Unionists able to replace Tevfik, who,
‘perhaps because of his long habituation of the Hamidian system, did not seem to know
anything about the regulations supposed to govern his ministry’.12

Tevfik’s successor, Mehmed Rifat Pasha (1860–1925), was a career diplomat. He joined
the translation bureau of the Foreign Ministry in 1882, became minister to Athens in 1897
and Ambassador to London in 1905, whence he was recalled to be Foreign Minister. Rifat’s
sympathy for Unionist aspirations was as important as his professionalism in leading to his
appointment. Socially he belonged to the declining class of Turkish Muslim merchants
whose fortunes the CUP hoped to revive by instituting protectionism and abolishing the
privileges of foreigners. Rifat’s father and brother were merchants of the Balkapi district
in Istanbul, and his brother efik joined the CUP and was elected to Parliament. Rifat himself
was considered sufficiently loyal to the Committee to be given a safe parliamentary seat for
Istanbul.13

Rifat Pasha was succeeded in September 1911 by Mustafa Asim, another career diplomat
with Unionist sympathies, who was immediately replaced by the anti-Unionist government
of Ahmed Muhtar Pasha (1839–1918) in July 1912. This Liberal government brought to
the Foreign Ministry Gabriel Noradunghian, an Armenian nationalist, in the fond hope of
swaying the Great Powers towards Turkey during the Italo-Turkish and the First Balkan
wars.14 After the Unionist coup d’état of January 1913, except for the interim appointment
of Muhtar Bey, the Foreign Ministry was always occupied by someone from the inner circle
of the CUP. Said Halim Pasha (1863–1921), the Egyptian prince from the house of
Muhammad Ali, who was already Foreign Minister, became Grand Vezir in June 1913 and
remained in office until October 1915. He was succeeded in the Ministry by Halil (who
adopted in 1934 the family surname Mente e), a key member of the Committee, who was
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replaced by Ahmed Nesimi, a confidant of Talât Pasha, when the latter became Grand Vezir
in February 1917.

The Unionists considered diplomacy to be too important to be left to diplomats. Thus,
even when they were not in power they engaged in diplomatic manoeuvres independently
of and unknown to the government. Until they came to power in 1913, the Unionists were
the self-appointed guardians of the new regime, exercising power without responsibility.
They were often impatient with official procedures and suspicious of the Foreign Ministry,
which they regarded as being both cautious and timid in its dealings with foreign states.
Moreover, they believed that many of their professional diplomats had leanings towards
Liberal political groups which made them willing to reach compromise with the Powers
over the Empire’s sovereignty—the very thing the CUP was determined to regain.15 The
Committee, therefore, sent its emissaries and deputations to convey its views to foreign
embassies and governments. Even after the Unionists had gained control of the Foreign
Ministry, their delegations, supported in technical matters by career men, continued to
deal with matters of war and peace, as well as with the search for alliances. The same
methods were used throughout the war, until the resignation of Talât Pasha’s Cabinet in
October 1918. It was replaced by a government untainted by association with the war party
in the hope that the Allies would give better armistice terms to such a ministry.

The fall of the CUP allowed the Palace to regain the initiative once again, though only
for less than a year. In those months, Sultan Mehmed VI Vahdettin (1918–22) reverted to
the diplomacy of the Liberal Young Turks and that meant total reliance on and subservience
to Great Britain. Old and discredited members of the Ottoman ancien regime were
resurrected in order to form ephemeral governments and conduct personal diplomacy.
Thus, Tevfik Pasha formed two ministries between November 1918 and March 1919, to
be followed by Abdul Hamid’s brother-in-law Damad Ferid Pasha (1853–1923), who led
three cabinets in seven months. Damad Ferid, having served in diplomatic missions
throughout Europe during the Hamidian era, and having been acquainted with European
statesmen during his tenure as a Liberal politician, was considered an asset in the negotiations
for the very survival of the Ottoman state and dynasty. Such hopes proved illusory. The
Britishbacked Greek invasion of Anatolia on 15 May 1919 and the paralysis of the Istanbul
government ended any hope that the sultan’s regime had of gaining popular acceptance.16

Meanwhile, local notables had begun organising resistance to the foreign occupation of
Anatolia. By the summer of 1919, a national movement was taking shape under the
leadership of Mustafa Kemal Pasha (1881–1938), named Atatürk, or ‘Father Turk’, in
1934. The nationalist movement’s Representative Committee soon became an alternative
focus of power and a direct challenge to the Istanbul government. After the capital was
occupied by Allied troops on 16 March 1920, the nationalists announced the formation of
a government in Ankara on 23 April. They claimed, with much justification, that the sultan
was a ‘prisoner’ of the Allies and was therefore no longer capable of acting on behalf of the
Turkish people. So far, nationalist diplomacy had been confined to unofficial contacts with
representatives of foreign powers in Anatolia. But, having declared themselves a
government, the nationalists had to organise a Foreign Office. In May 1920 the National
Assembly elected Bekir Sami as its first Foreign Minister.17
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Bekir Sami (1864–1932), a former Unionist provincial governor, had joined the
nationalist movement during its organisational phase and worked closely with Kemal Pasha,
winning his trust and confidence. The same was true of Yusuf Kemal (Tengir enk) (1878–
1969) and Ismet (Inünü) (1885–1973), who succeeded Bekir Sami and served as Foreign
Ministers until the proclamation of the Turkish Republic in October 1923. Both men
enjoyed Mustafa Kemal’s trust, and that was perhaps the most important qualification
required for the post of Foreign Minister. Policy, formulated collectively by Kemal Pasha’s
inner circle on the advice of seasoned diplomats like Ahmed Rüstem Bey de Bilinski,18 had
to be implemented to the letter if the struggle for a sovereign and independent Turkey
were not to be compromised at the negotiating-table. Thus, Bekir Sami was asked to resign
in May 1921 ‘for having made economic concessions’ to European powers during talks in
London, thereby violating ‘the principles of the National Government’. He was denounced
by Mustafa Kemal as ‘an adherent of peace at any price’,19 suggesting that the Kemalists
would continue fighting for their programme of self-determination. After this event, the
Foreign Minister had even less authority, for he was invariably accompanied by a small
group of advisers who made sure that he did not go beyond his brief.20 Even Ismet Pasha
at Lausanne had constantly to seek instructions from Ankara, and that resulted in prolonged
negotiations.

If the method of making and implementing policy differed from regime to regime during
the last years of the Empire, the aim of policy remained virtually unchanged until the end
of the First World War. The fundamental aim was to maintain the integrity of the Empire
threatened by the aggressive designs of the Great Powers and the nationalist aspirations of
the subject peoples; the latter invariably sought Great Power patronage in order to achieve
their ends. Only in 1919 was there a dramatic clash between the aspirations of the old ruling
class and those of the national movement. The sultan of the defeated Empire was willing
to accept a truncated state in a partitioned Anatolia, even under a foreign mandate, so long
as he was allowed to retain some vestiges of his traditional authority.21 The nationalists, on
the other hand, refused to settle for anything less than self-determination for a sovereign
Turkish nation. This, they argued, was in keeping with the principles proclaimed by
President Wilson. The approach of these two antagonists to foreign relations differed
sharply; but so did the approach of those regimes united in the aim of saving the Empire.

The Turkish ‘Westerners’, led by Re id, Ali and Fuad Pashas, believed that the Ottoman
Empire could be saved by being integrated into the Western political and economic system.
They had a vested interest in promoting Westernisation at home, for it strengthened their
position vis-à-vis an autocratic sultan who, under the traditional order, enjoyed the power
of life and death over his bureaucrats. The Charters of 1839 and 1856 and the 1876
Constitution altered that by establishing equality for all before the law, as well as placing
other restraints on the sultan’s autocracy.22

The motives of this Westernising bureaucracy were not entirely self-serving. The
reformers sincerely believed that it would be wiser for Istanbul to join rather than resist
Europe, as Ottoman conservatives proposed. The Empire would benefit from joining the
world economic system (it was happening anyway) and finding a place in the new division
of labour. That was the logic behind Re id Pasha signing the Treaty of Balti Liman in 1838
—the agreement to establish free trade throughout the Empire.23 While its implementation
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undermined existing manufactures by making them even less competitive against virtually
duty-free imports, it enhanced the export of raw materials to Europe. The treaty also
liberated landholders from the buying monopoly of the state and permitted them to sell
directly to foreign buyers or their agents at the higher market prices. The landed class
emerged strengthened both politically and economically. Within a generation it provided
the socioeconomic foundation for the Ottoman state which no longer controlled commerce
and industry, now largely the preserve of Europeans and their Christian clients.24

The policies of the ‘Westerners’ were successful in so far as they gave the Empire the
semblance of modernity, with Western institutions, palaces and furniture in the French
style, and frock coats. There was even a hint of acceptance by the Powers when the Empire
was included in the Concert of Europe in 1856 and its integrity guaranteed. But the burden
of free trade and superstructural Westernisation proved too heavy for the traditional sectors
of the economy and society. Psychologically, the provision of legal equality for non-Muslim
subjects, already more advanced materially, affected adversely the Ottoman Muslim psyche
accustomed to enjoying a totally false sense of superiority vis-à-vis the ‘infidels’. All these
complex factors produced a reaction against the ‘Westerners’ and Westernisation. The
sultan, posing as the champion of the traditional order, but also alarmed by Western
penetration, seized the initiative from his bureaucrats. Even though the movement against
Westernisation had an Islamic character, it was by no means reactionary. It was essentially
anti-imperialist and a response to increasing Western dominance in the Islamic world and
Asia. It provided Abdul Hamid with the opportunity to exploit his position as caliph to
mobilise sentiment throughout the Islamic world (including India) against the West—
something the CUP regime continued to do, especially during the First World War.25

The new balance of power in Europe marked by the defeat of France and the emergence
of Germany and Italy as Great Powers facilitated the sultan’s task of trying new options in
foreign relations. By turning to Germany, Abdul Hamid hoped to counter the Russian threat
by means other than support from Paris and London. At the same time, he hoped to challenge
what he saw as the Anglo-French monopoly over Ottoman affairs.

The German card was in fact an old one; Ottoman sultans had used it against Russia in
the eighteenth century.26 Abdul Hamid came to rely on it despite Bismarck’s initial snub.
He had great admiration for Prussia even before he became sultan and is said to have wagered
a hundred liras (then worth about £100 sterling) on a Prussian victory in the war against
France. Abdul Hamid, noted his personal physician, hated Russia, had contempt for France,
feared Britain, and saw Germany as a faithful ally.27 By the 1890s the German card was
even more potent because of Germany’s increasing strength and ambition as a world power.
That suited Abdul Hamid’s pan-Islamism since Germany, unlike England, France and
Russia, did not colonise Muslim lands and therefore was not suspect in Muslim eyes as an
imperialist power. On the contrary, Kaiser Wilhelm was able to present himself to the
Muslim world as the champion of Islam against its enemies, rather as Napoleon had tried
to do in an earlier age.28

Apart from the ideological and personal factors which brought Berlin and Constantinople
together, there were also other factors which united these empires, the most important
being the economic and the geopolitical. Abdul Hamid believed that by giving economic
concessions to Germany, especially concessions like the Berlin-Baghdad railway, he would
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give her an economic stake in the Ottoman Empire, obliging her to intervene on the Porte’s
behalf in both political crises and wars. The German railway concession would facilitate
the movement of troops to assist him from Europe as well as from within the Empire, and
could not be threatened by English sea power.29 The link was strengthened even more
when the sultan asked the Kaiser to train the Ottoman army.

Abdul Hamid’s strategy of attacking the positions of England, France and Russia in the
Ottoman Empire by involving Germany undoubtedly worked. Germany soon became a
serious rival to the other imperialist powers, and tensions between them sharpened.
Whether that helped to prolong the life of the Empire, as Abdul Hamid hoped it would,
or hastened its demise, is debatable. It certainly made the Great Power rivalry more complex
and therefore more difficult to resolve. Had Germany been kept out of Ottoman affairs—
extremely unlikely given German power—it is possible that the Entente Powers might
have established a condominium over the Empire. They could then have partitioned it at
their convenience. Such a scenario, however, assumes the Ottoman Empire in the role of
a passive victim awaiting its destiny in a fatalistic frame of mind. That was never the case.

If Abdul Hamid was successful in making the Eastern Question more complex through
German participation, he was never able to commit Berlin to the defence and integrity of
the Empire. He also never tried to go beyond the policy of playing off the Powers against
each other by offering to become Germany’s formal ally. That would have required, if
nothing else, a strong army, since Germany was not likely to form an alliance with a liability;
and Abdul Hamid, despite his high military spending and his commitments to army reform,
saw a strong army as a threat to his own position.30 His internal policies, though reformist
in character, were designed to strengthen the status quo rather than to introduce structural
social change. Be that as it may, the erosion of Ottoman society went on apace with Western
penetration, and the sultan could do little to arrest this process. Finally, in 1908 he
succumbed to revolution, which, as in everything else, began the active phase in Ottoman
foreign relations, with the search for a European ally.

The Young Turk revolution commenced with the limited goal of restoring the 1876
Constitution. Its long-term aims, however, were far more ambitious. They were nothing
less than to rejuvenate and transform Ottoman society so as to make the Empire accepted
as an equal by the Great Powers. Nothing describes the ambitions of the Young Turks better
than their claim to be the ‘Japan of the Near East’.31 Internally, that meant converting the
Empire from the status of a semi-colony, controlled and exploited by the European Powers,
to a sovereign capitalist state, exploiting its own imperial resources for its own benefit. It
is important to emphasise that to the Unionists ‘modernisation’ or ‘Westernisation’ had
come to mean adopting capitalism, and not just reforming institutions. They understood
that a capitalist society had its own class structure, including a bourgeoisie, to sustain it,
and they began to take steps to create such a society.32

The first task of the Young Turks was to win acceptance from the Great Powers and
have them abandon all the privileges they enjoyed through the Capitulations. They believed
that Europe, especially England and France, would be sympathetic to a revolution which
was struggling to set up a constitutional system modelled on those of Europe. After all, the
principal reason why Europe insisted on retaining the Capitulations was its claims that
its citizens residing in the Ottoman Empire could not be expected to live under an alien
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and archaic system of law and government. If this obstacle were removed, and a system of
government acceptable to Europe instituted, then there would be no reason for the
Capitulations.

Initially the Young Turks—Unionists and Liberals—turned to Britain for support.
Germany had supported the Hamidian regime and acquired a strong foothold in the Empire
through the concessions granted by the old regime. By encouraging Britain to compete
against Germany and France for new concessions, the Young Turks hoped to break France
and Germany’s hold and acquire greater autonomy for the Porte. Hostility to Germany
increased when her ally Austria-Hungary annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina in October 1908.
The pro-Unionist Tanin went so far as to suggest that Vienna’s motive in carrying out this
act was to strike a blow against the constitutional regime and assist reaction in order to
bring about its fall.33

The Young Turks found themselves isolated and let down by the attitude of the Powers
in view of the violation of the Treaty of Berlin they themselves had signed. There was little
the Turks could do except vent their frustration by organising a boycott of Austro-Hungarian
goods.34 The Unionists, however, decided to approach Britain with an offer of alliance.
Two prominent Unionists, Ahmed Riza and Dr Nâzim, were sent to London to discuss the
matter with Sir Edward Grey and Sir Charles Hardinge. The proposal was politely rejected.
Grey told them

that our habit was to keep our hands free, though we made ententes and friendships.
It was true that we had an alliance with Japan, but it was limited to certain distant
questions in the Far East.

They replied that Turkey was the Japan of the Near East, and that we already had
the Cyprus Convention with Turkey which was still in force.

I said that they had our entire sympathy in the good work they were doing in
Turkey; we wished them well, and we would help them in their internal affairs by
lending them men to organise customs, police, and so forth, if they wished them.35

Despite this rebuff, the Unionists did not abandon their pro-British attitude. They
considered Britain the lynchpin of the Triple Entente and, if she could be won over, France
and Russia would be, too. They were optimistic that their programme of reform would
impress Britain and they were willing to bide their time. The CUP continued to support
the anti-Unionist but pro-British Kâmil Pasha, and when the Committee forced his
resignation in February 1909 they promised to withhold their support from any ministry
which might succeed him unless it pursued his policy of friendship for England.36 Hüseyin
Hilmi Pasha, who succeeded Kâmil as Grand Vezir, personally went to assure the British
Ambassador that ‘his policy towards England would be the same as that of his predecessors,
and that he would continue to count on the support and advice of HMG’.37

Not even the British embassy’s anti-Unionist attitude during the counter-revolution of
April 1909 could undermine the CUP’s anglophilism. This was not based on sentiment but
on political realism and expediency. The counter-revolution had been crushed by the Third
Army, and that brought Mahmud evket Pasha and the senior officers on to the political
stage. The senior officers, many of them German-trained, were thought to be pro-German,
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and evket Pasha, who became the Empire’s strongman, was considered positively
Germany’s man at the Porte. He had spent ten years in the German army and was said to
be close to Field-Marshal von der Goltz, who was again in Turkey to train the army.
However, there was no question of evket Pasha seizing power in order to set up a regime
devoted to German interests, as the CUP press claimed.38

Nevertheless, the Unionists, who were predominantly civilian, resented the intrusion
of the army into government. One way to challenge and undermine the army’s position
was by attacking Germany in the press and supporting friendship with Germany’s rival,
Great Britain. But neither Britain nor France responded to Unionist professions of
friendship. In fact France resented the Porte’s desire to acquire financial autonomy. When
in 1910 the Finance Ministry tried to negotiate a loan without political and economic strings,
the French supported by Britain offered humiliating terms which amounted to establishing
French control over Turkish finances. The Unionists refused to accept such terms, and after
protracted negotiations in Paris, London, and Berlin finally floated the loan in Germany.39

The first three years of relations between the new regime and the Powers were
demoralising and frustrating for the Turks. The Powers refused to make any concessions
over the Capitulations and loosen their grip over the Empire’s internal affairs. The Turks
were powerless because the Great Powers, despite their rivalries, were united on the issue
of defending their privileges against Turkish assaults. In September 1911, when the Turco-
Italian War broke out, the Porte was still isolated and totally without Great Power
support.40 Germany was sympathetic but unable to help Turkey against her own ally, Italy.
The Porte therefore turned once again to Britain and appealed for her support in the war.
A month later, in October 1911, there followed a formal proposal of alliance with either
Britain alone or with the Triple Entente.41 This time Grey’s rejection was not outright.
Once peace had been restored between Turkey and Italy, he would be ready, he wrote,
‘to discuss and examine…the measures which might be adopted for establishing on firm
and durable basis a thoroughly good understanding between the Ottoman Empire and this
country’.42 But that was in the future. Meanwhile the war struck a critical blow at the
fortunes of the CUP, bringing about its fall in July 1912.

The Liberals were in power when the First Balkan War broke out in October. Peace
was made with Italy, and the octogenarian anglophile Kâmil Pasha was appointed Grand
Vezir in the hope that he would be able to win Britain’s support. Kâmil launched his
diplomatic offensive with an appeal to Grey to intervene immediately in the current crisis.
He reminisced about Anglo-Turkish friendship since the Crimean War, perhaps hoping to
strike a sentimental note in Sir Edward’s heart. But Grey remained unmoved. He informed
Kâmil in no uncertain terms that the Powers would not intervene to save Edirne
(Adrianople) for the Turks, and that the idea of territorial integrity was a dead letter. He
advised Kâmil to cede Edirne to the Bulgars before they lost other things that were not
already lost43—a chilling reminder that the capital, threatened at that moment by the
Bulgars, might also fall and be lost to the Empire.

It is not possible to understand Unionist policy and behaviour after 1913 without realising
what a traumatic effect the disaster of the Balkan Wars had on the Turkish psyche. The
Turks had lost the very lands that had provided the life-blood of the Empire for centuries.
Moreover, the capital had come within an ace of falling to the enemy, spelling the end of
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their Empire. Throughout this entire catastrophe the Great Powers had stood by, even
though at the outbreak of hostilities they had declared that they would not permit a change
in the status quo. That declaration was based on the assumption of Turkish victories; after
Turkish defeats these words, it seemed, were conveniently forgotten.44

The Unionists, who seized power in January 1913, were more convinced than ever that
only an alliance with Britain and the Entente could guarantee the survival of what remained
of the Empire. In June, therefore, the subject of an Anglo-Turkish alliance was reopened
by Tevfik Pasha, who restated his proposal of October 1911. Once again the Turkish offer
was turned down.45 Sir Louis Mallet, who became Britain’s Ambassador to the Porte in
1914, noted that ‘Turkey’s way of assuring her independence is by an alliance with us or
by an undertaking with the Triple Entente. A less risky method [he thought] would be by
a treaty or Declaration binding all the Powers to respect the independence and integrity of
the present Turkish dominion, which might go as far as neutralisation, and participation by
all the Great Powers in financial control and the application of reform.’46

The Unionists could not possibly accept such proposals. They felt betrayed by what they
considered was Europe’s anti-Turkish bias during the Balkan Wars, and therefore they had
no faith in Great Power declarations regarding the Empire’s independence and integrity;
the termination of European financial control and administrative supervision was one of
the principal aims of their movement. Sir Louis Mallet seemed totally oblivious to that.

The following year, in May 1914, Talât Bey, primus inter pares in the Unionist movement,
offered an alliance to Russia, but that, too, was not accepted.47 The Committee’s final
attempt to reach an understanding with an Entente Power was the approach to France.
Cemal Pasha, another leading member of the CUP with francophile proclivities, was sent
to Paris in July 1914 for this purpose. He returned to Istanbul with French military
decorations but no alliance.48 Meanwhile, negotiations with Berlin had been opened,
and Cemal’s failure in Paris gave an impetus to them. Even the pro-Entente Cemal Pasha
recognised that Turkey had no choice but to conclude an agreement with Germany to avoid
being left isolated in another moment of crisis. That alliance was duly signed on 2 August
1914 as the First World War gathered momentum.49

There was a general consensus among Turks in favour of the German alliance, for it
ended Turkey’s isolation—a factor of great psychological significance in 1914. But Unionists
differed as to whether or when Turkey should become a belligerent. After all the disasters
the Empire had suffered in the recent past, most Unionists would have preferred to stay
out of the war, maintaining a benevolent neutrality in favour of Germany. The war party,
composed mainly of junior army officers led by Enver Pasha, might have wished to enter
the war lest Turkey be left out of peace negotiations and be partitioned herself following a
quick and inconclusive end, anticipated by almost everyone; but Enver was not strong
enough to drag a reluctant government into war, had the country’s financial situation not
been desperate and the psychological pressures overwhelming.

The financial and economic crisis was itself triggered by the outbreak of the Austro-
Serbian War in late July. There was a panic in Istanbul which paralysed economic life as
European-controlled enterprises suspended their operations. Navigation companies
stopped using Turkish ports, while insurance companies refused to insure goods which
might be confiscated as contraband of war. The imperial treasury was exhausted with only
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92,000 liras in ready cash on 3 August and no European government willing to provide a
loan.50 Germany alone was willing to meet the Porte’s financial need, but only if the Porte
joined the war.51

The Turks were convinced that the Entente Powers, especially England, took Turkey’s
neutrality for granted. In London there was no awareness of the impact the Allied blockade
of the Straits would have on Turkish public opinion, or that the embargo on the two
warships, just completed in Britain and destined for the Turkish fleet, would anger ordinary
Turks who had subscribed to the ‘Fleet Fund’ for their purchase. The CUP, with its control
of the press, exploited these incidents against the Entente Powers. Once the war became
general, there was a sense of relief among the Unionists because the Great Powers could
no longer practise gunboat diplomacy against Turkey. The government declared armed
neutrality and general mobilisation at the beginning of August. It also began to make
preparations to abrogate the Capitulations unilaterally so as to be able to act as a sovereign
state again.

With their newly found freedom, the Unionists came to see the war as an opportunity
to renovate their entire society and regain their pride and self-respect. The Turkish press
noted with obvious approval how Japan had seized the opportunity provided by the war to
consolidate its position in East Asia, forcing Germany to abandon its possessions in China.
‘Who can say when Japan will do the same to France and England…?’ asked Tercüman-i
Haki kat.52 Turkey watched Japanese activity with great admiration and envy; one senses a
strong desire to emulate Japan’s example amongst the Turks, humiliated for so long by the
West.

The Porte took the first step to regain ‘for the Ottoman people its sovereignty and the
nation its independence’ by unilaterally abolishing the Capitulations on 9 September 1914.53

The announcement that foreigners would no longer enjoy a position of privilege in the
Empire boosted the morale of the Turkish people, though it had the opposite effect among
the Christian population. There were spontaneous expressions of popular support for the
government of the type witnessed when a people acquire their independence after
generations of foreign subjugation. The CUP manipulated this sentiment by organising
mammoth demonstrations, and declaring that the suppression of the hated Capitulations
had concluded the first stage of the revolution and the nation was now ready for the second.

If sovereignty and independence were won by a courageous stroke of the pen, pride and
self-respect were regained at great cost on the battlefield. The defence of the Straits at
Gallipoli against the Allied onslaught did much to restore Turkish self-esteem. Failure in
this long and bitterly waged campaign would have meant the destruction not only of the
Ottoman Empire, but perhaps also of the Turkish people just as they were beginning to
organise themselves as a nation. The Gallipoli campaign was therefore seen as a struggle
for survival. Having emerged from it victorious, the Turks came to believe that they had
won the right to be treated with respect by their enemies and as equals by their German
and Austro-Hungarian allies.54 In the overall war effort, the Unionists were convinced that
Turkey’s contribution was second to none. Turkish armies had tied down large numbers
of Allied troops on various fronts, keeping them away from theatres in Europe where they
would have been used against German and Austrian forces. Moreover, the Turks claimed
that their success at Gallipoli had been an important factor in bringing about the collapse
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of Russia, resulting in the revolution of April 1917. They had turned the war in favour of
Germany and her allies.

The newly found sense of dignity and self-respect explains Turkish attitudes towards
Germany and Austria which both allies, accustomed to subservience, found arrogant and
chauvinistic. The Turks refused to make concessions even to their allies, whose businesses,
for example, were told to work through the medium of Turkish and to employ
intermediaries who knew the language. This was part of the Unionist scheme to further
Turkish economic interests and to create an indigenous bourgeoisie.55 In 1917 the Cabinet
went so far as to consider maintaining relations with Washington after the United States
had declared war on Germany on 6 April. But the views of the war party prevailed and they
insisted on maintaining a common front with their allies. Thus, relations with America
were broken on 20 April 1917.56 In return for such a show of solidarity, the Unionists
expected reciprocity from Germany when it was time to negotiate a peace treaty with the
enemy. They expected Germany to continue fighting until Ottoman territories in the Arab
provinces lost to England had been regained. They expected Germany to allow a Turkish
sphere of influence to be established in the Caucasus after Russia was dismembered at the
peace-table. Unionist illusions were soon shattered when at Brest-Litovsk they found that
Berlin expected them to subordinate their interests to those of Germany. For example, the
Turkish delegation could not ask for a Russian withdrawal from eastern Anatolia because
the Bolsheviks would ask for the evacuation of their territories occupied by the Germans.
The Germans refused to do that, and the Turks had to pay the price.57 In the final analysis,
the Unionists simply lacked the power to back up their dreams and aspirations for a new
Turkish empire in the Caucasus, and their allies knew it.

The Unionists signed the German alliance and entered the war convinced that neutrality
would be disastrous for Turkey since it would leave her isolated and at the mercy of all the
belligerents. The alliance was a gamble which the CUP believed gave Turkey a fighting
chance to survive. The Turks could now prove themselves as the allies of a Great Power
and again win the respect of Europe. With their experience of the Powers, there was no
question of using Germany for their ends. Rather, seeing that the alliance was signed after
the outbreak of war, the Unionists realised that they were the ones who could be used. But
even that was preferable to isolation and a sense of impotence they knew so well. Was
Turkish participation in the war the final nail in the coffin? Possibly. It is unlikely, however,
that a neutral Turkey would have been allowed to remain neutral by the Triple Entente; it
was strategically vital and it was likely to have been subverted and occupied, as were Greece
and Persia. Moreover, because of its multi-national character, it is improbable that the
Empire would have survived intact the declaration of the Wilsonian principle of self-
determination. But without participating in the war it would not have been possible for the
Unionists to carry out the transformation so necessary for laying the foundations of the new
state and society that were to result in the Turkish Republic.

The victory of the Entente signalled the end of the Ottoman Empire; the question was
what would succeed it. The sultan and the Liberals in the capital returned to the old policy
of total dependence on Britain in the hope of salvaging whatever they could of their former
territories. As we saw above, they tried to placate the Allies by forming a Cabinet willing
to subordinate itself to Allied wishes.58 While the sultan placed all his hopes in British

16 THE GREAT POWERS AND THE END OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE



support, even a British mandate, a group of intellectuals in the capital formed the Wilsonian
Principles Society in the belief that an American mandate would be preferable for Turkey.59

Both groups had lost the will to struggle for independent survival and had come to accept
the inevitability of foreign tutelage.

Outside the capital, however, a national movement was taking shape despite the
defeatism of the old ruling class. The new social forces—principally the landholders and
the bourgeoisie—which had developed during the Young Turk period and which had much
to lose from the Allied scheme to dismember the Empire, including Anatolia, rallied to the
nationalist cause.60 The nationalists, under Mustafa Kemal’s leadership, abandoned all
imperial and pan-Turkist irredentism and fought for a sovereign, national Turkey in keeping
with Wilsonian principles. They were fortunate in having to face a war-weary Europe, too
exhausted after 1920 to impose its will on Turkey. Moreover, the Allies were divided
because of their imperialist rivalries over the partition of Anatolia. Mustafa Kemal was able
to exploit these rivalries with the same skill as the Ottomans. A working relationship with
the Soviet regime in the north proved to be most important for the nationalists. Whatever
the ideological differences between these two movements, their common imperialist
enemies kept them together in an alliance of convenience.

Soon after the nationalists formed their Foreign Office and elected Bekir Sami as Foreign
Minister in May 1920, they sent a diplomatic mission to Moscow, thus effectively ending
their international isolation. A draft treaty was initialled in Moscow on 24 August, two
weeks after the sultan had signed the humiliating Treaty of Sèvres, accepting the partition
of Turkey. In Anatolia, the nationalists began to take measures to abort the Armenian state
to which the Treaty of Sèvres was to give birth. By November they had advanced beyond
Kars, and the Bolsheviks who had just captured the government of the Armenian state from
the Mensheviks prevailed upon it to make peace with the nationalists. Thus, Ankara’s first
international treaty was signed on 2 December 1920, establishing Turkey’s new boundaries
in the east.61

Nationalist policy continued to be a fine mix of military force and diplomacy. Successes
on the battlefield against Greek forces yielded diplomatic gains, such as the Treaty of Ankara
with France (October 1921), which followed the victory at Sakarya in August.62 This pattern
continued until the Greek army was driven out of Anatolia, and Britain, which had supported
the Greeks, decided to negotiate with the nationalists. After protracted negotiations, the
nationalists achieved their aim of establishing a sovereign and independent republic.

The all-pervasive character of European intervention in Ottoman affairs needs to be
explained. What were the special circumstances in the Ottoman Empire that enabled
Europe to interfere so effectively? The simple answer is that the nineteenth century was
the European century par excellence, and hardly any part of the globe escaped Europe’s
attention. Even distant China and Japan were ‘opened up’ to Europe’s—and America’s—
expanding economy. Given its strategic location and its proximity to Europe, the Ottoman
Empire could hardly have escaped European encroachments. Besides, each of the Great
Powers had a lively interest in the Empire, and the pursuit of this interest is the theme of
the other chapters. Here we need only look at some of the special characteristics of the
Ottoman situation which facilitated European penetration.
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The vastness of the Empire which stretched from the borders of Austria-Hungary in the
west to the Red Sea in the east made it difficult to control in an age of poor communications.
Despite the railways and the telegraph, central authority was shadowy even in Anatolia, let
alone in the borderlands of the Empire. Like other pre-modern empires—Spain, for
example—the Ottoman Empire never integrated its conquests economically and therefore
never established a binding link with its colonies. As the Empire was integrated into the
world economy, certain of its regions (the Balkans, Egypt, Iraq, and Hijaz) established
closer economic links with Paris and London, even with British India, than with Istanbul.
Abdul Hamid recognised the weakness of his Empire and attempted to compensate for it
by integrating local ruling groups (Albanian, Arab and Kurdish) into his system by according
to each certain privileges and a measure of autonomy. When the Unionists attempted to
restore central authority, they were confronted with rebellions and general discontent,
supported in part by some of the Powers. The Austrians interfered in Albania, the Russians
in the Balkans and eastern Anatolia, and the French in Syria. The Unionists were forced to
accept reality and adopt limited decentralisation as a policy most likely to keep their Empire
intact.63

The Ottoman Empire differed, however, from other pre-modern empires in that its
ruling class made no attempt to integrate conquered peoples culturally. The sultans had no
policy of converting the non-Muslims of the Balkans or Anatolia to Islam or turkifying the
non-Turks; the idea of nationality simply did not exist, and the Turks—at least, the rulers
—called themselves Ottomans. All the Ottomans did was to settle small islands of Muslim
Turks in a sea of Christians.64 Over a period of time there were conversions and some
cultural integration, but the process never amounted to much. Besides, the millet system,
which was not as watertight as it was once thought to be, could always be resurrected by
the leaders of the religious communities to emphasise and exaggerate the differences
between the communities and erode whatever integration had taken place over the
centuries. That is what happened in the nineteenth century under the influence of
nationalism.

The history of the millet system dates back to the reign of Mehmed II, known as the
Conqueror (1451–81), who, having conquered Constantinople in 1453, guaranteed the
Greek church religious freedom, and to its appointed head, the patriarch, granted full
religious and civil authority over the Greek Orthodox community of the Empire. That
bound the patriarch to the sultan since the former’s authority over his millet was entirely
dependent on the support of the latter.65 Later, these privileges were extended to the
Armenian and Jewish communities.

Until the nineteenth century, the millets had a purely religious character. Greeks and
Slavs, if Orthodox, were members of the Greek community, while Armenians formed
separate millets depending on whether they were Gregorian or Catholic. By the middle of
the century, however, the national ideal had begun to penetrate the millet framework, and
the Porte, seeing that as a way to divide the opposition, recognised a separate Bulgarian
Exarchate in 1864.66

It does not require much imagination to see how the Powers could manipulate this system
to further their own ends. The millets themselves benefited from foreign protection,
especially those individuals who were able to acquire foreign citizenship. But the long-term
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effects of patronage were disastrous for the Empire and tragic for the communities. The
process of patronage began with the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca in 1774, which recognised
Russia as the protector of the Orthodox millet. Later, other Powers claimed similar rights
to protect communities with whom they shared a religious affinity. France became the
protector of the Catholics, Britain and America of Protestants, so that all non-Muslim millets,
save the Jews, found a Great Power protector.67 Evangelical missionary activity played its
role in the process, for that, too, came under the protection of one Power or the other.
Mission schools and colleges were instrumental in introducing modern ideas, especially the
idea of nationalism among non-Muslims and non-Turks, thereby alienating them from the
existing culture and society.

Another institution that undermined Ottoman sovereignty was the Capitulations, or
extra-territorial privileges enjoyed by foreigners residing in the Empire. Originally these
privileges were granted unilaterally by the sultan to foreign merchants, and later they were
extended to states whose citizens traded in the Ottoman Empire. The Capitulations arose
out of the same concept as the millets, and European merchant communities were treated
in much the same way as a religious community. ‘Thus, the English were recognised in the
sixteenth century as the “Lutheran Nation”, and non-English Protestants were regarded as
being under their protection.’68 The English community in the Empire enjoyed virtual
freedom from Ottoman law, being subject to its own laws which were enforced by English
consular officials in the capital and the provinces.

In time this practice designed to facilitate intercourse between Ottomans and Europeans
became a burden on the Ottoman state. The Powers could obstruct virtually any measure
being considered by the Porte if they felt that it violated their privileges, now considered
rights. Thus, the foreign embassies protested against the Law Concerning Vagabonds and
Suspected Persons in May 1909; it stipulated flogging as a punishment, and they refused to
envisage any of their subjects being flogged by the Turkish authorities.69 Moreover, the
Powers no longer considered the Capitulations as a unilateral grant to be revoked
unilaterally by the donor. That was the Ottoman view. The American Ambassador
expressed the Great Power view when he responded to the Porte’s note informing him
that the Capitulations had been abolished. He stated that

…the capitulary regime, as it exists in Turkey, is not an autonomous institution of
the Empire, but the result of international treaties, of diplomatic agreements and of
contractual acts of various sorts. The regime, consequently, cannot be modified in
any of its parts and still less suppressed in its entirety by the Ottoman Government
except in consequence of an understanding with the contracting Powers.70

Because of the war, the protests of the Great Powers did not intimidate the Porte; the
Powers were in no position to back their threats with force. Thus, once abrogated, the
Capitulations would never be restored in their old form.

These two institutions—the millet system and the Capitulations—were most
consequential in undermining the authority of the Ottoman state and hastening its end. The
rapid rise of nationalism among the non-Turkish population would not have been possible
without European patronage. Without the collusion of the Powers members of the non-
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Muslim bourgeoisie would have been unable to acquire foreign citizenships, thereby being
able to evade Ottoman laws and taxes. Without this privilege such groups might have tried
to further their interests via the Ottoman state, by supporting its development rather than
stunting its growth. The active participation of the non-Muslims would have strengthened
both state and economy and perhaps provided the basis of a multi-national society, and
therefore a different end to our story. It is worth noting that the commercial elements
among the non-Muslims were not, by and large, nationalists; their interests were better
served in a large multinational empire than in a small nation state. Thus, the Greek of
Istanbul preferred to live on in the Turkish republic rather than move to Athens. But, given
the choice of foreign or Ottoman citizenship, non-Muslims of this class the Muslims of this
class had no choice—gave up Ottoman citizenship and lived in the Empire as foreign
subjects.71 They had every interest in keeping the Ottoman state weak, though not so weak
as to bring about its demise. Such a fine balance could not be maintained indefinitely.

In the long run it was not possible to hold together an empire which lacked most of the
characteristics necessary for cohesion: a common race, religion, language, culture,
geography and economy. The Great Powers accelerated the process of disintegration by
encouraging the centrifugal forces in the Empire. One could argue that the Powers propped
up the Empire by their failure to agree to a partition scheme. But that was in the nature of
imperialist rivalries. When it became necessary to agree on partition, as in 1915, the Entente
Powers did so. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, there was a de facto partition
of the Empire into spheres of influence, tacitly accepted by the Porte. The Turks never
challenged British supremacy in Egypt until they entered the war in November 1914. They
asked that Cyprus be returned to them only after Brest-Litovsk when the provinces lost to
Russia in 1878, and in return for which Britain took Cyprus, were regained. Syria, including
Lebanon, was recognised as France’s sphere, while Russia was grudgingly acknowledged
as the dominant power in the Balkans and north-eastern Anatolia. The wartime Allied
partition plan followed these well-established lines closely, taking into account changed
circumstances, such as the inclusion of Italy.

The Unionists intended to restore Ottoman authority wherever possible, but their
dreams were rudely shattered by the Balkan Wars. The expulsion of the Muslim-Turkish
population from the lost provinces in Rumelia weakened the impulse for irredentism and
forced the Turks to concentrate on Anatolia. That soon led to the awareness of a narrower
nationalism of the Turks living in Anatolia, the very basis of the republic-to-be.

Even though the Turks fought hard during the war for the Arab provinces, there was a
general acceptance of their loss, except for regions where there was a strong Turkish
presence as in northern Syria and northern Iraq. This was partly the result of Anatolian
Turkish nationalism taking root, and partly the recognition that Turkey would have to live
in a world of nations. Following the Bolshevik revolution, and what seemed like the break-
up of the Tsarist empire, pan-Turanist Unionists toyed with the idea of setting up a union
of Turkic peoples, mainly in Russia, led by Istanbul. That scheme also ended with defeat
and was totally rejected by the nationalists.

The Ottoman Empire also suffered from basic structural defects (as was the case with
other pre-modern tributary states) which made it unsuited to survive the challenge from
the industrial West. The Western challenge was twofold: military and economic. To meet
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the military threat, the entire state structure of the Empire had to be reformed so as to be
efficient. But reform required large sums of money which the traditional revenue system,
geared to simpler needs, could not generate. By way of example, the old bureaucracy, the
scribal service in 1800, had between 1,000 and 1,500 officials on its rolls. A century later,
the number of officials in the reformed bureaucracy has been estimated at between 50,000
and 100,000.72 The treasury of a declining economy could hardly provide regular salaries
for such large numbers, to which ought to be added the ever-growing military establishment.
Rampant corruption was inevitable as irregularly paid officials supplemented their salaries
with bribes.73 The Ottoman dynasty also appropriated a substantial portion of state
revenues, which it used to maintain its imperial pretensions.74

Had the economy been dynamic, the revenues necessary to finance reform might have
been generated from within Ottoman society. Western economic domination ended that
possibility. Revenues formerly obtained from commerce and manufacturing were
substantially reduced after the introduction of free trade practices in 1838. Initially the
landholders benefited because they exported more of their produce at higher prices. But
for the last twenty years of the nineteenth century there was a slump in farm prices when
Turkish produce failed to compete with American grain. Because of the Capitulations the
state could not raise a tariff barrier and the farmers had to wait for the upturn in prices
which came around 1900. Meanwhile revenues declined, though the squeeze on the
peasantry was not relaxed. The peasant’s contribution continued to rise throughout this
period. In the fiscal year 1872–3 it was estimated at 77 per cent of total revenue, though
‘the farmers also contributed to the remaining 23 per cent’. By 1903 the direct taxes on
land had risen to 84.7 per cent of all revenues, and to 87.2 per cent in 1910.75 The outbreak
of war in 1914 increased the demand for revenues tremendously, and once again the state
turned to the peasant.76

One method of closing the yawning gap between revenues and expenditure was by
contracting foreign loans. The Tanzimat statesmen seemed to believe that the Ottoman
disease could be cured with a stiff dose of money, which the Porte’s allies in 1854 were
willing to provide. The first loan was floated during the Crimean War; the expenses of the
war and the willingness of her allies were instrumental in pushing the Porte to borrow 
million gold liras.77 Thereafter foreign loans became the established method of meeting
state expenditures, most of which were devoted to unproductive ends.78

When the state declared itself bankrupt in 1875, its yearly charges on these debts were
as high as 14 million gold liras out of revenues of about 17 or 18 million gold liras.79 The
Porte, unable to meet its obligations to its foreign creditors, was obliged to accept foreign
financial control in 1881 under the Ottoman Public Debt Administration. With the example
of Egypt before their eyes, the Ottomans feared that the alternative to the Debt
Administration was direct Great Power control. In Egypt, the khedive had actually
appointed an Englishman as Finance Minister and a Frenchman as Minister of Public Works.
Such foreign trusteeship would undermine the independence of the state even more and
had to be avoided at all costs. The Public Debt represented only the bondholders and, as
such, was the lesser evil; it could not interfere directly in the affairs of state—or so the
sultan and his advisers believed.80
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In fact, the Public Debt could and did interfere in state affairs because it controlled one-
quarter of state revenues. With a bureaucracy larger than the Finance Ministry it was a state
within a state, administering choice revenues so as to pay back both domestic and foreign
creditors. Its efficiency was responsible for restoring the Porte’s financial standing in foreign
money-markets, enabling the Porte to continue borrowing abroad. Between 1881 and 1908
the Ottoman government borrowed 51.5 million liras, receiving 45 million, or 87.4 per
cent of the total, at an average interest rate of 4.1 per cent. Borrowing increased, and at
higher interest rates, during the troubled times of the constitutional period. Between July
1908 and July 1914, the Young Turks borrowed 46 million liras, of which they received
39 million, or 84.8 per cent, at an average interest rate of 4.6 per cent.81 Once war broke
out the Porte had to turn to her German ally to meet her financial needs and ended up with
a huge debt which might have had disastrous consequences for Turkish sovereignty had
Germany won the war.

One result of the Empire’s indebtedness and the Public Debt’s hold on its finances was
that there was never sufficient capital to invest in order to increase the productive capacity
of the economy. To do so, the Porte had to turn to the Public Debt and obtain capital at
high rates which the Ottoman state could hardly afford.82 Unable to find money to put into
public works, so vital for a desperately needed economic infrastructure, the Porte was
forced to grant concessions to foreign entrepreneurs for, among other things, roads and
railways. Such concessions, especially those for railways, which had great economic as well
as strategic value to the Powers, became another source of Great Power rivalry and conflict,
further eroding the prestige of the Ottoman state.83

Despite this crippling indebtedness, the Porte continued to devote about 50 per cent of
state revenues to military expenditures—a massive drain on an overburdened treasury.
The burden becomes greater if the ‘extra-ordinary expenditures’, which were almost
entirely devoted to military needs, are taken into consideration.84 Military spending was
justified by the growing internal and external threat to the Empire. The growth of
nationalism in the Balkans created potential enemies within Ottoman borders and irredentist
states outside. The Porte’s military establishment was intended as a safeguard against such
opponents rather than against the Great Powers, whose military strength it could hardly
hope to match.

The threat was real enough. Between 1878 and 1882 the Ottoman Empire lost 232,000
square kilometres of territory and over 6 million in population. The losses of the Young
Turk period, especially in the Balkan Wars, were much more dramatic. Within a generation
the Empire had lost 32.7 per cent of its territory and 20 per cent of its population.85 Again
the Ottomans were trapped inside a vicious circle: they spent huge sums to prevent the
collapse of their Empire yet that process increased their indebtedness and dependence on
the European Powers, and accelerated the pace of collapse.

The relationship between expenditure and imperial prestige must not be neglected. The
Hamidian regime naturally attached great importance to it and devoted a considerable sum
of money to maintaining it. The Young Turks continued to stress the imperial tradition and
the CUP even married some of its members into the royal family—the most famous being
Enver Pasha. The YoungTurks also supported imperial pretensions financially, and Grand
Vezir Hakki Pasha promised that, while he would cut expenditures, that would never be
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at the expense of the dignity and prestige of the Empire. He added, in his address to
Parliament, that the Ottoman Empire was a Great Power with a vast coastline and extensive
borders, and that he would give his utmost attention to the needs of the army and the navy.86

Later, when the military budget was debated, some Unionists, like Finance Minister Cavid
Bey, criticised the high military spending, claiming that much-needed reform was being
sacrificed to the exigencies of the armed forces. When he asked that military spending be
curtailed and more money devoted to productive ends, War Minister evket Pasha replied
that security was the first need of the Empire and without security public works and the
reorganisation of finances would be a futile exercise. He asked that the military budget be
voted unanimously, so that everyone might see that the Ottoman nation had resolved to
maintain its power.87

Only after the Unionists had seized power in January 1913 was the military budget cut.
Ironically, Cavid presented the 1914–15 budget showing an approximate decrease of 30
per cent in military spending only two months before the outbreak of war. It came before
Parliament on 4 July and passed without much discussion.88

The declaration of mobilisation in August made the matter entirely academic. The Porte
now had to borrow huge sums to wage a long and costly war. By 1918, Turkey was so
heavily indebted to Germany that the German ambassador proposed using his nation’s
financial position to make Turkey into Germany’s Egypt.89 Germany’s own defeat,
however, saved Turkey from that unhappy fate.

The relationship between the Ottoman Empire and the European Powers was dialectical
in nature. On the one hand, this relationship was destructive and corrosive in its impact on
traditional Ottoman society; on the other hand, it provided the very basis for its renewal
so as to enable it to cope with a world in rapid change. The destructive elements—the
Capitulations, manipulations and the alienation of the Christian minorities, the loans—have
already been considered at some length. Other influences were equally important; without
them, the Empire could not have been formed into a viable nation state.

It is important to emphasise here Western influences on the rising national class of the
1880s rather than the influence of Western ideas on the ruling class, which resulted in
modernising only the state structure to the neglect of society as a whole. While the rulers
accepted the liberal economy of Adam Smith, the nationalists drew attention to the
economic ideas of the German political economist, Friedrich List (1789–1846), who
favoured, among other things, state intervention in the economy. Once this idea was
adopted by the Young Turks after 1908, they began to create a new social basis for the
state. Their success in doing so partly explains the failure of Britain, France and Italy to
carve Anatolia into spheres of influence. The sultan’s regime in Istanbul might have gone
along with this scheme under protest. But it no longer had the broad social basis so necessary
for its very survival, since it now served only the narrowest interests. In contrast, the
nationalists propounded a new ideology populism, or halkçihk—adopted from the narodniks
via Turkish émigrés from Russia, and mobilised a national liberation movement whose
supporters identified with the emerging nation state. Overall, however, the Ottoman-
Turkish experience with Europe was a bitter one and it has left deep scars on the Turkish
psyche. Its memory continues to haunt the Turkish people to this day.
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2
The Habsburg Monarchy and the Ottoman Empire,

1900–18
F.R.Bridge, University of Leeds

At first sight it might indeed seem that the interests of the Habsburg Monarchy and the
Ottoman Empire in their declining years were identical; and that there was an element of
historical necessity in their common struggle in the war that ended with their almost
simultaneous disappearance.1 After all, even in the late eighteenth century the Austrians
had begun to doubt the wisdom of cooperating with Russia in wars against an Ottoman
Empire that had ceased to be an expansionist power. In the nineteenth century they came
to believe that, in the south-east at any rate, the chief threat to the Habsburg Monarchy
came from that same Balkan nationalism that was undermining the Ottoman Empire; and
that the Ottoman Empire, for all its faults, was the best possible neighbour for the Monarchy.
Certainly, any power combination that replaced it would be worse, whether it be a
collection of irredentist states looking to Russia for support, and with designs on territories
of the Monarchy, or direct Russian control over the area. ‘A Slav conformation of the Balkan
peninsula under… Russian protection would cut our vital arteries’—thus an
AustroHungarian Foreign Office memorandum of 1884;2 and in 1903 the Austro-Hungarian
Foreign Minister warned Wilhelm II that the moment Russia were to establish herself in
Constantinople ‘Austria becomes ungovernable’.3 The destinies of the Habsburg and
Ottoman empires seemed inextricably bound together.

But this picture is too simple. Whatever broad theoretical considerations might suggest,
Austria-Hungary could never do much to uphold the Ottoman Empire in practical political
terms. To use force to resist Greek, Slav or Romanian national movements, whether these
enjoyed Russian support or not, was never an attractive proposition. In the first place, the
Monarchy’s military weakness, and its large Slav and Romanian populations, made such an
attempt extremely hazardous; in the second, the whole Christian Balkans would simply
have been driven into Russia’s arms, producing that very constellation the Austrians were
most anxious to prevent. This had been axiomatic for the Austrians ever since the Russo-
Turkish War of 1877–8, when they had resigned themselves to trying to limit the danger
arising to their interests from the weakening of the Ottoman Empire. They tried to establish
understandings with Russia to control the Balkans jointly; hence the Three Emperors’
Alliance of 1881–7 and the Austro-Russian entente of 1897 which was still in operation
when this period opens. But when these efforts failed—in the later 1880s and after 1908—
they fell back on trying to establish AustroHungarian influence in the successor states
themselves. It cannot be emphasised too strongly, in fact, that throughout the period under
review the Habsburg Monarchy, as a neighbour of the successor states, could never make



its Turkish policy simply in terms of relations with Constantinople, as Germany did. There
were always the Balkan states to be considered; and, although there was no desire in Vienna
to do anything that might hasten the demise of the Ottoman Empire, an out-and-out
turcophile policy was unthinkable.

