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Preface

The story of Nazi Germany’s involvement in the Middle East has hitherto largely been viewed as a dramatic tale of might-have-been that was nevertheless marginal to Middle East history and the course of World War II. In fact, however, this episode was central to the modern history of the Middle East and continues to reverberate many decades later given its profound effects on Arab nationalism, Islamism, and the course taken by the Palestinian Arab movement.

The recent release by the U.S. government of massive quantities of both wartime and postwar documents coupled with the translation of previously unused German documents and Arabic-language accounts permits a much fuller telling of the story of the interactions among Arabs, Muslims, and Germans.

To understand this history requires bringing together several elements. First, there was the German strategy, beginning in the late nineteenth century, that saw Berlin’s interests in the Middle East as being linked to an Islamic jihad against Germany’s European rivals conducted with the help of Muslim organizations.

On the other side were radical forces of nationalism and Islamism in rebellion against the regional status quo. These latter groups would become not merely Nazi Germany’s protégés but its partners due to common interests and a set of parallel ideas. This was, then, neither purely an alliance of convenience nor a situation in which the Nazis were the teachers and the Middle Easterners were the pupils.

Beyond the world war itself and the collapse of Nazi Germany these events were to have long-term ramifications for Middle Eastern history going far beyond 1945. The Middle East was the only part of the world where the local allies of Nazi Germany and those holding so many of the same ideas actually emerged triumphant in the postwar world.

Again, these forces were not Nazi or fascist—they would later draw many ideas from the Communist bloc—but radical nationalist and Islamist forces that held certain parallel views and at times converged and created syntheses. Their political triumphs came not so much against their external opponents but over their more moderate Arab and Muslim rivals. During the first round, despite the defeat of their European allies, these forces were able to destroy and discredit nonauthoritarian thinking and methods in the late 1940s and throughout the 1950s. Their success was so thorough that liberal democratic forces—not uncommon in the Arabic-speaking world before the 1930s—did not again emerge as contenders for power until the first decade of the twenty-first century.

Today there is a second round in that battle. Revolutionary Islamism, one of the movements that cooperated with Imperial Germany up to 1918 and Nazi Germany up to 1945, has reemerged to challenge its former partner, militant Arab nationalism, which had crushed it in the 1950s. Once again, moderate democratic views are facing a three-way battle in which they are at a considerable disadvantage. At any rate, the ideological debates and political battles reflected in and unleashed, beginning in 2011, by the “Arab Spring” which, according to many observers, seemed to have turned into an “Islamist Spring,” can only be fully understood with reference to the earlier eras documented here.

We thank those who assisted us in granting Freedom of Information Act Requests to the U.S. National Archives for CIA records, especially the coordinator for information, Scott Koch, in Washington, D.C.; and likewise Caroline Lugato for arranging access to the Bundesnach-richtendienst collections in the German Federal Archives.

Our gratitude is due to the Global Research in International Affairs (GLORIA) Center and especially to Yeru Chernilovsky. We want to give warmest thanks to the archivists Lars Amelung, Ludwig Biewer, Birgit Kmezik, Oxana Kosenko, Martin Kröger, Larry McDonald, Michael Petersen, Knut Piening, Christoph Stamm, Christiane Stegemann, Gabriele Teichmann, and Dominik Zier. We have researched private collections, among them those of Joseph W. Eaton, Hannelore Grobba, Maria Pawelke, and Manfred G. Steffen. Our thanks go to colleagues Wajih Abd as-Sadiq Atiq, Xavier Bougarel, Joel Fishman, Rainer Karlsch, Jacob M. Landau, Walter Z. Laqueur, Bernd Lemke, Astrid Ley, Jamal Malik, Sean McMeekin, Bernard Lewis, Stefan Meining, Chantal Metzger, Daniel Pipes, Wladimir J. Sacharow, Hans-Ulrich Seidt, Abd ar-Rauf Sinnu, and Matthias Uhl. And last but not least, we thank our agent Andrew Stuart; our editor, Sarah Miller and her assistant, Heather Gold; and our copy editor, Gavin Lewis, and our senior editor Margaret Otzel, for all their efforts.
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Nazis, Islamists, and the Making of the Modern Middle East


1 From Station Z to Jerusalem

It began as another normal summer day in June 1942 at the Sachsenhausen concentration camp near Berlin, the place where SS trainees were taken to see how the Master Race’s captive enemies should be treated.1 Three barracks in a separate section housed Jewish prisoners, mainly Polish citizens or men deported from Berlin. On that particular day, a squad of shouting guards ordered the Jewish prisoners of Barrack 38 to line up for four special visitors participating in an SS tour.2

As a model SS facility Sachsenhausen was run with the utmost efficiency and discretion. Whenever a prisoner was murdered or died, the nearby town’s officials filled out a routine death certificate, as if his passage from life had been an ordinary one. Only the wafting smell of death from the cremation chimneys suggested otherwise.3 Yet this visit was handled with even greater care. Fritz Grobba, the Nazi regime’s chief Middle East expert and liaison with its Arab allies, emphasized the event’s importance. Everything must be perfect.4 So seriously did the Reich’s leadership take this occasion that SS chief Heinrich Himmler personally drove to Sachsenhausen beforehand and took the planned tour himself.

The timing was carefully selected. In May, just one month earlier, the Germans had begun a new project in Sachsenhausen that they wanted to show off to their allies. It was codenamed Station Z. The choice of the letter “Z,” the alphabet’s last letter, was to symbolize that this place would mark the end of the road for Jews, not only in Sachsenhausen but throughout Europe.

For years, the Nazis had experimented with the best method for exterminating Jews and others. Starting with individual hangings, they moved on to shooting people in groups, more efficient but still slow. The breakthrough in mass producing death came in 1941 with the development of camouflaged gas chambers. These had just been installed at Sachsenhausen along with four new crematoria to speed up disposal of corpses. In May, Himmler ordered the killing of 250 Jews in the camp as a test run. The system worked flawlessly.5

And so, in June 1941, four special Arab guests visited the prototype for future death camps. Their interest had a very practical purpose. One day, they planned to create their own Station Z’s in the Middle East near Tunis, Baghdad, and Jericho to eliminate all the Jews in the region.

That goal had been set in a January 1941 letter that Amin al-Husaini, the Palestine Arab political and religious leader, sent German Chancellor Adolf Hitler. Al-Husaini asked Hitler to help Arabs solve the Jewish question in their lands the way it was being done in Germany.6 To succeed they must learn the Nazis’ techniques and obtain their technology.

This was why four officials from Germany’s Arab allies were at Sachsenhausen in June 1942, preparing for the day they would return home behind Hitler’s army. One interpretation of the documents has been that they were all aides, one of al-Husaini and three working for Germany’s other main Arab ally, Rashid Ali al-Kailani, Iraq’s former ruler who had been overthrown by a British invasion the previous year and fled to Berlin. The delegation’s Palestinian Arab member would have been either al-Husaini’s security adviser, Safwat al-Husaini, or another nephew, Musa al-Husaini, who handled propaganda and agitation.

Another interpretation, however, is more dramatic: the four visitors might have included Germany’s two main Arab allies in person—al-Husaini and al-Kailani—each with one aide. The evidence points to at least al-Kailani’s personal presence.7 Grobba had written, “There shouldn’t be concerns about the participation of al-Kailani himself in this inspection.”8 Foreign Ministry Under Secretary Martin Luther asked “Why al-Kailani and his entourage had visited that camp.”9 The visitors most likely, then, included al-Kailani, an Iraqi and a Palestinian Arab whom their bosses had assigned to the SS course, along with either a second Iraqi assistant or, less probably, al-Husaini himself.
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Figure 1. On July 15, 1942, at his East Prussian headquarters near Rastenburg, Hitler meets the former Iraqi premier Rashid Ali al-Kailani, a member of the al-Qadiriyya brotherhood, which together with seven similar Islamist organizations played a key role in Berlin’s Middle East policy from 1894 on. On May 15, 1942, al-Kailani promised Hitler in a secret letter “to fight the common enemy until final victory.”

Whether or not he personally visited the death camp on that occasion, the grand mufti emerged as Nazi Germany’s main Arab and Muslim ally. He and his entourage had first fled British arrest for stirring a bloody revolt in Palestine, and had then—after a stay as al-Kailani’s guest in Baghdad—fled to Germany ahead of the British army. On November 28, 1941, Hitler gave al-Husaini a long audience as a mark of special favor, during which they agreed to cooperate in committing genocide against the Jews.

The path leading to that moment started in 1871, when Prussia led neighboring states into the creation of a united Germany. Arab intellectuals later saw this as a model for doing the same thing. Before World War I, Germany’s monarch, the kaiser portrayed himself as patron of Muslims and Arabs. During the war, Germany fomented a jihad to encourage Muslims to fight on its side.

After the war, the thinking of Hitler and al-Husaini had developed along parallel lines. Both the grand mufti and Hitler developed the idea that only exterminating the Jews would let them achieve their goals.10 The two men each sought allies with a similar worldview.11 When Hitler became Germany’s chancellor in 1933, the grand mufti visited the German consulate in Jerusalem to offer cooperation. That same year, Hitler’s autobiography, Mein Kampf, was serialized in Arab newspapers and became a best-selling book.

Nazi Germany and its ideology became popular among Arabs for many reasons. They, too, saw themselves as a weak, defeated, and humiliated people, much like the Germans after World War I. Germany was also an enemy of Britain (which ruled Egypt, Sudan, Jordan, Palestine, and Iraq); France (which ruled North Africa, Lebanon, and Syria); and the USSR (which had large Muslim-populated areas).

In addition, many Arabs hoped to copy Nazi Germany’s seemingly magic formula for quickly becoming strong and victorious by having a powerful government mobilizing the masses by passionate patriotism, militant ideology, and hatred of scapegoats. That fascist Italy offered the same model reinforced the idea.

The grand mufti later wrote that many Arabs proclaimed, “Thank goodness, al-Hajj Muhammad Hitler has come.”12 The regimes that would later rule Iraq for forty years, Syria for fifty years, and Egypt for sixty years were all established by groups and leaders who had been Nazi sympathizers.

The alliance between these two forces was logical. Al-Husaini’s 1936–39 Palestinian Arab rebellion received weapons from Berlin and money from Rome. In 1937, he urged Muslims to kill all the Jews living in Muslim lands, calling them “scum and germs.”13 But al-Husaini’s ambitions went further. He wanted German backing not only to wipe out the Jews in the Middle East but also to make him ruler over all Arabs. In exchange for Berlin’s backing, he pledged to bring the Muslims and Arabs into an alliance with Germany; spread Nazi ideology; promote German trade; and “wage terror,” in his own words, against the British and French.

The Nazis were eager for this partnership. They established special relationships with the Muslim Brotherhood, the Ba’th Party, the Young Egypt movement, and radical factions in Syria, Iraq, and Palestine. Berlin also hoped to build links with the kings of Egypt and Saudi Arabia. In 1939, for example, Hitler met Saudi King Abd al-Aziz Ibn Saud’s envoy, Khalid al-Qarqani, telling him: “We view the Arabs with the warmest sympathy for three reasons. First, we do not pursue any territorial aspirations in Arab lands. Second, we have the same enemies. And third, we both fight against the Jews. I will not rest until the very last of them has left Germany.”

Al-Qarqani agreed, saying that the prophet Muhammad had acted similarly in driving all the Jews out of Arabia. A Muslim could make no more flattering comparison. Hitler asked al-Qarqani to tell his king that Germany wanted an alliance and would arm both Saudi Arabia and al-Husaini’s men.14

But first, Hitler had to decide precisely how “the very last” of the Jews were to leave Germany. As late as 1941, Hitler thought this could happen, in the words of Hermann Göring in July, by “emigration or evacuation.”15 Yet since other countries refused to take many or any Jewish refugees, Palestine was the only possible refuge, as designated by the League of Nations in 1922. If that last safe haven was closed, mass murder would be Hitler’s only alternative.

The importance of the Arab-Muslim alliance for Berlin, along with the grand mufti’s urging, ensured that outcome. And al-Husaini would be present at the critical moment Hitler chose it. In November 1941, al-Husaini arrived in Berlin to a reception showing the Germans saw him as future leader of all Arabs and Muslims, perhaps even reviver of the Islamic caliphate. He was housed in the luxurious Castle Bellevue, once home to Germany’s crown prince and today the official residence of Germany’s president.

Al-Husaini was paid for his personal and political needs an amount equivalent to about twelve million dollars a year in today’s values.16 The funds were raised by selling gold seized from Jews sent to concentration camps.17 Following this pattern, al-Husaini requested and received as his office an expropriated Jewish apartment. His staff was housed in a half-dozen other houses provided by the Germans. In addition, al-Husaini was given a suite in Berlin’s splendid Hotel Adlon and, for vacations, luxurious accommodations at the Hotel Zittau and Oybin Castle in Saxony.18

On the German side, Grobba was his guide and handler; Ernst von Weizsäcker, a state secretary and SS general, his liaison with the Foreign Ministry. Von Weizsäcker preferred courting Turkey rather than the Arabs since it had a large army—thirty-six brigades easily expandable to fifty—while all Arab countries combined had just seven, and those mostly under British officers.19
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Figure 2. Hitler in conversation with Grand Mufti al-Hajj Amin al-Husaini, November 28, 1941. At their meeting they concluded the pact of Jewish genocide in Europe and the Middle East, and immediately afterward, Hitler gave the order to prepare for the Holocaust. The next day invitations went out to thirteen Nazis for the Wannsee Conference to begin organizing the logistics of this mass murder.

But Hitler had a higher opinion of the grand mufti’s value. All his other Arab or Muslim partners had followers in just one country; al-Husaini had transnational influence. The grand mufti sought to prove himself worthy of these high expectations. At the Bellevue, he met not only Arab politicians but also exiled Muslim leaders from the USSR, India, Afghanistan, and the Balkans.

Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop was impressed, telling al-Husaini, “We have watched your fight for a long time. We have always admired you, fascinated by your dangerous adventures. . . .” Von Ribbentrop assured al-Husaini of the Reich’s support.20 The Germans accepted al-Husaini’s claim that the Arab masses would rally to their side if Berlin guaranteed independence from British and French rule as well as stopping all Jewish immigration into Palestine. In March 1941, Berlin secretly promised to support Arab independence.21 In October, Berlin and Rome publicly announced that policy.22

Among themselves, German officials called al-Husaini the most important Muslim cleric and leader of the Arabs in Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, Transjordan (today Jordan), Iraq, and elsewhere.23 Hitler called him the “principal actor of the Middle East, a realist, not a dreamer.”24 A contemporary U.S. intelligence assessment agreed, claiming al-Husaini was seen throughout the Middle East as “the greatest leader of the Arab peoples now alive.”25

In recognition of this estimate, Hitler gave al-Husaini a ninety-minute meeting on November 28, 1941. Hitler’s preparatory briefing, written by Grobba, stressed that al-Husaini was in tune with Germany’s ideological and strategic interests.26 The red carpet was rolled out with the Nazi regime’s considerable talent for dramatic pomp. The grand mufti stepped from his limousine to see a two-hundred-man honor guard and a band playing military music. Hitler greeted him warmly, “I am most familiar with your life.”

His Arab guest returned the compliments, pleased to find Hitler not only a powerful speaker but also a patient listener. Al-Husaini thanked the German dictator for long supporting the Palestinian Arab cause. The Arabs, he asserted, were Germany’s natural friends, believed it would win the war, and were ready to help. Al-Husaini explained his plan to Hitler. He would recruit an Arab Legion to fight for the Axis; Arab fighters would sabotage Allied facilities while Arab and Muslim leaders would foment revolts to tie up Allied troops and add territory and resources for the Axis.

Hitler accepted, saying the alliance would help his life-and-death struggle with the two citadels of Jewish power: Great Britain and Soviet Russia. At that moment, the Third Reich was at the height of its victories. German forces were advancing deep inside the Soviet Union and nearer its border with Iran. General Erwin Rommel was moving into Egypt and many Egyptians thought Cairo might soon fall. When the day of German victory came, Hitler continued, Germany would announce the Arabs’ liberation. The grand mufti would become leader of most Arabs. All Jews in the Middle East would be killed.27 When al-Husaini asked for a written agreement, Hitler replied that he had just given him his personal promise and that should be sufficient.28

For al-Husaini, the meeting could not have gone better. Not only was the might of triumphant Germany, Europe’s master, sponsoring the Arab cause, but the world’s most powerful man was backing him personally. Hitler was also pleased. Afterward, he called al-Husaini “the principal actor in the Middle East,” a sly fox, a realist, and—with his blond hair and blue eyes—an Aryan, too. And so Hitler forgave al-Husaini what the German leader called his sharp and mouse-like countenance.29

Germany’s certification of the grand mufti as its candidate to be Arab and Muslim leader was confirmed in a uniquely Nazi manner. The day after the meeting, the grand mufti went to see a physician, Dr. Pierre Schrumpf, whose thorough physical checkup lasted six hours. The doctor concluded that al-Husaini was no mere Arab but a Circassian, thus a Caucasian, and hence an Aryan. His pseudoscientific diagnosis rested on distinctively unphysical reasoning. An Arab could never have kept up the battle against the British and Jews, the doctor explained, but would have sold out to them. Al-Husaini’s steadfastness proved he was an Aryan. And since he was an Aryan he would be a faithful ally for Nazi Germany.30

But there was another consequence of the al-Husaini–Hitler meeting to cement their alliance. A few hours after seeing the grand mufti Hitler ordered invitations sent for a conference to be held at a villa on Lake Wannsee. The meeting’s purpose was to plan the comprehensive extermination of all Europe’s Jews.

Considerations of Muslim and Arab alliances, of course, were by no means the sole factor in a decision that grew from Hitler’s own anti-Semitic obsession. But until that moment the German dictator had left open the chance that expulsion might be an alternative to extermination.

When Hitler first told Heydrich to find a “final solution,” the dictator had included expelling the Jews as an option. Already, the regime estimated. it had let about 500,000 Jews leave Germany legally during seven years of Nazi rule. Yet if the remaining Jews could only go to Palestine, and since ending that immigration was al-Husaini’s top priority, emigration or expulsion would sabotage the German-Arab alliance.31 Given the combination of the strategic situation and Hitler’s personal views, choosing to kill the Jews and gain the Arab and Muslim assets necessary for his war effort was an easy decision.32

Consequently, Hitler ordered the Wannsee Conference to devise a detailed plan for genocide.33 Since this decision was linked to the alliance with al-Husaini he would be the first non-German informed about the plan, even before it was formally presented at the conference. Adolf Eichmann himself was assigned to this task.

Eichmann briefed al-Husaini in the SS headquarters map room, using the presentation prepared for the conference. The grand mufti, Eichmann’s aide recalled, was very impressed, so taken with this blueprint for genocide that al-Husaini asked Eichmann to send an expert—probably Dieter Wisliceny—to Jerusalem to be his own personal adviser for setting up death camps and gas chambers once Germany won the war and he was in power.34

As a first step, it was agreed that once Rommel captured Egypt, an SS unit commanded by Walther Rauff, Heydrich’s thirty-five-year-old aide who had developed mobile gassing vans, would arrive in Cairo to eliminate the Jews there before following the Wehrmacht into Palestine for an encore.35 In June 1942, Rauff did begin this project, killing twenty-five hundred Jews in German-occupied Tunisia. If the Germans had taken Egypt and then Palestine, this would have been the rehearsal for larger operations. With German armies approaching the Middle East near the Libya-Egypt and Soviet-Iran borders, the idea that within a year German-advised Arabs might have murdered all of the Jews in the region seemed realistic.

And that was why an Arab delegation was invited for a preview at the Sachsenhausen camp. They were briefed by the camp’s SS commander, Colonel Hans Loritz, who, with eight years’ experience, was the Reich’s top expert in running concentration camps. After fielding questions he led the tour of the barracks, eating halls, washrooms, kitchens, and dispensary. Leaving nothing to chance, the Germans had prepared a dramatic event. A group of sixty Soviet officers, singing enthusiastically, marched out of the camp dressed in new German army uniforms. These were, Loritz explained, prisoners of war who had volunteered to fight the Communist regime.36 The guests got the message. Everyone wanted to be on the winning side, and if Germany could turn Soviet officers against Stalin, Arabs could recruit Muslims to fight Churchill.

One German official, however, was horrified by that visit. The Foreign Ministry’s undersecretary, Martin Luther, demanded that Arabs not be allowed into any concentration camp lest they tell others about what they saw. If Germany’s enemies discovered mass murder was happening they would use this as a propaganda weapon against the Third Reich.

Luther, a party veteran, also worried that leaks would sabotage his job of convincing German satellite or allied states to turn over their Jews for transport to the death camps. If word got out, those regimes might balk at cooperating due either to Allied pressure or to fear of future punishment.37 Infuriated, Luther complained to Grobba that von Ribbentrop had promised him the visit wouldn’t happen.38 Luther’s request to suspend this particular tour was denied39 The SS promised him there would be no more tours in future but held them anyway, including a likely later visit by al-Husaini to Auschwitz.40 As for Luther, in 1943 he went too far in conspiring to replace von Ribbentrop’s job and was sent to Sachsenhausen himself.

The importance of Nazi Germany’s connections with Arab and Muslim allies was quite clear to Hitler and most of his lieutenants. They saw this alliance as vital to their war effort and the key to conquering the Middle East. Hitler thought al-Husaini would emerge as leader of a vast Arab empire that would be his junior partner. Yet what was the background of this German fixation with Arab revolts and Islamic jihad, and precisely how did this alliance develop on both sides?


2 A Christian Imperial Strategy of Islamic Revolution

Nazi Middle East strategy would be rooted in debates begun a half-century earlier, in the 1880s, and on how that policy was implemented during World War I. That German strategy was to portray itself as champion of downtrodden Muslims and to promote jihads against Germany’s enemies.

The original debate setting German policy on this course was between the two men who dominated modern Germany’s origin, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck and Kaiser Wilhelm II. Conservative and cautious, Bismarck urged that the new country focus on economic development rather than seek to be Europe’s leader or a global power. In an 1888 speech to Parliament, he explained why not following his advice would lead Germany to catastrophe.1

First, von Bismarck said, Germany must avoid war because of its poor geographical situation that left it open to attack on three fronts simultaneously since it was surrounded by Russia, France, and Great Britain. In comparison, Britain was an island fortress protected from invasion by its rule over the seas, while France and Russia were only vulnerable along their borders with Germany.

Second, Germany should avoid making enemies because the common interests of Britain, France, and Russia gave them good reason to ally against Germany rather than to support it.

Third, by the time Germany became a united country in 1871, Great Britain, France, and Russia already had large overseas empires. Germany couldn’t catch up. Von Bismarck’s lack of interest in Middle East colonies made him remark that gaining territory in the Ottoman Empire wasn’t worth the bones of a single German soldier.2

Instead of seeking empire, von Bismarck concluded, Germany should focus on commercial opportunities. Middle East peace was in German interests while any attempt to alter the regional situation would set off a losing war in Europe.3

Some powerful Germans, however, contemptuously dismissed von Bismarck’s arguments. They thought that not having an empire consigned Germany to be eternally a second-rate power. Reversing von Bismarck’s geopolitical analysis, General Hermann Count von Schlieffen replied that only overseas expansion would let Germany leap over its encirclement within Europe.4

Wilhelm II, who came to the throne in 1888, agreed with von Schlieffen. Within twelve months of being crowned, Wilhelm forced von Bismarck into retirement and reversed his policy. For the kaiser, in addition to finding raw materials and markets for Germany’s growing industry, empire or at least a sphere of influence in the Middle East was imperative.5 Alongside practical considerations was a considerable romantic element. Fascinated by the Middle East, Wilhelm dreamed of being an oriental potentate or reincarnation of Alexander the Great. Two trips to the Ottoman Empire, in 1889 and 1898, convinced him that this was his destiny.

In a January 1896 message to Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II, Wilhelm tactlessly complained that the British wrongly thought the Mediterranean an “English Sea” and that their hold on the Middle East was unbreakable.6 Wilhelm confidently explained that a friend of his had met a Muslim prophet so influential in India7 that a signal from him would spark revolution there. Losing India would reduce Britain to a third-rank power.8

This man’s name was Sayyid al-Kailani and the kaiser’s “friend” was Max von Oppenheim, who had met al-Kailani in 1893.9 Sayyid was descended from Abd al-Qadir, a twelfth-century preacher who founded a group that spread to China, India, Pakistan, Turkey, the Balkans, and Africa. Von Oppenheim also told the kaiser of eight similar brotherhoods, for example the as-Sanusiyya of North Africa, that Germany might use to organize a jihad against its enemies.

While Sayyid al-Kailani (from the Persian highland area Jilan, Kilan in Arabic and in Iraqi also al-Kailan) himself would never launch a pro-German revolt, one of his descendants would do so almost a half-century after von Oppenheim’s prediction and at a time when von Oppenheim was still a top German agent. That man, Rashid Ali al-Kailani, would lead a pro-German coup that took over Iraq in May 1941. So in a sense the kaiser’s prophecy would come to pass, albeit to fail.

The immediate effect of the kaiser’s bragging was to hurt himself. The Russians were so alarmed by the kaiser’s ambition that they shared this message with the British and later entered an anti-German alliance with London and Paris. After all, Berlin could also try to launch a jihad against them in their own Muslim-populated areas. And that concern would also prove accurate.

The British, hypersensitive to interference with their lifeline to India and protectorate over Egypt, saw the kaiser’s interest in the region as a serious threat. Some news of these German plots would eventually reach the British novelist and intelligence official John Buchan. While working for the War Propaganda Bureau during World War I, he wrote a successful spy novel, Greenmantle, about a villainous German conspiracy to seize the Middle East as a base for conquering Europe. Through a charismatic Muslim preacher (whose codename is “Green-mantle”), a high Foreign Ministry diplomat explains to the novel’s narrator, a German-backed jihad will “astonish the world . . . The war must be won or lost in Europe. Yes; but if the East blazes up, our effort will be distracted from Europe. . . . The stakes are no less than victory and defeat.”10

To implement this strategy, Germany turned not only to individual religious leaders or brotherhoods but also to the Ottoman Empire whose monarch, as caliph, nominally led all Muslims. As such, he could declare jihad for every Muslim in the world, setting off what the kaiser called a “furor Islamiticus,” an Islamic fury against British (but not German) infidels.11 Seeing the Ottoman Turks as a kindred people, Germans dubbed them “the Germans of the Middle East.”12

The father of this policy and the man who persuaded the kaiser to implement it was Max von Oppenheim. His historic role was as important, especially since he played it over a far longer period, than that of his better-known British counterpart, T. E. Lawrence, known as Lawrence of Arabia.13
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Figure 3. Kaiser Wilhelm II leaves his camp at Jerusalem to inaugurate the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer on October 31, 1898, after starting off his official policy toward Islam with a visit to the Ottoman Sultan Abdülhamid II in Istanbul. The diplomat Max von Oppenheim, posted in Cairo, had sent the monarch his report 48 on the “Pan-Islamic Movement,” advising the use of “Islamism”—the Kaiser’s term—to inspire Muslim revolutions in enemy colonies in the event of a European war.

Born in 1860, von Oppenheim descended from a Jewish banking family in Cologne that had converted to Catholicism in his infancy.14 In 1868, Abraham, the brother of Max’s grandfather, had become the first Jew to be made a baron by Prussia’s monarchy, giving family members the right to add the aristocratic “von” to their names. Max received his law degree in 1883 but preferred to be an explorer, and his wealthy family was willing to pay for his travels. He set off, first through Syria and Iraq in 1883–84, then to Morocco in 1886, and afterward all the way to the Persian Gulf and India in 1893–94. He studied Arabic in Egypt and achieved a fair mastery of the language. On his return, von Oppenheim published his observations in two volumes. His reputation rose as the country’s leading expert on the contemporary Middle East.15 Von Oppenheim was a good observer of the region’s life and politics. His rival, Lawrence of Arabia, a great writer in his own right, would call von Oppenheim’s book the best on the area available before World War I.16

Germany’s Foreign Ministry, concerned about Islam’s spread into its African colonies, wanted an independent source of information on the topic. In 1896, through a family connection with a high-ranking Foreign Ministry official, von Oppenheim became an attaché to the German consulate in Cairo. During his service there, until 1909, he sent 467 reports to Berlin. Building a good network of contacts, von Oppenheim learned a great deal, though not all of it accurate. Ironically, despite being sent to Cairo to study Islam as a threat, von Oppenheim became convinced that, on the contrary, it offered Germany a tremendous opportunity. Soon his dispatches, including a long 1898 report on the Pan-Islamic movement, were being sent on to the kaiser.17

The Ottoman Empire was sponsoring Pan-Islamism to counter nationalism’s inroads into its subject peoples’ loyalty. The empire had already lost the Christians of southeastern Europe who had rebelled under the inspiration of Greek, Serbian, Bulgarian, and Romanian nationalism. It hoped to hold Arabs, Turks, Kurds, and others by persuading them that their Muslim identity should come first and the sultan was their caliph, endowed with full Islamic legitimacy. For the Germans, however, it was not these defensive but Pan-Islamism’s offensive aspects that were of greatest interest. What if the peoples of French-ruled North Africa and those under British control in India or Egypt would also demand an Islamic government? What if Russia’s Muslim subjects sought the same? That would be the best way to subvert Germany’s rivals.

On the eve of Kaiser Wilhelm’s 1898 Middle East trip, von Oppenheim advised him to back Islamism as a political movement.18 He explained that Muslims wanted to end the reign of Christian powers (that is, Britain, France, and Russia) over Muslim-majority lands. In part, this was a response to spreading Western culture and political power; in part, a realization of Islam’s command to unite and make their societies follow its precepts. Muslims, von Oppenheim wrote, had established a unified state in the seventh century and sustained it for centuries. Starting in the 1860s the Ottomans had revived this effort by using Islam to retain the loyalty of its Muslim subjects. Von Oppenheim thought this campaign had succeeded, and that Muslims were increasingly viewing the Ottoman sultan-caliph as protector of Islam and its holy places. This was good for Germany which, he claimed, was the Muslims’ favorite European country since it had no colonies in the area and was friendly to the Ottoman Empire.

Von Oppenheim was more enthusiastic than accurate in many of his conclusions, misled by wishful thinking or informants’ eagerness to tell him what he wanted to hear in hope of gaining Berlin’s financial and political support. To answer criticisms, von Oppenheim responded that it was easy to underestimate the sultan’s massive religious influence. Just because his empire was militarily weak did not mean it was not potentially mighty. If as caliph the sultan were to proclaim jihad and Muslims had been prepared properly, von Oppenheim predicted, that decree would be an unconventional weapon of massive power.

The most impressive example von Oppenheim could muster to make his case was the Sudan, where a charismatic leader, Muhammad Ahmad bin Abd Allah, the mahdi, had led a victorious jihad uprising against the British. Starting with nothing, he built a large army, defeating and wiping out regular British forces on several occasions. He captured Khartoum, established an Islamist state, and ruled it for thirteen years. Only after his death had the British, in the 1898 battle of Umm Durman, finally succeeded in defeating and destroying that state.

Von Oppenheim’s report on Islamism was submitted three months before that battle, when the mahdi’s state still existed. If the mahdi could achieve so much with so little and no foreign allies, the Ottoman sultan—with a half-millennium of legitimacy, a large state apparatus, and recognition throughout the Muslim world—could shake the world with Germany behind him! Von Oppenheim was not alone in advocating this strategy. Other government officials and experts like Ernst Jäckh, a specialist on the Ottoman Empire, were spreading similar ideas.19 Thus, Germany’s ruler accepted von Oppenheim’s proposal. In the event of war, the kaiser decided, Berlin would aid the Ottomans while the sultan would raise a jihad against Germany’s European foes in British-ruled India, French-ruled North Africa, and Russian Asia. Not everyone in the German government was entranced with this scheme and none less so than Friedrich Rosen, a Foreign Ministry expert on the region. Rosen, who spoke better Arabic than von Oppenheim and had been Germany’s envoy in Baghdad and Jerusalem, mocked von Oppenheim’s idea as ignorant of the region’s real conditions. He joked that the idea’s real father was Karl May, the popular German writer of Wild West stories and romantic tales about the Middle East.20 But what Rosen or others said didn’t matter because von Oppenheim had the kaiser’s ear.21
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Figure 4. Max von Oppenheim, the German “Abu Jihad” (“father of jihad”) and mastermind of the jihadization of Islam from 1893 on, sits in his tent, carpeted and hung with texts from the Qu’ran in the style of an Arab chieftain. He was responsible for both the 1914 German-Ottoman plan for jihad in the British, French, and Russian empires, and the 1941 German-Arab “Union Jack” plan for jihad in the British mandatory areas of the Middle East after the fall of Paris in mid-1940.

The most prestigious expert, Carl Heinrich Becker, at first had mixed feelings about von Oppenheim’s thesis.22 He believed there was a real possibility of a massive jihad revolt—in fact, he made the case far better than von Oppenheim—but doubted the Ottoman sultan was the man to unleash it. True, Becker said, one of Islam’s basic requirements was for Muslims to fight for it through jihad until Islam ruled the world. It was also true, he added, that Europe’s advance had made Muslims realize their military and technological inferiority to Christian civilization. In turn, this gave Muslims greater solidarity among themselves and strengthened Islam’s political appeal. They yearned for a mahdi to restore Islam’s primacy through revolution.

But that wasn’t the whole story, Becker explained. Short of the true mahdi, a divinely inspired messiah who would come to bring the world’s end, nobody, including the Ottoman sultan, could claim to be the one rightful Islamic ruler. There was no “Muslim pope,” Becker pointed out, and while sultans had always found Muslim theologians to back their claims, they were really just worldly rulers with no true religious authority. Sultans merely pretended to possess that authority in order to gain support from their own subjects and European powers. Moreover, Becker explained, discontent with the Ottoman sultan could just as likely provoke a Muslim uprising against him as foment a jihad under his leadership. Further, the possibility of a big transnational jihad was weakened by splits among Muslims. Turks, Arabs, and Persians all had quarrels, as did Sunni and Shia Muslims. The solidarity of Islam was a phantom, said Becker.23

Becker’s conclusions were more accurate than those of von Oppenheim, yet they also did not offer the prospect of a victorious Germany. Moreover, since the kaiser’s mind was set, Becker would not openly contradict him. So Becker eventually turned around and endorsed the idea he had previously ridiculed.

There were seeds of truth in von Oppenheim’s analysis and yet much error, too, as later history showed. The strong feeling of solidarity among Muslims was countered by deep divisions based on religious views, ethnicity, region, differences of opinion, and self-interest. Numerous Muslim leaders and groups—the Egyptian Jamal Abd an-Nasir, the Muslim Brotherhood, Iraqi dictator Saddam Husain, Iran’s Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and his successors, Libyan ruler Muammar al-Qaddafi, and Usama bin Ladin—trying to set off such transnational revolts always failed and were defeated.

As Becker originally noted, there were other weaknesses as well to von Oppenheim’s thesis. On paper, the Ottoman caliph’s power looked legitimate and overwhelming but in reality it had withered. The Ottomans were not so popular in Arabic-speaking lands and of relatively little importance elsewhere. The British and French had their own Muslim assets, including an ideological import from Europe: ethnic nationalism. Finally, von Oppenheim was short on practical measures. How would Germany prepare and organize the masses to unleash, in his words, a “Muslim fanaticism that borders on insanity,” to set off the nuclear chain reaction of militancy he envisioned?24

All of these problems were ignored by the kaiser, and when he visited the sultan’s domain, in October–November 1898, the alliance with Islamism and the launching of jihad were officially adopted as German policy.25

The nominal purpose for the kaiser’s trip was to inaugurate the new Lutheran Church of the Redeemer on the Muristan hill in Jerusalem, and in his public speeches, the kaiser’s message of peace differed sharply from his aggressive plan. Speaking in Istanbul, the German monarch explained the mutual benefits of peaceful competition between peoples of different faith and background. As he schemed to fight fellow Christians through a Muslim revolt, the kaiser told an audience in Bethlehem that he regretted how quarrels among Christians set a bad example for the rest of the world.

The U.S. representative in Jerusalem, Consul Selah Merrill, was impressed: “The Emperor and Empress were constantly busy in sightseeing, visiting churches, schools, colonies, hospitals, and orphanages that belong to the Germans. Without being partisan, the Emperor showed that he was a stalwart supporter of the great principles and doctrines of Protestantism, and at the same time he conducted himself in such a manner as to make a most favorable impression upon all classes.”26 But the kaiser was not trying to win over the empire’s non-Muslim or dissident subjects. In 1898, the Ottoman Empire appeared a stronger horse than scattered Arab nationalist intellectuals, Jewish ideologues, and Armenian activists with no troops or money behind them. Thus, the Germans turned down Armenian requests for help against the Ottomans. Wilhelm associated the growing Zionist movement in Germany27 with his enemies in the Social Democratic Party.28 While the visiting kaiser praised the young Zionist settlements and met the movement’s leader, Theodor Herzl, at the entrance of the Mikveh Israel agricultural school, he insisted that Jewish immigration must be in the context of recognizing the sultan’s sovereignty over that land.29 Consequently, Armenians would turn toward Russia and both Zionists and Arab nationalists toward Great Britain for support.30

The kaiser’s endorsement of the Ottoman Empire’s continued authority and Islam’s power to inspire political action required some remarkably mixed symbolism, as seen in the trip’s most striking event, in Damascus on November 8, 1898, when the kaiser visited Salah ad-Din Yusuf al-Aiyyub’s tomb.

Born around 1140, Saladin, as he is generally known, became the greatest Muslim general fighting the Christian Crusaders, many of whom were Germans. At the battle of Hittin in 1187 he destroyed his foes and then wiped out their strongholds, culminating in his conquest of Jerusalem. He became the symbol of Muslim triumphs over Europe, Christianity, and the West. Now here was one of Europe’s leading monarchs, many of whose countrymen had been Saladin’s victims, praising that general as “a fearless knight who had taught even his enemies the proper way to chivalry.”31 The kaiser proclaimed himself friend to the world’s Muslims as he planned to harness the power of Islamic fervor to create some new Saladin to unleash against his enemies. The Germans printed his words on postcards mailed to influential Muslims in many countries.

That German strategy’s ultimate backfiring was perfectly symbolized by the fate of the bronze laurel wreath the kaiser left as a gift at Saladin’s tomb. Twenty years later, almost to the day, the Allies entered Damascus in triumph after defeating the Ottomans and their German allies in World War I. Lawrence of Arabia picked up the wreath and sent it as a war trophy to London, where it is still on display today at the Imperial War Museum.

As has so often happened in the modern Middle East, a mistaken Western strategy ended in catastrophe. But as also has so often happened, local rulers were manipulating the Western power that thought it was doing the stage-managing. On his trip, the kaiser seems to have succeeded in winning the admiration of Muslims and of the Ottoman government. Yet Ottoman agents were systematically exaggerating the sultan’s religious authority in order to make the kaiser think as he did.
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Figure 5. A postcard in German and Turkish displays the kaiser’s words of 1898, pledging always to be the friend of the Ottoman sultan and the three hundred million Muslims who revere him as their caliph. The postcard was produced two years after the Ottoman sultan and caliph Abdülhamid II had been condemned throughout Europe for massacres against his Armenian subjects that shocked all “minorities of infidels.”

Thus Shaikh Abdallah, a cleric on the Ottoman payroll, told the kaiser that 300 million Muslims all over the world viewed the sultan as their spiritual ruler and now saw the German monarch as their friend, too. The kaiser was so impressed with this compliment that he thereafter used the “300 million” number himself as the measure of his influence among Muslims. The exaggerations, however, were not all on one side. The kaiser’s speech at Saladin’s tomb became a legend among some Muslims, part of the tale of “al-Hajj Wilhelm,” the Christian emperor so moved by his visit that he converted to Islam. Around evening camp fires and in marketplaces, colorful details were added to this story.

How much political capital all this gave Berlin was unclear. But now Germany had a long-term Middle East strategy, and one that was profitable in the short term, too, since Wilhelm’s trip led to an agreement for Germany to build the Ottoman Empire’s railroads.32 By the turn of the century, Berlin’s influence there was rising and offering serious competition to Britain and France. And when it came to producing new Saladins, Germany had been training the empire’s officers and selling weapons to the Ottomans since the 1880s. As a result, there was a strong pro-German faction in the Ottoman military. The British, worried about this link, referred to such officers as being “made in Germany.”33

Germany’s Middle East gambit was accompanied by production of an extensive literature on the region including novels, travelers’ reports, translations, and scholarly writings. Students and scholars flocked to Middle East studies. By 1900, Germany had fifty-seven professorships in the field at twenty-one universities.34 That same year, the kaiser received von Oppenheim royally and congratulated him for having proposed such a successful strategy, and von Oppenheim retired from the diplomatic service in 1909 with his policy set as Germany’s own.35

Yet Germany’s success in the Middle East had, as von Bismarck fore-saw, stirred up dangerous antagonism from the British, French, and Russians. The British satirical weekly Punch mocked the kaiser as following a strategy of “Germany Over Allah,” a play on the German national anthem, “Deutschland über Alles” (Germany Above All).

The British press published lurid articles about the kaiser converting to Islam, seeking naval bases to challenge British primacy in the Mediterranean, or taking over countries; in the words of one headline, “Teutons colonize Mesopotamia!” (the name used for Iraq at the time). The idea of a German-backed Berlin to Baghdad railroad—it had extended into Iraq by 1914 though it did not reach Baghdad until 1940—became the symbol for the British and French of their rival’s threatening influence in the area.

The Germans tried to soothe these fears and—except for one slip by the kaiser in referring to a German “foothold in Mesopotamia”—maintained that their strategy was not a colonialist one. Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow stressed that Germany had no political interests in the Middle East.36 “Germany does not seek any kind of economic monopoly in Turkey nor would this be in Turkey’s interest,” insisted one German article in 1898.37 Some European diplomats accepted the idea that German ambitions were limited to economic opportunities rather than seeking colonies.38 So did later scholars, who used such phrases as the “imperialism of free trade,”39 or spoke of “ethical imperialism” or “peaceful imperialists”40 whose goal was merely to build profitable railroads.41 Indeed, contemporary internal German government documents show that this was true.42
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Figure 6. The map shows the eastern section of the Berlin to Baghdad railroad, built between 1903 to 1940 and running for a thousand miles through modern-day Turkey, Syria, and Iraq—a long-term German project for gaining influence in the region that aroused the suspicions of all its imperialist rivals.

The German economic push went far beyond railroad-building. In 1906, the German Orient Bank was established in Berlin, led by two Jewish bankers, Eugen and Herbert M. Gutmann, to develop business connections with the Middle East. It was a big success and became the leading regional-oriented bank in the world, with projects in Egypt, Morocco, Sudan, and the Ottoman Empire.43 Three years later, Germany’s gigantic Deutsche Bank opened a branch in Istanbul, linking directly with Ottoman financial institutions. A deal with British interests the following year brought the Deutsche Bank into financing oil production in Iran. In the period leading up to World War I, Germany was, after Britain and France, the Ottoman Empire’s third largest trading partner.

This emphasis on commercial ties, then, seemed to be in the tradition of von Bismarck, who had declared his distaste for “French-style colonial conquerors” and preferred economic relations instead.44 Yet the strategy also contradicted von Bismarck’s warning to avoid even the appearance of aggressive intensions or else risk fomenting war. Bringing von Bismarck’s worst fears to fruition, London and Paris formed an alliance, joined by Russia in 1907, directed against Germany.