This same ambivalence characterised Austro-Turkish commercial relations in these years.
For example,4 the percentage of Austro-Hungarian exports going to Turkey rose from 3.
26 to 5.4 between 1899 and 1913—small in proportion to the 38.3 per cent going to
Germany in 1913, but still not a negligible amount for a relatively backward power in a
period of intensifying competition for markets and, after 1907, of recession. On the other
hand, exports to the Balkan states accounted for 6.38 per cent of Austro-Hungarian exports
in 1899 and 8.9 per cent in 1913-of which 3.5 per cent and 4.3 per cent went to Romania
alone. Here, too, therefore, there could be no question of any concentration on markets
in the Ottoman Empire as opposed to those in the Balkan states—especially after the
expulsion of Turkey from Europe after the Balkan Wars.

The likelihood of Austria-Hungary’s developing extensive and overriding commercial
links with the Ottoman Empire was further diminished by the competition she faced from
other Powers. The geographical advantages of proximity and the Danube and Orient
Railway links that had earlier helped to sustain her against remoter competitors were by
the twentieth century proving ineffective as British and, especially, German competition
developed. The Austrians struggled as best they could, devising a whole series of railway
projects in the early years of the century. The most famous of these was the so-called Sanjak
Railway project, a scheme to link the Austro-Hungarian network in Bosnia directly to the
Turkish network by building a line through the Sanjak of Novibazar (the strip of territory
separating Serbia from Montenegro, in which, at the Congress of Berlin, Austria-Hungary
had secured the right to have railways and commercial routes). But even here it should be
noted that the Sanjak Railway was only one of a series of schemes designed to promote
trade not only with the Ottoman Empire, but also with Serbia, Montenegro and Greece.5

It was the whole Balkan peninsula that the Ambassador in Constantinople had in mind when
he wrote of the opportunities the Sanjak Railway would open up to Austro-Hungarian
commercial influence, ‘which is obviously bound to go hand-in-hand with the development
of our political influence in these territories’.6 And equally, when the schemes came to
nothing, partly owing to the refusal of the Austrian and Hungarian govern ments to put up
the money for the Serbian link, it was the loss of commercial opportunities ‘in the Balkan
peninsula’ that Aehrenthal lamented—‘which we must safeguard as our natural market and
our influence and predominance in the face of powerful competitors’.7 The Foreign Minister
was thinking just as much of opportunities in the Balkan states as in the Ottoman Empire.
And, if even as a commercial power the Monarchy found itself hamstrung by domestic
weakness and foreign competition, its role as a financier of the Ottoman Empire was never
of any significance at all. In 1912 the Ottoman Empire drew 88 per cent of its foreign capital
from Germany, France and Britain. AustriaHungary herself was chronically short of capital;
and although, unlike Russia, she occupied a seat on the Council of the Ottoman Public Debt
Administration, her financial interest in it was ‘about nil’.8 In short, commerce and finance
could never form the basis of an indissoluble link between the Habsburg and Ottoman
empires.
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In some respects, Austro-Hungarian commercial interests even served not only to worsen
Austro-Turkish relations but also to undermine the Ottoman Empire. Austria-Hungary
was always as tenacious as any of the Great Powers in upholding the Capitulations—
including the treaty of 1862 which obliged the Turks to seek the permission of the Powers
before raising their customs duties—and thereby helped to hold the Ottoman Empire in
fee to the economic imperialism of the Great Powers and to hinder its economic
development. True, Austria-Hungary’s stubborn insistence on her rights under the
Capitulations was motivated less by considerations of economic advantage than by that
obsessive concern with prestige that characterises a Great Power in decline. This was equally
true in the case of Turkish customs increases (over which the Austrians were generally quite
amenable in practice); of the rights of the foreign post offices in Turkey, where the Austrians
took the lead in resisting the sultan’s encroachments; and of the rights of the Austrian
emperor to ‘protect’ groups of Catholics, mainly in Albania and Macedonia (the so-called
Kultusprotektorat, which dated back to 1606).9 In all these cases the Austrians refused to
make any concessions that might reflect adversely on their prestige. But the end effect,
when it did not actually weaken the Ottoman Empire, was to create an insuperable obstacle
to the establishment of really close relations between Vienna and Constantinople.

The final responsibility for Austro-Hungarian foreign policy lay with the emperor.
Although, after the annexation of Bosnia in 1908, Franz Joseph had no territorial ambitions
at the expense of the Ottoman Empire, he felt little sympathy for the Turks. En route for
the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 he had been entertained by Abdul Aziz; but, in glaring
contrast to Wilhelm II, he never met any subsequent sultan. The first Austro-Hungarian
state visit to Constantinople was that of Karl I in May 1918—a deathbed reconciliation
indeed. Franz Joseph loyally supported the efforts of the Powers to compel a recalcitrant
Abdul Hamid to reform the administration of Macedonia, and he had no particular liking
for the regime that replaced him: the Young Turkish Committee ‘seemed to him to terrorise
and render ineffective the official government of Turkey’.10 As for his Foreign Ministers,
Goluchowski (1895–1906) cultivated the Russian entente and was generally equally haughty
towards both Turkey and the Balkan states; whereas Aehrenthal (1906–12), faced with the
collapse of the Russian entente, began to pay more attention to the Balkan states, partly with
an eye to safeguarding Austro-Hungarian interests against the day of the Ottoman Empire’s
inevitable collapse. Neither minister was prepared to fight to maintain the Ottoman Empire.
And even in the period of the wartime alliance a whole succession of Austro-Hungarian
Foreign Ministers shrank from committing themselves to underwrite the Ottoman Empire.

These last were undoubtedly influenced by the advice—which they themselves sought
—of the embassy in Constantinople. But this was partly a reflection of the fact that after
1915 a succession of relatively inexperienced men found themselves in charge of the Austro-
Hungarian Foreign Office. For the most part, the Foreign Ministers of the period were no
more inclined to be led by ambassadors than by Foreign Office officials—the latter being
generally treated, particularly by Aehrenthal, as mere clerks. Goluchowski certainly
doubted the capacity of both Calice (Austro-Hungarian Ambassador in Constantinople since
1881) and his aged Russian colleague—‘the old buffers at Constantinople, who had become
so oriental as to be perfectly tolerant of Turkish methods’11—and Archduke Franz
Ferdinand was scathing enough about Calice’s successor, Pallavicini: ‘so far the Turks have
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led this great diplomat by the nose’.12 Yet in fact Calice, as doyen, was consistently energetic
in pressing the Turks to treat their Macedonian subjects more equitably; and Pallavicini
was respected by those who knew him as ‘an excellent man of business, a very fast worker,
very clear-headed and practical’.13 Although, having to deal with the Turks face to face, he
was sometimes less keen than his chiefs in Vienna to take a strong line, he was remarkably
perceptive in reporting Ottoman affairs, had no illusions about the deficiencies of the Young
Turkish regime, and by the closing years of the war was listened to with great respect by
the policy-makers in Vienna.

The rest of the embassy personnel was of little account in the making of Austria-Hungary’s
Turkish policy. The military attaché usually confined himself to sending reports to the War
Office, the political content of which was largely lifted from Pallavicini’s dispatches. There
was no naval attaché at all. The Austrians involved in supervising the administrative reforms
in Macedonia before 1908 were generally well thought of by their colleagues and often had
considerable experience in south-east Europe (Civil Agent Oppenheimer, for example, had
served on the international financial commission in Piraeus).14 But, although the Germans
complained that the Austro-Hungarian gendarmerie commandant in Macedonia, Baron Giesl,
was a turcophobe and a very bad influence on Calice, these people had no influence on
policy-making—any more than did the twenty or so Austro-Hungarian consuls. When, in
1915, the Austro-Hungarian consul in Adrianople signed a declaration denouncing the
persecution of Armenians, Pallavicini specifically adjured him to confine himself to what
he defined as a consul’s ‘usual activities’—the simple writing of reports.15

The influence of public opinion on Austro-Hungarian policy-making in the Ottoman
Empire was minimal. The Austrian Parliament had no constitutional right to discuss foreign
affairs at all; and the Hungarians, although having this right, were in these years almost
completely absorbed with internal matters. The British consul reported that the Hungarian
press ‘scarcely alluded’ to Macedonia, and generally confined itself to deploring expenditure
on the army and navy or on an active foreign policy—all held to be exclusively to the
advantage of Austria or the dynasty.16 Even on the outbreak of the Balkan Wars, Hungarian
opinion, although generally sympathetic to the Turks, as it had been since the days of
Kossuth, was firmly against action. Complaints from commercial interests suffering from
the Ottoman boycott of AustroHungarian trade may have helped to push Aehrenthal into
making concessions to the Turks during the Bosnian crisis; and Aehrenthal could never
quite ignore the strident defence of the Kultusprotektorat by the clerical press, if only because
of its links with Franz Ferdinand and the court. But such instances were sporadic. Most of
the Austro-Hungarian press was in Jewish hands, but even the Neue Freie Presse, described
in a British report as ‘the leading representative of Jewish interests on the continent’, was
of negligible weight as far as the official policy of the Foreign Office in the Ballhausplatz
was concerned.

By the turn of the century the attention of Austro-Hungarian policy-makers was shifting
away from those areas of the Ottoman Empire that had preoccupied them in the 1890s:
Crete, Albania and the Straits. Crete the Austrians were content to leave to the supervision
of the four Protecting Powers. This was always provided that the Protecting Powers
consulted Vienna about any fundamental change in the international status of the island;
that they refrained from encouraging Balkan irredentism by making concessions to the

34 THE GREAT POWERS AND THE END OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE



movement for union with Greece; and that they sought permission before increasing the
Cretan customs duties—after all, Austria-Hungary had more trade with the island than any
other Power had. In Albania, the Austrians simply trusted to their agreements of 1897 and
1900 with Rome to prevent an Italian military occupation of the coast. Such an occupation
would be ‘equivalent to closing the Adriatic, the keeping open of which is for us a question
of most vital interest’.17 There was little they could do to check the propaganda activities
in Albania of churches and schools sponsored by France, Italy and the Vatican working
together in what the Austrians regarded as an unholy alliance to undermine the
Kultusprotektorat.18 Defence of the Straits against Russia the Austrians complacently decided
to leave to Britain alone, and early in 1903 Goluchowski refused to associate himself with
Lansdowne’s protests against the passage of unarmed Russian torpedo-boats into the Black
Sea. To him this seemed a matter ‘of very minor importance’19 compared with the
opportunity of tackling in close co-operation with St Petersburg that aspect of the Eastern
Question that was now beginning to preoccupy his thoughts: the growing chaos and violence
in Macedonia.

The Austrians were as well aware as anybody that the disorders in Macedonia20 stemmed
from a combination of Turkish misrule and the rivalries of the Christian inhabitants of the
area, who found allies and arms in the neighbouring Balkan states in their struggle to secure
the promised land for themselves, crushing or slaughtering rival elements, Christian or
Turkish. Wherever the chief blame ultimately lay—with the Turks, the Christians, or with
the statesmen who at Berlin in 1878 had handed the area back to the Turks - the pressing
danger to European peace lay in the fact that the Ottoman Empire could hardly survive a
blow so severe as the loss of Macedonia; and that its fall at that juncture would precipitate
war between the Balkan states, and possibly a European war. It was, above all, to guard
against this danger that the Austrians and Russians joined together to seek for the Ottoman
Empire a new lease of life; and it was to this end that they initiated a series of proposals,
culminating in the Mürzsteg Punctation of October 1903. This was designed to compel the
sultan to reform the administration of Macedonia so as to make life tolerable for his Christian
subjects there. Reforms were to be introduced under the ‘dual control’ of Austro-Hungarian
and Russian civil agents, assisting an Ottoman inspector-general, and assisted in turn, in
the second rank, by personnel from the other Great Powers.

For the Austrians, the Mürzsteg reform scheme proved a disheartening experience, and
not merely because the reform programme was seen as irrelevant by the warring Christian
bands. In the first place, the sultan, who regarded the scheme primarily as an onslaught on
his sovereign rights, did everything in his power to obstruct the reforms; and he was
encouraged in this by the Germans, who, the Austrians complained, ‘think only of doing
business deals and humouring the sultan and leave us in the lurch at every turn’.21 The
Austrians, by contrast, found their position in Constantinople severely shaken; and, if they
were successful in helping to establish European control of the gendarmerie and financial
administration of Macedonia by the end of 1905, they found the Turks ‘becoming very
arrogant and tenaciously making difficulties for us, not only in the reform question but in
every other conceivable respect’.22 If this were not enough, their Russian partners,
weakened by war and revolution and seeking a rapprochement with Britain, began to yield
to humanitarian pressure from London in favour of drastic reform proposals that Aehrenthal
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feared the Concert, let alone the sultan, would never accept. By the end of 1907, Aehrenthal
had little faith in the long continuance of a conservative Austro-Russian dual control and
determined to press ahead with such Austro-Hungarian interests as the Sanjak Railway
project while some Russian goodwill still remained. The sultan obligingly granted an iradé
for the railway project on 4 February 1908—an apple of discord which immediately
disrupted the Concert and freed him from the imminent threat of judicial reforms in
Macedonia which the Mürzsteg Powers had been organising. The upshot was that Britain
and Russia took the lead in the planning of future reforms, while Austria-Hungary
abandoned completely the leading position she had hitherto occupied.

The view that Austro-Turkish relations had become particularly close in these months
does not bear examination.23 It is true that on the day following the issue of the iradé for
the Sanjak Railway concession the ambassadors in Constantinople all accepted a German
proposal to defer the projected judicial reform for further consideration; and that this was
widely interpreted in entente circles as proof that the Austrians had ‘played the mean game’24

of sacrificing the reform scheme in order to secure the railway. But Austrian archival
evidence shows pretty conclusively that Aehrenthal was making serious efforts to secure
both the reforms and the railway. He had himself already rejected several German proposals
—including an appeal from Wilhelm II to Archduke Franz Ferdinand—to postpone further
reforms; and he now rebuked Pallavicini for his feebleness. Certainly, there is no evidence
of an Austro-Turkish deal. The Turks tried to give that impression in order to disrupt the
Concert, and even circulated spurious telegrams—allegedly emanating from the Ottoman
embassy in Vienna—to that end.25 And the Austrians, for their part, once Britain and Russia
took the lead in Macedonia, made no attempt to come forward as the spokesmen of Turkey.
Aehrenthal was at some pains to dissociate himself from the efforts of the German press to
depict the two Central Powers ‘as Siamese twins defending the rights of the sultan and the
status quo’.26 On the contrary, he observed, ‘a complete identity of German and Austro-
Hungarian interests in the Balkans does not exist’; a Big Bulgaria would be quite compatible
with Austro-Hungarian interests, and he was certainly not prepared to commit himself to
defending the integrity of the Ottoman Empire at any cost.27

The same complacency characterised Austro-Hungarian—in contrast to German—
reactions to the Young Turkish revolution in July 1908. True, Aehrenthal was initially
nervous and advised Britain and Russia to go cautiously with any new reform proposals.28

He had always warned of the danger of upheavals if the Powers proposed drastic schemes
that favoured the Christians at the expense of the sultan’s rights; and he now wondered if
the sickness were not spreading from Macedonia to the whole Empire.29 Pallavicini,
however, was more cheerful, calculating that with the fall of the Hamidian camarilla Austro-
Hungarian commerce might recover some of the ground lately lost to its German
competitors.30 By mid-August, when terrorist activity had entirely ceased in Macedonia,
Aehrenthal, too, had recovered his nerve and decided that the revolution had after all only
achieved what five years of reforms had failed to achieve. As a token of his goodwill he sent
the Austro-Hungarian officers serving with the Macedonian gendarmerie on unlimited leave,
and told Mensdorff, ambassador in London and a cousin of Edward VII, that he intended
to adopt ‘a sympathetically expectant attitude’ towards the new regime.31 Franz Joseph
told Edward VII himself how much he welcomed the revival of British influence in the area.32

36 THE GREAT POWERS AND THE END OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE



Undoubtedly, certain lingering misgivings about future developments in the Ottoman
Empire were an important factor in the Austro-Hungarian decision to proceed with the
annexation of Bosnia and the Herzegovina at this time.33 Not only were Young Turkish
newspapers talking about summoning the sultan’s Bosnian subjects to send representatives
to a parliament in Constantinople, damaging though this would have been to the prestige
of an occupying power of thirty years’ standing. The Austrians were perhaps even more
concerned lest the ambiguous international position of the provinces should drag the
Monarchy into the mêlée in the event of further upheavals occurring in Turkey, perhaps
even in the Sanjak of Novibazar. In such an event, Austria-Hungary’s rights in the Sanjak
would be simply a dangerous entanglement. It must be emphasised that the Austrians in no
sense saw the decision to annex the provinces and to withdraw from the Sanjak as an anti-
Turkish move. It was intended, rather, to put an end to all ambiguity by drawing a clear
line between what was Austro-Hungarian and what was Turkish, after which the Monarchy
would be able to assume an attitude of benevolent detachment towards the neighbouring
Empire. There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of Aehrenthal’s assurance to the British
Ambassador that he ‘earnestly desired the success of the constitutional movement in Turkey,
if only because Austria-Hungary needed a strong government in Constantinople if her
traders were to extract all the legal profit from her advantageous geographical position’.34

Indeed, he advised the Bulgarians after their declaration of independence to become ‘an
element of peace and order’—above all, by restoring good relations with Turkey.35 Three
days after the annexation, Pallavicini was still writing home in high hopes that the move
would cause no great stir.36

Events showed that the Austrians had miscalculated. The Turks quite failed to appreciate
the deeper, fundamentally conservative motives behind AustroHungarian policy, and not
for the first or last time: the same misapprehensions had bedevilled Austro-Turkish relations
after Mürzsteg and were to do so again over Albania. At any rate, the Turks simply took
the annexation at its face value, as the seizure of an Ottoman province. They refused to
recognise it without financial—let alone territorial—compensation, and backed up their
demands by a boycott of Austro-Hungarian wares throughout the Empire. This last certainly
alarmed Austro-Hungarian traders, who bombarded Aehrenthal with complaints. But the
Ballhausplatz saw the dispute primarily in terms of the Monarchy’s prestige. For three
months Aehrenthal stubbornly refused to consider paying financial compensation, which
the impecunious Austrian and Hungarian governments were refusing to provide anyway,
and he refused to negotiate with Constantinople unless the boycott ended. By December
the deadlock was complete, and Austro-Turkish relations so strained that to some observers
war seemed a not unlikely outcome.

In the end, Aehrenthal accepted a diplomatic defeat at the hands of Turkey. He was still
at odds with Russia, Britain and the Balkan states, and decided that, after all, ‘the centre of
the political depression lies in Constantinople and the political difficulties in Europe would
easily be overcome if we can appear before the forum of Europe armed with an agreement
with Turkey’.37 Moreover, the alternative, a costly and dangerous military action against
the Ottoman Empire, appealed to him as little as it did to the Austrian and Hungarian
governments. But if the Austrians thought that their agreement to pay financial
compensation to Turkey, made on 12 January 1909, marked the end of their humiliations
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they were mistaken. It was not until 26 February that the Turks ceased to haggle over the
details. As Pallavicini observed, ‘experience shows that in negotiations with Turkish
statesmen the greatest difficulties arise when one thinks one is at the end’.38 The sudden
replacement of the anglophile Grand Vezir, Kiamil Pasha, by Hilmi Pasha—former
inspector-general of Macedonia and an old friend of the Austrians—met with only a
grudging reception in Vienna, where it was regarded as proof of the continuing influence
of the occult Committee of Union and Progress.39 The Austro-Turkish settlement was by
no means synonymous with an Austro-Turkish rapprochement. Ottoman behaviour since
October left a heritage of resentment in Vienna, and when in April the Turks began to ask
the Powers finally to wind up the Macedonian financial commission Aehrenthal saw no
reason to hurry. AustriaHungary, he said, had ‘already been too conciliatory to Turkey’.40

The Turks continued to give the Austrians new grounds for irritation and scepticism
until well into the summer of 1909. They deliberately discriminated against the Monarchy,
offering alternative employment to British, French, German and Italian personnel from the
Macedonian financial commission, giving a British admiral and German and Italian generals
high positions in the army and navy, while showing no interest at all in Austrian or Hungarian
personnel. To Aehrenthal this seemed an unwarranted blow at the prestige of the Monarchy,
particularly since ‘we gave the constitutional regime proofs of our friendship from the start
and great concessions in the protocol’ of 26 February.41 In retaliation, therefore, he
continued to drag his feet in the matter of the abolition of the financial commission. The
abortive counter-revolution of April 1909 had already caused ‘considerable alarm’ in
Vienna, as a portent of perpetual instability in the Ottoman Empire;42 and, although
Aehrenthal welcomed the restoration of order, and, indeed, hoped briefly that the military
might at last get a grip on the government and push the Committee into the background,
it soon became clear that the Committee of Union and Progress remained firmly in the
saddle. Altogether Aehrenthal, who had ‘no faith in the lasting predominance of the Young
Turks’,43 saw no reason to align the Monarchy more closely with their regime.

If Austro-Turkish relations started to improve—on the Turkish side at least—in the late
summer of 1909, this was simply because the Turks discovered that they had even more
pressing grievances against other Great Powers. The four Protecting Powers of Crete, for
example, insisted in July on withdrawing from the island the contingents of troops that
were stationed there to protect the sultan’s sovereign rights; and Grey even went so far as
to tell the Turks to address their complaints about Greek irredentist activity not to Athens
but to the six Powers who had previously been responsible for Macedonia. That the Turks
turned to Aehrenthal for sympathy was not altogether surprising. Far from approving of
the actions of the Protecting Powers, he had made clear his attitude of complete abstention
in the Cretan question—after all, it was hardly to Austria-Hungary’s disadvantage if this
question made trouble between Turkey and the Protecting Powers;44 and he refused to
countenance anything that savoured of a return to international intervention in the internal
affairs of the Empire. He refused to co-operate when in 1910 Grey suggested joint pressure
in Constantinople to put an end to an Ottoman boycott of Greek goods; and he even refused,
despite pressure from clerical circles in Vienna, to take any serious steps to press the Turks
to relax their brutal Ottomanisation of the Albanians. The new Turkey, he said, was no
longer that of 1878: Europe could no longer take charge of the Macedonian question; any
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reform must come from Constantinople.45 However, pleased as he was to observe that the
Young Turks seemed to have established a modicum of stability in the Empire, from Austro-
Hungarian abstention to a serious Austro-Turkish rapprochement was a long way.

It was initially the Turks who seemed most eager to improve AustroTurkish relations,
putting out feelers to the Ballhausplatz and to Austrian diplomats abroad describing Austria-
Hungary as Turkey’s ‘alliée naturelle’.46 The visit of the Grand Vezir, Hakki Pasha, to
Aehrenthal in Marienbad in August 1910 went off well enough; and when it was followed
by the participation of impecunious Austria-Hungary, for the first time, in a German loan
to Turkey it even gave rise to some bad-tempered speculation in the Western press about
Turkey’s imminent adhesion to the Triple Alliance.47 But in fact all this could not move
Aehrenthal from his reserve. He had disapproved of the fall of Hilmi Pasha at the end of
1909 as a sign of the continuing influence of the Committee of Union and Progress.48 He
blamed the Turks’ misgovernment, especially their bad choices of provincial officials, for
the disturbances that were breaking out in the Yemen, Kurdistan and Albania.49 Certainly,
for him, there could be no question of an alliance with such an unpredictable and unstable
power. He had no desire to do anything to weaken the regime: it was, after all, ‘the lid on
the pot that keeps the stuff inside from boiling over’.50 But he came to adopt a somewhat
cavalier indifference as Pallavicini continued to report on the strife prevailing early in 1911
between government, Parliament and Committee in Constantinople: ‘these things reflect
the peculiar conditions of the Orient’.51 At any rate, his faith in the Committee sank to a
new low point when the boycott of Greek goods was resumed and a serious rising broke
out in Albania in the spring of 1911.

The bloody attempts by the Turks to suppress the rising posed an awkward problem for
Aehrenthal.52 On the one hand, he did not feel he could simply ignore the slaughter. He
was under strong pressure from clerical circles at home, and complete abstention could all
too easily allow Italy to assume the role of saviour of the Albanians. On the other hand, he
had no liking for Grey’s suggestions for Great Power intervention backed by international
guarantees to the Albanians: the experience of Macedonian reform showed that this might
only involve the Powers in endless disputes with Turkey. His solution was to warn the
Turks privately of the dangers of destroying a race which they might some day need to
counter the Slav threat, and, through an article in the semi-official Fremdenblatt of 8 June,
to summon Constantinople to behave with moderation and humanity. But this ‘middle way’
failed. The Turks settled with the Albanians direct, fobbing them off with promises that
were worthless—‘a disgrace’, Franz Ferdinand’s Reichspost raged, ‘which touches Austria-
Hungary in particular, who for three hundred years has called herself the protector of the
Catholics of Albania’.53 As for the Turks, they failed, as usual, to discern the deeper
motivation of Aehrenthal’s policy—in this case, the desire to preserve Ottoman rule in
Albania by means of timely concessions and simply saw in the Fremdenblatt article a gratuitous
and unfriendly interference in their affairs.54 The Russians were not unperceptive when
they noted with satisfaction that Austria, by the prominent role she had assumed in the
Albanian question, had been digging her own grave in Constantinople.55

Austro-Turkish relations were already decidedly cool, therefore, as the Italo-Ottoman
quarrel over Tripoli reached its climax in September. It was hardly surprising that when
the Turks appealed to Aehrenthal for support he coldly informed them that his reports
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showed that Turkey’s behaviour towards Italians in Tripoli left much to be desired, and he
could only advise Turkey to mend her ways.56 Although he at first toyed with the idea of
Austro-German mediation to end the war and improve the position of the Central Powers
in Constantinople, the formal annexation of Tripoli by Italy in November convinced him
that a compromise was for the time being unattainable.57 He was certainly alarmed by
unofficial Russian proposals for a Russo-Turkish alliance and a Balkan league (October-
December), and advised the Turks to reject them—which they eventually did for reasons
of their own. But for Aehrenthal, as for Berchtold who succeeded him in February 1912,
the Italian ally and the neighbouring Balkan states always counted for more than distant non-
aligned Turkey. In January 1912, Aehrenthal declined the most serious offers of alliance
he ever received from the Turks. He was unwilling to commit himself to opposing Bulgaria’s
aspirations indefinitely; and so long as the war with Italy lasted and the situation in
Constantinople remained confused he believed a Turkish alliance was out of the question.58

Berchtold, it is true, jibbed at Italian operations in the Straits and in the Aegean Islands, but
this was less from a love of Turkey than from a fear that Italy might establish
herself permanently in the Aegean. In fact, the Tripoli War was not entirely unwelcome
to Berchtold, in so far as it weakened and distracted Italy.59 But this calculation was to prove
shortsighted by the summer as the war, combining with a new Albanian revolt, brought
about the fall of the Young Turkish government in July and again raised the whole question
of the future of the Ottoman Empire.

At first the auspices did not seem unfavourable, as the Cabinet of All the Talents strove
to conciliate both the Albanians and the Italians. And, for a time, the revolution in
Constantinople, like the Young Turkish revolution four years earlier, seemed to offer a
new and promising start for Austro-Turkish relations. The Austro-Hungarian Foreign
Office, government and press were unanimous in welcoming the efforts of the new
regime.60 But Berchtold’s proposal of 13 August that the Powers encourage Constantinople
to extend to the whole of Macedonia the administrative concessions recently offered to the
Albanians proved to be a disastrous mistake. It was unfortunate that Pallavicini’s perceptive
analysis of the situation did not reach Vienna till the end of August. ‘Turkey was not, and
is not now’, he warned, ‘a state in the European sense of the word.’ The system of
government under the old regime had been very centralised in theory but decentralised in
practice. The Young Turks had tried to make centralisation a reality but had shown too
little consideration for local conditions: hence their fall. The new government had brought
a change of methods, but even they would not give up the principle of centralisation. In
sum, ‘no Turkish government can be decentralist’.61 At any rate, the Turks, still victims
of their simple friend-foe mentality, again interpreted well-meant if critical advice as
evidence of hostile intentions. Their suspicions of AustroHungarian designs in Albania at
once revived, and their instructions to the Ottoman embassy in Vienna now began to assume
an ‘unusually harsh tone’.62 The Balkan states, for their part, recognised Berchtold’s aims
for what they were; but an attempt by a Great Power to prolong the life of the Ottoman
Empire was for them yet another argument for speedy action to destroy it. Berchtold had
not only estranged the Turks, but had also helped to precipitate the very conflict he had
hoped to avert.
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There was in fact no more chance of Austria-Hungary’s coming to Turkey’s assistance
in the Balkan Wars than in the Tripoli War. Yet, here again, Vienna’s attitude was
determined not by the state of Austro-Turkish relations, indifferent as those were, but by
considerations of Allied solidarity and Austria-Hungary’s Balkan, as opposed to Turkish,
interests. Quite apart from the fact that Turkey was still at war with Austria-Hungary’s
ally, intervention to help Turkey would have been the very thing to unite the whole of the
Christian Balkans against the Monarchy. Berchtold himself had in any case become as
disillusioned with the Turks as his predecessors and, first of all the statesmen of the Great
Powers, recognised at the end of October that the Ottoman Empire’s territorial base in
Europe was shattered beyond repair. The Austrians then concentrated their efforts on
securing their interests in areas in which they now accepted that Turkey would cease to
rule. Turkish interests were very much a secondary consideration.

Hence Berchtold had no hesitation in joining the other Powers in their efforts to force
the Turks to evacuate Adrianople—efforts that destroyed the Liberal government in
Constantinople and brought the Young Turks back to power in January 1913. Indeed, in
the Second Balkan War he held out almost alone for the retention of Adrianople by the
Monarchy’s Bulgarian protégés, although without German support his efforts proved futile.
The effect of all this was, of course, a further cooling of Austro-Turkish relations. The
Turks were soon discriminating against Austrians and Hungarians in their appointments to
the new advisory posts they were creating in what remained of their Empire.63 And this
did not augur well for Austria-Hungary’s chances of participating in the military reforms
the Turks were planning with German assistance. Despite considerable diplomatic efforts
by Berchtold and Pallavicini between June and December 1913 the Austrians had to accept
German reluctance for their company and, when the Entente Powers began to agitate against
the Liman von Sanders mission, abandoned their pretensions altogether.64

The incident over the German military mission was only one of a series that illustrated
the fundamental differences between German and AustroHungarian policies towards the
Ottoman Empire in the last years of peace. Germany’s aim was simply to preserve the
Ottoman Empire long enough for Germany to establish firm footholds in Asia Minor against
the day of partition; and this carried the corollary that Turkey should avoid European
entanglements that might draw it into a war and precipitate the collapse before the Germans
were ready to secure their share.65 In Asia Minor, at least, AustroHungarian aims were
broadly similar. The Austrians certainly had no interest in an early partition; they had as
yet no footholds at all there and could only trust that so long as Ottoman rule continued
the area would remain ‘a vast field of activity’ for all the Powers.66 But the Austrians saw
the future of Turkey as only one, relatively minor aspect of a complex and wider picture.
In contrast to the Germans, the Austrians cared less about the fragility of Ottoman rule in
Asia Minor than about Turkey’s potential usefulness in helping to deal with the irredentist
threat on the very frontiers of the Monarchy; hence their stubborn efforts to draw Turkey
into concluding a military convention with Bulgaria, directed in effect against Serbia and
Greece. All this diplomacy went on behind the backs of the German allies and ultimately
proved futile. Altogether, Vienna and Berlin were quite unable to agree on any common
and effective policy in the Ottoman Empire.
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The Germans were infuriated, for example, when the Austrians, angling for a loan in
Paris, planned to admit France to a share in the Turkish section of the Orient Railway. With
the return of the Turks to Adrianople this railway had assumed a new importance for
Germany as a vital link to the Baghdad Railway.67 The Turks, for their part, took umbrage
at the Austrians’ reluc tance to support German demands that Bulgaria first agree to take
over a proportion of the Ottoman debt before she could be granted a loan.68 They were
also offended by Austria-Hungary’s support for Russia’s attempts to secure a seat on the
Council of the Ottoman Public Debt Administration as the price of agreeing to the latest
Turkish request for a 3 per cent customs increase—especially as the Austrians were hoping
thereby to get Russian support for their own efforts to control, together with Italy, the
economic development of the new Albanian state.69 The Turks were in fact by no means
prepared simply to accept Austro-Italian domination of what was, after all, a predominantly
Muslim area, so recently part of their own dominions. They had been involved since January
1914 in sporadic attempts to set up a Muslim regime and to topple the throne of the Prince
of Wied, a nominee of the Powers but a protégé of Austria-Hungary. In these affairs the
Austrians received no support whatever from the Germans, although they doggedly
persisted in their efforts to establish their protégé’s position in the face of the express
disapproval of both Berlin and Constantinople.

The same overriding concern with Austro-Hungarian prestige, coupled with a somewhat
cavalier disregard for the interests of other Powers and leading in the end to failure and
embarrassment characterised AustroHungarian diplomacy in the Asiatic parts of the
Ottoman Empire. When discussions started in the summer of 191370 about a possible
reform scheme for Armenia under European control, Pallavicini was full of foreboding: ‘I
see the same process being prepared in Asiatic Turkey as that which put an end to Turkey
in Europe.’ As the wars of 1911 and 1912–13 had shown, the threat to the Ottoman Empire
came not from within, but from without. In the end, he was sure Russia would get the
lion’s share, fobbing off the other Powers with, at best, colonies that would for most be
‘in the air’ and would have to be defended in Europe. As for Austria-Hungary, who had
not yet even established a foothold in the area, she would probably get nothing at all.71 By
March 1914 the Turks, by threatening to refer the whole matter to the forum of the six
Powers, had in fact forced Russia and Germany to modify their scheme to eliminate any
traces of effective foreign control, and to employ Europeans, not from the Great Powers,
but only from the middle states. This the Austrians regarded as satisfactory. They had got
nothing, but neither had any other Great Power. As for the condition of Armenia, Pallavicini
blandly observed that ‘the reform programme is consigned to the same fate that has awaited
all attempts at reform in Turkey’.72

Even more futile were Austria-Hungary’s attempts in 1913–14 to lay the foundations
for a colony incorporating much of the south coast of Anatolia.73 True, there was some
anxiety in Vienna lest a partition of the area between the other powers might mean the end
of the Open Door, with deleterious consequences for Austro-Hungarian trade. But, for
the Ballhausplatz, the issue yet again was primarily one of prestige. As Berchtold emphasised
to Pallavicini in November 1913, the essential point was that ‘we do not want to be the
only power to come away empty-handed’.74 But when Germany and Italy, who had already
with Turkey’s blessing staked out claims in the area, refused to make room for their ally
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the Austrian plan was doomed to failure. By July 1914, Berchtold was reduced to talking
of putting pressure on the unco-operative Turks by supporting Italy in her long-drawn-out
wrangle with the Turks over the interpretation of the 1912 Treaty of Lausanne. Even so,
that Berchtold should consider intervening in this remote and tedious legal dispute,
humouring Italy at the cost of further estranging Turkey, perhaps only reflected the change
in Austrian priorities after the Sarajevo assassinations of 28 June. There now appeared the
prospect of an Austro-Serbian, or even a European war.

Certainly, Austro-Turkish relations as such had hardly improved at all during the six
months preceding the outbreak of war. In February 1914 the Ballhausplatz coupled ‘the
incalculability of the present military dictatorship in Turkey’ with Serbian irredentism as
the two chief sources of the prevailing uncertainty.75 Pallavicini lectured the Turks
repeatedly76 on the ‘great dangers’ involved in fostering a national-Islamic movement
which, if it as yet concentrated its wrath on Greeks and Armenians, might soon develop
into a general xenophobia that could seriously injure European trade; on their foolish
persecution of the Greeks in Thrace—one of the most productive elements in the Empire
—and on their mishandling of the Arabs. On an international level, too, Vienna was
dismayed by the flirtations of prominent Young Turk politicians with the Entente Powers.

It was hardly surprising, therefore, that as the July crisis moved towards its climax
Pallavicini agreed with his German colleague that there ought to be no question of running
after a Turkish alliance for the present.77 Turkey was as yet in no condition to resist Russia
in Armenia, let alone to render active assistance in the Balkans. The best that could be hoped
for was to prevent Turkey’s actually joining the Entente camp or coming to blows with
Bulgaria.78 When the Turks themselves proposed an alliance to Germany on 27 July,
Berchtold had great reservations, especially about an alliance involving Austria-Hungary.
It was only under German pressure that he agreed to participate, and then only as an acceding
party to the German-Turkish treaty of 2 August.79 Even at this stage, Austro-Turkish
relations were characterised by that same wariness and lack of enthusiasm that had
distinguished them in the last years of peace.

This pattern continued during the war as the Germans, intent above all on victory and
taking very little thought for the morrow, steadily extended their obligations to Turkey
simply in order to keep her in the war. In January 1915, for example, negotiating over a
redefinition of the casus foederis, they agreed to drop the restrictive adjective ‘non provoquée’
as applied to attacks on Turkey by the Entente Powers or by a coalition of Balkan states.
The Austrians, by contrast, were mindful not merely of present concerns, but also of the
prospect of living cheek by jowl with Turkey and the Balkan states after the war was over.80

Pallavicini stiffened Berchtold’s resistance to the alteration, emphasising that ‘one just has
to reckon with the Turkish mentality’:

if the Turks feel that they will always…be supported by us and Germany, they will
exploit the situation to play tricks on [chicanieren] the three [Entente] powers in every
conceivable way and take measures affecting foreign schools and the rights of
foreigners etc. which would be against our interests too.81
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It was becoming ‘increasingly clear’ to him, the more the Turks insisted, ‘how important
it is to avoid giving the Turks carte blanche’.82 When in March 1915 the Austrians, fearing
that the Dardanelles expedition might otherwise knock Turkey out of the war, finally
acceded to the Turco-German alliance of 11 January, they confined themselves to the less
solemnly binding diplomatic form of an exchange of notes. They also insisted that, if the
alliance were to continue after the war, the limitations and conditions of Austria-Hungary’s
obligations would have to be closely defined in a separate military convention.83

Later, too, the Austrians objected when the Germans promised the Turks, in September
1916, that they would not make peace without Turkey’s consent if Ottoman territory were
in enemy occupation. The Austrians certainly had no wish to continue the war simply to
expel Russia from Armenia. Pallavicini admitted that ‘if we refuse to accede…our position
in Turkey and our relations here will be unpleasantly affected’;84 but when the Foreign
Minister, Burian, asked him for his advice Pallavicini still insisted that, whatever assurances
Austria-Hungary might give the Turks, ‘in no circumstances’ could she negotiate a formal
treaty like the German one.85 Similarly, when in May 1917 the Germans slightly extended
their obligations to assist Turkey against Britain, Pallavicini again warned of the danger that
Turkey might ‘intentionally provoke a conflict, for example, for the reconquest of
Baghdad…and a world conflagration would start over a purely Turkish interest’.86 At any
rate, 1917 closed with Pallavicini and his new chief, Czernin, firmly determined to delay
the whole question of Austria-Hungary’s formal adherence to the modified treaties until
the war was over.

Meanwhile, the domestic activities of the Constantinople government continued, as
before the war, to work against any really close co-operation between the Habsburg and
Ottoman empires. True, Pallavicini, instructed by Burian in November 1915 to raise the
question of the deportation of Armenians, tried to avoid an open quarrel with the Turks.
He tactfully reminded the Grand Vezir that the Armenians were among the most industrious
elements in the Empire; but he had to point out that, if Turkey’s allies were accused of
encouraging the persecution, they would have no choice but to lay the blame squarely on
Constantinople.87 When the Austro-Hungarian consul in Adrianople, who found it
‘depressing as the representative of a Kulturstaat to have to observe these medieval goings-
on [Treiberei]’,88 joined his Bulgarian colleague in signing a declaration condemning them,
Pallavicini immediately called him to order and pointed to the bad impression his behaviour
would make in Constantinople.89 In March 1916, however, even Pallavicini was impressed
by further horrific reports from the consul, and went to see Talat about them. But he was
fobbed off with assurances that almost immediately turned out to be arrant lies. In such
circumstances, ‘eloquent of conditions prevailing here’,90 Pallavicini, while having no
illusions left about the nature of the regime, concluded that there was little he could do to
help the Armenians.

By the end of 1917 the issue was having awkward political repercussions. As the Austro-
Hungarian charge d’affaires in Constantinople reported:

The nearer the end of the war comes, the clearer it becomes how greatly the
government suffers from…the consequences of the cruelties against the
Armenians… The Turkish government itself finds its freedom of manoeuvre

44 THE GREAT POWERS AND THE END OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE



restricted by the Armenian question in all plans and schemes for peace. It is not so
much the fear of losing the Armenian provinces—perhaps they would even get over
such a loss relatively easily—but rather the feeling that the Armenian question will
be taken up by all the Powers (friend and foe) in order to meddle as before in the
internal affairs of Turkey, and that thereby at the peace conference Turkey may
forfeit her achievement of the present war—to have shaken off the capitulatory
system.91

Nor was it long before Turkish demands for Austria-Hungary’s unconditional adherence
to the German-Turkish treaty of 18 February 1918 abolishing the Capitulations provoked
a further round of arguments between Vienna and Constantinople. (The Austrians wished
to make their adherence conditional on a successful end to the war, and to reserve the right
to most-favoured-nation treatment should any of the Entente Powers manage to restore
the Capitulations.) As Pallavicini explained to Czernin on 23 March,92 the Turks had swollen
heads: ‘Turkey has always lived in fear of Russia, and it was this fear that moved her to join
our side at the time. Now, however, Russia has ceased to be the bogeyman for Turkey;
now she has a heightened self-confidence, dreams of conquests, and thinks in all seriousness
that before Turkey, who has assumed the leadership of about 60 million Muslims, England
will tremble.’ He urged the utmost caution in dealing with the new, presumptuous Turkey.

True, under renewed pressure from the Germans, who explained that their promises
to Turkey meant little, the Austrians acceded to the treaty abolishing the Capitulations in
May 1918; and by June to most of Germany’s supplementary commitments to Turkey.93

But they still refused to negotiate separate Austro-Turkish treaties like the German ones.
They refused even to accede to the German pledges regarding enemy-occupied territories
and determined to handle the ratification of such accession agreements as they had made
as dilatorily as possible.94 Distrust of Constantinople remained as lively as ever in the
Ballhausplatz until the very end of the war.

This was well illustrated by two incidents in 1918.95 When in February the Navy Ministry
proposed96 that the Monarchy should negotiate a convention with Turkey to provide for
naval co-operation after the war, and suggested that a start might be made by accrediting
a naval attaché to the embassy in Constantinople, the Ballhausplatz completely failed to
respond. In the summer, Burian became extremely agitated when he learned that the army
authorities had been negotiating, with the emperor’s approval but behind the backs of both
the Foreign Ministry and the German allies, for a military convention which would establish
Austro-Hungarian officers in the Ottoman army after the war, as a countervailing force to
the Germans.97 In addition to pointing to the futility of embarking on such negotiations
without German approval, he went on to observe that, ‘so long as the present war continues,
such an agreement is superfluous, whereas after the war its value seems to me problematical
as the policy which Turkey will pursue in future cannot be predicted with certainty today,
and it is not out of the question that after the conclusion of peace Turkey will turn away
from us and towards our enemies’98—a devastating comment on the state of the alliance
in the closing months of the war. But his observations were not acted upon, merely filed
away in the archives of the Ballhausplatz. They had been overtaken by events. The Habsburg
and Ottoman empires were already in their death-throes.
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The simultaneous collapse of the two empires at the end of 1918 might suggest that their
destinies had been inextricably linked. Certainly, the expulsion of the Turks from Europe
in 1913 had sharpened international tensions, in so far as it had greatly intensified the threat
posed by Balkan nationalism to the continuance of both the Habsburg Empire and the
international states system in its existing form. The First World War created a new system
in which neither empire found a place. Moreover, the reluctance of policy-makers in Vienna
throughout the period under review to take any action that might weaken the Ottoman
state might also suggest an awareness of a broad community of interests between the two
conservative empires.

In reality, a wide gulf existed between an appreciation of a broad community of interests
in principle and its application in terms of practical politics. In the first place, Austria-
Hungary was a member of an international states system composed of five or six Powers:
the ‘Concert of Europe’. Although Turkey had officially been declared a member of the
Concert in 1856, she had never really been treated as an equal by any of the Powers. As
the Austrians were wont to point out, Turkey was ‘not a state in the European sense of the
word’. Certainly the behaviour of a succession of regimes in Constantinople helped to
perpetuate the isolation of the Ottoman Empire from all the Great Powers in these years.
So also did those Powers’ interference in and criticism of Turkey’s domestic affairs. And
Austria-Hungary in particular, as both a member of a Concert of Christian Powers and as
a neighbour of the Balkan states, could never formulate its Turkish policy simply in terms
of relations with Constantinople. These were never of overriding importance to the
Ballhausplatz.

As an old and declining Power inordinately sensitive about its prestige, Austria-Hungary
was perhaps more determined than the others to assert her rights as a Christian Great Power
in the Ottoman Empire, ruthlessly enforcing both her own Kultusprotektorat and the whole
capitulatory system. The former was largely symbolic but still immensely damaging to
Ottoman pride, the latter certainly restrictive of the economic development of the Empire.
Herein no doubt lies a measure of Austro-Hungarian responsibility for the failure of the
Ottoman Empire to develop into a viable member of the European states system. Moreover,
a cultural and political gulf continued to divide the Habsburg and Ottoman empires even
in the days of the wartime alliance. It is not an inexorable community of fate, but simply
the coincidence in time of the blows sustained by the two empires in the First World War,
that accounts for the fact that in their deaths they were not divided.
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Italy and the End of the Ottoman Empire

R.J.B.Bosworth, University of Sydney

In June 1938, Galeazzo Ciano, the young, brash, ambitious, but sometimes curiously, even
painfully, realistic Italian Foreign Minister, was engaging in that favoured game of Italian
Fascist politicians, rhetoric, the spinning words about a future which might or might not
come. Listening to him was Count Giuseppe Volpi di Misurata, who had been Giolitti’s
negotiator at the Treaty of Lausanne in 1912, Mussolini’s Governor of Tripolitania and
Minister of Finance in the 1920s, and who was President of Confindustria, Italy’s big
business league, in 1938. He had also, before 1914, been a financier of the royal house of
Montenegro and then and later had ‘large financial interests in the Levant’, notably in the
Eregli coalfields. To Ciano’s naïve pleasure Volpi guessed without difficulty that Fascism
had ‘designs on Albania’. And the President of Italy’s industrialists added a suggestion of
his own. When Albania glistened as a jewel in the Fascist Empire what would be needed
was ‘a subsequent operation in Anatolia’.1 With Albania as a bridgehead in the Balkans, an
Italy ‘on the march’ could not stop until its flags were raised in Asia Minor.

Although he was speaking as a Fascist in 1938, Volpi represented the continuity of Italian
foreign policy, its ambition, its opportunism and its lack of genuine achievement. In the
story of the Great Powers’ involvement in the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Italy finds
a place, but also a characteristic place. In the Libyan War, in her Albanian and general
Balkan policy, and in her dreams about penetrating Asia Minor, Liberal Italy before 1914
played a major part, on the surface and in the short term, in hastening the demise of the
Ottoman Empire. By 1914 no other Great Power was so cynically hopeful that Turkey was
about to collapse. Yet, on a long-term or profound level, to ascribe to Italy a major role in
the downfall of the Ottoman Empire, or to claim that Asia Minor was the fulcrum of Italian
foreign policy, is absurd. In an area where some saw ‘oil and empire’, Italy aspired to
agricultural settlement and government-financed shipping lines, and even these aspirations
were usually constructed out of the paperwork of diplomacy rather than built on serious
financial or factual bases. In the Dodecanese, in Adalia, even in Albania, Italy meddled in
the affairs of the eastern Mediterranean with enthusiasm, with skill and often with apparent
success. But the unspoken assumption of most Italian industrialists was that Italy’s financial
problems and intentions would not be resolved or achieved in Asia Minor. And the unspoken
assumption of all but the most recklessly foolish Italian diplomatists was that, strategically
and politically, the Habsburg Empire was a greater issue than the Ottoman Empire. Italy
participated in the downfall of the Ottoman Empire, but she did so as circumstances allowed,
playing any cards offered to her in the game of negotiation, but in an old-fashioned, tactical,



almost ancien regime style of diplomacy. In any diagnosis of the contribution made by the
Great Powers to the death of the Ottoman system, Italy’s activities should be seen as a
disease of the skin and not of the heart. Italy was an irritant, performing as usual, as before
and as after, the task of the least of the Great Powers.

A certain Italian interest in the eastern Mediterranean had long been evident. After
unification, Italy had not been behindhand in demanding and acquiring a place in the grave
councils which were set up by the Great Powers to guide Hamidian Turkey towards
modernity, and to extract for themselves the maximum possible reward—moral, political
and financial. In 1881, Italy was one of six foreign states granted a place on the Council of
the Ottoman Public Debt Administration.2 After 1897, Italy joined Britain and France in
supervising the agreement between Greece and Turkey for the ‘autonomy’ of Crete. During
the Macedonian troubles of 1903, it was an Italian general, De Giorgis, who was appointed
by the Powers to command the gendarmerie, which, it was hoped, would prevent further
murderous conflicts among the local population. In 1908, on his death, he was replaced by
another Italian general, De Robilant. That year, too, Italy was accorded the right, already
possessed by the other Great Powers, to organise her own postal system throughout the
Ottoman Empire.3

At its simplest, Italian policy towards Turkey was therefore one of participation. As
Sonnino would later define it disarmingly: ‘O tutti, o nessuno’—either a place for Italy,
or no Great Power should be warmed in the Ottoman sun.4 Thus, with the perseverance
of the least of the Great Powers, Italian leaders strove to attend every international
conference on Balkan or Levantine affairs, to belong to every international commission
and, most of all, to be part of any deal which might bring real or apparent advantage. Entirely
characteristic of all Italian policy was the scheme of Alessandro Guiccioli, then Italian
Ambassador in Constantinople, who in 1892 suggested that the presidency of the Debt
Council should rotate among the members. Italy would thus be accorded ‘equality’, despite
the fact that she possessed only a minimal number of Ottoman bonds. Guiccioli was innocent
or adroit enough to persuade Germany, Italy’s ally since 1882, to back his scheme, which
was, however, rejected.5

In other, less formal, aspects of the Great Powers’ financial involvement in the Ottoman
Empire, Italy was equally zealous and adept at claiming her share. Even before the
Risorgimento, some Italian states had shown an interest in Asia Minor and north Africa.
Naples-Sicily, for example, had long had diplomatic and financial dealings in Tunis, Tripoli
and Alexandria. More important for the future was Piedmont, which, having been given
Genoa by the peacemakers at Vienna in 1815, inherited the ancient mantle of
Genoese imperialism in the eastern Mediterranean. Piedmont opened diplomatic relations
with Turkey in 1819, and in 1823 signed a commercial arrangement with the Ottoman
Empire. In 1824, Piedmont held fourth place, behind only Austria, Russia and Britain, in
international shipping passing through Constantinople. In 1837, the Rubattino shipping
company inaugurated its lines in the eastern Mediterranean.6

The traditions of Piedmont were easily absorbed by United Italy. In shipping, for
example, the Florio company opened a state-subsidised line to Constantinople in 1879.
When, in 1881, Rubattino and Florio were combined, under government prompting, to
form the Società di Navigazione Générale Italiana, the new company’s major formal activity
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lay in lines which joined Italy to the Ottoman Empire. Informally, the SNGI’s better-
rewarded activity lay in digesting government subsidies, granted because a transport
network to the Levant was ‘a national interest’.7

More generally, Italian financial involvement in Turkey increased considerably in the
two decades before 1914. From 1896 to 1906, for example, Italian trade with the Ottoman
Empire rose by 150 per cent, from 53 to 132 million lire. In 1914, Italian commerce with
Turkey was surpassed only by that of Britain, Germany and Austria. Italy, although
accustomed to having a balance-of-payments deficit with most states, had a positive trade-
balance with the Ottoman Empire.8 Hopeful Italian industrialists talked of Asia Minor as
the ideal market for Italian textiles, and some Italian entrepreneurs, notably Giuseppe Volpi
and his Società Commerciale d’Oriente, looked to Turkey as the ready source of raw
materials which Italy lacked (for example, coal from the mines at Eregli,9 or Eraclea as
classically trained Italians preferred to call it). A semi-official propagandist bewailed the
lack of commercial training among Italian diplomats, and argued that the Italian Ambassador,
the southern aristocrat, Marchese Guglielmo Imperiali, had been repeatedly outwitted by
his French colleague, Constans, because Constans was interested in money and Imperiali
only in ‘snobismo’.10

Yet finance was not the basis of Italy’s policy in the Ottoman Empire, nor even of her
presence there. Past centuries of ‘Italian’ history had left ‘Italians’ or, rather, Venetians,
Genoese, Neapolitans and Sicilians scattered in communities all over the Mediterranean
basin. In 1870 it was reported that there were 10,000 ‘Italians’ in Constantinople, 6,000
in Smyrna, 2,000 in Syria, 2,500 in Greece and the Aegean Islands, 20,000 in Alexandria,
6,000 in Cairo and 1,000 in Port Said. The most numerous settlement of all was in Tunis
where, by 1915, there were 130,000 Italian emigrants, despite the fact that Tunis had, in
1881, been taken by France in a most humiliating diplomatic defeat for Italy.11

The ethnic Italians were divided into two main classes. Most were poor seamen,
labourers, or sometimes, as in Tunis, small landowners or sharecroppers. But some Italians
retained the role of what today could be called technocrats, especially in engineering and
medicine where Italy had once led the world. Some Italians, too, had found positions as
merchants and middlemen, notably in Egypt. The new Nationalist littérateur, Filippo
Tommaso Marinetti, born in Alexandria in 1876, would later recall in the Futurist Manifesto
the inspiration which he drew from ‘the black teat of [his] Sudanese nurse’.12 Others of his
countrymen, in the same golden days of Khedive Ismail, gained their nourishment from
posts as diverse as manager of the khedival shipping line, superintendent of the khedival
postal service, director of the khedival health system and various important positions in
Egyptian banking.13 There was a particularly close relationship between the khedival dynasty
and that of the Savoys. Fuad, who became King of Egypt in 1917, was trained as a soldier
in Turin, and his son, Farouk, was eventually to offer Victor Emmanuel III asylum in
Alexandria in 1946.14

Matching these achievements of the Liberal State, the Roman Catholic Church also had
a notable position in the Mediterranean basin. The rivalry between church and state in the
Risorgimento, and indeed in many Italian domestic matters prior to the Lateran Pacts of
1929, was always much weaker abroad, where the agents of an Italian Caesar and a Rome-
based God often combined against foreigners in the interests of what one missionary
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organisation called ‘religion and fatherland’.15 The Vatican’s quarrel with Republican
France led Italy, in 1905, to be admitted, with church approval, to a share in the protection
of Catholic organisations in the Holy Places.16 Church and state also united in sponsoring
Italian language schools abroad which, a propagandist boasted, in 1904–5 had 15,633 pupils,
more than double the figure of a decade before.17 In the dispute over Palestine during the
First World War, it was believed that Franciscan missionaries could be relied on to be
‘eminently patriotic Italians’—unlike the rival Dominicans, who were reputed to be pro-
French.18

More significant still was financial co-operation between the Roman Catholic Church
and the Italian State. The Roman Catholic Church had very early begun to play a major part
in the finances of Liberal Italy both through small local banks and co-operatives19 and through
major agencies, especially the Banco di Roma. This last by 1910 was a veritable agent, or
even propellant, of Italian imperialism, with major interests in Libya and Egypt, and with
ambitions to secure more in Asia Minor.20 The Italian Foreign Minister (1903–5, 1906–9),
a Roman named Tommaso Tittoni, was the brother of one of the Banco di Roma’s chief
officials and, during Tittoni’s ministry, there was, naturally, a warm fraternal relationship
between government and bank. Similarly, the appointment of the Italian delegate to the
Debt Council was made by the Rome Chamber of Commerce, a body which was
traditionally vulnerable to the attractions of clericalism. The Italian delegates Alberto
Theodoli (1905–12) and Bernardino Nogara (1912–14) were both persone gratissime with
the highest circles in the Vatican.21

Yet, if these financial, popular and religious factors were the unspoken assumptions of
Italian policy in the eastern Mediterranean, their connection with actual political decisions
was at best ambiguous. Egypt provides a typical enough story. There, after she had turned
down a British suggestion, in 1882, for a sort of junior partnership in the protection of
Egypt,22 Italy was left as the most obvious potential patron of anti-British, Egyptian
nationalist movements. However, all the evidence shows that Egyptians manipulated the
ambitious and gullible Italians, rather than the reverse. The local ‘Italian’ community was
divided over politics, religion and regional loyalties, and its members spent much time
intriguing and bickering amongst themselves.23 Moreover, the laws of extra-territoriality
made nationality necessarily vague. One clerical Italian has noted disapprovingly in his
memoirs that Levantine ‘Italians’ owned ninety-four local brothels.24 Some businessmen
made money, and probably the Savoys, too, punted some of their considerable fortune on
Egyptian affairs, but perhaps the most successful Italian contact with Egypt remained that
made by Giuseppe Verdi in 1871. For the world première of Aïda at the Cairo Opera House,
the generous Khedive Ismail had paid the always financially careful Verdi 150,000 gold
francs, deposited cash down at the Rothschild Bank in Paris.25

In the Balkans, Italy’s ‘patronage’ of nationalist movements was similarly equivocal.
Balkan newspapers entitled themselves Piedmont and proclaimed the example of Italian
unification to give precedent for their own campaigns for freedom from the Ottoman or
Habsburg empires. There was some Italian trade with the Balkan area, and some individuals
did well—notably the ubiquitous Volpi in Montenegro and Serbia.26 Some Italian money
certainly passed to local chieftains in order to buy arms and equipment for their raids Albania
was a special centre of contact,27 being assisted by a considerable Italo-Albanian community
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within Italy and, in the 1911 revolt, by the sons of the great Garibaldi.28 But Italy’s European
preoccupations were too near and too pressing for her ever to be the masterful director of
ethnic revolts in the Balkans. Indeed, in that area, Italy was usually either manipulated or
disregarded by the Balkan leaders and, in her own policy, was more timidly anxious than
most that the status quo in the Balkans should survive.

The timidity was not engendered by a love for the Ottoman Empire but, rather, by a
combination of suspicion, jealousy and fear of the Habsburg Empire. Article VII of the
Triple Alliance, agreed between Italy and Austria in 1887, spoke of compensation for one
if the other gained advantage in the Balkans.29 Italian policy-makers always hoped, but could
never say openly, that this might mean some arrangement whereby Italy regained the terra
irredenta of Trieste and the Trentino. In the Balkans, and elsewhere, whatever financiers
schemed or propagandists boasted, the ultimate fulcrum of Italian policy lay by the Isonzo
and in the Alto Adige, in ‘completing the Risorgimento’ and not in a Drang Nach Osten, in
nationalism and not in imperialism. Thus, Italian financial dealings in the wider Ottoman
Empire remained small beer, the delight and reward of individuals (notably of Volpi) rather
than the lubricant of state policy. It was characteristic that Italy, despite her lack of energy
resources, such as coal, at home, showed very little interest before 1914 in oil, 30 and, as
the owner of Libya from 1911 to the Second World War, actually rejected expert advice
that oil might be the one product which could bring a profit from that ‘fourth shore’. The
Nationalist writer, Enrico Corradini, with his usual grandiloquence, feared lest mineral
discoveries in Libya would enfeeble Italians by ‘allowing them to grow rich’.31 In practice
poverty was preserved while Italian colonial administrators dreamed of restoring Libya to
its position in Classical times as the great grain-producing province of the Roman Empire
under the laborious hand of Italian peasants.32

Generally, then, the bases of Italian policy in the eastern Mediterranean were traditional,
imitative and often quite out of date. It was as though the effort required to be the least of
the Great Powers left Italian leaders, both Liberal and Fascist, panting too hard just in order
to keep up, to be able to understand too many modern themes of finance or, later, of
ideologically ‘fascist’ imperialism. In the Great Power scramble for influence in Turkey,
Italy was not an initiator, but simply the Power which did not wish to be left out.

This essential weakness admitted, it is also ironically true that specific Italian policies,
undertaken for traditional reasons, often had a major impact on the unhappy Ottoman
Empire. The most drastic example came in 1911 with the Italian invasion of the Turkish
provinces of Tripoli and Cyrenaica, which, in November, together with the inland vilayet
of Fezzan, were annexed to Italy and became the colony called Libya.33

Despite Libya’s lack of natural appeal (Turkey herself, despite minimal expense, made
a financial loss out of administering it), Italy had long enunciated her special interest in the
area. She did so initially on the beggars-can’t-be-choosers principle that, after the
establishment of the French protectorate in Tunis (1881) and the rejection of British
overtures about Egypt (1882), there was no other suitable ‘vacant’ territory left. For two
decades, Italy built up a baroque web of agreements and half-agreements with the other
Powers (notably in the Visconti Venosta and Prinetti-Barrère exchanges with France in
1900 and 1902) that, ‘should the status quo be changed’ in north Africa, then Italy must take
Libya. After 1905, the doubtful achievements of diplomacy were bolstered by equally
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doubtful achievements of finance as the Banco di Roma began considerable investment in
Libya. The Bank invested in railways, shipping, port developments, and agricultural
modernisation in such concerns as olive oil production. Italian commerce with Libya
increased—by 1910 imports and exports totalled some 14 million lire, still basically very
small-scale but a major increase on the situation five years before.34

Italy’s politicians, diplomats and businessmen initially greeted the Young Turk revolution
with enthusiasm.35 Abdul Hamid had long been depicted as the epitome of Evil, and Italian
publicists had grown accustomed to using the Ottoman system as the most notorious
example of corruption and tyranny. One future Italian Foreign Minister, visiting Albania
in 1900, briefly defined Turkish justice as a public danger.36 An Italian journalist, reporting
on the Balkan Wars, thought that Turkish government was in a state of ‘putrefaction’ and
that ‘the only…excuse’ for Turkish military incompetence was ‘perhaps that…of being
Moslem’.37 The political philosopher Gaetano Mosca, though denying that one race was
intrinsically superior to another, none the less argued that, currently, all Moslem systems
were inferior.38

All this, it was for a time innocently believed, could be changed by revolution. The
Young Turks would modernise their Empire and create a Liberal Turkey with whom Liberal
Italy could associate with fewer moral inhibitions. But the Young Turks were also
nationalists, suspicious of the presence of foreigners. Libya was not the nub of political
attention in Constantinople but, in October 1910, Tripoli was sent a new vali, Ibrahim
Pasha, who at once started to campaign against the most obvious foreign presence, that is,
the Italian. Thereupon Italian diplomats began to prophesy gloomily that Tripoli would find
the destiny of Tunis and be lost to Italy. Italian publicists shocked their readers with tales
of Italian military heroism traduced by the Young Turk rulers, of Italian businessmen
hindered, and even of Italian maidens despoiled by dastardly Muslims. Libya, they said, was
Italy’s ‘promised land’ and the ‘hour was sounding’ in which Italy must take it.39 In
particular, the romanità of Libya was emphasised and re-emphasised. A typical contemporary
cartoon showed a soldier of the Third Italy’ finding the skeleton of a Roman legionary in
the desert, plucking out his still shining sword and raising it aloft to proclaim to Italy and
the world the revived Roman destiny which awaited Libya and perhaps other littoral regions
of the ‘mare nostrum’.

Yet Italy’s invasion of Libya on 29 September was not really caused in any direct sense
by the misdeeds of Ibrahim Pasha, nor by the rhetorical exhortations of publicists and
politicians anxious to make their patriotic mark in 1911 - that year of many celebrations of
the fiftieth anniversary of United Italy. Instead, as in many other aspects of Italian policy
towards Turkey, the real spur to Italian action was bound to neither internal nor local
events, nor even to Italy’s particular relationship with Turkey. It came, rather, from Italy’s
position with regard to the other Great Powers.

In 1908 a decade of relatively passive public policy was undermined by Italy’s humiliation
during the Bosnia-Herzegovina affair. Then Austria annexed the territory which she had
occupied since 1878. This conversion of the de facto and the de jure carried for Italy the
negative accompaniment of being unable to claim compensation despite palpable Austrian
advantage. The Italian Foreign Minister at the time, Tommaso Tittoni, was all the more
exposed, given his own well-known penchant for intrigue. At home he had to suffer the
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slings of Nationalist opinion, outraged that he had gained nothing, and abroad the arrows
of diplomatic suspicion that his failure did not spring from a want of trying. In London,
normally a seat of somewhat condescending benevolence towards Italy, a clerk in the
Foreign Office minuted without rebuke that Tittoni was ‘a past master in the art of lying’.40

Tittoni’s career never recovered from his failure. In March 1910 a new government was
formed in Italy by Luigi Luzzatti, a Jewish financier who was acting as a stop-gap before
the return of the accustomed Prime Minister, Giolitti. Luzzatti chose as his Foreign Minister
not Tittoni but Antonino di San Giuliano, a Sicilian aristocrat with a markedly nationalist
background.41 When Giolitti himself took over from Luzzatti in March 1911, he kept San
Giuliano on at the Foreign Ministry.

The renewed desire for action in foreign affairs was stimulated not merely by the effects
of Tittoni’s passivity. The Italian economy, after a decade of growth, turned down in 1907
and recovered thereafter only very slowly. Italian businessmen were aware of the ‘social
peril’ and, on the model of their German and French seniors, were beginning to seek some
modern solution to obviate the class struggle. In 1910, Italy saw the foundation of a Big
Business League, Confindustria, and by 1912 the President of that League, a French citizen
named Luigi Bonnefon Craponne, and its secretary, Camillo Olivetti, were praising
‘autarky’ as the ideal policy for the Italian economy. A certain naïveté always remained—
Olivetti called war ‘a monstrous phenomenon’—but Italy was beginning to develop, in a
minor way and with many internal divisions, what one historian has called an ‘industrial-
military complex’.42

The industrialists’ potential interest in imperialism had been preceded, however, by a
more defined interest from bureaucrats, politicians and journalists, especially those,
including San Giuliano, who, in 1906, had set up the Italian Colonial Institute. The ambition
of this body was to spread an enthusiasm for colonialism among the ruling élite, rather as
the parti colonial was supposed to do in the French Chamber of Deputies. Turkish territory
was regarded as especially suitable for a revival of Italian colonialism. In May 1906 an
archaeologist writing about ‘Antiquity in Tripoli and Cyrenaica’ urged blandly:
‘Archaeological explorations…must follow and not precede the occupation, armed or
passive, of the country.’ A politician defined Cyrenaica as a ‘real Eden’ and recalled that
Tripoli was ‘a land fertile, rich, once a happy and prosperous colony of the Greeks and
Romans’. Asia Minor, too, inspired renewed colonialist dreams which prophesied
throughout the eastern Mediterranean a great future for Italian demographic colonisation.43

Indeed, the emigration figures, especially from the Italian south, were becoming so
enormous that it is scarcely surprising that some politicians began to seek anew for colonies
which could cope, to some extent, with the flood of expatriation. In Calabria and the
Abruzzi, by 1909–13, 3.3 per cent of the population was emigrating annually,44 and when
it is noted that these were young, healthy, adult men the loss was all the more drastic.
Italy’s existing colonies, Eritrea and the Somaliland, had proved ill suited to settlement. In
Eritrea, the better and older of the two, in 1913 the total non-military or bureaucratic
personnel was sixty-one.45 The major activity in such colonies was not a growth in agrarian
production but bureaucratic in-fighting between civilians and representatives of the army.
One civilian governor of Eritrea wrote back to Rome that the officers of his colony passed
their time exclusively between local ‘madams and the green baize table’.46
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In 1910–11 the traditional rhetoric of conservative colonialists was blended with the
sharper mixture provided by Enrico Corradini and his fellows of the Nationalist Association
and its newspaper, L’Idea nazionale. It was Corradini who coined the phrase that Italy was
‘a proletarian nation’ and who argued a thesis in favour of the primacy of foreign policy.
For Italy, he averred, an expansionist, even warmongering, foreign policy was more
important and salutary than were any domestic reforms.

But the final and major stimulus to action came from outside Italy. Without the
international pressure arising both from the dispatch of the German gunboat Panther to
Agadir on 1 July 1911 and the subsequent Franco-German crisis and settlement, and from
the rumours in September that Austria wanted the Triple Alliance to be renewed
prematurely, it is very difficult to imagine Giolitti departing from his cautious principle
that an attack on Libya would mean war against the whole Ottoman Empire. Such a grandiose
ambition, he feared, could have a result which none could foresee: ‘The integrity of what
is left of the Ottoman Empire is one of the principles on which is founded the equilibrium
and peace of Europe… What if, after we attack Turkey, the Balkans move? And what if a
Balkan war provokes a clash between the two groups of Powers and a European war?’ Italy,
he averred with propriety, would be foolish to take on such a terrible responsibility.47

Despite this perceptiveness about the ramifications of an Italo-Turkish war, by 17
September, Giolitti and San Giuliano had decided to launch an attack on Libya. At 2.30
p.m. on 29 September a blatant Italian ultimatum to the Turkish government expired. By
then, Italian troop-ships were already sailing towards the Libyan coast.

Italy, the least of the Great Powers, thus became the first major state to engage in open
war against Turkey since the Congress of Berlin. Italy had loosed the first stone in what for
the next decade would turn into the avalanche which would overwhelm the Ottoman
Empire.

It was, however, a very curious war in which Italy engaged. Territorially, campaigning
was concentrated mainly in Libya itself, where Italian troops under General Caneva soon
seized the coastal towns, but were then at a loss to know what to do next. Italian confidence
that the local Senussi Arabs would join them in order to throw off their Ottoman overlords
proved to be misplaced. Instead, Muslim religious leaders proclaimed a jihad against the
infidel invaders, and a bitter guerilla resistance began. During the First World War, Italian
occupation was reduced to those same few coastal settlements seized in the first days of the
Libyan campaign. An Italian ‘pacification’ was not achieved until 1930 under first Liberal
and then Fascist impulse. One commander during the near-genocidal campaign was
Giuseppe Volpi, whose chequered career had led him, from 1922 to 1925, to be Governor
of Tripolitania.48 Back in 1911–12 the only solace to Italian nationalists came from the boast
that their country was pioneering the use of aeroplanes in combat or that some soldier’s
letters, blessed with official approval, depicted Libya as a land as rich and fertile as
‘America’.49 A popular song rejoiced that Tripoli was a paradise: ‘Tripoli, bel suol d’amore’.
Less publicised was the fact that the Italian death-toll soon began to rise, though more from
cholera than from Arab bullets. At the same time, the age-old Italian peasant hope for land
(and religious hatred of the ‘turchi’ who, in past centuries had owned Sicily and devastated
the Italian coast and who were not ‘cristiani’)50 was being perverted by that other age-old
peasant comprehension that war brought only trouble and loss. Soldiers on official parades
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cheerfully sang Tripoli, bel suol d’amore’, but in the privacy of their camps they learned
instead to chant more pessimistic words which had been coined at home:

Oh iniqua, oh infame Turchia
L’hai ucciso il mio amato consorte
ma quando ebbi l’annuncio di morte
un dolore provai da morir…
Comanda Cristo oppure 11 padrone
maledetta sia sempre la guerra
chi di sangue ha sporcato la terra
che non possa il sole veder.51

‘Evil, infamous Turkey/You have killed my loved companion/When I received the
death notice/it was a pain equal to death/Christ rules or rather the boss does/
Accursed forever be war/which has so besmirched the earth with blood/that the
sun cannot be seen.

For the Italian government (as indeed for the Young Turk administrations in
Constantinople), these military and social events in Libya were something of a sideshow.
Desultory war might be waged inland from Homs and Benghazi, but the real contest was
to find a peace acceptable to both parties without too much loss of face.

The Italian leadership did go on dreaming of a military coup which would prove so decisive
that Turkey would have abjectly to sue for peace. The problem was that dreaming of a coup
was easier than carrying it out. In the early days of the war, action was contemplated in the
Adriatic, probably against Albania, that perennial object of Italian interest and ambition.
But it was made absolutely plain that Austria-Hungary would not tolerate independent
Italian action in an area so sensitive for her own interests. Aehrenthal, the Austrian Minister
of Foreign Affairs, warned Italy off.52

The superior Italian navy was then left in the irritating dilemma that its unquestioned
superiority against Turkey could not be utilised except to escort troops across the
Mediterranean, or to earn trouble for itself and Italy’s politicians by interfering with ‘the
freedom of the seas’—for example, when arresting the French ships, Carthage, Manouba
and Tavignano, in order to ascertain if they were carrying contraband men or material to
Libya.53 In April and July 1912 some release from frustration was found in officially
‘accidental’, but in fact planned, raids against the Straits. The action in April was particularly
effective since Turkey mined the Straits in reply, and thus blocked such important commerce
as the Anglo-Russian grain trade. In the following weeks, Turkish delay in removing the
mines earned her the opprobrium of Britain and Russia, and Italy, almost unnoticed, was
able to occupy first the island of Stampalia on 28 April, and later the rest of the Dodecanese
and Rhodes, which, patriotic propagandists soon reminded their readers, had once been
the ‘friend and ally of the Roman people’.

The Dodecanese soon became a major bargaining-counter in all Italian diplomatic
manoeuvring in the Balkans and Asia Minor,54 but in the spring of 1912 their seizure brought
peace no closer since the Turkish government showed no great pain at the loss of such
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ethnically Greek and economically valueless property. In these circumstances, the Italian
Chief of the General Staff, Alberto Pollio, decided, at the end of June, that drastic measures
were called for. In a remarkable pro memoria he suggested that now was the time for Italy
to engage in total war against Turkey and simply to dismantle the Ottoman Empire. An
Italian force, landed at Smyrna, would provide the military muscle, but Italy should also
excite the Christian people of the Balkans to rise and expel Turkey from Europe. ‘The
Eastern Question’, he argued, had ‘lasted for centuries’. It was Italy’s task to cut the Gordian
knot and to ensure that the collapse of Turkey, which was certain in the immediate future
in any case, would happen now at the moment of greatest advantage to Italy.55

Pollio’s statement thus provides the most serious military ‘plan’ for a general attack on
Turkey made by any of the Great Powers before the First World War. Yet, once again,
Italian policy must be seen in context. There is absolutely no evidence that either Giolitti
or San Giuliano, the two men who made Italian foreign policy, took Pollio’s ideas seriously.
Civil-military relations in Italy are a complicated enough story domestically,56 but in the
practice of diplomacy the army leadership had almost no influence at all. It is notorious,
but also indicative, that Pollio was never told the terms of the Triple Alliance. In September
1911, San Giuliano and Giolitti planned the Libyan War with only the most desultory
contact with the military who would wage it. In July-August 1914, San Giuliano made
policy with no reference to the army leadership, which continued to ready itself to fight
against the Triple Entente until the very morrow of the Italian declaration of neutrality.

Thus, in the summer of 1911, Pollio’s sudden interest in total warfare in Asia Minor
provoked little reaction from Giolitti or San Giuliano. The Foreign Minister, indeed, was
already gloomy about the war clouds gathering over the Balkans, and advocated peace with
Turkey via some sort of strategic retreat57—perhaps an abandonment of the outright
annexation of Libya proclaimed by Giolitti on 4 November 1911. The Prime Minister was
less pessimistic. He had soon decided that peace would not come from military victory,
and had also turned from the orthodox channels of diplomacy in seeking reconciliation
with Turkey. Interestingly, and most significantly for Italian policy towards the Ottoman
Empire for the last years before the First World War, the world in which Giolitti sought
to find the key to the Libyan imbroglio was the financial one.

Italian financial dealings with Turkey pursued a twisted course throughout 1911–12.
They began in failure when Theodoli, the clerical conservative who was Italian delegate to
the Debt Council, was persuaded to return to Rome in October 1911 with a compromise
peace plan, which was then rejected by Giolitti.58 Theodoli’s failure ruined his reputation
in Constantinople, and he was soon expelled from the Ottoman Empire.

Other businessmen, however, were ready to step into Theodoli’s shoes. Notable was
Bernardino Nogara, who directed the Constantinople offices of Volpi’s Società
Commerciale d’Oriente. Nogara was permitted to remain in Constantinople throughout
the war, and his informative dispatches to Volpi were in turn passed on to Giolitti. In June
1912, Volpi himself went on a private mission to Constantinople. In the short term, the
mission brought no enlightenment except that Volpi, too, now wrote philosophically to
Giolitti that Turkey was ‘a country which continues its fatal path towards its end’.59

However, the contacts made by Volpi were renewed in July 1912, when unofficial Italian
and Turkish delegations met in Lausanne to search for mutually acceptable and rewarding
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peace terms. The Italian delegation consisted of the apposite combination of a politician,
Pietro Bertolini, said to be Giolitti’s political dauphin, a legal expert, Guido Fusinato, and
a businessman, yet again the indestructible Volpi.

For the next three months, parleying continued at various luxurious Swiss hotels. The
Turkish delegates, however enriched by their acquaintance with the financial skills of Volpi,
proved even more able at procrastination. In the end, it was only the outbreak of the Balkan
Wars, on 8 October, which drove Turkey, ten days later, to initial the Treaty of Lausanne
with Italy. The chain reaction which Giolitti had predicted before the outbreak of the Libyan
War had moved on to its next link.

All in all, Italy’s war with Turkey had been an oddly tangential event. It was a war in
which experts in warfare were less important than experts in bribery. It was a war in which
Italy could not fully utilise her military and, especially, naval superiority, given the tacit
restrictions imposed on her by the other Great Powers. This apart, it was also a war towards
which all the other Great Powers followed a policy of shutting their eyes and hoping for
the best. In 1911–12 neither Britain, France, Russia, Germany nor Austria-Hungary was
anxious to adopt too open a stance which might fatally antagonise either Italy or Turkey.
The peace of Lausanne in October 1912 was equally paradoxical. For the next twenty
months, the ex-combatants, Italy and Turkey, became bosom friends, and Italy became
easily the most intrusive newcomer into the strategic and commercial politics of the future
of Asia Minor. And the great interest which caused this friendship to blossom was that, by
Article 2 of the Treaty of Lausanne, Italy remained in ‘temporary’ occupation of the
Dodecanese until all Turkish troops had left Libya.

As far as Italy was concerned, it soon became apparent that Turkish troops were readily
identifiable with Arab insurgents. Unless there was severe international pressure, Italy
would not hand back the Dodecanese until Libya was pacified. Even if that unlikely event
happened, it was conceivable that there existed good reasons (for example, the expense
occasioned by the onerous task of occupation)60 which would continue to justify Italian
retention of the islands. As the history of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Egypt had already
demonstrated, ‘temporary’ occupation of Ottoman territory by a Great Power could easily
become permanent.

The Dodecanese issue was further complicated both for Italy and Turkey because, with
the Balkan Wars, or should any principle of ethnic justice be applied, the islands would be
delivered not to Turkey but to Greece. The Turkish government readily understood that
the Dodecanese in ‘temporary’ Italian hands had more chance of returning one day to the
administration of Constantinople than if they became part of Greek dominion.

Turkish reliance on procrastination was all the greater, since it was plain that, for Italy,
Greece was always the most annoying and uppity Small Power. Indeed, the theme of Italo-
Greek antagonism runs like a golden thread through the grey cloth of policies and half-
policies which made up Italian diplomacy in the eastern Mediterranean from 1912 to the
Corfu incident of 1923 and beyond. Partly, the problem was ideological. If Italy was the
heir of the First Rome, Greece carried on the traditions of Byzantium, and aimed to regain
a Graecia irredenta in zones of Turkish territory which were often precisely those which
excited most Italian attention. Moreover, where Italian rhetoricians had to justify their case
by reference to the redolent ruins of Rome, Venice or Genoa, or to the scattered settlements
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of ethnic ‘Italians’, Greek patriots could claim that 6.5 million Greeks lived in the Turkish
Empire—enough allegedly to deserve a quarter of the seats in the Chamber set up after the
Young Turk revolution of 1908. It was this sort of ‘evidence’ which encouraged one Italian
politician to remark inscrutably, apropos of the Greeks, that one could die of starvation
but also of indigestion.61

One particular area of dispute was southern Albania, or northern Epirus as the Greeks
preferred to call it. Italian strategists, with some prompting from their politicians, had
decided that whoever dominated Albania controlled the outlet to the Adriatic and thus
potentially possessed a naval stranglehold on Italy’s vulnerably flat and harbourless Adriatic
coastline.62

The Albanian tangle was knotted tighter by Austria-Hungary’s ambition in the area.
Despite a number of agreements in 1900,1909 and 1913 between Italy and Austria marking
out their interests in Albania, in the decades before 1914 the two fought out a bizarre cold
war for the control of the souls and bank accounts of Albanians. Italian naval vessels pointedly
made annual calls to Albanian ports, and Italian experts involved themselves as advisers in
the hotly disputed question of the ideal Albanian alphabet.63 However, for Italy, the major
problem was that the Albanian issue never clarified sufficiently for her to have one straight
policy-line. Thus, before 1912, Italians provided financial and moral sustenance, and
sometimes physical asylum for Albanian nationalists who, each spring, threatened to expel
Turkish tax-collectors. The Italian government, on the other hand, went on proclaiming
its loyalty to the status quo in Albania, and occasionally persecuted those of its own citizens
who became too fervent enthusiasts for an Albanian nation. In 1912–13, at the London
Conference, Italy was an earnest advocate of the recognition of Albania as an autonomous
state. But, in the privacy of the Foreign Ministry, officials had little doubt that Albania did
not have a future.64 Thus, while acknowledging that Austria’s candidate, William of Wied,
was the best prospect as ruler of Albania, Italy provided funds for the chiefs of the rebellious
northern, Roman Catholic, tribe of the Mirditi and for Essad Pasha, the main Muslim
challenger for the title of Prince of Albania. These inconsistencies were not helped by the
collapse of Wied’s rule in the summer of 1914. In October 1914 the Italian navy occupied
the island of Saseno—the ‘Gibraltar of the Adriatic’ as Italian propagandists loved to call
it. When it turned out that Saseno had no supplies of running water, the port of Valona
was also necessarily occupied on Christmas Day, 1914.65 Italian policy towards Albania was
set in the groove which would lead to the request for a mandate at Versailles, to the
‘protection’ of King Zog in the 1920s, and eventually to the annexation of Albania to the
Italian Empire on Good Friday, 1939.

Italy’s preoccupations in Albania, and towards Greece on the one hand and Austria on
the other, meant that she was no proponent of Balkan nationalism during the Balkan Wars.
In any case, while peace between the Great Powers survived, Italian strategic, financial and
political attention had shifted to Asia Minor. Turkey-in-Europe had collapsed, and the Small
Powers had taken their reward. Turkey-in-Asia would soon follow, but on this occasion
the rewards would go to the Great Powers. In those circumstances, ‘Italy must be there’.

The detail of Italian policy in Asia Minor bears remarkable similarity to that of her ally
and rival, Austria-Hungary, which found only ‘tarde venientibus ossa’.66 Italy in 1913–14
gained more on paper than Austria, was more persistent and cynical, but that had much to
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do with the personality and ability of San Giuliano compared to the new Austrian Foreign
Minister, Berchtold. Any advantage held was soon lost with the outbreak of war and the
death of San Giuliano.

But, in 1913–14, Italy busily engaged herself in finding a ‘sphere of interest’ in Asia
Minor, most persistently in the region of Adalia, which lay inland from the Dodecanese
islands. Any sphere of interest, it was hoped, would turn into something more substantial
in the event of what San Giuliano repeatedly called ‘the probable, not far-off, collapse of
the Ottoman Empire’.67 In order to be granted a place in any hypothetical division of
Turkey, San Giuliano used all possible means. He worked within the Triple Alliance, both
stating his perpetual and total loyalty to his partners, and, more subtly, encouraging Austria
to involve herself more in Turkey, and then begging Germany for sympathy and support
lest Austria steal a march over Italy and upset the balance within the Alliance. A characteristic
San Giuliano memorandum explained, in September 1913, that ‘naturally’ Italy would
favour Austria being granted a sphere of interest for herself but that ‘we must search to
have the biggest and best part and…give Austria-Hungary the zone which would most put
her into conflict with the Triple Entente’.68

Meanwhile, Italy strove to exploit her own peculiar relationship with France and
especially with Britain to get Triple Entente backing for a recognition of her interests in
Asia Minor. In this regard, the Dodecanese were especially useful pawns to be played since
the British Admiralty had decided that, under continued Italian ownership, they were a
potential threat to the imperial naval route to the East. Time and time again, without his
bluff being called, San Giuliano pushed into play the promise that he would return the
islands. British diplomatists were left to take refuge in wit, one composing a limerick to
define Italian policy:

They mustn’t keep Rhodes or Stampalia,
So they’ve sent a young man to Adalia,
Where he’s now hard at work
At cajoling the Turk
To cry ‘viva, evviva Italia!’69

By March 1914, through adroit use of the islands, San Giuliano had managed to persuade
Sir Edward Grey to admit Italian association in the right to construct a railway in the
hinterland of Smyrna. This right conflicted with the previous concession granted by the
Turkish government to the British Smyrna-Aidin railway company, whose activities in the
area Grey had previously described as those of ‘so to say, our ewe lamb’. (It was appropriate
that the legal expert for the company was a Mr Slaughter.70) San Giulano’s negotiating
methods continued to be marked by a confident cynicism most unusual in Italian diplomacy.
On the Smyrna-Aidin railway, for example, the Ambassador in London was instructed
bluntly by San Giuliano: ‘Our supreme aim is to obtain fully public concessions in Asia
Minor…at this moment it is less unfortunate to displease Grey than to [annoy] the Ottoman
government.’71

To the Turks, as well, San Giuliano behaved with ruthless insincerity. The time was
approaching, he hinted over and over again, when the Dodecanese could be transferred not
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to Greece but to Turkey. This tomorrow, however, would never come, since San Giuliano
and his diplomats believed that ‘the Ottoman Empire because of its heterogeneous ethnic
composition, because of the disorder of its administration, [and] of its inability to reform
could not, for much longer, resist disintegration’.72 It was safe to write cheques to Turkey
to be cashed on some future day, because, on that future day, Turkey would not exist.

The major question raised in examining prewar Italian policy towards Turkish Asia Minor
is what was its motivation? Sometimes it is alleged that the answer to this question is financial,
that Italy looked to Turkey as a potential market for the excess products of her
industrialisation process, notably for her textile industries, and as a source of much needed
raw materials, from coal to cotton to grain and other foodstuffs. Yet the hard evidence is
all to the contrary. Foreign experts, such as those in Britain and Germany, commenting on
the Smyrna-Aidin railway question, were quite clear that Italian motivation was ‘political’
rather than anything else.73 Even within Italy, whatever evidence there is for pressure by
industrialists or bankers in favour of a more forward policy in the East is far outweighed by
evidence of the government trying to encourage business to involve itself in Turkey in ways
which would be useful to the political ambitions of Italian foreign policy. In January 1913,
San Giuliano underlined to Camillo Garroni, his new Ambassador in Constantinople, that
it was ‘absolutely necessary’ for the Italian government and its agents to stimulate ‘a network
of economic interests’ and formal rights in Turkey which could then be utilised both to
woo nationalist ‘public opinion’ behind the cause of Italian expansion, and to be available
for the various manipulations of Italian diplomacy. Therefore, San Giuliano explained,
economic penetration should begin ‘not only in that part of Asiatic Turkey to which we
can perhaps one day put forth claims for territorial dominion but also in other parts as
eventual objects of exchange’. And it was to be the government which should smooth the
path for business by winning Turkish favour with diplomatic finesse.74

In practice, therefore, Italian entrepreneurs did not actually construct railways or
modernise ports in Adalia, although an improvement in the naval potentiality of the harbour
at Rhodes was at least planned. Production from the Eregli coalfields in which Volpi was
so interested was scarcely available to Turkey when it entered the First World War as a
result of the lack of transport facilities. Indeed, throughout Asia Minor, the Turkish military
relied in theory on oxen, mules, camels and horses, and in practice on peasant women, to
carry foodstuffs and even arms to the front.75 Before the war, any new Roman empire in
the eastern Mediterranean remained an edifice made solely out of diplomatic papers, out
of schemes and deals (often paid for in Rome not in Asia Minor) and not of practice, out
of hopes and ambitions and not of treaties. Even Italian trade with Turkey, although it soon
returned to normal at the end of the Libyan War and thereafter grew rapidly, was still only
some 3 per cent of the national total, well below the figures for Italy’s seven major trading
partners (Austria, France, Britain, Germany, Switzerland, Argentina and the United States)
to which over 60 per cent of all Italian commerce was directed.76

San Giuliano was given to speaking about Adalia as a potential part of Italy’s colonial
dominion. It is not altogether clear whether, in 1913–14, in using such phrases, he was
motivated by a desire to solve Italy’s demographic problems, that is, one day to settle Italian
peasants in Asia Minor. San Giuliano was himself a Sicilian aristocrat, who had once
described emigration as the haemorrhage of Italy’s best blood, and in his somewhat tortuous
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mind he probably did nurture his diplomatising in the eastern Mediterranean with the half-
expectation that a ‘colony’ might one day bring not so much financial reward as a satisfaction
of the southern peasant longing for land.

In 1917, that is, during the First World War, Leopoldo Franchetti, an old associate of
San Giuliano in the colonialist debates of the 1890s about Ethiopia, did openly suggest that
Asia Minor would be the ideal venue for Italian peasant colonists. Franchetti overcame his
disappointment with the practical results of Italian stewardship in Eritrea, Somaliland and
Libya to argue that Italy must aim at the outright possession of most of Anatolia and the
littoral of Asia Minor. It was, he averred, only fair that Italy thus be rewarded by her allies
since ‘alone among the nations of the Entente Italy lives and breathes exclusively in the
Mediterranean’. Therefore, he stated, ‘the acquisition of Asia Minor is…essential for the
organic development of our country’. To Anatolia, Italy would carry power and civilisation
but, perhaps more important, ‘the fecundity and labour of her emigrants’.77

Partly, the grandiosity of Franchetti’s ideas can be explained by the fact that they were
raised in wartime, as a deliberate part, indeed, of the debate within the ruling class about
what should be Italian war aims. But what Franchetti said in 1917 probably had also occurred
to Italian diplomats, and especially to San Giuliano, before 1914. Then, however, in the
circumstance of peace, and given the complex artifice of Italian diplomacy, they preferred
to leave such ambitions unspoken and assumed.

Indeed, in the last months before the July Crisis, Italian policy in Asia Minor, as in Albania
and elsewhere, was beset by new and perilous challenges. The relief occasioned by the end
of the Balkan Wars had allowed the resounding of the natural disharmony between Italy
and Austria-Hungary. All San Giuliano’s reiterated innocence and attention to detail could
not restore a pastoral atmosphere to that relationship. Thus, in April 1914 the meeting in
Abbazia between San Giuliano and Berchtold had brought no satisfaction to Italy, and, in
the next weeks, Austria continued to make a nuisance of herself in so far as Rome was
concerned by complaining that Italian scheming in Asia Minor made it conceivable that
Austria would miss out altogether there.78 Small wonder, then, that San Giuliano was
driven, on 14 July 1914, to write a long dispatch openly questioning whether the Triple
Alliance still brought sufficient protection and gains for Italy for it to be worth preserving.79

Italy’s mutual relations with Turkey were also deteriorating, given the end of the Balkan
Wars and given the Turkish government’s subsequent drift into the tight embrace of
Germany. Turkey started to be less courteous towards Italian negotiators for spheres of
interest, and even began to wonder when Clause 2 of the Treaty of Lausanne should be
applied. With the outbreak of hostilities in Europe and the Italian declaration of neutrality
on 3 August, Italy’s position in Asia Minor weakened further. In war, the military feebleness
of the least of the Great Powers, evidenced anew by the fact that Italy was the only non-
combatant Great Power, made the superficiality of Italian pretensions in the Ottoman
Empire quite plain. In war, railways which did not exist, but which might just possibly,
one day, materialise, became irrelevant. By 5 August an Italian consul in Anatolia was
already glum about any commercial operations during the war, even though Turkish entry
still lay two months ahead. ‘Here laws or binding treaties no longer exist,’ he explained
briefly.80 Italian penetration had certainly not fertilised the womb of Asia Minor sufficiently
for Italy, in times of trouble, to father strapping native offspring.
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In 1914, Italy, therefore, had few genuine claims to any inheritance in the eastern
Mediterranean. But what had Italy contributed to the weakened state of the Ottoman
Empire by then? The practical answer to this question is, in substance, very little. However
cynical and sometimes almost magically dextrous San Giuliano was in staking out an Italian
place in the sun in Adalia, he had not achieved much by 1914. Nor, except by imitation,
had Italy done much to damage Turkey. Most Italian investors preferred to invest in state
bonds at home, rather than to risk capital in Turkey. Italian diplomatists were willing enough
to cut up the corpse of the Ottoman Empire, but they lacked the strength themselves to
give the Empire its death-blow. Italy’s policy towards Turkey says much about the state of
the Ottoman Empire and about the policy and ambition of the other states in Asia Minor.
But, in relation to Italy itself, it merely provides additional evidence of the limited nature
of that nation’s achievements in foreign policy. In the final analysis, Italy involved herself
in Turkey only to the extent permitted by the other Great Powers.

Nor was this situation changed much by the war. In the intervento, that is, the period
from the declaration of neutrality in August 1914 to the entry into the war against Austria
on 24 May 1915, ambitions in the eastern Mediterranean were included in all Italian
bargaining terms. The Treaty of London, which Italy signed with the Triple Entente on 26
April, offered, in Article 8, Italian retention of the Dodecanese and, in Article 9, somewhat
vaguely, an acknowledgement of Italy’s special place in the Adalia region should Turkey be
dismembered, since Italy was ‘interested in preserving the political balance of power in the
Mediterranean’.

Italy’s new Foreign Minister, Sidney Sonnino, has sometimes been blamed by patriotic
Italian diplomatic historians for not extracting a better payment, cash down, from the Allies
at the Treaty of London.81 The fussy, ‘principled’ and legalistic Sonnino was not a
particularly able diplomat, or at least not a diplomat adept at the sort of sleight of hand
required if Liberal Italy was going to reconstruct a Roman empire. Yet, with war, it was
inevitable that Italian diplomacy would concentrate on what really was central to it, that
is, the Adriatic, the Trentino and Venezia Giulia. Sonnino was more interested in having
settled as clearly as possible Italy’s territorial gains there than in worrying too much about
distant prospects in the eastern Mediterranean—all the more so because, in March-April
1915, the Italian negotiators feared that the war would end before they could get a shot in,
and thus before an Italian attendance at any peace conference could be justifled.82

Italian patriotic historians also like to claim that Sonnino and Imperiali, his Ambassador
in London, were tricked by Grey into not making more specific demands on Turkey and
into not attempting to reconcile Italian ambitions with those of France and Russia. Perhaps,
to some extent, Grey sensed that British interests in the eastern Mediterranean might clash
with Italian, and therefore was relieved that matters were not defined too closely. Italy
would have to work her passage, and circumstances in the eastern Mediterranean might
well be changed by victory or defeat at the Front.

In any case, it was the prolongation of the war which revived Italian interest in Asia
Minor and which raised the possibility that the other Allies might pay more attention to the
division of Turkey. Italy did not even declare war on Turkey until August 1915, and it was
not until 1916–17 that her leaders began again to think seriously about territorial acquisition
from a defunct Turkish Empire. By then, Franchetti’s plans for demographic colonisation
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had been endorsed by a number of Nationalist propagandists such as Tomaso Sillani 83 and
G.A.Rosso. Rosso, for example, declared simply that Anatolia was ‘necessary’ for Italian
emigration and commerce, and demanded that Italy be granted a major port, either Smyrna
or Alexandretta. There was no need, he stated, for Italy to be worried by ‘empty Hellenic
megalomania’ about the ethnicity of Smyrna. Italy should simply remember, and make
others remember, that she was a Great Power. Another Italian Nationalist, with
extraordinary logic, decided that Constantinople was an Italian city since it had been
constructed by a Roman emperor and contained important Genoese buildings. These, he
opined, implored an Italian presence ‘while the cry of the Muezzin rocks the Turk in his
fatal torpor’.84

The ambitions openly expressed by Nationalist propagandists were shared by many Italian
officials, especially in the Ministry of Colonies, which had only been established after the
Libyan War and which was anxious now to justify its existence. Gaspare Colosimo, Minister
of Colonies from 1916 to 1919, had the most extensive ambitions for Italian gains not only
in Africa (for example, in Ethiopia and in the German, Portuguese and Belgian colonies),
but also in Asia Minor and in Yemen and other Arab lands bordering the Red Sea.85 Sonnino
was more cautious but, in April 1917, at St Jean de Maurienne, he did pressure the Allies,
not altogether ingenuously, into offering Italy Konia and Smyrna, an offer irreconcilable
with previous Allied distribution in the Sykes-Picot agreement of February 1916.86 The
offer of Smyrna meant that, once again, rather as in the negotiation of the southern Albanian
border at the London Conference in 1913, Italy had had it conceded that her Great Power
interests be recognised as superior to those of the Small Power, Greece.

St Jean de Maurienne was another moment, too, in which Italy was scarcely treated with
absolute loyalty and frankness by her allies. In Britain, there is some evidence of a deliberate
intention to embroil Italy with France.87 What is absolutely plain, then and later, is that
the Great Powers were easily aroused to irritation by Italian pretensions, and could allow
themselves a greater insincerity towards Italy with the comfortable justification that it was
Italy which was at fault for having any Mediterranean ambitions at all. As Arthur Balfour
sighed in lordly fashion in June 1919: ‘The Italians must be mollified, and the only question
is how to mollify them at the smallest cost to humanity.’ Sonnino had scarcely assisted the
Italian case by arguing, characteristically, for a special role in Palestine since Italy, he
declared, was ‘both a Catholic and a Moslem country’.88

St Jean de Maurienne was thus a hollow triumph for Sonnino. The extent of the failure
was rapidly apparent since the treaty needed Russian ratification, and this Russia did not
give. Instead, the Bolshevik government took pleasure, after November 1917, in publishing
the various secret agreements made between the Powers over Turkey and elsewhere, and
particularly embarrassed the Italian government by revealing how frequently offers made
to Italy were irreconcilable with offers made to other states.

By the time the peacemakers assembled at Versailles, both domestic events in Italy and
the unsettled situation in Asia Minor, and especially the general crisis of Italian diplomacy
combined to force Italy back, once again, into what really mattered most to her, that is,
her ambitions in the Adriatic and about her borders with the successor states to the Habsburg
Empire. The embattled Turkish leadership also had good reason to regard Italy as the least
of their problems. It was entirely predictable that Carlo Sforza, arriving in Constantinople
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as Italian High Commissioner on 13 November 1918, should find a general ignorance there
about Italy’s ‘victories’.89

Italo-Turkish relations were thus only a minor aspect of the complicated treatying of
1919, all the more since Britain and France, in October 1918, had declared that St Jean de
Maurienne was invalid, given the lack of Russian ratification.90 Instead, it was the Greeks
who won greater sympathy for their ethnically more justifiable ambitions in Asia Minor,
and indeed, in May 1919, they were secretly encouraged to occupy Smyrna to forestall any
Italian move there.91 By 29 July, Italian weakness had become so great that Tittoni, who
had returned as Foreign Minister, pledged to hand over all the Dodecanese to Greece. Only
Rhodes would be retained, and even that might be ceded after a referendum.