The Germans could well argue that this was unfair. The French and British had carved up Africa; the Russians and British had split Persia’s oil wealth between them while begrudging Germany colonies or even control of overseas resources. But, unfair or not, Germany was seen and portrayed by others as the aggressive newcomer in the Middle East.45 The kaiser’s visit to Morocco in March 1905, for example, was met with British and French screams about “German imperialism.” Frustrated by France’s growing power over Morocco—contradicting Paris’s promise to maintain an open door there for all European states equally—the Germans sent their gunboat Panther to visit in July 1911. This “leap of the Panther,” as it was dubbed in the British press, again set off alarm bells in London and Paris.46

An even greater shock for Germany’s rivals, albeit one based on mistaken assessments, was the idea that Germany had gained complete control of the Ottoman Empire. In July 1908 there was a revolution by the Young Turks, mostly German-trained young officers. Many of them revered Germany as a role model of how a single ethnic group (in those days the term usually used was “race”) could unite in a single nation-state. The new regime’s leaders adored the head of the German army’s training mission, General Colmar von der Goltz, as their father figure and viewed his writings on war as sacred texts.

The Young Turks were not Islamists but modernizing ethnic nationalists who wanted their country to be like Germany. Still, the kaiser wrongly saw them as Islamist in politics and took the upheaval as proof that he was right about the emergence of Islamic political power. He even used the term “Islamism.” If the great powers continued to interfere in the Middle East, the kaiser speculated, the Ottoman sultan could merely raise the green flag of Islam, Muslims in all corners of Asia and Africa would shout, “Allahu Akbar,” and Christians—at least non-German ones—would be driven out of the region.47 If this were true, the kaiser thought, Christians, at least non-German ones, were finished in Ottoman lands.48 But the idea that Christians and other minorities might be massacred—as had happened with the Armenians and Greeks on a number of occasions in the late nineteenth century—did not discourage the German strategy of promoting Islamism and allying with the Ottomans.

One of the most powerful Young Turks was Ismail Enver Pasha, military attaché in Berlin from 1908 to 1911 and a strong Germanophile. He became war minister in 1913 and one of the ruling Young Turk triumvirate at the age of thirty-one. As a result, relations between Germany and the Ottoman Empire became tighter than ever. In December 1913, General Otto Liman von Sanders arrived with forty officers to become inspector general of the Ottoman army. He reorganized it and put German advisers into key positions.49

Thus, the stage was set for World War I: Germany would cast its lot with the Ottoman Muslims and hope the sultan’s call for jihad would destabilize French and British colonies from Algeria through Egypt and all the way to India. The Allies would respond by backing the nationalism of Arabs, Jews, and Armenians. Most Arab officers did remain loyal to the Ottomans but overall the Allied strategy was far more successful.

Yet in history there is always a longer run. Already, even before the first act—a first world war—of the drama had begun, the scene was being prepared for the second round. Two young men affected by the kaiser’s policy would play a central role in those future developments.

The first of these was a young Austrian named Adolf Hitler. Born in 1889, the same year the kaiser first visited the Ottomans, he arrived in Vienna to study painting. A high school drop-out, he failed the entry exam to the Academy of Fine Arts. Angry, bitter, and with no profession, he turned his attention to architecture, theater, and politics. Having grown up in a village, he was fascinated by Vienna’s imperial buildings like the Court Museum, the Opera, and the Parliament. For hours he gazed at the skyline, feeling an “enchantment out of The Thousand and One Nights.”50 Hitler drew on Middle Eastern imagery surprisingly often, and the Middle East is the most neglected influence on the thinking of this most-studied person in modern history. He was eager to devote his life to some higher mission. But what should that be? With his unimpressive physique, unsteady eyes, pale face, and tendency toward ranting monologues, he seemed a most unlikely person ever to play a great role in public events.

Hitler lived in a house for impoverished men built by donations from two Jewish families, the Gutmanns, who had established the German Orient Bank, and the Rothschilds.51 The struggling painter, used to a thoroughly ethnic German environment, went into culture shock in the cosmopolitan city where German, Czech, Italian, Romanian, Hungarian, Yiddish, and Russian were spoken in the streets and even the Parliament.52 To him, Vienna appeared “a Babel of languages and races” with no coherence.53 He saw the city that had in effect rejected him as filled with “filth, prostitution, and scum.”54 Why was he impoverished, his genius unrecognized, while all those others went around like lords, dividing wealth and honors among them?

The answer he found was that the cities had become “mixed-language danger zones” where the “de-Germanization” of life led to “Judaization, Slavization, bastardization, and Niggerization.” With an eye to the nearby German Empire, he thought about an “Aryan and pan-German” alternative in “racial self-awareness,” influenced by Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species.

The atmosphere in Vienna fed these attitudes. He attended debates on the “gypsy plague” and heard proposals to send them to forced labor camps and tattoo numbers on their arms.55 At first, he was more favorably inclined toward Jews, seeing them as the first civilized nation that went from polytheism to monotheism, as an intelligent people who stuck together and succeeded in politics and culture. As Jewish refugees arrived in flight from Russian pogroms, Hitler met for the first time an Orthodox Jew in a black caftan and asked himself: “Is this a Jew or a German?”56 He missed a chance to further his ambition to become an artist when he recoiled from being interviewed by a Jewish professor, Alfred Roller.57 Hitler concluded that “neither assimilation nor conversion can turn a Jew into a non-Jew”; associated Jews with socialism, Marxism, and antinationalist thinking; and believed in a social Darwinism requiring survival of the “fittest race and elimination of the weak.”58 Hitler described himself as a “fanatical German nationalist.”59

All of this has been much discussed, but less appreciated is one other element in his evolution: a romantic fascination with the Middle East and with Islam. A key role here was played by Karl May, the same man to whose adventure stories about the Wild West and the exotic East Friedrich Rosen had sarcastically compared von Oppenheim’s ideas about fomenting jihad. In May’s books, which Hitler lovingly absorbed, he discovered the world of Muslims, Turks, and Arabs “exerting the magic spell” of Mecca as he later recalled. He was devoted to such books as A Desert Ride, even reading at night by candlelight or with a magnifying glass, using the moon as his lantern.60

May was born in 1842 into a poor working-class family with fourteen children, nine of whom died before adulthood. His career as a teacher was wrecked by an accusation that he stole a colleague’s watch. Twice imprisoned and having suffered a nervous breakdown, he began writing in jail in the 1870s. His imagination soared beyond the bars as he made up stories about distant people and dramatic adventures encountering his German heroes. For his Middle Eastern novels, May created the first-person German narrator, Kara Bin Nimsi and his Muslim servant al-Hajj Khalif Umar.61 On and on they traveled, through The Oil Prince (1877), Travel Adventures in Kurdistan (1882), the three-volume In the Land of the Mahdi (1891–1896), From Baghdad to Istanbul (1892), The Black Persian (1892), and In the Desert (1892). In 1899, May actually traveled himself through the Middle East.

Hitler’s fascination with May intensified when he attended a lecture by the author in March 1912. In an argument back at his hostel that evening, Hitler defended the literary quality of May’s work. Ten days later, May suddenly died. Hitler seemed to have felt himself the recipient of May’s final message, even the heir of his vision.

May promulgated no political doctrine. Among his fans were the humanitarian missionary doctor Albert Schweitzer, the antifascist writer Hermann Hesse, and the Jewish physicist Albert Einstein. May admired Native Americans, had no apparent anti-Semitic prejudice, and wrote sympathetically—albeit with excessive imagination—about a wide variety of non-European peoples. The only Jewish character in May’s book A Desert Ride, though, is Sir David, an Anglicized Jew who is a British agent. Hitler would later view Britain and the Jews as his united enemy.

May himself was something of a pacifist who at his career’s end revealed a mystical, utopian turn of mind. While he wrote about violence, he stressed that his heroes would only kill someone when absolutely necessary. Indeed, the only time Hitler saw May speak reflected those tendencies, the title of May’s lecture being, “Upward into the Noble Man’s Realm,” based on his mystical idea of how everyone could raise himself from materialistic Ardistan (pidgin Arabic for the country of the earth) to noble Jinnistan (May’s pseudo-Arabic for the high land of the spirit).62

While one can see how this thinking played into the mystical idealism of later Nazism, May’s moralistic thought had to be twisted greatly to fill that function. May’s importance for Hitler, then, had nothing to do with the ideology of Nazism as such but with several other aspects of his work, relating more to its tactics, style, and what might be called its idealization of the tribe. The basic plot of both May’s Middle Eastern and Western novels was always the same. A group of noble, brave natives are fighting local, tribal enemies. The German explorer makes an alliance with them to destroy their enemies. This was the model Hitler would use in befriending Arabs and Muslims by helping them against the Jews.

Another effect of May on Hitler and many of his later followers was to fill their Walter Mitty–like heads with a thirst for adventure, breaking out of the stolid bourgeois conformism so powerful in German society. In this context, Hitler would make even May’s lack of experience with the places and peoples about which he wrote into a plus. Years later he told senior aides that May’s writing proved that “It was not necessary to know the desert in order to direct troops in the [North] African theater of war. . . . It wasn’t necessary to travel in order to know the world.”63

Finally, May’s writings functioned for Hitler as von Oppenheim’s books and dispatches had for the kaiser, making him feel that he knew everything necessary about the Arabs and Islam. May even met von Oppenheim in Cairo in 1899. At von Oppenheim’s home, Bab al-Luq, they spoke at length about Middle East rulers, Muslim brotherhoods, and tribes. May was fascinated by “the consul,” as he called the diplomat, and von Oppenheim was equally impressed, describing May as handsome, tall, and with a full blond beard.64 For his part, May was familiar with von Oppenheim’s books and seems to have drawn on them for his own novels.65

Just as May’s hero Kara Bin Nimsi led his Arab Muslim servant al-Hajj Khalif Umar Bin Khalif, Hitler would dream of doing the same for the Muslims and Arabs in general. From Hitler’s perspective, Arabs seemed proud desert warriors in whom could be glimpsed an echo of the ancient Germanic tribes, that ideal group Hitler wanted his Aryans to emulate. In 1939, Hitler would tell a Saudi envoy that his sympathy and support for the Arabs had begun with his reading of May’s novels in his early youth.66

How did May characterize Arabs? In his works, they talk a lot but don’t necessarily follow through on what they say. Some are heroes, some are cowards, but they are all very religious—Islam is the main force driving them—and they want to convert everyone to their religion. The strategic import of this portrait for Hitler was, as with von Oppenheim and the kaiser, the idea that allying oneself with Islam was the political key to success in the region.67

The other young man of the time who would play a leading role in the second round of Germany’s efforts to raise the Islamic world in rebellion against rival powers was al-Hajj Muhammad Amin al-Husaini. To Hitler’s Kara Bin Nimsi, al-Husaini would play the part of al-Hajj Khalif Umar Bin Khalif. Born in 1897 to one of the most important families in the Ottoman province of Syria, al-Husaini’s uniqueness was in his bringing together all the factors that would make a powerful Arab and Muslim leader.

First he had a strong education in Islam. Al-Husaini was taught to memorize the entire al-Qur’an and made the pilgrimage to Mecca as a teenager, accompanying his mother to the holy city in 1913.68 He was well connected for becoming a high-level Muslim cleric, being heir to one of the area’s most powerful clans whose members often held such posts. The al-Husaini family claimed a noble ancestry, in both Arab and Islamic terms, from Muhammad himself. They were said to have left western Arabia for Jaffa and in 1380 to have settled in Jerusalem. From that time, the family’s members often served as mayors or, like al-Husaini’s father and his brother Kamil, as muftis of Jerusalem.69

Then, too, he was taught other skills. In a land still governed in the Ottoman Turkish tongue, he was given private lessons in Arabic and Arab history, thus preparing him for the Arab nationalist movement. He learned French from Catholic priests, enabling him to communicate with Europeans both linguistically and socially. Later he would write to Hitler in French with a fine handwriting. Another advantage in this regard was that Amin himself was European-looking, with light skin, a reddish beard, and blue eyes.

After his early education, al-Husaini was sent to study at al-Azhar in Cairo, the most influential Islamic university in the Muslim world. He also sat in on courses at Cairo University. Al-Husaini also embarked on political activism, and in 1914 he organized a meeting of twenty Arabs to form an anti-Zionist group.70 As Hitler inherited old anti-Semitic concepts and transmuted them, so did al-Husaini. He was told in his religious education how Jews had corrupted the holy book given to them by God and had later refused to become Muslims, and how Muhammad—whose acts are always defined as righteous—had massacred Jewish tribes, killing the men, selling the women and children into slavery, and expelling all the Jews from Arabia.71 Al-Qur’an told him not to befriend or trust them.

One of al-Husaini’s teachers was the leading Arab intellectual of the day who blended Islamism, nationalism, and modernization. The Syria-born Rashid Rida argued that by adopting certain elements of the modern world and uniting, Muslims could best resist Western incursions and return to early Islam’s golden age. Amin quarreled with his father, who was more of a traditionalist and didn’t like the politicization of Islam that was producing this new Islamist movement.72

Back in Germany, after von Oppenheim’s retirement from the Foreign Ministry his place as the kaiser’s chief adviser on Islam and the Middle East was taken by Ernst Jäckh. This young man, born in 1875, had spent much of his career in journalism, wasn’t really an academic expert, and spoke little if any Turkish, but he was a strong enthusiast for the Ottoman regime and the Young Turks in particular. Since 1902, Jäckh had been an organizer for Germany’s liberal movement. He saw the Young Turks as kindred spirits, reformers dedicated to constitutionalism and modernization. There was truth in this concept, but they were also militaristic and chauvinistic nationalists, aspects he failed to understand.

Since Germany ruled few Muslims, Jäckh suggested, it had little to fear from a jihad against European Christian rule. In August 1914, as the war began, he wrote that once the Ottoman sultan-caliph ordered a jihad,

Then Islam rises up against Great Britain, France and Russia. In Iran are ten million Muslims ready to march against Russia and England. Russia rules over 20 million Muslims who could turn against her. London has to take into account 100 million Afro-Asian Muslims, among them 60 million in India.

It will be a global war from Morocco through India and Iran to the Caucasus. The stage is set “for the mighty sword of Islam.”73

It seemed that the kaiser’s dream of a second front in the colonial hinterland that would sweep Germany to victory was about to be realized. Or was it?


3 A Jihad Made in Germany

On June 28, 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria and his wife were assassinated in Sarajevo. The event set off a diplomatic chain reaction two decades in the making. Austria-Hungary issued an ultimatum demanding huge concessions from Serbia, which it held responsible for the murders. Serbia refused and turned to its ally, Russia; Russia looked to its allies Britain and France for support. Austria sought Germany’s backing. A month later the Austrians declared war on Serbia and all the powers joined battle.

In Berlin, the war lit the fuse for Germany’s secret weapon. On July 30, the kaiser explained: “Our consuls and agents in Turkey, India and Egypt are supposed to inflame the Muslim regions to wild revolts against the British.” If the plan worked, “England shall lose at least India.”1 Von Oppenheim, author of Germany’s Islamic strategy, returned to the Foreign Ministry on August 2, nominally as head of the news department but actually to run covert warfare in the Middle East, implementing the program he had advocated for twenty years.2 As von Oppenheim had put it in 1898, his mission was to unleash “Muslim fanaticism that borders on insanity.”3

Of the experts recruited for this purpose, the most important were Carl Heinrich Becker, Hugo Grothe, and Eugen Mittwoch, all brilliant scholars but not necessarily well-informed regarding how to organize a jihad.4

Becker was a thirty-eight-year-old professor of Oriental Philology at Bonn University and editor of the journal Der Islam. Despite earlier reservations about the jihad strategy, he was eager to implement it. Since he had been rejected for military service due to poor health, this was the way he would serve the Fatherland.

Grothe, forty-five years old, knew Turkey and India well and had traveled across Iran in 1907, but was mainly an economist and made basic factual errors in discussing Islam. A strong partisan of the Turks, he referred to Armenians’ “cheating and usury” and to them as the “main supporters of the terrorists in the Caucasus,”5 and blamed previous Turkish massacres on the Armenians’ “bloodsucking activities.”6

Mittwoch, thirty-eight years old, would have the strangest career. In 1916, he succeeded von Oppenheim in running the German jihad campaign, and after the war he became the University of Berlin’s professor of Semitic studies. An at least partly observant Jew, Mittwoch was praised by one of his students, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, the Lubavitcher rebbe and one of the greatest figures of modern Jewish history.7 His scholarship was so highly regarded that the Nazis rescinded his firing in 1933 and kept him on for two more years, and even then gave him emeritus status due to intervention by Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, who admired his research on Ethiopia. He headed the office of an American Jewish organization in Berlin until he could escape in 1939, dying three years later in London.

In August 1914, Becker, Grothe, and Mittwoch agreed that their duty was to use their knowledge for Germany’s benefit.8 They all believed that the longer, more deadlocked the war in Europe, the more vital it was to open a front in the Middle East.9

On one point the experts and the kaiser were quickly proven correct. In early 1914, the Turks secretly asked for an alliance with Germany, and on August 2, as the war was beginning, the two countries signed an agreement in which the Ottomans would enter the war if Russia did so and if the Germans provided support and equipment.10 This achievement was the culmination of a decades-long German dream.11 The head of the kaiser’s war cabinet, Moriz von Lyncker, expressed both hope and ambivalence about German strategy. “Eventually all of Islam might turn against England,” he agreed, but asked how much of a contribution that would really be to the German war effort.12

While von Oppenheim organized his team and wrote a master plan for launching jihad,13 the three experts assembled a program entitled “Germany and Islam.” Their mission was to inform the German elite and prepare the general public for an unprecedented—in Becker’s phrase—and frightening undertaking: a European Christian–manufactured jihad against other European Christians. Becker dealt with German policy toward Islam in general; Grothe, with Turkey; and Mittwoch, with the doctrine of jihad.14

While examining potential problems, the German experts were up-beat, claiming alliance with the Ottomans plus jihad would be unstoppable. “We have to win the war ourselves,” they explained, but the Ottomans would be an important force in that victory.15 They could stir huge Islamic revolts, Mittwoch wrote, because, “Culture and religion, state and church, nation and community of faith are for Muslims all the same.”16 He predicted that Ottoman troops accompanied by German officers could even advance into India and inspire a massive anti-British revolt there.17

Of course, the authors admitted, there were risks, especially that of unleashing an Islamic genie that would escape Berlin’s control, launching an all-out offensive against all Christians. Or, perhaps the Allies might discredit the Ottoman sultan as a pawn of German “infidels” and raise an Islamic-flavored Arab revolt against him. Becker revived his old idea that the jihad strategy wouldn’t work because the Ottoman sultan was not a real caliph.18

But Becker and his colleagues quickly brushed aside these objections. At this point, they believed, Germany had no choice but to try the scheme. At a minimum, a jihad would tie up Allied troops in the Middle East so they could not be sent to the European front. If, however, the jihad succeeded the prize would be enormous. A huge, modernized Muslim state dominated by the Ottoman Empire, the Islambund, with Istanbul as its capital, would become a close ally and valuable economic partner. Iran and Afghanistan would be linked to it in an Islamic Triple Alliance.19 And Germany would be predominant throughout the Middle East.20

On August 5, 1914, just three days after the German-Ottoman alliance was concluded, Chief of the German General Staff General Helmuth von Moltke asked the Ottomans to invade Egypt to trigger pan-Islamic revolts. Ottoman War Minister Enver Pasha agreed and gave the order to prepare the operation. He told a visitor from Berlin: “I am conducting this war according to orders from the German General Staff. I have asked for [German] advisers in all ministries. And this shows my real intention.”21
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Figure 7. Enver Pasha, Ottoman war minister during World War I, who also unleashed the German-Ottoman jihadization of Islam with a 1914 call for Afro-Asian jihad in the colonies of Great Britain, Russia, and France. After the war he briefly joined the Soviet “leftist jihad” in the service of world revolution, but was eventually killed fighting for Central Asian Muslim opponents of the Bolsheviks.

Enver cooperated closely with the German naval attaché, Hans Humann, a boyhood friend.22 The Turkish-speaking Humann’s background exemplified Germany’s prewar role in the empire. His father, Carl Wilhelm, was an engineer who traveled widely building roads and railroads, as well as a great amateur archaeologist. His great accomplishment was the excavation of Pergamon, an almost intact ancient Greek city near Izmir. It was in that latter place where Hans was born in 1878.

Together, Hans Humann and Enver established the tashkilat-i mahsusa, an organization to spread revolt and jihad throughout the Russian-ruled Caucasus.23 Enver created another such group, the Bureau for Revolutionizing Middle Eastern Lands,24 to do the same for Arab-populated regions.25 Meanwhile, Enver received the promised German military advisers and equipment. On October 21, 1914, he became Ottoman commander in chief,26 and the next day he told Berlin his war plan.27 Within a week, the Ottoman navy, under the command of German Admiral Wilhelm A. Souchon, was ordered to attack Russian Black Sea ports.28 On November 2, Russia declared war on the Ottoman Empire, followed by Britain and France three days later.

On the covert operations front, von Oppenheim sent his 136-page plan, “The Revolutionizing of the Islamic Territories of our Enemies,” to the kaiser in November.29 It was quickly approved and funded.30 The prime goals were to take Egypt away from Britain and raise serious revolts in India and Afghanistan. Toward this end, Germany would bribe tribes to revolt and distribute propaganda to persuade Muslim troops in enemy armies to desert and join the German side. The Suez Canal, water supplies, and oil pipelines would be sabotaged. War would be waged against the British in Iran, the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan, and India, against the French in North Africa, and against the Russians in the Caucasus and Central Asia. Since the plan identified the enemy as not only the British, French, and Russians but also non-Muslim minorities, Christians and Jews who supported the Allies, this meant Germany’s endorsement of a war against civilians and spreading religious hatred. Thus, German strategy would be intimately involved in the Ottomans’ mass murder of Armenians.

Would the sultan’s religious prestige suffice for Muslims to follow him in fighting their Christian rulers?31 It is easy to see these schemes as fantasies, but there was a real basis for believing Islam could be Germany’s secret weapon. Aside from the millions in enemy territory, almost 500,000 Muslim soldiers served in Allied armies: in the French forces, they came from Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia; and in the British forces, from India.32 And belief that the sultan was the proper ruler and guardian of Islam’s holiest sites, Mecca and Medina, did keep almost all of the Ottoman army, including Arab officers, and the empire’s Muslim population loyal throughout the war.

Von Oppenheim quickly established propaganda bases throughout the empire, the main ones being in Medina, Jaffa, Jerusalem, Cairo, Baghdad, and the Shia Muslim centers of Karbala and Najaf. To assemble his team required the services of a variety of characters. One of them was the Young Turk activist Munis Tekin Alp who wrote pro-German propaganda and extolled Pan-Turkish ideas.33 Although a convinced Turkish nationalist, he had been born Marcel Cohen in Salonika.34

Alp’s writing stressed Pan-Turkish nationalism and enmity toward Russia; Arab and Arabic-speaking German agents wrote similar materials that put the emphasis on Pan-Islamist religious ideology and Britain as the enemy. Alp’s 1915 pamphlet, The Turkish and Pan-Turkish Ideal, spoke of uniting all Turkic peoples—including those ruled by Russia—into a great nationalist-Islamist empire that would be allied to a Germany that dominated Europe.35 In comparison, the Russians were portrayed as enemies of all Turkic and Muslim people; the English as degenerate friends of the tsar; and the French as foes of Turkish nationalism and Islam. Germany, claimed Alp, “is the only country” that would help create and sustain the new Turkey, respecting its national independence and territorial integrity.36

But one German operation in the Ottoman Empire, involving an agent as flamboyant as Alp, would not only dwarf the impact of all the others but decisively change world history. Israel Lazarevich Gelfhand, better known as Alexander Parvus, was simultaneously a revolutionary thinker and a counterrevolutionary spy. Born in 1867 in a Russian shtetl, he was raised in cosmopolitan Odessa where he joined the Jewish Socialist Bund. Moving to Switzerland and Germany, Parvus became a Marxist and became friends with Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, joining his Bolshevik group Parvus was considered one of the early movement’s most brilliant minds. His writings, especially his thoughts about how revolutionaries could ally with the tsar’s enemies in an international war to bring down the regime, drew German intelligence’s attention as early as 1905.

Continuing his remarkable permutations, Parvus moved to Istanbul where he became a millionaire arms merchant and adviser to the Young Turks.37 German ambassador Hans von Wangenheim, another admirer, sent Parvus to Berlin in March 1915 with a proposal to use German money to back the Bolsheviks in overthrowing the tsar and taking Russia out of the war. Soon, through Parvus’s networks in Denmark and Istanbul, money started flowing to Lenin. Success came in March 1917 when the Germans arranged Lenin’s return to Russia in a sealed train to foment a revolution. Before the year ended, Lenin seized power and did take Russia out of the war, a large, though not ultimately fatal, blow to the Allies. Germany could then transfer hundreds of thousands of troops from the Eastern to the Western Front for its final offensive in 1918.

Ironically, the operation intended to create a Muslim jihad to destroy Germany’s Russian enemy unexpectedly succeeded in that goal by helping set off a Communist revolution instead! It was ironic that Hitler and al-Husaini38 would both claim that the hated Jews were behind the Bolshevik revolution when actually the real culprit was arguably the kaiser.

As Buchan’s novel Greenmantle showed at the time, British intelligence knew a great deal regarding the German jihad plan. But the man who most publicly spilled the beans was a soft-spoken, respected Dutch scholar, C. Snouck Hurgronje, who read what his counterparts in Berlin wrote and was horrified at what he called this “jihad made in Germany.” Unleashing a plague of religious hatred, he warned, would provoke mob violence and massacres beyond anyone’s control. Hurgronje correctly pointed out in an article that while the caliph was formally endowed with the right to call a jihad and that Islam’s most sacred texts held jihad to be every Muslim’s duty, this did not correspond to what happened in the real world: “The jihad program assumes that the Mohammedans, just as at their first appearance in the world, continuously form a compact unity under one man’s leadership. But this situation has in reality endured so short a time, the realm of Islam has so quickly disintegrated into an increasingly large number of principalities, the supreme power of the so-called caliph, after flourishing for a short period, has become a mere word. . . .”39

This was especially embarrassing for Becker, who viewed Hurgronje as one of his mentors. The German scholar retorted that when the Allies used Muslim troops against the Central Powers, Berlin had every right to incite jihad in the colonial territories of its enemies to undermine that recruitment.40

Another leak came through German ambassador Wangenheim in Istanbul who blabbed too much to his neutral American counterpart, Henry I. Morgenthau. Puffing away on a big black cigar in his office, Wangenheim claimed that the Ottoman army was far less important than the sultan’s ability to proclaim a jihad. The ambassador explained, Morgenthau later recalled, “Quietly and nonchalantly, as though it had been the most ordinary” matter, Germany’s plot “to arouse the whole fanatical Muslim regions against the Christians.”41

But as it had been since von Oppenheim first raised the idea many years earlier, this was still all big talk. What could the Germans actually do to raise and direct such a jihad?

Von Oppenheim’s team worked closely with Rudolf Nadolny, a former diplomat who had been posted in the Middle East and now served in the German General Staff’s political section, and the Foreign Ministry’s Middle East expert Otto von Wesendonk. Insisting he wanted real experts, not adventurers, von Oppenheim quickly hired a dozen German experts and two dozen, mostly Muslim, non-Germans. By the war’s end, about sixty such people worked for him. Among them were the Tunisian Salikh ash-Sharif at-Tunisi; the Algerian Rabah Bukabuya; Mamun Abu al-Fadl, from western Arabia; and the Egyptians Ahmad Wali, Mustafa Mansur Rifat, and Abd al-Aziz Jawish. After the war, Jawish would be a key adviser of Hasan al-Banna in the founding of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Von Oppenheim also hired Caucasian Muslims like the Tatars Said Effendiev, Shamil Safarov, and Muhammad Kazakov. There were also Indian and Persian sections. One of the more capable collaborators was Rabah Bukabuya, a French Muslim officer from Algeria who deserted to the German side in 1915. Also in Berlin, the Lebanese Druze Pan-Islamist Shakib Arslan and the Egyptian nationalist Muhammad Farid become advisers.

Arslan would ultimately be the most famous and influential of them all. In 1893, von Oppenheim had met members of his clan.42 Forty-five years old in 1914, Shakib Arslan was a Druze prince who had been a member of the Ottoman Parliament. Influenced by the ideas of the influential pioneer Islamist Muhammad Abduh, who had also influenced al-Husaini, Arslan viewed the Ottoman Empire as Islam’s defender against European colonialism.

The other staffer of note, and the only one with a real political base in his home country, was the forty-six-year-old Egyptian Mustafa Farid, former president of the National Party, Egypt’s main nationalist group. An advocate of expelling Britain from Egypt, he was exiled by Egypt’s king in 1912, after which he sought Ottoman and then German help.

During World War I, von Oppenheim’s office produced over one thousand publications in nine European and twelve Middle Eastern and Asian languages—four hundred of them in 1914 and 1915 alone—and distributed three million copies of books, newspapers, journals, pamphlets, and leaflets. These materials included such Pan-Islamic, anti-Allied materials as “They Cheat God and the Infidels,” “England and the Caliphate,” “Russian Massacres,” and “Jihad and French Troops.”43 Von Oppenheim placed propaganda with sympathetic news agencies like Agence Ottomane.44 In November 1914, the Germans opened a reading room in nearby Medina to attract those making the pilgrimage to Mecca until the area’s ruler, Sharif Husain—already involved in secret talks that would lead to his joining the British the next year—closed it.45

The most important readers for von Oppenheim’s publications were, literally, a captive audience: Muslim prisoners of war—mainly Indians from the British forces and North Africans from the French armies—held by Germany. There were about nine hundred of them at first. To indoctrinate and recruit them, these potential turncoats were moved into two special camps near Berlin, each with a mosque. They were given classes in Islam along with intensive German propagandizing by lectures and literature, including a multilingual weekly appropriately named al-Jihad.46

The means for actually carrying out the grand plan were limited. Nevertheless, the long-awaited moment arrived. On November 14, 1914, the sultan-caliph’s call for all faithful Muslims to wage jihad against the British, French, and Russians was proclaimed. Non-Ottoman Muslims also had to participate, said the fatwa—published in Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and Turkish—to rescue the Ottoman Empire as the heart and soul of the umma, the international community of all Muslims. In a special ceremony, Sultan-Caliph Mehmed V was given an ancient Ottoman sword. Grand Mufti Ürgüplü Khairi Bey, the empire’s highest Muslim cleric and the fatwa’s main author, unrolled what was said to be Muhammad’s original battle flag. The sultan himself addressed the troops while War Minister Enver Pasha thundered, “Three hundred million Muslims sigh under chains,” and must be liberated.47

A large crowd, some on horseback, marched from the mosque to the German embassy. They included a woman acting the part of Aisha, one of Muhammad’s wives. On the balcony stood the German ambassador and some special surprise guests: fourteen Muslim ex–prisoners of war who had decided to join the German-Ottoman side. One of them, a huge Moroccan from the French army, made a speech in Arabic praising Germany and saying that Muslim soldiers were badly treated in the French military. The kaiser himself had approved the plan to take these men from Berlin to Istanbul on the luxurious Orient Express. To keep the operation secret, they had been disguised as acrobats.48 After cheering the kaiser, the crowd moved on to the embassy of Germany’s ally, Austria-Hungary, where they repeated the ceremony.

The declaration of jihad was calculated to make Muslims’ blood boil with indignation and eagerness to fight. Enemies, the declaration began, have attacked the Islamic world, seized and pillaged Islamic countries, and taken Muslims as prisoners. The “warships and armies” of Russia, England, France, and their allies: “Attack the Seat of the Islamic Caliphate and the Imperial Dominions and strive (God forbid) for extinguishing and annihilating the exalted light of Islam. . . . [Consequently] it is also incumbent upon all Muslims that are being ruled by these governments to proclaim jihad against them and to attack them.”49 Any Muslim who did not wage jihad, the declaration continued, was committing “a great sin and deserve[s] Divine wrath and punishment.” Even if the Allies threatened him with death or the extermination of his whole family, to fight against the Ottomans violated Islamic law and made them deserving of “hell-fire.” All Muslims “be they young or old, on foot or mounted, [must] hasten to partake in the jihad.”
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Figure 8. The rulers of the Central Powers in World War I meet in Vienna, 1916. Left to right: Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany, Tsar Ferdinand of Bulgaria, Kaiser Franz Joseph of Austria-Hungary, and Sultan Mehmed V Reshad of the Ottoman Empire.

This imperial decree was followed by many other fatwas, some engineered by the Germans, others translated and distributed by them. Typical was a 1915 fatwa by Hibat ad-Din Muhammad ash-Shahrastani, translated by Helmut Ritter of the Sixth Ottoman Army in Baghdad and Carl Brockelmann of Halle University. Becker checked the text and von Oppenheim’s organization distributed it widely. An Iranian, Muhammad Farisi of Karbala, added notes.50

The fatwa began with a question: “Germans are Christians and now helpers of Muslims. But they are also infidels like the Russians, English, Italians, and French. Why is it allowed for us as Muslims to be friends with the Germans while the killing of other infidels is an obligation, and since all the infidels are of one nation?” Ash-Shahrastani answered, “There are two kinds of infidels. The friendly ones do not seek to plunder the houses of Muslims and to rape their religion. The other kind of infidels—the French, British, and Russians—are our religious foes. They want to loot our houses and destroy our national independence and state. The Sharia [Islamic law] does not allow us to treat them nicely but orders us to be hostile and wage war against them.”

As examples of Germany’s pro-Muslim policies, ash-Shahrastani recalled how the kaiser had honored Saladin and called himself a friend and protector of Muslims. Germany’s ruler had sent Muslim prisoners of war taken from the French and Russian armies to Istanbul, city of the caliphate, to fight for the Ottomans. Finally, Farisi noted the military training and weapons Germany gave the Ottomans. In contrast, ash-Shahrastani listed the Allies’ sins, some of them fabricated: British “Foreign Minister” William Ewart Gladstone (he was prime minister but never foreign minister) supposedly had told Parliament that England could not succeed unless the Muslim holy book, al-Qur’an, was defiled. Prime Minister Lord Salisbury had allegedly stressed that only if the Kaaba, Islam’s holiest site in Mecca, was eliminated could London control Muslim countries. An unidentified French ruler was quoted as advocating that Mecca and Medina be captured so that Muhammad’s body could be put in the Louvre and Muslims lured to come live in France. To this list, Farisi added the Crusades (deleting the large German role in them), Russian expansionism, French and British colonialism, and the 1907 Anglo-Russian treaty dividing Persia into spheres of influence.

Ash-Shahrastani’s arguments, down to the accusation that Gladstone was behind a war on Islam, would be recycled by al-Husaini before and during World War II. Echoes of this World War I propaganda can also be found in the documents of Hamas, al-Qaida, and the Muslim Brotherhood in the twenty-first century.

The fatwas promulgated were precisely as von Oppenheim prescribed to the kaiser back in 1896: jihad was the duty of all Muslims, the caliph could order them to jihad, the Ottoman ruler was the caliph, so all Muslims should obey him.

Could this chain of logic win the war for Germany and the Ottoman Empire? The problem was that German experts erroneously assumed that Islam’s doctrines would be implemented by its adherents. Yet in practice things were quite different. Outside the Ottoman Empire the sultan’s fatwa was largely ignored. Shia Muslims, who formed the majority in Iraq and Iran, did not accept this claim that they must obey a Sunni Muslim Ottoman ruler.

Even among Sunni Muslims, there were many who never heard of the fatwa or were indifferent, who put ethnic considerations as Arab nationalists above loyalty to the Ottomans, did as local political or religious leaders ordered, thought a non-Arab Turk could not be the proper caliph, benefited from working with the colonial rulers, or simply didn’t want to risk their lives or property. This distinction between the theory of Islam and the actual daily lives of Muslims would be one that many would miss in future, both in the West and among Muslims themselves, such as in the foiled expectations of Usama bin Ladin decades later.

In Istanbul, the immediate aftermath of the fatwa’s issue confirmed the idea that inflaming passions might end with killing Christians. U.S. Ambassador Morgenthau described how after the ceremony, Enver visited Morgenthau and promised, “There will be no massacres,” a statement that did more to heighten than assuage the American ambassador’s concern. At the very moment Enver was speaking, Morgenthau’s secretary entered the office and whispered in his ear that a mob was demonstrating against foreigners and assaulting an Austrian-owned shop that had a sign saying, “English clothes for sale”—ironic since Austria was Germany’s leading ally—and a French clothing store. This was just a mistake, Enver said, and left.

Later in the day, Morgenthau called Enver to find out what had happened. Enver tried to calm him by saying that the U.S. embassy had nothing to fear. Meanwhile, though, the mob—with Ottoman policemen in the lead—marched through the area where most foreigners lived.51 One target was the famous Armenian-owned Tokatlian hotel and café on the Grande Rue de Péra. Men used poles with hooks on the end to break its mirrors and windows. Others smashed marble-topped tables. Within minutes, the place was gutted. Suddenly, one of the policemen drew his gun and shot straight into a fine English grandfather clock. Even von Oppenheim’s deputy, Karl E. Schabinger, who later succeeded him as head of the News Department, was shaken by the violent passions aroused. “This is the way the Holy Jihad war is starting.”52

Quickly, Enver, who was simultaneously planning the deportation and massacre of Armenians, realized that the violence had to be focused against his and Germany’s enemies. He asked Salih ash-Sharif at-Tunisi of von Oppenheim’s staff to write a supplementary analysis of the fatwa to show that only war against the Christians of France, Britain, and Russia was good, but that attacking German Christians was bad. Al-Tunisi produced a pamphlet entitled “Truth of Jihad.”53 He explained that peace between Muslims and European Christians could only be achieved if there was no longer any foreign occupation of Islamic lands. Since Germany had no colonies, it would be sufficient to expel Britain, France, and Russia from Muslim lands, and German willingness to help in this effort proved they were good infidels.54 Von Oppenheim’s organization published the booklet in several Middle Eastern languages, with the German Society for the Study of Islam bringing out a German edition.

In March 1915, von Oppenheim left Istanbul to oversee field operations. During the next few months, he toured Ottoman Syria, giving talks in Beirut and Damascus calling for jihad and a close Ottoman-German alliance.55 More prosaically, a British intelligence report following his activities, perhaps drawn from local rumors and eager-to-please informants, also accused him of “consorting with Muslim prostitutes while intriguing with Muslim married women.” Von Oppenheim later seemed to admit this was at least partly true.56

As a result of all these activities, von Oppenheim claimed, his organization had established seventy-five reading rooms, mostly managed by locals, all over the empire to make literature available, gather intelligence, and recruit agents. Within two days, he boasted, he could spread a piece of propaganda all over the sprawling, technologically backward country.57 In early 1916, the German liberal politician Gustav Stresemann inspected two of von Oppenheim’s reading halls in Istanbul and was impressed. Thousands of people were using them, he noted, even if only—because they were illiterate—to look at the pictures. “This is great for us since it is not obvious . . . that they are German-controlled operations.”58 Morgenthau was less favorable. In trying to make public opinion hostile to the Allies, he reported, the halls use “streams of slander.” Huge maps posted on the walls showed Muslim-inhabited territories snapped up by the British, French, and Russians; cartoons portrayed the Allies as greedy animals harrying poor Turkey.
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Figure 9. Map of Max von Oppenheim’s news operation in the Ottoman Empire, with seventy-five centers for jihad propaganda open or planned. The agitation for war was often coordinated with local Young Turk leaders. In 1916 the German politician Gustav Stresemann visited two centers in Istanbul and commented that “it is not obvious . . . that they are German-controlled operations.”

The local hero in this propaganda was Enver Pasha. The other idol was the kaiser: “Hajji Wilhelm,” he was called as if he were a Muslim who had made the Mecca pilgrimage. Another theme was the claim that Muslims of India and Egypt were about to revolt and throw out the British tyrants. People were taught the German motto, which took on an even more intense meaning for Muslims: “Gott strafe England!”— “God Punish England!”59

Outside the Ottoman Empire, von Oppenheim organized news halls wherever possible in neutral countries, like Tabriz, Iran, and Misrata in Italian-ruled Tripolitania, as well as distributing materials in the neutral Netherlands and Switzerland. In 1916, he founded a newsreel company to make propaganda films for use in the Balkans and Middle East.

Less publicly, von Oppenheim’s group produced “how-to” manuals for jihad. One of the most widely circulated was by the Egyptian Jawish who worked both for the Germans and for Enver’s intelligence operation in Berlin.60 Morgenthau obtained a copy and was horrified. The booklet called for assassinations and the systematic “inciting of hatred to the foreign infidel.” Jawish gave three methods for jihad: individual killings of Europeans or any non-Muslims, bands to slay infidels, and operations supporting Ottoman army campaigns.61 Referring to the many Christians serving as officials on Ottoman railroads, von Oppenheim advised they should be threatened and “members of their families taken hostage to ensure they would not engage in sabotage.”62

Von Oppenheim’s top objective was Egypt. Forcing the Suez Canal’s closure would be a tremendous blow to Britain’s war effort. There were, he estimated, 11 million Egyptians, mostly Muslims, but only 37,000 British troops in the area. If an Ottoman army crossed into Egypt, he claimed, the vast majority of Egyptians would support it and overwhelm the British.63 To achieve this result, von Oppenheim recommended, agents should be sent to spread revolt and Egyptians recruited into death squads “under Egyptian and Turkish officers to kill the English all over, beginning with the countryside.”64

Von Oppenheim continued:

Let us incite the Egyptians in the name of the sultan-caliph. Foment revolts there. Target especially the al-Azhar Mosque, the religious brotherhoods, and so on. Arrange as many strikes and assassinations as possible, regardless of whether they succeed or not. This helps us by confusing the British. . . . [British] reprisals are to be expected: the more cruel . . . the more they will hit the innocent civilians, the more it will deepen the people’s fury and fanaticism. This gets them ready . . . to fight until the bitter end and to throw the British out.65

While World War I was a brutal, bloody conflict in which hundreds of thousands of soldiers died and poison gas was used, Germany’s decision to launch a campaign of state-sponsored terrorism against civilians was nonetheless shocking at the time. Both Morgenthau and the Austro-Hungarian military adviser to the Ottomans, Joseph Pomiankowski, whose country was allied with Germany, thought so and questioned whether this strategy would lead to mass murder.66

Except for small-scale sabotage successes however, the covert German war in Egypt achieved little. In January 1915 the Austro-Hungarian engineer Georg Gondos and the linguist Paul M. Simon led a band of twenty men, including Ottoman soldiers, that tried but failed to destroy oil installations in the southern Sinai near the Red Sea. A few mines were placed near the Suez Canal.67 German operations from Sudan and Italian-ruled Libya sought to strike into Egypt.68

Von Oppenheim’s efforts were a bit more successful in North Africa than in Egypt but didn’t lead anywhere either. Italy’s loose hold on Libya let the Germans operate there with impunity. Twice, the German Arabic-speaking agent Edgar Pröbster infiltrated into Libya by submarine and distributed money to the rebellious Sanusiyya brotherhood.69 Another German agent, Otto Mannesmann, lived with that group as an adviser until killed by bandits in 1916.70

Subversive efforts against Egypt and Libya were ultimately more counterproductive than useful. Italy’s alarm about von Oppenheim’s efforts in Libya was one factor driving Italy to enter the war on the Allied side in 1915. Aware of the threat in Egypt, the British tightened their control and replaced pro-German ruler Abbas Hilmi with his pro-British uncle Husain Kamil. Hilmi’s German patrons helped the exiled monarch found the International Muslim Office in Lausanne, another of von Oppenheim’s many front groups.71

But the main difficulty was the German-advised Ottoman army’s inability to break through against the British on the Egyptian front. Its offensives failed in February 1915 and the summer of 1916. In contrast, the 1917 British offensive from Egypt succeeded, capturing Jerusalem and then Damascus. On the Iraq front they took Baghdad. Similarly, the British came out on top in Arabia. Von Oppenheim, knowing this was an extremely religious area, hoped to persuade Sharif Husain of Mecca, ruler of the west Arabian Hijaz kingdom, and his prestigious Hashemite family to join the jihad. His first agent was the journalist Max Roloff who volunteered to go disguised as a Muslim pilgrim. In late 1914 he returned to report on his perilous journey. But Roloff had merely made up the story.72 Next, the German ethnologist Leo V. Frobenius was sent to Medina in 1915 to buy up Islamist preachers for the jihad cause while Othmar von Stotzingen tried to build a support base in southern Arabia.
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Figure 10. The German-Ottoman alliance at work, October 1917. Kaiser Wilhelm II visits Gallipoli, site of Ottoman victory over Australian, British, and New Zealand forces with Ottoman General Esad Pasha, Enver Pasha, and German Vice Admiral Johannes Merten while non-Muslims like Armenians and Jews became the first victims of Islamism, an ideology that was used by the German-Ottoman jihad of the kaiser and the “Three Pashas,” Enver, Talat, and Cemal.