The Treaty of Sèvres, signed on 10 August 1920, still held out the hope for Italy of
territorial or economic participation in a mandated Asia Minor, but the Treaty was no
sooner initialled than it became a dead letter. The new nationalist Turkey of Kemal Atatürk
would not accept destruction by the Great Powers. In the face of Turkish resistance, Italian
troops, which had still been stationed in garrisons on the mainland, withdrew from Adalia
in June 1921.92 By then Italy, somewhat gleefully, could watch the collapse of the Greek
Empire in Asia Minor, and the accompanying humiliation of Greece’s FrancoBritish
sponsors. The Nationalist, Luigi Federzoni, detected in Asia Minor the reality of ‘historic
energies’ which could not be suppressed as Kemal won over ‘Greek pseudo-imperialism’.93

Italian politicians, too, remembered that Greek weakness meant that the Dodecanese need
not be surrendered after all and, in July 1923, Italy’s ownership of the islands was finally
recognised.94 By then Italian leaders were already dreaming again, as once had San Giuliano,
that the islands would be a ‘base for new expansion…in the eastern Mediterranean’. Victory
would need long planning, but the contest must be engaged in since a Darwinian ‘struggle
of the peoples’ would always continue.95

The illusions of Fascism were sillier and more perilous than those of Liberal Italy. But
by the time Fascism could lead Italy towards disaster the Ottoman Empire was dead. In its
last moment, Italo-Ottoman relations retained a suitably bathetic point of contact. The last
sultan, the powerless Mehmed VI Vahdettin, on 16 November 1922, had gone into exile
to Malta in a British cruiser. But, shortly after, he transferred himself, for ‘the comfortable
seat of his permanent exile, to San Remo’.96 Italy’s economy, even under Fascism, gained
more from tourism than it did from speculation in the Near East. Italy had been one of the
Great Powers under whose financial, political and even military blows the Ottoman Empire
had finally collapsed. Italy by herself was not the cause of the collapse. Rather, that Italy
was able and willing to participate in that collapse was symptomatic of the state of the
Concert of the Great Powers not only in the eastern Mediterranean but also in Europe as
a whole.
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4
Russia and the End of the Ottoman Empire

Alan Bodger, University College of Swansea

For Russia the Congress of Berlin plunged the Eastern Question into a diplomatic stalemate
that lasted until 1907. During that time Russia’s military, economic and political difficulties
compelled her to pursue a conservative policy towards the Ottoman Empire. From the
renewal of the Three Emperors’ League in 1881, through the alignment with France in the
1890s, down to the Anglo-Russian rapprochement of 1907, Russia worked in harmony with
the Concert Powers—especially Austria—to preserve the status quo in the Ottoman
Empire. The active focus of her foreign policy switched from the Balkans and the Near East
to Persia and the Far East, with the war against Japan and the subsequent revolution
absorbing most of her attention between 1904 and 1906.1

Not that the traditional ‘historic tasks’ of the Eastern Question had been forgotten or
forsworn. Control over the Straits, national statehood for the Balkan Christian peoples,
and ascendant political influence throughout the region remained the ultimate goals of
Russian policy.2 But these very long-term, elusive—even utopian—targets had to be stalked
with ever greater caution and patience. Broadly speaking, Russia could pursue these ends
in three ways: by the use of force, by diplomatic combination with the Powers, or by alliance
with the Porte itself. The events of 1877–8 had emphasised once again, and with
unparalleled clarity, that the issues involved were inextricably intertwined, of general
European concern and incapable of solution simply by Russian pressure against the Porte.
Successive diplomatic alignments, first with the Central Powers, then with France, brought
some security but no unequivocal or lasting support for Russia’s eventual aims in a region
where all the Powers cherished important interests.3 Bismarck’s acknowledgement of
Russia’s right to seize Constantinople and the Straits should Turkey collapse ended with
the demise of the Reinsurance Treaty in 1890. From then on Germany was concerned to
deflect Russian ambition to the Far East.4 From 1894, Russia’s new ally, France, sought to
strengthen Russia’s presence on Germany’s eastern borders, rather than to encourage her
ambitions in the Near East.5 By the end of the century Britain, Russia’s traditional opponent
in the Eastern Question, may no longer have considered the Ottoman Empire as worthy
and capable of indefinite preservation or that the Royal Navy could prevent a Russian descent
on the Bosporus, but this implied no slackening of Anglo-Russian hostility as Russian
expansionism gained momentum in Persia and China.6 The third stratagem, a Russo-
Turkish rapprochement as briefly achieved against Napoleon in 1797 and 1805, or at Unkiar
Skelessi in 1833, was kept alive by the sultan’s resentment of Western tutelage and his
natural desire to play off Power against Power, but remained highly unlikely on account of



ineradicable and well-founded Turkish russophobia. Russia’s determined hostility to all
schemes for Ottoman economic and military rejuvenation also inevitably hampered close
Russo-Turkish understanding.7

For the time being Russia had to prevent any reopening of the Eastern Question until
she was strong enough to secure her own interests against the encroachments of third parties
should the Ottoman Empire fall. This entailed maintaining the sultan’s shaky authority
while obstructing all serious measures of reform and attempting to counter the growing
influence of other Powers at the Porte.8 Early in the nineteenth century it had already
become an axiom of Russian policy that the preservation of a weak Turkey under
predominantly Russian influence would be preferable to its dissolution and partition.9 With
the growth of foreign financial and political intervention in Ottoman affairs since Berlin,
the emergence of Austria-Hungary as a Balkan power, the strengthening of the British
presence in the Near East, the dramatic awakening of German interests in Turkey, and the
expanding national pretensions of the Balkan states this axiom now commanded special
respect.10

Commitment to the Slav Christian cause in the Balkans still stirred strong emotions
among sections of the Russian public and officialdom, but after Berlin strains and tensions
appeared between Russia and her Balkan clients, and following the rift with Bulgaria in the
mid-1880s the Balkans took a decidedly subordinate place in Russia’s Turkish policy.11

Russia was content to co-operate with Austria in maintaining the status quo and in urging
moderate reforms on the sultan so as to lessen the risk of upheavals and inevitable outside
intervention. This policy found its expression in the Muraviev-Goluchowski agreement of
1897 which also affirmed the ‘eminently European character of the question of the Straits
and Constantinople’, thus placing the Balkans ‘on ice’ for the next decade.12 Russia helped
to keep Serbia and Bulgaria out of the Greco-Turkish war over Crete in 1896–7 and worked
with the Powers to bring the belligerents to a negotiated settlement. During the Armenian
crisis of 1896, Russia backed the authority of the sultan against attempts by Britain to extend
international intervention on behalf of the Armenians and refused to coerce the sultan into
radical reforms, such as the establishment of an autonomous Armenian region in eastern
Anatolia. In this question Russian concern to underwrite the Ottoman Empire was fortified
by the fear of Armenian revolutionary activity in her own Transcaucasian territories.13

Without doubt, the real focal point of Russian economic, political and strategic interests
in the Ottoman Empire lay at the Straits. These ‘keys and gates to the Russian house’ lay
on the axis of the overland communications between Europe and Asia, commanded the
approaches to the shores of Russian possessions around the Black Sea, gave access to the
Mediterranean for Russian commerce, and formed a natural pivot for the exercise of
potential political influence in the Balkans. They guarded Constantinople, the cradle of
Russian culture and the object of dreams of reconquest among Russians as for Greeks and
Bulgars. They were open to all genuine commercial shipping, but closed by international
agreement to all non-Turkish warships in time of peace.14

In theory, possession of the Straits and the right for Russian warships to pass the Straits
was Russia’s undisputed goal.15 In practice, however, it was her policy after Berlin to abide
by and uphold the principle of the closure of the Straits to warships. The Russian government
interpreted this as a mutually binding obligation of all the Concert Powers and not—as
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Lord Salisbury claimed for Britain—a set of bilateral agreements with the sultan.16 Closure
was of great value to Russia in view of her military and naval weakness on the Black Sea.
Banned after the Crimean War from maintaining a Black Sea Fleet and shore fortresses,
Russia did not regain this right until 1871 and only began the slow reconstruction of her
Black Sea Fleet from 1883. Although committed to this clearly defensive view of the Straits
Question, the Russian government was nevertheless adamant that under no circumstances
could it permit the Straits to pass under the control of a third state.17 Consequently,
whenever Ottoman collapse seemed imminent and unavoidable it was natural that
contingency plans for a pre-emptive seizure of the Straits, or at least the Bosporus, should
be discussed in St Petersburg. In 1882, 1892 and 1896, A.I.Nelidov, the Russian
Ambassador in Constantinople, initiated such discussions. Although in 1896 he received
imperial authority to summon a Russian strike-force from Sevastopol and Odessa in an
emergency, Russia’s forces—troops, transports and warships—were so clearly inadequate
for the task that no serious preparations could be made.18 It cannot be argued that such
contingency plans signified any real change in Russia’s determination to prevent premature
Ottoman disintegration and partition or to uphold the current Straits regime. In 1897,
Foreign Minister Muraviev reminded his new Ambassador in Constantinople, I.A.Zinoviev,
that, while he should not lose sight of Russia’s ‘great mission’ in the Near East and the
extreme importance of the Straits, this was ‘no longer the issue of the moment’ and had to
be ‘postponed until Russia was in a position to concentrate all her energies upon it’.19

Early in 1900 the principal Russian ministers, reviewing Russia’s foreign-policy prospects
throughout Asia, agreed with the War Minister, General A.N.Kuropatkin, that seizure of
the Bosporus was ‘Russia’s most important task in the twentieth century’, but clearly took
to heart the grave warning of the Finance Minister, Count S.Y.Witte, that this was
inconceivable outside the context of a general European war—the last thing for which
Russia was prepared in view of her internal political and economic difficulties and her
imperial commitments. The Navy and War Ministers stressed Russia’s total inability to
mount any kind of action against the Bosporus in the foreseeable future.20

In this exchange of views the feature of the Near Eastern scene which most disturbed
the ministers was the rapid development of German interests in the Ottoman Empire,
specifically the Baghdad Railway scheme.21 It was Russia’s policy to prolong the
backwardness and isolation of the eastern Anatolian plateau as a defensive glacis covering
her volatile and vulnerable Transcaucasian territories, as a barrier to European economic
and political competition in Persia (which Russia at that time hoped to convert into a
satellite), and—optimistically—as an exclusive highway for future economic penetration
to the Levant. The railway, then, threatened Russia’s economic, strategic and political aims
throughout the region, as well as offering a clear German challenge to Russian influence at
the Straits. Germany was warned that she ‘could never be allowed to play a dominant role
on the banks of the Bosporus’, but that Russia would have no objection to Germany’s purely
economic interests in Anatolia.22 The German government declined to conclude a formal
agreement with Russia along these lines, but persuaded the Turks to direct the route of the
line southwards, away from the Russian frontier and the eastern Black Sea coast. Zinoviev
then obtained the sultan’s agreement not to grant concessions for railway construction
north of a line between Kaiseri, Diarbekir, Sivas and Kharput to any foreign company. This
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agreement, similar to one imposed on the Shah of Persia in 1890 and valid for ten years,
effectively ‘sterilised’ this buffer zone against the encroachments of railways for more than
a decade.23

For the next six years Russia was preoccupied with events in the Far East and with
revolution at home. She maintained her co-operation with Austria in Macedonia, but the
programme of moderate reforms drawn up at Mürzsteg in 1903 was only dilatorily
implemented by the Turks.24 The Straits Question was not seriously raised during those
years. The sultan gave occasional firmans (edicts or special licences of the sultan) for the
passage of the Straits by vessels of the Russian Volunteer Fleet—dual-purpose privateer
transports—but, even at the height of the war against Japan, Russia continued to observe
the closure of the Straits. The Black Sea Fleet was thus penned in and condemned to
inactivity, but also saved from virtually certain destruction.25 In 1905, Russian Straits policy
was expressed in a memorandum by Baron Taube, a member of the Council of the Foreign
Ministry, who argued that Russia’s interests called for the closure of the Straits ‘for many
years yet’. When the time was ripe for change he recommended that Russia should work
to combine the principle of closure with the exclusive right of passage for her own warships.
The opening of the Straits to all could only be countenanced were Russia to possess a really
powerful Black Sea Fleet, if foreign naval bases were banned from the Black Sea, and if the
Straits were unfortified.26

Russia’s humiliating defeat by Japan was followed by the revolution of 1905, which
compelled the Tsar to set up a consultative quasi-parliament, the Duma, and also dictated
a radical realignment in foreign policy. The new Minister of Foreign Affairs, A.P.Izvolskii,
insisted that Russia settle her rivalry with Britain and Japan for ascendancy in Central Asia
and the Far East in order once again to devote her full attention to the area of real importance
to Russia—the Near East, where the status quo seemed gravely imperilled by German
expansion, by Austro-Serbian friction following the Karageorgevich coup in 1903 and by
the upsurge of Greek, Serbian and Bulgarian terrorism in Macedonia.27 An agreement with
Japan settling spheres of influence in the Far East in July 1907 was followed in August by
the convention with Britain covering Persia, Afghanistan and Tibet.28 Izvolskii’s move
towards Britain, following the intensification of Franco-Russian relations by a big loan
secured in 1906 to tide the government over the aftermath of revolution, was strongly
resisted by influential circles in the court, the military and civil bureaucracy and the more
conservative landowning nobility. These groups believed that a restoration of the alliance
of the three east European monarchies would lead to a more effective suppression of
revolutionary and liberal forces.29 The sheer impossibility of carrying on the old struggle
with Britain, however, the encroachments of the Central Powers on Russia’s traditional
interests, the need for French and British support if this menace were to be countered, and
the increased financial dependence on France all carried the day for Izvolskii in the Special
Conference set up to debate this decision.30 The pro-Entente orientation was also strongly
supported by public opinion, expressing the interests of the broad landowning nobility, the
commercial, industrial and professional middle classes represented in the Duma by the
moderate right Octobrist Party and the Constitutional Democrats.31 It is important to note
that Izvolskii gambled heavily on being able to placate the pro-German lobby and maintain
good relations with Germany despite this drift towards the Entente. He hoped to regain
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the freedom to manoeuvre between Berlin, Vienna, Paris and London and not to be forced
into an encirclement of Germany—Russia’s strongest and most dangerous neighbour, her
first trading partner and a country whose military and political traditions and values had
such influential admirers in Russia.32 He hoped to arrive at a new understanding with Austria-
Hungary over the Balkans which would reflect the changes in the political situation there
since 1897. His plan thus to restore Russia to the ranks of the Great Powers was frustrated
by the increasing polarisation of the two alliance systems which found Russia too weak and
dependent on her Entente partners to avoid being drawn into their orbit.33 It is as a not
fully independent power that we must see her policies affecting the Porte in this period,
but before considering the fate of these policies something must be said about the way
Russian foreign policy and diplomacy were determined and executed, and the nature of
Russian interests in the Ottoman Empire between 1907 and 1914.34

Since Russia remained an autocracy after the introduction of the Duma the Tsar was still
theoretically the sole arbiter of foreign policy. Article 12 of the new Fundamental Laws
affirmed the emperor’s prerogative as the ‘supreme director of the external relations of
the Russian state’.35 The Minister of Foreign Affairs was the executor of the Tsar’s will.
Having no formal respon sibility to the Council of Ministers and the Council of State, and
providing he enjoyed the Tsar’s confidence, he had, in fact, considerable freedom in the
initiation of policy.36 The favourite way of arriving at decisions in a difficult case, however,
was by the Tsar’s convening an ad hoc Special Conference comprising interested ministers
and other relevant specialists.37 The Duma was allowed to discuss foreign policy only once
a year, when reviewing the annual budget. Less than 1 per cent of the Duma’s time was
spent on foreign affairs, and the two Foreign Ministers of the period, A.P.Izvolskii (1906–
10) and S.D.Sazonov (1910–16), were authorised to report to the Duma on only five
occasions between 1906 and 1914.38 This absence of formal constitutional control over
foreign policy gives the impression that policy was formulated arbitrarily, reflecting not
the ‘national interest’ but the narrow concerns of state and dynasty. However, in most
states foreign policy differed from that of domestic policy by being more arcane and less
under constitutional control. Russia differed mainly in degree. The Tsar and his ministers
operated within a framework of historical, geographical, economic, military and political
constraints, and pursued objectives related to what they perceived as the ‘national interest’
in much the same way as other governments.39 With the hindsight of history some of their
perceptions may seem to have been misguided—for example, the obsession with naval
power, the emotional attachment to the south Slav cause, the yearning for the Straits and
Constantinople, Russia’s estrangement from the Central Powers, even her general
pretensions to Great Power status—but there is no evidence that these errors would have
been avoided if the Duma and public opinion had played a more active formal role in foreign
policy. On the contrary, these policies would most probably have been pursued more
enthusiastically.40 In practice the ministers managed the Duma by balancing between the
extreme Right on the one hand and the moderate Right, Octobrist and Constitutional
Democrat parties on the other. These last represented the interests and views of the broad
landowning, commercial, industrial and professional classes. Without their political support
the government would have been trapped between the forces of reaction and revolution;
peaceful economic progress would have been impossible.41 More harmful was the lack of
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formal collaboration and collective responsibility among ministers and ambassadors.42

Izvolskii, energetic, creative and strong-minded, used his freedom to the full, even
concluding the agreement at Buchlau with his Austrian counterpart Aehrenthal behind his
fellow-ministers’ backs.43 Sazonov’s character made its mark on Russian policy by the
vacillations and contradictions with which he tried to solve the Balkan tangle.44

I.A.Zinoviev, the ambassador at the Porte between 1897 and 1909, played a very important
part in the actual formulation of policy in the Near East, especially in Macedonia.45 His
successor, N.V.Charykov (1909–12), was notable for his pro-Turkish sympathies, his
scheme for a Turco-Slav Balkan alliance and his attempt to open the Straits in 1911 by a
Russo-Turkish rapprochement.46 M.N. Giers, on the other hand, who succeeded him and
was the Russian minister at the Porte from 1911 to 1914, was more conservative and
protocollaire, and could hardly make any impression on the growth of German influence at
the Porte, let alone create policy.47 The scope for independent action a vigorous, self-willed
ambassador could enjoy was clearly demonstrated by Hartwig’s activities in Belgrade during
the period. He identified himself with Serbian aims and made and carried out Serbian rather
than official Russian policy, completely sabotaging Sazonov’s efforts to preserve the Balkan
alliance.48 Russian consuls in the Ottoman Empire, on the other hand, played a very small
role. It was their unenviable lot to try to reconcile the conflicting responsibilities of the
official Russian policy of support for the integrity of the Ottoman Empire with their role
as protectors of the subject Christian population. They were rarely kept informed of current
negotiations and played no economic role owing to the paucity of Russia’s commercial
interests in the Empire.49

Such lack of cohesion and consistency in Russian policy was disastrous, but the range of
virtually irreconcilable problems facing Russia would have defied the ingenuity of a
government far more sophisticated, well articulated and far-sighted than that of the
backward, ill-co-ordinated and almost ungovernable Russian Empire.50

In the twentieth century Russia’s basic interests in the Ottoman Empire underwent
considerable modification. In the previous century the problem of the Straits and
Constantinople was mainly a political and strategic one. The economic aspect resided in
the growing importance to the Russian economy of the exports of agricultural produce to
Europe, the beginnings of industrialisation in the Ukraine, and the appearance of the oil
industry in Baku. But this interest had been more or less adequately protected by the
international treaties safeguarding free commercial navigation through the Straits in time
of peace, and by the general stability in the Near East following the Congress of Berlin. The
automatic closure of the Straits to Russian trade was the known price Russia would have
to pay for any seriously hostile action against the Porte. The matter was thus largely in
Russia’s own hands. But with renewed instability throughout the region from the 1890s
navigation through the Straits was increasingly put at risk. The Straits might now be closed
owing to a variety of circumstances quite beyond Russia’s control. It was this that helped
to convince Izvolskii (and indeed his predecessor Lamsdorff) and most Russian opinion
representing the industrial and commercial agricultural interest that Russia had to abandon
the principle of the closure of the Straits and try to find ways of having them opened to
Russian warships for the protection of trade.51 To solve this problem became the definitive
aim of Russian foreign policy down to the war.52 Initially, Izvolskii hoped to achieve it by
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diplomatic means, first with the support of Britain following the Anglo-Russian
rapprochement of 1907, then via the bilateral agreement with Austria arranged at Buchlau in
1908.53 These having failed, Charykov tried to secure the opening of the Straits via a direct
Russo-Turkish rapprochement in 1911.54 When this, too, failed it was not perhaps surprising
that the initiative passed into the hands of the navy,  with their close connections with the
interested sections of Russian industry and agriculture, and led to their grandiose plans for
outright conquest of the Straits and even the creation of a Russian High Seas Fleet capable
of protecting Russian commerce throughout the world.55

As the security of commercial navigation through the Straits became more precarious,
so their economic importance to Russia grew. Grain exports had begun to be important
from the second half of the nineteenth century, but by the end of the century they had come
to be one of the key elements in the desperate drive for modernisation and industrialisation
inaugurated by Finance Minister Vyshnegradskii in the 1880s and brought to a coherent,
self-conscious grand strategy by his successor, Count S.Y.Witte, in the following decade.56

For Russia to elevate herself from the status of a semi-colonial appendage of Europe and
become an independent Great Power she had to change from a backward agrarian country
to a modern industrial one.57 This could only be done by importing foreign capital,
principally from her ally France, in the form of loans and investments. These depended on
Russia’s financial stability, which in turn depended largely on her ability to maintain a
positive balance on her foreign trade account. This surplus would also contribute to the
formation of Russian domestic capital and lead eventually to a lessening of dependence on
foreign investments.58 Russia’s chief marketable resource was grain and other agricultural
products. Thus, the forced export of grain became a major plank of the government’s
economic strategy: ‘We must export even if we starve,’ decreed Vyshnegradskii, and this
policy continued under Witte and in a milder form down to 1914. Between 1900 and 1913
grain comprised about a half of all Russian exports, and between 75 and 90 per cent of all
grain, varying annually, went through the Straits.59 An additional impulse to Black Sea grain
exports lay in the growing obstacles to the expansion of Russian grain exports to Germany
and the hopes of finding ‘an almost limitless’ market in Britain and western Europe. This
was an important factor in the growing pro-British orientation of the bulk of Russian grain-
producers.60

As grain exports brought the indispensable foreign capital flowing in, the extractive and
metallurgical industries of the Caucasus and the Ukraine began also to export their products
(coal, manganese, oil) through the Straits.61 All in all, between a half and a third of all
Russian exports passed through the Straits between 1900 and 1909.62 Machinery for these
new industries was also imported by sea from the Mediterranean. By 1913 the volume of
shipping passing the Straits came to about two-thirds of the tonnage using the Suez Canal.63

Furthermore, as Germany came to dominate Russian trade, with 47.5 per cent of her total
foreign trade by 1913, and became also Russia’s most dangerous commercial rival in the
Near East, the value of the Straits as an independent access to the markets of the world and
her Entente partners grew accordingly.64

The developing southern regions of Russia supplied 87 per cent of her coal (excluding
Polish production), 74 per cent of her pig iron, 63 per cent of her  steel, 66 per cent of her
sugar, 60 per cent of her flour and 90 per cent of her oil by 1913. Georgia was one of only
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three sources of manganese in the world.65 Almost a third of the whole population of the
Empire was concentrated around the Black Sea basin on the eve of the war.66 It was therefore
not surprising that Russia’s government, industrial and landowning interests should have
been so impressed by the extreme vulnerability of this whole region to a blockade of the
Straits. The very existence of Russia’s key economic factors was at risk.67 Their fears were
confirmed in 1911 and again in 1912 when the Straits were briefly closed during the Italo-
Turkish war. On the first occasion grain began to pile up rapidly at Russian ports, prices
fell by 15–20 per cent, freight charges rose accordingly. The banks stopped handling bills
of exchange, and the Ministry of Trade and Industry was flooded with panic appeals for
help from local authorities and merchants. The second closure was more serious and led
to the reduction of the trade balance of 1912 by 100,000,000 roubles and a  per cent
increase in the bank rate.68 In a report to the Tsar of November 1913, Sazonov pointed to
the potential gravity of a seizure of the Straits by a state less responsive to Russian pressure
than Turkey.69

Compared with the 300,000,000–400,000,000 roubles’ worth of exports passing the
Straits annually between 1908 and 1913, Russian trade in the Ottoman Empire itself was
minuscule.70 Between 1901 and 1913, Russian exports to Turkey rose from 21,000,000
to 35,000,000 roubles, or to about  per cent of all Russian exports. Turkish exports to
Russia were only 18,000,000 roubles in 1913.71 In 1910–11 Russia had only 6 per cent of
the foreign trade of Turkey, behind Britain (22 per cent), Austria (16 per cent), France (13
per cent), Germany (9 per cent) and even Italy  per cent). By 1913, Russia had managed
just to overtake Italy (8.3 per cent against 6 per cent).72 Russia’s share of Balkan trade was
even smaller. In 1909 she provided only 2.7 per cent of Romanian, 3.9 per cent of Bulgarian
and 2.4 per cent of Serbian imports.73

There was, then, a startling disproportion between the insignificance of Russia’s actual
trade with the Ottoman Empire and the Balkans and the magnitude of her sense of ‘historic
mission’. Her main economic interest in the Ottoman Empire was a life-line which could
be cut with ludicrous ease and was therefore a source of great weakness rather than a source
of political power or influence. It also revealed Russia’s backwardness as a Great Power.
Her chief exports were those of an undeveloped agrarian country for which there was not
much of a market in the equally agrarian lands of the Near East. Witte and the other advocates
of industrialisation aimed at transforming Russia into an industrial country capable of
exporting manufactured goods which would dominate her natural markets along her Asiatic
frontiers, but by 1913 manufactures still comprised only 5.6 per cent of all her exports,
and their price and quality made them competitive only in markets naturally or artificially
isolated from European competition.74 The Baghdad Railway scheme and other plans for
Turkish railway concessions eliminated Russian chances of creating such a market in
Anatolia, but Russia was forced to come to terms with these developments between 1910
and 1913 owing to the pressures of her general international situation. The absence of real
commercial interests in the Ottoman Empire had been frequently held up as a grave
weakness in Russia’s influence at the Porte by I.A.Zinoviev, but nothing positive was done
until after the Russo-Japanese War.75 In 1907 a branch of the Russian Foreign Trade Bank
opened in Constantinople and commercial committees were set up at the consulates in
Constantinople and Smyrna.76 In the next few years criticism of the backwardness of Russia’s
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trade in the Near East came from many quarters, including the navy, who were strongly
influenced by modern ideas of economic imperialism and the struggle for foreign markets.
One of the founder members of the Naval General Staff, A.N.Shcheglov, naval attaché in
Constantinople in 1909, complained that ‘now, when more than ever firm economic ties
are the best conductors and bases of a realistic and genuinely national policy’, there were
in Turkey ‘absolutely no Russian chambers of commerce, no commercial attaches, no trade
exhibitions, no knowledge of the market or trade routes etc.’77 The Russian government
began slowly to awaken to the need for action. In 1909 a floating exhibition of Russian
goods spent several days in Constantinople. It was visited by 70,000 people and attracted
big orders for footware, railway sleepers and preserves.78 In 1911 a joint commission of
officials and business representatives toured the major coastal cities of the Ottoman Empire.
Their report repeated the general criticism of Russian trade: poor credit, advertising, quality
and knowledge of the market, and high prices (15–20 per cent above those of her rivals).
Even established Russian exports were losing ground to German and Austrian goods. The
only bright spot was the subsidised Russian Steamship Company, which dominated the
carrying trade along the Black Sea coast.79 The lack of correlation between Russia’s political,
strategic and economic interests was particularly glaring in the Armenian vilayets of eastern
Anatolia. Both Russia and Turkey had done all they could in the past to retard the
development of this remote and inhospitable plateau. There were no roads crossing the
frontier, but a very small quantity of Russian goods were beginning to appear in Van vilayet
from the Black Sea coast.80

Russia was uniquely handicapped among the Great Powers in having no capital
investments, railway interests or concessions in the Ottoman Empire. She needed her
meagre resources for her own vast backward land, and political and strategic considerations
did not permit the application of the techniques of ‘peaceful economic penetration’ applied
by Witte in Persia and Manchuria at the turn of the century. Russia was not represented
on the Ottoman Public Debt Administration.81 As a result, between 1881 and 1909 Russia
had but one financial lever of influence at the Porte, the 1878 War Indemnity of 802,000,
000 francs, which Turkey had to pay off at the rate of 8,000,000 francs a year. Russian
ambassadors Nelidov and Zinoviev had allowed arrears to build up and then used these to
block foreign loans to Turkey, to reduce the kilometric guarantee on the Baghdad Railway
and to secure the Black Sea ‘sterilisation’ agreement of 1900. Witte successfully resisted
French efforts to get the Indemnity merged into the Ottoman Public Debt, preferring to
keep it as an independent lever. The Indemnity was finally used by Izvolskii to smooth the
path of Bulgarian independence in 1909. Forty Turkish annuities were waived, thus reducing
the debt by 125,000,000 francs, more than enough to compensate Turkey for the loss of
the Bulgarian tribute, east Rumelian taxes and the loss of the Oriental Railway Company.
In return Russia received the Bulgarian tribute, 85,000,000 francs over eighty-five years.
Russia forwent 40,000,000 francs in what turned out to be a vain attempt to increase her
influence in the Balkans.82

Just before the war Russia, under strong French pressure, was forced to modify her
negative attitude to Turkish economic development in the hope of salvaging at least some
crumbs of political influence. Gulkievich, councillor of the Russian embassy in
Constantinople, wrote to Sazonov in 1913 that it was simply no longer possible to exert
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influence at the Porte by political pressure alone. Russian prestige could only be restored
by developing her ‘material interests’ in Turkey.83 In October 1913, the Russian
government agreed to the 4 per cent tariff increase, to the revision of the 1900 railway
agreement, and to the establishment of Turkish state monopolies in goods traditionally
imported from Russia in return for a seat on the board of the Ottoman Public Debt
Administration and the participation of the Russo-Asiatic Bank in the Anglo-French purchase
of one of Turkey’s biggest banks, the Salonika Bank. This agreement, thought Giers, gave
Russia ‘for the first time a chance to establish her economic influence in Turkey, without
which she would not be able to realise her historic tasks’ there.84 Following this agreement
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs showed some interest in the efforts of Russian
capitalists to participate in international banking and mining concessions in Anatolia. These
tentative explorations, delicate because of the involvement of Armenian businessmen, were
cut short by the outbreak of war.85

The belated interest shown by the Russian government in commerce, finance and
concessions in the Ottoman Empire certainly indicated a growing awareness in St Petersburg
of the importance of economic levers of policy, but could not conceal the fact that this was
a defeat for Russia’s traditional means of exerting pressure on the Porte. Increasingly in
the tow of the Entente, she had been forced by the pressure of her allies’ interests to
surrender her few independent levers of influence for the role of a nominal, junior
partnership in enterprises dominated by Anglo-French interests. This was yet another mark
of the fatal gap between Russia’s Great Power aspirations and her real resources.86

Russian strategic interests in the Ottoman Empire hinged on two specific military
problems: command of the Black Sea, with a minimum goal of defending Russia’s coasts
and a maximum task of seizure of the Straits, and the defence of the Caucasian frontier.
The condition of Russia’s armed forces in 1907 was appalling. The Pacific and Baltic Fleets
had been annihilated, the army disordered and demoralised in three years of war and
revolution. All sections of official and public opinion agreed that the resurrection of her
armed forces was a matter of life or death for Russia as an independent power. She simply
would not survive another Tsushima or Mukden.87 Between 1907 and 1913 the ordinary
army grant went up from 406,000,000 roubles to 581,000,000 and the navy’s from 88,
000,000 roubles to 245,000,000. Together this came to roughly 35 per cent of the total
ordinary budget. In addition a total of 2,301,000,000 roubles’ worth of extraordinary
credits were assigned to the armed forces, of which the navy received the most.88

Rearmament was paid for partly by loans, but more by increases in indirect taxation. But
despite this huge expenditure Russia would still be unprepared for war until 1917–19 and
had still to avoid war at all costs, relying on the ‘arts of her diplomacy’.89

The most remarkable feature of this rearmament was the stress on navalism. The Tsar,
court, Ministries of the Navy and Foreign Affairs, industry, banking and commerce and
public opinion were intoxicated with the fashionable mariniste doctrines of the age. Russia,
it was argued, had to have a Great Fleet to be a Great Power. With a powerful navy she
would develop overseas trade, dominate the balance of sea-power between Britain and
Germany, and thus be able to exact whatever political price she cared to name in return
for her favours.90 Such delusions of grandeur hardly matched her economic, financial and
institutional backwardness and dependence.
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The Black Sea Fleet at the end of the Russo-Japanese War was completely
unbattleworthy. It consisted of six outdated battleships, three ancient cruisers and a motley
collection of smaller vessels. Bases and yards were run down; the establishment was 50 per
cent below strength and politically suspect. Over the past twenty years it had been adequate
to meet its minimum tasks, thanks only to the closure of the Straits and the even weaker
state of the Turkish fleet. In the new era of instability, and with Izvolskii’s ambition to open
the Straits, its tasks would be immense.91 Admiral Dikov, Head of the Naval General Staff,
saw it as a major instrument of Russian power, not only commanding the Black Sea itself,
but also controlling the access to the high seas, ensuring the development of the whole of
southern Russia and spreading Russian influence in the Balkans. Izvolskii agreed that the
fleets of Russia had to be free to go wherever policy decided. He hoped that the rapprochement
with Britain, a new understanding with Austria and the support of France would neutralise
German opposition to a great Black Sea Fleet and leave Turkey isolated.92 In the lengthy
interministerial debate during 1907, however, on how the huge sums demanded by the
armed forces were to be distributed, the needs of the Baltic Fleet were given priority. The
navy was given preference over the army, but their demands were cut down to the so-called
‘Little Programme’, which envisaged the construction of eight ‘Dreadnoughts’ on the Baltic
(for 660,200,000 roubles) but only thirteen destroyers and six submarines on the Black
Sea (for 70,000,000 roubles). Even these last were not built owing to lack of finance and
the belief that the closure of the Straits and the weakness of the Turkish navy were still
adequate guarantees of Russian security.93

Over the next few years Russia’s position deteriorated. The Young Turk revolution,
Turco-Persian border clashes, Austrian railway schemes in the Balkans and finally the
Annexation crisis of 1909 found Russia still with no military or naval presence in the Near
East. Izvolskii’s plans for opening the Straits by diplomacy had been dashed; there could be
no question of any Russian action at the Straits.94 Extra credits assigned to the armed forces
as a result went to the army and the Baltic Fleet. Nothing was done to strengthen the Black
Sea Fleet until the news reached St Petersburg of the Turkish decision to create a powerful
navy almost overnight by the purchase of three dreadnoughts being built in Britain for Brazil.
Dreadnought-type battleships rendered all other battleships obsolete; one such battleship
could send the whole of the Russian Black Sea Fleet to the bottom. This event, then,
completely overturned all Russian calculations.95 It was all the more serious in Russian eyes
by coinciding with a period of mounting pressure on Russia to abandon her 1900 moratorium
on Anatolian railway construction, by growing Turkish nationalism after the honeymoon
period of the Young Turk revolution and by continued German involvement in Turkish
rearmament. From the spring of 1910, Charykov protested to Hakki Pasha about this build-
up, and Sazonov informed the Turkish Ambassador in St Petersburg, Turkhan Pasha, that
‘Russia will never allow the domination of the Black Sea by any other fleet’.96 In this the
Tsar, navy, army and public opinion concurred. In August 1910 an ambitious programme
was announced which included the construction of three dreadnoughts—Yekaterina II,
Emperor Alexander II and Empress Maria. In May 1911 the necessary credits of 150,000,000
roubles were granted by the Duma. The three dreadnoughts would enter service between
1915 and 1917. Since the Turkish battleships were expected to come into service between
1913 and 1915 there would be a two-year period of great danger for Russia, when the
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Turks would enjoy a crushing superiority.97 During 1911 the Russian government debated
how this gap could be reduced and what Russia’s Straits policy should now be. The
appearance of a strong Turkish fleet would completely deprive Russia of the protection
offered since the Congress of Berlin by the closure of the Straits. The Ministry of Foreign
Affairs argued that Russia should now renew her efforts to have the Straits opened to allow
her to bring into the Black Sea vessels built abroad or transferred from the Baltic, but the
Naval Minister, Admiral I.K.Grigorovich, insisted that Russia must give up all thought of
opening the Straits and must build a powerful fleet in her own Black Sea yards at Nikolaevsk
in preparation for a seizure of the Straits in five or six years’ time.98

The potential danger of Turkish naval superiority between 1913 and 1915 was
increasingly and paradoxically coupled with the even greater danger of the ‘premature’
collapse of the Ottoman Empire. The Italo-Turkish War presented the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs with its last chance to solve the Straits Question by diplomacy before the First World
War. Charykov’s offer in the autumn of 1911 of a guarantee of Turkish territorial integrity
and revision of the 1900 railway agreement in exchange for the opening of the Straits, was
turned down by the Turks owing to the pressure of Germany and Britain.99 During the
recurring crises of the next few years—the brief closures of the Straits to commerce, the
Balkan Wars and the Liman von Sanders affair Russia was still impotent to take any
independent naval action. As she could not bring warships into the Black Sea owing to the
closure of the Straits, she was obliged to build the new capital ships in her own Black Sea
yards, with massive foreign, financial and technical help, at double the cost and time of
construction abroad.100 Meanwhile Turkey was negotiating for the purchase of two or three
more dreadnoughts, and ordered destroyers and cruisers from Germany, France and Britain
and a dockyard from Britain. In November 1913 the navy called for a dreadnought
programme that would enable Russia by 1919 to concentrate eleven dreadnoughts and
supporting ships in the Aegean.101

Sazonov reported Russia’s predicament to the Tsar in late November 1913 and called
for further naval increases.102 In December the navy suggested Russia should try to hamper
Turkish naval construction by buying up four dreadnoughts currently under construction
in America which might go to Turkey. But the cost—about 35,000,000 roubles each—was
prohibitive. The Liman von Sanders crisis spurred the Russian government to action. In
March 1914 the Tsar approved the laying down of a fourth dreadnought, Emperor Nicholas
I, and two light cruisers in Nikolaev at a cost of 110,000,000 roubles. This was passed by
the Duma and became law in June.103

The creation of a Black Sea Fleet commensurate with the magnitude of what Kuropatkin
had called in 1900 ‘Russia’s main task in the twentieth century’—control over the Straits
—began too late to be of any use for such an ambitious task. At the outbreak of war Empress
Maria was only 65 per cent ready, and two other dreadnoughts 53 and 33 per cent ready.
Admiral Nakhimov and the cruiser Admiral Lazarev were only 14 per cent ready. The Russian
war plans of 1914, marked ‘Secret. Known to four people only!’, laid down only defensive
tasks: mining the approaches to the Bosporus and the protection of Russian bases. Russia,
it admitted, ‘not having increased her army parallel with the German and Austrian expansion
of 1913, and not having either a powerful fleet or adequate means for carrying a large
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landing force, and also fearing internal upheavals, will not start war herself. War on the
Black Sea in 1914 can only be an aggressive one by Turkey with Russia on the defence.’104

In contrast to the problems of the role of the Black Sea Fleet, the strategic requirements
of the Vice-Regency of the Caucasus were purely defensive as far as the Ottoman Empire
was concerned and aimed more at internal security and the furtherance of Russian influence
over north Persia. Transcaucasia was an economically important region supplying in 1913
about 80 per cent of all Russia’s oil products. The port of Baku was the busiest in the whole
Empire, including St Petersburg. The population of the Caucasus of 65 million was
ethnically and confessionally mixed, with Christian Georgians and Armenians, Muslim
Azeris and mountain tribes. These last, pacified only in the middle of the last century, were
presumed to be pro-Turkish and vulnerable to pan-Turkic and pan-Islamic propaganda,
and were under special military administration. The loyalty of the Georgians and Armenians
was also suspect, owing to their highly developed sense of nationalism and to the wide
spread of socialist ideas among them. The whole region had been deeply affected by the
revolution of 1905. The authorities were specially hostile to Armenian nationalist and
revolutionary groups—a policy which began to change only from 1911 owing to the need
for Armenian support in a possible Russo-Turkish clash. Railways in the Caucasus reflected
the Russian preoccupation with internal security and expansionism in northern Persia. The
region was linked by rail with Russia and the Persian border, but there was no line along
the Black Sea coast nor any line to the Turkish frontier.105

As mentioned earlier, Russian policy at the turn of the century was to try to shield the
Caucasian frontier from the approach of outside influences. The Baghdad Railway posed a
general threat to Russian interests throughout the region, but once its final route had been
determined Russian hostility stemmed predominantly from its menace to Russian interests
in Persia.106 If Germany could guarantee those, then Russia would have no objection to
ending that hostility. This was made clear by Izvolskii in February 1907.107 Russian interests
in northern Persia were recognised by the Anglo-Russian convention of 1907, and an
agreement along these lines was reached with Germany in August 1911. In return for
German recognition of Russia’s special interests in Persia, Russia undertook to build a line
from Tehran to join up with a branch line of the Baghdad Railway at Khanekin, on the Perso-
Ottoman border.108 Sazonov, explaining the arrangement at a Special Conference in
October 1910, admitted that the link-up might not be to Russia’s advantage, but that she
could not prevent the Baghdad Railway, or branch lines, from being built and would at
least have ten to fifteen years to prepare for the connection by strengthening her political
and economic grip on northern Persia. It was hoped that improved relations with Germany
would lead to greater German sympathy for Russian aims in the Near East generally.109

The only real instrument Russia possessed for maintaining the defensive isolation of the
Armenian plateau was the 1900 railway ‘sterilisation’ agreement. In the 1911 Baghdad
Railway agreement with Russia, Germany secretly agreed not to build branch lines into the
Caucasus, but by then Russia’s grip on railway development in this zone was beginning to
come under pressure.110 The Young Turk government were determined both to free Turkey
from the various instruments restricting her sovereignty and to modernise the Empire.111

They wanted railways, and from at least September 1909 began talks with the American
Chester syndicate to build railways in Anatolia linking Samsum, Sivas, Trebizond and
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Erzerum, in the so-called ‘forbidden zone’. When the Russian embassy protested they
announced that they would build the lines themselves with the help of foreign loans; this
was not excluded in the 1900 agreement. The Russian government realised at once that
the game was up; French capitalists were also angling for concessions in Anatolia, and
Turkey would probably get the finance without much difficulty.112 In June 1910 a Special
Conference held in the royal yacht Standard decided that Russia would have to retreat and
try to negotiate a new agreement which would preserve the ban on railways east of the
Samsum-Sivas-Diarbekir-Mosul line while permitting the construction of lines between
these points. The Ministry of War was dismayed at the crumbling of Russian influence in
such a vital part of Turkey and insisted that under no circumstances could railways be
allowed in the direction of Erzerum.113

During 1911, Izvolskii, now Ambassador in Paris, made the Russian position known to
Poincaré and tried to enlist the support of the French by pointing out that if Russia’s
Caucasian frontier were to be exposed she would need to transfer forces from European
Russia to strengthen the Caucasian army. The French were not particularly sympathetic
since they felt that Russia’s agreement with Germany undermined their plans for the
internationalisation of the Baghdad Railway and possibly weakened the Entente. In June
1911 the Chester concession was acquired by the French Régie Générale des Chemins de
Fer and a draft agreement drawn up for concessions on lines in eastern Anatolia.114

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, now also deeply disturbed by the Turkish naval
programme and the closure of the Straits in the Italo-Turkish War, cast around for some
way to extract the maximum compensation for the collapse of the 1900 agreement. It
occurred to Izvolskii, Neratov and Charykov to link the renegotiation with the offer of a
guarantee of Turkish integrity in return for the opening of the Straits to Russian warships.
Charykov had worked hard for better Russo-Turkish relations and appeared to have some
support in Turkish government circles, but the scheme collapsed.115 From then on Russia
really had very little leverage on the question. Various devices were thought of: Russian
agreement to the 4 per cent increase of the Turkish customs; the representation of railways
parallel to the coast as unprofitable; plans to offer concessions to the Régie to build railways
in the Caucasus. But in the end too much pressure on France and Turkey would be counter-
productive. The Turks might turn to Germany or the Régie sell out to the German company.
In September 1913, Russia agreed to the granting of a concession to the French syndicate
for the Samsun-Sivas-Kharput-Diarbekir line including a spur to Pekeridj in the direction
of Erzerum, but demanded that lines to Erzerum, Trebizond and the frontier be built only
by a Russian firm. These conditions were included in the general Russo-Turkish economic
agreement of October 1913.116 Russian efforts to retard railway construction in eastern
Anatolia had not been entirely unsuccessful. It is doubtful that Russia could have resisted
further encroachments on her zone of interest, but her stubborn rearguard action ensured
that when war came the Turkish offensive would be seriously handicapped by poor
communications.117

Ultimately, even in the new age of diesel engines, dreadnoughts and discount rates,
Russia’s interest in the Near East—specifically in the Straits cannot be explained solely in
terms of rational self-interest or strategic requirements. Deeper, emotional forces were
still at work: the instinctive drive of a land-locked people to the seas; the instincts of an
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empire to expand the domain of its power; the old religious dream of ‘setting the Cross
back on St Sophia’; the pan-Slav utopia of a happy, free fraternity of Balkan peoples basking
in the sun of their beloved Elder Brother and protector; the image of a Russia resurrected
at last from centuries of suffering and humiliation to her full stature in the world; dreams
of glory, fears also of insecurity, isolation and impotence. The new strains, hopes and
imperatives of the struggle for modernisation, added to the dangers of an increasingly
insecure environment, flowed into and intermingled with these older impulses,
complicating the choices to be made, rendering solutions more difficult rather than easier,
yet creating a broad spectrum of patriotic feelings and a general consensus on the tasks of
foreign policy between government and society. The pan-Slav traditions carried on by
ambassadors Neklyudov and Hartwig in Sofia and Belgrade; Izvolskii’s aim of agreement
with Britain and Austria over the heads of the Slavs; Sazonov’s efforts to build a Slav Alliance
against Austria; Charykov’s hopes for a rapprochement with the Porte; the army, the navy,
industrial interests, grain-exporting interests, the Tsar and the extreme Right—all
presented varying solutions to Russia’s ‘Historic Tasks’, yet all believed that somehow the
very key to Russia’s future still lay in the Near East on the territory of the Ottoman Empire.
A cautious official like Baron Rosen might argue that it was high time to abandon the dream
of pocketing the key to the Russian house—‘it is one of those phrases which convey no
precise meaning, but being thoughtlessly repeated by millions of people, end by acquiring
an hypnotic influence over men’s minds’—but he was fighting against the tide.118 From
whichever way one looked at Russia’s problems the answer still seemed to lie at and around
the Straits. It was difficult to agree what that answer was, but circumstances seemed to
conspire to leave Russia very little option but to fall back, finally, to the old aim of seizing
the Straits by force, even though this was conceivable only in the context of a European
war, which Russia, more than any of the Powers, wished to avoid, and would be quite
beyond Russia’s strength for many years.119

Izvolskii’s failure to reassert Russia’s grip on the Balkans and Near East was foreshadowed
from the start. The 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention over spheres of influence in Asia did
not touch the Straits Question or the Ottoman Empire directly. Grey made sympathetic
noises about Russia’s legitimate interests, but he indicated that Britain was not yet ready
to make any exclusive concessions to Russia at the Straits. The British view was that if there
were to be any changes, then the Straits would have to be opened to all navies. This was
quite unaccept able to Russia in view of her special interests and naval weakness. Izvolskii
was unable to press the point. He had to think of German susceptibilities and the domestic
pro-German lobby. Russia could not afford to adopt insistent tones in European
diplomacy.120

This was borne home in 1908 when he suggested at a Special Conference that Russia
might take some action against Turkey, using a Turkish occupation of Persian border
territories as pretext, in order to obtain compensation for Austria’s unwelcome Mitrovitsa
railway concession. The Prime Minister, P.A. Stolypin, firmly stated that such adventurism
would be ‘the delirium of a government that had lost its reason’. The Foreign Minister,
like others before him, would have to rely on diplomatic skill alone, or, as Izvolskii put it,
on ‘un levier sans point d’appuis’.121 In Macedonia in 1907, Russia and Austria had kept
up their common opposition to partition in the face of renewed fighting between Greco-
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Serb and Bulgarian bands, but the Mitrovitsa concession was an ominous sign of the
beginning of the end of Austro-Russian co-operation. In the summer of 1908, Izvolskii had
some success in gaining British support for his plan of new reforms to improve the Turkish
administration in Macedonia, and the Young Turk revolution brought temporary relief
while the Powers hoped the new constitutional regime would solve the Macedonian
question for them.122

The full weakness of Izvolskii’s ‘diplomatic lever’ was brutally revealed only in 1909 by
the disastrous Buchlau deal whereby he thought he had achieved the miracle of securing the
opening of the Straits in exchange for Russia’s acceptance of the Austrian annexation of
Bosnia and Herzegovina. International recognition for the Russian demand was not
forthcoming. This was, in the words of the leader of the Constitutional Democratic Party,
a ‘diplomatic Tsushima’. Izvolskii’s reputation was thoroughly, if unfairly, discredited and
Russian pro-Slav opinion incensed by what was seen as a callous betrayal of Serbian
interests.123 Finally, Izvolskii, in desperation to get some sort of agreement with someone
over the Balkans, concluded an agreement with Italy at Racconigi in October 1909, which
gained Italian support for Russia’s interests in the Straits and for the preservation of the
status quo in the Balkans in return for Russia’s recognition of Italy’s interest in Tripolitania.
This only helped clear the decks for Italian aggression against the Ottoman Empire, which
in turn precipitated a chain reaction in the Balkans.124 The ItaloTurkish War gave the Russian
Foreign Ministry a chance to test the success of Charykov’s policy of friendliness towards
the Porte. Its plan for a RussoTurkish rapprochement which would open the Straits to Russia
in return for a revision of the 1900 railway agreement and a Russian guarantee of Turkish
European possessions failed. It smacked too strongly of the 1833 Unkiar Skelessi
arrangement to be acceptable either to Turkey or to the Powers.125

After Izvolskii’s failures and the collapse of the Charykov démarche Russia’s only resource
seemed to be to lend her support to the idea of a Balkan alliance to contain possible Austrian
expansion. Initially, it was hoped to include Turkey, but this had no chance of success,
given that the ‘sacred goal’ of the Balkan states was to drive the Turks out of Europe and
apportion their territories amongst themselves.126 This is not the place to catalogue the
many disasters that befell this ill-fated venture. Sazonov’s aim was to create a Serbo-Bulgar
bastion against Austria, to preserve the status quo and protect the Straits. He thought it was
possible to reconcile their mutual animosities and contain their restless urge for southward
expansion. This would hardly have been possible even if Russian policy had been single-
minded, consistently applied in all the Balkan capitals and backed up by force. It was none
of these. Sazonov vacillated between supporting one state then the other. He was
systematically sabotaged by his own ambassadors, above all by N.G. Hartwig in Belgrade.
Hartwig, indeed, helped bring about the First Balkan War in which Serbia, Bulgaria,
Montenegro and Greece seized Macedonia, and he was the driving force behind the Second
Balkan War, when Romania, Serbia and Greece fought Bulgaria to redivide the spoils.
Sazonov also had not the means to prevent Austria from blocking Serbian expansion
westwards to the Adriatic. The thrust of the Slavo-Greek drive could not be diverted from
the region of the Straits.127 When the Bulgarian advance in the first war threatened the
Straits, Russia was helpless to halt it by force. When the Turks reoccupied Adrianople in
January 1913, in the second war, Sazonov found himself forced for diplomatic reasons to
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defend the Bulgarian claim to the city but was unable to mount a naval demonstration
independently to force the Turks to withdraw.128 Russia proved impotent to halt that which
she least desired—the progressive destruction of Ottoman power in the region of the Straits.
Throughout the crisis she received only moderate support from her allies. Sazonov preferred
a temporary Bulgarian occupation of Constantinople to Grey’s plan for international control
of the city.129

The crisis sharply exposed the need to define exactly what kind of Russian presence at
the Straits was required. Prince G.N.Trubetskoy, head of the political division of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, argued that defensive considerations were paramount. The aim
must be to deny an enemy fleet access to the Black Sea and might be facilitated by acquiring
a base on the Bosporus together with the neutralisation or demilitarisation of the
Dardanelles. Given the still feeble state of the Black Sea Fleet, it was not clear how such
measures might be effected.130 Admiral Lieven, head of the Naval General Staff, on the
other hand, thought that the navy must be able to guarantee access to the Mediterranean
in time of war. This task would require not just political hegemony in the Balkans and
possession of the Straits themselves—conditions demonstrably utopian under the
circumstances—but also, he argued, the occupation of all the islands of the Greek
archipelago, including Crete. The Admiral had the honesty to conclude that Russia really
should develop a strong Black Sea Fleet more to stiffen her diplomacy than to attempt to
solve the Straits question by force.131

The appointment of the German General Liman von Sanders as commander of the
Turkish First Army Corps at the end of 1913 was another grave blow for Russian policy.
It was assumed in St Petersburg that this was a deliberate German move to dominate the
Straits and to outflank Russia by converting the Turkish army into an instrument of German
aggression.132 In a dismal report to the Tsar early in December, Sazonov reaffirmed his
determination that the Straits must remain in the hands of a Turkey ‘not too strong, nor
yet too weak’ and that the ‘keys to the Black Sea and Mediterranean’ must never be allowed
to fall into the hands of a third state. He deplored the wasted decades of talk and extravagant
naval expenditure that had still not borne fruit. Now, he reported, the Turkish fleet, re-
equipped and trained by Russia’s ally, Britain, would achieve superiority over the Black Sea
Fleet within the next few years. This was ‘intolerable’, and he demanded that construction
of the Black Sea Fleet be speeded up immediately.133 A Special Conference met on 31
December to decide how to compel Germany and Turkey to modify Liman von Sanders’
appointment. The Conference agreed that neither military nor financial pressure could be
exerted. For this complete Entente unanimity was required, but was hardly to be hoped
for in the light of French and British economic interests in the Ottoman Empire and their
known reluctance to risk war for Russia’s interests.134 The general furore over Liman von
Sanders’ appointment induced Germany to modify her stance, but the transfer of the
General to a non-field command—inspector-general of the Turkish army—was an empty
victory for Russia. It hardly lessened the potential of German influence at the Porte.135

The Special Conference of 8 February 1914, reviewing the Straits Question and the
technical requirements for the re-establishment of Russian power on the Black Sea, once
again aired the ‘hallowed doctrines’. But the army Chief of Staff echoed Witte’s warnings
of 1900 that the Straits Question could only be solved as part of a general European war.
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The navy’s spokesman, Captain Nemits, made the even more telling point that even so
Russia would have to rely solely on her own efforts. An Entente victory in Europe would
not necessarily give the Straits to Russia: ‘others might seize them while we are fighting on
our western front’. But as the Conference surveyed yet again the state of Russia’s armed
forces it was clear that there could be no question of an active policy until 1917 at the
earliest. No plans were made for the seizure of the Straits; the mood was ‘wholly
defensive’.136

Following upon the Balkan Wars and the Liman von Sanders affair, there appeared,
during 1913 and 1914, other challenges to Russia’s policy of trying to postpone the partition
of the Ottoman Empire. The Franco-German and Anglo-German agreements over the
Baghdad Railway divided much of Asiatic Turkey into spheres of economic influence. Even
Austria and Italy presented claims, although these were not formally recognised owing to
the outbreak of war. Seen through Russian eyes these agreements were a further step
towards a future political partition.137 It is doubtful that the Russian economic and railway
agreement with Turkey would have been as effective as those of the western Powers in
creating a zone of special privilege, even though it was fortified in February 1914 by the
signing of a Russo-Turkish convention concerning the Armenian vilayets of eastern Anatolia.
This convention gave Russia a certain authority in supervising reforms providing for the
appointment of foreign inspector-generals and for elected assemblies of Christian and
Muslim community representatives. The reforms had been drawn up by the very influential
first dragoman at the Russian embassy, A.A.Mandelstam, as a response to the outbreaks of
anti-Armenian activity after Muslim refugees from European Turkey had settled in the
region, but they had been considerably watered down owing to German and Austrian
pressure.138 Russo-Turkish relations worsened as a result of the Armenian question but, in
May, Talat Bey (Pasha), leading the annual Ottoman courtesy visit to Livadia, the Tsar’s
summer palace in the Crimea, actually proffered Sazonov an alliance. It was done, according
to Sazonov, in such a furtive manner that he left the offer open pending clarification by
Giers in Constantinople. Nothing further happened and it was assumed that the German
embassy had succeeded in squashing the idea.139

In August the First World War erupted. On 2 August, one day after the German
declaration of war on Russia, Turkey signed a fateful alliance with Germany. On learning
that Britain had joined the war Enver Pasha offered Russia an alliance which would place
the Ottoman army at Russia’s disposal in return for the cession of the Greek islands of
Lemnos and Chios with some Bulgarian territory in Thrace. ‘The Straits Question—Enver
evasively promised—would fall of its own weight.’140 Giers wanted Sazonov to accept this
surprising offer. Although Sazonov was indeed desperate to keep Turkey out of the war in
order to prevent closure of the Straits, the concessions required by Enver (which came to
include abolition of the Capitulations) were not acceptable to Britain. Negotiations broke
down by the end of August, Turkey remained in the camp of the Central Powers, and
Sazonov instructed the Viceroy of the Caucasus to prepare for war with Turkey.141

Russia had not entered the war in order to seize the Straits or to destroy the Ottoman
Empire. The Straits Question, nevertheless, was bound to surface once Russia found herself
embroiled in a war which seemed to omit what General Kuropatkin had called in 1900 her
‘most important task in the twentieth century’. On 7 August, Prince G.N.Trubetskoy, the
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Head of the Near Eastern Section of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, wrote to Giers that,
‘involuntarily, one’s first thoughts are of the Straits’. If Turkey stayed neutral, he wrote,
she would have to be forced to open the Straits after the war to warships of the Black Sea
states. If Turkey implemented her alliance with Germany, Russia would have to try to seize
the minimum territory necessary to secure free passage of the Straits. Constantinople should
not be touched, he warned, nor any other move made which might put Russia at cross-
purposes with the Entente or their potential allies.142

Russia’s war aims, revealed by Sazonov on 14 September, contained no claims against
Turkey, but on the 16th the French Ambassador in Petrograd, Paléologue, managed to
extract from Sazonov the statement that Russia was determined to open the Straits to her
warships ‘once and for all, and to obtain a naval base on the Bosporus. Constantinople might
remain in Turkish hands, he thought, but the Sea of Marmara would have to be demilitarised
and placed under some form of international control, whether Turkey were to enter the
war or not.143 The following day the Germans and Turks closed the Straits. Russia was now
‘fatally isolated’ from all contact with her allies except through Scandinavia, and her Black
Sea exports—one half of all her exports—came to a halt. Precisely to prevent this had been
possibly the most persistent aim of Russian foreign policy for almost a decade.144

Hostilities began with the attack by the cruisers Goeben and Breslau (now Yavus and Midilli)
on Russian shipping and ports on 29 and 30 October. Russia declared war on Turkey on 2
November. For the tenth time in just over two hundred years Turkey and Russia were again
at war, but this time Turkey’s traditional allies and protectors were on the Russian side.
Britain and France declared war on Turkey on 5 November. In Russia the Duma, press and
general public were jubilant. The Tsar’s manifesto declaring war spoke predictably of the
‘fulfilment of Russia’s historic tasks on the shores of the Bosporus’. Pressed by Paléologue,
Sazonov mentioned ‘tangible guarantees on the Bosporus’, while Constantinople ‘with a
decent-sized kitchen garden’ might remain in Turkish hands.145

For the time being the Russian army envisaged only a strategy of ‘active defence’ along
the Caucasian frontier, including deploying Russian troops based in northern Persia. It was
while discussing the possibility of enticing Persia into the war against her old religious rival
that the Russian Ambassador in London, Count Benckendorff, heard Grey’s astonishingly
casual promise that after victory the fate of the Straits and Constantinople could be settled
only in conformity with Russian desires. This was followed on 13 November by King
George’s even more laconic aside to the Russian minister that ‘as far as Constantinople is
concerned, it is clear that it must be yours’. Thus, the goal that had shimmered tantalisingly
through all the frustrations of Russian policy in the Near East, and which had seemed quite
beyond Russian ambitions even at the start of the war with Turkey, now appeared to be
miraculously within reach. Even so, the British Ambassador’s written confirmation of the
offer still left the details open; they were to be left until after the defeat of Germany.146

On 21 November the Tsar acquainted the French ambassador with Russia’s initial
response to the British offer. He spoke of expelling the Turks from Europe, of dividing
Thrace between Bulgaria and Russia along the EnosMidia line, of the neutralisation of
Constantinople and the annexation of Armenia, or possibly its autonomy under Russian
protection. Paléologue gave his guarded support for these aims in return for Russian
acceptance of French claims to Syria and Cilicia.147 Meanwhile Sazonov sought once more
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to clarify Russia’s real aims by convening yet another Special Conference. The
resulting memorandum strongly reflects the navy’s predilection for an ‘active solution’ to
the Straits Question as opposed to a more narrowly defensive version. Either way, the
solution would require the occupation of the Bosporus and a strip of land on both sides of
the Straits, and participation in Allied control of the Dardanelles. Free access to the
Mediterranean, on the other hand, could only be guaranteed by the seizure of Gallipoli and
the Greek islands and the partition of Thrace with Bulgaria. Sazonov was opposed to the
annexation of Constantinople, but in the end agreed that outright acquisition could not be
avoided. Turkey would be too weak to maintain her independence, and international control
would be tantamount to control by the western Powers.148

Some weeks later Captain Nemits followed this up with a long and emotional appeal for
immediate preparations for an attack on the Straits. Russia, he argued, should be under no
illusion that the Allies would simply hand over the Straits at the conference table; Russia
must seize them herself to be sure of her gains. The expansion of the Black Sea Fleet was
now under way, but the army warned Sazonov that it could not take part in an attack on
the Bosporus until victory had been won in Europe. Until then Russia would have to rest
content with the Entente promises.149

Implementing their strategy of active defence in the Caucasus, Russian forces in
November occupied the Alashkirt valley and the approaches to Köprüköy and Karakilisse
on the Aras river. Turkish forces moved across the frontier in the north, seizing Artvin and
Ardanuch. In December the Turkish Third Army, under Enver himself, launched its
disastrous offensive against Sarykamysh.150 At the height of the battle, Grand Duke Nicholas,
the Russian Commander-in-Chief, requested an Allied diversionary operation to relieve
the pressure on Sarykamysh. The Russians had in mind something along Turkey’s southern
frontiers, and the Allied Dardanelles campaign was not at all to their liking. Were it to
succeed, the immediate economic and strategic advantages of direct communication with
the Allies would have ultimately to be weighed against the violation of the ‘golden rule’ of
Russian policy that under no circumstances could Russia allow the Straits to fall into the
hands of a third state. To Sazonov’s chagrin, Russia could not take part in the operation
owing to the situation on her western front. Nevertheless, the opening of the Dardanelles
campaign and the eventual Russian victory at Sarykamysh at the beginning of the New Year
greatly excited Russian opinion. In the Duma all parties except the Social Democrats agreed
that acquisition of the Straits and Constantinople must be Russia’s main war aim.151

On 4 March 1915, Sazonov presented Russia’s demands to the Allies. She wished to
annex Constantinople, the western shore of the Sea of Marmara and the Dardanelles,
southern Thrace up to the Enos-Midia line, part of the Asiatic coast between the Sakaria
river and the Gulf of Ismid, and the islands of Tenedos and Imbros. By early April the Allies
had accepted these demands on condition that Constantinople remain a free port, that the
Straits remain open to commercial navigation, that Britain absorb the neutral zone between
the Russian and British zones of influence in Persia, and that France take Syria, Palestine
and Cilicia from the Mediterranean to the Taurus mountains.152 Thus was the November
promise formalised, but in quite different circumstances from those ideally desired by
Russia. The Straits would be conquered by foreign forces; there would be no unified
Armenian state under exclusively Russian influence; a formal partition of Asiatic Turkey
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was foreshadowed; Russia’s horizons in the Near East would be clouded by the gathering
encroachments of her allies’ interests. Many Russians doubted that the Allies would honour
their promises. This apparently historic settlement, then, ‘hardly signified the achievement
of ancient hopes’.153 It contained the seeds of future conflicts with the Entente and the
Balkan states, not to mention Turkey itself, were it to be implemented.

As victory seemed to recede during 1915, with the fall of Poland and Serbia, the collapse
of the Dardanelles campaign and Bulgaria’s adherence to the Central Powers, Russia could
do little but mount limited—but moderately successful—naval engagements against
strategic and economic targets on the Black Sea coast and press on in eastern Anatolia. By
mid-May, Russian and Armenian forces were in control of Van and were preparing for a
big winter offensive.154 At the start of the war the Russian government had encouraged
Armenians to hope for the creation, after the war, of a united and independent Armenian
state, but it was adamant that Russian interests would determine the fate of Armenia.155

Already in the spring of 1915, when Cilicia (western Armenia) had been included in the
French sphere of influence, Armenian aspirations had been sacrificed to Russian and French
requirements.156 In the wake of the advancing Russian forces officials were now planning
the postwar settlement of peasants and Cossacks on the abandoned Armenian and Kurdish
farmsteads along the border.157

By midsummer 1916 the Russians were in possession of Erzerum, Trebizond and
Erzinjan. The Turkish army, with losses of almost a third of a million men, was quite
disorganised. Russian forces were poised to drive into the heartland of Anatolia but were
restrained by communications problems (to which Russia’s prewar railway policy had
contributed), by war-weariness and the onset of revolutionary discontent. During the
winter months military activity almost ceased, but had the offensive been resumed, and the
Tsarist regime not fallen in March 1917, there can be little doubt that the Turkish armies
in the east would have collapsed completely.158

Throughout the war the Tsarist government stuck to its agreements with the Allies and
rejected all suggestions of a separate peace.159 For the army the Turkish front, despite
Russian successes, was an almost irrelevant sideshow, but the navy still nursed the idea of
an attack on the Bosporus, and both the Tsar and the Foreign Minister remained determined
to ‘make an end of Turkey’ at any cost.160 Between March and September 1916, Russia
adhered to the so-called ‘Sykes-Picot agreement’, which disposed of the Turkish
Asiatic possessions. She was to annex the regions of Erzerum, Van, Bitlis and part of
Kurdisian, but their full integration into the Russian Empire was to be subject to the
protection of the ‘existing rights of navigation and development’ of British subjects in those
regions.161

But by now the Russian government, Duma and public had far greater concerns to occupy
them than the ‘historic tasks’ in the Near East or anywhere else. Prime Minister Trepov’s
revelation of the existence of the secret treaties in the Duma on 2 December, intended to
raise morale, met only with general indifference.162 In February the Tsar abdicated and the
regime was replaced by the unstable diarchy of the Provisional Government and the Soviets.
The new Foreign Minister, Paul Milyukov, the leader of the Constitutional Democrat Party,
whose devotion to Russia’s war aims rivalled that of Sazonov himself, fought in vain to hold
Russia in the war until he, too, was replaced in May.163 In October the Bolsheviks seized
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power and proclaimed the dawn of a new era, the construction of the socialist order. Among
their first acts were the denunciation of Tsarist war aims, the demand for peace without
annexations or indemnities, and the publication of the secret treaties.164 On 18 December,
Russian and Turkish commanders signed an armistice at Erzinjan and Russian forces
withdrew, leaving mainly Armenian units facing the Turks, who temporarily recovered
their ground in the east and embarked on their short-lived pan-Islamic crusade into
Transcaucasia.165 At the Brest-Litovsk peace negotiations between Soviet Russia and the
Central Powers early in 1918 the former Tsarist Empire was dismantled and the Russian
state thrust back to the frontiers of seventeenth-century Muscovy.166 By the end of October
the Ottoman Empire itself ceased to exist as an independent power.

Throughout the period under review the overwhelmingly predominant interest of the
Russian government in the Ottoman Empire was to prevent the Straits from falling into
the hands of a third power, or the Porte succumbing to the dominant influence of a third
power. In either case not only the security of Russia’s Black Sea possessions would be put
at risk, but also her vital commerce through the Straits could be blockaded. Other Russian
interests in the Empire—the fate of the Christian subjects of the sultan, missionary
activity,167 commercial and financial interests—were only secondary and were seen as
possible instruments for the attainment of the main task. The existence of the Ottoman
Empire was not per se incompatible with Russian interests; Russia’s struggle was to assert
the validity of her interests as a Great Power against the opposition of the Powers, friend
and foe alike. Russia was on the defensive throughout the period and wished to maintain
the territorial integrity of the Empire at least until she had overcome her domestic economic,
political and military problems. Seizure of the Straits was never seriously contemplated
before 1913. Whenever it was mentioned it was always as a last desperate expedient, and
the resources for its implementation were always lacking. Russia had few effective levers
with which to slow down the accelerating pace of Ottoman decline, Austrian expansionism,
Balkan nationalism and—most important—German activity in the Near East. She did not
dispose of enough influence with her Entente partners to get them to address themselves
seriously to her interests. Neither was Russia strong enough to be able to balance between
the two alliance systems and thereby enhance her bargaining power. Her very efforts to
achieve this leverage by military and naval rearmament only served to highlight her
dependence on foreign technology and finance and to alarm her immediate neighbours.
Russia’s practical aim of preserving stability in the region of the Straits was complicated
and contradicted by the powerful pro-Slav currents in public opinion and officialdom. The
government, in its uneasy co-operation with the Duma, not only could not afford to ignore
these currents, but was also always exposed to the temptation to manipulate them for its
own political advantage. Russia was a prisoner of her own prestige and sense of ‘historic
mission’, both in the Balkans and at the Straits, and her very real interests in the region
were shrouded in emotions deriving from past history and religio-nationalist feelings.

The discrepancy between Russian ambitions and resources was vast. This is clearly seen
in the failure to develop a strong Black Sea Fleet despite the primacy accorded to the Straits
Question. In times of crisis Russia could not even mount a credible naval demonstration at
the Bosporus, not to mention a seizure of the Straits. The ‘maximum’ goal of securing the
free egress from the Black Sea under all conditions was in fact insoluble. Its apparent
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attainment in April 1915 was illusory, the result of skilful Allied manipulation of Russian
desires. It would eventually have ranged all Europe against Russia.

In competition with the more advanced Powers for influence and prestige within the
Ottoman Empire, Russia lacked the powerful levers of capital, concessions and commerce.
Even if she had possessed abundant capital, strategic considerations would have inhibited
its export to Turkey. Given the legacy of Russo-Turkish hostility deriving from two
centuries of conflict, and the exposure of the Empire to outside influences, Russia could
not automatically welcome her transformation into a strong state. But what actually was
Russia’s contribution to the decline and demise of the Ottoman Empire? In our period we
can see very little, active, Russian contribution apart from the war itself, which was
precipitated by Turkish, not Russian action. Russia’s contribution lay rather in the history
of her expansionism at Ottoman expense, dating from the end of the seventeenth century,
culminating in the Crimean War and the Russo-Turkish war of 1877–8 which destroyed
Ottoman finances and launched Turkey on the slippery slope of financial dependence on
European capital. In the actual institutions of that financial control Russia played no part at
all and was only tentatively preparing to play a junior role on the eve of the war. Russia
was always seen in Turkey as the instigator of Slav and Armenian revolt, despite the Russian
government’s efforts to contain such movements in order to uphold the status quo and to
ensure tranquillity in the Caucasus. Russia certainly contributed to the general growth of
nationalism within the Ottoman Empire, but here, as we have seen, the Russian
government was as much the puppet as the puppet-master. Probably Russias most
significant contribution to the fall of the Ottoman Empire lay in the Turks’ perception of
Russia as the Power most implacably dedicated to the destruction of the Empire. This
conviction played an important part in disposing the Turks to join the war on the side of
Germany and hence in their subsequent defeat. If, however, we were to view the Russian
influence on Turkey outside the framework of foreign-policy interests, we should have to
consider the increasingly subversive effect on Ottoman institutions exerted by the picture
of the progressive collapse of autocracy witnessed in Russia. The flowering of Russian
secular culture, the rise of political radicalism, the defeat of Russia by Japan and the
revolution of 1905 all had profound repercussions throughout the East, undermining the
mystique of imperialism and fanning the sparks of indigenous nationalism.168

Notes: Chapter 4
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Ministerstva inostrannykh del (The European Powers and Turkey during the World War: Constantinople
and the Straits. From the Secret Documents of the Former Ministry of Foreign Affairs), 2 Vols
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5
Germany and the End of the Ottoman Empire

Ulrich Trumpener, University of Alberta

By the end of the nineteenth century, only three decades after its unification under Prussian
leadership, the German Reich had become one of the most powerful states in the world—
economically, technologically and militarily. For the Germans themselves ‘the rate of
change was stupefying, for foreign observers alarming’.1 The population of the Reich was
growing by over half a million each year, despite the continued emigration of thousands of
people to the United States and other overseas areas.2 The Kaiser’s army (a composite force
made up of ‘royal contingents’ from Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony and Württemberg) was rated
by many contemporaries as the most formidable in the world, even though it was
significantly smaller than the Russian army and only slightly larger than the army of the
French Republic.3 Following the appointment of Admiral Alfred Tirpitz as Secretary of
State of the Imperial Naval Office in 1897, construction of a big fleet had begun as well,
leading eventually to concern and alarm in Britain. By 1910 over twenty new battleships
and many other warships had been commissioned.4

The naval construction programme contributed significantly to the economic boom in
Germany. The iron and steel industries were growing steadily, and such newly established
chemical companies as Bayer, Hoechst and BASF, as well as firms producing electrical
equipment, like AEG and Siemens, were already well on their way to dominant positions
in the world.5 Likewise, the transportation system of Germany was rapidly expanding, with
total railway trackage in 1900 exceeding 50,000 kilometres and the merchant marine having
almost 1,300 steamships with a total tonnage of over 1 million.6

Since 1890, when Kaiser Wilhelm II had sent Bismarck into retirement, Germany’s
foreign policy had become increasingly erratic and fumbling. Faced with Berlin’s refusal to
renew the Reinsurance Treaty, Russia had moved closer to France and eventually concluded
a defensive alliance with her. Germany’s relations with Britain had not really improved, as
Bismarck’s successors had initially hoped; on the contrary, from about 1895 onwards
friction between London and Berlin had increased.7 While Bismarck had picked up sizeable
pieces of colonial property in the mid-1880s, mostly in Africa but also in the Pacific,
nationalistic pressure-groups and some segments of the German business community
remained dissatisfied and called for further imperial acquisitions and a greater voice in world
affairs. Partly in response to these pressures, and partly in an effort to deflect socialist
and radical demands for sweeping changes in the political system and social structure of the
country, the Kaiser and his government in the latter half of the 1890s indulged in a number
of speeches, gestures and expansionist moves (particularly in East Asia and the Pacific)



which caused annoyance or outright concern among some of the other Great Powers.8

Simultaneously, German involvement in the affairs of the Ottoman Empire grew steadily,
highlighted by rising investments in, and trade with, the sultan’s realm.9 To top it all,
Wilhelm II in 1898 made an official visit to Abdul Hamid in Constantinople (his second in
nine years) and then went on to the Holy Land. On 31 October, Reformation Day, he
personally dedicated a new Protestant church in Jerusalem, the Erlöserkirche (Church of
the Redeemer). Two days earlier, to placate the large Roman Catholic minority in Germany,
he had also turned over a historic lot, La Dormition de la Sainte Vierge, to the Deutsche
Verein vom Heiligen Lande (German Association in the Holy Land) for its use. A week
later, the Kaiser appeared in Damascus, where the local ulema welcomed him in the name
of the ‘three hundred million Muslims’ of the world (a rather inflated figure) and where
Wilhelm, in response, assured his listeners that Muslims everywhere could always count
on his friendship.10

Contrary to what has sometimes been said on that subject, German interest and
involvement in the Ottoman Empire went back a long way. Already in the 1830s several
Prussian officers, among them the future Field-Marshal von Moltke, had worked as advisers
or instructors in the sultan’s army.11 Between 1868 and 1875 about 750 Swabian religious
dissidents, the Templers, had moved to the Holy Land and built up several prosperous
settlements.12 The Prussian consulate in Jerusalem, opened in 1842, had soon attained a
fairly important position in Palestine, with the support and protection of both the Templers
and the local Jewish communities forming an integral part of its activities.13 And, of course,
German engineers and surveyors had been quite active in the sultan’s realm since the 1870s,
followed in due time by companies interested in railway construction. The first major
concession in Asiatic Turkey granted to a German group was signed in 1888, calling for
the construction of a line from the Bosporus (actually from Izmit) to Angora. In the very
same year, traffic on a trans-Balkan line from Constantinople to central Europe finally
began.14

Before attempting an assessment of German policies and activities in the Ottoman Empire
after the turn of the century, a few words must be said about the institutions and some of
the individuals who were involved in the direction of Germany’s Turkish policies.

While Wilhelm II and his imperial chancellors—Bernhard, Prince von Bülow (1900–9),
Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg (1909–17), Georg Michaelis (1917), Georg Count von
Hertling (1917–18) and Prince Max von Baden (1918)—were officially in charge of German
foreign policy, a host of other institutions and individuals participated in, and influenced,
its formulation and implementation. Like most other countries, the Reich had a
Foreign Office (Auswärtige Amt) and a network of embassies, legations and consular offices
abroad. The secretary of state in charge of the Auswärtige Amt, like all other department
heads of the imperial government, was constitutionally and in practice a subordinate of the
Chancellor (rather than his colleague). He was, thus, often little more than an executor of
policies decided elsewhere, but some strong-willed individuals in that post did at times
manage to shape these policies themselves. It is also clear that certain officials in the
Auswärtige Amt, especially Baron Friedrich von Holstein (senior counsellor in the Political
Division until 1906) wielded far more influence than most contemporaries realised.15
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In Constantinople, the Reich was represented by both an embassy and a consular office.
In addition, a growing number of German consuls and viceconsuls were stationed in the
various regions of the sultan’s realm. By 1912, German consular posts in Asiatic Turkey
alone numbered close to twenty, including three in the Mesopotamian region (Mosul,
Baghdad, Basra), over half a dozen in ‘Syria’ and Lebanon (Aleppo, Damascus, Tarabulus,
Beirut, Haifa, Jaffa and Jerusalem), two in Cilicia (Adana and Mersin), and two on the Black
Sea coast (Samsun and Trabzon).16

Though it ranked below London, Paris, Vienna, or St Petersburg, a diplomatic posting
in Constantinople nevertheless carried considerable prestige and influence with it.17 From
1897 onwards, the German embassy in Pera was headed by a succession of very capable
men, namely Baron Adolf Marschall von Bieberstein (to 1912), Baron Hans von
Wangenheim (to 1915), Count Paul von Wolff-Metternich (to 1916), Richard von
Kühlmann (to 1917), and Count Johann Heinrich von Bernstorff (to 1918).

Marschall von Bieberstein, an energetic Badenese lawyer with extensive experience in
the courtroom, had been named secretary of state of the Auswärtige Amt after Bismarck’s
fall, but eventually he had incurred the dislike of Wilhelm II and his entourage. Sent off to
Turkey in 1897, he soon regained the Kaiser’s favour and gradually transformed his position
at the Bosporus into a very important outpost of the Reich; indeed, some students of the
period regard him as the true architect of Germany’s Middle Eastern policies prior to the
war. During his long tenure in Constantinople the Baron was also used for other diplomatic
missions; thus, he headed the German delegation to the Second Hague Conference. Just
before his death, in 1912, he was transferred to the embassy in London, a posting he had
wanted for a long time.18

Wangenheim, his successor, was likewise rated as one of the most capable among
Germany’s diplomats. He, too, would at times manifest considerable independence of spirit
and even pursue a course at variance with Berlin’s wishes.19 Upon his death in 1915, the
embassy was taken over by a distinguished older member of the diplomatic corps. Wolff-
Metternich had represented Germany at the Court of St James for eleven years (1901–12),
trying in vain to heal the growing rift between the two countries. Pulled out of retirement,
he found the rough political climate in wartime Turkey (and particularly the anti-Armenian
programme of the Porte) little to his liking and had to be recalled within less than a year.20

His place was taken by Richard von Kühlmann, a Bavarian born in Constantinople (his father
had been the first director of the Anatolian Railway Company). Kühlmann was called back
to Berlin to take over the Auswärtige Amt in 1917.21 The last imperial ambassador
accredited to the sultan’s government, Bernstorff, had previously served for nine years in
Washington.22

To assist the Ambassador in his work, there were usually two or three counsellors on
his staff, plus several dragomans and one military attaché. After the outbreak of war in
1914, further personnel were added, and a naval attaché was appointed as well.

Among the embassy counsellors, several rose to prominence in later years (among them
Baron Konstantin von Neurath, a Württemberger, who served as Foreign Minister under
Papen, Schleicher and Hitler in the 1930s). Among the military attaches, Major Curt
Morgen, who was stationed in Constantinople from 1897 to 1901, was the most successful
in later years: he was ennobled in 1904 and became a highly decorated corps commander
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in the First World War.23 Several of his successors were less fortunate in their careers.
Erich von Leipzig, after six years in Constantinople, was given a regimental command and
then retired. He was sent back to Turkey as military attaché in 1915, but died of a bullet
wound a few months later in a railway station under rather mysterious circumstances.24

Walter von Strempel played a very important role during his tenure in Constantinople
(1907–14), but ran foul of the new German military mission chief, General Liman von
Sanders, and was eventually packed off to Germany as ‘governor’ of some Ottoman princes
who were going there for military training.25 His successor, Major Karl von Laffert, likewise
ran into trouble with Liman and was sent back to Germany early in 1915. Undaunted, he
later submitted a memorandum to the Crown Prince in which he advocated drastic postwar
reforms, including the replacement of civilian diplomats by military men in many foreign
capitals. During the 1930s, Herr von Laffert attained a rank in the SS and sat as a member
of the notorious People’s Court.26 The last military attaché in Turkey, soon raised to
general’s rank and given the title of military plenipotentiary, was the Bavarian staff officer
Otto von Lossow. He had previously served as an adviser in the sultan’s army and even
commanded an Ottoman division during the First Balkan War. General von Lossow later
rose to command of the Reichswehr’s Bavarian division and played a key role in Munich
before and during Hitler’s beer-hall putsch in 1923.27

Several German consulates in the Ottoman Empire were routinely staffed by ‘non-
professional local residents, usually businessmen, who sometimes had little interest in their
official duties. Rudolf Wönckhaus, for instance, a hard-working and increasingly prosperous
German trader in the Persian Gulf area, accepted his appointment as ‘honorary consul’ in
Basra around 1910 with great reluctance and apparently never wrote any reports to his
superiors.28 Among the career consuls serving in the Ottoman Empire after 1900, many
were well trained in Middle Eastern affairs and languages. A few of them were expected
to serve in that part of the world for the rest of their days; others were eventually posted
elsewhere and subsequently rose to some prominence. Wilhelm Stemrich, for instance,
after long service as consul-general in Constantinople and a brief stint in Tehran, became
the under-secretary of state in the Auswärtige Amt (1907–11). Friedrich Rosen, who had
worked in consular positions in Baghdad and Jerusalem around the turn of the century,
later headed imperial legations in several European capitals and briefly served as German
Foreign Minister after the First World War. Another man of some prominence who had
extensive consular experience in and around the Ottoman Empire (Erzerum, Damascus
and Tiflis) was Count Friedrich Werner von der Schulenburg. He would later serve as
German ambassador to Moscow (from 1934 until Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union)
and was executed in 1944 for his opposition to the Nazi regime.29

At least two other individuals must be mentioned. One was Paul Weitz, a newspaperman
who represented the Frankfurter Zeitung at the Golden Horn from 1895 to the end of the
First World War. His work as an intelligencegatherer and contact man for the embassy
appears to have been highly successful.30 Another valuable contact, particularly to Enver
Pasha, was provided by Lieutenant-Commander Hans Humann of the German Imperial
Navy. Born to an archaeologist in Smyrna, Humann had spent part of his youth in the
Ottoman Empire and knew Enver since those days. He was posted to Turkey in the autumn
of 1913 with rather vaguely defined functions (including command of the ageing
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ambassadorial stationnaire Loreley), and it was only in 1915 that his de facto role as naval
attaché was formally acknowledged. In any event, until his recall in 1917, Humann was
probably the most valuable contact man to the CUP regime the Germans had.31

As previously mentioned, some Prussian officers had been serving in the sultan’s army
since the early nineteenth century. From 1882 onwards, German involvement in the
military affairs of Turkey had increased with the arrival of a small group of officers under
Generalmajor Otto Kaehler. Following Kaehler’s death in 1885, the group had been taken
over by Lieutenant-Colonel Baron Colmar von der Goltz, who worked with great energy
and enthusiasm during the next ten years, advising the Turks on general staff matters,
military organisation and training procedures. Late in 1895, Goltz returned to active service
in the Prussian army, first as a divisional commander and later as a ‘commanding general’
(corps commander), but he kept in touch with his Ottoman pupils and some members of
his mission remained in Turkey. One of them, Louis Kamphövener, ennobled in 1900,
served as inspector-general of the sultan’s infantry for a number of years; several others
officiated as inspectors of the Ottoman cavalry, artillery and engineering corps. Among the
inspectors who were sent to Turkey in later years was Erich Weber, a colonel in the
engineers, who rose to divisional command during the war and headed one of the
Reichswehr’s military districts afterwards. (Weber’s daughter subsequently married
another veteran of military service in Turkey, Karl Dönitz, the later grand admiral and
Hitler’s successor as head of state.)32

In 1913, following the Balkan Wars, a much larger contingent of German army officers
was invited to Turkey. Headed by Generalleutnant Otto Liman von Sanders, a recently
ennobled cavalry officer of partially Jewish ancestry, this new German ‘mission’ would
take over additional training functions in the sultan’s realm.33 Its appearance in
Constantinople late in 1913 caused grave diplomatic tension with Russia.34

Probably as important as the presence of German military experts in the Ottoman Empire
was the secondment of impressionable young Ottoman lieutenants to German regiments
for extended period of training. During the 1890s, on average fifteen to twenty such trainees
were annually involved in this programme, with some of them also being posted to the
Prussian general staff. Thereafter, the number of trainees fluctuated wildly from year to
year, with up to fifty being listed in the German army rolls in some years and practically
none in others.35 Among the early trainees were several prominent Ottoman generals of
later years, including Ahmed Izzet Pasha, who served as War Minister in 1913–14, as an
army group commander in 1917 and as Grand Vezir in 1918. Another important Ottoman
general, Mahmud evket Pasha (assassinated while Grand Vezir, in June 1913), had spent
almost ten years on duty in southern Germany supervising the delivery of Mauser rifles to
the Ottoman army; in consequence he spoke German fluently, but with a pronounced
Swabian accent.36

The special position German ‘reformers’ were able to carve out in the Ottoman army
was paralleled prior to 1914 by growing British involvement in the Ottoman navy, and
French and Italian involvement in the Ottoman gendarmerie, However, it is probably fair to
say that, thanks to the sheer size and manifold functions of the army in the sultan’s realm,
the Germans had a considerable advantage over the other European Powers in terms of
exerting their influence.
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The steady expansion of German economic activity in the Ottoman Empire after the
turn of the century was spearheaded by the Deutsche Bank of Berlin. This largest of all
German banks was involved particularly in sponsoring various railway enterprises, including
the so-called Bagdadbahn, and in organising loans to the Porte. Otherwise the Deutsche
Bank remained quite inconspicuous, having no branch offices in the Ottoman Empire until
1909. By contrast, the Deutsche Paläsrinabank, established in 1899, opened branches in
Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa, Beirut, Damascus and Tarabulus, as well as harvest-season agencies
in Nazareth and Gaza. From 1906 onwards, it also started to co-operate with the Deutsche
Orientbank, newly founded by some of the chief competitors of the Deutsche Bank (that
is, the Dresdner Bank, the Nationalbank für Deutschland and the Schaafhausenscher
Bankverein). The Deutsche Orientbank eventually maintained twelve branch offices in the
sultan’s realm (plus seven in Egypt). The branch in Bursa was managed from 1907 on by
Mahmud Celal (Bayar) who ended his career, in the 1950s, as President of Turkey.37

Until the outbreak of the First World War, the most visible and the most controversial
aspect of Germany’s penetration pacifique of the sultan’s realm was the construction of a rail
line which would, when finished, link Constantinople, and Europe in general, with Baghdad
and the Persian Gulf. During the 1890s a German-controlled syndicate had already built
rail connections from the Bosporus to Angora (completed late in 1892) and Konya
(completed in 1896), both lines being since operated under German management by the
Société du Chemin de Fer Ottoman d’Anatolie (commonly known simply as the Anatolie).
As a result of concessions obtained between 1899 and 1903 the same German-controlled
syndicate secured the right to build and operate an extension of the line, running from
Konya south-eastwards, through Adana, Mosul and Baghdad, to Basra. Financing problems,
which were in turn largely caused by political objections from the British, French and
Russian governments, as well as some very difficult terrain, especially in the Taurus and
Amanus ranges, led to long delays and pauses in the actual construction work (which was
handled by the Philipp Holzmann Company of Frankfurt). In 1911 the German sponsors
of the railway agreed to some modifications of the concession. Perhaps the most important
change was that Baghdad was accepted, at least temporarily, as the terminus of the line.38

By August 1914 the whole line was still in a badly truncated state. Through train service
operated from the vastly expanded terminus on the Asiatic side of the Bosporus, Haydar
Pasha, via Konya to an obscure village at the foot of the Taurus Mountains. On the other
side of that range the track continued through Cilicia to the foot of the Amanus Mountains.
Beyond that second gap, which was almost 100 kilometres wide, trains ran to Aleppo and
on to the almost finished Euphrates bridge at Jarabulus, with improvised service possible
as far as Tall Abyad. There was also a stretch from Baghdad northwards to Samarra in
service.39

Despite its truncated condition, the Baghdad Railway on the eve of the war carried close
to 600,000 passengers and 116,000 tons of freight annually, though most of the freight,
especially between Konya and the Bosporus, moved in one direction only, from the interior
to the sea.40 The rolling stock of both the Anatolie and its Baghdad subsidiary came almost
wholly from German firms, notably Henschel, Borsig and Maffei, and by 1914 included
approximately 200 steam locomotives and about 3,500 freight or passenger cars.41
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German rolling stock was also used almost exclusively on the narrow-gauge Hejaz
Railway, built under government auspices from Damascus to Medina between 1900 and
1908. The selection of German equipment (nearly 100 locomotives and over 1,100 cars
by 1913) was largely due to the fact that the technical management of the entire construction
project had been entrusted to Heinrich August Meissner, a graduate engineer from Saxony
who had first come to Turkey in 1885. After completing the Hejaz line Meissner directed
work on a section of the Baghdad line, built a military railway into the Sinai desert during
the First World War, and concluded his career in the 1930s as a technical adviser and
academic teacher in Istanbul.42

Like the manufacturers of rolling stock. German companies making steel rails benefited
considerably from the construction projects in the Ottoman Empire. Between 1910 and
1913, for instance, the value of rails and cross-ties shipped from Germany to Turkey
amounted to over 19 million Goldmark, and some German shipping lines derived much of
their business from transporting bulky railway supplies. Among these lines the Deutsche
Levante-Linie, created in 1889, was for a while the most prominent. From 1906 on, the
HAPAG Company of Hamburg maintained a regular service to ports on the Persian Gulf
and likewise became involved in supplying the Baghdad Railway enterprise.43

Next to German banks and railway interests, several major armaments firms of the Reich
were particularly active and visible in prewar Turkey. From the 1880s on, Germany’s
biggest artillery producer, the Krupp Company of Essen, sold hundreds of heavy and light
guns to the sultan’s armed forces, sometimes with the active assistance of German officers
stationed in Turkey. Baron von der Goltz’s efforts in that context in the 1880s and 1890s
have often been noted.44 Major Morgen, when he was serving as military attaché around
the turn of the century, likewise did his best to keep the purchase orders coming. As he
recalled many years later, the orders going to the Krupp Company were ‘on such a scale
that its sales representatives in Constantinople, the Huber brothers, became multi-
millionaires solely through the commissions they earned thereby’.45

Other beneficiaries of Turkish arms purchases were Heinrich Erhardt’s Rheinische
Metallwaren- und Maschinenfabrik of Düsseldorf (Krupp’s principal German competitor
in the artillery sector),46 the Ludwig Loewe Company of Berlin and the Mauser Company
of Oberndorf in Swabia, the last two later merged in the Deutsche Waffen- und
Munitionsfabriken. Loewe and Mauser supplied large quantities of rifles and carbines to
the Turks, while a number of other German firms sold them bullets, cartridges and various
other types of hardware.47

From the 1880s on, the sultan’s navy also bought some of its ships from German yards,
but until the outbreak of the First World War the German role in Ottoman naval
procurement remained quite small. True, the Ottoman fleet by 1914 included several small
destroyers built by the Schichau Company of Elbing as well as Torgut Reis and Heireddin
Barbarossa, two obsolete battleships (launched in 1891) which had been purchased from the
Kaiser’s navy in 1910, but compared to Turkish orders placed in Britain, which included
three dreadnoughts and two cruisers, or even in France, which included six des troyers and
two submarines, the German share was very modest indeed.48 German interest in the
exploration and future development of the Mesopotamian oilfields prior to 1914 likewise
remained at a fairly low level, in part at least because of limited capital reserves available
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to the Germans. After much vacillation, the Deutsche Bank agreed in March 1914 to accept
a junior position in a British-dominated consortium.49

If one looks at trade statistics of the prewar decades, it becomes obvious that the Germans
were making headway in that field, but by 1914 they were still far from having a dominant
position in the Ottoman Empire. In 1913, Germany ranked fourth (behind Britain, France
and Austria-Hungary) as a market for Turkish exports and was in third place (behind Britain
and Austria-Hungary) as a source of Turkish imports. Moreover, even though it was
growing, trade with the Ottoman Empire still constituted only a very modest segment of
Germany’s worldwide commercial activities. In 1912, for instance, only about 1.3 per cent
of all German exports went to Turkey, and only 0.7 per cent of all German imports came
from that country. The figures for 1913 were quite similar: German exports to Turkey,
worth 98.4 million Goldmark, consisted (in order of value) of woollen cloth, cotton cloth,
cartridges, machinery, wheat flour and other items. Imports from Turkey consisted mainly
of tobacco, raisins, woollen rugs, nuts, raw cotton and the like.50

While the traditional literature on international relations prior to 1914 has usually, and
with some justification, focused on governmental policies and the activities of economic-
interest groups, an assessment of Germany’s relations with the Ottoman Empire must
include at least a number of German religious, cultural and other special-interest groups
which were active in the sultan’s realm during that period.

Both the Protestants and the Roman Catholics of Germany were represented in the
Ottoman Empire by numerous missionaries, nurses, social workers and teachers. The
Kaiserswerth Deaconesses, for instance, had been active in the Holy Land since the mid-
nineteenth century, and the Jerusalems-Verein (Jerusalem Association) by 1902 maintained
eight schools with over 400 pupils. Schools, orphanages, dispensaries and hospitals, both
in the Holy Land and in other parts of the Ottoman Empire, were also supported by the
Evangelischer Bund (Protestant League), the Deutsche Orient-Mission (German Orient
Mission), which was particularly active among the Armenians, the Roman Catholic
Palästinaverein (Palestine Association) and a number of other religious organisations.51

To many German Jews the affairs of the Ottoman Empire took on new significance as
well. Following the creation of the Zionist movement in the 1890s, several German citizens
of Jewish background would soon play major roles in the promotion of the cause. Indeed,
following Theodor Herzl’s death in 1904, the central office of the World Zionist
Organisation (WZO) was moved to Cologne (where its new president, Lithuanian-born
David Wolffsohn, was active in the timber business) and later, in 1911, to Berlin, where
Professor Otto Warburg, a botanist, carried on as chairman of the organisation.52 In 1908
the WZO sent a young Prussian lawyer, Arthur Ruppin, to Jaffa as director of its Palestine
office. His labours there were difficult but also very successful;53 indeed, Jewish settlement
in Palestine probably owes more to him than to anyone else.54 Also active in the Holy Land
was the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden (Aid Association of German Jews), founded in
1901 by the cotton magnate James Simon and the prominent journalist Paul Nathan. A
willing instrument of German cultural propaganda in Eastern Europe and the Middle East,
the Hilfsverein sponsored educational programmes among Jews in which at least part of
the instruction would be conducted in the German language. Support of that medium of
instruction eventually, in 1912, led the Hilfsverein into a nasty confrontation with
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Palestinian Zionists over the use of Hebrew in the new technical college in Haifa (the
Technikum)—a dispute in which both the German and the Ottoman authorities ultimately
became involved.55

Ever since Herzl had first approached Kaiser Wilhelm II and other German dignitaries,
the small but dedicated group of German Zionists periodically attempted to secure official
government support for their cause. For a long time the results were very limited. Until
the outbreak of the war the German government did occasionally lend its assistance to
Jewish educational and charitable organisations in Palestine and elsewhere in the Ottoman
Empire, and some high-ranking German figures did express great sympathy with the concept
of further Jewish settlement in the Holy Land, but no one in Berlin was prepared to endanger
the Reich’s relations with the Ottoman government by any kind of overt support of political
Zionism.56

While Zionists were dreaming of large-scale Jewish migration to Palestine, the ultra-
nationalistic Pan-German League, founded in 1891, dreamed, at least for a while, of using
Anatolia as a settlement area for German farmers. From the turn of the century onwards,
though, the League increasingly fell into line with official government policy, which
emphasised Germany’s desire to see the Ottoman Empire preserved and strengthened.
Besides, as one of the leading propagandists of the Baghdad Railway project, Paul Rohrbach,
repeatedly reminded the German public, the Turks were in no mood to permit large
numbers of Germans, or any other foreigners, to settle among them.57

Rohrbach, a Baltic German with theological training, had started in the late 1890s to
explore and write about the Ottoman Empire. The other prominent ‘Orient propagandist’
in prewar Germany, Ernst Jäckh, began his advocacy of closer ties with the Turkish realm
only in 1908. Aside from writing numerous articles and pamphlets on the subject this
enterprising Swabian journalist-scholar also found time to drum up private and government
support for the creation of a German-Turkish Association (Deutsch-Türkische
Vereinigung).58 Officially launched in March 1914, the Vereinigung began with about 500
members, but grew about tenfold within the next four years. Dedicated to a variety of
programmes, especially the promotion of German educational and cultural influence in the
Ottoman Empire, the Vereinigung boasted of a large number of prominent bankers in its
governing body, including Arthur von Gwinner of the Deutsche Bank and Hitler’s future
Economics Minister, Hjalmar Schacht. As the Vereinigung informed the German public at
the time of its formation, Germany had a long way to go to catch up with the French, the
Americans, the British and the Italians, all of whom had more schools, with more pupils,
in the Ottoman Empire than the Reich. Indeed, out of about one thousand foreign schools
operating in the sultan’s realm, a mere twenty-three were presently offering instruction in
German; and only about 3,000 pupils (out of 90,000 attending foreign schools) were being
taught in the German institutions.59 This situation, as Major Theodor Kübel pointed out at
about the same time in the Prussian General Staff s military quarterly, was reflected also in
the way the German-built Baghdad Railway was run: though the top management was
German, most of the employees—Ottoman Turks, Greeks, or Armenians—knew no
German at all, but used French instead for all business transactions.60

Finally, a few words must be said about Baron Max von Oppenheim, who served on the
staff of the German consul-general in Cairo from 1896 to 1910. Oppenheim was highly
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knowledgeable about Islamic and Arab matters as well as being a successful archaeologist.
He has sometimes been depicted as a key figure in the conduct of Germany’s Middle Eastern
policies before and during the First World War, particularly as regards subversion and the
incitement of a Holy War against the Entente Powers. It appears, however, that his influence
was actually quite limited.61 Indeed, as Cecil has recently pointed out, the Baron, because
of his Jewish name and ancestry, found it difficult to advance in the foreign service, and
there is some evidence in the wartime records of the Germany embassy in Constantinople
that his views were not rated very highly there.62

In recent years, Wilhelmian Germany has often been depicted as a country with a
woefully defective constitutional system, an outmoded social order, a distorted system of
values, and a host of inadequate leaders.63 Some historians have, furthermore, charged that
(probably because of these very shortcomings) the foreign and defence policies of the Reich
(highlighted by a turn to Weltpolitik, rampant navalism, and the adoption of an overly
ambitious and politically dangerous campaign plan by the army) were singularly maladroit
and, in the final analysis, largely responsible for the outbreak of the First World War in
1914.64

Wilhelmian Germany’s growing involvement in Turkish affairs—ranging from the
promotion of the Baghdad Railway project to overt diplomatic support of the Hamidian
regime on some occasions—has likewise often been criticised. Indeed, Berlin’s Turkish
policies from the 1890s onwards, according to some historians, constitute a major example
of German bungling (or provocativeness). They have charged, in particular, that several
other European powers (notably Russia, but also Britain and France) had traditional rights
and interests in that region and could therefore hardly be expected to welcome yet another
competitor in the Middle East.65

A British historian of pronounced anti-imperialist views suggested some time ago that
in the years leading up to the First World War the Entente Powers ‘were each tugging at
the best portions of the [Ottoman] Empire from outside’, while the Germans were
‘endeavouring to hold it together by capturing the whole from within’.66 Those pithy
observations contain an element of truth, but they also exaggerate both the rapaciousness
of the Entente and the consistency of Berlin’s Turkish policies.