The most able German agent in that region was Alois Musil, a Czech-born theology professor and Catholic priest. His mission was to win over the two key figures in Arabia, Sharif Husain and Ibn Saud, leader of the east Arabian kingdom in Nejd. For the first time, Enver balked at a German operation, concerned that the discovery that Musil was a priest could bring massive violence as local Muslims would suspect him of preaching Christianity. At last, though, Enver’s concerns were assuaged. Musil spoke fluent Arabic and had a deep understanding of local customs and Islam. The Arabs dubbed him mumathil al-muluk ath-thulatha, envoy of the three kings—Germany, Austria, and the sultan. But even Musil backed by a monarchical trio could not mobilize a pro-Ottoman movement.73

Instead, Britain successfully raised rebellion in Arabia by winning over Sharif Husain with bribes of gold and promises of territory. As for Ibn Saud, he mistrusted the Ottomans, from whom he had long struggled to maintain independence.74 The Germans had ignored the fact that backing the Ottomans was costly in a place where many saw the sultan as an enemy. While the British persuasively promised Sharif Husain a vast Arab kingdom carved from Ottoman territories if he joined them, Germany could only offer continued submission to Ottoman rule. For the tribesmen, loyalty to their leaders was more compelling than fighting for a distant supposed caliph who wasn’t even an Arab and whom they know only through resented tax collections. Then, too, even if they had no sophisticated sense of nationalism, the Arabs of the peninsula proved easier to rouse against Turkish governors they knew than against European Christians they had never glimpsed.

Aside from Egypt and Arabia, the main German target was India. Von Oppenheim’s twenty-five-member Indian section trained exiled nationalists to use explosives, preparing them for assassinations and even suicide attacks, then tried to infiltrate them back into India.75 He toyed with such daring operations as a naval attack to free five hundred anti-British Indian nationalists held prisoner on the remote Andaman Islands. German navy officers were ready to try but the plan was put aside due to more pressing demands on the Reich’s ships and men.76 In Berlin and Switzerland, von Oppenheim’s network established an eighteen-member Indian Committee whose men, as a German document put it, “were willing to die and kill any traitors.”77 But Germany vastly overestimated both the ease of stirring revolt there and the subcontinent’s Muslims’ interest in what the sultan said.

One operation was even conducted in the then-neutral United States. The key figure was Franz von Papen, German military attaché in Washington. He had already established an arms business, the Bridgeport Company, to make explosives and buy up weapons for the German war effort. Some were destined for anti-British revolutionaries in India.

In 1914, the Indian Committee in Berlin obtained an official German promise of arms and money to fight for the country’s independence. The committee sent that message to Indian troops in the British army to subvert their loyalty: “Revolution is round the corner, independence in reach.” The plan was to ship German weapons via the neutral Dutch East Indies, today Indonesia. Von Papen sent $250,000 worth of war materiel on two ships, the Annie Larsen and the Maverick. An Indian revolutionary, Manabendra Nath Roy, traveled to Java to take delivery,78 but the British discovered and blocked the plot. A year later, a trial in San Francisco of eight of von Papen’s Indian agents would reveal his involvement in a wide range of espionage and sabotage activities in America, including an effort to set up a military training base for pro-German Indians in upstate New York.79 As a result of these plots, the United States declared him persona non grata in early 1916.

Von Papen became chief of staff of the German army’s Asia Corps under General Erich von Falkenhayn on the Iraqi front.80 During his service, von Papen developed contacts with many Ottoman officers and political figures, including Mustafa Kemal who, as Kemal Atatürk, would lead the postwar Turkish republic. During this time, von Papen also befriended a young staff officer in Istanbul named Joachim von Ribbentrop. When von Ribbentrop became Nazi foreign minister, he remembered the favor. Von Papen would return to the area to play a leading role as Germany’s ambassador to Turkey during World War II.81

The other part of Germany’s India campaign was two adventurous but ultimately unfruitful overland treks by agents through Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan to raise rebellion in those countries and establish bases for operations into India. One group, which set off in January 1915, was headed by former German military attaché to Iran Fritz Klein. Its immediate task was to destroy British facilities near the Iran-Ottoman border, but the more ambitious goal was to raise jihad among the Shia Muslims of Iraq. A German officer, Edgar Stern-Rubarth, persuaded Shia leaders in Karbala to issue a fatwa calling for jihad in February 1915 and to praise Germany as the Muslims’ friend.82 Von Oppenheim’s group ensured that this declaration was relayed to India. But there was no uprising:83 tribal leaders simply took money from both sides and did nothing.

In an even more dramatic effort a German-Ottoman group of about forty men traveled by horse and camel from Istanbul through Iran all the way to Kabul. They included Werner Otto von Hentig, who would be the Foreign Ministry’s top Middle East expert during World War II, and the Indian nationalist R. Mahendra Pratap. Two men who traveled with them part of the way, Wilhelm Wasmuss and Max von Scheubner-Richter, both former German consuls in Iran, were dropped off to raise the tribes in, respectively, the southern and northern parts of that country.

Scheubner-Richter took as his assistant Paul Leverkuehn, who would later head German military intelligence in the region during World War II.84 Later, Scheubner-Richter was one of the first to join the Nazi Party. Close to Hitler, he undoubtedly discussed his experiences and views on the region with the future dictator, for whom he served as a fundraiser. During Hitler’s abortive 1923 coup in Munich, Scheubner-Richter was killed while standing beside him.

Wasmuss and Scheubner-Richter tried in November 1915 to make a deal with Persian Prime Minister Mustosi al-Mamalik to gain his support for Germany in the war. They did win over the German-educated governor of Shiraz, who helped them destroy some British telegraph lines and oil pipelines.85 They also built good networks of contacts, one of whom was a military officer named Reza Khan who after the war would overthrow the Qajar dynasty and make himself shah.86 That development, too, would have an important impact on German fortunes in the region during World War II.

The rest of the expedition moved on to Afghanistan. In August 1915 it showed the governor of Herat—a spy reported the details to British intelligence—the sultan’s and the Shia clerics’ jihad proclamations. Berlin, they said, would supply Afghanistan with new rifles and military advisers, and if it joined them in attacking India they promised a lot of Russian and Indian territory after Germany won the war.87 Arriving in Kabul late in 1915, they made the same offer to the monarch, Amir Habib Allah.88 He toyed with them, signing a German-Afghan Pact of Friendship after a month of talks, but took no action.89 The pact specified that the Germans would supply 100,000 rifles and 300 artillery pieces along with all necessary supplies. But the Afghan monarch was not so naïve as to take on Russia and England simultaneously on the word of a few weather-beaten travelers. He would act, the amir said, when 100,000 German or Ottoman troops arrived to cover his rear against Russia.90

The Afghanistan expedition nonetheless did benefit German interests. Aware of these contacts, the British kept more soldiers in the area than they would have done otherwise. As in Iran’s case, furthermore, the German contacts in Kabul had a delayed effect. In May 1919, after the war ended, a coup brought to power a new ruler, Aman Allah, who did declare a jihad against the British, and in the subsequent fighting the Afghans temporarily invaded Indian soil. But that was too late to help the Germans.

Another achievement was the establishment of an anti-British Indian nationalist base in Kabul. On December 1, 1915, Pratap, who had accompanied the expedition, announced himself president of Free Hindustan’s government in exile. The British put a price on his head but for the next thirty years he continued to cooperate with the Germans and later the Japanese. After India became independent in 1947 he was allowed to return home.

In general, though, the jihad strategy, so long in development and high in hope, had fizzled. Many Arabs within the Ottoman Empire and most Muslims outside of it either no longer cared about the sultan, didn’t accept his credentials, had other priorities, or just didn’t believe the Young Turks, the empire’s real rulers, were sincere in their religious pretensions.91

But the most momentous immediate event arising from the German jihad strategy was the mass murder of Ottoman Armenians. Von Oppenheim either urged or supported Ottoman repression of the Armenians and Jews, as well as the execution of Arab nationalists, groups he saw as favoring the Allies. When German officials warned about massacres of Armenians, von Oppenheim told them to shut up.92

On April 24, 1915, the Ottoman government began rounding up and deporting Armenians after some groups began a revolt to coordinate with the Russian advance against the Ottomans, hoping the tsar would give them control over areas where they lived in eastern Turkey. Pomiankowski, the Austro-Hungarian military attaché who sympathized with the Armenians’ plight, wrote that Ottoman leaders were enraged at how the insurrection damaged their military situation. Muslim Turks were killed by Armenians. Enver and other Ottoman rulers had warned the Armenians at the war’s start of severe punishment if they sided with the Russians.93

Von Oppenheim’s aide, Scheubner-Richter, sent three vivid reports to German Ambassador von Wangenheim on the cruelties against Armenians in the Lake Van region. Scheubner-Richter reported rumors that deportations were being conducted according to German advice. Personally, he explained, he didn’t believe the story and tried to help ease the pressure on the Armenians, but von Wangenheim ignored his request for intervention.94 If the Germans had wanted to stop, or at least mitigate, Ottoman policy and behavior toward the Armenians they could easily have done so. For example, on October 8, 1915, von Oppenheim received a report that the Ottoman government’s goal was the extermination of the Armenians.95 Only one week later, however, he was telling Berlin that the deportations were justified war measures because the Armenians were betraying the Ottomans by supporting their Russian enemy.96

One of the few Ottoman leaders who openly criticized the massacres was the grand mufti who wrote the jihad decree, Ürgüplü Khairi Bey. He was an opponent of the Young Turks’ secularism and of executing Arab clerics for disloyalty to the regime. Precisely because he was a very traditional Muslim he complained about the alliance with the infidel Germans, too, and as a result was forced from his post in mid-1915.97

Meanwhile, German consuls, bankers, and clerics in the empire were telling a different story from what von Oppenheim reported to Berlin.98 During the second half of 1915, they warned of how jihad rhetoric was inflaming Muslim hatred of Christians and determination to annihilate them; how the jihad was just a cover for systematic looting, killing, and terror toward Armenians; and they provided detailed accounts of mass deportations, killings, and concentration camps.

These Germans said they often heard the slogan from Muslims that jihad should begin by killing local Christians. They also noted that Ottoman officers and officials frequently said that Germany wanted the Armenians killed. German bankers told how Armenian employees and customers were disappearing. The Ottoman government then informed them that it was seizing the Armenians’ assets. The official explanation for German inaction was that Germany needed Turkey’s help as an ally and so could say nothing.99

By early 1916 German officials in the Ottoman Empire had no doubt about what was happening. Even the kaiser heard the news. The head of his military cabinet, Moriz von Lyncker, wrote in his diary on August 8, 1916: “Most terrible how the Turks rage against Christian Armenians, their subjects. Thousands—men, women and children—are slaughtered, others are driven purposely to death by starvation. Our diplomats appear at this point powerless.”100 But in fact the German government never made the slightest attempt to discourage the mass murders.

Soon, the Armenians disappeared entirely from eastern Anatolia.101 Enver told a visiting German that there was “No Armenian question any more.”102 He said that Armenians had killed between 125,000 and 150,000 Muslim Turks, and that the Turks had killed—the figures are hotly debated to this day—up to one and a half million Armenians.103

The mass murder of Ottoman Armenians was the largest organized massacre against a civilian minority since medieval and probably since ancient times. While it was carried out by the Ottomans, the Germans broadly inspired it, were well aware of it, and didn’t interfere with it. There is no definitive evidence for the story that Hitler later said Germany could get away with the Jewish Holocaust because nobody remembered the Armenian massacres, but this certainly seems to be what he thought.

Meanwhile, on the war’s Western front, Corporal Hitler received the Iron Cross at the end of 1914.104 Heavily wounded at the Somme two years later and sent to the Beelitz hospital near Berlin, he heard there about developments in the Middle East. Later, Scheubner-Richter gave him an eyewitness account of how the Ottomans gained popularity and strengthened their strategic situation by making a minority community scapegoat for the country’s problems and murdering them.

The kaiser himself was not particularly anti-Semitic or even anti-Zionist, though his alliance with the Ottomans was a higher priority for him.105 Moreover, the Jews, who would be the target of Germany’s own jihad in the next war, fared better in the Ottoman Empire. Many of the Zionists who had immigrated were Russian citizens and thus subjects of the Ottomans’ foe, though they had no love for the tsar’s regime. Some hoped the British would support their project for a Jewish state, and a small group led by botanist Aaron Aaronson founded the Nili spy ring to help the Allies.106

Since the Ottomans assumed Jews would be disloyal, they arrested and deported some and planned to expel them all. Cemal Pasha, Ottoman governor of Greater Syria and Fourth Army commander, wanted to, as a contemporary Zionist report put it, eliminate “alien subjects and to resettle those areas with Turks.”107 Cemal ruled with such an iron hand that the Arab inhabitants called him “as-Saffah,” the blood-shedder or killer, according to al-Husaini, one of his officers.108

On December 17, 1914, eight hundred Jews with Russian citizenship were deported by ship to Egypt.109 But later deportation decrees were reversed due to intervention by several foreign envoys, especially Morgenthau, himself a German-born Jew, and Richard Lichtheim, a leader of the German Zionist movement. Berlin urged a stop to Ottoman attacks on the Zionist settlements, and the Ottomans canceled the projected mass deportation partly because Germany warned that the Allies would make propaganda out of any anti-Jewish actions.110

On March 31, 1917, however, Cemal again ordered the deportation of all Jews from the area, an operation Jews feared would be a cover for massacres similar to those against the Armenians.111 Von Oppenheim’s deputy, Schabinger, who had tried to stop the killings of Armenians, was at the time German consul in Jaffa. Schabinger estimated that there were sixty thousand Jews in Jerusalem alone. Ahmad Munir, Cemal’s deputy in Jerusalem, told Schabinger that the deportations could not be carried out “without starvation and death.” A Jewish delegation from the town of Petah Tikva asked Schabinger for help, and he, in turn, asked Munir, “How am I supposed to explain this to my fellow Germans?” He and the German consul in Jerusalem threatened to protest publicly, and pointed out that the Germans had carried out effective propaganda against Russia precisely because it mistreated Jews. Cemal’s German chief of staff, Kreß von Kressenstein, agreed with the diplomats. Cemal relented and the order was again withdrawn. Ironically, Schabinger, who may have saved tens of thousands of Jews, joined the Nazi Party fourteen years later.

As an Ottoman officer stationed in Syria with the Fourth Army, al-Husaini closely watched these events as he built strong personal ties to the Germans. Al-Husaini later wrote how pleased he was with the kaiser’s honoring of Saladin during the monarch’s 1898 visit.112 Al-Husaini supported the jihad, did not participate in Arab nationalist underground movements, and viewed the Jews as traitors to the empire. He later claimed that the Nili ring was uncovered by his friends, military intelligence officer Juwad Rifat Aitelkhan and an army doctor named Hasan al-Fuad Ibrahim. According to al-Husaini—though this story is almost certainly untrue—Ibrahim found a pigeon in his room, where Jews had formerly lived, carrying a coded message intended for the British. Ottoman troops captured Sara Aaronson, Aaron’s sister, who was tortured and three days later committed suicide.113

Yet before the war ended, the Germans decided, and persuaded the Ottomans, to change their policy toward Zionism. They realized the value of courting Jewish support. The British wanted to gain Jewish political backing to keep Russia in the war after its March 1917 revolution and to ensure strong U.S. support for the Allied side; the Germans hoped to do the exact opposite.

The British government, however, moved faster and more decisively. Negotiating with Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann, Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour believed a pro-Zionist declaration would keep Russia in the war, encourage the Americans to fight, and beat German efforts to win over the Zionist movement. On October 31, 1917, the Cabinet approved the proposed text favoring a Jewish national homeland, which was published November 2, immediately after the British captured Gaza.114

The Germans and Ottomans had a mixed response to the Balfour Declaration. On the one hand, they tried to use it to hold the Arabs’ loyalty, spreading the word that Britain had sold their land to the Jews. Many Arabs who heard this at first, however, assumed the claim to be German propaganda.115 Yet, at the same time, the Germans and Ottomans rushed to make their own offer to the Jews. In August 1917, Cemal Pasha met German Zionist leader Lichtheim while on a visit to Berlin. Cemal was coy at first, simply repeating the Ottoman stance that Jews could settle anywhere in the empire except in the territory they hoped to make into a state some day, but then he hinted that this policy could change in future.116

Meanwhile, the new German ambassador to the Ottomans arrived in Istanbul. Johann-Heinrich von Bernstorff had spent ten years as a diplomat in Washington and held a high opinion of Jewish influence on the U.S. government. He lobbied with Ottoman leaders to support the policy shift and in October, before the British issued the Balfour Declaration, persuaded him to make a deal with the Zionists. The Ottomans would offer a Jewish national home under their rule after the war. Talat thought he had nothing to lose by doing so since, he predicted, the Arabs would eventually kill all the Jews who went there.117

As the British gained ground in the fighting, both the Germans and the Ottomans became desperate, especially after the British captured Jerusalem in December 1917. The Ottomans were reluctant to change policy, though, saying that the Zionist dream of autonomy conflicted with the empire’s sovereignty.118 Von Bernstorff continued his efforts, however, joined in July 1918 by German and Austrian Jewish leaders.119 They were now negotiating, however, over an area largely controlled by the British, not the Ottomans. Von Bernstorff urged the Jews to drop political demands for the time being because if the land was reconquered, they could get open immigration after the war and eventually reach their goal. While the Germans didn’t want to go too far and get into conflict with the Arabs, he continued, the kaiser would like to see Germany’s Jewish problem solved by emigration.120

The Ottomans, too, were finally ready to act. On August 12, 1918, Talat issued a statement that was the Ottoman equivalent of the Balfour Declaration:

The Council of Ministers had just decided . . . to lift all restrictions on Jewish immigration and settlement in Palestine.

Strict orders have been given . . . to secure a benevolent treatment of the Jewish nation in Palestine based on complete equality with the other elements of the population. . . . I declare . . . my sympathies for the establishment of a Jewish religious and national center in Palestine by well-organized immigration and colonization. I am convinced of the importance and benefits of the Jewish settlement in Palestine for the Ottoman Empire.

I am willing to put this project under the high protection of the Ottoman Empire. I am willing to promote it by all means according to the sovereign rights of the Ottoman Empire which do not affect the rights of the non-Jewish population.

A commission was set up to write a detailed proposal for the Ottoman Parliament.121 Before this could happen, though, the Ottoman Empire surrendered to the Allies on October 30. Talat fled three days later in a German submarine on a voyage that would end in Berlin. But it is still significant that the last Muslim government ruling the area accepted the idea of a Jewish national home, as did both sides in the war.

Equally, though, the war also laid the basis for Nazi Middle East policy. The German strategy and many of the same individuals would be involved in World War II. Hitler would later say that all in his leading circle were from the generation of World War I soldiers, and that many of those men had served in the Middle East.122

The parallels between the kaiser’s and Hitler’s regional policies included the following.

First, Germany’s policy in both conflicts was based on stirring Muslim revolt against its enemies. Germany cast itself in the role of being the Muslims’ and Arabs’ true friend and patron, champion of the downtrodden, and sworn enemy to colonialism. Those who fought on Germany’s side were said to be acting faithfully in the interests of Islam and Iranian, Indian, or—in French-ruled areas—Arab nationalism; anyone who supported the Allies was a traitor to Islam.

Second, racism was a key element in German policy, laying a basis for its use by the Nazis in setting their Middle East (and other) policies. The Armenians were vilified on racist grounds while the Turks were praised as fellow warriors and rulers. As one German newspaper article put it in 1898: “The sick man [of Europe, a term used for the declining Ottoman Empire] will be cured, so thoroughly that when he wakes up from his sleep of recovery he will be difficult to recognize. One would think he has got blond hair, blue eyes, and looks quite Germanic. In our loving embrace we have injected so much German essence into him that he will be hard to distinguish from a German.”123 On the other hand, German policy looked down on Middle Eastern Christians, especially Armenians. Von Oppenheim said they deserved their reputation “as being cowards, and great at plotting and scheming.”124 This racial theme would continue under the Nazis, with some non-Europeans such as the Japanese and Arabs, granted “honorary Aryan” status, like the Turks in World War I. And of course by then the main target was the Jews.

Third, in deliberately stirring passionate hatred, Germany anticipated and accepted the idea that this would produce mass murders of minorities, Christians and Jews, as well as other civilians not on Germany’s side.

Fourth, German policymakers believed that powerful forces could be set in motion by charismatic individuals possessed with semimystical legitimacy. In both wars the Germans erred in expecting Muslims to react as a bloc rather than being divided by local, dynastic, ethnic, and other loyalties. At the same time, the Germans believed themselves able to control wildly fanatical forces. Such stories as those of the Sorcerer’s Apprentice or Frankenstein are based on ample historical experience that genies unleashed from bottles do not willingly return to their prisons.

Fifth, Germany accumulated during World War I a large cadre of experts and soldiers who knew the Middle East well and had extensive contacts there. About one hundred of them remained active in key positions during the Nazi era and continued their work in the region before and during World War II. Likewise, many Middle Easterners who had cooperated with Germany during the first war did so again in the sequel.

Sixth, Hitler would draw a lesson on the uses of genocide. The Armenians’ fate furnished a model for what he would do to the Jews since he believed that the Ottoman regime had benefited from the mass killings. The deep German complicity in the mass murders of the Armenians set a precedent. German officials were aware of these killings and other war crimes, hid them from the public eye, often justified them, and never acted to stop or reduce their scope though they could easily have done so. German officials who advocated the murders paid no price for their actions, while those who objected were silenced or ignored.125

Finally, the German concept of Islam and nationalism in the Middle East would reinforce Hitler in his romantic idea of a “racial”-based community prepared to wipe out entire peoples seen as rivals. While Germany had its own long history of anti-Semitism, Hitler developed the Middle East–influenced idea of staging a systematic jihad-style struggle against the Jews.

But there were also two lessons not fully absorbed by the Germans that would cost them dearly. One was that battlefield success would play the main role in determining whether political agitation could trigger revolts in the Middle East. The factor that sank von Oppenheim’s theories was military defeat, despite thirty thousand German troops fighting with the Ottoman army, two attempts to capture the Suez Canal, and hard-fought wars against the British in Iraq and against the Russians in the Caucasus. Even the fact that German advisers literally ran the Ottoman army—General Hans von Seeckt was the last Ottoman chief of staff—wasn’t enough to turn the tide.

The other thing the Germans didn’t learn, despite the failure of the sultan’s jihad, was skepticism about Arab and Muslim politicians’ promises to raise revolts and bring huge forces onto Germany’s side.

Hence the World War I experience of failure had not settled the issue as far as the Germans involved were concerned. Schabinger, von Oppenheim’s lieutenant, had said that the seeds of a mass uprising had been planted, positing that one day Middle Eastern peoples would turn against the British, French, and Russians.126 The idea that “the Muslims” or “the Arabs” could be united and mobilized in order to seize control of the entire region would be a central theme in Middle East history throughout the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries. The kaiser, Hitler, the USSR, Jamal Abd an-Nasir, Saddam Husain, Usama bin Ladin, and a variety of other Arab and Muslim leaders would try and fail to bring it to fruition.

Yet one thing was certain: Germany’s first effort to foment a jihad that would bring it victory would not be the last. The Germans would try the same strategy in a second round, seeking to use the Middle East in its attempt to conquer Europe and even the entire world.


4 An Islamism Sheltered in Berlin

The years between Germany’s defeat in the Great War ending in 1918 and the day the Nazis took power in Berlin a mere fifteen years later saw enormous changes in the Middle East. During that time, Hitler and al-Husaini absorbed the lessons of the past German-Muslim alliance and moved toward a new version.

When this period began, though, none of the coming events seemed even remotely possible. No longer a great power, Germany had to pay massive indemnities. The country was wracked by internal instability and rapid inflation, its territory and population drastically reduced, and Allied troops occupied its rich western region. The army was strictly limited in size and weapons while all of its colonies—six times larger than the mother country itself—were lost.1 Postwar Germany was in no shape to play a role in world affairs even if the victors had let it do so.

Passing through Germany en route to Moscow in 1919, the Indian nationalist, now Communist, Manabendra N. Roy, who had worked closely with von Oppenheim’s apparatus, saw hordes of beggars in frayed military uniforms, many with amputated limbs and disfigured faces or suffering from shell shock. They often wore a cardboard sign on strings around their necks with the accusing slogan: “I fought for the Fatherland.”2 Little good had it done them, or the war for Germany.

German Middle East assets were either looted by the winning side or destroyed in the fighting. The German Orient Bank alone lost 30 million marks, including murdered Armenian clients’ accounts first confiscated by the Ottoman Empire and then taken by the French and British after the war.3

The psychological trauma of defeat was as bad as the losses of lives, land, and wealth. As late as spring 1918, a German offensive had almost succeeded before an Allied counteroffensive drove it back and advanced until poised to invade the exhausted Fatherland. Germany gave up in November 1918. Ironically, a clever policy that avoided invasion, occupation, and even more destruction led many Germans to believe that victory had been snatched away by traitors at home rather than lost on the battlefield.

On November 10, 1918, as Corporal Hitler lay in the Pasewalk, Pomerania, medical center almost blinded by a gas attack he had barely survived, he heard about the revolutionary upheaval and the kaiser’s abdication. Hitler would recall that as the moment he decided to become a politician to seek revenge on those he held responsible for betraying Germany.4 He would write six years later that if only the thousands of Jews who had been corrupting the nation had been gassed to death as had the best German soldiers at the front, those killed in battle would not have died in vain.5

Right-wing circles echoed this psychologically self-serving view.6 In using the fact that some Jews had been among the revolutionaries and politicians who brought the war to an end in order to blame them for defeat, Hitler merely echoed popular views. The postwar German democratic state was called the “Jewish Republic of Weimar” on the basis of a Jewish-leftist-stab-in-the-back theory. In 1920, as the Nazi Party formed, the swastika symbol had already appeared on the helmets of right-wing militia units fighting Communists and Socialists. Among those so engaged were many of the thirty thousand German veterans from Middle East campaigns, including von Papen and Oskar von Niedermayer.

Meanwhile, the Middle East’s new era was influenced by President Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points address to Congress on January 8, 1918.7 Seeking to promote democracy and stability, Wilson wanted to banish the great powers’ imperial machinations, which he blamed for the war, and enthrone local nationalism. He demanded the abolition of secret deals like the Sykes-Picot Agreement that had partitioned the Ottoman Empire between Britain and France, and backed free trade.

Thus, though not by design, U.S. policy served Germany’s interests. The less power wielded by Britain or France and the more open the region was to others’ economic efforts, the better for Germany. Free trade and minimum colonialism had also been the kaiser’s program, since otherwise Germany could not compete with the British and French empires. Middle Eastern nationalists were also enthusiastic about Wilson’s program. Nationalism was seen as the wave of the future; Islamism a remnant of the obsolete Ottoman past. But there were Muslims who did not accept this verdict and German experts who still believed that the Islamist ideology had a future.

Wilson was positioning America into the niche that Germany had tried to fill: a great power that wasn’t interested in gaining territory but was friendly to local aspirations and working for mutual enrichment through trade and development. If Middle Eastern nationalists wanted to avoid colonial rule, the United States seemed the only alternative. But when local leaders invited Washington to take a mandate over Greater Syria or Armenia they were turned down.8 The United States was entering an isolationist period. The United States did not join the League of Nations in 1919, much less play an active role in distant places of whose existence it was barely aware.

When Nazi Germany returned to the region in the 1930s, it reclaimed the role of anti-imperialist ally and role model for Arabs and Muslims that pre-1918 Germany had played. In the 1920s, though, Germany was in no shape to play that role. The British and French controlled the Middle East through their mandatory governments, and local elites had made their peace with these new rulers to preserve their wealth and power.

At the same time, though, the British and French competed in subverting each other’s rule. François Picot, the French diplomat who had demanded his country’s total control over Syria and Lebanon, told a group of Muslims in Jerusalem in 1919 that the British “had promised Palestine to Zionism” but staunchly Catholic France “Would not let the land of Jesus go to those who crucified him.” After Picot left, however, his Muslim host declared of the French: “God annihilate them, they lie. Britain would never do such a dirty trick.”9

It was in this murky situation of conflicting loyalties and interests—pro-Ottoman Islamism versus Arab nationalism and revolutionary Islamism; Germany fighting the Allies; Arab factionalism; and British-French rivalry—that al-Husaini made his career. He had been one of those Arabs who had at first remained loyal to the Ottoman Empire on imperial Islamist grounds, serving as an officer in its army and fighting alongside Germany. Then he changed sides to support the anti-Ottoman Arab revolutionaries and became a British agent. It was that fact, never revealed until now, that explains why the British were eager to support his political ambitions in the 1920s and into the 1930s.

In 1916, al-Husaini was a lieutenant in the Ottoman 46th Division at Izmir (Smyrna).10 That November, he became ill, was given leave, and returned to Jerusalem for three months. Al-Husaini, like Hitler, had his vision of the future while in hospital during the war. Early in 1917 he made a momentous decision. Instead of returning to the German-backed Ottoman army he joined the British-backed Arab revolt. Ironically, al-Husaini, who played a direct role in the Ottoman Empire’s destruction, would later describe that event as an “imperialist plot.”11

Be that as it may, al-Husaini worked on behalf of that “plot” and took a salary in British gold as a recruiter for the army of the Arab revolt against the Ottomans. He signed up about fifteen hundred Arabs from what was then called southern Syria—later, Palestine—to join the forces fighting alongside Lawrence of Arabia.12 Junior as al-Husaini was, his being one of the few active supporters of the British and their Hashemite allies from that area marked him as a person of importance for the Allied cause.

But the British were also backing those who would be al-Husaini’s future enemies, the Zionists. In July 1918, the German envoy in Istanbul sent a report arguing that Berlin might use British support for Zionism to mobilize Arab support for its war effort. Foreseeing a Jewish state’s eventual emergence, he explained, Arabs and Ottomans would fight harder to resist it.13 But while the dispatch was prophetic in the longer term, it did not prove useful as an immediate strategy. Al-Husaini, who would soon emerge as leader of the Palestinian Arabs, was fighting for those who had issued the Balfour Declaration.14

Already fluent in French, al-Husaini taught himself English during 1918. He served six months with the British Occupied Enemy Territory Administration, working for General Gabriel Haddad, the Christian Arab adviser to Ronald Storrs, British military governor of Jerusalem. When Haddad was made commissioner of public safety in Damascus, al-Husaini went there too, with the rank of detective agent.15

Arriving in Damascus with the victorious British army and its Arab auxiliaries in late 1918, al-Husaini’s job was to support the British and his own former commander in the Arab revolt, Faisal, son of Sharif Husain of Mecca. Al-Husaini and the British were undermining London’s wartime promise to Paris that France would rule Syria. Al-Husaini wanted those who would later be called Palestinian Arabs, then known as “southern Syrians,” to become part of an Arab-ruled Greater Syria. To further this goal, he wrote articles for a Jerusalem newspaper, Southern Syria, edited by his friend, Arif al-Arif.16

Much of al-Husaini’s work was in the General Syrian Congress which, on March 8, 1920, proclaimed Faisal to be Syria’s king, as the British wanted. Of course, the British could not openly pursue this goal since it directly violated their pledges to France under the Sykes-Picot Agreement, which is why they needed trusted agents like al-Husaini. As a secret agent, al-Husaini reported to the British on the activities of Arab political groups.

One of al-Husaini’s activities was to lobby the United States on behalf of Syrian Arab nationalism. President Woodrow Wilson sent a commission to the Middle East in 1919 headed by theologian Henry King and businessman-philanthropist Charles Crane.17 Their task was to suggest who should rule the former Ottoman lands of Greater Syria and Anatolia.18 The commission met with the General Syrian Congress which wanted a large, independent Syrian Arab state.19 Al-Husaini must have been involved in preparing those testifying, successfully so since the commission endorsed the congress’s stance.

While working as a British agent, however, al-Husaini was increasingly critical of British policy, disappointed both with the implementation of the Balfour Declaration and with London’s refusal to do more to help Faisal and the Greater Syria cause. Meanwhile, though, he gained great personal advantage from having feet in multiple camps.

For example, in June 1918 he founded in Damascus the Arab Club, which had about five hundred members by the end of 1919, and the Literary Club. The former supported Faisal; the latter, dominated by the powerful an-Nashashibi clan—later al-Husaini’s chief rivals and victims—marked the start of a Palestinian Arab nationalist movement.20 By 1920, he also helped organize the first anti-Jewish underground military organization in southern Syria, al-Fidiya (“the Sacrifice,”).21 The busy al-Husaini also found time to back the Christian-Muslim Association.

During this period, al-Husaini saw himself as an Arab nationalist and a Syrian Islamist who regarded Britain as the best ally against French ambitions. There were certainly contradictions in this stance. After all, on January 18, 1919, Faisal had met with Zionist leader Chaim Weiz-mann at the Versailles peace conference and made a deal to accept Zionist aspirations in exchange for Jewish support to establish his own Syrian domain.22

This dream of Greater Syria, however, did not materialize. France accepted a League of Nations mandate to rule Syria in April 1920 and seized control in July, brushing aside an Arab force in a minor battle, and Faisal was expelled. In compensation, the British made him Iraq’s king in 1921 and many Arab officers from the Ottoman and Arab nationalist armies followed him to Bagdad. Al-Husaini was not among them.

These developments forced al-Husaini to rethink his views, identity, and ambitions. The Ottomans and their idea of an all-inclusive empire based nominally on Islam had collapsed to be replaced by Turkish nationalism, which had nothing to offer him. So al-Husaini turned toward Arab nationalism and Syro-Palestinian Islamism. It was Syrian, not Palestinian Arab, nationalism that first attracted him. Yet soon, the idea of an independent Greater Syria also disintegrated. During that transitional period, however, al-Husaini did not have to make an immediate choice. He could combine four seemingly disparate, if not outright contradictory, doctrines.

First and foremost, he was a Pan-Arab nationalist, seeking a large Syrian state that would include what are today Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and perhaps more. Even after Faisal’s defeat, al-Husaini did not have to give up this goal or the idea that the British could be persuaded to favor it. After all, though Britain was allied with France, it didn’t want to share power over the Middle East with that partner.

Second, al-Husaini, who functioned as a completely secular political figure at this point, did not have to choose between Arab nationalism and Islamism in setting his political identity. The two standpoints seemed compatible.

Third, and least important, al-Husaini was a leading figure among the then largely passive group of those who would later define themselves as Palestinian Arabs. Focusing on this group was al-Husaini’s best career move. After all, he was of no importance in Faisal’s entourage—especially when it moved to Iraq—and would be even less so in French-ruled Syria. But in the relatively backward area of Palestine and especially in Jerusalem he had almost no competition, came from an important family, and thus could realistically hope to become leader himself.

Finally, al-Husaini was advancing himself by accepting British patronage. In later years, this type of behavior was denounced—even by al-Husaini himself—as that of an imperialist lackey and traitor. This connection, kept secret throughout his long life, explains the mystery of why the British would promote and back a young, unknown, and troublesome man to a position of such power.

If al-Husaini’s employment by the British settles that particular historical mystery—why London promoted the ambitions of such a seemingly antagonistic political figure—another secret was the identity of his other patrons. With the French taking over in Damascus and Faisal’s supporters kicked out, why was the vocal al-Husaini able to remain there? According to U.S. intelligence reports, the reason was simple: he went to work for French intelligence.23 This not only gave him further protection—and a quarter-century later the French would save him from punishment as a Nazi ally and war criminal—but also a sponsor happy to see him subvert British rule in Palestine.

Thus, within a few months, al-Husaini had fought with the Ottomans to suppress Arab nationalists and beat the British, then with the Arab nationalists against the Ottomans and Germans, next for the British to help Syrian Arab nationalists against the French, and finally for the French to undermine British rule on behalf of Palestinian Arab nationalists. By 1920 and 1921, al-Husaini was involved in numerous organizations in both Damascus and Jerusalem, spending time in both cities.

At this point an event took place that would rocket al-Husain overnight into the position of the Palestine Arabs’ leader for more than three decades and help determine the fate of the entire Middle East. Palestine’s Arabs themselves had nothing to do with selecting al-Husaini as their chief. Instead, that choice was made by Herbert Samu els, who was Jewish, pro-Zionist, and Britain’s first high commissioner in Palestine. He appointed al-Husaini as grand mufti of Jerusalem on May 10, 1921, making him the country’s highest Muslim cleric and providing the basis for al-Husaini to become the political leader, too.

Since no one knew about al-Husaini’s British intelligence activities, the decision seemed inexplicable at the time. True, he was from a distinguished family and half-brother of the previous grand mufti. Al-Husaini was also still only twenty-four years old, yet he was being given a post usually awarded to a much older man. He was no religious scholar with advanced studies or even a cleric at all, though he held the equivalent of an undergraduate degree in religious studies from al-Azhar University. Moreover, he had made many anti-British statements and been involved in subversive groups.

Clearly, his previous service had convinced the British that al-Husaini would be reasonably loyal to their interests. It was one of the most remarkable errors of judgment ever made in a region rife with them. What makes this strategy even more incredible was that al-Husaini had not so long before been sentenced by a British military court to ten years’ imprisonment for sedition.24 On April 4, 1920, a little more than a year earlier, al-Husaini had made a passionate Syrian nationalist speech at the Nabi Musa religious procession in Jerusalem. The fired-up crowd responded with shouts of “Death to Zionism” and “King Faisal for Ruler,” then rioted and killed a number of Jews.25 The British put out an arrest warrant and al-Husaini fled across the Jordan River.

Was there a secret agreement between al-Husaini and the British to secure his pardon? Whatever happened, Samuel voided al-Husaini’s conviction, let him return to Jerusalem, and then made him grand mufti.

Next, Samuel asked him, on August 24, 1921, to create a Supreme Muslim Council to supervise all Muslim charities, foundations, and courts in the British mandate of Palestine. This gave al-Husaini tremendous patronage power and a large, secure source of revenue. It would be virtually impossible for any other Palestinian Arab to compete with him. On January 9, 1922, the council elected al-Husaini as its president. This nominally philanthropic body would become the Palestinian Arab political leadership.

Thus, the British had elevated the man who would become their worst enemy in the Middle East. But this mistake only became fully apparent in the late 1920s. During the immediate postwar period it was the changes in Turkey that seemed most important for Europeans and especially for Germany.

The wartime Allied plan had been to divide Turkey into British, French, Italian, and Greek zones of occupation. The Sèvres peace treaty, signed August 10, 1920, was intended to fulfill that goal. Then, however, everything changed. The Turks came together under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal (Kemal Atatürk), a former Young Turk and successful officer in World War I. The British, Italians, and French had no desire to fight. Only the Greeks pursued their territorial claims but were soundly defeated.

As a result, an armistice was concluded on September 23, 1922, followed by the Treaty of Lausanne on July 24, 1923. Turkey won full independence, and Atatürk would create a secular republic that sought to emulate and join the Western world. Before that happened, however, there was a now-forgotten period when Turkish thinking echoed the wartime German-Ottoman cooperation on jihad. The Turkish-Afghan treaty of March 1, 1921, established an Islamic Confederation, an Islamic United States of the Orient, as one Turkish official called it, with the idea of adding Iran as a third partner.26

Turkey and Afghanistan agreed to cooperate if one of them declared a jihad, but pledged not to declare any jihad against each other.27 The two countries also agreed to fund and direct Islamic groups promoting revolts in British-ruled South Asia and Soviet-ruled Central Asia.28 Sultan Ahmad Khan, Afghan envoy to Ankara, claimed the Indian revolution would triumph as the Islamic world awakened.29 Some of those involved were former Ottoman officials who had worked closely with Berlin, among them the Turkish envoy to Kabul, Abd ar-Rahman Peshawari, who had participated in the German-Ottoman expedition to Afghanistan during the war.30

The British were worried that the Kemalists ruling Turkey might take an Islamist route, following the prewar Young Turks’ policy. There were signs in 1921 and 1922 that they might be right. Atatürk revived the Jemiet ul-Islam association to promote Islamic revolutions under Ahmad as-Sanusi, formerly one of von Oppenheim’s men from an anti-Christian Islamic brotherhood group.31

The Turkish leader threw a banquet in as-Sanusi’s honor and gave five million pounds to found Pan-Islamic centers to agitate for a new jihad.32 Turkey sponsored as-Sanusi,33 arguing, in Atatürk’s words, that he would “consolidate the Turkish Empire as fulcrum of the Islamic world.”34 Another old von Oppenheim collaborator, the Egyptian al-Jawish, was appointed by Atatürk to head the Ulama Council of Muslim Scholars.35

As late as May 1922, British intelligence assessments were that Turkey was enthusiastically promoting Pan-Islamism in pursuit of a Federation of Muslim Communities under Turkey’s leadership.36 This was not, however, the direction Atatürk finally chose. In March 1924, definitively rejecting Islamism in favor of secular Turkish nationalism, Atatürk abolished the caliphate.37 The last caliph, Abdülmecid II, who had been deposed eighteen months earlier as Ottoman ruler, was expelled from Turkey with his family.38

For the first time since Islam had been founded twelve hundred years earlier there was no caliph to make at least a pretense of leading a united Muslim religion and empire. Not only the Ottoman Empire but also the Ottoman dynasty, Germany’s old ally, was at an end. Atatürk closed Islamic schools, forced people to wear Western clothes and hats, introduced European legal codes, gave voting rights to women, and changed written Turkish from Arabic to Roman letters.

The torch of modern Islamism, once lit with the kaiser’s help, now briefly passed to a surprising new sponsor: the atheistic, Communist Soviet Union. One of the key people in this strange alliance was once again as-Sanusi, a veteran of both German and Turkish Islamist campaigns. The Kremlin promised weapons for his Pan-Islamic schemes.39 Hearing of these contacts confirmed Atatürk in his belief that Islamic politics were dangerous for Turkey’s interests, and he kicked as-Sanusi out of the country.40

Abolition of the caliphate came as a great shock to Muslims in many countries despite the fact that they had largely ignored it for centuries and had ignored the caliph’s call for jihad in World War I.41 Still, Islamic loyalty had been a major factor in holding together the Ottoman Empire. The loss of something hitherto taken for granted was a reminder to Muslims of how far they had declined since their glory days. Usama Bin Ladin would remind them of this shame seventy-five years later when he called for Muslim unity and a global war against the Jews and the Christian “crusaders.”

In this way the question was raised, as it has been again in the twenty-first century, about who might fill the vacuum of transnational Islamic legitimacy. There were several self-declared candidates.

Just two days after the Turks deposed the caliph, Sharif of Mecca Husain Bin Ali, Faisal’s father and ruler of the Hijaz in western Arabia, declared himself caliph, but nothing came of it since he had so many enemies. In 1925 his own kingdom was conquered by Ibn Saud, who annexed the Hijaz and went on to create Saudi Arabia.

Another claimant to leadership over all Muslims was a new group, the Muslim Brotherhood, whose founding in 1928 marked the start of the modern Islamist movement. As an organization rooted in the Ottoman-German jihadization of Islam, it would also develop close relations with Germany during the following decade. Thus, Islamism remained alive in the 1920s, available for use by Nazi Germany in the 1930s.

When the British general Edmund Allenby spoke at the ceremony opening the British military cemetery in Ramallah, Palestine, he had echoed the slogan that World War I had been a war to end all wars. Unfortunately, this assessment proved inaccurate.42 True, the postwar settlement had produced a seemingly stable system in the Middle East in which moderate elites accepted a leading role. But militant Arab nationalists and Islamists were dissatisfied with British and French rule.

The League of Nations was established—albeit without U.S., Soviet, or German membership—in 1919 and soon issued mandates for British rule over Iraq, Palestine, and Transjordan. The June 1922 Palestine mandate incorporated the Balfour and the similar Ottoman Declaration’s goal of creating a national home for the Jewish people. The French received a mandate in September 1923 to rule Syria and Lebanon.43

How would von Oppenheim’s former agents, both German and local, find a place in this new order? Many of them carried on with their earlier efforts during the Weimar Republic era, like Grobba, von Hentig, and Nadolny. Formerly military coordinator of von Oppenheim’s jihad plan, Nadolny became German ambassador to Ankara and, after the Nazis took power, briefly to Moscow.

Others pursued revolutionary activities, sometimes with former Ottoman comrades.44 One such man was a former German officer, Wilhelm Hintersatz. As a pilot, he had survived the perilous skies, though frigid air paralyzed the right side of his face in 1916. At age thirty, he switched to service with von Sanders in the Ottoman army. Learning Turkish and Arabic, he became commander of all the Ottoman Empire’s machine-gun units. Wounded several times in combat, Hintersatz worked closely with Enver and even converted to Islam in Istanbul. As he later explained, he did so fully aware of the conflicts of loyalty it brought him as a German. The shaikh ül-islam, the empire’s highest cleric, Musa Kazim Effendi, honored him with a Muslim name that had been that of a ninth-century caliph, Harun ar-Rashid, who had both fought and developed good relations with Germanic kings.

Returning to work for the German government, Harun ar-Rashid Hintersatz helped his old friend Enver wage Pan-Turkish nationalist and Islamist wars in Central Asia. As head of the Turkish treasury ministry’s security force, he oversaw depots full of Ottoman weapons supposed to be scrapped under the peace agreement, managing to smuggle much military equipment to his wartime comrade fighting the Soviets in the Caucasus.45 Indeed, Hintersatz was soon himself battling the local version of the Soviets when he returned to Berlin and commanded right-wing militia forces against revolutionaries there.

Enver, who had been Germany’s main ally in the Ottoman regime, had equally remarkable adventures. He and five other leaders fled to Germany within hours of the Ottoman surrender in October 1918. It was a wise move. The next year he was sentenced to death for leading the empire into war and for the mass murders of the Armenians.46

In the early 1920s, the leading role in fomenting revolutionary movements in the Muslim world had passed from Germany to the Soviets, who urged Muslims to overthrow their European rulers.47 Enver therefore next went to Moscow and offered his services to the new Soviet government, becoming director of its Asian department and winning the personal support of Lenin. Remarkably, Enver would persuade Lenin to support an Islamic religious revolt based on a plan drawn up for the kaiser.

At the September 1920 Baku conference, the Soviets sought to rally the “people of the east” for their cause. Grigory Zinoviev, the Communist International’s thirty-seven-year-old head, tried some fancy dialectical footwork to justify these contradictions. Pan-Islamism was not a Soviet idea, he explained, but “we are now faced with the task of kindling a real holy war against the British and French capitalists.” The combatants in World War I, Zinoviev continued, had tried to present that slaughter as a holy war. Now, he rationalized, the peoples of the east must proclaim the real jihad against the Anglo-French robbers.48
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Figure 11. “Red Holy War.” At the September 1920 Baku Conference, the Soviet agitators Grigory Zinoviev and Karl Radek incited Pan-Islamism and jihad against the “Anglo-French capitalists” in the name of the Communist International.

Communist leaders realized that they were playing with fire. Karl Radek, the Communist International’s secretary, admitted that the call for jihad appeals to “warlike feelings which once inspired the peoples of the East when they advanced upon Europe” as in the days of Genghis Khan and the caliphs of Islam. Yet this was different because it was in a good cause. When you draw your daggers and revolvers, Radek told the assembled Muslims, it was not for purposes of conquest or to turn Europe into a graveyard but to build a new civilization of free workers and peasants. This was no wave of barbarism or a new horde of the Huns. This was “The Red East, which together with the workers of Europe will create a new civilization under the banner of Communism.”49 The delegates applauded wildly.

Enver’s Soviet-approved plan for jihad against Britain’s empire in the Middle East and India was basically just his and von Oppenheim’s wartime scheme. One comrade explained that as German allies the Ottomans under Enver were merely liberating lands from Russian or British imperialism to hand them over to German or Turkish imperialism, but now it was the power of the masses that would triumph.50 Yet there was little and nothing particularly Marxist or proletarian about Enver’s strategy. To build a base in Afghanistan and the formerly tsarist territories of eastern Turkestan in order to strike at India, he promised to enlist Afghanistan’s ruler, King Amanullah, who had been involved in the German-Ottoman strategy, as well as some of his contacts among Indian Muslims.51 Enver also turned to still another old German collaborator, the Indian Roy who had now become a Communist. His task was to prepare a base near the Afghan-Indian border, a job similar to what he had done for the Germans a few years earlier.52

Enver, however, was still loyal to Islamism and Turkic nationalism. After fighting for the Soviets against Muslim rebels in the Caucasus for a while, he then defected to the Islamic forces, training them along German lines. When he visited Berlin in 1922, he asked Hintersatz to join him. Hintersatz agreed and applied for a visa at the Iranian embassy, planning to cross over into the rebel area. But Hintersatz never heard from Enver again.53 In Tajikistan, the Red Army caught up with Enver in August 1922. In a case of poetic justice, the unit that killed him was commanded by an Armenian.

For his part, Hintersatz carried on preparing for the battles to come. He advised Italian intelligence during that country’s war in Ethiopia. Under cover as a reporter for Turkish newspapers, he himself went to Ethiopia as an Italian spy and won the confidence of Emperor Haile Selassie. Hintersatz was convinced that the great battle between the Germans and British to decide the world’s fate would take place in the Middle East. When World War II came, he would command a German army unit of Azerbaijani Muslims, recruited in cooperation with al-Husaini.54

But these events lay well ahead. Germany in the 1920s was uninterested in foreign adventures, especially in the Middle East. The prime concern was individual and national survival. Two days before World War I ended, the Red Flag was flying over German government buildings.55 Kaiser Wilhelm abdicated and went into exile in the Netherlands,56 and a new liberal democratic constitution was adopted.

Germany was defeated, disarmed, blamed for the war, and forced to pay France’s war costs and to give up much territory.57 Isolated, marginalized, and excluded from international organizations until 1926, Germany also saw its contacts with the Middle East completely cut. Germans could not even travel there without a British or French visa.58 The idea, an expert explained in 1925, that Germany would one day again have influence in the Middle East seemed doubtful.59

Of course, the French and British were determined that Berlin would never return to any important role in an area they sought to monopolize.60 Wanting to avoid trouble and having other priorities, the Weimar Republic’s leaders accepted this fate. Germany only did anything in the Middle East when repeatedly asked to do so by governments there.

The best example was Afghanistan, still trying to use Germany to offset British and Russian domination. In 1921, King Amanullah asked for diplomatic relations, educational exchanges, and German advisers, along with trade and investment. Berlin was so cautious that it immediately informed the British about the exchange and did nothing for more than two years.61 Only in late 1923 did Grobba, who had led Muslim ex–prisoners of war against the French in World War I, arrive in Kabul with a seventy-man mission, including military officers to train the Afghans.62 Almost immediately, the Soviets approached him for an alliance to subvert British rule in India, a major theme in von Oppenheim’s plan. Grobba turned them down.

With Berlin’s government so hesitant, the private sector took the lead. Businessmen began a German-Iranian Society, headed by von Hentig; a German-Turkish Association, led by Deutsch Bank president Arthur von Gwinner together with Jäckh; and an Egyptian-German Chamber of Commerce led by Aziz Cotta Bey.63 The German Orient Bank reopened in Turkey in 1924 and in Egypt in 1926, with a big effect on both countries. An Egyptian entrepreneur who worked at that German bank’s branch in Istanbul, Talat Harb, used this experience to start the first Egyptian-owned bank, Bank Misr, in Cairo. Similarly, Celal Bayar, who had worked in the German bank’s branch in Istanbul, founded the Türkiye Isş Bankasi in 1924.64 A dozen years later he became prime minister and would then work closely with Hitler’s envoy, von Papen.

Using such old contacts and experiences, Berlin rebuilt its business presence with remarkable speed. By the late 1920s, Berlin was again the region’s third largest trading partner, exceeded only by Great Britain and France.

This doesn’t mean that there were no political contacts. Many young nationalists from the Middle East saw Britain and France as their enemies. Beginning in 1920, they went to Berlin to study or as a place of exile. As early as 1922, British policymakers were watching this trend. Their Committee on Eastern Unrest pointed to rising anti-European sentiment throughout the region in which nationalists, Islamists, and Communists were ready to cooperate. But the center of action was not the Middle East or South Asia but Europe itself, with many agitators taking refuge in Germany, Italy, and Switzerland.

Radical newspapers like Azadi ash-Sharq, Liwa al-Islam, and Echo de l’Orient were published in Berlin and smuggled into Egypt, Iran, and India. Pan-Islamic and nationalist clubs in Germany helped build secret organizations back home and plotted revolts. There was no immediate danger, the British concluded, but the spirit of revolution, if unchecked, could burst into flame in the future.65 During this period, however, Germany was avoiding trouble, focusing on the strategy von Bismarck had recommended: trade, commerce, and culture. Yet what would happen if a new regime came to power to revive the kaiser’s approach at a time that the region was far readier to burst into flame than it had been in 1914?

For Hitler at the start of his political career the Middle East posed an emotional and ideological difficulty. As a racist and German nationalist Hitler disdained what he called “colored humanity.” Arab and Muslim immigrants to Germany were for him no better than Jews. He had called France, facing a similar influx, a “Euro-African mulatto state,” moving toward “Negrification” and “racial pollution,” that posed a “danger for Europe’s white race.” He did not want to associate with “inflated Orientals” from Egypt or India.66 In 1920 the Nazi Party demanded permitting only immigration by ethnic Germans and expelling all who had arrived since the war’s end.

German academics, often von Oppenheim alumni, supplied an idea, though, that Hitler would later accept: Islam’s equality as a religion with Christianity. At a September 1921 meeting of Middle East experts, Islam was described as being closely related to Christianity and to European culture, albeit somewhat inferior since the latter had invented individualism and humanism.67 Humanism did not figure in Hitler’s ideology but Islamism as a useful ally would do so.

Meanwhile, Hitler was busy with other issues. In an attempt to emulate Mussolini’s successful march on Rome, Hitler tried to start a coup in Munich on November 8, 1923, but was defeated by von Seeckt, the Ottoman army’s last and the Weimar Republic’s first chief of staff. Ironically, Hitler’s later military successes would depend on what von Seeckt did next. After helping throw Hitler into prison, von Seeckt and other Middle East veterans ran a secret operation to bypass the restrictions on Germany’s army by cooperating with that other European pariah state, the USSR, to develop new weapons and military technologies. The Germans’ go-between, Alexander Parvus, and his Soviet counterpart, Karl Radek, old partners in the wartime German plan to promote Communist revolution in order to push Russia out of the war, again united in this project.

General von Niedermayer, who had been a leading figure in von Oppenheim’s operation, ran von Seeckt’s Moscow office. In 1912 he had made a dangerous journey of exploration through India and Persia. During World War I, he had led the daring two-year-long wartime expedition to Afghanistan. He then became commander of German troops in the Middle East, following that up after the war by gaining his Ph.D. at Munich University with a dissertation on Iran’s geography.

Von Seeckt began supervising a dozen-year-long German-Soviet effort to develop airplanes, tanks, and chemical weapons. This preparation for rearmament later gave the Nazis a huge, modern military far faster than rival powers expected. When World War II began, von Niedermayer would lead an Ostlegion, one of four Soviet Muslim units recruited with help from al-Husaini. Having criticized Hitler, however, he was imprisoned. When he sought refuge with his old Soviet friends at the war’s end, they threw him into a concentration camp where he died three years later.68

But that all lay in the future. In 1925 von Seeckt began phase two of the secret plan, codenamed Alexander, to rebuild and rearm Germany’s army for a war of revenge. From just 100,000 soldiers in 1925, he planned to have 3 million by 1939. Raw materials—many bought cheaply in the USSR in exchange for technical aid—were funneled into arms production. And von Seeckt relied on the old von Oppenheim group and his comrades on the Middle East front to implement his rearmament plan.

Every detail was foreseen. Von Seeckt accurately projected that Germany would have 252 generals and eight armies by 1939. The year for going to war was set, with near accuracy, at 1940. France’s army was expected to be weakest then, given the country’s low birth rate during World War I. Von Seeckt was only wrong in the strategy he foresaw for the new war. Like generals on the other side, he underestimated how new weapons and strategies would give the offense the advantage. According to von Seeckt’s original plan the German army would go on the defensive, draw the French onto German territory, and wear them down with a hit-and-run war of attrition. Then, heavier German forces would finish them off. But von Seeckt’s miscalculation didn’t matter since he gave the German army the tools needed to win that future war. Every possible weapon would be used in what he described as a war of passionate hatred: scorched earth tactics, sabotage, terrorism, poison gas, and germ warfare.69

Writing Mein Kampf in his prison cell and no doubt cursing von Seeckt as a traitor, Hitler could never have dreamed that the German army was doing his work for him and that he would one day reap the benefit of von Seeckt’s labors. In damning Jews and Communists as his enemy, Hitler was unaware that Communists, including such Soviet Jewish officials as Radek, were building his new army.70

Just as von Seeckt turned to veterans of the Middle East front and to von Oppenheim’s apparatus, so Hitler used them when building his Nazi Party. The future dictator was also already thinking of Arabs and Muslims as reliable allies. In the draft of his book, though this did not make it into the final version, Hitler counted the people of ancient Egypt and India as examples of Aryan cultures.71 “I am prevented,” Hitler explained, “by mere knowledge of the racial inferiority of the so-called oppressed nations from linking the destiny of my own people with theirs.”72 Yet he left room for temporary alliances with those whose help would benefit Germany.

Still, Hitler’s romanticism about Arabs, Muslims, and the Middle East would ultimately let him forgive their racial make-up. Germany’s past policy in the region also influenced him. Not that he took previous German experience uncritically: he studied Enver’s career and praised the Ottoman leader’s tactical flexibility.73 But he concluded that Germany had made a mistake to ally with the declining Ottoman Empire. He wanted to find new, vigorous revolutionary movements, foreign equivalents of his own Nazi Party.

He also noted the failure of the kaiser’s policy to promote jihad in Egypt and India. Even though Hitler was a secularist who distrusted religion in politics.74 he valued its ability to promote fanaticism in battle.75 Only after he took power did a meeting with two Turkish generals make him change his mind on the usefulness of jihad.76 Under the motto “Aryans always used lower races,” he opened the door to dealing with people of relatively “lighter skin color”—a category that included Arabs, Afghanis, Armenians, Indians, Iranians, and Turks, in whom he saw “the last visible traces of former master races.”77

Hitler also began to take an interest in the Zionist issue. The Jews needed no separate state, he claimed, since they were a “colony of parasites” trying to dominate every other nation.78 Zionism, Hitler said, was merely a cover for the organization described in the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Even if the book itself was a forgery, he explained, it was still an accurate description of what Jews were doing.79

Hitler was cautious on the Middle East at first, however, because he hoped for an alliance with Britain. Consequently, he did not want to appear to be coveting British colonies or threatening its sea routes through the Mediterranean and the Suez Canal.80 He foresaw Germany’s expansion as being in Europe itself and the main battle as having to be fought against the USSR and France.

His trial after the attempted coup in Munich had made Hitler a national hero and his party grew quickly after his release from prison. Helped by the economic depression, the Nazis went from 18 percent of the votes in the 1930 elections, to 33 percent in late 1932, and 44 percent in early 1933. On January 30, 1932, Hitler became Germany’s chancellor, having gone from prison cell to total power in just seven years.

Far away, one of those celebrating Hitler’s triumph was al-Husaini in Jerusalem. The grand mufti visited the German consulate there to send his congratulations to the new chancellor. During the 1920s while Hitler was building the Nazi movement, al-Husaini was constructing a militant network of his own combining Islamism, Pan-Arab nationalism, and Palestinian Arab nationalism. With the open, militant Islamist movement centered in the safe haven of Berlin, al-Husaini had high hopes for his old German comrades as the best future allies.81 It was in Berlin that radical Islamists for the first time confronted and defeated more moderate Muslims, developed their ideology and propaganda, and constructed international networks. As early as 1920, the London Times was already warning about Muslim militants in Germany, reporting prophetically, “It is likely that many, if not all, of those returning students shall be a serious danger for peace in North Africa and the Middle East for they will return as pro-German or Bolshevik agents.”82

When the Nazis came to power and began to formulate their Middle East policy, they found a reliable set of networks and activists right on their front doorstep. Many of the individuals involved—both German and Muslim—were von Oppenheim’s veterans. And their postwar effort began in the war’s last days. When peace returned in 1918, about sixty people—half of them German experts and half of them Muslims—worked for von Oppenheim’s organization in Berlin. Herbert Müller, one of von Oppenheim’s deputies, asked the Foreign Ministry to transform the intelligence and subversion organization into the German Orient Institute, founded on November 1, 1918, with Mittwoch, the news organization’s last head, as its first director.83

Other wartime groups set up for the jihad effort also continued into the postwar years, including German-Egyptian, German-Turkish, and German-Iranian societies;84 the Indian Independence Committee, the Central Committee of the Indian Nationalists, the Union of India’s Friends; the Iranian Committee, the Tunisian Independence Committee, and the Association for Egypt’s Liberation.85 During their stay in Berlin, Talat and Enver, the Ottoman Empire’s fleeing former rulers, had set up the Union of the Revolutionary Islamic Societies, which survived their deaths in 1921 and 1922, respectively.

Activists from South Asia also continued old von Oppenheim projects. In 1923, Muhammad Wali Khan, an Afghan, printed his fortnightly magazine The Crescent in Berlin. Kabul’s ambassador to Berlin, Ghulam Siddiq Khan, a confidant of al-Husaini and later Afghan foreign minister, also promoted Islamist causes against British rule in India.86

Representatives of the Indian caliphate movement and the Muslim League organized along the same lines. These included Mahendra Pratap, the brothers Muhammad and Shaukat Ali,87 and Muhammad Iqbal, the main ideologue for the creation of Pakistan as a Muslim state.88 British intelligence reports in the 1920s repeatedly associated Muslim communalism in India—which would eventually bring the country’s bloody partition—with the von Oppenheim legacy and Berlin-based Islamists.89
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Figure 12. The front page of Muhammad Wali Khan’s fortnightly The Crescent, one of many Muslim journals published in Berlin after World War I, shows a Waziri warrior against the British in the borderland between India and Afghanistan. In the postwar period, the German capital became a magnet for Arab, Afghan, Iranian, Indian, Kurdish, Turkish, and Turkestani nationalists and Islamists.

Another veteran of the von Oppenheim news organization was Shakib Arslan, who had been present at the kaiser’s 1898 speech in Damascus that first publicly expressed Germany’s Islamist policy.90 Arriving in Berlin in 1921, Arslan would lead the local Islamist movement, coordinate with al-Husaini, and work closely with the Nazis. Arslan often repeated the von Oppenheim group’s mantra that Germans and Muslims were natural allies.91

Born in 1869 to a prominent Lebanese Druze family, Arslan had been a member of the Ottoman parliament, supporting the Ottoman Empire on Islamic grounds, helping to begin the Islamic Benevolent Society and Pan-Islamic League on this basis before World War I.92 He then worked closely with the Ottoman pro-German leader Enver and become part of Oppenheim’s network. When the French took over Lebanon and Syria, they exiled him and he returned to Berlin and Geneva.

During the war, von Oppenheim and Arslan set up many Arabic-language newspapers in Europe. Far away from Middle Eastern rulers’ repression or colonial powers’ control, these publications grew more radical. Arslan, a prolific writer, promoted Islamism through The Newspaper of the Orient in Damascus. Beginning in 1930, he edited the monthlies La Nation Arabe and Al-Islam. Arslan also published a book that year asking how Muslims could reverse their decline. His response has been accepted by Islamists ever since: adopt European technology but reject its values and instead revive Islamism as the way to govern state and society.93

In addition to Arslan and his friend al-Husaini, a third key figure was the deposed pro-German Khedive Abbas Hilmi of Egypt, who lived in exile in Geneva.94 This trio, architects of the international Islamist movement, would all later work with the Nazis.95 Hilmi subsidized Arslan’s papers like the biweekly Liwa al-Islam, established in 1921 by Arslan, his Egyptian deputy Abd al-Aziz Jawish, and the Turkish Islamist Ilias Bragon. Jawish had also worked for von Oppenheim and retained good contacts with revolutionary movements in his home country, among them the Muslim Brotherhood leader, Hasan al-Banna.

With Hilmi’s financial support, Arslan and Jawish started the Orient Club in 1920 for Muslims living in Germany.96 In 1924, Arslan moved his base to Switzerland, often visiting Berlin, and keeping al-Husaini well informed. Jawish became the movement’s leader in Berlin, ably assisted by the new generation’s most dynamic young Islamist, the Syrian-born Muhammad Abd an-Nafi Shalabi.

Still, the movement was tiny at a time when the Ottoman Empire was wrecked, the last sultan deposed, and European colonial control at its height. But these men tirelessly worked to prepare a base for Islamism (the Arabic word for “base” is al-qaida) in Europe and a network throughout the Muslim-majority world, from Morocco all the way to India. This was, to say the least, an ambitious program, yet in the long run the plan worked and its results confront the world in the twenty-first century.

The Islamists’ first challenge was to seize control of the Muslim community in Germany. During the 1920s, there were only about 2,500 Muslims in all of Germany97 while in Berlin there were just about 250. The best-organized among them, controlling the city’s sole mosque, were 50 members of the Ahmadiyya sect, a nonpolitical group that most Muslims considered to be heretics.98 Al-Husaini supplied funds for Arslan, Jawish, and Shalabi to start the Islam Institute in Berlin on November 4, 1927, with Shalabi as its leader.99 Arslan and Shalabi,100 as well as the fifty-three-year-old Ahmadiyya leader Muhammad Ali, gave the main speeches, but control was firmly in the Islamists’ hands. Ironically, given what Arslan would advocate as a Nazi ally in a few years, his theme was that Islam was above all racial quarrels or claims of superiority. As colonialism declined, he predicted, the Arabs would unite and renew their power under Islam’s political as well as religious guidance.101

The institute worked closely with German sympathizers, many of whom would soon become Nazi officials. Von Papen, head of the institute’s honorary board, would be one of the Third Reich’s main policy architects for Middle Eastern issues. Another expert, Georg Kampffmeyer of Berlin University and a co-founder of the institute, had formerly served in the German army on the Iraqi front.

Kampffmeyer was also the creator of an early form of “political correctness” and “multiculturalism.” While many at the time spoke of the “Europeanization of the Orient”—the title of Hans Kohn’s 1934 book102—Kampffmeyer criticized that idea. He opposed Turkey’s secular orientation and suggested that Islam was a better framework for governing Middle Eastern countries. In his speech at the institute’s opening, Kampffmeyer said it should equip Muslim students with modern knowledge so they could return to their homelands as leaders.103 Since the institute was controlled by Islamists, they would be returning as pro-German Islamist leaders.

The Islamists completed their victory in 1928 by ejecting the Ahmadiyyas from the mosque leadership.104 On March 3, 1930, they officially took power by registering the newly created German Muslim Community under their control.105 At that time there were about three thousand Muslims in Germany but the Islamists seized power with only about 10 percent of them.106 Indeed, the movement’s pro-German orientation was so strong that even the London Pan-Islamic society was controlled by advocates of an alliance with Germany.107

While al-Husaini operated behind the scenes108 and Arslan acted as senior statesman, the main credit for this takeover goes to Shalabi, their lieutenant on the scene.109 Just twenty-nine years old in 1930, he seemed the movement’s rising star. Born in Aleppo, then in Ottoman-ruled Syria, he had arrived in Berlin in 1923 to study engineering at Charlottenburg College.110 The dynamic Shalabi simultaneously led both the Arab nationalist and the Islamist student clubs, a good symbol of how these movements intertwined. One of his closest colleagues and fellow students was the Egyptian Kamal ad-Din Jalal who would later become a Nazi government official. Remaining in Berlin after graduation, Shalabi edited a monthly, Contemporary Islam, and two weeklies, The Islamic Student, for Muslims studying in Europe, and Islamic Echo.111 As if that were not enough, he also ran what he called “the news service of the Islamic Liberation Movement.”
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Figure 13. The Ahmadiyya mosque in Berlin-Wilmersdorf was inaugurated in 1927. In the 1920s about twenty-five hundred Muslims lived in Germany, 250 of them in Berlin. The mosque itself was nonpolitical, and some of its worshipers became victims of the rising Nazis, but it was also the venue where former “Asian fighters” of World War I like Franz von Papen and Erich Ludendorff joined ranks with the nationalists and Islamists of Geneva under Shakib Arslan, backed by Amin al-Husaini. The grand mufti also had another base in Berlin, a branch of the Islamic World Congress which met in 1931 under his presidency.

Shalabi’s world view and the movement’s political line were described in an article he wrote for General Erich Ludendorff’s magazine, Ludendorff’s Volkswarte, in 1931. The popular general was a notorious anti-Semite who favored Hitler without being a follower. In his article, “Palestine under Jews and Arabs,” Shalabi supported al-Husaini. He quoted extensively from the complaints of the grand mufti’s uncle, Musa Kazim al-Husaini, about the alleged barbaric crimes of the Zionists and their British supporters in Palestine. Palestine, Shalabi explained, belonged solely to the Arabs who should use terror and boycotts against the Jews until Zionism was destroyed. He advocated, two years before Hitler came to power, an economic boycott and other anti-Jewish actions in Germany, too; proposed a jihad against all Jews, not just Zionists; and asked Germans to support a new war against “world Jewry” and the British.112 Shalabi’s full leadership potential, however, would never be tested. In the summer of 1933, aged only thirty-two, he drowned in a lake in Berlin’s Grunewald Park.

Along with control of mosques, the Muslim community, political groups, and publications, the Islamists next sought to create an international coordinating organization, the General European Islamic Congress. This was to be a branch of al-Husaini’s General Islamic Congress, established in Jerusalem in 1931 at a meeting of 132 delegates from twenty-two countries. While the ostensible idea was to mobilize support for Palestinian Arabs against the Zionists, the meeting was also part of al-Husaini’s larger scheme to become the Muslim world’s leader. Among those involved in the European project were Arslan;113 Abbas Hilmi; Riyad as-Sulh, a leading Lebanese politician;114 and Mahmud Ibn Salim al-Arafati, an Egyptian living in Paris.115

To prepare for this step, an Iranian student, Husain Danish, founded the Berlin chapter of the Islamic World Congress on October 31, 1932, in the mosque’s meeting room. The twenty founders from eight countries made Danish their leader and a former Ottoman officer from Syria, Zaki Kiram, his deputy. Shalabi was put on the board of directors. Their platform included the creation of Islamic schools in Germany based on Sharia law. Danish became editor of the Nazi-backed, French-language magazine, La Jeune Asie.116 In September 1935, sixty-six Muslim delegates met in Geneva, home base of both Hilmi and Arslan. Also participating was Bosnian mufti Salim Muftić who would become al-Husaini’s representative there.

Arslan had persuaded Mussolini to send representatives.117 But the potential for a clash between Islamist and fascist interests was vividly shown when an Italian Muslim convert, Laura Veccia Vaglieri, gave a speech praising Italian colonial rule in Libya, setting off a storm of objections from other delegates.118 The Nazi-Islamist link in Berlin, however, faced no problems. During the 1930s, al-Husaini’s and Arslan’s Islam Institute flourished.119 Finally, in 1939 the Nazis completely took over the institute with the help of its leading figures.

Nazi scholars were very much aware of Islamism’s potential as a political movement and its parallels with their own world view. For example, Paul Schmitz-Kairo, who lived in Cairo as a reporter for the Nazi newspaper Völkischer Beobachter, wrote a 1937 book on the subject, describing Islamism as a movement opposing Western intervention in the lands of Islam. True, Schmitz noted, the movement’s first phase was as the Ottoman sultan’s instrument and the World War I jihad had failed. But the new, modernized Islamism, blended with nationalism, was far more powerful. Indeed, the blend of religion and peoplehood, promoting both spiritual and ethnic unity against the West, made it stronger than ordinary nationalism. While Schmitz doubted that all Muslims could unite in one state, he thought the “traditional intolerance of Islam” would ensure its victory in war against outsiders. The grand mufti, whom he approvingly called leader of the “Palestinian terror organization,” and the Muslim Brotherhood were the main examples of this new type of movement.120

But despite the fact that Islamism was an anti-Western movement, Schmitz-Kairo continued, Germany had nothing to fear from it for two reasons. First, the movement was against democracies, not fellow dictatorships, and, second, Germany had no colonies in the region. Schmitz-Kairo was prophetic on several points. He predicted a future Islamist political resurgence in Turkey; that the Soviets would use Islam as a strategic tool; that the Islamists would adapt well to using modern technology; and that they could use their more rapid population growth to subvert the West.121

Another important book read by German leaders at the time was the work of the pro-Nazi Hans Lindemann in 1941. It was a knowledgeable summary of recent regional history that spoke of the clash between Islam and the West as well as of parallels between Nazism and Islamism. Lindemann quoted a 1937 British jibe that al-Husaini was the Middle East’s “little Hitler” as a positive assessment. He concluded that the vast majority of Arabs would follow al-Husaini. Lindemann even praised Saudi Arabia as the “Third Reich in the Wahhabi style.”122

Lindemann also saw Islamism and Nazism as natural allies.123 The Islamists, too, believed in having a strong single leader (Führer).124 National Socialism and Islamism, according to the author, shared such virtues as enthusiasm, discipline, and a passion for unity. They had experienced traumatic national humiliation and defeat, while both fearing that their own tradition was disintegrating in the face of foreign challenges.125 Both were united in hatred of the Jews as an “inferior race”126 and sought to restore their respective peoples as world powers.127

The only thing Lindemann criticized in Islam was polygamy, but he concluded this would disappear in time.128 Like Schmitz-Kairo, Lindemann was also impressed with the Muslims’ high birth rate. In Egypt, he noted, half of the population was under eighteen years old whereas the median age in France was thirty-five and in Germany thirty-three.129 This meant the Nazi influence on Middle Eastern young people continued to reverberate directly for decades afterward. Indeed, such young men as Abd ad-Nasir and as-Sadat; the Ba’th party’s founders; Arafat, socialized in the Muslim Brotherhood; and Saddam Husain, trained by a radical uncle—obscure Nazi sympathizers at the time—would be their countries’ future rulers.130

Before World War II began, then, and even largely before Hitler came to power, al-Husaini and his allies had taken control of Muslim communities in Europe, with Germany and Switzerland as their headquarters. Not only did this movement furnish many of the cadre who would soon work with Germany’s effort to gain hegemony in the Middle East, it also formulated the Islamist ideology that remained largely unchanged into the twenty-first century. From the Third Reich’s standpoint, the evolving political situation made an alliance with Islamism and jihad an even more attractive strategy than it had been in the kaiser’s day. German writers and Nazi ideologues stressed the viability of the Islamist movement; diplomats, military officers, and intelligence officials who had worked with Muslims in World War I and retained good contacts still believed in the strategy originally developed by von Oppenheim and the kaiser.

But now the movement’s leader was not some elderly isolated Ottoman caliph but the vigorous, young, worldly, and well-connected leader of the Palestine Arabs, Arab nationalists, and Islamists: al-Hajj Muhammad Amin al-Husaini, about ten years younger than his idol, Adolf Hitler.


5 Al-Husaini’s Revolt

Al-Husaini’s importance as father of modern Arab and Islamist politics has never been properly understood for three reasons. First, because he was tainted by his connection with the Nazis, the humiliating Arab defeat by Israel in 1948, and his own subsequent political eclipse, al-Husaini’s historical role and regional influence have seemed of only limited importance.

Second, al-Husaini has been remembered as just a Palestinian Arab leader. Actually, however, he was the main chief of international radical Arab forces, both Islamist and nationalist, during the 1930s and 1940s. The later conflict between these two groups—when nationalists gained power and suppressed Islamists—hid the fact that they had worked closely together up to then. Al-Husaini was the man who fused that united front and set its strategy.

Third, even after being discredited as Palestinian Arab leader and shunned by the nationalists, al-Husaini played a central role in the Islamist movement’s survival during the 1950s and 1960s. This success made possible the movement’s revival in the 1970s to gain hegemony in Iran, Turkey, and much of the Arabic-speaking world and Iran by the early twenty-first century.

Why was al-Husaini so successful? Starting in the 1920s, he built his support base among Palestine’s Arabs. In the late 1930s, he launched a revolutionary uprising in Palestine and an international campaign to make himself the region’s Arab and Islamic leader. By that decade’s end, the fascist Italian and Nazi German governments became his patrons.

During these years, al-Husaini seemed to be everywhere and meeting with everyone. From Morocco in the west to India in the east, al-Husaini laid the foundation for a far-flung movement. In Geneva, he worked with Arslan to build a European base.1 He went to India to see Islamist leader Shaukat Ali and raise funds from Indian Muslims.2 In 1924 and 1933, al-Husaini was in Iran, where he gained support from both Islamist activists and the government.3

The holy city of Jerusalem, his personal base, was a mecca for visiting Muslims who recognized al-Husaini’s leadership and made alliances with him. Among them were Pakistan’s future founder, Muhammad Iqbal; Egyptian Prince Muhammad Ali Aluba,4 a sponsor of the Muslim Brothers; and al-Husaini’s old teacher, Rashid Rida. One of al-Husaini’s most important links was with the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, founded in 1928,5 with Muhammad Mustafa al-Maraghi, al-Azhar University’s rector, as his prime contact.6

The breakthrough year for al-Husaini’s ambitions was 1931, when he organized the General Islamic Congress in Jerusalem.7 The Islamic World Congress, formed by the meeting, elected him president8 and created international branches, one-quarter of whose income went to the Jerusalem central office that he ran.9 Many of the key people in al-Husaini’s new radical networks were veterans of von Oppenheim’s operation, including the European-based Jawish, Shalabi, Arslan, and Abbas Hilmi, who would bring al-Husaini together with the Nazis.10 On one point, however, al-Husaini was cautious. Islamists wanted to restore the caliphate, but personal and national rivalries meant that no one could agree on who should be caliph. The rumor that al-Husaini aspired to that post would fuel opposition. To avoid this, al-Husaini neither highlighted the issue nor openly put forward his candidacy.11

Al-Husaini’s ideology was a modernized version of Islamism. Yet he now used that once conservative doctrine, developed to defend the Ottoman Empire and the social status quo, as a revolutionary instrument. In al-Husaini’s version, Islamism was broadened to encompass Arab grievances and, as Rida had taught him, to become a way to battle the West by building a strong, united state that would be simultaneously nationalist and Islamist. In short, al-Husaini would become the very man—the “Greenmantle” figure—whom earlier German strategy sought but never found.

While al-Husaini had strong credentials for leadership and even eventually claiming the caliphate—descent from Muhammad, influential family, and superior education—his personal qualifications at first were weak to be even an Islamic cleric, much less the world’s leading Muslim. He did not have systematic clerical training and had embarked on a career as soldier and secret agent. During World War I, he had deserted the legitimate caliph’s side to work for the British and French infidels. He had received his appointment as grand mufti from infidel British hands and had used the post for solely political ends.

Nevertheless, he was the right man in the right place and at the right time. His innovative use of Islamism helped him muster mass support from a passive, religious-oriented public that was not ready to accept secular nationalism. Playing both Islamic and nationalist cards, al-Husaini could claim power throughout the Middle East and even beyond to non-Arab, Muslim-majority lands. No Arab or Muslim leader since has come close to making such a serious bid.

Al-Husaini had no shortage of titles to bolster these claims. On the Islamic side, he was grand mufti of Jerusalem, which he soon changed into “grand mufti of Palestine,” and president of both its Higher Islamic Council and the Islamic World Congress, the latter giving him an international platform. On the political side, he was head of the Arab Higher Committee and undisputed leader of Palestine’s Arabs. Al-Husaini later cited all these positions and impressive networks in letters to Hitler and other Nazi officials, to portray himself as head of the world’s Muslims and Arabs. Given such credentials, it is not surprising that the Third Reich agreed.

A second tactic al-Husaini and the radical faction developed, which dominated Arab and Islamist politics thereafter, was to make militancy the test for legitimacy. The most extreme stance became the legitimate mainstream one; anything more moderate was portrayed as treason to Islam and the Arab people. Using this standard, al-Husaini and his allies could blackmail and intimidate Arab governments, threatening to discredit or even assassinate anyone who wanted to compromise with the West or to oppose their goals.12

Third, al-Husaini turned the Palestine issue into the trump card of Arab and Islamic politics. By being the man to decide the only proper course on Palestine, he forced stronger parties to bow to his demands. Arab leaders in Egypt, Iraq, Syria, and Transjordan wanted part or all of Palestine for themselves. But by making Palestine a doubly sacred cause embodied in his own person, al-Husaini turned the tables on them, gaining veto power over the direction of Arab and Islamist policy.

A fourth innovation of al-Husaini and his allies was mass mobilization using mosque sermons, demagogic speeches, intimidating mobs, and demonstrations. Previously, Arab politics had been dominated by wealthy families that preferred to keep politics a private affair and had no interest in inflaming the masses. Al-Husaini and fellow radicals, however, inspired large numbers of people to challenge the oligarchical elite’s moderate policies though not its wealth.

Fifth, al-Husaini demonized the British, Jews, and Americans. Most Arab leaders had not been militantly anti-Western or anti-Semitic. They were anti-Zionist but often open to some compromise solution, at least a deal with the British to prevent the creation of a Jewish state. In contrast, the nationalists and Islamists insisted that conflict was inevitable with both Britain and the Zionists because they were sworn enemies of Islam and the Arabs. Anyone who did not support this policy was labeled a Zionist and imperialist stooge.13

The radicals’ stance in the 1930s and 1940s thus made diplomacy or compromise impossible even if a deal might benefit Palestinian or other Arabs. This approach allowed radicals to defeat moderates but failed miserably as an international strategy. Emphasis on hatred and struggle put the radicals on the losing side in World War II and brought the Arabs to defeat in the 1948 and every ensuing war. That orientation worked no better for the nationalist Saddam Husain or the Islamist bin Ladin. And yet its ideological hegemony has never been successfully challenged explicitly since al-Husaini and his allies developed it in the 1930s.

Finally, the radical nationalists and Islamists believed they could defy Britain and the Arab moderates precisely because Nazi Germany and fascist Italy offered alternatives. They could persuade others that total victory was inevitable since Germany would soon dominate the world. And if politicians in other countries wanted to be on the winning side, they needed to buckle under to al-Husaini’s demands.

While Palestine’s Arabs, Syrian and Iraqi nationalists, Egyptian Islamists, and others forged an alliance with Hitler’s new German regime, based on the German-Ottoman cooperation of earlier days, that new alignment was also fundamentally different in content. The German-Ottoman bond had been built on defending the status quo in the Ottoman Empire while destroying their rivals’ colonies. The new Nazi–Arab nationalist and Islamist alliance, however, sought revolutionary political and social change everywhere in the Middle East. In the 1950s, radical Arab nationalists would repeat this pattern with the USSR. From an Arab nationalist standpoint, Communism and fascism were equally ready to back revolution, expel the influence of Western democracies, and destroy a Jewish state. Both systems had features in common that Arab nationalist regimes wanted to adapt: statist economies, mobilized societies, intolerant ruling ideologies, and regime monopolies on every aspect of life. Islamists, however, could not embrace atheistic Marxists as partners, and that was one of the factors that split the nationalist-Islamist partnership.

In the 1930s and 1940s, moderate Arab politicians ultimately rejected the radicals’ ideas because they doubted a hardline strategy could succeed. They rightly foresaw disaster, based not only on their nonrevolutionary worldview but also on what experience had taught them. To cite only one example, when Faisal fought France to become Syria’s king in 1920 he was totally defeated; when he cooperated with Britain he quickly became Iraq’s monarch. Thus, they correctly viewed the British as too strong to defeat and preferred to gain as much as possible by step-by-step diplomacy, compromise, and gradual economic development, rather than bet all on total victory and risk losing everything. They also understood how the strategic situation in the late 1930s meant London was ready to give them big concessions to win their help in the coming war. Most importantly, they could have made a deal with Britain over Palestine that would give the Arabs victory if only they were patient.

The radicals’ totally different view saw violence and intransigence as the effective political tools. To them, flexibility was merely traitorous and cowardly. Instead, they preferred to make war on Britain, France, the USSR, even the United States, and expected to win. Disregarding the moderates’ cautious realism, al-Husaini’s Islamist ideology taught him that Allah was on the Muslims’ side; his radical nationalism told him that the Arabs united could never be defeated. On top of this, al-Husaini, the Muslim Brotherhood, and the radical nationalists were convinced that their invincible European protectors, Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, would win and hand them victory.

The Middle East’s future was thus determined starting in the 1930s when radicals set guidelines, and was made inevitable by their taking power in the 1950s and holding onto it in one form or other down to the present day. The basic approach of al-Husaini and his comrades continued through the careers of such leaders as Abd an-Nasir, Arafat, the al-Asad family, al-Qaddafi, Saddam Husain, and bin Ladin, as well as with Iranian Islamists like Khomeini and Mahmud Ahmadinejad.

The views of two alternative archetypes as leaders, Abdallah and al-Husaini, perfectly embodied the contrast between moderate and radical Arab camps. Regarding the Palestine Arabs’ uprising of the late 1930s, Abdallah concluded, “There is a lesson for men who want to learn” in its defeat by Britain. The Arabs had to make deals because they could not win wars. Al-Husaini’s view was the exact opposite, inaccurately claiming the uprising had triumphed. The Arab “terror of 1936 buried the mandate” and the uprising’s continuation, he said at the time, would ensure the Arabs would rule all of Palestine and the Zionists would be destroyed.14

This approach set the pattern for what might be called the counter-pragmatic tendency of Arab and Islamist politics that prevailed into the twenty-first century. Policies that produced repeated defeats were extolled because they fit the radical ideological template as proper, noble, and bound to succeed. Those urging pragmatism, caution, and compromise were made pariahs or even—as happened with an-Nashashibi, Abdallah, as-Sulh, and as-Sadat—murdered.