As far as the Germans are concerned, their dedication to the preservation of the Ottoman
Empire and their hope of ultimately turning it into a pliable junior partner or outright
satellite of the Reich were not nearly as pronounced as has often been claimed. While Kaiser
Wilhelm II had a strong personal interest in the sultan’s realm and recognised its potential
usefulness to the Reich, his feelings on those subjects were shared by only a handful of other
senior men in the government. Moreover, the Kaiser himself repeatedly changed his mind
on the value of Turkish ‘friendship’. Likewise, throughout the prewar years most senior
men in the German army and navy did not consider the Ottoman armed forces sufficiently
trained and equipped to make much of a contribution in a major European war, although
they were all aware of the potential geopolitical advantages of an alliance with Turkey.
Altogether it may be concluded that, prior to 1914, Germany’s Turkish policies had only
one discernible constant, namely the advancement (and protection) of German investments
in, and trade with, the Ottoman Empire, while on all other issues Berlin’s position was and
remained flexible.67
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From the mid-1890s down to 1908, Germany’s official relations with Sultan Abdul
Hamid II’s regime were usually friendly and at times even cordial. Pushed by Ambassador
Marschall in Constantinople and by Wilhelm II at home, the Wilhelmstrasse increasingly
thougnt of the Baghdad Railway project as a matter of national (as distinct from private,
capitalistic) concern, and accordingly supported the enterprise to the best of its ability.
Since the goodwill of Abdul Hamid was deemed essential in that context, the German
government also dissociated itself repeatedly from collective action by some of the other
Great Powers which aimed at forcing internal reforms on to the sultan’s government.68

The Young Turk revolution in the summer of 1908 caught the Germans, like everyone
else, by surprise. Ambassador Marschall was on holiday in Germany, several dragomans
and other staff members of the embassy were likewise on leave, and the senior man on duty
in Pera, Alfred von Kiderlen-Wächter, temporarily found himself in a rather difficult
situation.69 Although most military men among the revolutionaries could be counted on
to favour a continuation of friendly relations with the Reich, some leading figures among the
Young Turks resented Germany’s previous support of the Hamidian regime and tended to
look with favour on the liberal principles of the Western Powers and, more particularly,
on Britain.70

Austria-Hungary’s decision later the same year to convert its ‘administration’ of Bosnia
and Herzegovina into outright annexation jeopardised Germany’s standing in
Constantinople even further, for the Turks, quite understandably, held Berlin at least
partially responsible for the objectionable policies of its principal ally. However, through
very astute diplomatic manoeuvring, particularly in connection with the Cretan and
Macedonian Questions, the Wilhelmstrasse gradually restored its position in the Turkish
capital, and British diplomatic blunders, particularly during the April events in 1909, did
the rest. By May, following the suppression of the mutinies in Constantinople and the
replacement of Abdul Hamid by his brother Mehmed, the Young Turks manifested their
new, much more friendly, attitude towards Germany by proposing greater German
involvement in the reorganisation of the Ottoman army and inviting Baron von der Goltz,
by now a colonel-general and army inspector in the Reich, to come back to Turkey for that
purpose.71

In the summer of 1910, Kiderlen-Wächter, a strong-willed Swabian with long experience
both in Constantinople and in Bucharest,72 took over the Auswärtige Amt as secretary of
state. Unlike Chancellor Bülow, who had stepped down in 1909, Kiderlen-Wächter did
not regard Germany’s alliance with the Habsburg Empire as quite so central to Berlin’s
diplomacy; he also was more intent on loosening up the Entente through bilateral
agreements. The first major agreement was concluded in 1910–11 with the Tsarist
government: Berlin recognised Russia’s sphere of interest in northern Persia and promised
not to support Austro-Hungarian ambitions in the Balkans, while the Russians formally
abandoned their opposition to the Baghdad Railway and agreed to support the establishment
of a connecting rail-link to Tehran.73 The Porte was, understandably, annoyed by this
arrangement behind its back, but with new challenges facing the Ottoman Empire—
particularly the Italian invasion of Libya—the Turks were ultimately thrown back into
Germany’s arms. Since Italy was a formal ally in the Dreibund, Berlin’s efforts to bring the
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two belligerents together were difficult and for a long time quite unsuccessful, but the
Turks recognised the goodwill.74

While the Ottoman army and navy had held their own quite well against the Italians, at
least for a while, the Balkan War which started in October 1912 revealed very serious flaws
in the Turkish military establishment. Pushed back very quickly to the Chatalja Lines, the
Turks signed an armistice on 3 December. The rout of their armies and the loss of most of
their European possessions (only a few fortresses still held out) produced great political
tension among the Turks. The military defeat also gave rise to accusations, particularly in
foreign newspapers, that the Germans had evidently not done a very good job in training
and equipping the Turkish army.75

Baron von der Goltz, by now a field-marshal, responded to this criticism with a treatise
entitled Der jungen Türkei Niederlage und die Möglichkeit ihrer Wiedererhebung. In it he asserted
that decades of mismanagement under Abdul Hamid II simply could not be wiped out in a
few years, and that the Ottoman officer corps in particular needed further reform.76 In a
private memorandum to Wilhelm II and Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg, the Field-Marshal
also pointed out that Turkey’s defeat and the new situation in the Balkans would put a
further strain on the Habsburg Empire. Henceforth, Austrian help in a war with the Entente
would be very limited at best, and the Reich must therefore prepare itself for such a war
much more thoroughly and vigorously than it had done hitherto.77

The coup d’état of 23 January 1913, which removed Kâmil Pasha’s cabinet and brought
a more militant group of Young Turks to power, among them Colonel Enver Bey,78 led to
a resumption of hostilities with the Balkan states. However, once again the Ottoman army
suffered setbacks, and the fortresses still holding out fell one after the other, with Adrianople
(Edirne) capitulating on 24 March.79

The new Grand Vezir, Mahmud evket Pasha, reacted to these developments by
proposing even greater German involvement in the reform of the Ottoman army.
Negotiations with Berlin, started by evket, were carried on after his assassination by the
new war minister, Ahmed Izzet Pasha, and resulted eventually in the dispatch of a new,
enlarged ‘mission’ headed by General Liman. Starting with about forty officers, including
several colonels, Liman’s mission subsequently grew by another thirty men (by August
1914), and by hundreds more during the war years. Many of the German officers arriving
in 1913–14 were immediately given important staff positions, both in the War Ministry
and out in the field, but since the Turks retained practically all command positions it is
simply not true that Liman’s mission controlled the Ottoman army and hence the country
at large.80

Although both France and Britain in 1913 and the first half of 1914 concluded a number
of agreements with Germany concerning the Baghdad Railway and related questions,
tensions between the Entente Powers and the German-Austrian bloc continued unabated.81

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo late in June 1914 brought the
latent conflict between Serbia and the Dual Monarchy to a head and quickly drew most of
the European Powers into a major confrontation.82 On 22 July, Enver Pasha (who had
replaced Izzet Pasha as War Minister at the beginning of the year) proposed to Ambassador
Wangenheim that the Ottoman Empire join the Triplice as a formal ally, pointing out, quite
bluntly, that he and many of his colleagues believed that the Triplice ‘was stronger than the
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Entente and would be victors in a world war’. Wangenheim, well aware of Turkey’s military
unpreparedness, initially rejected the proposal, but on the Kaiser’s personal instructions
negotiations were opened a few days later, and on 2 August a formal treaty of alliance was
secretly signed in Constantinople.83

Inasmuch as several members of the Ottoman cabinet had neither wanted nor even
known about the alignment of their country with Germany, but also because the Allied
coalition arrayed against the Central Powers proved to be both larger and stronger than
expected, the Porte adopted a posture of armed neutrality early in August and clung to it
for several months to come. While Enver Pasha and some of his subordinates worked hard
at preparing the Ottoman Empire for war and made several major concessions to the Central
Powers—particularly by allowing the ships of the German Mediterranean Squadron to
enter, and stay in, the Turkish Straits84—neither Ambassador von Wangenheim nor General
Liman von Sanders was able to stir the Porte out of its policy of attentisme. Attempts by
Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, the commander of the German Mediterranean Squadron, to
secure a free hand likewise ran into spirited opposition from members of the Ottoman
cabinet, including the Grand Vezir, Prince Said Halim Pasha, despite the fact that he had
personally signed the alliance treaty with Germany earlier in the month. The German
position in Constantinople was somewhat strengthened late in August, when a task force
of German coast-defence specialists under the command of Admiral Guido von Usedom
arrived at the Straits and began to prepare for the closure of the Dardanelles, but the
advocates of attentisme, together with the outright opponents of intervention, continued to
prevail in the Ottoman cabinet. General Liman von Sanders, headstrong as ever, reacted
to this situation by requesting that he and his entire mission be recalled to Germany. His
impatience with the Turks was not shared by Wangenheim, who repeatedly reminded
Berlin that the Turks needed time to get their armed forces and their chronically empty
treasury ready for a big war like this. The ambassador’s apparent willingness to wait was
not appreciated in Berlin, which eventually sent Richard von Kühlmann as a special emissary
to Constantinople to stir both Wangenheim and the Porte into some action. Finally, after
several carloads of gold had been transferred from the German to the Ottoman treasury—
a difficult operation since the shipments had to go through two neutral states, Romania and
Bulgaria—Enver, with the reluctant support of some of his colleagues at the Porte,
authorised Admiral Souchon to open hostilities against Russia.85 The Admiral’s Black Sea
raid, late in October, promptly provoked a major political crisis in Constantinople. About
half a dozen ministers, including the Grand Vezir, threatened to resign, and four of them
actually did so early in November. Among them was Cavid Bey, the capable and wily Finance
Minister. Officially, he would not return to that portfolio until February 1917 but, whether
he was in or out of the Cabinet, the Germans would have to contend with him and his
spirited defence of Ottoman economic and financial interests throughout the war years.86

For almost a year following their intervention on the side of the Central Powers, that
is, until the defeat of Serbia in the autumn of 1915, the Turks were geographically isolated
from their German and Austro-Hungarian allies. While the Germans managed to smuggle
some military supplies and small groups of soldiers through neutral Romania before and
during the Gallipoli campaign, the Turks found themselves left largely to their own devices
until November 1915, when the first major shipments of ammunition and weapons were
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dispatched to them on the Danube. Two months later, in mid-January 1916, the first train
from Germany reached Constantinople via the restored Serbian sections of the traditional
trans-Balkan line.87

The secret alliance treaty signed on 2 August 1914 had stipulated that General Liman
von Sanders and his mission would be given ‘an effective influence on the general direction’
of the Ottoman army. The Germans soon found out that neither Enver Pasha nor anyone
else in the upper echelons of the Ottoman army was prepared to surrender control of the
war effort to them. Liman von Sanders himself was given command of a number of Ottoman
field armies—first in the Constantinople region, then on Gallipoli, and finally, in 1918, in
Palestine—but all of his efforts to participate in the strategic direction of the Ottoman war
effort, to serve as a mentor or at least as a senior adviser at Enver’s general headquarters,
were resolutely turned aside by the Turks. Field-Marshal von der Goltz did not fare any
better. Invited back to Turkey in December 1914, he spent a few months in Constantinople
as a ‘special adviser’ to the Ottoman High Command, but Enver soon tired of him, calling
him too old, too soft, and a poor judge of men. After six months as a unit commander in
the Constantinople region, the elderly German field-marshal eagerly accepted a front-line
assignment in Mesopotamia, taking charge of the Sixth Ottoman Army, but he died there
of spotted fever shortly before his troops captured General Townshend at Kut-el-Amara.
Another prominent German general who was transferred to Turkey during the war years,
Erich von Falkenhayn, was likewise kept on a short leash. Though he had previously served
both as Prussian War Minister and as Chief of the General Staff, General von Falkenhayn
found it very difficult to establish effective control over the Ottoman forces assigned to
him, the so-called Army Group F in Palestine, and returned to a more congenial command,
in eastern Europe, within nine months.88

While most Ottoman senior commands, at the army and corps level, remained in the
hands of Ottoman generals, German field-grade officers were entrusted with many
important staff positions and also served quite frequently as regimental or even divisional
commanders in some of the more important theatres of war. Particularly noteworthy in
this regard were the Bavarian colonel Baron Friedrich Kress von Kressenstein, who held a
number of important posts on the Sinai Front until 1917, and the Prussian major Felix
Guse, who served as chief of staff to the commander of the Ottoman Third Army in eastern
Anatolia until Russia’s withdrawal from the war.89 Another Prussian major who ended up
as chief of staff to an Ottoman army commander was Franz von Papen. Later, in the 1930s,
after serving as Chancellor of the Weimar Republic and as Vice-Chancellor in Hitler’s first
Cabinet, he would once again appear in Turkey, this time as the ambassador of the Third
Reich.90

Although Enver was unwilling to let any senior German general on to his headquarters
staff, he had no reservations about surrounding himself with German staff officers of lower
rank. Until December 1917 he used a German colonel (later Generalmajor), Friedrich
Bronsart von Schellendorff, as his chief of staff, and many of the technical sections at
Ottoman headquarters were likewise headed by German field-grade officers. When
Bronsart was called back to Germany, his place was taken by Generalmajor Hans von Seeckt,
a first-rate staff officer who would demonstrate his talents again in the 1920s when he rebuilt
the German army. It should be emphasised, though, that neither Bronsart nor Seeckt was
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able to push the Turks very far in any given direction; that is, whenever Enver Pasha
disagreed with their advice or views he blithely went his own way.91

In the Ottoman fleet, reinforced since August 1914 by the modern German battle-cruiser
Goeben (officially renamed Yavus Sultan Selim) and the small cruiser Breslau (Midilli), the
Germans enjoyed somewhat more latitude during the war years. However, given the ill-
assorted collection of obsolete Turkish ships they had under their command, neither
Admiral Souchon nor his successor, Hubert von Rebeur-Paschwitz, could actually do very
much by way of bold manoeuvres. Suffice it to add that in January 1918 Midilli was lost in
an Allied minefield and Yavus Sultan Selim severely damaged. Refurbished after the war, the
erstwhile German battle-cruiser was turned into the flagship of the new Turkish navy and
served in that capacity for many years. She was finally scrapped in the 1970s.92

From the moment the Turks threw in their lot with the Central Powers, the German
High Command (OHL) did its best to direct the military energies of the Ottoman Empire
towards tasks which would most effectively supplement the Central Powers’ own
operations in the various European theatres of war. Much of the time Enver Pasha proved
co-operative in this respect and eventually, in 1916, even loaned half a dozen Ottoman
divisions to his allies for use in Galicia and the Balkans.93 However, whenever he disagreed
with the views or plans of the German High Command he went his own way without fail,
and even the imperious first quartermaster-general at the OHL, General Erich Ludendorff,
was unable to budge the Ottoman vice-generalissimo from a given position. Enver’s
independence of mind became particularly evident in 1918, when he sent far more Ottoman
troops into Transcaucasia than the Germans, for military and political reasons, wanted him
to.94

Throughout the war period, most political and military leaders in Germany thought of
the Ottoman Empire primarily in military-strategic terms. Berlin’s prime concern was to
keep the Ottoman armies in the field and to have them tie down as many Allied troops as
possible. Hence, German policies after August 1914 were often characterised by a
reluctance to say or do anything which might be offensive to the Porte. When the Turks
unilaterally abolished the capitulatory system in October 1914, the Germans were highly
annoyed but swallowed their anger.95 When, in the following month, the Porte demanded
a new alliance treaty which would offer the Ottoman Empire more tangible benefits and
guarantees, Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg initially would not hear of it. As he reminded
his subordinates, ‘the exaggeration and spread of the system of alliances’ had contributed
to the outbreak of the current war, and ‘we decided only with great reluctance to conclude
a formal alliance with Turkey’. A further extension of this alliance was therefore ‘basically
undesirable’.96 However, as soon as the Porte pointed out that the issue might cause a split
in the CUP regime, Berlin’s opposition caved in and the Turks got exactly what they
wanted.97

Berlin’s reluctance to become embroiled with its prickly ally became even more evident
in the spring and summer of 1915, when the Ottoman authorities began a massive, and
often very brutal, programme of deportations among the Armenians in the eastern vilayets.
While some German officials openly voiced their concern (and disgust) to the Turks, the
leading men in Berlin were determined not to risk a break with the Porte over this issue
and consequently adopted a policy of ‘diplomatic restraint’.98 Official German efforts to
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protect the Jewish community in Palestine against harassment and deportations were a bit
more vigorous, and also much more effective in the long run.99 It must be emphasised,
though, that the stakes in the second case were not nearly as high; that is, to the CUP regime
repressive measures against the Yishuv were not nearly as important as the ‘pacification’
of the Armenian districts, and Berlin could thus be more ‘daring’ in its suggestions and
comments regarding the maltreatment of Jews.100

Berlin’s concern about keeping the Porte in a co-operative mood also manifested itself
in the sphere of financial and commercial transactions. As the war progressed, the Porte
demanded more and more subsidies and loans from its allies but turned a deaf ear to various
German suggestions for Ottoman reforms in the fiscal and monetary systems. In the end,
the Porte usually got what it wanted. Indeed, by 1918 it had collected close to 5 billion
marks in German loans and credits, and many German experts were by then convinced
that most of these advances would never be paid back.101

German efforts, both at the official level and by private groups, to secure a stronger
economic position in the Ottoman Empire likewise proved largely futile. Attempts to obtain
adequate compensation for the services of the German railway companies in the Ottoman
Empire brought few tangible results, nor did the Germans fare any better when they tried
to have the Porte contribute financially to the completion of the Baghdad line. Most of the
construction carried out during the war years, in the Taurus, the Amanus, and the Syrian
desert, was thus ultimately paid for by the German government.102

Berlin’s attempts, starting in 1917, to secure the liquidation of French and British
economic enterprises in the sultan’s realm and open up new investment opportunities for
German capital likewise ran into spirited opposition from the Porte, with Cavid Bey leading
the fight against the Germans.103 In the light of the CUP regime’s attitudes, some German
officials eventually came to the conclusion that a really close long-term relationship with
the Ottoman Empire, particularly in the economic sphere, was probably not possible and
perhaps not even desirable. As Ambassador von Kühlmann pointed out to Chancellor von
Bethmann Hollweg in June 1917, demands by General Ludendorff and others for greater
German participation in the economic development of the Ottoman Empire should not
necessarily be accepted. Whether in the future German capital should be given an exclusive
role in the construction of the Ottoman railway system, as Ludendorff had suggested, was
also in question; indeed, ‘whether we should really, beyond the absolutely necessary, place
German capital on the Turkish card (which, if viewed sub specie aeterni, will always be a risky
card), these are questions which in my opinion should not be decided without the most
careful deliberation…104 Kühlmann also thought that there was no point in trying to prevent
or hamper ‘the resumption of economic relations between Turkey and our current enemies’
once the war had ended. The revival of their commercial and financial influence was unlikely
to jeopardise Germany’s ‘political position at the Golden Horn’. The ambassador concluded
that, though he did not share ‘the view of certain pessimists who would like us to drop
Turkey after the war like a squeezed-out lemon, I would not wish to recommend on the
other hand that we put more national assets into Turkey than is required for maintaining
our previous political position there…’.105

Kühlmann kept faithfully to these views throughout the following months and carried
them back to Berlin when he was appointed State Secretary of the Auswärtige Amt in August
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1917. His succcessor in Constantinople, Count von Bernstorff, initially took a much harder
line. Annoyed by the unco-operative attitude of the Porte on a number of issues, and
increasingly sceptical about the value of Ottoman military assistance to the Central Powers,
the ambassador in January 1918 advised Chancellor Georg Count von Hertling that ‘the
moment has come for a last attempt to bind Turkey economically to us’, and he made it
clear that such an attempt should certainly be made:

Only if Turkey is willing to let herself be economically dominated by us in the future
will the great sacrifices be worthwhile which we must presently make for her in
military, financial, and diplomatic terms as a result of her deplorable condition. If
Turkey does not accept our economic predominance, she has nothing more to offer
to us…106

Predictably, given Kühlmann’s views, Bernstorff s advice was ignored in Berlin, though
Ludendorff and some other influential figures in the Reich continued to dream of, and to
push for, a ‘closer’ economic relationship with the Ottoman Empire, and some civil servants
wrote studies and memoranda on that subject practically right down to the end of the war.107

Altogether it may be said that the efforts of German government agencies and private-
interest groups to advance German economic influence in the sultan’s realm during the war
years were generally unsuccessful—largely because the CUP regime put up effective
obstacles of various sorts, but also because there never was any agreement in German official
circles on just how desirable and important a closer link with the Ottoman Empire would
actually be.108

While the German authorities were haggling with the Turks over their respective spheres
of interest in Transcaucasia and a number of other issues, the military situation of the Central
Powers deteriorated steadily. From July 1918 on, the overextended German armies on the
Western Front were being pushed back slowly but surely. In September a successful Allied
offensive on the Macedonian front induced Bulgaria to quit the war, and the Turks
themselves were being routed in Palestine by General Allenby’s forces. Like Germany and
the Dual Monarchy, the Ottoman Empire officially notified President Wilson early in
October that it was prepared to make peace. Simultaneously, the Ottoman Cabinet was
thoroughly restructured. By mid-October a fresh team under General Izzet Pasha had taken
over the reins of government, and armistice talks were shortly thereafter opened. To the
relief of the Germans, Izzet and some of his colleagues at the Porte proved quite co-operative
—they kept Berlin posted on their plans and allowed the Germans to start the evacuation
of their military personnel from the Ottoman Empire. Moreover, in the Armistice of
Mudros, signed on 30 October, the Turks secured formal British agreement that all German
and Austro-Hungarian troops still in the Ottoman Empire would be given ample time to
withdraw.109

The good relationship between Berlin and the Porte was strained considerably early the
next month when it became known that German ships ferrying evacuees across the Black
Sea to Russian ports had also provided transportation to many prominent figures of the
deposed CUP regime, including Enver, Talât and Cemal Pashas. The Kaiser’s government,
during the last week of its existence, refused to return these ‘fugitives’ to Turkey, and most
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of them eventually made their way to the Reich—some of them in disguise since they were
wanted both by their own country and by the Allies.110

Since the Armistice of Mudros obligated the Ottoman government to sever relations
with the Central Powers, the German diplomatic and consular offices in the Empire were
gradually closed down. By the end of the year most of the diplomatic personnel had
departed, while General Liman von Sanders stayed on in the Straits region until late January
1919 to supervise the evacuation of German and Austro-Hungarian soldiers who were
coming in from the more remote theatres of war.111

Faced with manifold domestic problems and stiff peace terms from the Allies, the German
government during the next few years had little time or opportunity to concern itself with
Turkish affairs, and it was only in 1924 that formal diplomatic relations were restored
between the two countries.112 One year later, several retired German army officers,
including Colonel Willi von Klewitz (one of the most highly decorated staff officers of the
defunct Royal Prussian Army), arrived in Turkey to serve as instructors at various military
academies. In 1926 a number of retired naval officers, among them Vice Admiral Baron
Ernst von Gagern, likewise took over teaching positions in Turkey.113 Though much
strained during the war—by tactless conduct by individual German officers and a variety
of other problems—the special relationship between the German and the Turkish military
establishments thus survived into the new era. Indeed, by the 1930s that relationship was
tightened with the arrival of additional, and even more senior, military instructors from
the Reich, including Hilmar Ritter von Mittelberger, a retired three-star general of the
Reichswehr, and Lieutenant-General Max Schindler, who had served as German military
attaché in Warsaw until 1935.114 Even today the comradeship-in-arms during the First
World War is not entirely forgotten.115

It has long been customary for Marxist historians, both in the Soviet Union and elsewhere,
to depict the foreign policy of Wilhelmian Germany as ‘particularly aggressive’ and to view
its relationship with the Ottoman Empire as one of the worst examples of imperialist
exploitation in that age. Several MarxistLeninist authors have suggested that by 1914
‘German imperialism’ had won a dominant position in the sultan’s realm, and that during
the war years the Germans succeeded, with the help of corrupt or misguided elements of
Ottoman society, in increasing their control of the country even further, turning it into a
satellite and a source of cannon fodder pure and simple.116

The verdict that ‘German imperialism’ in the early twentieth century was particularly
bad—certainly worse than that of any other country—has lately received fresh support
from various other quarters, including a number of West German historians following in
the footsteps of Professor Fritz Fischer of Hamburg University. According to their reading
of the available evidence, the government of Wilhelm II, catering to or responding to
pressures from important segments of German society, deliberately provoked a great war
in 1914 to turn the Reich into a ‘world power’. It is further held that the prewar ambitions
of Germany’s ruling circles, including the expansion of German power and influence into
the Middle East, continued to hold sway in Berlin during the war years, and that certain
disagreements on war aims among German politicians, military figures, diplomats and civil
servants were of a minor nature, revolving almost exclusively around questions of tactics
and methods rather than around final objectives.117
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While the expansionist-imperialist mood of Wilhelmian society and the provocative
nature of some of Berlin’s policies before and during the First World War are beyond doubt,
the picture of rampant German imperialism presented by Marxist writers as well as the
Fischer school appears to be badly overdrawn in some respects, certainly in regard to the
Ottoman Empire. Both before and after the outbreak of the First World War, there was
much less agreement in Germany’s ruling circles on questions of foreign policy than most
Marxist authors and the Fischer school have suggested. German financial and industrial
tycoons frequently disagreed quite emphatically with the Auswärtige Amt or the military
authorities on what should be done in, or with, the sultan’s realm. Moreover, within the
Kaiser’s government itself unanimity on Turkish policies was very rare indeed. Before 1914
some Germans in high places thought of the Ottoman Empire primarily as the sick man
who was unlikely to recuperate and whose possessions would soon be up for grabs; many
others saw it as an exciting area for profitable economic activity; still others imagined that
the Turks might some day become important helpmates in a military conflict with the
Entente. However, German ideas and estimates as to what the Turks had to offer varied
considerably from time to time, leading in turn to further disagreements among those most
concerned. During the July Crisis of 1914, for instance, the German Ambassador in
Constantinople was very reluctant to respond to the alliance overtures of the Turks, the
Kaiser was eager to line them up on his side, and the Chancellor was lukewarm on the
whole issue. Nobody in the German navy had given much thought to cooperation with the
Turks, and the army was similarly unprepared. While the Chief of the General Staff,
Helmuth von Moltke, optimistically thought that the Turks would intervene very soon and
therefore formulated all kinds of ambitious projects for them, General Liman von Sanders
had so little confidence in the CUP regime that he desperately tried to get out of the Turkish
backwater. Indeed, throughout the war period, various German dignitaries had so many
different views on the subject of Turkey that a coherent policy development was practically
impossible.118

With the Germans badly divided amongst themselves and often at odds with their Austro-
Hungarian ally as well, it was relatively simple for the CUP regime to resist or deflect
various pressures from Berlin and to maintain control over the internal affairs of the country.
The CUP regime has often been blamed for entering the First World War on the ‘wrong’
side—the side that would lose in the end—and for ruining their country in the process.
That is all very true, but it should be added that the leading men of the regime were never
subservient tools of ‘German imperialism’, and acted the way they did because they wished
to revive and strengthen the Empire.119 If they miscalculated disastrously, it is only fair to
add that others did not do very much better, among them the Tsarist regime, the House
of Habsburg, and the German Kaiser himself.

If one looks at the record of Germany’s policies towards the Ottoman Empire from the
1880s to 1918, it becomes clear why so many prominent political and military figures in
the sultan’s realm regarded a close relationship with the Reich as desirable, or at least as
less problematical than one with any of the other Great Powers. From the 1880s on, albeit
for very selfish reasons, Imperial Germany did provide considerable political support to
the sultan’s realm on many occasions and tried sincerely to help in the modernisation and
training of the Ottoman army. Moreover, at least some of the economic projects in the
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Ottoman Empire that were financed and managed by German firms—from railway building
to agricultural reclamation schemes—were of definite benefit to the Turks. Finally, it must
be stressed that the deterioration and ultimate collapse of the Ottoman Empire during the
First World War can only partially be blamed on the Germans. To be sure, some of the
advice the Germans gave to their Turkish allies was bad, and some of the demands they
made on them were excessive, but the CUP regime itself certainly contributed more than
its share to the problems which ultimately brought the Ottoman Empire down. Against
German advice, and sometimes against strenuous objections from Berlin, the CUP regime
repeatedly embarked on political and military ventures which were harmful to the Ottoman
war effort and thereby hastened the demise of the Empire. The Turkish ‘pacification’
programme against the Armenians, for instance, was not only far more sweeping, and
brutal, than the Germans thought necessary, but it was also economically disastrous, pushing
the already overstrained economy of the sultan’s realm closer to total collapse. Likewise,
it should be recalled that in the last year of the First World War the CUP regime launched
an expansionist drive in Transcaucasia, in defiance of German wishes, which diverted
important military resources from theatres of war where they were urgently needed to
stem further Allied advances, that is, both in Palestine and in Mesopotamia. The Turkish
march to Baku in the summer of 1918, which was carried out against the wishes of the
German High Command, constituted, as it were, the last fling of Ottoman ‘imperialism’.
That operation should also remind us that German power and influence in the sultan’s realm
had very definite limits.

Notes: Chapter 5
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6
France and the End of the Ottoman Empire

L.Bruce Fulton, University of Sydney

During the years 1898 to 1918, France made a vigorous attempt to strengthen her influence
in the Ottoman Empire. Her expansionism, which involved a thorough exploitation of the
imbalance of power between the two states, was primarily a response to the impact of
German Weltpolitik on the Near East. For much of the period, French governments were
convinced that a far-reaching ambition lay behind Germany’s growing activity in the
Ottoman Empire, and their reaction was intensified by a broader Franco-German rivalry
in which the chief arena, prior to 1914, was the Mediterranean and, thereafter, western
Europe.

In 1898, France was very much an established power in the Ottoman Empire, where
she had long possessed important interests. These were interests associated primarily with
Catholic religious orders, whose work was declining in importance, and an economic action
whose significance was rapidly increasing. France, whose protection of the church dated
back to the sixteenth century, provided diplomatic support to Catholic missionaries and to
such Ottoman Christian communities as the Maronites of Lebanon. The missionary orders,
with the aid of the protecting power, had acquired substantial congregations and created
an extensive network of schools and hospitals. In return, ecclesiastical personnel had made
an important contribution to the diffusion of the French language and provided a Catholic
clientele which numbered about 750,000 in the Asiatic portion of the Ottoman Empire.1

At the end of the nineteenth century, the proselytising activity of the Catholic orders
had lost some of its earlier effectiveness and was encountering stiffer Greek Orthodox
competition. To the further disadvantage of France, nationalist sentiment was intensifying
among Italian and German missionaries. Hence, France’s influence was becoming more
dependent on economic interests. Since the 1860s, French investors had shown so sustained
an interest in Turkish securities that, by 1898, they held at least 50 per cent of the Ottoman
Debt. As a result of this large movement of capital, French bankers had come to occupy a
predominant place in Ottoman financial affairs and in the administration of the Imperial
Ottoman Bank, an institution of vital importance to the economic life of the Ottoman
Empire. At the time of its founding, in 1863, the IOB had been very much a Franco-British
venture. But British investors had ceased to welcome Ottoman securities, and by the late
1890s the operations of the IOB were largely controlled from Paris. 

France’s financial preponderance did not extend to the commercial realm. Her share of
Ottoman imports, a modest 11.63 per cent in 1895, was 9.3 per cent in 1911.2 By 1898,
however, French industrialists were making their presence felt. French railway companies,



in particular, had achieved a prominent situation. Successful lines were operated by the
Salonika-Constantinople Junction and Smyrna-Cassaba companies. An important Syrian
network had been started by the Beyrouth-Damas-Hauran Company. The short, but
strategically placed line between Mersina and Adana was directed by a French businessman.
The chief harbour works of the Ottoman Empire, located in Constantinople, Beirut, Smyrna
and Salonika, were French-owned. On the shores of the Black Sea, the Société d’Héraclée
was beginning to work the coal mines of the Heraclea Basin, which it proposed to link by
rail to the port of Zonguldak. Finally, the lighthouses of the Ottoman Empire were
administered by a French company, while French-controlled firms supplied Beirut with gas
and Constantinople with water.3

French governments considered Syria and the area of Constantinople and the Straits as
zones of maximum political importance. Constantinople was thought of as both the
Ottoman capital city and the business centre of the Turkish Empire. France quietly favoured
the continued closure of the Straits and the preservation of the existing distribution of naval
power in the Mediterranean. In Syria (including Lebanon and Palestine) there was a marked
concentration of French interests. The Syrian region, moreover, was a traditional sphere
of action for French diplomacy and a territory accessible to French naval expeditions. Hence,
French policy-makers were inclined to think of Syria as an area of exceptional political
significance, where France might one day have territorial claims and where, therefore, it
was essential to maintain the primacy of French influence.

In 1898 the defence of French interests and, ultimately, the formulation of French policy
were still left largely to the Foreign Ministry. The power of Foreign Ministers was
sometimes circumscribed by the composition and the parliamentary weakness of the
government to which they belonged. Yet, in dealing with Ottoman affairs, they were spared
the interministerial rivalry which had arisen in such areas of policy-making as the Far East
and north Africa. The French press published little on the Ottoman Empire. Parliament,
especially the Chamber of Deputies, was less indifferent. The traditional Right, with its
clerical sympathies, was much attached to France’s religious protectorate. The extreme
Left, comprising socialist deputies for the most part, favoured vigorous diplomatic
intervention on behalf of Ottoman minorities. Yet parliamentary interpellations on issues
relevant to the Ottoman Empire were infrequent. Moreover, the influential colonial party,
headed by the Algerian deputy, Eugène Etienne, was interested primarily in Morocco. Its
Asian enthusiasts were limited in number and more strongly attracted by the Far East than
the Near East.

As French influence in the Ottoman Empire became identified with econ omic action,
bankers and industrialists acquired a greater say in the making of policy. At the same time,
Ministers of Finance were involved more frequently in the decision-making process by
virtue of their relations with French banking houses and their responsibility for the listing
of foreign securities on the Paris Stock Exchange. But, in 1898, France’s Ottoman policy
still emanated largely from the Foreign Ministry. The Foreign Minister was obviously of
fundamental importance, but the Constantinople embassy, the consular service and the
Political and Commercial Sections of the Quai d’Orsay all had some part in deciding policy.
French Ambassadors, who traditionally did long service in Constantinople, possessed a large
measure of authority which was strengthened by their proximity to Ottoman affairs and
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the considerable latitude they were allowed in applying policy directives. Consuls fulfilled
several important functions. They intervened on behalf of Frenchmen and French protégés;
presided over consular courts which heard both civil and penal cases; and provided French
businessmen and the Commercial Section with detailed information. The Political and
Commercial Directors, leading advisers of the Foreign Minister, spent an important portion
of their time on Ottoman affairs. Their work was occasionally unco-ordinated, however,
and tended to overlap in a manner which contributed to the appointment of a single Political
and Commercial Director in 1907.4

By 1898, French politicians and diplomats, many of whom were drawn from a liberal,
middle-class background, were inclined to view with distaste the regime of Sultan Abdul
Hamid II. For the most part, they disliked the autocratic nature of the Hamidian regime,
its treatment of Macedonian and Armenian minorities and its responsiveness to a well-placed
bakhshish. Some French diplomats clearly shared the mentality of a colonialist era and
viewed Ottoman politicians with a decided sense of superiority. However, the importance
of French interests in the Ottoman Empire did much to restrain such antipathies. Abdul
Hamid, though frequently reproached with throwing himself into German arms, was
formally regarded as a friendly sovereign, and Turkish political exiles in Paris were treated
in somewhat inhospitable fashion. Those known to be Young Turks were put under police
surveillance and given no opportunity to organise demonstrations.5

For much of the 1890s, French governments had made but limited use of the diplomatic
resources at their disposal. Little was done to control the flow of French capital to the
Ottoman government. In the early 1890s the Ottoman Bank experienced no difficulty in
having its loan participations quoted on the Bourse, and it was able to negotiate the important
1896 loan without consulting the French embassy in Constantinople. Meanwhile, France’s
promotion and protection of Catholic interests had rather slackened. The Constantinople
embassy complained that the French government had failed to match the zeal displayed by
Russia on behalf of Greek Orthodoxy. Even so, French Foreign Ministers were generally
more concerned to second the work of religious orders than to strengthen French industrial
enterprises.6

During 1898, German diplomatic activity did much to bring about a change in French
official attitudes. For some years, French governments had been uneasy about the progress
of German influence in Constantinople. They had been disturbed by the extension of
German railways from Izmit to Angora and Konia, and by the cordiality of relations between
Sultan Abdul Hamid II and the German government. Only in 1898, however, did it seem
as though Germany was making a systematic bid for diplomatic preponderance. French
apprehensiveness was aroused by the installation of Baron Marschall von Bieberstein, a
diplomat of exceptional competence, as German Ambassador to Constantinople; by reports
that Germany was seeking a lease on the Mediterranean port of Alexandretta; and by a
revival of German interest in the Baghdad Railway. Moreover, France’s religious
protectorate was under German attack. The German emperor had decided to visit the Holy
Land, and his government was encouraging the establishment of diplomatic relations
between the Ottoman Empire and the Vatican.

An energetic reaction was initially forthcoming from Gabriel Hanotaux, French Foreign
Minister in the years 1894 to 1898. But he had vacated the Foreign Ministry by June of
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1898 and the reshaping of France’s Ottoman policy was left largely to his successor,
Théophile Delcassé. A hard-working and intensely patriotic individual, Delcassé quickly
established himself as an able Foreign Minister. His objectives were carefully conceived and
pursued with a formidable perseverance. Soon after his arrival in office, he developed a
preoccupation with the Mediterranean and its shores. Hence, though primarily interested
in north Africa, he was disturbed by the growing involvement of Germany in Ottoman
affairs.7 As early as July of 1898, he made clear his determination to defend France’s religious
protectorate. In a speech of considerable firmness, he informed both the Chamber of
Deputies and, less directly, the German Foreign Ministry of his intention to maintain French
prerogatives. By late August the Vatican had issued assurances that it would not establish
diplomatic relations with the Ottoman Empire.8

This initial achievement did not lead Delcassé to relax his vigilance. Three years later,
the Franco-Ottoman dispute known as the Lorando-Tubini affair enabled him to reaffirm
France’s attachment to its Catholic protégés. During this conflict, France demanded not
only a settlement of the financial claims of its citizens, Lorando and Tubini, but additional
privileges for Catholic establishments in the Ottoman Empire. A French naval expedition
to the island of Mitylene in November 1901 achieved the desired results. In the Chamber
of Deputies, Delcassé described the subsequent strengthening of French moral interests as
‘the consolidation of our place in the Eastern sun’.9 Such enthusiasm was hardly justified
by the Mitylene concessions, but Delcassé had clearly given substance to the promises made
in 1898.

Though Delcassé’s initial concern with religious and cultural expansion persisted, his
attention was increasingly diverted to economic questions as the Baghdad Railway project
took shape. By early 1899, the Germans were prepared to bid for a concession whose
economic, political and strategic importance the French were quick to recognise. The
proposed line would extend from Germany’s Anatolian railway network through the heart
of Asia Minor, reduce the Constantinople-Baghdad journey from twenty-three days to two
and cost about 600 million francs. Few neighbouring railways would be capable of surviving
its commercial competition.

Initially, German planning encountered the hostility of French diplomacy. In seeking a
concession for port works at Haydar Pasha, which would eventually serve the Baghdad
Railway, German diplomats met with stubborn opposition from the French Ambassador
to Constantinople, Paul Cambon. The French engineer, Cotard, a director of the Smyrna-
Cassaba Company, announced his intention of competing with the Germans for a Baghdad
Railway concession. However, France’s resistance ceased in April 1899, when Delcassé
began to envisage the Baghdad Railway as a joint Franco-German undertaking. He had come
to believe that French businessmen could obtain an equal share in the venture and that, as
a result, France’s influence would be strengthened at least as much as Germany’s.10

Delcassé adopted this view after discussions with Ernest Constans, who replaced Cambon
as French Ambassador in December 1898. Constans, no career diplomat, was none the less
a politician of skill and stature. In 1889 he had provided French Republicans with leadership
in their struggle against the Boulangist movement and, thereafter, he had been powerful
enough to bid for the Presidency of the Republic. He was still a prominent parliamentarian
at the time of his departure for Constantinople. He retained his seat in the Senate, a sizeable
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parliamentary following and supporters in the French press. His private means, adroitness
and eminence enabled him to be an exceptionally independent ambassador.

Constans’ diplomacy was strongly influenced by his realism and financial acquisitiveness.
He was sceptical of schemes for reforming the Ottoman Empire and put rather more show
than substance into his defence of Catholic establishments. Instead, he gave priority to
economic interests and was primarily concerned with the safeguarding of French
investments. To some extent, he was both businessman and ambassador. He was in search
of personal enrichment—an aim which had figured prominently in his political career.11 It
was probably with his personal finances in mind that he brought with him to Constantinople
Léon Pissard, who had been an employee of the French penitentiary service before joining
Constans’ private cabinet. Sponsored by Constans, Pissard acquired the important post of
Director-General of the Ottoman Public Debt Administration and was added to the conseil
d’administration of the Salonika—Constantinople Junction Company.

Constans was enthusiastic about French participation in the Baghdad Railway scheme.
He was impressed by the strength of German influence in Constantinople and convinced
that Germany could ultimately build the Baghdad line herself. Also, it may well be, as the
British Foreign Office thought, that he had acquired a speculative interest in the Baghdad
venture.12 The eventual appearance of Pissard on the conseil d’administration of the Baghdad
Railway Company certainly suggests as much. In the early months of 1899, Constans pressed
his views strongly on Delcassé and clearly had some success in shaping his superior’s attitude
to the Baghdad Railway.13

Delcassé’s response to the Baghdad project was very much to the liking of the Imperial
Ottoman Bank and the Régie Générale des Chemins de Fer, the chief representatives of
French capitalism in the Ottoman Empire. The IOB had had its ups and downs, but was in
a solid position at the close of the 1890s. Since 1863 it had much extended the range of its
activities. Its initial preoccupation with state loans had been somewhat moderated by the
expansion of its commercial operations and the creation of a network of agencies. During
the 1880s it had been attracted by industrial investment. It had made an important loan to
the Beyrouth-Damas-Hauran company and purchased shares in the Smyrna-Cassaba
Company, La Compagnie du Port de Beyrouth, and La Compagnie du Gaz de Beyrouth. It
appointed a delegate to the Debt Council, which enabled it to participate directly in the
management of Ottoman revenues. Finally, it was strongly backed by the Paris Haute
Banque,14 and was able to obtain capital for Turkish financial and industrial ventures a good
deal more readily than its international competitors.15

Count Vitali, founder of the Régie Générale, did business on a large scale in the Ottoman
Empire. A specialist in the management and construction of railways, he had built, or helped
to build, both the Smyrna-Cassaba line and the German line from Izmit to Angora. He
owned about two-thirds of the shares of the Smyrna-Cassaba Company and enjoyed good
relations with Paris banking houses. His business associates included Léon Berger who,
until 1909, was France’s chief representative on the Debt Council. Vitali’s political
connections were equally good. His allies included high-ranking Ottoman officials and
Eugène Etienne, leader of the French colonial party.16

By 1898 the IOB and the Régie Générale were closely associated. They represented a
powerful grouping, which tended to be singleminded in its pursuit of profit. Vitali was
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expensive to hire, as the Anatolian Railway Company discovered during construction of its
Izmit-Angora line. The IOB, which had speculated heavily and unwisely in South African
gold shares in 1895, retained its eagerness for the large commissions which could be earned
from Turkish loans and loan conversions. Neither Vitali nor the financiers of the IOB gave
much thought to the political consequences of their business dealings. Baron Marschall,
after some years as German Ambassador, described them as people ‘avid for money’, whose
outlook on international affairs was entirely that of the businessman.17

It required no urging on Delcassé’s part to persuade Vitali and the IOB to co-operate
with German capitalists in the Baghdad Railway enterprise. What was no less important,
the German government, in its desire to avoid the hostility of France, was prepared to make
a place in the venture for French capitalists. The Baghdad Railway would be difficult to
finance without access to the French money-market. To obtain a Baghdad concession
without lengthy delay, Germany needed the goodwill of the French government. Above
all, the French-owned Beyrouth-Damas-Hauran company was entitled to build a railway
from Rayak through Aleppo to Biredjik on the Euphrates and, when required, to construct
branch lines to the Gulf of Alexandretta. The BDH’s concession represented a serious
obstacle for German planners, who were eager to bring the important trading place of
Aleppo within the Baghdad Railway system and who regarded a link with the Gulf of
Alexandretta as essential to the economic viability of the projected line.

By April of 1899, both French and German governments favoured a cooperative approach
to the Baghdad Railway. But they did so with quite different aims in mind. Germany,
supported by the Ottoman government, wanted the enterprise to be controlled by German
capitalists. On the other hand, Delcassé’s policy was to internationalise the line by obtaining
an equal participation for French capitalists.18 Had subsequent Franco-German negotiations
taken place at an official level this incompatibility would speedily have become apparent.
But Delcassé wanted the Baghdad venture to be considered a purely private affair involving
the co-operation of capitalists rather than governments. Official detachment much
simplified the task of explaining French participation to the Russian government and to the
Chamber of Deputies.19 Hence, French capitalists, discreetly supervised by the
Constantinople embassy and the Commercial Section of the Quai d’Orsay, were allowed
to negotiate directly with their German counterparts.

This procedure depended heavily on the Ottoman Bank, Vitali and Constans, all of whom
were prepared to accept a participation on terms less rigorous than those laid down by
Delcassé.20 Indeed, after negotiations with a German group headed by the Deutsche Bank,
the IOB and Vitali signed an accord on 6 May 1899 which was not in conformity with
Delcassé’s wishes. The French group accepted a participation of 40 per cent while agreeing
that 60 per cent, ‘in proportions to be determined’, should be reserved for the Deutsche
Bank’s group.21

Delcassé was not made aware of this departure from his doctrine of equality. Ambassador
Constans, aided by compliant Paris newspapers, successfully gave the impression that
something like parity had been achieved.22 And, in the months which followed the May
agreement, French businessmen continued to behave with remarkable indifference towards
France’s general interests. The Ottoman Bank-Vitali combination allowed the German-
owned Anatolian Railway Company to seek both the preliminary and definitive concessions
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from the Ottoman government. What was more serious, the French negotiators
surrendered most of the privileges of the Beyrouth-Damas-Hauran company. The BDH,
which had reached the verge of bankruptcy by 1899, was unable to act independently of
the IOB’s wishes. By early 1900, when the Germans decided definitively on a southerly
route for the Baghdad Railway, the Ottoman Bank saw little financial advantage in extending
the BDH’s network beyond Hama. Consequently, to the astonishment of German
negotiators, the Bank abandoned most of the BDH’s Rayak-Biredjik concession. The BDH
ceded to the Anatolian Railway Company not only the right to extend its line beyond Hama,
but the priority it possessed for branch lines to the Gulf of Alexandretta.23

The co-operation which the Germans obtained from the IOB and Vitali extended to
Constans. During the German-Ottoman negotiations for the preliminary concession, which
lasted from May until December of 1899, he sometimes followed his instructions, which
were to remain neutral. On other occasions, however, he provided German diplomacy
with what Baron Marschall described as ‘effective support’.24 Constans clearly had some
knowledge of the compromising agreements accepted by French businessmen, but he
expressed no opposition prior to 1903.25

Long before the granting of a definitive concession in January 1902, the Baghdad Railway
consortium was grappling with the problem of financing the projected line. It was evident
that Baghdad Railway bonds issued by the Ottoman Empire could not be successfully floated
unless backed by a solid guarantee. But, to provide such a guarantee, the Turkish
government required an additional source of income. Given the difficulties involved in
raising the Ottoman tariff, the German government and the Deutsche Bank decided to seek
the necessary revenue through a unification of the Ottoman Debt.

This operation, because of France’s majority holding in the Debt, depended heavily on
the co-operation of French bankers and diplomats. Thus, a French financier, Maurice
Rouvier, was chosen by Abdul Hamid to formulate a unification proposal. This was a shrewd
move. Rouvier, the founder of La Banque Française pour le Commerce et l’Industrie, was
strongly in favour of French participation in the Baghdad Railway and did not share
Delcassé’s concern for equality.26 Though primarily a businessman, Rouvier was also an
experienced and influential parliamentarian. His success in combining the two roles was
demonstrated anew in June 1902 when he became French Finance Minister. His return to
office prevented him from completing his work on unification, but the scheme eventually
accepted by the Ottoman government owed much to his expertise.

In its final form, unification involved an amalgamation of the various bonds comprising
the Ottoman Debt.27 A fixed annuity, drawn from revenues ceded to the Ottoman Public
Debt Administration, was to be set aside to service the newly unified Debt. If income from
the ceded revenues exceeded this sum, 25 per cent of the surplus would be turned over to
the Debt Administration while the remainder would be put at the disposal of the Ottoman
government. Most diplomats agreed that under relatively prosperous conditions the
Ottoman share would soon be large enough to permit the issuing of a substantial state loan.

Rouvier’s return to the Finance Ministry offered encouragement to those who were
willing to allow French capitalists to participate in the Baghdad Railway venture on a less-
than-equal footing. Initially, no doubt, proponents of this view hoped that Delcassé could
be brought to accept something less than complete equality or that he and his doctrine of

FRANCE 143



equality would disappear amidst a ministerial crisis. But the realisation of such hopes was
made much more difficult in March 1902, when, in a speech to the Chamber of Deputies,
Delcassé laid it down that official approval of French participation in the Baghdad Railway
venture would be dependent on the achievement of complete equality. He made his
determination still clearer by rejecting the business accords of February 1903, which
stopped well short of parity. As a result, some effort was made by the Germans, at the
suggestion of Constans and the Ottoman Bank, to give the newly formed Baghdad Railway
Company an egalitarian fagade.28 But the ensuing agreement, dated 13 June, failed to
deceive or to satisfy Delcassé.

Admittedly, he continued to think of equality as something which Germany had initially
accepted29 and which remained attainable. This was surely a mistaken belief, but there was
no doubt that the French government could seriously obstruct the projected Baghdad
Railway by opposing unification of the Ottoman Debt. This was the course which Delcassé
decided to follow, and the result was a collision with Rouvier. The Finance Minister, backed
by the Ottoman Bank, represented unification as a fait accompli, evoked the interests of
French bondholders and—what was decidedly suspect for someone of his financial acumen
—argued that there was no connection between unification and the Baghdad Railway.30

The dispute between Rouvier and Delcassé was resolved at an important cabinet meeting
held on 28 July 1903. The outcome was not particularly satisfying for either man. The
French government decided not to oppose or to delay unification. At the same time, it
agreed, very much against Rouvier’s wishes, to support Delcassé’s insistence on Franco-
German equality within the Baghdad Railway Company.

Following the cabinet meeting of 28 July, negotiations resumed between French and
German capitalists. With unification assured, the Germans were less inclined than ever to
grant France an equal participation. The Brussels agreement of 1 October met none of the
requirements laid down by the French government. Though Constans and Rouvier favoured
acceptance,31 Delcassé disagreed and, in late October 1903, Baghdad Railway bonds were
officially denied a quotation on the Paris Stock Exchange.

Explanations of this decision, which was virtually inevitable after the cabinet meeting of
28 July, have often emphasised Russian hostility to the Baghdad Railway.32 But Delcassé,
for all his devotion to the Russian alliance, was unwilling to see French interests in the
Ottoman Empire subordinated to those of Russia. In late 1898, he had been congratulated
by Paul Cambon for his readiness to follow an independent policy in the Near East,33 while,
three years later, he had braved Russian displeasure in concluding the Lorando-Tubini affair.
Much of the press campaign by which the Russian government manifested its dislike of the
Baghdad venture had had little or no effect upon him.34 His speech to the Chamber in March
1902, which clearly foreshadowed his later stand, had been made at a time when he thought
Russia favourably disposed to the Baghdad enterprise. At bottom, it was Delcassé’s
attachment to the principle of an equal participation which determined his attitude to the
Baghdad Railway. He had asked for equality at the beginning of FrancoGerman negotiations,
insisted upon it before the Chamber and refused to see it violated in the ministerial debate
of 1903.35

On balance, the Baghdad Railway negotiations of the period 1899 to 1903 had been
decidedly damaging for French interests in the Ottoman Empire. To begin with, the Rayak-
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Biredjik concession of 1893 had been lost. Germany was entitled to link both Aleppo and
the Gulf of Alexandretta to the main line of the Baghdad Railway. France’s Syrian railway
network, truncated and denied branch lines to the sea, was threatened by a bleak economic
future. Ultimately, France’s traditional preponderance in northern Syria, and perhaps Syria
as a whole, had been placed in jeopardy. Moreover, the business group headed by the
Ottoman Bank had developed ties which it refused to sever. It chose to remain in the
Baghdad Railway consortium and to accept a 30 per cent share along with six places on the
conseil d’ administration of the Baghdad Railway Company.