In this context, during the 1930s and through World War II, Nazi Germany’s ambitions and ideology made it attractive as an ally for radical Arabs. Al-Husaini and his colleagues, like Hitler and his followers, believed they now had a magic formula for victory: mobilizing the masses to a frenzy of passion; invoking unity through discipline, repression, and a compelling ideology; using the Jews, the British, the Americans, and the Communists as scapegoats; and providing infallible charismatic leadership.

Of course, the Axis collaborators were wrong and inflicted devastating damage on their countries and peoples as a result. The Palestine issue provides a good example of this point, as the hardline, inflexible, anti-British policy of al-Husaini and the radicals played a major role in bringing about Israel’s creation.

During the 1930s, Palestine’s Arabs had four choices:

• They could have made a deal with the British to partition Palestine, with the Arabs getting most of it—80 percent according to London’s 1937 Peel plan—and use that as a base to destroy the Jewish ministate later.

• They could have accepted the 1939 British offer to give them all of Palestine as an Arab state within ten years and taken control gradually during that period.

• They could have worked with Abdallah and the British to get an Arab-ruled federated state of Transjordan-Palestine.

• Or they could have accepted the strategy of al-Husaini and his camp to reject all of these possibilities, believing that an Axis victory (and later an Arab military victory in 1947–48) would get them everything without compromise, conditions, or Jews.

The radicals triumphed over more moderate forces among Palestine’s Arabs—the an-Nashashibi, al-Khalidi, and Jar Allah clans—and Arab governments—notably Egypt and Transjordan—that wanted to take advantage of the chance for a good deal. Al-Husain rejected a proposed agreement among Palestinian Arab factions not to use violence against each other,15 and his forces murdered hundreds of oppositionists. Fakhr an-Nashashibi was the most important moderate leader and victim of these killings.16 Leading a powerful clan, he was willing to negotiate with the Zionists, organized a counter-meeting against al-Husaini’s 1931 Islamic World Congress,17 worked with Abdallah to create a Transjordan-Palestine federated state, and demanded elections for a new Higher Islamic Council to remove the grand mufti as head.18

Success for al-Husaini depended on his alliance with Nazi Germany. But at the start of Hitler’s reign there was a potential conflict between them that could jeopardize this goal. Hitler had written in Mein Kampf that he wanted to murder all Jews, but in the Nazi regime’s first half-dozen years it seemed possible he might merely expel them. The audacity of genocide seemed to have given even the Nazis pause, concerned as they were at the international reaction. Thus, Hitler made a deal with the Zionists in 1933 to let sixty thousand Jews immigrate to Palestine for six years in exchange for receiving one-third of their property.19

Perhaps there might have been an entirely different kind of Final Solution for Germany, with emigration instead of firing squads and gas chambers. But al-Husaini did not want this outcome. He insisted on stopping all Jewish migration to Palestine. And since any European Jews let out of Europe might later go to Palestine, al-Husaini made it clear that if Hitler wanted Muslims and Arabs as allies he must close Europe’s exits to Jews. At the same time, al-Husaini and Arab rulers also told Britain that if it wanted to keep Arabs and Muslims from being enemies, it must close entrance to Palestine to all Jews. By succeeding on both fronts, al-Husaini contributed to the Holocaust doubly, directly, and from the start.

Predicting accurately in 1934 that Hitler’s “war of vengeance” would begin by 1939 and be more destructive than World War I, Zionist leader David Ben-Gurion tried to make a deal with Palestinian Arabs that would somehow permit Jewish immigration, no matter what other concessions that required.20 The man Ben-Gurion turned to for this purpose was Musa al-Alami,21 a man considered the model moderate. Once again, though, al-Husaini’s power blocked the way. Al-Alami’s sister was married to Jamal al-Husaini, the grand mufti’s cousin and chief lieutenant; al-Alami’s own wife was daughter to Ihsan al-Jabiri, who had worked closely with al-Husaini by promoting pro-German Islamism in Berlin. Rather than become leader of an alternative moderate faction, the Cambridge University–educated al-Alami threw in his lot with al-Husaini and the radicals. Al-Husaini sent al-Alami to Germany in 1937 to gain the Nazi regime’s help in foiling the British plan to partition Palestine into a large Arab and a small Jewish state.22 Starting in late 1938, al-Husaini sent al-Alami regularly to Europe to collect Nazi money, obtain German weapons for the revolt,23 and coordinate al-Husaini’s network of agents.24

As for what should be done to the Jews, al-Husaini was crystal clear, publicly advocating genocide even before the Nazi government did so. His 1937 “Appeal to All Muslims of the World” urged them to cleanse their lands of the Jews, and it was translated into German in 1938.25 Urging the use of force against all Jews in the Middle East, al-Husaini both gave his parallel version of Hitler’s doctrine and laid the foundation for the anti-Semitic arguments used by radical Arab nationalists and Islamists down to this day. A half-century later, every speech and sermon from Hamas, Hizballah, Iran’s regime, the Muslim Brotherhood, and al-Qaida echoed all of the grand mufti’s main points in his declaration.

Al-Husaini’s analysis combined traditional Islamic hatred of Jews with arguments framed by modern political concepts. According to al-Husaini, the Jews were a cursed and evil people. They had exploited Egypt in ancient times and that was why the pharaoh expelled them; an early Muslim historian had accused them of trying to kill Moses; and God had repeatedly punished them for their sins.26 Yet the Jews, al-Husaini continued, had become even worse. They had spread diseases and murdered Jesus.27 They had hated Muhammad and tried to poison him;28 Muhammad had responded by expelling them from Arabia. Even though this plot had failed (he only ate a little of the tainted lamb that the Jews had offered him) the poison had weakened him and led to his premature death.29 Therefore, al-Husaini concluded, Arabs understood why the Germans hated Jews.

It is wrong to see al-Husaini and his fellow radicals as merely importing European anti-Semitism or being influenced by the Nazis. The two groups’ ideas developed in parallel from their own histories and political cultures. Al-Husaini and other radical Arabs and Islamists were not merely seeking to please Hitler but fully believed these doctrines. The two sides came together on the basis of both common interests and similar worldviews.

In April 1936, al-Husaini ordered a general strike to force the British to end Jewish immigration and grant immediate independence to an Arab Palestine. He believed a show of strength, coupled with Arab state intervention and the looming threat from Germany and Italy, would quickly bring British surrender. Decades later, Arafat would launch two losing revolts, the “intifadas” of 1987–91 and 2000–2005, on similar mistaken premises. When the strike didn’t bring total victory, the grand mufti escalated to armed warfare in 1937. Arab guerrillas barricaded and mined roads, derailed trains, attacked Jewish villages, and burned crops and forests. The British responded with curfews, searches, and arrests.

Al-Husaini mobilized Arab rulers and radical groups, as well as Italy and Germany’s sponsorship, for his intifada. From March 1937 on, he led delegations to Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries for this purpose. Syrian and Transjordanian border guards looked the other way as arms were smuggled into Palestine. Guerrilla forces that retreated into Iraq and Syria were able to cross the border for more attacks.30

The grand mufti also made progress in building relations with Berlin and Rome. Starting in 1935, Mussolini financed him.31 By 1936, al-Husaini was sending envoys to Grobba, then German ambassador to Iraq, to request arms and money. One of them was Fauzi ad-Din al-Qawuqji. Born in Beirut in 1890, al-Qawuqji graduated from the Ottoman Istanbul Military Academy. In 1925 he fought in the Kurdish uprising against the French in Syria, and in 1932 he was a military instructor with Iraq’s army. During the revolt he led a two-hundred-man Iraqi-Syrian volunteer unit fighting for al-Husaini. Since Berlin sends Jews to Palestine, he told Grobba, it must also send arms to fight against them.32

Step by step, the Germans responded to al-Husaini’s courting. To investigate this potential ally, an obscure German official considered a top expert on the Jews, Adolf Eichmann, was dispatched to Palestine to meet al-Husaini. Eichmann arrived at the port of Haifa on October 2, 1937. But despite his having a tourist visa, the British authorities restricted his stay to forty-eight hours, after which he was put on a ship to Alexandria. Eichmann went to the British embassy in Cairo but couldn’t persuade that government to change its mind. Instead, Eichmann stayed in Cairo a while and met with the German News Agency man and al-Husaini’s representatives, who came from Jerusalem. He produced a detailed report whose theme was that while Arabs knew little about Nazi ideology, their hatred for Jews and other factors made this ideological difference no barrier to an alliance.

Al-Husaini was being hard pressed by the British at that time. They ordered his arrest in July 1937, so he hid in Jerusalem and in October, as police closed in, fled to Beirut. The French who ruled Lebanon did nothing to capture him, probably to discomfit their British rivals and perhaps due to his previous services to their government. The French would again save him from arrest after World War II.

As his rebellion failed al-Husaini’s efforts to gain German aid intensified. He was delighted by Hitler’s speech to the German minority in Czechoslovakia when he annexed their area following the September 1938 Munich agreement: “Take the Arab Palestinians as your ideal. With unusual courage they fight both England’s British Empire and the world Jewry. They have no protector or helper. I give you the means and weapons, and all of Germany is behind you.”33 Couldn’t al-Husaini expect that all of Germany would be behind him, too? He sent his nephew Jamal al-Husaini and the important politician Auni Abd al-Hadi to Grobba in Baghdad with a request for guns. Grobba answered that Germany wasn’t ready to back armed Arab uprisings lest that bring confrontation with Britain. But al-Husaini had a solution: the guns could go through the Saudis, whose king agreed to be middleman to hide German involvement.34 The Germans agreed.35 In September 1938, Wilhelm Canaris, head of the Abwehr (German military intelligence)—and thereafter contact man for al-Husaini’s military and espionage activities—provided Berlin’s first donation, £1,000 sterling, to Hamza, the Saudi envoy. Al-Husaini invested part of it in starting a new, radical Arab Club in Syria to organize support for him there.36

In mid-1939 Canaris provided four thousand rifles as a gift whose use, one of his aides explained, would create a pro-German “fifth column” in Palestine.37 In the end, the Germans bypassed the Saudis and secretly shipped the rifles through Greece to Lebanon, where they were loaded onto small boats for smuggling into Palestine.38 German involvement in Palestine quickly became so important that when U.S. intelligence analysts examined captured German records after World War II, they concluded that al-Husaini’s revolt was able to continue only because of Nazi funding.39 These weapons would also later furnish much of the Palestinian Arab arsenal during the 1947–48 fighting.40

While the British were, of course, angry about al-Husaini’s growing links to Germany, this strategy also gave them an added incentive to appease Palestine’s Arabs and Arabs in general. The British knew war was on the horizon. With Germany and Italy challenging their control of the Mediterranean and Middle East, London was ready for massive concessions to ensure the Arabs did not join their enemies. That, however, meant finding a way to undercut the radicals by empowering those who were more moderate. The problem was that the radicals understood this point and successfully countered that strategy.

The first effort was to make Palestine both Arab-ruled and governed by a moderate monarch. Traveling to London in April 1937 for King George’s coronation, Abdallah urged the British to give him Palestine. A British officer explained London’s ideal scenario. Abdallah would be king; Rajib an-Nashashibi would be his prime minister; the grand mufti would be pushed aside so he could cause no more trouble.41 Jewish leaders were unenthusiastic but said they could work with Abdallah. When Abdallah returned home on June 13, he received a spirited welcome from those who thought the British would make him king over Palestine.42

Even Berlin’s Foreign Ministry thought this plan would succeed and that the moderates would make a deal with Britain.43 Most Arab leaders—aside from al-Husaini and Iraqi leaders—wanted no quarrel with Britain, von Hentig concluded. The Saudis and Egyptians would do nothing; Transjordan would support the British. Thus, it made no sense to support al-Husaini with arms or money in a losing battle. Von Hentig was right in assessing Arab stances but wrong about British determination to impose a solution by force.44

The first British plan was based on the official Peel Commission proposal for a two-state solution in which 80 percent of Palestine would become an Arab state federated with Transjordan and ruled by Abdallah, while the remaining 20 percent would be a Jewish state. But most of Palestine’s Arabs opposed giving up any part of the country even as the price for getting the rest. Al-Husaini had nothing to gain from an Arab Palestine ruled by his rivals, Abdallah and the Nashashibis, and thus his Arab Higher Committee opposed the plan. Jealous and suspicious of Abdallah, not only Iraq but Saudi Arabia also rejected it.45

In contrast, Abdallah and his Palestinian Arab allies were pleased by a plan that would give them most of that land, $10 million from Britain, and a subsidy from the proposed Jewish state. Advocates of the deal whispered that the tiny Jewish state would be annexed when the chance arose. Abdallah’s subjects were delighted, while in the Palestinian town of Nablus, the an-Nashashibi stronghold, Britain’s flag was pulled down and replaced by Transjordan’s. When an Arab Higher Committee meeting rejected the plan, an-Nashashibi delegates walked out.46 Egypt’s moderate government refused to jeopardize relations with London. When several al-Husaini aides traveled to Cairo in October 1937, they were well received but their request to open a supply base for the revolt on Egyptian soil was rejected.47

The radicals fought back. Iraq’s militant leaders met with Grobba on July 15 to ask Germany for aid so as to escape from British influence and struggle against the Peel Commission plan. From that time on Iraq-German ties tightened. Berlin offered commercial credits, sent in more agents, and stepped up pro-Arab radio coverage.48
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Figure 14. A 1942 German map of Arabia showing railroads, other main overland routes, and areas under British and French protection, including Palestine (1), Transjordan (2), and Iraq (3). But in that very year, Nazi ambitions in the region were decisively frustrated. Already in 1941, the British had defeated the Vichy forces in Syria and Lebanon and overthrown a pro-German regime in Iraq; in 1943, the Allies drove the Germans out of North Africa.

Fearing the radicals’ pro-German positions and the militancy of the Arab masses, the British soon retreated on the political front even as they increased military pressure on al-Husaini’s insurgency.49 When some of the grand mufti’s forces tried to spread the rebellion to Transjordan—even daring to place a bomb in Abdallah’s palace—the king’s well-disciplined, British-officered army wiped them out.50 As so often happened in Arab politics, the next generation of radicals would repeat the pattern. Thirty years later, the PLO would use Jordan as an involuntary Palestinian base to attack its neighbor, try to overthrow the monarchy, and again be defeated by Jordan’s army.

In 1938, with the Peel proposal defeated, war approaching, and radicalism growing, the British decided they needed an even more pro-Arab initiative in tandem with the concessions on Czechoslovakia—in effect, the European equivalent of Palestine—to appease Hitler. The same British government was equally ready to turn over Palestine to Arab rule and leave the Jews there to a dismal fate.51 Secretary of State for the Colonies Malcolm MacDonald and Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax contacted Iraq’s Foreign Minister as-Suwaidi, moderate Prime Minister Nuri as-Said, and Egyptian Prime Minister Muhammad Mahmud. If they could moderate the grand mufti’s hard line, an Arab-ruled, united Palestine was possible and a major conference would be held in London to discuss a solution.52

By this point, however, the grand mufti was even less interested in a deal. As British policy kowtowed to Germany, al-Husaini was even more convinced the Germans would win.53 He refused even to talk without a prior British guarantee that all of Palestine would become an independent Arab state and that the an-Nashashibi faction would not be allowed to participate in any meetings. Britain refused.

Events in Iraq reinforced al-Husaini’s confidence. On December 25, 1938, radical army officers seized power. Minister of Defense Taha al-Hashimi became president of the radical Palestine Defense Committee, whose fund-raising campaigns attained semiofficial status. Anti-Jewish violence escalated. Al-Husaini could fully depend on Iraqi support.54

Arab governments put together top-level delegations for the London meeting, sensing that it would be a last desperate attempt to settle the Palestine dispute peacefully. Ibn Saud chose his son and foreign minister, Prince (later king) Faisal and Deputy Foreign Minister Fuad Hamza, himself of Palestinian origin. Transjordan was represented by Prime Minister Taufiq Abu al-Huda, also born in Palestine. Egypt sent Ali Mahir along with al-Husaini’s Egyptian ally, Abd ar-Rahman Azzam as an adviser, while Yemen dispatched Prince Saif al-Islam al-Husain.55

The conference’s timing coincided with the height of Jewish desperation over the fascist persecutions in Europe. No country was willing to take Jewish refugees at a moment when new areas of oppression threatened to open in Italy and the Balkans. The Zionists knew that any Jew prevented from reaching Palestine faced the likelihood of death.56

Warning signals of coming war multiplied daily. The London Conference had been planned as Britain was appeasing Hitler. The Germans occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia during its sessions. The opening day, February 7, 1939, was marked by Italian threats to attack Egypt from Libya, coupled with a German general’s touring fortifications near the Libya-Egypt border.57 In this context, the Middle East’s immense strategic significance was at the center of British policymakers’ thoughts. This meant making the Arabs happy. British forces in the area, no matter how strong, would be insufficient if local populations revolted. But once Palestine was amicably resolved, they reasoned, they need not fear a pro-German Arab fifth column or Islamist rebellion.58

Yet the Arab stance made any solution impossible. During pre-conference Arab consultations in Cairo, the states agreed that Palestine’s Arabs would have the decisive voice in the London talks and governments would support whatever they—that is, al-Husaini—wanted. That enabled al-Husaini to set the guidelines to ensure that the talks failed. He demanded a total ban on Jewish immigration and land purchases plus rapid creation of an independent Arab Palestine under his rule. For al-Husaini, and thus for all of the Arab leaders, it would be all or nothing.59

In London, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax, and MacDonald shuttled between Zionist and Arab delegations, which met separately except on three occasions. Making no secret of his desperation for appeasement, Chamberlain assured Arab delegations of Britain’s desire to maintain and strengthen friendship with them, while MacDonald noted that trouble in Palestine would echo throughout the region.

MacDonald frankly presented the reasons behind British policy. The likelihood of war necessitated surrender to Arab demands as long as such concessions made London feel more secure. Halifax was blunt: “Gentlemen, there are times when the most ethical consideration must give way to administrative necessity.” MacDonald gave the details. Egypt commanded the Suez Canal route to Asia; Alexandria was the only naval base suitable for defending the eastern Mediterranean. Iraq controlled air and land passage to Asia and was Britain’s main source of oil. A hostile Saudi Arabia would threaten British strategic routes. In the event of war, all of these places must be on Great Britain’s side.60

Moshe Sharett, a Zionist leader, tried to counter these arguments. If the Palestine question were settled, he said, Arab governments would merely raise more demands. In the event of war with Germany, Jewish support would be more reliable than Arab pledges. Ben-Gurion added that whatever happened in Palestine, Arab governments would follow their own interests. The Jewish leaders dismissed promises of being protected in an Arab-ruled Palestine, pointing out that the regimes did not even protect Jews in their own countries and insisting that events in Europe made it impossible for them to abandon demands for Jewish immigration.61

The British didn’t care.62 Instead, the British government, believing war would begin within months, offered to accept virtually all the Arab governments’ demands. It proposed a Palestine constitutional conference be held in six months followed by the creation of a Palestine executive council on which Arabs would have 60 percent of the seats. In addition, the council could stop all Jewish immigration in five years.63

While the Zionists considered walking out, Arabs celebrated this news, but that didn’t last long. The Palestine Arab delegation quickly rejected this plan. Instead it demanded the immediate establishment of a Palestine government and a ban on all Jewish immigration or land purchases, with full independence to follow within three years. The Arab states were frustrated, and even some of the grand mufti’s followers wanted to accept, but al-Husaini wouldn’t budge. Trapped by their earlier promises, Arab government delegations fell into line. Indeed, not trusting as-Said to concur, Iraq’s government recalled him and sent radical Foreign Minister Taufiq as-Suwaidi instead.64

In response to the Arab rejection, MacDonald embarked on another round of concessions to them. Not only would Jewish immigration be under Arab veto after five years, but even before that time it would be limited to a total of seventy-five thousand people. The proportion of Arabs on the executive council would be raised from 60 to 66 percent. There could be no doubt that the result would be an Arab-ruled Palestine. At this point, Ben-Gurion whispered to a colleague, “They have called this meeting . . . to tell us to give up.”65

The Arab side was on the verge of victory; no Jewish state could ever be created. Yet again the Arabs stood firm on rejection.66 On March 15, Hitler seized the rest of Czechoslovakia, marking another step toward international confrontation. Two days later the London Conference ended in failure.

Still, the European crisis, wrote British High Commissioner to Egypt Sir Miles Lampson on March 23, “makes it all the more essential that [a] rapid end should be put to disturbances in Palestine.” The Arab states, except for Iraq, also still wanted a quick deal.67 So despite the breakdown, Arab delegations again met in Cairo to propose a new basis for agreement. Arab leaders were still optimistic. How could such a favorable offer be turned down? Egypt’s ambassador assured the British Foreign Office that with his country endorsing this plan, the grand mufti could not interfere.

The Arab states proposed some changes in the British plan intended to assure that the result would be an Arab-ruled Palestine as soon as possible. According to this counteroffer, a Palestinian state would be established within ten years and consultations with Arab governments would be held if this schedule could not be met. Jewish immigration would be reduced and the Jewish population of Palestine would be frozen at 33 percent. Palestinian ministers would be chosen to prepare for independence.

The British gave in on almost every point. Chamberlain explained, “We are now compelled to consider the Palestine problem mainly from the point of view of its effect on the international situation. . . . If we must offend one side, let us offend the Jews rather than the Arabs.”68 It seemed as if al-Husaini’s radical policy and move toward Germany had succeeded in generating enough leverage to make the British surrender. But London wanted a long interim period. What would be the point of turning over Palestine immediately to al-Husaini only to see him support the Germans? So they wanted to make al-Husaini wait until the European crisis would be resolved. At that point, if he became the head of an independent Arab Palestine there would be little harm to British strategic interests.

On April 28, after talking with Arab negotiators, Lampson reported that the exchanges “are going more favorably than expected.”69 The main point still blocking a deal was the Arab side’s demand—which the British knew came from the grand mufti—that an Arab government would start running the country within three years.70

C. W. Baxter, head of the Foreign Office’s Eastern Department, wrote that the Arab states had come to terms “on all the most difficult outstanding points.”71 Lampson agreed that there was “substantial agreement . . . on all the main issues.” But, both men explained, the Arab states must persuade the Palestine Arabs to agree. The Egyptians were confident of success, with Prime Minister Mahmud claiming he would simply invite the grand mufti to Cairo and “make him toe the line.”72

On May 17, 1939, Mahmud and Ali Mahir, soon to be his successor, met the Palestinian Arab delegation to talk them into agreeing. Mahir told them that they should accept the British plan. The reason the Jews were so much against it was that it so favored the Arab side. This was a tremendous opportunity; the best deal the Arabs could ever obtain. Cooperation with Britain was better than being “at the mercy of the Jews.” Once the Palestine Arabs had a state, sympathetic Arab regimes would help ensure their total control.73

Winning an independent state, Mahir continued, required training administrators, preparing for defense, and achieving international “legitimacy.” A transitional period, Mahir suggested, was an advantage, not a trap. The best way to triumph was to advance step by step, as in a war in which “One army is vacating some of its front trenches. Would you refrain from jumping into them and occupying them?”

But the Palestine Arab leaders retorted, “If we accept, the revolution will end.”

So Mahir tried again to explain reality to them. “Do you believe,” he asked, “that Great Britain is unable to crush your revolution, with all its modern satanic war inventions?” Mahmud and Mahir knew the Arab revolt in Palestine had been defeated by the British. “Is it not better for you,” Mahir continued, “to come nearer to the British authorities and get them to forsake the Jews?” Then the Arabs wouldn’t have to ask London to stop Jewish immigration, they’d control it themselves and not even a single Jew could enter the country. Next Mahmud weighed in with a prophetic warning. If the Palestinian Arabs agreed right now, he insisted, they could have their way. But soon there would be a war that would put them in a weaker position. Britain would lose patience and invoke martial law. Arab countries would be too involved with their own problems to help.

Again the Palestine Arabs refused: “When the revolt started, we had aims in view to attain. We cannot now tell our people, ‘Stop the revolution because we got some high posts. . . .’”

“You can tell your people,” Mahir answered, “that you shall be able to control your country’s government; to stop [British] persecution, deportations, and harsh measures. You could set Palestine’s budget, limit the Jewish population to one-third, and justify accepting the deal on the basis of the Arab governments’ advice.” The Palestine Arabs would not even have to sign anything, but merely to agree verbally to cooperate with a British government White Paper setting the new policy. None of his arguments made any headway.

Mahir and Mahmud were right. The British wanted to satisfy Arab demands as much as possible and thus a little temporary compromise and patience would have achieved a total victory for the Arab side. Under these conditions, an Arab Palestine would have obtained independence within a decade, by 1949 and would have ruled the entire country from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea.74 Once Palestine was independent, the Arabs could do whatever they wanted to Jews there including—as al-Husaini had made clear—killing them all. If the Palestine Arabs had accepted the British proposal, taken over the government, and worked with the British, Israel never would have existed.

Instead, the Palestine Arab leaders rejected the White Paper, sought total victory, collaborated with the Germans against the British, and in the end received nothing. This orientation made inevitable the Arab rejection of partition and a Palestinian Arab state in 1947; Israel’s creation in 1948; five wars; the delay of Israel-Palestinian negotiations for forty-five years; and the absence of a Palestinian state well into the twenty-first century, generations after the rejection of the 1939 deal.

But in 1939 it was possible to believe history would take a different course. A like-minded regime in Germany seemed the world’s strongest power, supported the radical Arabs, and might soon destroy all of the Arabs’ and Muslims’ enemies. The growing radical movement believed that millions of Arabs and other Muslims were about to revolt under its leadership, that soon it would seize control of Iraq and Egypt, Palestine and Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Syria. Believing total victory imminent, why should Palestine’s Arabs make any deal with the British, even one requiring the smallest compromise? Al-Husaini was set on a revolutionary approach depending on Germany. Already he was for all practical purposes the Arab world’s strongest leader. Such was the power of saying “no,” a lesson that would be fully absorbed by postwar Arab leaders.

While Arab governments generally understood that Britain’s offer was a great opportunity, they also knew that radicals would exploit any sign of compromise to inflame their own people against them. Moreover, they were trapped by their decision to grant al-Husaini total veto power. Indeed, many wondered whether the grand mufti might be right. Perhaps the Nazis were the wave of the future and a more useful ally than the British.75 As a result, even though all the Arab governments except Iraq wanted a deal with the British, al-Husaini’s men walked out of the talks, certain that their ambitions would be met more quickly and fully by violent Arab revolts combined with Axis victory in the coming war.

At long last, it was London’s turn to dig in its heels. It told the Arab states that unless further progress in negotiations was made, it would set its own policy. On May 17 the White Paper proposed that a united Palestine—which everyone knew meant an Arab-dominated Palestine—would be established in ten years. Jews could only buy land in a few areas; Jewish immigration would be strictly limited for five years, after which the Arabs would decide how many would be admitted, which meant none. Yet on the Arab side only Transjordan and the an-Nashashibi faction publicly said anything favorable about the White Paper.76

The Jewish Agency strongly protested the White Paper as contrary to the mandate’s provisions. Even the Soviets accused Britain of selling out the Jews for its own benefit. Despite the refusal of any Arab state to approve it, the British White Paper became the governing document for Palestine during the next six years. The restrictions on immigration would cost hundreds of thousands of Jews their lives.

Instead of making a deal with Britain, by the summer of 1939 virtually every Arab leader except Abdallah of Transjordan had secretly contacted Germany to offer cooperation. Most enthusiastic were the radicals in Iraq. When the relatively moderate Iraqi politician Rustum Haidar said British policy didn’t give the Arab side everything from fear of international Jewish financial power, a radical politician responded that it didn’t matter. Might made right. Force rather than more talk was the answer.77

Egypt’s government, the most ardent advocate for accepting the White Paper, was the first to denounce it. In line with the new Arab style of outbidding rivals in militancy, the Wafd Party—even more moderate and pro-British than the government—attacked its rejection as being too mild. The fascist Young Egypt Party started a bombing campaign against Jewish stores.78

Iraq and Saudi Arabia also rejected the White Paper. Iraqi Foreign Minister Ali Jawdat neatly showed the Arab governments’ ambiguity on the issue. On the one hand, he denounced the White Paper, claiming the transition period was too long and restrictions on Jewish immigration too mild. On the other hand, he called the White Paper a great Arab victory, and confided privately that he and as-Said had tried to convince Jamal al-Husaini to accept it.79 The Iraqi regime also tried to calm the passions the radicals were fomenting. Instructions were issued to newspapers not to publish anything that might damage Anglo-Iraqi relations. Still, Baghdad would not cooperate with a request from the moderate Palestinian Auni Abd al-Hadi to support a pro–White Paper group of Palestine Arabs.80 Only al-Husaini and his hardline stance would ever be allowed to represent the Palestine Arabs.

Blinded by bitterness toward the British and overestimating German power, the grand mufti had already taken the road to Berlin. In mid-1939, al-Husaini made his first request to Canaris to visit the German capital.81 When the grand mufti left Lebanon for Iraq in October 1939, his triumphalism was enhanced by his reception in Baghdad, where he was granted refuge and acclaimed a national hero. Every politician from the prime minister down, as well as all the political clubs and groups, threw parties in his honor, events that turned into Pan-Arab, anti-British demonstrations.82

Nor was this support expressed only in words. Iraq’s parliament granted the grand mufti £18,000 a month plus £1,000 a month from secret service funds and a 2 percent tax on government officials’ salaries. More contributions came from Egypt and Saudi Arabia. Although he promised as-Said not to engage in political activity, the grand mufti played political kingmaker in Iraq, helping first Taha al-Hashimi and then al-Kailani become prime minister. He strengthened the radical faction by placing militant Palestinians and Syrians in teaching jobs and in the government bureaucracy.83

The difference between radicals and moderates was well represented by the remark of the Palestinian Arab delegates in their May 1939 meeting with Egypt’s leaders, “We cannot now tell our people, ‘Stop the revolution because we got some high posts. . . .’” But that was precisely what moderate Arab politicians wanted: not a revolution in Palestine but a solution to Palestine. And they viewed that as having been achieved in the London negotiations because Palestinian Arabs would obtain “high posts” and thus would be running the country. The story of al-Husaini and the 1939 London Conference would be reenacted by Arafat at the Camp David meeting in 2000, when Arafat rejected getting a Palestinian state through negotiations because he preferred the illusory hope of getting it all by violence.

Now, the moment had come for each Arab leader to choose between the Anglo-French alliance and the German-Italian Axis. The radical faction had already decided on Berlin; even moderate leaders sought to hedge their bets in case the Axis emerged triumphant. It seems as if the time of von Oppenheim’s old plan had truly come. But once again a world war would determine the outcome.


6 The Nazi–Arab/Islamist Alliance Prepares for Battle

Once again, Germany prepared to battle its British rivals in the Middle East, led by a formidable team of experts made up of von Oppenheim veterans, soldiers who had served there during World War I, career diplomats, and academic experts.

The Nazi regime also had new tactics that made this second effort seem more likely to succeed. Nazi Party branches had been established among Germans living in the Middle East and elsewhere in the world in a project headed by the young Wilhelm Bohle, who became an SS general. By 1938, this Auslands-Organisation had 580 cells in eighty-two lands engaged in spying, propaganda, and covert operations.1

Alfred Hess and his brother Rudolf, later Hitler’s top deputy, were sons of a wealthy German merchant living in Egypt. Alfred organized the first party cell in Alexandria in 1926 followed by one in Cairo. There were 214 party members in Egypt by the 1930s, representing one-third of the German families in the country. They urged Egypt’s elite toward pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic feelings, organized anti-Jewish boycotts, and in 1933 held a mock trial of the Jews.2

The party branch in Iran became especially important, running German policy there since the ambassador in Tehran was an apolitical career man. In Beirut and Baghdad, Cairo and Jerusalem, Kabul and Tehran, Tripoli and Tunis, local Nazi Party branches coordinated military and SS intelligence, businessmen, and academics to spread the influence of Hitler’s regime. There were also Nazi Party branches in Alexandria and Port Said; Haifa and Jaffa; and Adana, Ankara, Istanbul, and Izmir.3

The Nazi Party’s branch in Iraq used new strategies to spread German influence. Its leader was the archaeologist Julius Jordan, who had been digging there since before World War I at the ancient city of Uruk, where Gilgamesh had been king forty-five hundred years earlier.4 In 1928, Jordan returned to Iraq for the German Oriental Society,5 and attracted others to his party cell like Willi G. Steffen who, heading a Christian mission in Baghdad and Mosul, had joined the party in 1934.6 Two years later Grobba hired him as an Arabic translator. Steffen became a key figure in planning how to make Iraq into a German client state. Another recruit was the scholar Adam Falkenstein, who joined the Nazi Party and the Abwehr at age thirty-three in 1939, transferring to its Ankara office when the British seized Iraq in 1941.7

A second new feature of Nazi policy in the Middle East was to subsidize and use ideologically compatible Islamist and nationalist groups. These included the fascist Young Egypt Party and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt; al-Husaini’s forces in Palestine; and many groups in Syria and Iraq. Arab nationalist clubs were important—one of the main ones being the Arab Club of Damascus, financed by al-Husaini using German money—that energetically organized meetings, demonstrations, and propaganda campaigns.

Arab radicals also aided German intelligence-gathering, working closely with Abwehr agents like Rudolf Roser in Beirut and Paula Koch in Aleppo.8 Koch was an important figure, though Allied intelligence sensationalized that middle-aged, gray-haired lady into a supposed Mata Hari. Born in 1900 to a German family in Aleppo, Koch was a highly praised nurse with the German army during World War I. After some years living in Brazil and Indonesia, she returned to the Middle East for the Abwehr, effectively using her long acquaintance with leading Arab families. Her contact man with Palestine’s Arabs was the grand mufti’s nephew and intelligence chief, Musa al-Husaini.9

The Nazis thought al-Husaini’s network provided generally accurate information from an estimated thirty-six agents in the Beirut area alone.10 In Turkey, al-Husaini built his own spying system headed by the Syrian Adil Azma, who became Syria’s ambassador there after the war.11

But Berlin’s good basis for intelligence and covert operations was hindered by competition between Canaris’s Abwehr and the Sicherheitsdient (SD), the foreign intelligence unit of Reinhard Heydrich’s Security Ministry. The Abwehr looked down on the SD as incompetent; the SD saw the Abwehr as ideologically unreliable. The antagonism was symbolized by their leaders’ contrasting backgrounds and personalities. The prematurely gray-haired Canaris, his face weather-beaten from service at sea, was a respected naval officer who had joined Germany’s navy at age eighteen. During World War I, his cruiser was scuttled off Chile and, avoiding capture by the British, he escaped and made his way back to Germany. In recognition of his skill and initiative, he was sent on an intelligence mission to Spain, where he recruited seamen to give German U-boats information on Allied shipping. He also befriended a young Spanish officer named Francisco Franco. Caught by the French while trying to return to Germany disguised as a monk, Canaris was released because of poor health, returned to Spain, and was evacuated by a German submarine. After holding several naval commands in the 1920s and 1930s, he became Abwehr chief on January 2, 1936, and built the agency into an organization of fifteen thousand people. It gathered and analyzed reports from military attachés, agents under diplomatic or other cover, and local informants.

The younger Heydrich, in contrast, had been dismissed from the navy for dishonorable conduct. Heydrich, the embodiment of Nazi brutality and fanaticism, was noted for his sadism; Canaris, for his sense of humor. Heydrich served under Canaris in the 1920s and alternated between trying to destroy the admiral and seeking to win his approval.

Canaris was a conservative nationalist who had little love for the Hitler regime and sheltered anti-Nazis in the Abwehr’s ranks. In the Middle East, those critical of the Nazis included Paul Leverkuehn, Abwehr station chief in Istanbul, and Günther Pawelke, Grobba’s deputy in Baghdad. Before the war, Canaris used back channels, sometimes through the Vatican, to warn the British of Hitler’s aggressive intentions.

While von Oppenheim returned to the region to try to implement his World War I strategy, Grobba, who spoke Turkish, a little Arabic, and Persian, was now Germany’s leading expert. In March 1916, he had led a thousand former Muslim prisoners of war to Istanbul where they joined the German-inspired, Ottoman-organized jihad. His wide network of Arab friends was especially strong in Iraq, whose king, Faisal, he personally escorted on his trips to Germany in 1921 and 1930. In 1926, Grobba became German ambassador to Afghanistan and stopped in Baghdad to renew his ties. Under Hitler’s regime, Grobba became ambassador to Iraq and was later accredited to Saudi Arabia too. When the British seized Iraq in 1941, Grobba returned to Germany to become the regime’s top Middle East adviser.12

Von Papen, Germany’s ambassador to Turkey, was the other key senior figure on the scene. Born in 1879, von Papen became a cavalry officer and joined the army’s elite General Staff in 1913. When World War I began, he was made military attaché to Washington, where he organized agents to sabotage or use U.S. shipyards and munitions factories while buying arms for von Oppenheim’s planned jihad in India. After his sabotage efforts became public—in part, due to British intelligence—Washington angrily demanded his recall.

Despite his amateurish failure to subvert America, von Papen’s adventures made him a hero in Germany. After service on the Western Front, he joined the military mission to Istanbul in 1917. There he met future Turkish President Ismet İnönü, fought the British, and was interned when the Turks surrendered in 1918. After the war, von Papen returned to Germany and went into politics in the Catholic Center Party. In 1932, when von Papen was proposed as Germany’s chancellor despite his own party’s objections, he falsely told its leader—a priest, no less—that he would not accept the post. The enraged priest later labeled von Papen a “Judas,” a significant insult in Catholic circles. Von Papen’s defection further divided moderates and allowed Hitler’s power to grow.

During von Papen’s six months as chancellor, Germany faced economic collapse, growing polarization, and street violence. To win Nazi backing for his cabinet, von Papen ended a ban on Hitler’s private army. Weakening the already tottering republic, he purged democratic-minded civil servants He then invited Hitler to become his vice chancellor, but on January 30, 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg made Hitler chancellor and von Papen received the number two spot. When new elections gave the Nazi Party 44 percent of the vote, Hitler seized power completely on March 23 and made Germany a one-party state.

Von Papen miscalculated, thinking he could outmaneuver the Nazis. He made a speech urging Hitler to allow a multiparty state and grant more liberties. Hitler was infuriated and considered having him killed, but instead, the Nazis murdered the aide who wrote the speech. Von Papen became ambassador to Austria in 1934, where he earned a reprieve by helping subvert that country’s independence, bringing it under Hitler’s control in 1938.

With this achievement under his belt, von Papen was named ambassador to Turkey in April 1939.13 The Turks agreed only reluctantly, since von Papen’s diplomatic record encompassed the attempted subversion of one neutral country and the destruction of another. These precedents of duplicity boded ill for Turkey. “It would have been difficult for the German government to hit upon a more unpopular nominee,” wrote British Ambassador Hughe Knatchbull-Hugessen in a secret evaluation of his rival.14 Yet von Papen defused his hosts’ initial misgivings through charm and far-reaching connections among the leading Turks, hints that he was working to moderate Hitler, and threats based on Germany’s power.

The Nazis also had able men, both party and non–party members, at midlevel posts, many of them with long experience in the region and speaking its languages fluently. An example of this expertise was Kurt Munzel, who began work at the Foreign Ministry in 1939 supervising Arabic-language broadcasts15 and advising Grobba’s Arabian Committee on operations and propaganda. In 1942, he became head of the ministry’s Orient Department.16 Incidentally, his boss at the radio propaganda office was a Nazi Party member, Kurt Georg Kiesinger, whom al-Husaini knew through wartime cooperation on propaganda and would contact when Kiesinger was West Germany’s chancellor between 1966 and 1969.

During the time before the Nazis began preparations for war and revolt in the Middle East, Germany’s most effective way of spreading its influence was economic activity. While Middle East trade was an insignificant part of Germany’s economy, for the region’s countries Germany was the number three trading partner, surpassed only by Britain and France.

Iran, then still called Persia, was the Muslim country Berlin economically courted most in the 1930s as well as the only such country whose inhabitants the Nazis regarded as fellow Aryans. That conclusion was rooted in the writings of German experts and diplomats who traveled there before World War I and in the 1920s, such as Friedrich C. Andreas,17 Georg Graf von Kanitz, and Rudolf Nadolny.18

Walter Hinz, one of these Iran experts, wrote a 1936 book extolling Persians as a superior race. He joined the Nazi Party the next year and served with the Abwehr in Turkey during World War II. In 1974, the University of Tehran gave Hinz an honorary doctorate in recognition of his services to Iran.19 German-Persian relations were so successful that the shah’s decision in 1935 to change the country’s name from Persia to Iran—derived from the word Aryan—is often attributed to a suggestion from Iran’s ambassador to Berlin.20

Ernst Herzfeld, an archaeologist, was another key figure linking the two countries. After serving in Iran in World War I, he returned there in 1923. During the early 1930s, he excavated the ancient Persian capital of Persepolis.21 Iran’s ruler, Reza Shah, and his son the crown prince—the future shah—were impressed by their visit to the site. Sebastian Beck, a Persian language expert and another World War I veteran in the area, joined the Nazi Party in 1932 and returned to Iran in 1934. The shah gave him a medal for his research.22

To accelerate its economic development, Iran hired many German advisers in the 1920s and 1930s. Lufthansa, the German airline, opened a direct Berlin-Tehran route. By 1937 there were about six hundred Germans living in Iran. Tehran concluded a new trade agreement with Berlin in 1935. The next year, a dozen big German companies started the Iranian-German Trade Association.23 Yet with Nazi Germany focusing on rearmament, companies faced difficulties in obtaining financing and foreign exchange at home.24 The British also countered German economic interests.

The most important event in Nazi-Iranian economic relations was the 1936 visit of Hjalmar Schacht, Hitler’s minister for economy and president of the Reichsbank, with a sixty-member delegation. The shah gave Schacht a medal; Schacht saluted the monarch, “completely against protocol”—German Ambassador Johannes Smend disapprovingly noted—with “Heil Hitler.” Out of politeness, the shah and crown prince replied the same way.25

Among the German businessmen Schacht visited in Iran was his own son-in-law, Lutz Gielhammer, director of Bank Mellié Iran. The thirty-eight-year-old Gielhammer had served in World War I, earned a doctorate, and spent a decade in Tehran. After World War II he became West German ambassador to Iran for a dozen years. Schacht also toured Nazi Party headquarters, the Hitler Youth branch,26 and the Iranian-German Technical School, where pro-German Iranians received professional training. One of those students, Nawwab Safawi, later became the main radical Islamist leader and al-Husaini’s closest collaborator in Iran.27

But Iraq was the country where Germany held most influence in the 1930s, especially in the army, many of whose officers had fought in the Ottoman army alongside Germany during World War I. Their pro-German attitude was exemplified by Colonel Salah ad-Din al-Sabbagh, leader of the powerful, pro-Nazi Golden Square faction that would later seize power, who named the three Germans who influenced him as his unit’s military adviser in World War I; Major Hans Steffen of the Rheinmetall company, who sold weapons to the Iraqi army; and Grobba.28

Iraqi nationalists hoped Germany would help them develop their economy. Despite gaining independence in 1932, Iraq was still tied closely to Britain. The British controlled Iraq’s oil and pipelines connecting that country’s Mosul fields to the Mediterranean ports of Haifa, in British-ruled Palestine, and Tripoli, in French-ruled Lebanon. By 1939, oil financed one-third of Iraq’s budget through the British-controlled Oil Development Company. Hitler had the chance to buy shares in the company in 1936 but refused so as not to antagonize London.29 Yet this dependence stirred growing anti-British and pro-German passion.30 The radical faction, mainly nationalists but also Islamists, was more powerful in Iraq than any other Arab state. Sati al-Husri, a leading architect of Arab radical nationalist ideology, was strongly pro-German and used that country as his model as director of Iraq’s education system. Iraqi pro-German organizations and individuals cooperated closely with Berlin.31 Officers like Colonel as-Sabbagh and militant politicians like Yunis as-Sabawi, for example, smuggled German arms to Syria and Palestine.32

Yet the two allies did not always perceive their interests in identical ways. In 1936, the anti-British General Bakr Sidqi, a Kurd, seized power and selected as prime minister the radical Hikmat Sulaiman, later replaced by another radical, Jamil al-Midfai, a man close to al-Husaini.33 Grobba met both of them twice a week. Sidqi hired German Colonel Rolf Heins as his military adviser and Heins surveyed the country, planning border defenses and building up the army. Even more German advisers were brought to Baghdad. The situation looked excellent from Berlin’s perspective. But in 1937, Sidqi was assassinated, partly because radical Arab nationalists suspected he was too pro-Kurdish. Ironically, the killer was a pro-German radical who had previously saluted Grobba with an enthusiastic “Heil Hitler” whenever they met.34 The plot was hatched in the German-subsidized Muthanna Club, whose leaders were on the German payroll and whose members called themselves “national socialists.”35 In other words, pro-German agents motivated by Nazi ideology had assassinated a pro-German leader, thus subverting German influence.

The Germans thought that if their Arab allies became more ideologically Nazified the alliance would be even stronger. One effort was to create groups patterned after the Hitler Youth. In 1937 the thirty-year-old Nazi youth leader Baldur von Schirach visited Baghdad and asked King Ghazi to support the al-Futuwa youth movement instead of the British-based Boy Scouts. A year later thirty young Iraqis from al-Futuwa traveled to Germany as guests of the Nazi Party—along with counterparts from Afghanistan, Egypt, Turkey, and Iran—for the annual Nuremberg rally, met Hitler, and toured the country for two weeks. They returned home fascinated by the new Germany. Al-Husaini’s Palestinian Arab Party organized its own al-Futuwa movement.36

Beginning in 1936, Berlin also began to sponsor large numbers of Iraqi students to study in Germany. Many became strong supporters of an Arab-Nazi alliance, returning home impressed by the Nazi regime’s order, discipline, progress, and unity as a remedy for their own countries’ weakness, factionalism, and stagnation. In addition, there were outright fascist movements. In Iraq, led by as-Sabawi and Sami Shaukat, they wore red shirts. The Egyptian equivalent was the Young Egypt Party’s green shirt movement. By the time war broke out, these groups had, at least nominally, thousands of members.37

The Muthanna Club was just one part of the strong radical, pro-German network of Iraqi groups, which also included the Palestine Defense Committee and the Islamist-dominated Young Men’s Muslim Association and Islamic Guidance Association. Such powerful mainstream politicians as Naji as-Suwaidi, al-Midfai, and Sulaiman, all prime ministers, also supported the radical faction. In contrast, as-Suwaidi’s brother, Taufiq, who had served as foreign minister, and as-Said held moderate views. They wanted to maintain the alliance with Britain, compromise on Palestine, and use diplomacy instead of force. Yet such men, unlike the radicals, had no mass organizations or systematic ideology, making it hard for them to compete with rivals using sophisticated mobilization methods adapted from European fascist practices.

Grobba led the effort in Iraq. In 1936 and again in 1938, Canaris secretly visited Baghdad to obtain first-hand impressions of Arab politics. On the second trip, Canaris asked Grobba to become Abwehr chief in Iraq, a job he added to his ambassadorial duties. At first, the Abwehr’s rival, the SD, resisted his authority but soon Grobba controlled its activities as well.38

The ambassador also took the lead in establishing German relations with Saudi Arabia. In 1933, Ibn Saud had proposed giving Germany a concession to drill for oil. Hitler rejected the idea, believing he could not secure the fields in wartime.39 Watching events in Europe and seeking to counter British influence, Ibn Saud sent his secretary Yusuf Yasin to meet Grobba in Baghdad on November 5, 1937. He requested a new treaty and a German mission to his country, and hinted at an alliance with Berlin, saying he would be a “benevolent neutral, if not more, in case of a war.”40 The king also offered to be middleman for sending German weapons to al-Husaini’s Palestine revolt.

Negotiations advanced slowly, however, due to German foreign exchange shortages, debates over how openly to challenge British interests, and suspicions that Yasin might be a British agent. Only in 1939 were talks successfully concluded. On January 13, Grobba was accredited as ambassador to Saudi Arabia. With approval by Hitler and von Ribbentrop, Germany provided a six-million-mark credit for the Saudis to buy weapons.41

When the war began, however, and German fortunes flagged in the Middle East, the king, knowing he was surrounded by British-controlled territory, quickly claimed to be for the Allies. He would soon use the United States, rather than Germany, as Saudi Arabia’s alternative patron to the British.42 Unlike the big city, intellectually more sophisticated Palestinian Arab, Iraqi, and Egyptian radicals, the wily old desert chieftain kept his options open and did not commit himself to the losing side from miscalculation or ideological zeal.
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Figure 15. Fritz Grobba was in the course of a quarter-century successively the German envoy to Kabul, Baghdad, and ar-Riyadh, and the senior official for Muslim and Arab affairs within the Foreign Ministry. Interrogated by the Soviets immediately after World War II, he told them about Hitler’s plan to deport the Jews of Palestine as soon as the Nazi troops arrived.

In Egypt, too, the Germans built the foundation for an alliance. Wilhelm Stellbogen, press attaché and director of the German News Bureau in Cairo, acting for the Abwehr,43 paid Muslim Brotherhood leader al-Banna about one thousand Egyptian pounds a month in 1939 and probably before as well.44 To show how proportionately large were these sums, the Brotherhood’s high-priority fund-raising for the Palestine cause that year yielded just five hundred Egyptian pounds.45 Al-Husaini gave more German money to al-Banna through such intermediaries as Auni Abd al-Hadi, Muhammad Ali Tahir, and Sabri Abd ad-Din.46

Some of the key pro-German figures in Egypt made their connections with Germany while in Baghdad. In 1938, Egypt’s ambassador to Iraq, Azzam, a close friend of al-Husaini and later Arab League secretary general, along with Major Aziz Ali al-Misri—who fought in World War I on the British side but had now become pro-German—met frequently with Grobba.47

An alliance with the Arabs, of course, was not enough for Hitler to start a war. He also needed support from the country that was ostensibly his worst enemy, the USSR. At 1 P.M. on August 22, 1939, two German Focke-Wulf Condor planes landed at Moscow airport. Von Ribbentrop came down the stairs to be greeted by a Soviet military band playing the Nazi anthem. That afternoon, the German and Soviet foreign ministers initialed a treaty of alliance. Ostensibly a nonaggression pact, the accord included a secret plan to invade and partition Poland and defined the two dictators’ spheres of influence in the Balkans and Turkey. With everything in place, in September 1939 Germany invaded Poland. The Allies still had substantial superiority in the Middle East but quickly lost the battle for Europe. In 1940, when France, Holland, Belgium, and Norway were conquered by Germany, the British army fled the continent, and Italy entered the war on Germany’s side, the Nazis seemed likely victors.

Germany’s Arab sympathizers became more outspokenly so. In June 1940, the grand mufti wrote von Papen to offer his services. His vision was to obtain from the Axis in World War II what the Arabs had failed to gain from the Allies in World War I, a huge and fully independent state led by himself and absorbing Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan, and Iraq. In contrast to the Ottomans, al-Husaini had a popular network extending throughout the Arabic-speaking world and into Muslim countries beyond. Moreover, unlike the Ottoman sultan, he united Arab nationalists and Islamists into one movement.48

The radical Iraqi politicians were eager to smash their country’s alliance with England. In Syria and Lebanon, an additional pro-German incentive was that their colonial master had been defeated and the way was open to join the victors. When things looked bleakest for the Allies, the cautious Ibn Saud, the moderate Iraqi as-Said, and others considered jumping ship.

But before doing so as-Said made one final bid, based on wishful thinking, to stave off the radical revolt. He urged Britain to make even more concessions to keep Arabs from defecting to the Axis. If, as-Said urged, Britain immediately turned Palestine over to the Arabs with full independence within ten years; obtained Syria’s independence from France; and supplied arms, Iraq would enter the war on England’s side.49 Iraq’s people and government, wrote as-Said, “are unanimous in seeking the safety of their country before anything else and in following the road which leads to that safety.” As-Said was right in saying Iraq would face disaster if it fought Britain but wrong in arguing that the radicals thought the same way. They believed Nazi Germany was the safer bet.50 Understanding this fact, Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who had so clearly foreseen the failure of appeasing Hitler in Europe, refused any additional concessions.

As-Said then proposed to defect to the Axis camp but was rejected by the grand mufti and his Iraqi ally, Justice Minister Naji Shaukat. Why, they reasoned, let a rival join with them on the eve of their total victory? Thus, the most famous of all Arab moderate politicians did not become a Nazi collaborator only because his application was turned down.

Once the tide turned in the war, as-Said resumed his posture as loyal friend of the Allies in 1941. Thanks to his having joined the actually winning side, his career prospered thereafter. In the short run, he triumphed. But the radicals were to have revenge by taking over the region in the following decade. Eighteen years after rejecting as-Said’s effort to join them, the radicals took over Iraq in a 1958 coup and a Baghdad mob tore as-Said to pieces.51

As for the British, they knew their appeasement efforts in 1939 had failed and so, in 1940, they turned to pressure. The British demanded that Iraq freeze all relations with Germany, as well as the resignation of radical nationalist Prime Minister al-Kailani, scion of the family von Oppenheim had predicted in 1893 would one day lead a pro-German revolt. Recognizing that Britain still had much leverage in Iraq, on January 31, 1941 the king forced al-Kailani to resign. Taha al-Hashimi’s new moderate government tried to purge the radical officers, who responded with an April 3 military coup returning al-Kailani to power. Given the military situation, they had good reason to believe they were right to back Germany, a country whose armies were at that moment victorious everywhere.

Egyptians reached similar conclusions. They saw the Italian army advance eighty-five miles into their own territory from Libya. Prime Minister Mahir rejected British efforts to make him break relations with Italy. The British pushed him from office and forced pro-German General al-Misri to resign as Egypt’s army commander. Riddled with pro-German officers, Cairo’s armed forces were largely disarmed and demobilized by the British.52

At the same time, the British did not neglect offering incentives for Arab cooperation as well. On May 29, 1941, Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden’s Mansion House speech catered to Arab nationalist ambitions by endorsing stronger links among Arab countries, a stance that after the war would bring British backing for forming the Arab League.53 But those placing hopes on the Axis were unimpressed. They looked instead to Iraq’s defiance of Britain. Egyptian dissidents, as-Sadat explained, “wanted to attack the British and make Egypt a second Iraq. [Al-Kailani] had given the signal for the war of liberation. It was our duty to rush to his aid.”54 Leaders of the nascent Ba’th Party in Syria felt the same way.

Now battle would be fully joined. Al-Husaini and his colleagues would do everything possible to make the Arab world, Iran, Afghanistan, and even India go up in the flames of a pro-Nazi Islamic revolt.


7 Al-Husaini in Search of an Empire

During World War II, Berlin backed Islamism and militant Arab nationalism. Al-Husaini was its candidate to lead a revolution, rule the Middle East, assist in destroying the British there, kill the Jews, and help ensure that Adolf Hitler ruled the world supreme. The grand mufti was the Nazis’ most important nonstate ally, and both sides intended that the radical Arab-Muslim forces, once in control of their countries, become a full partner in the Axis alongside Germany, Italy, and Japan. This alliance between al-Husaini and Hitler, militant Arab nationalist-Islamist forces and Nazis, was vital for waging and winning the war on many levels.

First, al-Husaini pledged to provide tens of thousands of Muslim troops to fight for the Axis. While al-Husaini only recruited a few hundred Arabs, he helped raise more than twenty thousand Soviet and Balkan Muslims.

Second, al-Husaini provided valuable intelligence through networks of contacts and agents stretching from Morocco to Afghanistan and India.

Third, al-Husaini promised to organize uprisings to tie down Allied troops, sabotage enemy installations, and block supply lines. While his successes were limited, the Allies did have to take into account the possibility that revolts might break out, and thus al-Husaini’s efforts were somewhat effective.

Fourth, al-Husaini gave good advice on how Axis propaganda could appeal to Arabs and Muslims.

Fifth, al-Husaini and his partners promised to bring Arab countries into the war by either overthrowing or winning over governments. They succeeded in Iraq and came close in Egypt. German forces’ failure to conquer more of the Middle East was the biggest factor determining the radical Arabs’ failure to recruit more rulers.

Finally, al-Husaini planned to extend the mass murder of Jews to Muslim-populated areas, a genocide that the Nazis considered an integral part of the war effort. This was indeed implemented where German rule extended in the Caucasus, North Africa, and the Balkans.

History could easily have turned out differently, and all these goals could have been achieved, with the Third Reich triumphant, al-Husaini dictator over the Middle East, and all Jews outside of the Americas dead. The radical Arab and Muslim forces tried their best to achieve this result.

When al-Husaini left Beirut and arrived in Baghdad on October 15, 1939, the nationalists there received him as a hero.1 Al-Husaini knew many of them from Ottoman army days, and others from his first visit to Baghdad in 1932. As they watched World War II begin, al-Husaini’s Palestine Arabs and the militant Iraqi nationalists were eager to be Germany’s allies. To organize the Arab world as part of the Axis, hardline nationalists and Islamists established the secret Arab Committee for Cooperation among Arabs. Its impressive membership included Palestine Arab, Saudi, and Iraqi leaders along with a strong representation from Syria. Largely thanks to al-Husaini, the committee also had strong contacts among Muslims in Europe, Egypt, Libya, and Lebanon.2

The Iraqi participants included Prime Minister al-Kailani, Justice Minister Shaukat, and as-Sabawi, translator of Mein Kampf into Arabic. From Syria came forty-nine-year-old Shukri al-Quwatli, a future, postwar president who had attended al-Husaini’s 1931 Jerusalem conference, and Zaki al-Khatib, a future prime minister.

Saudi King Abd al-Aziz Ibn Saud sent his trusted private secretary, Yasin, and his political adviser al-Hud, who had visited Hitler the previous year to conclude the secret weapons deal for al-Husaini.3 The veteran pro-German Islamist Arslan was European representative, and worked closely with von Oppenheim, who called him the “best political head on Middle Eastern affairs.”4

To cement the alliance, the committee sent Shaukat to Ankara to see von Papen.5 The conversation went well, and as the next step al-Husaini sent his secretary, Kamal Uthman Haddad, to Berlin to meet with the Foreign Ministry’s Ernst von Weizsäcker6 at his office in a confiscated Jewish home.7 Al-Kailani spoke with Italy’s ambassador in Iraq, who assured him of Mussolini’s support for throwing the British and French out of the Middle East.8

The Germans, for their part, were also working on an alliance with the Arabs. By summer 1940, when France collapsed, von Oppenheim was already in Syria, traveling frequently to Baghdad to coordinate with al-Kailani and al-Husaini on their plan for pro-German coups in Iraq and Syria.9 Watching von Oppenheim closely, the then-neutral Americans were impressed with his effectiveness. They wryly claimed that he was so eager to prove his loyalty to the Third Reich that he raised his arm and heiled Hitler even when talking on the telephone. Despite—or more likely because—of his Jewish ancestry, Baron von Oppenheim, as the Americans called him, went out of his way to express his hatred of Jews.10

On July 25, 1940, von Oppenheim presented to his government a detailed “Union Jack” plan on how to stir unrest in British-ruled areas. Theo Habicht, the German under secretary who had previously restructured the Austrian Nazi organization; von Ribbentrop;11 von Papen in Ankara; and von Weizsäcker in Berlin were all consulted. A month later, al-Husaini sent his own proposal to Berlin which was largely a copy of von Oppenheim’s version.12

Thus, when von Weizsäcker again met al-Husaini’s envoy Haddad, on October 18, 1940, the German official said they had a deal. Von Weizsäcker read him the German-Italian declaration of support for the Arabs.13 It was broadcast repeatedly in Arabic by Radio Berlin and Italy’s Radio Bari.14 On January 14, 1941, the Germans and Italians formally issued a declaration supporting Arab independence.15

Six days later, al-Husaini wrote a nine-page letter to Hitler further defining the alliance. The Palestine question, said the grand mufti, united them in their joint hatred against the British and Jews.16 He asked Germany and Italy to support the merger of most Arabs into a single state called the Greater Arab Empire, Greater Arabia, or United Arab State.17 Al-Husaini never mentioned any Palestinian Arab nationalism but instead proposed, faithful to his past Greater Syrian stance, to make Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Transjordan a single federated state with a Nazi-style system.18 Later, he added Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and the Gulf emirates to his projected empire. And later still al-Husaini threw in Egypt, North Africa, and Sudan as well.

The other main demand was Axis help for the Arabs to wipe out all Jews in the Middle East. With Hitler openly declaring that a world war meant the “eradication of the Jewish race in Europe,”19 al-Husaini sought to do the same thing in his region.

The Arab committee offered to aid Germany with oil and other support for Hitler’s war effort. It claimed to have ten thousand men ready for an armed uprising to overthrow Transjordan’s pro-British monarch, seize Palestine, and wipe out the Jews there. The committee promised that its nonexistent army and the Arab masses of Palestine would defeat the forty thousand British troops there. The revolt would be carried on with weapons from French stockpiles in Syria which, after France’s fall, was now a virtual German protectorate.20

Finally, the committee suggested that the pro-German Iraqi regime could block British reinforcements to the Middle East sent from India. And if the British did invade Iraq, the Baghdad government pledged to fight them with help from German advisers.

The Germans completely accepted these claims and saw al-Husaini, according to internal documents, as the legitimate spokesman for the people of Iraq, Palestine, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Syria—the whole Arab east.21

Within the German government, though, there were some, especially in the Foreign Ministry, who were skeptical about the ability of al-Husaini and his colleagues to deliver on their promises. Von Hentig favored quiet cooperation with the Arabs, not a publicly declared alliance.22 German ambassador to France Otto Abetz worried that a pro-Arab policy might push French colonial administrators in Syria and Lebanon into the arms of the Allies. He also warned that toying with Islam could produce Muslim-Christian conflicts in future.23

But the outcome was not in doubt. The region’s oil was vital for Germany, Grobba argued, and must be denied to the British.24 Making Iraq into Germany’s ally was a great opportunity. As for whether jihad might turn against German interests, Grobba cynically claimed, “The Arabs we use currently in our game do not fight for religious but for political goals.”25 Thus, Berlin decided on an Arab policy based on three main principles.

First, al-Husaini was its main partner in the Middle East, followed by Iraq. Given his primacy, funding should go directly to al-Husaini and through him to others.

Second, German intelligence would organize sabotage operations and promote nationalist-Islamist insurrections in Palestine and Jordan.

Third, Berlin should not rush to support independence for Syria and Lebanon publicly so as not to antagonize the Vichy French rulers there who were also German allies.26 Nevertheless, the Germans were ready to use France’s Middle East colonies, which they controlled,27 to provide French weapons to Arab allies and as a base for an Arab army to launch what the grand mufti called his war against “the democracies and international Jewry.”28

Aside from Syria, the pro-Nazi Arabs’ main asset was control over Iraq and its army. Pressed by the Axis offensive in North Africa, the British shifted many soldiers from Iraq to Egypt, weakening their garrison and making Baghdad’s resistance more likely to succeed. Thus, the Germans concluded that al-Kailani’s regime, with relatively little aid, could defeat the reduced British forces in Iraq.

Yet al-Husaini had even more to bring to the bargaining table with Hitler. The kings of Saudi Arabia and Egypt, with whom al-Husaini had close secret links, were ready to collaborate the moment they concluded Germany would probably win the war. With German control over Syria and Lebanon, a victory by pro-German forces in Iraq plus an Islamist-nationalist uprising in Palestine and Transjordan could persuade the kings to ally openly with the Axis. In Egypt, al-Husaini also had many assets cultivated for almost two decades: the monarch himself, top politicians, army officers, the Young Egypt Party, and the Muslim Brotherhood.

There was also a third partner to this German-Arab alliance: the French collaborationist Vichy government and its officials in the Middle East. That regime knew of the plots by al-Husaini and von Oppenheim and were ready to cooperate if the Germans respected, despite Arab demands, future French control over Syria and Lebanon.29

Given this situation, al-Husaini seemed the man of the hour, eventually able to deliver the entire Middle East to Hitler. Thus, on March 1, Berlin and Rome decided to work with the Arab Cooperation Committee, as it was now called. At the grand mufti’s request, they specified that the Arabs could treat Jews in their own lands as Germany did in Europe.30

On March 11, von Weizsäcker informed Haddad of Hitler’s personal support for the grand mufti’s leadership of the Arabs and Muslims.31 Within a month, the Germans gave al-Husaini a hundred thousand reichsmarks, with twenty thousand more every month paid equally by Germany and Italy.32 Hitler wrote al-Husaini on April 3 further confirming his personal support, and praising the Arabs as an ancient civilization quite capable of self-government. He recognized full Arab independence and agreed that the British and the Jews were common enemies.33

While it had taken a full year—in retrospect a fatal delay—to confirm the alliance, the partners now moved quickly. Prime Minister al-Kailani made a military pact with the Germans. The plan was for him to be cautious, avoiding confrontation with Britain. The next step was also taken, starting to build a German base in Syria, run by Grobba, to seize control there and then extend the chain of German client regimes to Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan. The Germans planned to give Arab revolutionaries lavish funding, oust French officials, and install a pro-German Arab government in Damascus. Grobba and his staff created an Arab Legion of 1000 men as the nucleus—“under the green flag of Arab freedom,” in a German dispatch’s words—for an Arab army.34 Von Oppenheim praised its commander, al-Qawuqji, al-Husaini’s military adviser, as an extraordinary leader.35

In May 1941 Hitler met with Admiral François Darlan, Vichy’s military commander, and made a deal giving the Germans military facilities in the French colonies of Syria and North Africa. Darlan’s commander in Syria, General Henri Dentz, supported the planned insurrections and supplied arms from his depots for the Arab Legion and the Iraqi army.36 When the Turks refused to let the equipment pass through their country to Baghdad, Dentz pretended it was being shipped through Iraq en route to France’s Asian colonies.37 He obtained Turkish transit permits for two trains and fueled German planes headed to Baghdad.38 If Germany helped, Dentz was even ready to send his French troops to fight the British in Palestine and Egypt. For all practical purposes, the French authorities in Syria and Lebanon had themselves joined the Axis side.

In retrospect, one may see all of these schemes as inevitably illusory because in the end they did fail. Yet that result was not preordained. After all, Hitler appeared to be the victor in Europe and was now patron of both Islamism and Arab nationalism. Germany’s anti-Jewish, anti-British message seemed a match falling on dry tinder, and his impressive array of Arab allies gave lavish pledges of support. Germany was already close to controlling Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. Given this strong start and apparent widespread Arab support the region could become a battlefield, tying down Allied troops and supplies so that German forces could win the war. A Nazi world seemed within reach.

Von Oppenheim and his colleagues were optimistic. The British, von Oppenheim suggested, might even abandon Iraq to its pro-German regime in order to focus on Egypt’s defense. Once the pro-British government was overthrown in Jordan, the Saudi king would be bribed with that country’s southern part, with the rest going to al-Husaini’s Palestine government.39

A German agent in Syria described the mood there by quoting a common saying among Arabs: “No more monsieur and mister [no French or British colonialism]; Allah in heaven, Hitler on earth.”40 Aside from the Muslim Brotherhood, the Young Egypt Party, the monarchs and military officers in Egypt and Iran; the grand mufti as leader of the Palestine Arabs; Iraq’s government; and the Saudi monarchy, additional pro-German forces were arising in the region. The most durable of these would prove be the Ba’th, a Pan-Arab nationalist party based on the fascist model. One branch would rule Iraq for forty-five years after the war, brought down only by an American-led invasion in 2003; another would rule Syria for a half-century.

The Ba’th’s founders were students who, in the contemporary spirit of radical Arab nationalist thinking, sought a strong leader to achieve for Arabs what Hitler had done for Germans. One of the books that influenced them was an anti-Semitic work by Alfred Rosenberg, the Nazi ideologue who would soon become al-Husaini’s friend and supervisor in Berlin.41 On November 29, 1940, they founded the new party using a word (ba’th means renaissance in Arabic), frequent in Nazi propaganda to the Arabs and with a program paralleling that of the Nazi Party.42 Two decades later, after he had been Syria’s prime minister, one of the founders, Sami al-Jundi, recalled those early days: “We had been racist admirers of Nazism. We . . . were among the first who liked to translate Hitler’s book. In Damascus we felt admiration for Nazism.”43

The movement soon spread to Iraq, where one of its early adherents was a Nazi-sympathizing officer named Khairallah Talfah. When the pro-German regime fell its pro-British replacement court-martialed Talfah and gave him a five-year prison sentence. After his release, Talfah became surrogate father and political mentor to his young nephew, Saddam Husain, who would marry Talfah’s oldest daughter and make his father-in-law Baghdad’s mayor.

With so many assets, what went wrong with the German-Arab-Islamist strategy? The answer is that the British were too fast; the Germans too slow and set counterproductive priorities; and the Arabs did not fulfill their promises to Berlin.

One problem was the priority Hitler gave to conquering the Balkans and USSR, unrealistically assuming that this would happen fast enough to permit a quick transfer of German forces to the Middle East. Until that happened, Germany planned a low-cost policy in the region. Local allies would take the lead in subverting the British presence. The Germans would establish intelligence networks, bribe politicians, and subsidize newspapers, while arming and training client Arab military forces.44

Instead, German forces were tied up in Yugoslavia and Greece in the spring, delaying invasion of the USSR to June. Then, although the Germans advanced in the Soviet Union they did not do so quickly enough to avoid the harsh winter’s effects and growing Soviet resistance. Berlin’s timetable was upset. Instead of marching into Egypt, Turkey, and Iran, German soldiers were bogged down in the snowdrifts of the Eastern Front in Russia. German army chief Franz Halder would later complain that Hitler’s Arab policy was seriously flawed because of his ignorance of the region and shortcomings in German intelligence, as seen in the Iraq failure. Another mistake was that Berlin was too worried about not offending the French and Italians by pushing harder and more openly for Arab independence and unity.45

The second fatal factor was the poor performance of Berlin’s Arab allies. Al-Husaini and his allies had promised a hundred thousand Arab soldiers but in the end recruited only about a thousand outside of Iraq. As for Iraq, the pro-German Egyptian General al-Misri, who had spent years there before the war, was skeptical. “You don’t know Iraqi politicians as well as I do,” he told fellow Egyptian officer as-Sadat; they would mess up.46 Al-Misri was right.

On April 1, as the Nazis began their advance into Yugoslavia and Greece, al-Kailani and the pro-German “Golden Square” military faction made their own move without consulting the Germans. When the British asked to bring new troops through Iraq on their way to Egypt, al-Kailani refused and purged all the remaining pro-British Iraqi officials. Skirmishes broke out between arriving British units and the Iraqi army on April 19. Although nine thousand Iraqi troops surrounded the Royal Air Force base at Habbaniyya for an entire month, they made no decisive attack. Al-Kailani and al-Husaini took two weeks after the confrontation began to request German supplies and air support. In early May, attacking British planes broke the Habbaniyya siege.47

Caught off guard, the Germans scrambled to send aid.48 Al-Husaini’s aide Haddad, alias Max Müller, traveled between Berlin, Ankara, and Baghdad to coordinate operations.49 Disappointing his radical friends’ expectations, the Saudi king shrewdly decided not to get involved and rejected al-Kailani’s request for arms.50

Grobba arrived in Baghdad on May 6. The following day, Hitler agreed to send a squadron of German Messerschmitt 110 fighters and one of Heinkel-111 bombers to Iraq.51 Dubbed the “falcon of Palestine” for his exploits with the Ottomans during World War I, Grobba’s brother-in-law, General Hellmuth Felmy, took command of the military effort.52 By May 16, German planes were battling the British in dogfights over Baghdad. Three trainloads of military equipment were sent from Syria to Iraq on May 12 and 28.

Germany also sought to use a covert asset, the Palestine Germans, Arabic-speaking men who had grown up in German Protestant religious colonies established in Ottoman Palestine during the previous century. Based in Greece and led by Theodor von Hippel, a World War I veteran, about two dozen of them were trained to sabotage Iraqi oil wells and pipelines. But the British moved into Iraq before the team could get there.53 German propaganda claimed that their measures would liberate the Iraqis from British rule.54 Yet the Germans were too slow in reacting to events, too far away, and gave Iraq too low a priority to do so.55

Even more blame can be put on al-Husaini and his Iraqi allies, who had exaggerated their power, acted too soon, and spent more time talking big than organizing for battle. The Abwehr was shocked to discover that al-Husaini had no plan for actually staging insurrections. The mismanaged Iraqi army lacked fuel for its airplanes despite Iraq being one of the world’s main oil producers. Reconnaissance flights and German bombing raids against Habbaniyya failed due to poor coordination with Iraqi ground forces.56 So incompetent was Iraq’s military that on May 12 it mistakenly shot down an arriving German plane, killing Axel von Blomberg, the German military mission’s field commander and son of Hitler’s former war minister. The fiasco was so embarrassing that Grobba—who witnessed the incident personally—insisted the British had shot down von Blomberg’s plane. The pilot said there had been damage in a dogfight but the plane had been brought down by the Iraqis.57

The British were also helped by the fact that Italy’s North African offensive had stalled. They thus did not need to consider abandoning Iraq and shifting all forces from there to Egypt.58 Faced with their Italian ally’s failure, it was the Germans who had to send more troops to North Africa, leaving them fewer resources to throw into the region’s eastern sector.

As a result, the Iraqi revolt became not a triumph but such a disaster for the Germans that it triggered an internal quarrel about who was to blame. Wilhelm Melchers of the Foreign Ministry claimed Grobba had given al-Kailani a green light to rebel without Berlin’s authorization. Melchers’s colleague von Weizsäcker denied this.59 Grobba blamed Germany’s army. Werner Junck, leader of the military mission in Iraq, asked for a court martial to clear himself of this charge. Göring backed him and rejected Grobba’s claim.60

When he met al-Husaini six months later, Hitler made some apology for having been unable to give sufficient help; al-Husaini later rationalized the defeat by attributing the revolt’s failure to sabotage by a Jewish fifth column of infiltrators and spies.61

In contrast to Arab incompetence and German indecision, the British handled the Middle East crisis decisively and reaped total victory.62

First, the British invaded Iraq with help from the British-officered Transjordanian army, which crossed the desert from Amman, easily defeated Iraq’s army, reached the capital’s outskirts on May 30, and installed a pro-British government under as-Said. Al-Kailani and al-Husaini fled. Along with them went al-Qawuqji, on the last train to Tehran full of escaping Iraqi officers. He fought on the Syrian front until he was wounded on a scouting mission and taken to Berlin for treatment.63

Before the British could gain full control of Baghdad, pro-German forces launched a pogrom in its Jewish quarter, killing at least 180 people, injuring 1,000 more, and looting thousands of homes and businesses. In honor of this riot, as-Sabawi later took the name by which the massacre was called, the Farhud, as his personal codename.64

Second, with help from Free French and Zionist volunteers—including a young Moshe Dayan, who lost an eye in the campaign—the British attacked Syria and Lebanon. Despite resistance from Dentz’s much larger force and the German-backed Arab Legion, the British quickly gained control of the country by July 14.65 Al-Husaini’s soldiers fled through Turkey to German-held territory where they joined the Nazi army.

Third, the Soviets, now at war with Germany, and British seized Iran in a three-week operation beginning August 25. The Allies exiled the shah, who had flirted with Germany, and put on the throne his young son, who would rule until overthrown by the 1979 Islamist revolution. With the USSR governing the north and Britain the south, Iran’s oil went to the Allies, not the Axis. Military supplies also flowed into the USSR via this back door. The Germans could only rationalize the defeat by claiming that occupation tied down enemy troops.66

Within weeks, the threat of a German takeover in the Middle East—seemingly inevitable a few weeks earlier—evaporated. The Arab east was in Allied hands. Still, as the duke of Wellington had remarked of his victory at Waterloo 130 years earlier, it was a close thing. Churchill had already written in his history of World War I that if von Falkenhayn hadn’t attacked the srongest enemy at his strongest point, namely Verdun in 1916, but had turned against the softest spots of Germany’s weakest foe in Europe and had marched through Egypt and Mesopotamia to India, he might have earned for the German eagle the credit for future changes among the Asian peoples. German diplomats like Fritz Grobba claimed the same in regard to World War II: enemies of Hitler concealed from him the same great opportunity represented by the British Empire’s weakest spot in the Middle East.67 At any rate, the failures in Iraq, Iran, and Syria did not disillusion the Germans and Italians regarding al-Husaini’s importance or reliability.

Meanwhile, in Iran, the Allied occupiers rounded up pro-German Iraqi officers hiding there and sent them home to be executed or exiled to Rhodesia. Al-Husaini’s own family, including his wife, five daughters, and seventeen-year-old son Salah ad-Din, were permitted to return to Jerusalem.68 The surviving German agents and Arab allies fled to Turkey, where that neutral country’s government interned some of them. The Abwehr subsidized those who weren’t captured and in September 1941 organized a conference of Arab nationalist leaders there. Some pro-German Arabs remained in Istanbul to maintain contacts with underground movements in their home countries, collect intelligence, and await the day German troops arrived on their borders.

The grand mufti eluded capture in Tehran despite a £25,000 British reward offered for his capture. Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden called him the British Empire’s number-one enemy in the Middle East. Al-Husaini immediately asked Berlin to grant him refuge in the Nazi capital.69 The Abwehr hid him in Japan’s embassy in Tehran since the British couldn’t touch the property of that still-neutral German ally.70 According to a U.S. intelligence report, al-Husaini was disguised as the Italian ambassador’s footman and left with the rest of the embassy staff when Iran broke relations with Italy. Al-Husaini arrived in Istanbul on September 23, 1941,71 and continued on a three-week journey to Berlin.72 Along the way he reflected on his life and the big political questions facing Arabs and Muslims. Passing through Romania and Hungary, he thought about how these lands had once been, but were no longer, Muslim-ruled, a sign of his civilization’s defeat and retreat. In Bulgaria, the food reminded him of the delicious shishkabab at the al-Hati Restaurant in Cairo. As he entered Italy, he recalled his World War I experiences, the battles of Ottoman Arab units under German command, and further back, the German-Arab alliance’s start with the kaiser’s 1898 trip to Jerusalem.73

Al-Husaini stopped off in Venice to visit Mussolini on November 4, 1941. The grand mufti asked Mussolini to urge Hitler to attack Egypt, then seize Palestine, make al-Husaini ruler, and liquidate the Jews there.74 This was precisely what the Germans planned.

As al-Husaini neared Berlin his ambition grew steadily. Visiting the Vatican set his imagination soaring to imagine himself as ruler of all Muslims. “How mighty is the Catholic bloc of twenty-six states,” al-Husaini thought, dreaming about restoring the caliphate.75 By the time he came to the German capital, al-Husaini believed he would wield equivalent power over the Muslims and probably thought of himself as the next caliph.
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Figure 16. Letter of April 28, 1942 from Grand Mufti Amin al-Husaini and Iraqi ex-premier Rashid Ali al-Kailani to Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop (and his Italian counterpart Count Gian Galeazzo Ciano). They stress that “the Arab people are ready to fight the common enemies until the final victory,” and ask the Axis to support the Arab struggle against British oppression, Arab unification, and the abolition of the Jewish national home in Palestine. By May 14 the two Axis powers had agreed to these requests, thereby making the letter into a pact to liquidate Jews in the Middle East. The four signatories agreed to keep this text top secret and still hoped to gain access to Iraq, Iran and the Middle East via the Caucasus.

Al-Kailani, too, was on the way to Germany from his refuge in Turkey. He had already been put on Germany’s payroll at the rate of fifty-five hundred Turkish pounds a month. The Abwehr considered shipping him to Bulgaria in a packing case left in the consulate’s basement from prewar German archaeological expeditions, but then switched to another plan. When a seven-member German press delegation arrived in Turkey, the Germans informed their hosts that an eighth man, Herr Wackernagel, had come with the delegation to Istanbul but was too ill to accompany the others on their tour. The night before the group was to go home, al-Kailani arrived at the German consulate after sneaking away from a dental appointment. A German doctor wrapped him in bandages like a mumps patient, and the next morning al-Kailani was taken to the airport as Wackernagel. The acuity of the Turkish delegation on hand to say farewell was dimmed by hangovers from the previous evening’s party. They merely wished the sick man a quick recovery. Certain that al-Kailani would be useful in the future, Grobba urged von Ribbentrop and Hitler to receive him personally.76

Back in Iran, about two hundred reliable German residents and agents, led by the intelligence agent Erwin Ettel, waged a rearguard action. The Allies overrated their potential for carrying on subversion there, though even al-Husaini—who often exaggerated—had concluded that the German fifth column in Iran was unimpressive.77 The British-Soviet forces quickly quashed this underground, and Ettel had to leave on September 17.78 Moving to Turkey, he continued to direct German operations in Iran through radio broadcasts and infiltrated Iranian agents. Berlin hoped to keep up such operations until a German army advancing from the USSR might persuade Iranian officers to join up with Hitler’s imminent victory by rebelling.79

Captain Bernhardt Schulze-Holthus, Abwehr chief in Tabriz, went underground, protected by pro-German Iranian nationalists. At one time, he hid in a brothel. One cold night he went out disguised as a mullah, with a henna-dyed beard, dark silk trousers, and Persian clothes, walking along Shapur Street north to the main road and the city’s out-skirts for a meeting with his chief agent. The man told Schulze-Holthus that one of the shah’s top generals, Fazlollah Zahedi, promised, “A large part of Iran’s army is ready to rise at a signal from us.” But there was no way to communicate this news to Berlin. Schulze-Holthus’s wife, the only German available, was sent on the long, dangerous journey across the mountains by donkey and finally reached Istanbul, where she reported to the Abwehr office there. Zahedi, though, did not keep his promise. To avoid capture, Schulze-Holthus had to seek refuge with rebellious tribesman, and in July 1942, four more agents parachuted in to join him. They wore tribal clothes, built landing strips to receive supplies, and told Iranians they were fellow Aryans who wanted to help them rule their own country. Their main mission, never fulfilled, was to destroy oil installations so vital for the Allied war effort.80

The British, fearing Schulze-Holthus might sabotage the railroad carrying military supplies from Persian Gulf ports to the Soviet Union, chased him for several months until the tribesmen tired of the game and sold him to them.81 Thus, the British and Soviets controlled Iran, its oil, and the transport routes to the USSR without German interference. On January 29, 1943, Iran concluded an alliance with the British and Soviets; on September 9 the shah declared war on Germany.

Although Hitler had missed his 1941 chance in the Middle East he would get a second chance in 1942. Since the indirect method of backing Arab and Iranian forces had failed, the 1942 German strategy was to use Arabs and Muslims as auxiliaries awaiting the German armies’ advance through the USSR and North Africa. Hitler explained to al-Husaini and al-Kailani several times between November 1941 and July 1942 this plan of enclosing the region between those two pincers.82

Rather than fomenting insurrections, al-Husaini’s task shifted to providing the Axis with intelligence and propaganda while helping to recruit and train Muslim soldiers for Germany’s army.83 Al-Husaini and al-Kailani were still to be made rulers of their respective domains but only after German armies captured them. Acknowledging his value, the Italians followed Hitler’s example of a year earlier by recognizing al-Husaini as sole leader of all Arabs.84

In preparation, the Germans printed currency and manufactured uniforms for the projected Iraqi regime.85 Von Ribbentrop called the projected turning point the “Tiflis moment,” named after the Georgian capital. When Rommel’s army crossed the Suez Canal and simultaneously German troops reached Tiflis as they advanced through the Soviet Caucasus, the two Arab leaders plus the Indian nationalist Bose would rush to Tiflis, set up governments in exile there, and order revolts.86 As Rommel advanced into Egypt in 1942, al-Husaini cabled “the charming leader” Hitler that the big battle would come soon and the Arab people would prove themselves a worthy ally. If that failed, Grobba had warned, the British might flood all Arab lands with millions of Jewish immigrants who would enslave them forever.87

How, then, could al-Husaini bring German victory? On the North African front he was relatively weak, but he did have some useful agents. Chief among them was the Moroccan Taqi ad-Din al-Hilali.88 Born in Casablanca, al-Hilali became an Islamist while studying in Cairo and living in Saudi Arabia. After six years in India and Iraq, the well-traveled al-Hilali was hired to teach Arabic at Bonn University in 1936.89 Obtaining his doctorate at Berlin University in 1941, the forty-five-year-old al-Hilali became head of the culture section of al-Husaini’s Central Islam Institute and a Radio Berlin broadcaster. In 1942, al-Husaini sent him home to organize covert operations. One of al-Hilali’s ideas was to persuade Vichy France to release some North African Arab nationalists if they agreed to join the Axis. The French did so, one of those let go being Tunisia’s future president, al-Habib Burqiba, though he never actually helped the Germans.90 Those willing to collaborate were sent for training at the German commando base at Nizza, Italy.91

Al-Husaini placed much hope in another prisoner, Muhammad Abd al-Karim al-Khattabi, an old Algerian rebel and German collaborator in World War I who the French had exiled to the Indian Ocean island of Réunion. But Germany’s friends, Vichy France and Spain, opposed releasing a man so dedicated to overthrowing their colonial rule in Morocco.92 U.S. intelligence considered trying to recruit Abd al-Karim and another veteran German collaborator, Libyan leader Idris as-Sanusi, but rejected the idea, fearing that either an American Islamist strategy might trigger future Christian-Muslim war or these two men would desert to the Germans.93

Regarding political strategy, al-Husaini suggested Germany recognize Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia as a Western Arab Union of States that would become part of the Axis. He predicted this new country would furnish 2.5 million Arab soldiers to fight alongside Germany. Nazi Party leaders were enthusiastic, but the army and Foreign Ministry were less so—Hitler had already double-crossed the Arabs by promising North Africa to Mussolini—so nothing was done.94

In addition to his political efforts, the grand mufti played an important role in shaping German propaganda directed at North Africa. The best way to win over Muslims there and elsewhere, al-Husaini advised, was to combine promises for independence and wiping out the Jews with large measures of flattery. He used these themes in his own broadcasts on Radio Berlin and the Voice of the Free Arabs station in Rome. The latter was guided by two of his aides, Dhu al-Kuffar Abd al-Latif and Salim al-Husaini, a nephew, and operated by fifteen Arab students.95

The single best way to win Arabs’ hearts, al-Husaini advised, was to preach hatred of the Jews, or in his words, “The Jewish attack and the plagues they carry.” Al-Husaini recommended telling Arabs that President Franklin Roosevelt was a Jew and a slave to Jewish masters. In contrast, the Germans should highlight Hitler’s statements dealing with his own religious faith, the certainty of victory, and evil British treatment of the Arabs.96 The Germans followed his advice. One theme was Islamic-oriented, quoting Muhammad, Islam’s founder, to justify Arabs fighting Judeo-Anglo-Bolshevist “infidels” enslaving Muslims. The other focused directly on anti-Jewish propaganda, calling Jews “evil parasites.”97 There was a problem, though, in adapting Nazi anti-Semitic propaganda for Arab audiences. Since unflattering physical descriptions of Jews, including portraying them as having large noses, could also apply to Arabs all of this material had to be dropped.98

Anti-Jewish hatred would not be confined merely to words. By May 14, 1942, Germany and Italy had also both formally agreed to al-Husaini’s request to liquidate the Jews in Palestine as soon as possible. But while the Germans couldn’t murder Jews in areas they didn’t possess, al-Husaini repeatedly pressed for quick action in those parts of North Africa they did control.99 The chance might be short-lived: once America entered the war in December 1941, German military intelligence expected an Allied landing on Morocco’s Atlantic coast.100

Vichy France and Italy, Germany’s allies who ruled North Africa, had already followed Berlin’s lead by instituting anti-Semitic regulations. The Italian government ordered all Jews in Libya under age forty-five to be imprisoned. Of 2,500 internees, 562 died in forced labor camps.101 Jewish properties were systematically plundered by Axis troops, European administrators, and local Arabs.102 In October 1940, the Vichy government revoked Algerian Jews’ citizenship rights. The Arab rulers in Morocco and Tunisia confirmed discriminatory anti-Jewish laws, further tightened in June 1941.103

Anticipating the conquest of Egypt, the thirty-six-year-old Walther Rauff, a naval officer who had helped develop mobile gas vans, went to see Rommel in June 1942, to ask his help in murdering all of Cairo’s Jews by such measures.104 Rommel, a traditional military officer disgusted by Nazi behavior, threw Rauff out.105 But Rauff didn’t need Rommel’s permission to operate behind German lines. He was named head of the Gestapo in Tunis and brought in one hundred Arab soldiers,106 supplemented by local Tunisians, to carry out genocide there.107 He hoped to build a European-style concentration camp108 but began by arrests, property confiscations, stealing valuables, and creating thirty forced labor camps.109

Rauff managed to kill 2,500 Tunisian Jews and sent 350 French, Arab, and Jewish oppositionists to concentration camps in Europe.110 Altogether, about 5,000 Jews in French-ruled Morocco, Tunisia, and Libya were murdered.111 When Rauff was reassigned to Italy in May 1943—where he would kill many Italian partisans and civilians—he received the German Silver Cross medal for his work in Tunisia.112 After the war, he escaped prosecution and went to work for Syrian intelligence.