Delcassé’s decision to seek an equal share of the Baghdad Railway had been made without
an adequate understanding of German and Ottoman intentions. Even so, this initial
misjudgement would have had limited consequences had he not entrusted negotiations to
Constans and French financiers. Looking back, he understandably regretted that, after all,
he had not sought to reach agreement at a governmental level.36 Not only had French
interests suffered, but also France had squandered diplomatic resources substantial enough
to have forced an indefinite postponement of the Baghdad venture. It was doubtful that
Germany could have proceeded without the privileges of the BeyrouthDamas-Hauran
company. A successful unification of the Ottoman Debt would have been unlikely without
French co-operation, and Arthur Gwinner, head of the Deutsche Bank, admitted in 1906
that but for the revenue provided by unification Germany would have been unable to finance
the difficult second section of the Baghdad line.37

By the end of 1903, the prospect of a German-controlled Baghdad Railway had been
brought considerably nearer and the French government, as a result, had begun to
reconsider its policy towards the Ottoman Empire.

During the period 1903–10 there were times when France’s Ottoman policy lacked
coherence. A measure of confusion resulted from Delcassé’s departure from office in 1905,
the importance attached by French governments to their entente cordiale with Britain, and
the Young Turk revolution of 1908. Yet, apart from the first two years of the Young Turk
regime, there was a consist ency to French policy which owed much to the Baghdad Railway.
Near the end of 1903 the French government decided that the line could still be effectively
internationalised. This aim was pursued throughout the period 1903–10 at the same time
as a more positive response took shape: the reinforcement of France’s economic interests
in the Ottoman Empire.

Assuredly, these were not the sole objectives of French policy in the years after 1903.
French governments sought to maintain the religious protectorate and to further the cause
of Macedonian reform. Yet both objectives were of secondary importance. The political
value of the protectorate was clearly diminishing. This trend was stubbornly resisted by
French Foreign Ministers, but it gained much added momentum when relations with the
Holy See were broken off in July 1904. Still further damage was done by Italian competition
and by the numerical decline of French missionaries, whose recruitment had been much
hampered by the anti-clerical Associations Law of 1901.38

Macedonian reform was an important issue during the years 1903–8, but France’s
contribution was decidedly modest. The French government, anxious to concert with
Russia in the Balkans, was content with an effaced role in the elaboration of reforms involving
the Macedonian gendarmerie and financial administration. To some extent, moreover, the
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reformist inclinations of French Foreign Ministers were tempered by France’s economic
interests. In 1905, when the process of financial reform began, the French government
objected to experimentation which would reduce the return on Macedonian tithes assigned
to the Debt Administration. This revenue was used to subsidise two French-owned railway
companies: the Salonika-Constantinople Junction and the Smyrna-Cassaba.39

To realise a policy which aimed primarily at internationalising the Baghdad Railway and
encouraging economic expansion, the French government relied heavily on its control of
the official money-market. It maintained the exclusion of Baghdad Railway bonds and dealt
in much more demanding fashion with Ottoman loans. Since the reorganisation of Turkish
finances in 1881, the French government had not systematically interfered with the flow
of capital from France to the Ottoman Empire. In December of 1903, however, Delcassé
declared that the days of laissez-faire were over.40 Henceforth the Ottoman government
would be expected to fulfil precise conditions in return for access to the official money-
market. This decision was not wholly to the liking of the Ottoman Bank, which worried
about displeasing the sultan and losing important loan contracts. But French diplomats
pointed out, in reply, that the Ottoman government could obtain a regular satisfaction of
its financial needs only by appealing to French investors.

In addition to their financial power, French governments possessed a further source of
diplomatic strength in the Franco-British entente cordiale. As France moved towards the
acquisition of Morocco, and as Franco-German relations deteriorated, Delcassé became
the architect of this understanding. He was succeeded by Foreign Ministers no less anxious
to work with Britain. Stephen Pichon, a Radical politician, was the most notable, if only
because he retained office from late 1906 until early 1911. An experienced diplomat, of
rather less vision and fixity of purpose than Delcassé, he was under the direct influence of
the Radical chieftain, Georges Clemenceau. Like his patron, who was Premier in the years
1906–9, Pichon thought that French influence in the Ottoman Empire could be considerably
strengthened by the entente cordiale.

For Near Eastern purposes, French governments valued the entente primarily as a means
of internationalising the Baghdad Railway. France welcomed the prospect of Britain’s
diplomatic support and also the assistance of Britain’s representative on the Council of the
Ottoman Public Debt Administration. Though British investment in the Ottoman Empire
had been in retreat, it was still of sufficient importance to enable Britain to share with France
the presidency of the Debt Council. Given an effective co-operation between French and
British delegates, there was some chance that important financial obstacles could be raised
to the continuation of the Baghdad line.

Though the French government could call on substantial diplomatic means, the
implementation of its policy continued to suffer from the independent action of both the
Ottoman Bank and Constans. The Bank was strongly inclined to work with the Germans.
It remained attached to its participation in the Baghdad Railway. It feared the competition
of the Deutsche Bank and the power of the German embassy and, as a result, it was reluctant
to co-operate with British capitalists. Constans, while on occasion prepared to compete
with Baron Marschall, was fundamentally as desirous as the Ottoman Bank of an
understanding with Germany. He remained well disposed towards the Baghdad Railway
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and appreciated the advantages of German support in his dealings with the Ottoman
authorities.41

To Constans’ dissatisfaction, France redefined her Baghdad Railway policy at the end of
1903. Thereafter, it was the intention of French governments to do what they could to
impede construction of the line. At times they envisaged recovery of the Syrian railway
privileges ceded by French financiers in 1900–1. But their ultimate aim was to put an end
to German control of the Baghdad Railway and to transform the Baghdad Railway Company
into an international corporation in which France, Britain, Germany and Russia were equally
represented. This was clearly an ambitious policy, but much faith was placed in the support
of Britain and Russia.

During the years 1904–6, following completion of the first section of the Baghdad
Railway, from Konia to Bulgurlu, French diplomats were inclined to wait on events. There
was some wishful thinking at the Quai d’Orsay, where it was generally held that Germany
would require financial assistance in order to build through the Taurus mountains.
However, in June 1906, French complacency was shaken when Alfred von Gwinner, head
of the Deutsche Bank, on a visit to Paris, let it be known that Germany was capable of
resuming construction without outside assistance.42 The French government was quick to
realise that the necessary funds could be raised only if backed by the surplus of ceded
revenues, 75 per cent of which had been given to the Ottoman government by the unification
of the Ottoman Debt. Unless German financiers could be denied use of this vital source of
revenue, a continuation of the Baghdad Railway would be virtually inevitable.

Opponents of the railway took hope from the growing financial difficulties of the
Ottoman Empire. By 1906, Macedonian disorder and Macedonian reforms were making
serious inroads on the Ottoman treasury. The Ottoman government, with strong German
support, proposed to meet the bulk of its monetary needs by a 3 per cent customs surcharge.
However, it was generally recognised that a 3 per cent surcharge would not fully erase the
sultan’s Macedonian deficit. The British government was quick to seize on this point. It
demanded, in return for approval of the proposed surcharge, a balanced Macedonian budget.
The Ottoman government responded by calling on the Debt Administration to cover the
anticipated deficit in Macedonia. The result, in early December of 1906, was an important
debate within the Debt Council. The British delegate, Adam Block, argued that, in order
to balance the Macedonian budget, it would be necessary to have recourse to the surplus
of the ceded revenues. As the Germans were well aware, this was a serious threat to their
plans to continue the Baghdad Railway. Once the ceded revenues surplus was committed,
however partially, to the payment of an annual subsidy, once it became subject to the claims
of a power other than Germany, it would cease to have value as a guarantee for Baghdad
Railway loans. Thus, the German delegate, Baron Testa, insisted that the Macedonian
budget should be balanced by employing income obtained from the management of tithes
and from certain lesser revenues.

The French government was capable of providing Block’s thesis with powerful, even
decisive, support. The delegate of the French bondholders, Commandant Berger, was
President of the Debt Council. To be sure, as one of the select few who possessed shares
in the Baghdad Railway Company, he sympathised with the German delegate. But, on a
matter of such considerable political significance, he would normally have been obliged to
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respect the wishes of the French government. The Block-Testa conflict represented the
kind of opportunity which France had long been seeking.

Understandably, the Clemenceau ministry strongly favoured the Block thesis and was
desirous of Franco-British co-operation on the Debt Council. Yet the wishes of Clemenceau
and Pichon were thwarted by Constans. The French government was not informed by its
ambassador that Commandant Berger was working with the Germans. Prior to the crucial
meeting of the Debt Council on 10 December, Berger assisted Baron Marschall and the
Ottoman government in preparing a statement favourable to the German position.43 At a
private meeting of the Debt Council on 7 December, he openly opposed Block’s proposal.
The French government learned of this Franco-British divergence only on 9 December and
only when told by the British ambassador in Paris. Pichon then sent an urgent telegram to
Constans, who was instructed to see Berger and to ask him to concert with Block at the
meeting of the 10th. Though Constans conveyed this message, he obviously did not do so
in a forceful manner. When the Council met, very much as a political forum, Berger took
the lead in opposing the British delegate. Block sought an adjournment but was outvoted
five to one, with the official representative of the Ottoman Bank abstaining.44 The Council
proceeded to endorse the GermanOttoman proposal.

Inevitably, this remarkable episode aroused much ire in London, where Constans became
highly unpopular.45 In Paris, too, there was ire, though less than might have been expected.
Berger was rather strongly taken to task, but Constans received but a mild rebuke. His
longstanding friendship with Clemenceau was unimpaired, and within a few months he was
dining amicably with Pichon.46 There could be no doubt, however, that the affair of the
Macedonian deficit represented a severe setback for French policy. Thereafter, France’s
insistence on internationalisation of the Baghdad Railway seemed decidedly unrealistic. The
maintenance of a three-power alignment against the Baghdad project had become a much
more difficult exercise. As early as February 1907, Izvolskii, the Russian Foreign Minister,
informed Germany of his willingness to end Russian hostility to the Baghdad Railway in
exchange for a large freedom of action in northern Persia. Several months later, the Quai
d’Orsay received a British memorandum which envisaged the division of the Baghdad
railway into a northern section controlled by Germany and a southern section controlled
by Britain. The Russian and British initiatives were not immediately acceptable to Germany,
but they foreshadowed the frustration of French aims.

As the Baghdad Railway project advanced, the French government increasingly placed
its weight behind French enterprises in the Ottoman Empire. This policy was at its most
pronounced in Syria, where France’s traditional preponderance seemed endangered.
French governments were primarily concerned to strengthen the railway network of the
Beirut-Damas-Hauran company, which had been reconstituted as the Damas—Hama et
Prolongements. The Foreign Ministry, anxious to regain as much as possible of the old
Rayak-Biredjik concession, pressed the Ottoman government for a retrocession of the
Hama-Aleppo line. It also sought an indemnity for the DHP’s Damascus-Muzerib extension,
which was threatened by competition from the sultan’s Hedjaz Railway.47 Abdul Hamid
was forced to satisfy both these demands in order to have his 1905 loan quoted on the Paris
Stock Exchange.
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The vigilance of the Quai d’Orsay extended to the Société des Quais de Constantinople.
This sizeable enterprise, set up in 1891, had constructed quays at both Stamboul and Galata
as well as docks and warehouses. However, it had had a troubled existence. Its formative
period had been prolonged by the earthquake of 1894. Thereafter, it had encountered the
systematic hostility of the Ottoman government, which wanted to buy it back. By 1901,
the Société’s managing director, Felix Granet, was ready to sell.48 Fears soon arose at
the Quai d’Orsay that German capitalists would buy the company. French diplomats were
increasingly convinced that Germany wanted to control an unbroken line of
communications between Vienna and the Persian Gulf.49 Thus, Delcassé decided on a
diplomatic action which would deliver the Société des Quais from economic stagnation. In
November 1903 he obtained an imperial iradé which ordered a complete and immediate
fulfilment of the French concession. But Ottoman officials refused to put this decree into
effect. As in the case of the Syrian railways, Ottoman resistance was broken only by France’s
financial power. When settlement of the quays question was linked to the French loan of
1905, the Société des Quais received a large measure of satisfaction.

The bolstering of this firm was accompanied by official support for French commerce.
The Quai d’Orsay had long been concerned about the relative decline of France’s trade
with the Ottoman Empire, and French industrialists had frequently been criticised for lack
of initiative.50 Ambassador Constans was particularly emphatic about the need to improve
France’s commercial performance. In late 1903, as the failure of Franco-German
negotiations over the Baghdad Railway drew near, he put forward the argument that, in
future, a portion of all French loans to Turkey should be earmarked for industrial purchases
in France. He was more precise in June of 1904, when he proposed that in forthcoming
loan negotiations France should demand a substantial order of French-made artillery and
warships.51 With Delcassé’s approval, he asked the Porte to buy both guns and destroyers
from Schneider’s Le Creusot establishment. Constans worked closely with the French firm,
which agreed to provide him with what was euphemistically described as a ‘participation’
and to hire his protégé, Pissard, as one of its local representatives.52 By late 1904 the Porte
had agreed to purchase four destroyers. An artillery sale, however, was much more difficult
to arrange. Germany had monopolised Ottoman artillery orders for almost thirty years,
and Constans’ demand provoked a vigorous response from German diplomats, who insisted
on the integral maintenance of their country’s monopoly. Nevertheless, by a mixture of
threats and cajolery, Constans kept the issue in doubt. In late March of 1905 it was resolved
by Delcassé. A more serious Franco-German conflict had developed in Morocco, and he
decided that France should be content with the purchase of industrial goods other than
artillery.53 Consequently, the loan agreement of 1905 simply stipulated that 17 million
francs, out of a total of 60 million, should be used to pay for French industrial goods.
Schneider ultimately delivered ships worth about 13,500,000 francs.

Finally, during the period 1903–8, the French government accorded a vigorous support
to the Société d’Héraclée. This important mining company controlled valuable coal mines
in the Heraclea Basin, the nearby port of Zonguldak, and railways linking the two operations.
It had failed to achieve a solid prosperity, however, and by 1906 had entrusted its fate to
the willing hands of Count Vitali and the Ottoman Bank. Vitali and the leadership of the IOB
had quickly formulated plans to absorb the Heraclea company and to monopolise the
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coalfields of thc Heraclea Basin. But, first, they wanted the Porte to settle the demands of
the Heraclea company, which included a clarification of property titles, the introduction
of a customs service at Zonguldak and, above all, the payment of a large indemnity. The
IOB and Vitali would then buy out Italian claimants and form a new company to consolidate
the coalfields of Heraclea.54

The Porte was in no mood to satisfy the claims of the Heraclea company. In fact, Vitali
and the IOB could have made little progress without official support, which took on
generous proportions in 1907. For a full year Constans, who was quite won over to the
lOB-Vitali scheme, put intense pressure on the Ottoman government to satisfy the demands
of the Heraclea company. Pichon clearly supported him, though, during the acute phase of
the Heraclea negotiations, in April and May of 1908, the initiative was taken by the
ambassador. Thus, Pichon learned from reading the Paris press that Constans, on 21 April,
had given the Porte an ultimatum demanding immediate settlement of the Heraclea
company’s grievances.55 On 5 May, without consulting Pichon or the Ministry of Marine,
Constans sent the ambassadorial ship with a contingent of marines to Zonguldak. These
strong-arm tactics and a liberal distribution of bakhshish were undoubtedly effective. Even
so, Ottoman resistance was not overcome without further recourse to France’s financial
power. The IOB refused advances to the needy Ottoman treasury and, in early May, Pichon
threatened the sultan’s ambassador with an indefinite closure of the French money-
market.56 On 18 May 1908 the Ottoman government agreed to satisfy the demands of the
Heraclea company.

Before this decision could be given practical effect, the Young Turk revolution of July
1908 had brought about important changes in Constantinople: the emergence of an
Ottoman leadership with liberal inclinations and the diminution of German influence. In
the following months French expectations were high. Pichon, who saw in the Young Turk
revolution ‘a general movement of sympathy for liberal and republican France’, was
convinced that the French government could achieve a privileged position in
Constantinople.57 As a gesture of goodwill towards the new regime, he agreed to an
unconditional loan of 25 million francs.

He was soon disappointed. During the first year of Young Turk rule, Franco-Ottoman
relations steadily deteriorated. The Committee of Union and Progress came to power with
a strong dislike of the Ottoman Bank and Constans, both of whom had been intimately
involved with the palace intrigues and financial transactions of the ancien régime.58 Moreover,
Young Turk patriotism conflicted with Pichon’s aspirations. The leaders of the CUP
resented their economic dependence. They were highly critical of the Régie des Tabacs, in
which French capital was predominant and which managed the lucrative tobacco revenue.
Much consternation was aroused in Paris when the Ottoman Finance Minister publicly
attacked the Régie and proceeded to set up a committee of inquiry into its activities. In
April 1909, Pichon feared expropriation and instructed Constans to make an energetic
protest.59 At the same time, Joseph Caillaux, French Finance Minister, spoke of an acute
crisis and threatened a complete closure of the French money-market if Ottoman hostility
to the Régie persisted. 60 France’s wishes were largely respected, but at considerable cost
to Franco-Ottoman relations.
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France had clearly failed to become the Young Turks’ favourite power and, as early as
the middle of 1909, she was becoming concerned about the revival of German influence.61

Temporary differences with the British were smoothed out, and the French government
proceeded to take a firm stand during the loan negotiations of 1910.62 The Porte was asked
to place a substantial order for French artillery and naval equipment, and to accept the
financial supervision of French functionaries. The Ottoman government was rescued from
this uncomfortable situation in late 1910, when German and Austrian financiers agreed to
take the loan. Though the IOB was disappointed, the loss of the 1910 loan was by no means
a complete defeat for French policy. In the course of loan negotiations, the Porte granted
a new concession to the Smyrna-Cassaba Company and, what was more remarkable,
promised to order French artillery and naval equipment. The fulfilment of these
engagements represented a further acknowledgement of France’s financial power, which,
since 1903, had done much to strengthen French economic interests in the Ottoman Empire.

At Potsdam, in December 1910, Russia and Germany concluded a Baghdad Railway
agreement. This accord was a decisive defeat for France’s internationalisation policy, and
French decision-makers recognised that they had little choice but to follow the Russian
example and to come to terms with Germany. However, the French government was
determined to extract substantial concessions in return for a renunciation of its hostility to
the Baghdad project. Pursuit of a compensatory agreement therefore became a central
concern for French diplomats. But this diplomatic effort was complicated by factors both
external and internal to the Ottoman Empire. Externally, intensified Franco-German
hostility and the resultant tightening of France’s links with Russia and Britain inevitably
weighed on the making of Near Eastern policy. Internally, the Balkan Wars of 1912–13
gave rise to annexationist thinking in France which, while it had a considerable impact on
French policy before August 1914, came into its own only after the Ottoman Empire entered
the First World War at the side of Germany.

Following the Potsdam accord, the question of French compensation was clearly posed.
A Homs-Baghdad concession, while attractive to some diplomats, was clearly an inadequate
answer. It was disliked by the Ottoman government and economically unsound in the
absence of a kilometric guarantee. Thus, in the years 1911 to 1914, French governments
sought to realise a more substantial programme. They decided upon the acquisition of a
railway network in northern Anatolia, the strengthening of French railways in Syria and
the construction of ports on the Black Sea and Syrian coasts. Ultimately, France desired an
agreement with the German government which would ratify her gains and lead to the
creation of zones of industrial influence in which competition between French and German
capitalists would be discouraged.

France’s economic separatism owed much to the thinking of Maurice Bompard, who
replaced Constans as French ambassador in Constantinople in July 1909. Bompard was an
experienced diplomat who had headed the Commercial Section of the Quai d’Orsay and
spent five difficult years as ambassador in St Petersburg. Unlike Constans, he was opposed
to co-operation with the Germans. As a native of Metz, he remembered the lost provinces
of 1871. He was convinced, furthermore, that French interests in the Ottoman Empire had
suffered as a result of Franco-German co-operation.63 Therefore, he favoured the
establishment of separate zones of industrial activity. French industrial action would be
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excluded from the area of the Baghdad Railway network, while the Germans would refrain
from competing in Syria, in the hinterland of the Black Sea and even, perhaps, in south-
western Anatolia.64

Bompard’s policy of ‘chacun chez soi’ was in keeping with the troubled state of Franco-
German relations. And it had become acceptable to the Ottoman Bank, which was moving
away from co-operation with German capitalists. As early as May 1911 the IOB was
reconsidering its role in the Baghdad Railway Company. It had been asked by the Deutsche
Bank to supply in full its financial participation of 30 per cent. The IOB was unwilling to
comply unless Delcassé’s closure of the official money-market could be undone. The French
government, though surprisingly hesitant at times, refused to take this step.65 By late 1912
the IOB was prepared to withdraw from the Baghdad enterprise, and its relations with the
Deutsche Bank were becoming increasingly less friendly.66

The principle of ‘chacun chez soi’ commanded the assent of most French policy-makers,
but there was widespread disagreement about what should first be done to strengthen
French interests. Bompard, for his part, proposed the construction of a large railway
network which would extend inland from the Black Sea and penetrate the so-called
Armenian vilayets. He regarded the Baghdad line as the world’s most prestigious railway,
and was eager to establish French lines which would be the equivalent in size, if not in
importance.67 Other diplomats, however, argued that priority should be given to a
northwards extension of the French railway network in Syria. They were concerned for
the future of French influence in northern Syria, where the Baghdad Railway was making
its presence felt. By late 1910, it was clear that the main line would pass through Aleppo,
the chief city of northern Syria. Construction from Aleppo towards Mesopotamia and the
Amanus Mountains was underway. Concessions obtained in March 1911 enabled the
Germans to begin work on a port at Alexandretta and to link Alexandretta to the Baghdad
line at Osmanie. Such activity was thought highly disquieting by both French diplo mats
and the French colonial party. The full import of the Syrian railway agreements of 1900–1
was, for the first time, generally recognised. Paul Cambon, from his London embassy,
spoke of ‘inexplicable capitulations…profoundly damaging for French interests in Syria’.68

The Comité de 1’Asie Française, through its monthly bulletin, denounced the ‘scandalous
surrenders’ of 1900–1 and demanded renegotiation.69

Bompard’s thesis prevailed during the years 1911–12, and France concentrated on the
acquisition of a viable Black Sea railway network.70 But his thinking was questioned anew
when the Balkan Wars deprived the Ottoman Empire of much of its European territory.
So damaging a blow to the cohesion of the Ottoman state made a considerable impression
on French opinion, both official and unofficial. Doubts about the Empire’s capacity to
survive led to renewed debate between French policy-makers. Few participants desired a
partitioning of Imperial Turkey. A redistribution of power in the Mediterranean, whether
to the advantage of Germany or of Russia, was not to French liking. A territorial partition
would be ill-suited to the dispersed character of French business activity and to the special
status of the Ottoman Bank. There was no assurance, moreover, that the powers who
carved up the Ottoman Empire would be prepared to repay a debt held largely by French
investors. Finally, there were fears that a partition would lead to unrest among the Muslims
of French North Africa.
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Yet a scramble for Asia Minor might well develop in spite of French wishes.
Consequently, the advocates of a more vigorous Syrian policy gained added support. They
held that, unless more was done to strengthen the French presence in Syria, France would
not be suitably rewarded in the event of a partition. This determination to reserve a place
in Syria was not unanimous. Bompard pointed out that France was heavily involved in
Morocco and that Syria would be costly to occupy and defend.71 To some extent, Bompard’s
argument was supported by Delcassé, who had returned to government service as
ambassador to St Petersburg. In Delcassé’s opinion, France’s natural sphere of expansion
was north Africa, and he was inclined to regard the occupation of Syria south of Alexandretta
as an unprofitable diversion.72 Gaston Doumergue, who became Foreign Minister in early
1914, agreed with Delcassé.73 Forthemost part, however, French diplomats, politicians
and journalists thought Syria a valuable acquisition or, at least, a necessary compensation.
Greater diplomatic activity in the area was urged by the influential brothers Cambon and
by the colonial party.74 They were joined by another pressure-group, the Comité de Défense
des Intérêts Français en Orient. This organisation, set up in late 1911 under the presidency
of a former Foreign Minister, Alexandre Ribot, was dedicated to ‘maintaining and
developing France’s moral, political and economic situation in the Orient’. Its membership
included Pichon and such leading politicians as Raymond Poincaré and Louis Barthou.75

For much of 1913, Foreign Minister Pichon resisted the ‘Syrians’, but eventually a
ministry headed by Barthou and supported by Poincaré, who had become President of the
Republic, decided to change the emphasis of French policy. An important meeting of
diplomats and cabinet ministers was held at the presidential palace on 6 November 1913.
This conference decided that negotiations would be resumed at an official level and that
France’s chief objective would be to regain railway privileges in northern Syria. French
representatives would seek to extend the zone of action of the Damas-Hama company
northwards to a line drawn from Alexandretta through Aleppo to Meskene. They would
be authorised to sacrifice the Black Sea network, or a part of it, in order to achieve the
desired strengthening of French influence in northern Syria.76

France now wanted a good deal more from Germany. But she had built up a strong
bargaining position. The Balkan Wars had been damaging to Ottoman finances. The income
which the Debt Administration derived from ceded revenues was no longer sufficient to
guarantee Baghdad Railway loans.77 A tariff increase, which would make possible a
reconstitution of the guarantee, would require French consent. The Ottoman government,
which might have obstructed France’s railway ambitions, urgently required French financial
aid. Finally, Britain had agreed to slow down her parallel discussions with Germany so as
to facilitate the task of French negotiators.78

The new round of Franco-German negotiations, in which France was represented
primarily by two high-ranking functionaries and Ambassador Jules Cambon, proved both
lengthy and difficult. An atmosphere of hostility was inevitable given the tense relations
which prevailed between the two countries. In late January of 1914, the irritation of the
German government was explicitly conveyed by Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg. In a
lengthy conversation with Cambon, he spoke of the disparity between French and German
colonial empires, of Germany’s desire for ‘a place in the sun’, and of her inherent right to
expand, which was that of ‘every growing being’. He complained of French opposition to
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the grand design which Germany was pursuing in Asia Minor and warned that, if such
hostility continued, France could expect competition elsewhere. ‘Believe me,’ he
concluded, ‘it will be dangerous unless we take account of the facts and set aside what
divides us.’79 Cambon, a perceptive observer of German affairs, was deeply impressed. He
recalled that Bethmann had employed similar language shortly before the onset of the Second
Moroccan Crisis in 1911. On 5 February the Kaiser himself appeared at the conference
table where he proceeded to harangue French delegates.80 But, by then, the French
government had heeded Bethmann’s warning and decided to moderate its demands.

The ensuing agreement brought France some advantages. In Syria, the Hama-Aleppo
and Tripoli-Homs lines were conceded large protective zones. Germany accepted much of
France’s proposed Black Sea railway network and agreed to the delimitation of zones of
industrial influence.81 However, France had not obtained what she desired most: an
agreement allowing French capitalists to link the Hama-Aleppo line to the sea and to build
a northwards extension.

On balance, France had realised the programme originally proposed by Bompard. In
addition, the financial needs of the Ottoman government, which exceeded the capacity of
the German market, enabled France to obtain during 1914 a large industrial order including
artillery, submarines and destroyers. While these were substantial gains, they did not offset
German control of the Baghdad Railway, which had compromised French influence in
Cilicia as well as northern Syria. The French-owned Mersina-Adana line had been purchased
by the Deutsche Bank in 1906. The Baghdad Railway had reached Aleppo and, unlike the
Hama-Aleppo line, could be linked to the sea. At Alexandretta, Germany was building a
substantial port and had planned a harbour to accommodate warships. It remained doubtful
whether, in the long run, the Syrian network of the Damas-Hama company could withstand
German competition. Finally, possession of the Baghdad Railway network would allow
Germany to claim a large portion of Asia Minor in the event of a territorial partition.

Continuation of the Baghdad Railway, for all its importance, had not enabled Germany
to regain quite the diplomatic influence she had enjoyed in late Hamidian times. The Young
Turk leadership was divided,82 and some leaders of the Committee of Union and Progress
appear to have envisaged a rapprochement with the Powers of the Triple Entente. France,
which possessed vital financial resources and some capacity to restrain Russian ambition,
received her share of attention. Cemal Pasha, Ottoman Minister of Marine, visited the Quai
d’Orsay in July 1914, where he was received by Pierre de Margerie, Director of Political
and Commercial Affairs. Cemal stated that in exchange for French support in the Aegean,
where Greece and Turkey were embroiled, his government would ‘orientate its policy
towards the Triple Entente’.83 This proposal was made at a time when French diplomats
were seeking improved relations with the Ottoman Empire. A Franco-Ottoman ‘friendship
committee’ had been set up with Bompard’s approval in early 1914. Cemal’s trip to France
had been undertaken at the invitation of the French government.84 It is unlikely, therefore,
that he received, as he later claimed, ‘a veiled refusal’ from Margerie. Besides, no considered
reply could have been expected from the French government. Cemars visit to the Quai
d’Orsay took place on 13 July, two days before René Viviani, French Premier and Foreign
Minister, departed for Russia. By the time Viviani returned, the First World War was but
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three days off. Hence, it would be surprising if Cemars conversation with Margerie did
much to bring about the German-Ottoman military alliance of 2 August 1914.85

Following the conclusion of this pact, which was known in Paris by 9 August, the Entente
powers sought actively to maintain Ottoman neutrality. Though they offered to guarantee
the territorial integrity of the Empire, there was probably much in Bompard’s view that
the Young Turks would have chosen neutrality only if the course of the European war had
been clearly favourable to the Triple Entente. It was difficult to combat that faith in German
military prowess which underlay both the prewar privileges accorded German officers and
the alliance of 1914.86 The Ottoman public could be reached only by official communiqué
—a means of publicity which the Entente did not employ successfully. The statements
issued by the French Ministry of War were much briefer and less skilfully drafted than those
which originated in Berlin. Thus, Ottoman readers were better informed about Russia’s
defeat at Tannenberg in late August than about France’s successes on the Marne in early
September.87 As September advanced, French diplomats thought the Young Turk leadership
increasingly confident of German victory.88 Closure of the Straits of the Dardanelles on 26
September indicated that the days of Ottoman neutrality were numbered. By the end of
October, the Ottoman Empire was definitively involved in the First World War and, in an
ultimate sense, its fortunes had become heavily dependent on the war effort of the German
Reich.

For a time France was hopeful of winning the Young Turks back to peace. The magnitude
of French interests in the Ottoman Empire served as a powerful impediment to belligerent
action. French ministries took the view that their war with the Ottoman Empire was strictly
defensive in character and directed essentially against the Young Turk government.89 No
formal declaration of war was made. Nor was there any marked upsurge of colonialist
sentiment. In December 1914 the Comité de 1’Asie Française was content to demand a
revision of existing railway arrangements in Cilicia and northern Syria.90

The French government was unable to maintain its initial moderation. It was persuaded
by closure of the Straits, British pressure and, above all, stalemate on the Western Front
to participate in a Dardanelles offensive. France wanted this to be a limited operation.
Delcassé, who was again Foreign Minister, explained that the Franco-British objective was
to pierce the Dardanelles and to occupy Constantinople without extending military action
to Asia Minor.91 He certainly did not desire the complete disintegration of the Ottoman
Empire. Yet, in the event of victory, he foresaw the need for a provisional Allied regime
in Constantinople. And, on 9 February 1915, some ten days before the Anglo-French naval
offensive began, he discussed the allocation of ‘zones of interest’ with the British Foreign
Secretary.92

A month later, France’s conservatism was further weakened when Russia demanded
Constantinople. Russia’s famous note claiming the Ottoman capital and territory on both
sides of the Bosporus was received by Delcassé on 6 March. This claim, though not entirely
unexpected, aroused considerable consternation. Delcassé expressed immediate opposition
and took the exceptional step of persuading the President of the Republic to write directly
to Petrograd.93 Poincaré, in turn, asserted in his letter that France could not be expected
to sacrifice her interests in Constantinople to satisfy Russian aspirations. Russia’s acquisition
of so vital a place would imply a partition of the Ottoman Empire which France had ‘no
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good reason to desire’.94 Poincaré’s protest was in vain. Two days after it was sent, Britain
accepted Russia’s demand. Delcassé, though highly displeased,95 decided he would have to
follow suit. He did not do so, however, until Russia had agreed to allow a victorious Franco-
British force to set up a provisional wartime regime in Constantinople. Under the umbrella
provided by this administration, he hoped, France’s financial, industrial and cultural
interests could be solidly re-established.96

The awarding of Constantinople to Russia led Delcassé to think more seriously about a
general dislocation of the Ottoman Empire. As compensation for Constantinople, he asked
the Russian government for complete freedom of action in Cilicia and Syria. He was
interested primarily in the central portion of the Baghdad Railway network, and he
envisaged a French colony which, while including Syria, would have as its real centre of
gravity the coastal region of the Gulf of Alexandretta.97 Even so, Delcassé and his colleagues
had not fully given up on the Ottoman Empire. On 28 April 1915, after France’s acceptance
of Russia’s territorial claims, he sharply reminded the Minister of War that the French
government did not want a general disorganisation of the Ottoman Empire.98

This opposition to radical change was not finally abandoned until the summer of 1915,
when Franco-Ottoman warfare intensified. Two French divisions, numbering some 40,000
men, participated in the Gallipoli landings of late April and early May. The heavy fighting
which ensued took its toll, and French casualties were eventually estimated at 26,500 men.
These losses and the defeat inflicted on Allied forces much hardened French attitudes
towards the Ottoman Empire. By July 1915 the Comité de 1’Asie Française was calling
openly for the annexation of Cilicia and of a Syria inclusive of Palestine.99 The Comité was
supported by the Lyon and Marseilles Chambers of Commerce and, in late August, by the
Foreign Affairs Commission of the Chamber of Deputies.100

Under these internal and external pressures, the French government adopted an
annexationist policy which aimed at the acquisition of Cilicia and a greater Syria.101 France
was given the opportunity to reach a territorial settlement with Britain in October 1915.
The British government wanted to open a new theatre of military operations in the Near
East and, by creating an Arab kingdom in Asia Minor, to bring about an Arab revolt against
Ottoman rule.102 In exchange for French consent, Britain agreed to negotiate over Syria
and Cilicia. In November, France’s representative, Georges-Picot, a professional diplomat
active in the colonial party, arrived in London to establish the boundaries of a new imperial
possession. When negotiations concluded, Picot had not obtained as much as he and the
new Foreign Minister, Aristide Briand, had originally desired. Picot was led to accept an
international administration of much of Palestine. The Syrian interior, though recognised
as a zone of French influence, was placed under the sovereignty of the Sharif of Mecca. On
the other hand, Picot obtained concessions largely in accord with the colonial design worked
out by Delcassé. France was promised a direct administration of Cilicia, Alexandretta and
the coast of northern and central Syria.

The Franco-English settlement or, as it was more commonly known, the Sykes-Picot
agreement, was ratified in February 1916. The French government had committed itself
to the destruction of the Ottoman Empire, but with more resignation than enthusiasm.
This attitude was soon justified by both the fortunes of war and the postwar settlement. In
the final two years of the First World War, France was so heavily committed in Western
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Europe that she could offer but minimal assistance to Britain’s military effort in Palestine
and Mesopotamia. The French force which accompanied the British into Palestine and
central Syria in 1918 was unimposing. In addition to 3,000 Senegalese and 3,000 Armenians,
it included 800 French who had been assured that they would not be used for combat
purposes.103 In late October of 1918, when the Ottoman government requested an
armistice, the French were decidedly thin on the ground. Though France landed marines
at Beirut on 8 October, Syria and Palestine were controlled by British occupation forces.
As a result, the British government was in no mood to allow an international administration
in Palestine or to facilitate the assertion of French authority in Syria.

In late 1918, the Turkish Empire was at an end, a casualty of the First World War. The
subsequent reordering of Near Eastern affairs proved to be a kind of epilogue for France,
in which French governments unsuccessfully tried to realise French war aims and to recover
influence lost during the years 1914–18. More specifically, France set out to achieve an
integral application of the Sykes-Picot agreement and to re-establish and win compensation
for prewar economic interests. But, despite the exclusion of Germany, a satisfactory
fulfilment of these objectives was prevented by the diminished power of French
governments, which could no longer call on substantial financial reserves, by the revival of
the Turks and by the re-appearance, in much more vigorous form, of Franco-British rivalry.

France achieved but a limited implementation of the Sykes-Picot agreement. Palestine
was conceded to the British in late 1918, while Delcassé’s imperial vision was destroyed
by a resurgent Turkey. In late 1921, when the French government came to terms with the
national movement headed by General Kemal, it ceded Cilicia, which, in economic terms,
was the choicest territory acquired by Picot in 1916. No doubt France had been more
successful in Syria where, by 1920, she had acquired a direct control over both coastal and
interior zones. Yet, in the Franco-Turkish accord of 1921, the French government had
yielded a substantial portion of northern Syria, much of which now followed the Baghdad
Railway line. Syria stopped short of the track, which was declared to be on Turkish soil.
Moreover, while it lasted, France’s domination of Syria was seriously troubled by Arab
nationalists and given juridical limits by the League of Nations.104

The economic settlement which followed the collapse of the Ottoman Empire was still
less in conformity with France’s aims. French bondholders received a slender
compensation. Admittedly, that part of the Ottoman Debt allocated to the successor states
under French and British rule was promptly repaid. But the Allies declared two-thirds of
the Debt to be Turkey’s responsibility. Only a small percentage of this sum was collected.
In 1928, after prolonged negotiations, the Turkish share of the prewar debt was reduced
by about 52 per cent. Repayment then began but was cut short by the depression of the
1930s. In 1933 it was agreed that Turkey should pay about 12 per cent of the figure originally
set by the Allies.105 Meanwhile, outside Syria, French enterprises were in retreat. At the
Lausanne Conference of 1923 the Turks agreed in principle to maintain prewar concessions,
but few of these ventures regained their earlier prosperity. While the Ottoman Bank
succeeded in getting its statute renewed in 1925, it was obliged to accept a large measure
of Turkish control. The Smyrna-Cassaba and Heraclea companies resumed operations but
under less favourable conditions than they had enjoyed before the war. A notable venture
was never re-established: Bompard’s Black Sea railways. Turkish hostility to this concession
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was intense and France, despite some energetic protests at Lausanne, came away with no
solid commitments.106 The intense diplomatic effort of 1911–14 had been largely in vain.
Construction of the Black Sea network had been interrupted by the First World War, and
the final result consisted of a single line thirty-five kilometres in length.

Between 1898 and 1918, France’s Ottoman policy was undoubtedly shaped by a variety
of forces and pressures. Yet a concern at the progress of German Weltpolitik was never far
from the minds of French policy-makers. France’s established position in the Ottoman
Empire was challenged by the Baghdad Railway, by the influence which Germany possessed
with Ottoman military and civilian leaders and, ultimately, by a German-Ottoman military
alliance. As a result, there was often a defensive, or counter-offensive, character to French
policy, with France responding to German initiatives or German successes.

The Baghdad Railway project, as the principal manifestation of Weltpolitik, preoccupied
French governments for much of the period. During the years 1899–1903, Delcassé sought
to establish the enterprise as a joint venture in which France and Germany would co-operate
on an equal basis. But the unsuccessful conclusion of Franco-German negotiations in late
1903 ushered in an era of competition. Thereafter, France sought to obstruct the Baghdad
project and to compensate for it by pursuing new concessions and strengthening existing
enterprises. Inevitably, this policy did damage to Franco-German relations and, at the
beginning of 1914, may nearly have led to a major diplomatic crisis.

France’s financial strength enabled her to become a successful expansionist power in the
years 1903–14. On balance, however, she had not dealt at all successfully with the challenge
of the Baghdad Railway. While her failure to do so stemmed initially from an error of
judgement on Delcassé’s part, it owed far more to a lack of policy co-ordination. During
the vital negotiations of 1899–1903, French businessmen and the French government
frequently worked at cross-purposes. No doubt some divergence between the two was
inevitable, but the Ottoman Bank and its associates seem to have made much less effort
than their German counterparts to reconcile business with patriotism. Even so, French
policy would have been much more effective had it not been for the highly independent
course followed by Ambassador Constans. Had he followed his instructions and exercised
the supervision of which he was capable, the negotiations of the Ottoman Bank and Vitali
would surely have conformed more closely to the wishes of the French government. If, as
instructed, he had worked for Franco-British unity on the Debt Council in late 1906, a
serious financial obstacle could have been raised to the continuation of the Baghdad Railway.
Instead, he facilitated the task of German diplomacy in a manner which suggested that in
this, as in other important affairs, he expected financial reward. In 1909, on the subject of
Constans’ extraordinary embassy, the socialist Jean Jaurès wrote that France was
represented in Constantinople by a man who had been involved in ‘the most repugnant
operations of the Hamidian ancien regime’ and whose maintenance in Constantinople was
‘one of the scandals of our history’.107 Paul Cambon, though of much different political
persuasion than Jaurès, wrote in early 1909 to a friend: ‘I do not want to tell you—it is
too sad—about the lamentable surrenders of that sceptical old brigand who represents
France in Turkey.’108

Until 1915, France was strongly in favour of preserving the Ottoman Empire, and she
was reluctant to bring about a further reduction in the authority of the Ottoman
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government. Yet the expansionist character of her policy often had this effect. French
governments consistently supported business interests whose conduct enfeebled Turkish
rule. For example, the IOB’s preoccupation with loan operations and the reliance of the
Damas-Hama railway company on its kilometric guarantees were difficult to square with
the economic welfare of the Ottoman Empire. Also, France increased Ottoman financial
difficulties by temporarily withholding funds and by linking loans to large industrial orders.
Given the continued protection which French diplomats extended to their Catholic
protégés, France clearly contributed, though in a relatively modest way, to the decline of
the Ottoman Empire between 1898 and 1914. The ambivalence of France’s policy became
more pronounced after the Balkan Wars, but there remained a large gulf between her
prewar ambitions and her wartime radicalism. This gulf was bridged only by the struggle
in Europe and military defeat at the Dardanelles. It was not until the summer of 1915 that
France finally resigned herself to a policy of partition and undertook a determined pursuit
of territorial and financial compensation. Her subsequent military endeavours in the Near
East were of little significance. Yet the war which France fought against Germany in western
Europe had important consequences for the Ottoman Empire, whose collapse in 1918 owed
much to the military defeat of the Central Powers.
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7
Great Britain and the End of the Ottoman Empire

1900–23
Marian Kent, Deakin University

Britain’s interests in the Ottoman Empire in the final decades of its existence were
concentrated primarily in Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf. Concerned to maintain British
supremacy in an area considered vital to the defence of India and to communications with
the eastern Empire in general, Britain could uphold this interest by upholding two others
of long standing: her commercial and her political dominance in the region. Foreign
commercial interests were not debarred from the area, although any attempt to use them
to usurp Britain’s political dominance through the local political influence that followed in
the train of an established commercial position or, alternatively, by a direct naval and
military presence was not to be tolerated. Lord Lansdowne so warned Britain’s fellow
Great Powers, and particularly, at that time, Russia, in his speech of May 1903 in the House
of Lords.1 The Foreign Secretary’s warning was underlined by the Viceroy of India, Lord
Curzon, when, six months later, in resounding tones, he reminded the sheikhs of the south
Persian Gulf coast of their trucial, dependent relations with Britain:

We were here before any other Power in modern times had shown its face in these
waters. We found strife, and we have created order. It was our commerce as well
as your security that was threatened and called for protection. At every port along
these coasts the subjects of the King of England still reside and trade. The great
Empire of India, which is our duty to defend, lies almost at your gates. We saved
you from extinction at the hands of your neighbours. We opened these seas to the
ships of all nations, and enabled their flags to fly in peace. We have not seized or
held your territory. We have not destroyed your independence but have preserved
it. We are not now going to throw away this century of costly and triumphant
enterprise. The peace of these waters must still be maintained; your independence
will continue to be upheld; and the influence of the British Government must remain
supreme.2

If the flag had originally followed the trade, the truth now was that the flag was underpinned
by the trade, and any harm to the underpinning would bring down the superstructure. In
January 1909, when Germany had succeeded Russia as Britain’s bête noire in the Persian
Gulf, the Committee of Imperial Defence sub-committee reported that ‘British claims to
political predominance in the Gulf are based mainly upon the fact of our commercial
interests having hitherto been predominant, and should our trade, as a result of a German



forward policy, be impaired, our political influence would proportionately diminish’.3

Curzon expressed the wider implications of such a diminution of political influence when
he declared to the House of Lords in March 1911 that ‘the Gulf is part of the maritime
frontier of India… It is a foundation principle of British policy that we cannot allow the
growth of any rival or predominant political interest in the waters of the Gulf, not because
it would affect our local prestige alone, but because it would have influence that would
extend for many thousands of miles beyond.’4

Political and strategic considerations, after all, fitted Britain’s Ottoman Empire interests
into the broader framework of British foreign policy. Britain depended for its greatness on
its naval superiority, its commercial strength and its far-flung strategic positions including,
especially, that jewel in the imperial crown, India, and this strength was reflected in Britain’s
standing among the European Great Powers. In the years up to 1914, British leaders were
basically concerned not to let Britain’s strength be diminished but to preserve the status quo
and hence the peace of Europe against what was seen as the increasing German threat.5

Such European preoccupations were mirrored in Britain’s Ottoman Empire concerns. If
the key to containing German restlessness in Europe was intended to be the entente with
France and, later, that with Russia, Britain’s policy towards the Ottoman Empire in the
prewar years had similar aims. British policy there sought to contain Germany within
reasonable limits and to uphold the solidarity of the ententes by not encroaching on French
and Russian spheres of interest; at the same time, none the less, it sought to contain Russia’s
traditional southward pressure. More generally, Britain was concerned to prevent any major
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire which would stimulate territorial greed and promote
war among the Powers, not least upsetting her own position of strength in the geographical
jigsaw of established Great Power spheres of influence.

The mechanism for conducting Britain’s foreign policy towards the Ottoman Empire in
the years up to the First World War was primarily the Foreign Office and Diplomatic
service, including the consular service. Where commercial matters were concerned the
Board of Trade was also consulted, drawing on its specialised agency, the Commercial
Intelligence Committee. The government of India, too, was involved. Within its sphere of
administration lay relations with the Persian Gulf sheikhs as well as the consular
establishment in Persia and the Persian Gulf, including a share of the Baghdad consulate.6

The Expeditionary Force ‘D’ that was to conduct the Mesopotamian campaign in the war
was, until 1916, directed by India. The India Office in London was, further, consulted in
virtually all policy decisions concerning the Ottoman Empire, while Curzon’s successor as
Viceroy, Lord Hardinge of Penshurst, filled this post between two phases of being
Under Secretary of State at the Foreign Office and most powerful adviser to Sir Edward
Grey as Foreign Secretary.

Of the four Foreign Secretaries involved in conducting Britain’s policy towards the
Ottoman Empire in the last two decades of its existence each left a distinctive mark on that
policy for those who followed. Lansdowne, Foreign Secretary until 1905, as has been seen,
laid down the ‘hands off policy on the Persian Gulf.7 His successor, Grey, was in office
from 1905 until December 1916, the longest spell of all four men. Opposed to the obtaining
of more territory for the British Empire, Grey’s lasting mark on Britain’s Turkish policy
was to permit the wartime plans for massively partitioning the Ottoman Empire into what
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a former consul in Basra was slyly to call ‘spheres of affection’.8 Lord Balfour, who followed
him in office until October 1919, handed on the legacy of the Balfour Declaration and the
subsequent British control of Palestine.9 Curzon, the greatest imperialist of them all, was
primarily involved during his Foreign Secretaryship in the renegotiation of the Turkish
peace settlement at Lausanne, where the Turks regained virtually all of their lost European
and Anatolian territory and Curzon returned home congratulating himself on his
achievement.10

Ambassadors in Constantinople before the First World War were recognised by their
Foreign Office chiefs as being required to promote British interests in a difficult diplomatic
setting of two regimes which, with only a brief lapse in 1908–9, were pro-German and
anti-British. Sir Nicholas O’Conor, who occupied the position from July 1898 until his
death in 1908, was regarded as the most successful incumbent in this period, being able
and forceful in pressing British interests even if he did not achieve many of his aims.11 His
successor over the next five years, Sir Gerard Lowther, less flexible and less perceptive,
was regarded as ‘a great disappointment’ who had promoted an unfortunate ‘anti-Turkish
atmosphere’ in the embassy with consequent harm to Britain’s previously improved
position.12 Lowther had arrived just at the time of the Young Turk revolution when the
British had ‘the ball at our feet to the great chagrin of our German friends who pivoted
their policy on the Sultan and his Camarilla’,13 but he lost his chance and, in October 1913,
his job. His replacement, Sir Louis Mallet, a former private secretary to Grey who, at the
time of his appointment, had been Assistant Under-Secretary heading the Eastern
Department at the Foreign Office, was more closely in tune with his chief. He was a very
great contrast to his predecessor and, according to his Acting Chief Dragoman, Andrew
Ryan, was intent on conciliating the Young Turk leaders by friendliness and charm.14 Even
charm had its limitations, however, and Mallet was unable to prevent the Turks from going
to war against Britain in 1914.

Assisting the ambassador were a number of very able people, plucked, by and large,
from the playing-fields of Eton and Oxford and sent to bat on a sticky wicket in
Constantinople. Among such junior diplomatic staff of the prewar years were Maurice de
Bunsen, Percy Loraine, Alexander Cadogan, George Clerk, George Kidston, Lancelot
Oliphant, Harold Nicolson, George Young, Mark Sykes and George Lloyd. Almost all of
these were to attain considerable distinction in their subsequent careers. Of those receiving
some prominence in this account, George Lloyd (later, as Lord Lloyd of Dolobran, High
Commissioner in Egypt and then Colonial Secretary) was in 1908 to draw up a key report
for British commercial policy in Mesopotamia and, during the war, among other activities,
worked for the Arab Bureau.15 De Bunsen (between 1906 and 1914, as Sir Maurice de
Bunsen, Ambassador to Madrid and Vienna) was to chair the committee set up in 1915 to
inquire into British desiderata in Asiatic Turkey.16 In 1916, Mark Sykes (then Lieutenant-
Colonel Sir Mark Sykes, MP, and adviser to the War Office on Arab matters) was co-author
of the Sykes-Picot Agreement.17 Subsequently, as an ardent Zionist, he was attached to the
Foreign Office delegation to the Paris Peace Conference, until his death in February 1919.
Harold Nicolson (who resigned his diplomatic career in 1927 at the rank of Counsellor to
enter politics and who is best known for his prolific writings on history and diplomacy) was

THE GREAT POWERS AND THE END OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE 167



a member of the British delegations to the Paris Peace Conference and to the Lausanne
Conference of 1922–3.18

Two positions at the Constantinople embassy during this period warrant particular
interest—that of Commercial Attaché and that of Dragoman. The Commercial Attaché
was to assist in the commercial business of the embassy a task which involved everything
from writing annual and special reports, advising and assisting consuls, merchants,
manufacturers and shippers, keeping a watch on tariff movements and helping to settle
monetary claims to ‘attending to’ British mining and industrial concessions and
enterprises.19 During this whole period, from 1897 to 1914, the position of Commercial
Attaché was filled by one man, Ernest Weakley. The duties of a Commercial Attaché were
so wide that in some matters in particular Weakley played an important part in the
presentation to his chief, and through him to the Foreign Office, of information and advice
on which policy decisions were made. One such matter was the prolonged negotiations
with the Turkish government over obtaining for British interests an oil concession in
Mesopotamia.20 For all his efforts, however, apart from a CMG in 1908, he received little
recognition. After the war he was regarded as an expert on the Mesopotamian oil
negotiations and became Foreign Office liaison officer with the newly formed Petroleum
Executive, but he was not sent with the Foreign Office delegation to the Paris Peace
Conference where these negotiations were so important.