Al-Husaini’s other priority was getting troops into the field, both to help the Germans and to strengthen his claim to become the Arabs’ ruler. He wrote von Ribbentrop on July 26 asking that Arab and especially Palestinian Arab commandos be sent to North Africa.113 German officials listed the pros and cons of such a step. On the negative side, Arab troops would probably get out of control, loot French settlers, and stage unauthorized pogroms against Jews.114 On the other hand, they could help win over local people and make them willing collaborators with the Nazis.115 In the end, German intelligence supported the idea and Hitler approved.116 Al-Husaini was authorized to establish his own headquarters in North Africa to promote subversion, hunt down anti-German forces, and gather intelligence.117

The agreement established the Arab Freedom Corps as the nucleus of new armies for countries ruled by al-Husaini and his colleagues once Germany’s army conquered them.118 Al-Husaini was appointed commander in chief of Arab military forces.119 In keeping with Hitler’s commitments to Mussolini, however, the actual commander was the Italian naval intelligence officer who headed that country’s own Arab Legion.120 Hitler also asked al-Kailani to raise Arab troops though the Iraqi failed completely at that task.121 Within its first two months of operation in North Africa, al-Husaini’s Freedom Corps recruited two thousand Arabs for separate “Tunisia,” “Algeria,” and “Morocco” units. Some fought at the front but most were used in rear areas for building fortifications.122

Meanwhile, the German army advanced ever closer to Cairo, where Axis supporters included the king and such key politicians as sometime prime minister Ali Mahir, Salih Harb, who had defected to the Germans during the first world war, and Abd ar-Rahman Azzam, a pro-jihad Ottoman officer who now worked closely with al-Husaini.123 Even Egypt’s army commander al-Misri sought German victory. Like al-Husaini, he had defected from the Ottomans to the British and had become a senior officer in the British-sponsored Arab revolt. Such junior officers as as-Sadat, the air force officer Salih Ibrahim, and Abd an-Nasir were also Nazi sympathizers. This trio would later furnish Egypt with two presidents and two of its vice presidents between 1955 and 1981.124

“Great Britain stood alone,” as-Sadat later wrote. “Her weakness in the Middle East was apparent to everyone,” and her military position in the war “had become untenable.”125 On February 3, 1942, as Rommel’s army advanced into Egypt, five thousand students took a petition to King Faruq, demanding that three top pro-Nazi politicians form a new government, an idea that the king favored. Otherwise, they threatened a general strike and sabotage. The crowd shouted, “We are all Axis soldiers! Forward, Rommel! Down with Churchill!”126 Knowing that such a government would deliver Egypt to the Germans, the British surrounded the Abdin Palace with tanks and threatened to unseat Faruq unless he installed a moderate Wafd Party government.127 The king backed down and complied. The tide had turned. The Wafd took office, German agents were rounded up, and al-Misri was thrown into prison. While angering Egyptian nationalist sentiment, this British near-coup held Egypt politically for the Allies.128

But if the Germans actually captured Egypt the issue would be decided otherwise. On June 24, Rommel’s tanks crossed the Libya-Egypt border. The next day, al-Husaini’s Voice of the Free Arabs told Egyptians to make lists of the home addresses and workplaces of every Jew in Cairo so they could be annihilated at the earliest opportunity. The broadcast promised that the Axis was about to liberate Egypt.129 Three days later, al-Husaini said he would start an uprising in Egypt soon and sent sabotage teams into Egypt to prepare.130

The Germans kept in touch with the king and other supporters through Ettel and Egypt’s consul Amin Zaki Bey in Istanbul; the king’s uncle, Husain Said, and his aide, Zu al-Fiqar; and Prince Mansur Daud. The Egyptians also reported through al-Husaini, who briefed von Ribbentrop on developments.131 Meanwhile, pro-German elements in Egypt’s army were making their move to link up with the German advance. They sent an envoy to Rommel promising to recruit an army of Egyptians to join him132 and provide intelligence, including photos of British defensive positions.133

The Germans dispatched Abwehr agent Hans Eppler, alias Husain Jaffar, as liaison with the sympathetic Egyptian officers. After a hard ride through the Libyan Desert to the Nile in May, he arrived in Cairo where he contacted as-Sadat and began sending information to Rommel. But the British captured Eppler and many of his contacts on July 23, precisely ten years to the day before as-Sadat and other former collaborators would take over the country.134

Secretly and simultaneously, Egypt’s king thanked the Axis and al-Husaini for pledging to help Egypt and promised his country would never join the war against Germany. At the end of July, Hitler told Faruq he feared the British might assassinate him, urging the king to flee to Rommel’s forces for protection. Faruq, unwilling to put himself in Germany’s hands, replied that if necessary he would hide in Egypt until Rommel arrived. But to show support for the Axis cause, the king offered to send two planes to German-held territory with maps showing British troop dispositions. The Germans were to signal readiness to receive these emissaries by broadcasting certain suras of al-Qur’an over a three-day period. Mustafa al-Wakil, one of al-Husaini’s secretaries and a leader of the Nazi-imitating Young Egypt Party, chose two suras: al-Ikhlas (Devotion), and al-Falaq (Dawn), and Radio Berlin broadcast them.135

The two pilots set off. One of them, Ahmad Sayyid Husain, became lost and was shot down by the British. The other, Muhammad Radwan, survived an antiaircraft attack by the British and then another by the Germans before they realized that he was defecting to their side. Unknowingly, Radwan landed in the midst of a minefield and, not knowing his peril, walked straight through it unharmed as astonished Germans yelled at him to stop. Radwan told his interrogators that he had come from the pro-German underground, hoped to meet Hitler, and was ready to fight for the Nazis on the Soviet front. He also supplied copies of British military plans. Quickly sent on to Berlin, Radwan gave interviews to newspapers and recorded broadcasts for Radio Berlin urging Egyptian soldiers to desert and join the Nazi side.136

In Cairo, Faruq patiently waited, expecting, like many Egyptians, the German army’s imminent arrival.137 On July 3, Berlin and Rome had officially declared they were invading Egypt “To liberate the Middle East from the British yoke” and give “Egypt to the Egyptians.” Al-Husaini and al-Kailani made radio appeals predicting a glorious Axis victory over the British, Jews, and Communists.138 The loss of Egypt, they declared, would be the British Empire’s end.139 But that very day, Rommel’s offensive stalled at al-Alamain, just three hours from Alexandria. Months of stalemate followed as the British gradually strangled Rommel’s supply lines across the Mediterranean.140

At the time, of course, neither the Germans nor al-Husaini’s supporters knew Rommel would advance no further. On the evening of July 7, the Voice of the Free Arabs broadcast to the Arab world a call to “Kill the Jews before they kill you!” It portrayed this proposed massacre as self-defense, claiming the British had distributed weapons to Armenians, Greeks, Jews, and other minorities in Egypt telling them to kill Muslims—including women and children—and loot their property. The announcer shouted into the microphone:

Kill the Jews who took your valuables. Arabs of Syria, Iraq and Palestine, what are you waiting for? . . . According to Islam it is a duty to defend your lives. This can only be fulfilled by the liquidation of the Jews. This is your best chance to get rid of this dirty race. Kill the Jews! Set their possessions on fire! Demolish their shops! Liquidate those evil helpers of British imperialism! Your only hope for rescue is to annihilate the Jews before they do this to you.141

On the evening of July 17, ten days after his call to kill the Jews of the Middle East, al-Husaini met Canaris at the admiral’s Berlin apartment. Al-Husaini offered to deploy all the Arabs at his and al-Kailani’s disposal in the Middle East for acts of sabotage and subversion under the Abwehr’s auspices.142 After Canaris consulted with his Italian counterpart, Cesare Amé, they accepted that project, to be carried out once Germany’s army broke through into the Nile Valley.143

Everything was thus in place for a triumphant German march through the Middle East and the murder of all Jews there. The only missing element was Rommel’s victory and a breakthrough by German armies deep inside the USSR across the Middle East’s northern frontier. But whereas in September it seemed as if Rommel would win, he was soundly defeated at al-Alamain on October 19. On November 8, furthermore, the U.S. army landed in Morocco and Algeria. Vichy French forces there surrendered.

According to Oscar Reile, a former Nazi intelligence officer close to Canaris, al-Husaini got information about plans for an Allied invasion of North Africa from Morocco’s Sultan Muhammad V in October 1942 and passed it on to the Abwehr, but Hitler didn’t heed his warning. If the story is true, this might have been al-Husaini’s finest moment as an intelligence source for the Germans, but this claim is unconfirmed. At any rate, Hitler expected an Allied attack in Spain instead and Canaris was unable to convince him otherwise.144

Despite al-Husaini’s propaganda and passionate broadcasts, no Arab revolt materialized either in Egypt or North Africa. The worse Rommel did at the front, the less eager were Arabs to join the Axis cause.145 For example, Tunisia’s ruler, Bey al-Munsif, suddenly decided that he did not want to be Germany’s ally, though a few months earlier he had been very friendly to the Nazis. In December 1942, realizing time was running out, al-Husaini made one final attempt to mobilize North African Arabs. He offered to go to Tunis along with Canaris to launch a mighty insurgency through his contacts with the nationalist Islah Party.146 But Hitler decided against the idea. Al-Husaini would have to await a better opportunity. In Morocco, the Germans could only try with little success to subvert the Allied presence through anti-Semitic propaganda and agents trying to instigate demonstrations, looting, and anti-Jewish pogroms.147

The start of 1943 brought no improvement in North Africa for Hitler and al-Husaini. Rommel steadily retreated. Hitler ordered him back to Germany in March, and two months later, on May 13, 1942, all the Axis forces in North Africa surrendered. A quarter-million soldiers became prisoners of war. It was estimated that six thousand men took refuge in Egypt. Faruq let them stay.148

Only the Russian front was left to give the Germans and their Arab allies hope that they might return triumphant to the Middle East.


8 Germany’s Muslim Army

German strategy in the Middle East had failed twice. Depending on al-Husaini and his radical Arab faction of nationalist and Islamist groups to stage a revolt in Iraq, Syria, and Palestine had fizzled, with the British left in control of all these countries. Equally, the attempt to march through North Africa, capture Cairo, and advance into Palestine, spreading genocide along the way, had been defeated on the battlefield. For the fulfillment of Hitler’s and al-Husaini’s hopes only the Soviet front was left.

Ironically, the decision to attack the USSR and its timing, in June 1941, had ruined the Nazis’ best chance of conquering the Middle East. Hitler’s overconfidence about quickly defeating the Soviets had made him believe he could transfer his forces into the Middle East by year’s end. At first, though, the Germans advanced so quickly that in September 1941 von Ribbentrop told von Papen that the Soviet army was finished and once this battle was won, Berlin would conquer England and perhaps then America.1

The German plan, officially adopted by the military high command six days after the invasion of the USSR, saw that country as the Middle East’s back door.2 If Germany’s armies could advance through North Africa and capture Egypt while simultaneously marching through Russia and driving south through the Caucasus, Turkey, and Iran to India, the Middle East would fall into its lap. The two victorious armies would meet in Syria or Palestine. Not everyone in the German hierarchy liked the idea. Von Ribbentrop and navy commander Admiral Erich Raeder wanted to make the priority driving the British from the Middle East before turning to attack the Soviets.3 They proposed seizing Iraq and the Arab east, then Iran, and next marching through the Persian Gulf and Afghanistan to India.4 But once Hitler decided, debate was at an end.

Now, however, the situation had changed due to the defeat in Iraq and that of German forces in North Africa. Germany’s Muslim allies were still important, but now, instead of using Muslim soldiers in the Middle East, Germany needed Muslim soldiers to fight for the Axis in the USSR and the Balkans. This required recruiting Muslims from those areas and even sending Arab volunteers there.

The Germans organized their own Arab units in early 1941 with General Felmy in command. His Special Command F (for Felmy) was located at Cape Sounion in Greece, an hour’s drive from Athens. That July, training was moved to Doeberitz near Brandenburg. It prepared Arabs for small, fast-moving commando units that could sabotage bridges, railroads, and oil wells behind Allied lines while blending in with the local population. Some instructors were Arabic-speaking Palestinian-Germans. On August 24 the first thirty troops were sworn into the German army, wearing a unit patch that said “Free Arabia.” After the Allies seized Syria, Arabs from the volunteer forces raised by the Germans there also joined the unit, along with—in early 1942—103 Arab prisoners-of-war who changed sides.5

In September 1942, at the peak of the German advance in North Africa and the USSR, al-Husaini promised to raise a one-hundred-thousand-man Muslim force in Iraq and North Africa. He would largely redeem that pledge, except that the Muslims he ultimately recruited for Germany were not Arabs but either Turkic peoples from the Soviet Caucasus or Bosnians and Albanians from the Balkans.6

The grand mufti’s aide and nephew, Musa al-Husaini, and his Syrian-born secretary Firhan Jandali were sent to Paris to recruit North African Muslims who had been in France’s army.7 There were also recruiting operations opened in Istanbul and Sofia.8 Still, at the moment that al-Husaini spoke of raising one hundred thousand soldiers, the Arab Freedom Corps comprised only 243 of them: 24 Iraqis, 112 Syrians and Palestinians, and 107 North Africans.9 Al-Husaini told these men they would be sent to the Middle East. But the Germany army, not himself, was in command and ordered them to the Caucasus, a largely Muslim area but far from their homes. Al-Husaini tried but failed to overturn this decision. In the end, he could only send a liaison officer to the men’s base in Stalino as a symbol of his leadership.10

The real material support for the German war effort would take place in the German-captured Muslim areas in the USSR. Rosenberg, the Cabinet minister with whom al-Husaini had the best relations, was in charge of ruling these areas, and the Germans made a concerted effort to turn the Muslims there into allies.11 Nazi broadcasts directed at the Arab world boasted with some truth about how German forces treated these Muslims better than the Soviets had done.12 Soldiers were told to win trust and sympathy by reopening mosques closed by the Soviet regime, respecting property, safeguarding the honor of women, and paying for any goods taken. If harsh measures were required their motives must be explained to local Muslims.13

An example of the success of Germany’s Soviet Muslim policy in the Caucasus came in October 1942 when German troops hosted Muslims in the town of Kislovodsk to celebrate an Islamic festival held there for the first time in a quarter-century. With drums and music, prayers in Arabic were said to Allah and for Hitler’s victory. Muslim residents treated the elated German soldiers like heroes. The town’s two religious leaders, Mullah Ramazan and Qadi Ibrahim, thanked them for the liberation from the Bolsheviks. Muslim peasants declared the hated collective farm system abolished and a 107-year-old man told the crowd that the German troops’ arrival had been the best day of his life. The German commander, General Ernst Köstring, thanked the people for their support in the “joint battle.” Cheering Muslims lifted him onto their shoulders and tossed him into the air in celebration. As a token of gratitude, they donated a large number of sheep and cattle.14 Many or most Soviet Muslims preferred the Germans to their Russian masters, as did a dozen Christian peoples, ranging from Armenians to Ukrainians, who also collaborated.15

To rule, administer, and exploit these lands, Rosenberg assembled a team of experts. One was Gerhard von Mende, a thirty-seven-year-old German born in the Baltic city of Riga. His father had been killed by the Bolsheviks during the revolution, and von Mende had gone to Germany where he had studied Turkic languages and worked at Berlin’s Economics College. The day before Germany invaded the USSR, on June 21, 1941, von Mende was hired by the Foreign Ministry. He was fully briefed on the planned genocide of Jews at the March 6, 1942 follow-up meeting of the Wannsee Conference, since he would help implement that policy in the Caucasus.16 Von Mende worked for Otto Bräutigam in the Department of Alien Peoples. The forty-six-year-old Bräutigam, who had been German consul in four Soviet cities, was brought home to prepare for the invasion. He produced a leaflet telling Turkic peoples that the Germans were coming as liberators from the Bolsheviks.17

At first, though, the Germans viewed Soviet Muslim peoples as inferior races whose support was not needed.18 During the invasion’s early days, German forces killed many Muslims because they mistook them for Jews. As a high-ranking SS official told a colleague, his organization hadn’t known that Muslims were also circumcised.19 But as they swiftly advanced into the Soviet Union, the Germans understood that many Muslims were ready to collaborate given their grievances against Communist mistreatment and ethnic Russian domination. One German official wrote of how he witnessed in October 1941 Soviet Muslims, whom he described as endless lines of “brown masses,” fleeing to the German side. By 1942 the Germans were seeking to recruit tens of thousands of Soviet Turks for their army.20

Alim Idris was a leading figure in this effort. Born in Kazakhstan in 1887, he studied Islam and philosophy in Bukhara and Istanbul for a decade. In the Ottoman capital he also worked with the Young Turk magazine Türk Yurdu, advocating a Pan-Turkish state incorporating those living under tsarist rule. During World War I, Idris was an imam for prisoners of war and editor of the Tatar-language edition of al-Jihad magazine when von Oppenheim hired him to recruit Russian Muslim prisoners. After the war, he stayed in Berlin to build networks and edit publications for anti-Communist Muslims in the USSR. The Nazis hired Idris for translation, propaganda, and radio work where he incited hatred against the “Judeo-Bolshevists” who ruled his people.21 Shortly after the invasion, Idris suggested that Berlin create a German-backed, independent Turkestan.22

Von Papen proposed recruiting Soviet Turks in July 1941 and parachuting them back to their homelands behind Soviet lines.23 His proposal was accepted, and Operation Zeppelin, as it was called, recruited about sixteen hundred Uzbeks, Tadjiks, Kirgiz, Tatars, Turks, Georgians, Azerbaijanis, Chechens, and Kazakhs as fifth columnists.24 Aside from sabotaging railroads, oil facilities at Ufa, and inciting Islamist uprisings their longer-term task was to prepare bases for larger commando operations in the Soviet hinterland. Another such plan, codenamed Mammut, was to do the same thing in Iraq, possibly with cooperation from the Kurdish leader Mahmud Barzani. In June 1943, a group led by Gottfried Müller set out from the Crimea to land near Mosul, but the British discovered the plan and arrested those involved.25

Another German goal was to win over Turkey as an ally or at least gain its cooperation in using its territory to launch covert operations. To further this effort, von Papen encouraged Turkish leaders to visit Berlin. One of the first was ex-general Nuri Killigil, brother of Germany’s World War I Ottoman partner, Enver. In September 1941 Killigil offered to organize an anti-Soviet, Pan-Turkish uprising in the Caucasus, but the Germans, uncertain of his loyalties, demurred.26

Preferring to make deals with Turkey’s military, von Papen got Hitler to invite a delegation to visit Germany’s armies in October 1941. It was led by two generals who had fought alongside the Germans in World War I, Ali Fuat Erden and Hüsnü Erkilet. They visited prisoner of war camps, the front line, and newly captured Sevastopol (just across the Black Sea from Turkey). They were warmly received by German officers who had been their comrades two decades earlier. “Everywhere we went,” they recounted, “we were greeted with feelings of affection mixed with respect and admiration, which Germans all feel for the Turkish nation.” They were impressed by a German army “which has won victory upon victory for three years.”27 The Germans promised Turkey military equipment to compete with U.S. and British aid. At the end of the generals’ trip, Hitler hosted them on October 28 at his headquarters near Rastenburg. They urged him to use Muslim prisoners for a jihad against the “godless Soviet regime,” and Hitler formally accepted the plan on November 15, 1941.

But dealing with Soviet Muslims also posed a delicate problem for Germany. They might prove useful allies but Hitler considered them racially inferior, preferring to expel all Turkic Muslims from the Crimea and resettle it with Germans.28 There was also a political problem. Hitler stressed that if Soviet Muslims helped destroy the Communist regime they would make political demands after the war, tying his hands regarding the conquered territory’s future. Such recruits did ask some difficult questions, particularly whether the Caucasus would be a German colony and whether Muslims could participate in governing it.29

Hitler suggested instead that volunteers become workers, freeing Germans to fight. A good worker in a factory, he explained, was better than an unreliable soldier in battle.30 But Hitler changed his mind under the pressure of war and mounting German casualties. He decided that “pure Turkic Muslims” had been good soldiers in their nineteenth-century battles against Russians and could be so again in his army.31 The search for candidates began in the prisoner of war camps, with prospects being sent to Camp Wustrau near Berlin32 were they were organized by ethnic group.33 In part of the camp at Luckenwalde, a half-hour south of Berlin, the best recruits were gathered for training by German intelligence.34 The resulting force, the East Turk Unit, was assigned to rear areas in the USSR.

Once having gone down this road, Hitler became enthusiastic. On December 22 he agreed to create an Indian Legion; an Arab Legion was to come next, but the Italians objected since they had their own unit of that name.35 So Berlin and al-Husaini instead called it the German-Arab Training Group, later the Arab Freedom Corps, the Arab Brigade, and finally the Islamic Division.36 With al-Husaini’s help, starting in February 1942, six East Turk Units were formed from Muslim and Christian ethnic minorities: the Turkestan, North Caucasus, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Volga Tatar, and Armenian units, each with its own uniform and national insignia. Four of them were made up of Muslims.

This was no marginal effort. By the end of 1942, such units had a total strength of fifty-three thousand men, equal to four German divisions. The list of Muslim units fighting for the Germans included the 162nd Turcoman Division (incorporating the Volga Tatar Legion), the 450th Infantry Battalion (largely Azeri), the Azerbaijani Legion, the Caucasian Muslim Legion (mainly Chechens, Daghestanis, and Ingushes), and the 34th Turkestan Battalion (Uzbeks, Kazakhs, and Turcomans). They fought in the Soviet Union, Italy, and France but never in the Middle East. Al-Husaini established an institute in Dresden to train Muslim chaplains for these units. Graduates were commissioned as Waffen SS captains. Idris worked closely with him and taught courses there.37

In May 1942, Bräutigam became the official responsible for governing the Caucasus and nearby regions. The Azerbaijan, Caucasus, Crimea Tatar, Volga Tatar, and Turkestan departments were all run by people from these areas, such as the Caucasus German Walter Zeitler or the Crimea German Boris Müller. These departments established commissions of former Soviet soldiers that went into prisoner of war camps to recruit for the German occupation government and army.38 The ministry’s long-term plan was to develop German-led governments for new German provinces, including the Caucasus and Turkestan, but not independent states.39
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Figure 17. Bosnian Muslim soldiers of the Handžar SS Division reading al-Husaini’s “Appeal to All Muslims of the World” of 1937, in which he claimed that the holy texts, al-Qur’an and the hadith, showed that the Jews were Islam’s foremost foes, and called on Muslims to fight for their religion and never stop until all Muslim lands were Jew-free: “Palestine, an Arab land, shall remain for ever Arab.” The Nazis distributed the appeal to their Muslim troops in the Middle East, Soviet Asia, and the Balkans.

On April 5, 1942, Hitler ordered a summer offensive to crush the remaining Soviet forces, reach the Caucasian oil-producing region, and open the way through the mountains into the Middle East.40 In August, as his troops raised their swastika flag on Mount Elbrus in the borderland between Europe and Asia,41 Rosenberg led a delegation on a two-week trip to Turkey to investigate how the Middle East and India should be invaded.42 The result was a plan to establish Iraqi, Palestinian-Jordanian, Iranian, and Indian governments in exile.43

Felmy’s small Arab military command, formally part of the Abwehr rather than the regular army,44 would quickly expand to become the German Middle Eastern Formation (Deutsches Orientkorps) consisting of six thousand men, including eight hundred Arabs, and 1,640 vehicles. Al-Husaini’s Arab unit, based in the Ukrainian town of Stalino, was to advance through Tbilisi into Iran and then Iraq.45 Canaris and al-Husaini met monthly to coordinate planning.46 The Germans assured al-Husaini and al-Kailani that once Iraq was taken they would cooperate in wiping out the Jews there and everywhere else their armies reached.47
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Figure 18. Amin al-Husaini inspects a parade of Bosnian SS Handžar troops in Silesia, which he had helped recruit, in November 1943. The twenty-thousand-man Handžar Division became known for atrocities against Jews and partisans in the Balkans and France.

Aside from Soviet Muslims, al-Husaini also recruited their Balkan counterparts in Albania and Bosnia. In his role with these Balkan Muslims, as with the Soviet Turkic ones, al-Husaini had moved far beyond being only a Palestine Arab, Arab in general, or even an Islamist leader to project himself as head of all Muslims.48 His work in Albania yielded the 21st SS Waffen Mountain Division, or Handžar Division, so named after a type of scimitar wielded by Turks in the Balkans. During 1942, al-Husaini twice met with Bosnian Muslims in Rome to discuss recruiting.49 He predicted to the German government that this group could yield up to twenty thousand volunteers.50

On March 14, 1943, al-Husaini traveled from Berlin to Zagreb, Croatia’s capital. There, on April 1, he met the head of the pro-Nazi Croatian government, Ante Pavelić, leader of the Ustaša fascist organization. Pavelić, a Christian, welcomed al-Husaini’s help to ensure Muslims’ loyalty to his pro-German regime.51

Al-Husaini was there to recruit Muslims into a new Bosnian SS division and German-controlled police units which, he told them, would lead to a Bosnian Islamist state. His effort succeeded. The Germans in his entourage wrote of the great impression he made on Muslim audiences that saw him as a descendant of Muhammad and the liberating Muslim hero of their era.52 The result was an impressive twelve thousand volunteers. Al-Husaini told them in his speeches that being in SS units meant they were “better” than ordinary soldiers.53

When al-Husaini spoke on April 9 at the Begova Mosque in Sarajevo, a beautiful building dating from 1531, he was protected by two dozen security men because of a rumored assassination plot. But the audience was completely on his side. Many wept with joy at his eloquence.54 Al-Husaini told listeners they had lost their way but returning to Islam was the compass guiding them to success. He spoke of how the Axis would help them realize their dreams. When a local delegation asked for ten thousand marks a month for Osvit (Daybreak), the only Muslim weekly in Croatia, al-Husaini quickly paid them from his German-supplied budget.

On his way back to Berlin, al-Husaini stopped in Vienna where the governor, former Nazi youth leader Baldur von Schirach, had deported 185,000 Jews to the death camps, calling this “a contribution to European culture.” Von Schirach gave al-Husaini tickets for the musical Troubadour.55

Returning to Berlin on April 15, al-Husaini reported on the trip to SS General Gottlob Berger, the official responsible for recruiting non-German volunteers. Berger had already read glowing reports from SS commander Karl-Gustav Sauberzweig, who had accompanied al-Husaini and assured Berger that the grand mufti had stuck to the agreed script.56 Berger became an admirer of al-Husaini. The forty-seven-year-old Berger had been wounded in World War I and in 1922 was one of the first to join the Nazi Party. Berger told Hitler that al-Husaini had, exceeding all expectations, “rendered us an extraordinary political and military service.”57 On April 19, Hitler received Berger personally to thank him. Within a month, Hitler ordered that al-Husaini be helped to prepare the force and train its imams.

While al-Husaini was championed by Himmler, Berger, Goebbels (who praised his “great work” to Hitler), and the Foreign Ministry generally, some were not so captivated.58 These officials noted that during World War I al-Husaini had broken his Ottoman officer’s oath, changed sides, and fought against the caliph.59 They feared he would gain too much power, or that a Muslim SS division might become a pan-Islamist force and ally itself with the British or Japanese. Moreover, if war broke out between the Axis powers and Turkey a Bosnian SS division might prove loyal to its Turkic identity.60

These warnings were ignored. The grand mufti had the support of all the truly important leaders including Hitler, who took a personal interest in the division’s success.61 As the war went against Germany and casualties grew, the need for such troops became ever stronger. Thus, when al-Husaini asked Berger and Himmler to talk to Hitler about creating an Arab Brigade made up mainly of Palestinian Arabs, Hitler agreed, choosing November 2, 1944, the Balfour Declaration’s anniversary, for the announcement.

In recruiting Muslims for the German army, al-Husaini was already thinking of the postwar situation, foreseeing the future battle against the Zionists and wanting Nazi-trained soldiers for his side. He later wrote that the Nazi regime’s training and equipment had indeed laid the basis for a Palestinian Arab army.62 In 1943, al-Husaini had suggested anticivilian commando operations as their main military tactic, a strategy later adopted by the PLO. His recruitment of Arabs for German commando operations marked the first step in the new war the grand mufti would begin less than a year after World War II ended.

The elite of that nascent army was a commando paratrooper unit. In August 1943, al-Husaini visited the sabotage school in The Hague for a week, meeting sixty Arabs there,63 including defected Soviet Turkic officers training to parachute into the USSR.64 Three of these Arab units would be deployed for combat missions.

The first was led by Hasan Salama. Born near Ramla, Salama had fought in the Palestine Arab uprising under the nom de guerre Abu Ali.65 He trained with al-Husaini’s men for the 1941 Iraqi revolt, and then fled through Turkey to Germany where he attended the commando course before going on to the sabotage school. On October 6, 1944, his five-man team took off in a German plane from Rhodes and parachuted over Jericho to wage war on the Jews and the British, but they were dropped into a heavy wind, scattered, lost their equipment, and landed in an area heavily patrolled by the British.66 Ten days later, three of them were caught: the commander, Lieutenant Kurt Wieland, another German, and Dhu al-Kuffar Abd al-Latif, one of al-Husaini’s aides.

[image: images]

Figure 19. Insignia of Germany’s six so-called Eastern Legions, in four of which—those of Azerbaijan, the North Caucasus, Turkestan, and the Volga Tatars—Muslims served. Al-Husaini trained imams and mullahs for these German units.

The British interrogated them in Cairo. Since they were all wearing German uniforms under Arab clothing, the British decided they could not be prosecuted as spies. From the interrogations, the British concluded that the team’s mission was to gather intelligence, raise Arab guerrilla bands, and launch terror attacks on Jewish civilians. There was suspicion, never confirmed, that the team was to be supplied with ten containers of toxin to poison Tel Aviv’s water system.67

Two others escaped, the Palestinian-German Friedrich Deininger-Schaeffer and Salama, who broke a leg in the jump.68 Deininger-Schaeffer eventually made his way to Australia after Germany’s defeat while Salama would be one of the main organizers of the grand mufti’s army in the 1948 war.69

The second Arab commando unit’s assignment was to set up a weapons depot in the Egyptian desert—according to the grand mufti, with thirty thousand rifles, but this seems exaggerated—for the planned uprising in Cairo against the British and to massacre the Jewish and Christian minorities there.70

The third unit, wearing German uniforms, landed at Tall Afar in northern Iraq on November 28, 1944. Local police quickly captured the three Iraqis and a Palestinian Arab. They carried, among other things, German soldiers’ identification books; swastika badges; small al-Qur’ans with magnifying lenses; Zeiss cameras; German rifles; loaves of “ever-fresh” bread; and French, British, and Belgian gold coins worth £12,000 sterling to pay those willing to join an anti-British revolt.71

Given the success of the Bosnian SS and Soviet Turkic units, al-Husaini also worked with SS and Foreign Ministry support to develop Soviet Muslim SS units, too. In January 1944, the Turkestan unit, led by an SS officer Reiner Olzscha, was established in Dresden. The Germans had some problems with it due to factional infighting. Consequently, on July 20, 1944, Himmler ordered the unit merged into the SS East Turk Armed Formation. By the end of 1944 this formation included three thousand Muslim SS men.72

Al-Husaini opened two schools for training imams to serve both SS and regular Muslim units: one in Dresden for Soviet Turkic recruits, and another in Guben for those from the Balkans. Among the teachers in Dresden were Professors Richard Hartmann, sixty-three, of Berlin University and Munich University’s Bertold Spuler, thirty-three. They trained forty Turkic Muslim imams at a time for both SS and regular units in six courses lasting two to four weeks each.73

The Guben imam school opened on April 21, 1944, in ceremonies presided over by al-Husaini and Berger. Al-Husaini spoke about the common fight of Nazism and Islam against world Jewry and the Bolsheviks who had subjugated forty million Muslims. The graduates were told to preach Islam in their units, bond Germans and Muslims together, and make their soldiers into good SS men.74 The teachers were four more senior Bosnian clerics, the best-known being Husain Sulaiman Djozo, and seventeen younger men. Three of al-Husaini’s aides—Shaikh Hasan, Abu as-Saud, and Mustafa al-Wakil—helped with the courses and al-Husaini himself often lectured there, too.75 The school trained fifty SS imams in two courses of four months each.76

Djozo, thirty-two years old at the time and an al-Azhar graduate, became the SS division’s chief imam. In 1943, Djozo had published a pro-Nazi text entitled The Anticapitalist Views of Islam. Ironically, when he later served a Communist regime, this booklet came in handy to prove his socialist credentials. In his classes, Djozo described Islam’s “deep enmity toward Jews,” who were rightfully excluded from society because of their “materialism and infidelity.” In another article, Djozo explained that the SS soldier must “eliminate from life all negative forces” in order to create a new world.

So important had volunteer, and especially Muslim, units become for the German army on the Eastern Front, that when Hitler asked for two more divisions to operate in the Balkans he was told that one unit was only 60 and the other just 30 percent German citizens. The rest were either ethnic Germans from other countries or foreign—largely Muslim—volunteers.77

The basis for successful recruitment was propaganda, and due to al-Husaini’s helpful advice, Germany’s effort was about as effective as it could have been. The most ambitious project was launched in May 1943 when Himmler ordered Berger to find Qur’anic verses that seemingly predicted Hitler’s role as an Islamic hero. Two academics, Johannes Schubert and Otto Rössler, were assigned to this task with al-Husaini as consultant. Schubert, then forty-seven years old, was a librarian at Leipzig University. In 1951, he was promoted to professor and later taught at the Free University of Berlin. Rössler, thirty-six years old, was an Africa expert who worked for the SS and had a successful academic career for two decades after the war ended.

Their recommendation was to focus on the belief that at the end of time there would be a great battle between Muslims—one of whose leaders would be an anti-Christian Jesus—and infidels. The current war was to be portrayed in that framework. Rössler’s boss, Ernst Kalten-brunner, the SS’s Berlin chief, objected to Hitler being portrayed as an Islamic messiah but would agree to Hitler being identified with Jesus. The evil forces’ leader, the one-eyed false messiah, would be equated with world Jewry.78 Kaltenbrunner suggested that this story be used for leaflets in the Balkans and Middle East. Himmler and al-Husaini agreed, as did SS adviser Walther Wüst, a forty-two-year-old professor at Munich University, who also had a successful postwar academic career. After opening with the appropriate Qur’anic quotation,79 the leaflet told the story of the curly black-haired giant, the “Jewish” king Dajjal who steals all the Arabs’ land, then asks the Arabs to recognize him as their ruler. Then Jesus/Hitler emerges, fights Dajjal, kills him, and sends the demon, the Jews, and all of their allies to Hell.80

In a real sense, al-Husaini’s allies were already sending the Jews of Europe into a replication of the Hell on earth he also wanted to create in the Middle East: the Nazi death camps. Although details of what was going on in such places and the mass shootings of Jews in Eastern Europe were secret, the Germans kept al-Husaini briefed on their progress. On July 4, 1943, Himmler hosted al-Husaini at his private spa in East Prussia and told him that three million Jews had already been killed. He added that the Germans hoped to get the atomic bomb “three years before the Allies.” Al-Husaini prominently displayed in his apartment the photo taken of himself and Himmler on that occasion, telling visitors of his close friendship with Hitler’s SS leader. A few days later al-Husaini wrote Himmler, praising him as an “understanding, generous and energetic man.”81

After the war, al-Husaini wrote of his reverence for Germany because it had “fought our enemies, the colonialists and the Zionists. For the enemy of your enemy is your friend.” He was convinced that if the Axis powers had won the war, “No trace would have been left of Zionists in Palestine and Arab areas.”82

While al-Husaini’s opposition to Zionism was understandable, his anti-Jewish hatred—like Hitler’s—went beyond any rational calculation of self-interest into the realm of the pathological. Yet that was due not to some psychological malady but to the centrality of Jews in his worldview, a point that also applies to radical Arab nationalists and Islamists of later times who held the same ideology. For them, as in Nazi doctrine, Jews were the villains of all history, the eternal enemy without whose extinction salvation and a proper world were impossible.

In November 1941, al-Husaini, accompanied by Grobba, had a medical exam with the Nazi physician, Pierre Schrumpf. According to Schrumpf’s account, the three men conversed about Turkey. Al-Husaini said he didn’t like the Turkish government. The reason, he explained, was the evil influence of Tevfik Rüstü Aras, a former Turkish foreign minister and wartime ambassador to Britain. Aras was clearly an ethnic Turk and a Muslim, but al-Husaini claimed Aras was one of many disguised Jews in the Turkish government. Grobba, who was never a Nazi Party member, responded that not all Jews were bad and that he had met many pleasant ones in Iraq.83 Angrily, al-Husaini replied that he’d never met a good Jew. They were all equally bad.84

Like many Muslims and Arabs, al-Husaini often asked himself why his communities had fallen behind the West in wealth and power. This question paralleled that asked by Hitler and his comrades regarding Germany. They found the same answer, one al-Husaini later summarized as “as-Sudma al-Kubra,” the “Big Clash.”85 To the Nazis, that clash was between Jews—who might take on the guise of British or Bolsheviks—and Aryans; for al-Husaini’s comrades and successors it was the battle between the Jews and the Muslims, democracies and dictatorships, moderates and militants. For Islamists, hostility to Jews and other infidels was rooted in their reading of Muslim texts but they identified the modern turning point as the 1924 Turkish decision to abolish the caliphate. Ignoring the fact that this system had not functioned for centuries, al-Husaini argued that to dissolve Islam’s unique global bond was suicidal, especially given its clash with Anglo-American democracies and their “Jewish advocates.”

In immediate terms, al-Husaini blamed the British, but behind this stab in the back were the Jews. This is precisely how the Nazis saw their equivalent betrayal, Germany’s defeat in World War I. Both of these events related to the downfall of the German-Ottoman alliance partners, for whose cause both Hitler and al-Husaini had fought. Al-Husaini claimed that in the 1921 negotiations securing Turkish independence London insisted on abolishing the caliphate and creating a secular republic. One of his sources for this belief, al-Husaini said, was a 1943 meeting with General Kemal Dogan Bek, who had been an aide to Atatürk.86 In fact, though, it was Atatürk’s choice to take that course because he believed it the only route to modernity.87

For al-Husaini, though, this was not a sufficient explanation. He quoted a poem by Ahmad Shauqi who asked why Atatürk, victor in the post–World War I battle to expel the occupying Allied armies, abolished the caliphate and so injured Islam. Al-Husaini’s answer was that a Jewish conspiracy lay behind Atatürk’s policy. Just as Hitler saw Jews who were Communists, Social Democrats, or liberals as plotting against his people, so al-Husaini identified as master manipulator in this plot a man named Haim Nahum.

Born in 1872 in Izmir, Nahum studied Islamic law in Istanbul and linguistics in Paris. Back in Istanbul he taught at the military academy where he met many cadets who would become Young Turk leaders. In 1909, he became the Ottoman Empire’s chief rabbi and in 1923 a member of Turkey’s delegation that signed the Lausanne peace treaty. That year he then became chief rabbi of Egypt and senator in that country’s parliament. There was, of course, no evidence that Nahum played any wider role. But al-Husaini claimed that Nahum had coordinated with Jewish leaders in London and New York as well as with a small group within Turkey who pretended to be Muslims but were really secret Jews. They worked to corrupt the Ottoman Empire, organize the 1908 Young Turk revolution, and turn Turkey into a secular state.

According to al-Husaini’s story, once Turkey came under Jewish control, Nahum went to Cairo to destroy Islam and ensure the victory of Zionism there.88 So while Hitler and the Nazis blamed the Jews for the fate of Germans and “Aryans” generally, al-Husaini and the radical nationalists and Islamists did the same thing regarding the fate of Arabs and Muslims. They did not need the Nazis to teach them this idea. They had already invented stories using elements from their own religious, cultural, and historical traditions.

But the Jews were not the only leaders of the alleged conspiracy to destroy Islam. For al-Husaini, Nahum’s partner was nineteenth-century British Prime Minister William Gladstone. Al-Husaini said that Gladstone wanted to destroy Islam so Christians could permanently dominate the Middle East.89 Today, such groups as al-Qaida, the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas, Hizballah, and the Iranian government have built further on such material.

Al-Husaini had no proof for any of this tale except for the tsarist Russian forgery, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion.90 He also claimed that an unidentified 1936 article in the Zionist newspaper Haaretz revealed the secret plan.91 He added that Britain’s part in the conspiracy was confirmed to him by the Egyptian Abd al-Wahhab Azzam, cousin of al-Husaini’s agent and future Arab League head, Abd ar-Rahman Azzam.92 Abd al-Wahhab’s grandson and Abd ar-Rahman’s nephew, Aiman az-Zawahiri, would later be one of al-Qaida’s top leaders and a planner of the September 11, 2001, terror attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.