The other position of special interest in the Constantinople embassy in the first two
decades of this century was that of Dragoman. Filling the position of Oriental Secretary as
much as that of interpreter the Dragoman could attain the diplomatic rank of First
Secretary21 and was a well-informed and essential adviser to the Ambassador.22 Indeed,
one incumbent, Andrew Ryan, described the role as being ‘in some sense the alter ego of
the Ambassador in relation to the Turks’ or, as his predecessor, Gerald Fitzmaurice, put
it, ‘a dragoman is merged in his chief’.23 Under Mallet, in particular, this was essential, in
the absence of able senior diplomatic staff to assist him.24

Before the war the position of Chief Dragoman was filled by Adam Block (from 1894 to
1903), Harry Lamb (1903 to 1907) and Gerald Fitzmaurice (1908 to 1920). Andrew Ryan
was often acting for Fitzmaurice, and at the end of 1920 received the substantive
appointment, at the rank, indeed, of Counsellor. Fitzmaurice’s grasp of Turkish affairs was
so acute, however, that despite considerable illness and absence he long retained his post.
His letter of 12 April 1908, for instance, following the death of O’Conor, not only drew
attention, in acerbic terms, to the fatal contradictions in Britain’s Turkish policy but also
set out what he felt ought to be the personality requirements for whoever was to be Britain’s
next ambassador there.25 Ryan’s main contributions, apart from assisting Mallet when
Fitzmaurice was away just before the outbreak of war, came at the Lausanne Conference,
when he assisted Sir Horace Rumbold, the High Commissioner and chief British negotiator
after Curzon’s departure.26

The most unusual of the four men was Adam Block. Although Block left consular life in
1903, he kept up contact with the embassy and with the Foreign Office. As Delegate of the
British bondholders on the Council of the Ottoman Public Debt Administration as well as
alternate President of the Council and President of the British Chamber of Commerce in
Constantinople he was ideally placed to be well informed on the position and needs of
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British commercial interests in the Ottoman Empire.27 His position on the Debt Council
as an Ottoman public servant did not appear to inhibit him unduly from giving information
and advice to the Foreign Office, as the Foreign Office documentation of the period
constantly shows.28 One paper in particular which the Foreign Office regarded as highly
important was his 1906 memorandum on ‘Franco-German economic penetration in the
Ottoman Empire’, in which he urged that Britain should take steps to buttress her eroded
position.29 He sought to carry out his own advice in 1908–9 when he was instrumental in
getting set up in Turkey the British National Bank of Turkey, of which he was one of the
directors.30 During the war he held a number of prominent posts to do with trade, becoming
finally Controller of the Finance Section of the Minstry of Blockade (the Ministry where
Harry Lamb and Andrew Ryan also served), and, along with Ryan, was a member of the
British delegation to the Lausanne Conference.31 Thereafter he resumed his business life.

The consular service, of which the dragomanate was part, was none the less the Cinderella
among Britain’s overseas services, where the social status was lower and the rewards for
faithful service less exalted. Andrew Ryan’s sarcastic description of his fellows in the service
as being ‘very distinctly of lesser breed, men profane to the mysteries of diplomacy and apt
to be infected with a disease known in the language of Olympus as Morbus consularis or l’esprit
capitulaire’, undoubtedly reflected the general view of the consular service held by its Foreign
and Diplomatic brethren.32 Ryan achieved a rare transition, albeit through the back door,
from the consular to the diplomatic service, and finished his working life with two legations
(to his bitter chagrin, neither an important one), in Jeddah and Durazzo. Only two other
Middle East consuls made similar progress. One was Sir Reader Bullard, also of the Levant
Service, who, from being Acting Consul in Basra in 1914, went on to become Military
Governor of Baghdad in 1920 and, between 1936 and 1946, Minister in Jeddah and in
Tehran. The other was Sir Percy Cox, who, in the service of the government of India,
during his years in the Persian Gulf and Mesopotamia carved out a unique name for himself.
From being Consul and Political Agent in Muscat between 1899 and 1904 he became Consul-
General in Bushire and from 1909 until the war was ‘Political Resident’ in the Persian Gulf,
filling during those years an almost ambassadorial role with the Gulf sheikhs. During the
war he was Chief Political Officer with the Indian Expeditionary Force ‘D’, after the war
was Acting Minister in Tehran, and between 1920 and 1923 was High Commissioner in
Mesopotamia.33

The work of the consular service was clearly important for the promotion of British
commercial interests in the Ottoman Empire. On the one hand, there was the day-to-day
administration of matters affecting British subjects and British-protected persons (largely
on the authority of Britain’s capitulatory rights) and of matters of commerce, particularly
the movements of ships in ports. On the other hand, the consul had the most important
duty of reporting annually (complete with statistics) on the trade of his region, as well as
of sending from time to time any special reports on matters of commercial and general
interest, reports which, after editing, were made available to the British commercial
community. The balance between the commercial, political and judicial functions of a
consulate varied depending on the type of area in which it was located.34

British trade and commerce in the Ottoman Empire were also helped directly by the
Board of Trade, through its Commercial Intelligence Branch and the weekly Board of Trade
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Journal. Both made available to traders considerable information obtained from consular
and special reports, the Constantinople Chamber of Commerce and other sources, on
trading opportunities in the Ottoman Empire and elsewhere.35 If some of the ‘intelligence’
thus made available included such hopeful but misleading information as the report in late
1908 ‘that rigorous measures have been taken to eradicate the inveterate habit on the part
of Turkish customs officers of receiving bakshish’,36 it could also include the sensible advice
from George Lloyd’s 1908 ‘Report on the conditions and prospects of British trade in
Mesopotamia’.37

Commerce, therefore, however much it was considered below the rarefied notice of
some, was nevertheless the basis of Britain’s position in Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf,
and represented the ‘underpinning’ of Britain’s foreign policy in the Ottoman Empire. In
some ways it even became the ‘language’ of Britain’s diplomacy in the region, where
strategic ends were upheld through protection of commercial interests. The prime example
of this was the long negotiations over the Baghdad Railway. The political negotiations over
the railway have been exhaustively covered in other works;38 this account will approach
the question from a different angle—of the broader, ‘commercial’ methods used to attain
the basic strategic and political ends of British policy.

Basic to all such interests, however, was the state of Britain’s relations with the Turkish
government of the time.39 The one British Foreign Secretary whose tenure of office, from
1905 to 1916, spanned both the sultan’s and the Young Turk regime, Sir Edward Grey,
found his country’s relations with either regime unsatisfactory for most of his time in office.
This was not only the fault of the Turks. Although Grey was to write later of Sultan ‘Abdul
Hamid and his detestable camarilla’,40 the policy Grey’s ambassadors were obliged to pursue
in the early years of the century was not likely to endear their government to the sultan.
As Gerald Fitzmaurice, that most experienced of British Dragomans, put it in April 1908:

During the last few years our policy, if I may so call it, in Turkey has been, and for
some time to come will be, to attempt the impossible task of furthering our
commercial interests while pursuing a course (in Macedonia, Armenia, Turco-
Persian Boundary etc.) which the Sultan interprets as pre-eminently hostile in aim
and tendency. These two lines are diametrically opposed and consequently
incompatible with one another. In a highly centralised theocracy like the Sultanate
and Caliphate combined, with its pre-economic conceptions, every big trade etc.
concession is regarded as an Imperial favour to be bestowed on the seemingly friendly,
a category in which, needless to say, we are not included…any British Ambassador
here must necessarily find himself in the equivocal, if not impossible position of
having to goad the Sultan with the pinpricks of reform proposals while being expected
to score in the commercial line successes which are dependent on the Sultan’s
goodwill.41

It was not surprising, therefore, that the less moralistic approach towards the Turks followed
by Germany scored more success with the sultan.42

The Young Turk revolution temporarily reversed this situation. On the proclamation of
the 1876 Constitution on 23 July 1908 the British government immediately offered its
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official congratulations, and Grey instructed his Ambassador in Constantinople, Sir Gerard
Lowther, to demonstrate Britain’s sympathy and encouragement with the new regime.43

Neither man was without misgivings, however, which grew as the new regime increasingly
came to resemble a military despotism. Further, the British government’s sympathy and
encouragement towards the new regime did not lead it to modify its attitude on a number
of questions of practical importance to the new regime. This appeared to the regime—now
somewhat changed in membership since the early and pro-British days of the revolution—
as disappointing obstructionism and interference in its affairs.44 Britain, not surprisingly,
lost as a result its briefly favoured position. By the time of the First World War, Germany
had reoccupied that place, not least through its close connection with the Turkish army,
some of whose officers were influential members of the Young Turk regime. The secret
Turkish-German military alliance of 1914 marked the culmination of this reversal.45

In financial terms Britain’s stake in the Ottoman Empire was relatively small among the
Powers. In 1914 her share of the Ottoman Public Debt was only 15 per cent and her share
of investment in private enterprise was 14 per cent—in both cases well behind Germany
and France.46 Of the very many Turkish loans since the turn of the century only two—the
Constantinople municipal loan of 1909 with the National Bank of Turkey, and the naval
construction loan of 1913 with the National Bank and Armstrong Vickers—were obtained
by British institutions, and both were comparatively small.47 Indeed, although the Foreign
Office wished to see more British investment in the Ottoman Empire, Grey was not
prepared to urge British financiers to make Turkish loans which they did not think
‘financially sound or desirable in the interests of …their banks or to Turkey’.48 More, he
was constantly concerned in the prewar years to try to supplement the political entente with
France by a financial entente with her in the Ottoman Empire, even though this meant bowing
to established French financial interests. A major example of this was the Foreign Office’s
active restraint of the National Bank of Turkey in 1910 from making the loan sought by the
Turks that was eventually taken up by German and Austrian interests.49 British investment
in the Ottoman Empire in the prewar years included, apart from the National Bank of
Turkey and the sizeable contracts held by Armstrong Vickers for shipbuilding, docks
construction, shipyards and arsenal improvements, the Smyrna-Aidin Railway, the
Euphrates and Tigris Steam Navigation Company, the Constantinople Telephone
Company,50 and a number of other shipping, transport, mining, engineering, cloth-milling,
insurance and import-export enterprises.51 Some of these activities posed rather greater
concern for the British government than did the others, for they were operating in
Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf, Britain’s particular areas of concern in the Ottoman
Empire.

Britain’s commercial ‘stake’ in this part of the Ottoman Empire in 1906 was a British
and Indian share of 79 per cent of the total trade into and out of the Persian Gulf, although
the purely British share of this was only 28 per cent.52 That this 28 per cent represented
just over  million shows clearly that this was not a trade of vital national economic
importance. Yet the fact that the major part of the trade of Baghdad and Basra, valued at

 million in 1903, was in the hands of British and Indian merchants was used as a stick
with which to belabour the Turkish and German governments throughout the period over
the Baghdad Railway’s threat to Britain’s interests in Mesopotamia and the Gulf. The
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German share of the Gulf import-export trade, after all, had risen already to 4 per cent in
1906 from some 2 per cent ten years before, while the British share had declined from 34
per cent. This trend continued to 1914. By then the British share of Turkey’s imports had
fallen by a further one-third, while the German share had risen a further threefold.53 

Shipping in the Persian Gulf, on the other hand, showed a much stronger British position
in 1906. The British and Indian share of 85 per cent of the total Gulf shipping had been
maintained over the previous ten years, although, somewhat alarmingly for the British
government, the German share had increased over that period from less than 1 per cent to
10 per cent, while the Germans also offered reduced freight rates and more reliable sailing
dates.54 As the main goods making up both Britain and India’s Gulf trade were Manchester
cotton goods, in 1906 worth some £1 million, clearly among the dominant interests that
concerned the British government in Mesopotamian and Gulf economic life were the
shipping lines and the Manchester cotton trade.55

Two further major interests can be added to these. The main inland communications
route from the Gulf to central Mesopotamia was from Basra to Baghdad. As George Lloyd
pointed out, ‘He who controls communications controls trade,’ and on this route and on
the Karun River the British Lynch firm, the Euphrates and Tigris Steam Navigation
Company, had dominated the carrying trade since the mid-nineteenth century, including
the mail concession.56 The other major interest to the British government, though not in
this region, was the last remaining British railway in the Ottoman Empire. All the others,
which together had given Britain a monopoly of railway development in Anatolia, had been
sold to French or German interests.57 This was the Smyrna-Aidin Railway, only 380 miles
long but passing through relatively populous and fertile districts.58

For the British government the basic trouble with British trade and commerce in
Mesopotamia and the Gulf was complacency in the face of German competition. ‘British
trade is standing on one leg in the Baghdad market,’ complained George Lloyd, in his disgust
at the unwillingness of British merchants to diversify and so beat German competition.59

More, British trade had no British banking facilities to serve it in Mesopotamia, only the
Imperial Ottoman Bank, now in effect a French institution. The only genuinely British bank
in the region was the Imperial Bank of Persia, which had been forced out of Baghdad and
Basra by the Ottoman Bank, and each represented the other in its respective bailiwick.60

The main Persian Gulf branch of the bank was in Bushire, where its policy was reported to
be unnecessarily unadventurous, its rates excessive and its occasional lack of hard currency
crippling to local business.61 Grey himself wrote that when he became Foreign Secretary
in 1905 he was

distressed to find…how completely we had been ousted from commercial
enterprises in Turkey and how apparently hopeless it was to get any footing there…

Since then [to August 1908] I have been very disappointed to find what a very
poor set of financiers had got commercial enterprises into their hands. It was, I
suppose, inevitable under the old regime, for its methods were such that it did not
attract the best class of financier…62
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Hence Grey’s encouragement of the establishment of the National Bank of Turkey a few
years later and his encouragement to Sir Henry Babington Smith, then Secretary to HM
Post Office, to become the bank’s President.63

The British government’s main efforts to try to understand the nature of the German
threat to the British position in the Ottoman Empire and the action required to counter it
crystallised in the period between 1905 and 1909. It was undoubtedly stimulated by the
inauguration in 1904, ‘with much pomp and ceremony’,64 of the first section of the Baghdad
Railway to be added on to the existing Anatolian Railway system. Apart from George
Lloyd’s fact-finding mission and report, between 1907 and 1909 a number of detailed
memoranda and reports were drawn up by the concerned government departments. The
Foreign Office,65 theBoard of Trade,66 the Admiralty67 and the Committee of Imperial
Defence68 all examined the German threat to Britain’s interests in the Persian Gulf and
Mesopotamia. Their conclusion, summed up by the Committee of Imperial Defence, was
that commercial dominance was the key to political dominance, and this was Germany’s
method. It was, however, a tactic that could only be fought by a like tactic; any direct
political action was bound to be counter-productive.69 As the Foreign Office had put it:

…the whole history of the Persian Gulf…has shown that commercial prosperity
inevitably leads to political hegemony, and in these circumstances it is a matter for
grave consideration whether, on political grounds, exceptional measures should not
be taken to facilitate British enterprise in the Persian Gulf and to neutralise the efforts
being made to undermine our existing position…70

A precedent had, in fact, already been created. As a result of interdepartmental deliberations
in October 1907 between the Foreign Office, the India Office and the Admiralty, a secret
agreement was made that month with the Sheikh of Koweit.71 By this agreement Britain
was able to secure to herself control over any of the sheikh’s land suitable for use as a
terminus for the Baghdad Railway.

The British government’s commercial strategy from 1907 to the outbreak of war in 1914
was three-pronged. Its first tactic was that of constant diplomatic complaint to the German
and Turkish governments about the threat posed by the Baghdad Railway to Britain’s long-
established commercial interests. These were described, repeatedly, as the valuable
Baghdad-Basra trade, the shipping trade entering Basra, the mail trade from India, the
carrying trade on the Mesopotamian rivers and the Indian pilgrim traffic to religious
shrines.72 By contrast, ‘German commerce, supported by the great local organisation of
the railway and its powerful officials…would almost inevitably compete with weighted
dice’.73 The Foreign Office never tired of pointing out that basing the railway upon Turkish
government kilometric guarantees meant ‘that it is in the interest of the Turkish
Exchequer…that no other railway concessions should be granted in the adjoining regions’.74

Britain’s refusal in 1909–10 to agree to the Turkish request for a further 4 per cent increase
in Turkish customs dues unless Britain obtained a satisfactory participation in the line was
on the ground that the additional customs revenue would be ‘used, whether directly or by
liberating other revenues, to facilitate the prolongation of a railway which must, as at present
controlled, have a prejudicial effect on established trade interests in Mesopotamia’.75 As
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65 per cent of this trade was British, then British trade would also carry the main burden
of the increased customs charge.76 This argument was undoubtedly merely a lever—a word
used by Grey himself—however firmly pursued, to obtain a satisfactory accommodation
over the Baghdad Railway. So also was Grey’s demand for a ‘protective’ concession for an
alternative railway line down the Tigris valley.77 As he told the Turkish Ambassador formally
in April 1910, the Baghdad Railway without British participation ‘would seriously modify,
and was indeed intended to modify, the economic position of this country in regard to the
trade of Mesopotamia; would affect the political situation in the Persian Gulf to the
detriment of British interests; and assuredly would have important influence in regard to
the Indian Empire’.78

The convention which was finally initialled between Britain and Turkey on 12 August
1913 certainly secured Britain’s commercial and political interests very satisfactorily.79

More, in view of Britain’s weakened bargaining position in mid-1912, when it was
discovered that the Shatt-el-Arab could be made suitably navigable upstream to Basra for
Basra to be the railway terminal and not Koweit, the terms of the convention may be
regarded as a considerable coup for the British negotiators.80 Chief credit was due to Alwyn
Parker, that junior, background figure in the Foreign Office who handled the details of the
long and extremely complex railway and associated negotiations.

In the meantime the British government had two other tactics to follow in its commercial
strategy against German competition. The first of these was to try to persuade British
merchants and shippers to improve their methods themselves and be more competitive. As
with the merchants who had already disappointed George Lloyd, the 1908–9 government
reports also concluded that the remedy for most of the deficiencies in British shipping
practice to the Gulf lay with the shippers themselves. Like the merchants, however, when
faced with concrete suggestions from the Board of Trade, they mostly turned them down.
The Board pressed the ‘Combine’ of three British shipping lines plying the Gulf trade hard,
but unsuccessfully, to turn down a profit-sharing proposition made by the German
Hamburg-America Line in 1908.81 The shippers also refused to lower their freight rates
without a government subsidy; it was, after all, firmly believed that the Germans were
receiving such assistance from their government in one form or another.82 None the less,
this was one option which was not made available to the British shipping companies to the
Gulf in the years up to the war.83 By 1913–14 the British and Indian share of the total Gulf
trade (as always, excluding the local Gulf trade) was still 83 per cent, but German
competition had made considerable progress in specific areas.84 In particular, as Lord
Inchcape of the P.&O.Line told the government, the British shipowners had not been able
to compete successfully with the German line (‘owing to the German subsidies’) and had
been obliged to come to terms with them over freight rates.85

George Lloyd’s report had also urged direct government intervention in support of ‘the
expansion of British trade and interests in a part of the world so closely connected with the
vitality of our Indian Empire’.86 As he pointed out, ‘Trade and politics are closely allied in
all countries: in Turkey they are inseparable’.87 But direct commercial intervention,
although this was the third tactic in the government’s commercial strategy, was the hardest
weapon for a laissez-faire government to use.88 Apart from the determined negotiations
over the Baghdad Railway, and the securing in 1908 of a British adviser to reorganise the
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Turkish customs administration—which was in large part a political move89—there was
little the Foreign Office could do. It had already, in 1907, gone so far as to ask the Board
of Trade to interview various directors and managers of Indian and Eastern banks in an
effort to persuade them to open a branch in Baghdad, but none would do so without a
subsidy.90 The National Bank of Turkey did establish itself in Constantinople in 1909 with
warm Foreign Office encouragement, though this did not solve the Baghdad problem and,
anyway, it was intended to offset French influence rather than German. But this
encouragement did not last, and both bank and Foreign Office became increasingly
disenchanted with each other.91 The Foreign Office did make great diplomatic efforts to
help British interests obtain an oil concession over most of Mesopotamia, but this was
justified on strategic and not commercial grounds, it involved in the end including German
interests, and the actual concession had still not been obtained by the time the war broke
out.92 The Foreign Office did press the Porte in June 1909 to allow the Lynch firm to regain
its old monopoly on the Tigris and Euphrates. But so strong was local protest at the news
of this scheme, which appeared to presage a resumption of the company’s former, crushing
monopolistic freight rates, that the Turkish Cabinet resigned, at least partly on this issue,
the Foreign Office declined to press the Turks further and the scheme was dropped.93

British support of the Lynch firm subsequently was a direct reflection of the government’s
concern about German competition rather than a belief in the virtues of the firm, about
which they had actually few illusions. To this concern can be attributed the Foreign Office’s
(though not the India Office’s) decision in May 1914 to revive the old subsidy to the firm
and pay it £2,000 a year for two years.94 This heresy was saved by the bell.

British interest in the Ottoman Empire other than Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf in
the years before the First World War was chiefly concerned with the play of international
politics in the western part of the Empire. This was not an area of primary concern to the
British government except in terms of its relations with the ruling regime in Constantinople
or in terms of the approaches to the Suez Canal and the East. The government could,
therefore, by and large, play a mediatory role in international crises in the Balkans while
trying at the same time to preserve the balance of influence among the Great Powers and
the continued existence of the Ottoman Empire, with or without all its Balkan dominions.
This applied to Britain’s attitude to the Bosnian annexation crisis of 1908,95 the Tripoli War
of 1911,96 the Balkan Wars of 1912–1397 and even to the major diplomatic conflict between
the Powers in the region before the First World War—the Liman von Sanders affair.98

That quarrel was, after all, a Russo-German one and, anyway, Britain could hardly protest
at a German general being appointed to reorganise the Turkish army when a British admiral
was busy reorganising the Turkish navy. Over the longstanding Macedonian reform question
Britain played only second fiddle to Austria and Russia, and no direct British interests were
concerned, although Macedonia’s endemic strife posed a constant threat to the stability of
the Ottoman Empire.99 Under pressure from public opinion and especially from the Balkan
Committee, a group of political, religious and academic humanitarians,100 both Landsdowne
and Grey were, however, obliged to press Macedonian reform on the sultan, realising well
that this was harming Britain’s own interests, with efforts that were largely ineffectual.101

The most basic British interest directly threatened by the Balkan conflicts was Britain’s
seaborne position. As far as the Straits themselves were concerned, British policy since the
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mid-nineteenth century had been to maintain the status quo unless it were altered equally
for all the Powers.102 This policy was reaffirmed in October 1908 and maintained
throughout the following years up to the First World War. Britain herself had no strategic
interest in her navy being able to pass into the Black Sea, although she had commercial
shipping through the Straits that was from time to time, between 1911 and 1914, threatened
by the series of Balkan crises. Such a threat in early 1912, when Turkey closed the Straits,
led to British pressure on the Turks to reopen them, even if only temporarily, to allow
bottled-up ships and men and perishable produce to pass through.103 At no time did Britain
dispute Turkey’s right to take such measures as she considered necessary for her defence,
so long as those measures did not affect the rights of neutrals.104

It was Britain’s dominant position in the eastern Mediterranean itself that was of most
direct concern to her during the Balkan crises. As the Foreign Office stated formally in a
memorandum of May 1912, ‘It would be difficult to overrate the importance of the part
which the sea-power outwardly and visibly exercised by Great Britain in those waters [the
eastern Mediterranean] has played in creating the position which she holds at
Constantinople…’.105 In the prolonged crisis over the Italian occupation of the Aegean
Islands, Britain’s Mediterranean dominance seemed to be under threat.106 Temporary
occupations of the Islands by other Powers for specific, short-term objectives were one
thing. But, as the Admiralty pointed out to the Foreign Office in June 1912, ‘A cardinal
factor of…[British policy] has naturally been that no strong Naval Power should be in
effective permanent occupation of any territory or harbour East of Malta, if such harbour
be capable of transformation into a fortified Naval base…’.107 The Italian occupation,
therefore, ‘would imperil our position in Egypt, would cause us to lose our control over
our Black Sea and Levant trade at its source, and would in war expose our route to the East
via the Suez Canal to the operations of Italy and her allies…’. There were thus the best of
reasons for Britain’s earnest mediatory attempts, however unsuccessful, over this issue.108

The First World War was to change very dramatically Britain’s relations with the
Ottoman Empire, for now there was no need for either country to exercise the restraints
that had previously marked their relations. The Turks unilaterally abrogated the
Capitulations, seized British commercial interests, mined the Straits and subsequently
inflicted humiliating defeat on British attempts to breach the Dardanelles defences.109 British
forces embarked on a military campaign in Mesopotamia, as well as later in Palestine, in
support of which their officers were informed that, despite the good qualities of the Ottoman
people they were nevertheless ‘cruel to subject races, backward, jealous and slow-witted’,
and ‘abjectly submissive in the face of Government orders’ as a result of ‘want of moral
courage’.110 Such people clearly deserved to lose their subject races—a fate which was
arranged by the middle of the war.111

A denial of Turkey’s right to the territorial integrity of its Empire represented, indeed,
a major change from Britain’s prewar policy. As was seen in the practice of British policy
in the Balkans in the years before the war, and as was repeated frequently by Grey to the
other Powers, to the British public and to the Turks themselves, Britain’s policy had been
undoubtedly to preserve the Ottoman Empire intact, so far as was possible, at least from
external threats, for this was in Britain’s own interests.112 But by mid-September 1914
Grey felt, like Churchill (then First Lord of the Admiralty), that Turkey was ‘behaving so
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disgracefully’ in her actions towards British subjects and British interests while still a neutral
that she ‘should be punished’.113

Just how such ‘punishment’ was to be accomplished was to become increasingly clear
during the first year of the war with Turkey. Even before Britain’s formal declaration of
war against Turkey on 5 November, the Cabinet, as early as 20 October, presaged the
abandoning of the formula of upholding, so far as was possible, the territorial integrity of
the Ottoman Empire. This was repeated by Grey in the Cabinet meeting of 2 November,
having already been telegraphed by him to St Petersburg for the Russian government.114

At the same time Britain sought to shore up her influence in the Persian Gulf and Arabia
by having the government of India issue to the Gulf and Arabian sheikhs assurances of British
support against the Turks, or indeed any foreign power. The action was to speed up the
separation of those areas from Turkish suzerainty and to provide a foundation for later
British promises to the Arabs. This foundation was strengthened by the landing on 6
November of the Expeditionary Force ‘D’ at the head of the Persian Gulf, initially made
with limited and largely political objectives, and by the capture and occupation of Basra
only three weeks later.115 Britain thus controlled the head of the Persian Gulf and the key
outlet for Mesopotamia. Further advance up the rivers was largely a combination of replying
to Turkish counter-action and continued momentum from success, coupled with the need
to impress Muslim opinion following the disastrous Dardanelles campaign, until the setback
at Kut-el-Amara in late 1915 halted any further advance for a year.

The Dardanelles failure not only affected British military policy towards Turkey but also
triggered off even greater changes in the attitudes of the Allies towards holding Turkish
territory after the war. The British government had formally recognised on 14 November
1914 Russia’s priority of interest in the future of the Straits and Constantinople.116 Grey,
too, like all his War Council colleagues (until the attack failed), had supported the
Dardanelles attack of February 1915, expecting that its success would bring the collapse of
Turkey, new Italian and Balkan allies for the British side and moral strength to Russia,
already seen by him as an uncertain ally. But Russian mistrust of Britain’s motives over the
attack brought a firm request on 4 March to annex Constantinople and the Straits in return
for guaranteeing British and French interests.117 Somewhat reluctantly the Cabinet accepted
this demand, in the event of the war being won.118 A few months earlier, when the future
of Basra was being discussed, Grey had forbidden the Viceroy to annex it as this would be
‘contrary to the principle that occupation of conquered territory by allies is provisional
pending final settlement at close of war’.119 Basra had represented a rich plum to India,
whose troops it was, after all, who had shaken the tree. Not only would it ‘absolutely
consolidate our position in the Gulf, argued the Viceroy, it would also, among other
benefits, ‘scotch the Baghdad Railway’.120 Now that Russia had made firm annexationist
demands Foreign Office scruples could relax.

The next sixteen months, until July 1916, saw considerable British efforts to define its
own territorial requirements in the Ottoman Empire, while at the same time taking account
of French and Arab claims. The complex investigations and negotiations of the de Bunsen
Committee on Asiatic Turkey, the Hussein-McMahon correspondence and the Sykes-Picot
Agreement are now well known.121 Out of these negotiations, plus the efforts during 1915
and 1916 to win Italian and Balkan allies to the war effort against Turkey,122 emerged two
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clear principles for British wartime policy in the Ottoman Empire. First, Britain was
committed after the war to obtaining control for herself over the provinces of Baghdad and
Basra and to upholding the claims of her Russian, French and Italian allies to other parts of
the Ottoman Empire. Secondly, Britain was committed to supporting Arab independence
from Turkey so long as the Arabs, under Sherif Hussein of Mecca, revolted effectively
against the Turks, thereby helping both themselves and the British war effort. Britain’s
prewar policy regarding the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire was thus totally
reversed in less than two years of war. None the less, the area over which she chose to
exercise control was still the area long held to be vital to British strategic interests in the
East: Mesopotamia, with its command of the Persian Gulf.

By the start of the final year of the war one further area, Palestine, became added to
British desiderata. Under the Sykes-Picot Agreement, Palestine, because of its multi-
religious character, had been destined to come under international control after the war.
But the exigencies of war in the following year were to change that destiny. By the Balfour
Declaration of November 1917, Britain sought to ensure a reliable Jewish presence in an
area now to be under British control. There were a variety of reasons, all strong at the time,
for such a decision,123 but the most pressing was the strategic. Palestine was, as Curzon put
it, ‘the military gate to Egypt and the Suez Canal’, which must not be allowed to pass back
into the hands of Turkey, especially a Turkey dominated by Germany.124 The
impracticability of an international regime for Palestine was increasingly borne in on the
British as the Palestine campaign progressed.125 Hence the decision to avoid more than
token Allied participation in occupied Palestine by holding it purely on a military basis; at
the conference at San Remo in April 1920 sole British control was ensured.126

By the end of the war Britain’s feelings towards the Sykes-Picot Agreement had already
undergone considerable revision. Not only had Britain’s policy regarding the
internationalisation of Palestine changed, but also Russia had withdrawn from the secret
agreements and made a separate peace. The disillusionment of the Arab leadership on
learning, as it happened almost simultaneously, of the Balfour Declaration and the details
of the Sykes-Picot Agreement necessitated some sweetening of the pill.127 Consequently,
in the course of 1918 a series of pronouncements interpreting British and French policy
towards Arab lands were made.128 Of the Anglo-French Declaration of November that year
it has been said, not unjustly, that ‘it did not contradict the Sykes-Picot Agreement: it only
concealed its most crucial details’129—those, in fact, of Anglo-French tutelage. It was not
surprising that such definition of Allied objectives in the Arab lands in idyllic terms of
Wilsonian self-determination seriously harmed Allied-Arab relations in the postwar years
when the illusion was not sustained.

In yet a further respect—the award of Mosul to France—Britain saw the Sykes-Picot
Agreement as deficient, and this raises the broader question of Britain’s economic interest
in the wartime Ottoman Empire. For almost all of the war in Turkey, thinking in Whitehall
was dominated by considerations of strategy and not of economic gain. Defence of the oil
installations in Persia and Abadan was for the politicians in Whitehall, no less (at least
initially) than for their counterparts in the government of India, merely an unfortunate
necessity and not a primary aim.130 Whitehall was well aware of the oil and other economic
advantages of the Mosul province when it accepted the arguments of Sir Mark Sykes, who
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negotiated the agreement with Picot, that British control over Baghdad and Basra provinces
alone were the best terms that could be obtained from the French and in any case secured
Britain’s essential interests in the region.131 The obtaining or allocating of new concessions
of any sort in Ottoman territory, as the Foreign Office recognised right up to the Peace
Conference, was not a viable policy consideration prior to a peace settlement.132 On the
other hand, it was well understood that once the war was won German interests would be
excluded from any Turkish territories coming under British control.133 It was only in the
last year of the war, when the question of War Aims had seriously to be considered, that
the prime economic asset of Mesopotamia—its likely rich oil supplies—notably affected
the conduct of the Turkish war. Even then it really only underlay political authorisation for
the hasty occupation of Mosul at the time of the armistice.134

That there was any consistency at all in the making of Britain’s wartime policy towards
the Ottoman Empire is to be wondered at in view of the diverse and conflicting authorities
in charge of its different aspects and phases. During these years, certainly, the influence of
the Foreign Office waned in the councils of Whitehall. At first this was because Grey had
little confidence in his ability to comment on military matters and, concerning Turkish
matters, lost his grip on the political negotiations.135 But even under Balfour from December
1916 onwards the Foreign Office never regained its former control over diplomacy.
Dominant personalities of Churchill and Kitchener at the Admiralty and War Office, plus
advisers such as Sir Mark Sykes, attached to the Directorate of Military Intelligence, filled
the gap of political advice and even negotiation.136 In any case, in March 1916 the War
Cabinet set up a committee of combined Foreign Office and India Office membership, at
first known as the Mesopotamian Advisory Committee, then as the Middle East Committee
and finally as the Eastern Committee, concerned with the future administration of the
Middle East. It was not, however, particularly effective, and Sir Robert Cecil, Assistant
Under-Secretary in the Foreign Office, sarcastically described its function to Balfour as
‘mainly…to enable George Curzon and Mark Sykes to explain to each other how little they
know about the subject’.137 Further, in January and July 1916, in an atmosphere of mounting
public criticism at the mishandling of the Dardanelles and Mesopotamian campaigns, the
War Office took over from India the direction and administration of Mesopotamian military
operations.138

One particular organisation was set up at this time which did have a key influence on
Britain’s wartime Arab policy. In February 1916 a special Foreign Office institution, the
Arab Bureau, was set up in Cairo under the existing Soudan Intelligence Department139 in
an attempt to co-ordinate the gathering of political intelligence in Arab lands and its
dissemination to a bewildering number of competing authorities in the region and in London
and India. It was also intended to co-ordinate local, pro-British and pro-Entente propaganda.
Although its information was channelled to the Foreign Office via the High Commissioner
in Cairo, Sir Henry McMahon, it was nevertheless dominated by military men of high repute
and forceful personality from the Cairo and Soudan establishment. The Foreign Office,
while increasingly uneasy and sceptical about the Arab revolt and promises to support
postwar Arab independence which the Arab Bureau was sponsoring, felt unable effectively
to question the Bureau’s expertise on Arab matters.140 The verdict of A.T. Wilson, who
had been Acting Civil Commissioner in Mesopotamia from the fall of Baghdad in March
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1917 until October 1920, was not entirely unfair when he later wrote: ‘The Arab Bureau
in Cairo died unregretted in 1920, having helped to induce His Majesty’s Government to
adopt a policy which brought disaster to the people of Syria, disillusionment to the Arabs
of Palestine and ruin to the Hijaz.’141

After the war Britain’s policy towards the defeated Ottoman Empire was based on the
same fundamental precept as before the war: to ensure Britain’s strategic communications
with her Empire in the East. But achieving basic policy aims was no more directly possible
now than in the prewar years. If this now meant taking on responsibility, expense and
bother for two mandates, Iraq and Palestine (and, as it turned out, a third—Transjordan—
created in 1921),142 in addition, of course, to control of Cyprus, Egypt and Aden, then
that was what had to be done. It was, none the less, a time of financial stringency for the
government when, as Churchill pointed out with more truth in the theory than in the
practice, ‘everything else that happens in the Middle East is secondary to the reduction in
expense’.143 If, therefore, an economic boon could be received in the form of Iraq oil, to
help meet the mandate administration costs and provide secure and strategically accessible
fuel for the navy, then the basic policy was considered doubly justifiable. Moreover, a peace
settlement had yet to be reached with the Turkish government, and this took further the
wartime reversal of Britain’s policy concerning Turkish territorial integrity. There was now
little concern to uphold even what remained of Turkey’s territorial integrity after the Arab
territories were removed. What was more, Britain now supported Turkey’s most bitter
rival in the region, Greece, to fulfil her territorial appetite at the expense of the European
and Anatolian rump of Turkey. Britain’s imperial commitments in the Middle East had
grown at the very time the new currents of nationalism and self-determination were to
make difficult the maintenance of orderly imperial rule in the new mandated territories.
This current was also to bring, in the remaining Turkish territory, a nationalist revolution
that would confront the British lion and confound many of its postwar intentions. And if
such problems delayed the making of a durable peace settlement with Turkey until mid-1923
that delay was also partly due to the quarrels and mistrust among the Allies themselves.

The making of Britain’s policy towards the Middle East in these years was complicated
further by the number of its designers and their often contradictory principles. Curzon,
Acting Foreign Secretary from January 1919 and Foreign Secretary proper from October
that year, was constantly frustrated in his attempts to direct Britain’s foreign policy.
Primarily he came up against the intervention of the Prime Minister, Lloyd George, but he
was also by-passed to a considerable extent during the Paris Peace Conference by the Foreign
Office delegation to the Peace Conference. The delegation was headed by Balfour (the
formal Foreign Secretary until he gave up the post in October 1919) and assisted by Mallet
and such able juniors as Harold Nicolson and was, in effect, a policy-making arm of the
government. Even if the decisions of this delegation required formal Foreign Office
sanction, by the time this was sought Curzon and his colleagues in London were likely to
find themselves already committed. And where there were clear differences of opinion
between the two groups, over such questions as whether or not the spoils should be divided
before or after the mandates were formally awarded, this was to cause much dissension
among the policy-makers.144
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Also dominant in Britain’s postwar policy-making was Winston Churchill. Both as
Minister for War until the end of 1920 and then as Colonial Secretary, under whose aegis
a Middle East Department145 was set up especially to co-ordinate policy and control the
running of the new mandated territories, Churchill was largely responsible during the
immediate postwar years for Britain’s policy towards those territories. The Turkish peace
settlement, nevertheless, remained Lloyd George’s dominating interest, in a policy that
remained diametrically opposed to that of both Churchill and Curzon until the former, at
least, swung passionately to his side in the Chanak crisis that was to bring down the whole
British coalition government. Of the former policymakers only Curzon thereafter remained
in power in the new government, and he it was who primarily conducted the British side
of the Turkish peace negotiations that finally reached a settlement in the Treaty of Lausanne
in July 1923.

In reaching agreement at San Remo on 24 April 1920 that France would obtain the
mandate for Syria and Britain mandates over Mesopotamia and Palestine (the latter
specifically upholding the Balfour Declaration),146 British negotiators had completed one
phase of their long and acrimonious postwar negotiations with their French counterparts.147

Britain’s priorities in Mesopotamia and Palestine had undergone considerable modification
since the early years of the war. Strategic and economic desiderata now influenced equally
the thinking in Whitehall, with a sense of imperial responsibility, arising largely from the
legacy of wartime British civil administration of the conquered areas and the need for
pacification of their disaffected Arab tribes coming an uneasy third. The desire to strengthen
imperial communications through ‘a chain of contiguous areas under British influence’ was
explained by the General Staff in late 1919:

It is hoped that in the future this chain will be strengthened by a line of rail and air
communications from west to east, as it is considered that this will strengthen our
position in India which, as our greatest possession in the east, may be likened to a
most valuable appendage at the end of the chain.148

The economic aims in Britain’s postwar negotiations with France over the Middle East
concerned the desire to secure Britain’s future oil supplies. Britain’s negotiators were
determined to gain for their country de jure sanction for their de facto military occupation
of Mosul as an integral part of the new Iraq state. In return for giving up her ‘right’ under
the Sykes-Picot Agreement to Mosul, France was to obtain participation in the oil company
to work the oil concession for the area, once the concession was formally granted by the
British-controlled Iraq state.149 The oil was guaranteed pipeline transit, accompanied by a
railway, through French-controlled Syria and a secure debouche to the Mediterranean at
the British-controlled port of Haifa. Economics and strategy thus interlocked, as an
interdepartmental meeting in Whitehall had concluded earlier in the year:

British interests…cannot be adequately safeguarded on the left flank of India unless
the entire frontier of the territory under British control is pushed northward
considerably beyond anything contemplated in the Sykes-Picot Agreement in order
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to afford adequate cover for the pipeline and lateral railway communication from
Baghdad to the Mediterranean coast to connect with Egypt…150

The two years between the award of the mandates at San Remo, their incorporation into
the Turkish peace terms signed (under protest) at Sèvres on 10 August 1920, and the League
of Nations approval on 22 July 1922 of the terms of the mandates151 saw Britain getting on
with the job of running the mandated territories and defining the superstructure of policy
towards them.152 Churchill, specifically charged with this task, might privately consider
that ‘“Mandates”, “mandatories” and things like that’ were ‘obsolescent rigmarole’ and that
‘It is quite possible that in a year or two there will be no mandates and no League of
Nations’,153 and his Assistant Secretary of State, Sir John Shuckburgh, admit that ‘a certain
air of unreality surrounds the whole subject’,154 but these were territories won by right of
conquest155 and neither Turkish regime, sultan’s or nationalists’, was prepared to challenge
their loss.

The Turks did, however, dispute the Allied postwar adjustments of other parts of the
former Ottoman Empire. Such parts included those areas in Europe and Anatolia designed
to be detached or placed under foreign, especially Greek, influence, and Mosul. Many
among Britain’s policy-makers recognised the inequity and dangers inherent in the award
of Smyrna and Thrace to Greece and the permitted Greek invasion of Smyrna in May
1919.156 Churchill and the General Staff decried the Greek terms as what Admiral de
Robeck, the Allied High Commissioner in Constantinople, called ‘a canker for years to
come, the constant irritant that will perpetuate bloodshed in Asia Minor probably for
generations’.157 Churchill and the General Staff under its Chief, Sir Henry Wilson, believed
Britain’s Turkish policy to be likely to throw the Turks into the arms of the Bolsheviks,
with serious repercussions for British policy throughout the whole Middle East and India.158

Even Curzon, who believed, like President Wilson and Lord Balfour, that the Turks should
be expelled from Europe including Constantinople, was appalled at the decision to allow
the Greeks to establish a zone in Asia Minor.159 But Lloyd George, with his aggressively
pro-Greek sentiments, dominated British policy over the Turkish peace. He was convinced,
like Venizelos, the Greek Prime Minister, that the Turks could not stand up militarily or
morally to the Greeks, who, he believed, were ‘the coming power in the Mediterranean’,
and such was his personal standing among his government colleagues that dissenting views
had little influence on his desired decisions.160 The decision not to deprive the Turks of
Constantinople had been taken in January 1920, following much argument to the
contrary;161 and the nominally international, but initially actually British, occupation of the
city two months later was essentially an ad hoc measure taken primarily to pressure the
Turkish government to accept the Allied peace terms.162 It had, not surprisingly, the further
effect of strengthening Kemal’s Nationalist movement. Britain’s remaining in
Constantinople was upheld by Cabinet on the grounds ‘that having regard to the very strong
and even dramatic line of policy taken in regard to the Treaty of Peace with Turkey, to
retire from Constantinople before a bandit like Mustapha Kemal would deal a shattering
blow to our prestige in the East’.163

The period up to the Chanak crisis of September 1922 saw a continuation of this pattern
of policy-making. It was notable, chiefly, for constant attempts by Curzon to uphold the
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need for Turkish ratification of the Treaty of Sèvres, with the Allies making concessions on
small points only. At the same time Curzon endeavoured to uphold the united Allied front,
well disintegrated now with the defection of France through the Franklin-Bouillon
agreement with the Nationalists and the difficulty of his acrimonious, personal negotiations
with the new French premier, Poincaré.164 TheAllies had agreed in the meantime to cease
either financial assistance165 or the supply of war materials to Greece, and by mid-1922 it
was clear to British policy-makers that France and Italy were secretly supplying the Turkish
Nationalists.166 Lloyd George, on the other hand, maintained his encouragement of the
Greek military advance.167

With the collapse of the Greek army in September 1922 and the Turkish Nationalist
advance into Smyrna and the ‘neutral zone’ around the Straits, Britain’s policy-makers were
forced to modify their demands on Turkey.168 Not only were France and Italy refusing to
fight the Turks, most of the Dominions refused also, and British honour and military mastery
in the Middle East were under grave threat. Churchill had immediately joined Lloyd George
and the ‘militants’ once British prestige was at stake, and the bellicose statement which he
issued to the press on 16 September,169 in Curzon’s absence and against his views, typified
the stance of himself and the premier that Britain would fight (it was hoped, not alone)
rather than give in. As the War Office explained to the General Officer Commanding the
Allied Forces of Occupation, General Sir Charles Harington:

The foundation of all our policy is the Gallipoli Peninsula and the freedom of the
Straits. For this it is of the highest importance that Chanak should be held effectively.
Quite apart from its military importance it has now become a point of immense
moral significance to the prestige of the Empire… A blow at Chanak is a blow at
Britain alone, whereas Ismid and Constantinople are matters of international
consequence affecting all the Allies…170

In a slightly different version, the United State government was informed that Britain’s
‘sole aim is to place beyond all jeopardy the future freedom of the Straits, which is a world
interest just as much as one affecting the British Empire’.171

Britain very nearly went to war over the Chanak crisis. That this was averted was due
as much to Curzon’s continued protracted and difficult negotiations with Poincaré as it was
to the tempered judgement of the men on the spot, Harington and Sir Horace Rumbold,
the High Commissioner. Curzon’s efforts to prop up the united Allied front172 produced
a joint Allied Note of 25 September to the Turks proposing a conference at Mudania,173

and succeeded in holding the French to it174 (the Italians did whatever the French did).
Harington and Rumbold continued negotiations with Kemal, delaying passing on the British
ultimatum of 30 September, and eventually brought the Turks to the conference table at
Mudania; this resulted in the Convention of 11 October.175 Sir Maurice Hankey, Secretary
to the Cabinet, wrote in his diary of these tense days that all the talk in Cabinet was of war.
Lloyd George, Churchill and others, he recorded, ‘dreaded’ Kemal’s accepting the
conference since that implied compromise terms for Britain, bringing back the Turk to
Europe and losing credit with both sides.176
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This, however, was the price of peace. The final peace treaty with Turkey was signed at
Lausanne on 24 July 1923 and was ratified by the Assembly in Angora the following month,
the sultan having quietly left Turkey on a British ship before the conference commenced.177

Churchill called the Treaty of Lausanne ‘a surprising contrast to the Treaty of Sèvres’,178

but for many of Britain’s policy-makers there was little surprise in it, however much
contrast. Britain attained its now greatly reduced essential policy points, although at the
price of many concessions. Turkey had to observe the freedom and demilitarisation of the
Straits, but there was now no international supervisory commission or zone.179 Further,
she recovered all the territory previously awarded to the Greeks, up to the River Maritza,
while Armenia was not detached from Turkey. These terms, ironically, were almost
precisely those advocated by the British General Staff, supported by the Admiralty, early
in 1919.180 Britain had also to acquiesce in the abandonment of the Capitulations and of
any attempt to supervise Turkish finances.

Curzon had compared ‘Sisyphus and his stone…[as] tame performers compared with
my daily task’ of negotiating with the Turks and coping with the lack of support of his
allies.181 Consequently, he counted it a triumph for British policy that he was at least able
to ensure that the problem of Mosul was excluded from the peace negotiations. It was left,
first, to separate Anglo-Turkish negotiations and, failing them, to the League of Nations to
settle. This problem, none the less, haunted the Lausanne negotiations, for its oil
implications were only too obvious.182 Yet, despite the aims of Britain at San Remo and
after, it was not until 1925 that the League awarded Mosul to Iraq and nearly a decade after
that before oil was to start flowing through the pipeline.

If Harold Nicolson could later describe Britain’s Turkish peace policy before Lausanne
as ‘trying to tie up a kicking hen in tissue paper’,183 he none the less rationalised that policy
at the time in terms more acceptable to his seniors in the government:

The idea which prompted our support of Greece was no emotional impulse but the
natural expression of our historical policy:—the protection of India and the Suez
Canal. For a century we had supported Turkey as the first line of defence in the
Eastern Mediterranean. Turkey had proved a broken reed and we fell back on the
second line, the line from Salamis to Smyrna… The Treaty of Sèvres was thus an
immense asset had it succeeded.184

The Treaty of Sèvres did not succeed, and its failure brought the end of Ottoman rule in
Turkey. Britain’s contribution towards that end was, in the short term, very clear indeed.
Not only did she help her allies, France and Italy, press the hated treaty on the defeated and
shaky Ottoman regime, but she also supported the invasion of Anatolia by Turkey’s
traditional enemy, the Greeks. This, together with other moves of the time, such as the
occupation of Constantinople, helped consolidate Nationalist feeling and organisation. The
recognition implicit in the Allies negotiating and signing an international treaty with the
Turkish Nationalists (while helping, albeit with some embarrassment, Turkey’s hereditary
ruler to flee the country) transformed a revolutionary regime into a national government.
More directly, in the immediate postwar years Britain had helped herself and her allies to
slices of the former Ottoman Empire so that, in fact, after 1920, apart from the later Mosul
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award, all that remained for the Great Powers to squabble over was the European and
Anatolian rump: the Empire had disappeared if the Ottomans as yet remained.

In the long term it is harder to ascertain Britain’s responsibility for the fall of an empire
that was widely seen as imminent for a very long time. Indeed, in the decades before 1914
as in the preceding century, Britain’s clear policy was to maintain the independence of
Turkey and the territorial integrity of at least the central and Asiatic portions of its Empire.
This did not inhibit Britain from using that Empire for her own purposes and so in effect
undermining Turkish authority in many ways. None the less, as an individual Great Power
involved in getting what she could out of the Ottoman Empire and using it as a pawn in the
play of Great Power politics, Britain was no more responsible than any of the other Great
Powers for weakening Ottoman authority, and rather less responsible than some. As the
rise of the Young Turks showed, nationalist forces were likely to have arisen anyway, given
the weak state of the sultan’s regime, and sooner or later could have overthrown it. It so
happened that in a war in which Britain, just as much as Turkey, was fighting for its survival
Britain won and, in exacting the traditional compensation of a victor as well as rewards for
her allies, helped destroy the Ottoman Empire.
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