Due to his worldview, al-Husaini advocated genocide against the Jews as passionately as did Hitler and his involvement in the Holocaust was quite extensive. In 1937, al-Husaini had urged all Muslims to rid their lands of Jews. That same year he proposed a deal to Hitler in which the Arabs would support German aims if the Germans would stop Jews from leaving their country and help him destroy the Jewish home in Palestine “by all means.”

It is logical to believe that the Holocaust was a decision based on fanatical ideology rather than on German self-interest. Of course, Hitler’s virulent hatred of Jews and talk of wiping them out had begun in the 1920s. If al-Husaini or some counterpart had not existed, the Nazis would probably have acted in a similar fashion. But the influence of al-Husaini, al-Kailani, and their movements also reinforced, made more necessary, and accelerated a policy of genocide in Europe that the Axis’s partners intended to spread to the Middle East.

Al-Husaini’s relationship to the timeline of Nazi decision making on the Holocaust was revealing. Despite Hitler’s hatred of the Jews, given international concerns and other priorities his government embraced the idea of deportation. Between 1933 and 1941, the Nazi government allowed about 537,000 Jews to leave, receiving in return $9.5 million from the émigrés themselves and from foreign Jewish donors paying ransom.93 Hitler might have been satisfied if Germany and the lands it ruled—but not the world—would be cleansed of any Jewish presence.

By closing this escape route for the Jews and discouraging any alternative strategy al-Husaini helped make the “Final Solution” inevitable.94 Before 1941 imprisoning and murdering Jews in concentration camps did not benefit Germany. That changed as the alliance with Arabs and Muslims became important, Al-Husaini’s and al-Kailani’s stance and the advantage of a Muslim-Arab alliance turned Hitler’s personal obsession from a handicap for German foreign policy into a valuable geopolitical strategy, mobilizing Muslim military units at the fronts and Islamist commandos in the enemy’s rear, and raising hopes that jihad mobs might disrupt Allied colonies.

In February 1941 Hitler had received al-Husaini’s proposal for an alliance of which one condition—paragraph seven—was that Germany stop Jewish emigration from Europe.95 After Hitler promised al-Husaini on March 11 to do so, Germany’s expulsion of the Jews was impossible and only mass murder remained. After agreeing in early June to meet al-Husaini to discuss the issue, Hitler ordered SS leader Reinhard Heydrich on July 31, 1941 to prepare an “overall solution for the Jewish question in Europe.”96 On October 31, he ended the legal emigration of Jews from German-ruled areas.97 But the specific final decision had not yet been taken.

At four P.M. on Friday, November 28, Hitler met with al-Husaini, beginning the occasion with a warm on-camera handshake. Their talk in the Nazi leader’s office in the presence of von Ribbentrop, Grobba, and the French-language translator Paul Schmidt lasted one hour and thirty-five minutes, ending just after 5:30.98 Behind closed doors, Hitler promised al-Husaini that Arab aspirations would be fulfilled. Once “we win” the battle against world Jewry, Hitler said, Germany would eliminate the Jews in the Middle East, too.

According to the official record of the meeting, Hitler explained:

Germany stood for uncompromising war against the Jews. That naturally included active opposition to the Jewish national home in Palestine, which was nothing other than a center, in the form of a state, for the exercise of destructive influence by Jewish interests. . . .

Germany was now engaged in very severe battles to force the gateway to the northern Caucasus region. At some moment which is impossible to predict exactly today but is not distant, the German armies would reach the southern exit of the Caucasus Mountains. The moment that Germany’s tank divisions and air squadrons had made their appearance south of the Caucasus, the public appeal requested by the grand mufti could go out to the Arab world.99

The Führer would announce that the Arab world’s hour of liberation had arrived and the grand mufti, the Arab world’s new leader, would implement the task, already secretly prepared, of eliminating all the Jews in his domain.

In his account of the conversation, the grand mufti echoed this theme, recalling that Hitler told him: “The road from Rostov [in southern Russia] to Iran and Iraq is shorter than the distance from Berlin to Rostov. . . . When we shall have arrived in the southern Caucasus, then the time of the liberation of the Arabs will have arrived. And you can rely on my word.” Hitler asked al-Husaini to keep this confidential declaration secret—to lock it deeply in his heart—until the time was ripe.100

After the meeting, Hitler called in Foreign Ministry official Emil von Rintelen, to whom he dictated “four points following the reception of the grand mufti,” including a brief press release on his “important talk” with al-Husaini “about the future of the Arab people” and coordination of the next steps with Mussolini in regard to al-Husaini.101 Hitler fulfilled that last provision in a meeting with Rome’s foreign minister Count Galeazzo Ciano, whom he told that the war against Russia was in principle won, so that now German troops would march across the Caucasus to conquer Iraq and Iran, followed by Syria and Palestine.102

At this same moment, Hitler made a fifth decision that would end millions of lives. He ordered Heydrich to organize a conference within ten days to prepare the “final solution of the Jewish question.” Thus, Hitler made his key decision to start the genocide with al-Husaini’s anti-Jewish rhetoric and insistence on wiping out the Jews fresh in his ears.

The next day Heydrich signed invitations for thirteen high-ranking Nazis to meet at the Berlin suburb of Wannsee on December 9. Just two days before that gathering, however, an event disrupted the timetable. On December 7, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, bringing America into the war. From Japanese Ambassador Hiroshi Oshima, Hitler had known about this in advance. But the fallout from Japan’s attack gave so much more work for officials involved in the Wannsee meeting that on December 8 the conference was postponed to January 20, 1942.103

The day after the conference’s postponement, December 9, al-Husaini witnessed Hitler’s declaration of war on America at Berlin’s Kroll Opera House.104 Later he was an honored guest at the Sport Palace to hear Hitler’s speech proclaiming that while Britain now had America on its side, Germany, too, had new, equally important allies in the Middle East to match that. To underline the point, that same day the Germans published for the first time the photo of the al-Husaini–Hitler meeting as confirmation of Hitler’s claim. This sequence shows how much importance the Germans gave to al-Husaini and the alliance with his forces.

Another significant link was that Adolf Eichmann, who had prepared the background briefing for the genocide discussion at Wannsee, was ordered to give al-Husaini a preview before any high-ranking Germans had heard the briefing. Probably on Thursday, December 4, Eichmann took al-Husaini into the map room at the Reich Main Security Office’s Jewish Affairs division to explain how Germany would “solve the Jewish question.” Al-Husaini was so impressed that he asked to have one of Himmler’s aides—likely Dieter Wisliceny—sent to Jerusalem after Germany won the war in order to make a similar plan for wiping out the Middle East’s Jews. Both men expected this to happen in 1942 or, at the latest, in 1943.

Meanwhile, Hitler told Nazi leaders on December 12 that he was determined to “solve the Jewish question now.”105 When the Wannsee Conference met in January 1942 it concluded with the decision to deport all Jews under German control to concentration camps where they would be murdered.106 Eichmann told his aide Wisliceny that the Final Solution meant the “biological extermination of the Jewish race.”107 Wisliceny’s story, including his statement that Hitler gave an oral order for implementing the mass murder, is supported by other sources,108 including Eichmann himself during his interrogation.109

One of the items discussed at the meeting was a memorandum of “wishes and ideas for an overall solution of the Jewish question in Europe” that included the list of countries whose Jews would be murdered. Franz Rademacher, von Ribbentrop’s “officer for Jewish affairs,” had prepared this at the request of Luther, who would be al-Husaini’s liaison on Holocaust-related matters. At the meeting, four countries with large Muslim populations and in which al-Husaini would soon be active—the USSR, Croatia, Bosnia, and Turkey—were included in the list.110 Just a dozen years later, when Rademacher was a fleeing war criminal, al-Husaini helped arrange for him to find a safe haven in Syria.

The relationship between Martin Luther and al-Husaini was another sign of the grand mufti’s involvement in the genocide project. Luther was the Foreign Ministry official responsible for the Final Solution and for liaison with the SS. After the Wannsee Conference he coordinated the involvement of Germany’s allies and client states in the genocide plan. In virtually every case other than that of al-Husaini and his colleagues, the Nazis had to apply force or heavy pressure—including on Mussolini and Vichy France—to get anti-Jewish measures carried out, let alone mass killings. Aside from local fascist movements in other places, only the Arab and Islamist allies were eager supporters. And this policy was politically beneficial for the Nazis above all in Muslim regions.

Once the Wannsee meeting ended and other attendees left, Heydrich, Heinrich Müller, head of the Gestapo, and Eichmann had a glass of cognac and spoke of the “killing, elimination, and annihilation” to come.111 The following day, Grobba met al-Husaini to brief him on what had been decided. Al-Husaini must have been pleased that his request had been so speedily fulfilled by Hitler, but nonetheless asked for written agreement to create a Jew-free Greater Syria consisting of Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Transjordan that he would rule. He reminded Grobba that Hitler had already promised this to him.112

Hitler fulfilled al-Husaini’s request. On April 28, the German government sent secret letters to al-Husaini and al-Kailani agreeing to their wish to liquidate the Jews living in Palestine. The pledge to kill all of the Jews in the Middle East was repeated on July 15 when Hitler met al-Kailani in his Russian front headquarters and offered him rule over Iraq.113

Thus, the visits of Germany’s Arab allies to extermination camps were a first step toward instituting a Middle Eastern Holocaust.114 According to Wisliceny, the aide whom al-Husaini wanted to employ for this project, Eichmann personally took al-Husaini to visit the Auschwitz and Maidanek concentration camps.115 The Hungarian Jewish leader Rudolf Kastner testified that Wisliceny told him in 1944—when he would have had no motive to make such a story up—about al-Husaini’s visit to the Auschwitz gas chambers.116 The story seems credible, especially after the discovery of pages in Himmler’s office calendar that prove beyond reasonable doubt that the two men met in the Ukrainian town of Zhitomir, near Auschwitz (see Figure 22). And al-Husaini was traveling back and forth through Poland in June and July 1943.

Al-Husaini had also already chosen his own future Eichmanns: three Iraqis—Naji Shaukat, Muhammad Hasan Salman, and Kamil al-Kailani—along with one of his nephews, probably Safwat al-Husaini, his security expert.117 He had sent men to the SS training course to be instructed by the world’s leading experts on mass murder.118 Al-Husaini’s men also participated in killing Jews in North Africa, and would have been ready to do so in other countries if they had had the opportunity.

As it became obvious that they weren’t winning the war, some German officials began to worry about facing punishment for their crimes following defeat. A few sought to help some Jews escape as insurance for their own futures, but al-Husaini saw this self-interested mercy as a threat to be blocked. No Jews must escape at all. Whenever the prospect arose of Nazis letting some Jews go free, al-Husaini campaigned to stop it. At the end of 1942, ten thousand Jewish children were to travel via Romania to Palestine in exchange for the Allied release of interned German civilians. With Himmler’s consent, Eichmann ordered that they be kept at Theresienstadt, least oppressive of concentration camps, until they were deported. The first group had already arrived. Suddenly, Wisliceny was called to Berlin. Eichmann told him that al-Husaini had heard of the plan and protested to Himmler, who had then reversed his decision and sent them back to almost certain death.119

The same pattern prevailed on other occasions. Al-Husaini helped convince Mussolini to persecute Italian Jews, in 1942 to hand over Croatian Jews living under Italian control to Germany, and to give Germany a free hand to imprison and kill Jews in his colony of Libya.120

Likewise, in May 1943, al-Husaini wrote von Ribbentrop warning that the Americans and British were talking secretly with some of Berlin’s Balkan clients about releasing a few Jews. The British colonial secretary Oliver Stanley unwisely told Parliament publicly that four thousand Jewish children and five hundred accompanying adults were being let go by Bulgaria to go to Palestine. He hoped, Stanley said, similar deals could be worked out with Romania and Hungary. Al-Husaini told von Ribbentrop that this threatened Arab interests. Many Arabs had taken the Axis side, expecting Germany “to solve the Jewish problem globally by taking Jews under their closest control.” He asked von Ribbentrop to ensure Jews didn’t get away,121 reminding him of Germany’s commitment to ensure there would never be a Jewish state in Palestine.122 Al-Husaini also visited the Bulgarian ambassador to Germany, SS headquarters, and Germany’s Foreign Ministry to complain. In the end, the Bulgarian government stopped the plan, dooming the forty-five hundred Jews to death.123 Al-Husaini thanked the ambassador for his cooperation.124

Al-Husaini’s strategy generally worked. When 1,681 Hungarian Jews were allowed to leave that country in 1944 as a trial balloon to see if the Allies might make deals with Nazi Germany,125 Eichmann insisted that they not go to Palestine since this would anger the Arabs and also violate a personal promise to his friend al-Husaini.126

Another time, in July 1944, al-Husaini learned that some Jews might be exchanged for Germans interned by the British in Palestine. He protested to Himmler and to the Italian, Hungarian, Rumanian, and Turkish foreign ministers, urging them to let no Jews leave or pass through their countries. Jews were responsible for the war, he told them, and intended to use Palestine as a base to dominate the world.127 Letting Jews escape Europe would “not solve the Jewish problem.” Rather they would link up with “racial brethren” in enemy lands to continue their war against civilization. If forced to stay in Poland, the mufti added, Jews would be better supervised; he knew full well that this meant the death camps.128

After the war, al-Husaini recalled that his attempts to keep Jews from escaping had a “positive effect” for the Palestinian cause.129 But when, after the war, Zionist groups charged that his letters and actions had helped condemn hundreds of thousands of Jews to death, al-Husaini reversed course.130 He challenged the testimonies of two Eichmann aides, Hermann Krumey and Wisliceny, that detailed his discussions with their chief. Although he called Eichmann a “noble-minded and honest man,” al-Husaini claimed never to have met him.131

Al-Husaini claimed that Krumey had been lying in an attempt to save his own life but was executed anyway. In fact, Krumey was spared the death penalty precisely because he had helped free several hundred Hungarian Jews despite al-Husaini’s attempts to block the operation. Released from prison in 1948, Krumey was returned to jail with a life sentence only in 1969 when new information surfaced about his involvement in killing eighty-one Jewish children and others.132 He died in prison in 1981.

The SS men had no motive to drag al-Husaini into the story falsely. The Allies were simply not after al-Husaini. They never even made any attempt to discredit him after the war and in the almost three decades he lived after Hitler’s fall, no Western government agency tried to bring him to justice or to document his war crimes. Further, the two SS men were consistent; Wisliceny—who described al-Husaini as Eichmann’s colleague, partner, and adviser—repeated his same story on at least four occasions over the years.133 Both were in a position to know first-hand the information they imparted.134 Finally, the report that al-Husaini and Eichmann met on November 9, 1944 is supported by the fact that al-Husaini’s personal diary for that day contained one word: “Eichmann.”135 Other documents show he was in Berlin that day, also meeting with Wilhelm Melchers, head of the Foreign Ministry’s Middle East desk.136

When al-Husaini asked Eichmann as a personal favor to set free a Muslim being held at the Mauthausen camp, he complied, referring to their personal friendship, as he did when al-Husaini asked him to send Jews to concentration camps—or keep them there. Al-Husaini’s advocacy of the mass murder of Jews convinced the Nazi leadership this would be popular among Muslims not only in the Middle East but also in the USSR and the Balkans. In light of all of his actions, nothing could sum up the situation better than the SS officer Wisliceny’s remark about al-Husaini to Kastner in 1944, that he “surpassed us in anti-Jewish attacks.”137

While genocide against the Jews was a high priority for al-Husaini and his radical nationalist and Islamist colleagues, their main goal was to help Germany win the war. Al-Husaini gave extensive aid and comfort to the Nazi cause, raising forces that delayed the war’s end and thus increased the number of victims. Aside from his activities in the USSR, Balkans, and Middle East, al-Husaini’s effort to help Germany extended into India and the Far East. India was often on the Nazis’ mind, though distance made it hard for them to do anything effective there. Still, attempts were made to stir revolt among the subcontinent’s Muslim population. In May 1941, the high water mark of German influence in the parts of the Middle East closest to it, Hitler thought often of establishing an Indian government in exile in Berlin.138 Another plan was to instigate an Indian revolution from bases in Afghanistan and Tibet, an idea the Germans had tried during World War I.139 From Tibet, Ernst Schäfer, an SS man and explorer, had just returned to Germany with his four-man expedition in 1940, when he offered to go back to prepare a revolt in neighboring India.140 But as preparations dragged, Ribbentrop dropped this project.141

A new twist was added, however, to the old idea of using Afghanistan as a base against British India. The Soviet-German Nonaggression Pact of 1939 was in fact an alliance that Stalin was prepared to continue infinitely. If Hitler had delayed attacking the USSR or had never done so, the Germans might have captured the Middle East and won the war. As late as April 1941, according to German reports, Stalin told Berlin’s military attaché that Russia and Germany would march forward together.142 Only Germany’s invasion disrupted this alliance.

While the alliance was in effect, the German government approached Soviet foreign minister Vyacheslav Molotov for a partnership to help exiled Afghan King Amanullah and his foreign minister, Ghulam Siddiq Khan, launch a jihad against India.143 Two decades earlier, the Soviets had asked Berlin to do precisely the same thing; now it was Germany’s turn. When Italy, under whose protection Amanullah lived in Rome, discouraged him from participating, the Germans revised the plan to base it on local tribes and an Indian government in exile in Afghanistan. The Soviets would provide supply lines and bases; the Germans, troops and weapons.144 Hitler showed no interest when he reviewed the idea on November 1, 1939, but in a meeting with a German foreign official Molotov told the Germans he liked the idea but needed more information. The project remained mired in rivalry between Rosenberg, who opposed it, and von Ribbentrop, who supported it, and by the time von Ribbentrop’s envoy returned to Moscow for more talks in February 1940, the Soviets had lost interest.145

During the period of rapid German advances inside the USSR, Berlin’s thoughts again turned to India. As its troops approached the Caucasus and thus the Persian Gulf, the German military discussed airlifting troops into India to kindle a revolt. In February 1941, Hitler ordered General Walter Warlimont, deputy chief of operations, to make preliminary studies for an invasion of Afghanistan and then India after the Soviets were defeated.146

The Germans hoped that supporting independence could persuade many Indians in the British army to desert and Indian prisoners of war to join the Axis forces. To further this goal, the Nazis backed the idea of an Indian Legion to be deployed as close as possible to India.147 In 1940, there were about eighty million Muslims in India. The German assessment—proven correct just two years after the war—was that they would ultimately rebel against Hindu rule, seize the country’s northwestern part, and create a Muslim state.148 In this strategy, al-Husaini was to play an important role. Whether true or not, the Nazis reported that he controlled seventy-two revolutionary cells in India.149

Besides working secretly with his network of Islamists in India, in mid-1942 al-Husaini used German and Italian transmitters to make a personal appeal for Indian Muslims to revolt. He spoke of the alleged historical unity of Arabs and Indians. To arouse religious passions, al-Husaini claimed the Jews would steal the al-Aqsa Mosque unless Muslims united against British oppressors, fought for liberation, and won.150

One of al-Husaini’s most promising contacts was his counterpart, India’s mufti Kifayatullah Dehlavi, a supporter of the caliphate, the Muslim Brotherhood, and al-Husaini’s Palestine Arab movement. The British Indian government acted decisively to block al-Husaini’s influence by arresting Dehlavi’s aide and intermediary with al-Husaini, Muttahida at-Tarrazi.151 They also refused an entry visa in 1943 to al-Husaini’s own emissary, Salih Mustafa Ashmawi, editor of a Muslim Brotherhood publication. Ashmawi had previously carried messages and propaganda materials from al-Husaini to Islamists in the Punjab region.152 Ashmawi’s reaction showed why some Germans didn’t want to use Islamists in India. In addition to complaining about the British Indian government, he also condemned the Hindu majority there as anti-Arab and anti-Muslim.153

Did Germany need to choose between Hindu Indian nationalists and Muslim Islamists, or could it support both sides despite their growing rivalry? Foreign Ministry Under Secretary Wilhelm Keppler favored a Hindu strategy and opposed using al-Husaini or supporting the Muslim League secessionists and their leader Muhammad Ali Jinnah.154 However, another under secretary, Theo Habicht, whose task was to subvert the British Empire from within,155 and Erwin Ettel, German intelligence’s Istanbul-based coordinator for Asian issues, backed al-Husaini’s effort to encourage a jihad against the British Raj.156

The man who might have bridged this gap for the Germans was Subhas Chandra Bose, the Hindu organizer of the Free India movement. The forty-five-year-old Bose met Hitler on May 27, 1942, and offered to recruit an Indian Tiger Legion from prisoners of war. Friendly toward al-Husaini, Bose proposed a joint Arab-Indian Committee to incite uprisings. In addition to Bose, it would include the Abwehr, al-Husaini, and al-Kailani.157 To Canaris, Germany’s military intelligence chief, Bose confided that he thought Germany would lose the war but that his movement’s collaboration would pressure the British to keep their promise of granting full independence afterward. In 1943, he formed a Provisional Indian Government in exile in Japanese-occupied Singapore and named himself its head of state. Bose proposed to base the operation in Basra, southern Iraq’s port which had close trade ties with India. Of course, the Germans would have to capture Iraq first.

While this plan never came close to fruition, Bose’s longer-term assessment proved correct. Just four years later some of his former soldiers marched in India’s Independence Day parade.158 By that time, though, Bose was dead, killed in a 1945 plane crash off the China coast. What might have been was depicted in a blockbuster Indian movie a half-century after his death, showing Hitler as sympathetic and Bose leading an expedition by a forty-thousand-strong army to free India.159

There were many marginal schemes in which al-Husaini was eager to participate to spread Germany’s, and his own, influence eastward. In 1943 he exchanged letters with the Faqir of Ibi whose real name, according to Grobba, was Saadi al-Kailani, a German-subsidized Islamist from Afghanistan who lived in Damascus, urging him to get Indian Muslims to rise in jihad.160 Al-Husaini assured him of assistance in his fight against the British and other “foes” of Islam.161

Another German connection was with al-Mashriqi, the Islamic alternative to Bose as pro-German leader in South Asia. Although generally forgotten today, al-Mashriqi was one of the first to advocate a separate Muslim state of Pakistan carved from India. One German expert on the region suggested that al-Mashriqi was a great leader like Hitler, whose troops supposedly numbered in the hundreds of thousands, including men ready to undertake suicide missions.162

Sultan Muhammad Shah, better known as the Aga Khan, a co-founder of the Indian Muslim League that favored the creation of Pakistan, was a key contact for Hitler with Shia Muslims in India and Iran. He visited the Führer in 1937 for a cup of tea at Hitler’s vacation home near Berchtesgaden. The visitor was impressed by wonderful views of the Untersberg Hill, dark woods, and lush meadows. Hitler openly explained his plans for conquering Europe. The Aga Khan liked him very much and told him that if the Christians had not defeated invading Arab Muslims in 732 at the battle of Tours, in what is now France, Europe would have become Muslim and thus have enjoyed peace and unity.163 Hitler was equally impressed with his visitor.164 In mid-1942, Hitler returned to the same theme. Extolling Islam as a religion glorifying heroism and promising warriors great rewards in heaven, Hitler said that if the Germans had become Muslims—rather than being restrained by Christian morality—they would have conquered the world.165

Hitler and the German Foreign Ministry maintained links with the Shiite leader in later years.166 They viewed him as a good source of information on what was happening in London (where he knew Churchill and many other leaders), as a Muslim leader of some value to their plans to gain influence in India, and as a possible agent.167

The Aga Khan’s personal politics were relatively liberal. He had opposed the Ottoman jihad during World War I and his son served in the British army.168 His motives toward the Germans were opportunistic. He seemed mostly interested in getting them to lend him money to support his gambling, and of course there was always the chance Germany would win the war.169 He also had an idea that he might serve as a peacemaking intermediary between Germany and Britain. A few days after Paris fell to the Germans in June 1940, he proposed that plan to Hitler, who was not interested in pursuing it.170

Through one of his German friends, Prince Max Hohenlohe, with whom he met frequently in Switzerland, the Aga Khan passed to Hitler his views on what was happening in Britain.171 He told Hitler that the British were not the Führer’s enemies but were fighting only because Churchill was in the pay of the Jews.172 Although annoyed at the German confiscation of some of his French racehorses, the Aga Khan offered Hitler his services to help if Germany conquered India but urged the German leader in 1940 to put a priority on taking Egypt and the Middle East. If Hitler ever did arrive as victor in London, the Aga Khan offered to share a bottle of champagne with the two pro-Nazi Egyptian royals, the exiled Abbas Hilmi and Faruq.173

While adventurers like the Aga Khan produced little of value for the Germans, al-Husaini genuinely tried his best to advance an Axis victory even in East Asia. There were sixty million Muslims in Dutch-ruled Indonesia, seized by al-Husaini’s ally Japan in 1942, and about fifty million in western China, territory Japan hoped to conquer.174 Al-Husaini had good relations with Japan’s ambassador in Berlin Hiroshi Oshima,175 and was in contact with Japanese Muslim leader Muhammad Abd al-Hai.176

Al-Husaini sought to ensure that a Japanese-ruled Asia had some Islamist flavor. During the war, he praised Japan for its policies, including support for Indian independence. Repeatedly, he urged the Japanese to ally themselves with Muslims against what he called the outside imperialist powers. In February 1943, he proposed that Japan establish an “Islamic Army” to fight against America.177 In mid-1944, he personally signed—both as grand mufti and as president of the World Islamic Congress—an Islam-Japan pact that included a call for this army’s creation.178

His other pet project was asking the Japanese to recognize Indonesia as an independent Muslim republic. The Japanese answered by proposing autonomy, but nothing ever came of it.179 Despite its polite responses Tokyo never had much interest in these ideas since, like the Germans in the USSR, it wanted to rule and exploit conquered lands, not create potentially troublesome client states.

For any of al-Husaini’s dreams to come true, however, all depended on Axis victory. By 1944—as even some of al-Husaini’s fanatical Nazi colleagues were recognizing—this wasn’t going to happen. A few tried to save themselves by cutting personal deals involving saving some Jews. Several courageous German officers tried to assassinate Hitler and paid with their lives. Al-Husaini, however, remained loyal to the end. He and his colleagues believed that their cause required a total Axis victory or else the British would still control the Middle East and the Jews might get their state. Yet al-Husaini and the other Arab and Muslim collaborators would emerge from the war not only unscathed but with their political careers intact. Indeed, their prospects actually improved.

In 1944 and 1945, of course, nobody knew this would happen. As the vice closed on Germany’s ever-shrinking empire, al-Husaini became increasingly desperate for an Islamic uprising. But why should others—even those eager to rebel in 1940—want to leap aboard a sinking ship? Al-Husaini kept issuing repeated appeals for all Muslims to drive the Jews and British from their countries.180 He wrote leaflets to Arab soldiers in the Allied armies urging them to desert from the side of the Muslims’ enemies and the Jews’ protectors. Only a martyr’s death or joining the Germans, he wrote, could save their souls.181 But like many of those—including modern-day Islamist leaders—who urge others to become martyrs, al-Husaini had no intention to become one himself. This led to another seemingly fantastic—but by no means inconceivable—turn history might have taken.

Goebbels was one of the Nazis al-Husaini had charmed. The Third Reich’s propaganda genius was so taken with his Arab ally that he told Hitler, the day after their May 1944 meeting, what a great asset al-Husaini was. In response, Hitler ordered Goebbels to support all of al-Husaini’s activities.182 The Führer’s renewed backing was timed perfectly to protect al-Husaini against the mounting German suspicion that he was jumping ship. Just two days earlier, SS troops had captured a Yugoslav Communist guerrilla camp where they found letters al-Husaini had written to the Communist leader, Tito, asking the latter to put him in touch with the Soviets. Having concluded that Germany might not win, al-Husaini was exploring options, despite the fact that he’d always decried the Communists as part of the international Jewish conspiracy.

After receiving this information Himmler, one of al-Husaini’s strongest backers, distanced himself from the Arab cleric.183 When al-Husaini asked for permission to send his two secretaries on a trip to Switzerland in early 1945, Himmler refused, expecting he was plotting to meet with Germany’s enemies.184 The Germans made clear to al-Husaini that they knew of his back-channel communications and demanded that they cease. Al-Husaini gave up this effort. But while he never switched from German to Soviet patrons many of his Egyptian, Iraqi, and Syrian allies did so in the 1950s and 1960s, with Arafat, his anointed successor as Palestinian Arab leader, among them.

The end was drawing near. On November 24, 1944, U.S. intelligence began hunting for al-Husaini and al-Kailani, as well as their archives. In early December, security officers of the 12th U.S. Army were told to search for al-Husaini in the villas of Bad Gastein, Austria. Their orders said: “He should be arrested and this Headquarters notified immediately.” By early 1945 many of his papers had fallen into U.S. hands and reports on their contents had been written, including documentation of his close collaboration with the Nazis and German intelligence.185 As late as January 20, 1945, as Germany crumbled, al-Husaini was still supervising the training of soldiers for a projected Arab Brigade headquartered at the Adolf Hitler School in Dresden.186 This priority reflected the fact that he was preparing for what he rightly expected would come next: an Arab and Islamist war against the Jews.187

But it was not the Americans who finally caught al-Husaini. In February 1945, Eichmann and al-Husaini met in Linz, where Eichmann had gone to high school and begun his Nazi career. The likely topic was how to survive the war’s end and what to do afterward.188 Many plans were made and abandoned. In April, for example, German officers proposed that al-Husaini travel by submarine to Libya. The Nazis paid al-Husaini’s salary for the last time on April 5.189 On May 4, he crossed into Switzerland, where he had previously stored ample funds with German permission. But for some reason, perhaps because he needed to make more arrangements, al-Husaini returned to Germany. At last, on the very day Nazi Germany surrendered, May 8, al-Husaini took one of the last planes to Berne. When he came down the stairs, Swiss officials told al-Husaini that he was on a list of thirty-two men, including Hitler himself, to whom Switzerland had decided not to give asylum. Al-Husaini boarded a train back to Germany and was taken into custody by the French army in Konstanz.

Al-Husaini was hosted in a villa near Paris until the French decided what to do with him. Well guarded but free to receive guests, he stayed there for a year. But just as they had employed him after World War I to subvert British influence in the Middle East, the French again played that game. And so he was simply freed.


9 A Bid for Partnership in the Axis

Both before and during World War II, al-Husaini and the Arab nationalist-Islamist faction stood at the very center of Germany’s strategy. In effect, they sought to become the Axis’s fourth member, alongside Germany, Italy, and Japan. But how did that group promote its interests and build its ideology in the collaborationist era, and what other nationalist and Islamist forces developed during the war?

In their September 27, 1940, agreement that al-Husaini and al-Kailani had originally proposed they were granted admission into the Axis as a full partner with Germany. The plan was that once Egypt, Iraq, and al-Husaini’s personal empire made up of Lebanon, Palestine, Transjordan, and Syria were under German allies’ control these states would enter into such a formal alliance. Ultimately, the Islamists and radical Arab nationalists did not achieve this status because they were unable to deliver the armies, uprisings, and territory they had promised. If not for German military failures and clever, energetic British strategies the grand mufti would have become ruler of a substantial state and the region’s leading figure.

Nevertheless, al-Husaini and his colleagues were treated as highly important for the Axis’s interests. Al-Husaini regularly met with the Nazi regime’s highest-ranking figures: Hitler, Himmler, von Ribben-trop, Rosenberg, Göring, and Goebbels. They listened to him and usually followed his advice on propaganda, recruiting Muslim soldiers, and other matters. The Germans and Italians both viewed him as the most important figure among Arabs, among Muslims in general—including in the USSR, the Balkans, and India—and in the Middle East region.1 So highly did Hitler value him that Grobba was fired when he displeased the grand mufti.2 The Germans also sidelined al-Kailani, his sole rival. Al-Husaini was the single most important foreign collaborator with the Nazis and certainly the most prized non-European one.

Yet al-Husaini was no mere puppet of the Germans but had his own strong support base. Indeed, he had a better chance of becoming caliph than any other individual since the old Ottoman line ended in 1924. His qualifications included his descent from Muhammad lineage; high religious office as grand mufti of Jerusalem, generally considered by Muslims as a holy site ranking alongside Mecca and Medina; connections with every corner of the Muslim world; a charismatic personality and excellence as a speaker and writer; the ability to combine Islamism and nationalism; lack of any serious competitor; possession of the Palestine card; and Axis backing.

In 1942, German military intelligence agreed that al-Husaini would take the lead on a wide range of espionage activities including information gathering, propaganda, sabotage, managing Arab intelligence agents, and organizing uprisings.3 On December 2, German military intelligence and the SS discussed taking supervision of the grand mufti away from the Foreign Ministry and making him their official chief agent in the region. The file of these exchanges is entitled “The Mufti as co-worker” (Mitarbeiter), less than a colleague but far more than a simple employee.

When Grobba was fired to please al-Husaini, he was replaced by Curt M. Prüfer. Sixty-one years old in 1942, Prüfer was well qualified to be the grand mufti’s handler. Speaking Arabic, Turkish, and French, he had served the German Foreign Ministry for thirty-five years as a Middle East linguist and expert. During World War I, Prüfer had been stationed in Istanbul where he headed von Oppenheim’s operation, and had later fought alongside the Ottomans in Palestine. In his work for von Oppenheim, Prüfer had helped organize several jihad congresses.4 He joined the Nazi Party in 1937.

Prüfer had the perfect argument to assure al-Husaini of Berlin’s reliability for his cause. Germany, he said, had studied empires having distant colonies—the British and French model—and concluded that this type of imperial system didn’t work. Consequently, Nazi Germany “only intends to expand in Europe and not to have any colonies [abroad].”5 Al-Husaini was convinced that the Germans would support Arab independence rather than seek to replace the old colonial masters.

Despite the failures of his 1941 Iraqi and 1942 North African campaigns, in September 1942 al-Husaini developed an even more ambitious proposal that he presented to Walther Schellenberg, an intelligence official whom al-Husaini described as “Himmler’s well-known deputy.”6 Calling himself, “One of the most influential Arab freedom fighters,” al-Husaini bragged that he had fought the Jews long before the Nazis took power.7 Having already put himself up as future leader of a Greater Arab Empire including Palestine, Transjordan, Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq, he now added Egypt, Libya, and French North Africa to his projected domain.8 The basis for this Pan-Arab, Pan-Muslim grand unity scheme came from Islamic doctrine, regional history, and Hitler’s own strategy of uniting all Germans in one great empire.

While sometimes giving preference to Vichy French or Italian demands, Hitler generally supported al-Husaini, treated him as a virtual head of state, and funded him lavishly. Even before the war al-Husaini had been receiving German subsidies to pay to various groups including the Muslim Brotherhood.9 The Germans gave him 150,000 marks in foreign currency every month just to subsidize between 125 and 150 Arab students in Paris.10 One of al-Husaini’s agents there was Maruf ad-Dawalibi, later prime minister of Syria and al-Husaini’s successor four decades later as president of the World Islamic Congress.11

Al-Husaini’s immediate entourage, financed by the German government, included about sixty officials. His monthly payroll for the most important aides totaled 11,450 marks paid to twenty-three people, each receiving 200 to 700 marks a month.12 To put this amount in perspective, al-Husaini’s German liaison Grobba, a high-ranking official, earned 1,000 marks a month.13

Among the entourage were at least three nephews: Musa, the intelligence and security chief; Salim; and Safwat, the liaison with students. Others were senior members of al-Husaini’s Higher Arab Committee who had fled to Berlin. Some were involved in military activities, like Fauzi al-Qutb, his explosives expert. Dhu al-Kuffar Abd al-Latif was trained in sabotage and parachuted into Palestine with an elite German-Arab military unit.14

Not all the Germans’ propaganda, intelligence, and military assets among Arabs and Muslims worked for al-Husaini. While accepting al-Husaini’s primacy, Hitler wanted to leave the door open for Arab monarchs to join him. His dream was a Berlin-based Council of Arab Leaders including Egypt’s King Faruq and King Ibn Saud.15 There would also be separate groups representing non-Arab Muslims from the Soviet Union, the Balkans, and India.

A good example of one of the many Arab collaborators independent of al-Husaini or other groups was Yunus Bahri, the most popular Arab broadcaster. In 1931 he had traveled to Berlin and met Goebbels, and in 1939 he began radio work for the Germans. His opening line, “This is Berlin” (Huna Barlin) became famous in the Arabic-speaking world, as did his oft-repeated slogan, “Hayy, ja aiyuha al Arab!” urging the Arabs to “get ready” to launch a revolt. Aside from on-air activity, Bahri worked for the SS to build spy rings.16

But the only potential competitor for al-Husaini was Rashid Ali al-Kailani, whose separate operation focused on Iraq. This was no ideological dispute, merely a battle for personal rank and power. Al-Kailani contested al-Husaini’s primacy but never with any real success. He was the one who signed the September 1941 agreement to create an Arab Freedom Corps, but it was al-Husaini who led it.17 Al-Kailani repeatedly failed with proposals for a German-Arab pact to make himself leader of the whole Middle East.18 The Germans’ preference for the grand mufti was understandable. Al-Husaini had a wide international reach while, at best, al-Kailani only had support in Iraq. Moreover, al-Husaini had impeccable Muslim credentials and, as World Islamic Congress president,19 he assured Hitler that hundreds of millions of Muslims would cooperate closely with Germany.20 Al-Kailani’s effort to strike back was restricted to petty maneuvers. He ordered his entourage to address him by the same title used for Hitler, as their “Führer.”21 He also called himself the United Arab States prime minister.22 In retaliation, al-Husaini successfully campaigned for Berlin and Rome to recognize him as head of the multinational Arab Nation Party.23 The Iraqi scored a point on July 15, 1942, getting a personal meeting with Hitler at his headquarters near the Russian front. The grand mufti retaliated by putting a Pan-Arab flag on his car to show that he represented the whole Arab world.24

In September 1942, the Germans and Italians brought al-Husaini and al-Kailani together with their own respective spy chiefs in Rome. Al-Husaini emerged the victor in the encounter and the Italians officially recognized him as the main Arab leader.25 The four parties agreed that if Axis troops reached Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan, they would create a Pan-Arab army for al-Husaini and a separate Iraqi army for al-Kailani. Both would have Arab generals but would be under the German military’s overall command. Within six months after the war’s end Axis troops were to leave all Middle Eastern lands.26

Al-Husaini was never shy about reminding the Germans of his real or alleged help for their cause and, on that basis, asserting his primacy as the Arab and Muslim leader. In a late 1943 letter to the Foreign Ministry, for example, he claimed to represent all Arabs and Muslims, taking credit for organizing revolts against the Jews and British while leading his people into an alliance with Germany.27 When the BBC condemned al-Husaini as a Nazi collaborator, he went on Radio Berlin and quoted the 1936 British government’s Peel report on Palestine which described him as a powerful figure who had 150,000 people within his network of charities and clerical institutions.28

That doesn’t mean that al-Husaini always got his way with the Germans. He unsuccessfully suggested at least four times that the Foreign Ministry start a Department of Islamic Affairs, proposing as its chief Ettel, who had rescued him in Iran and from Turkey.29 This was a political miscalculation since Ettel was really an intelligence man under cover as a diplomat, and the Foreign Ministry would never have accepted him in such a post. The Foreign Ministry also rejected al-Husaini’s idea of building a large separate army of Muslims from French colonies, since Germany had given primacy in that area to Italy. Germany also used Muslim troops to suit the Reich’s immediate needs, ignoring al-Husaini’s pleas to send them to North Africa.

Still, al-Husaini obtained most of what he wanted. One of the main institutional bases the Nazis gave him was Berlin’s Central Islamic Institute. Founded in 1927, this was largely Goebbels’s project. After briefly visiting Egypt three years earlier, Goebbels became fascinated by Islam and, later, with al-Husaini personally.30 Goebbels saw in al-Husaini a fellow master propagandist with a similar worldview who spoke in the name of millions of Muslims and Arabs.31 Al-Husaini, Goebbels wrote in his diary, was intelligent and had good judgment. If the Nazis worked properly with him they would win over four hundred million Muslims.32

Under al-Husaini’s guidance, the Islamic Institute became a network for propagandists, diplomats, military officers, and intelligence agents. The institute steadily expanded, establishing branches in Göttingen, Dresden, Guben, and Radom.33 The Italians started a similar project in 1942 and invited al-Husaini to its opening in Rome, along with al-Kailani and Afghanistan’s exiled former King Amanullah.34

The Institute’s secretary, the Egyptian Abd al-Halim Najjar, an employee of German Arabic-language radio, was a figurehead. The real chief was the journalist Kamal ad-Din Jalal, who worked with both Goebbels and von Ribbentrop.35 At the December 18, 1942 opening ceremony in Berlin, which took place in the Air War Ministry building, al-Husaini said the Institute would serve not only the two thousand Muslims living in Germany but all of the world’s four hundred million Muslims, who were with Germany in the fight against their joint enemies: Jews, Bolsheviks, Great Britain, and America. He quoted al-Qur’an as showing that Jews were terrorists, the Muslims’ most spiteful enemies, and haters of Muhammad.36

Next to the “Jews, with their race-hatred and capitalism,” al-Husaini continued, the British were the worst enemies, who crushed Arab protests by terror, blood, and fire. Such a brutal foe must be fought with brutality. His audience would have recognized the last phrase as a variation on Hitler’s “Terror can only be broken by terror.”37 Al-Husaini added that he was personally doing his best for the cause by convincing Muslims to join the German army and the SS. Already, he continued, there were twelve thousand volunteers in Bosnia, many of them with military experience. And if the Allies invaded the Balkans, up to fifty thousand Muslims might rise to fight against them.38 Goebbels was very impressed with al-Husaini’s speech, and German newspapers covered it with such headlines as “This War Can Bring Freedom to Islam” and “Against Terror and Slavery,” because the war was a fight to the death between Islam and the Jews.39

A few months later, Rosenberg invited al-Husaini to see his Institute for Research into the Jewish Question in Frankfurt. Al-Husaini admired the Nazis’ chief ideologue as a great philosopher. They agreed on every point, including viewing the Protocols of the Elders of Zion as the core document explaining world history. Al-Husaini’s visit to Rosenberg’s institute lasted for three full days starting April 12, 1943, and both sides were quite pleased with the result. The institute, founded in 1939, had seventy researchers and six hundred employees studying Europe’s Jews, including academics from Germany, Austria, Hungary, and France. The director, Hans Hagemeyer, flattered al-Husaini, calling him a pioneer in the struggle against Zionism, a man from whom the Nazis could learn much about Jewish perfidy.40

As a result of these meetings, al-Husaini decided that he wanted his own Jewish institute. He sent an aide, the Syrian Adil Maski, to work for Rosenberg’s institute to gain experience, his main task being to translate its fortnightly anti-Semitic magazine, Weltkampf: Die Juden-frage in Geschichte und Gegenwart (Battle for the World: The Jewish Question Past and Present), into Arabic.41 With three thousand marks a month from the German government, al-Husaini began his own Jewish Institute in Berlin, mixing hatred of Jews with promoting Islamism. He specifically requested and received a confiscated Jewish apartment to house the institute.42

Al-Husaini wrote Rosenberg, thanking the Nazi ideologue for showing how the “democracies consider the protection of the Jewish parasites as their holy duty.” He commended Rosenberg for revealing that the Jews wanted a state as a base for subordinating and destroying all the other peoples of the world, and concluded, “Our common fight against world Jewry makes the Germans and Arabs allies.”43

There was no clearer proof of how the radical Arab nationalist and Islamist worldview paralleled that of the Nazis than al-Husaini’s “stump speech,” written in 1943 and used in his talks to SS soldiers and imam training courses.44 One of his translators, Zvonimir Bernwald of the Bosnian SS Hanžar Division, testified that he heard al-Husaini give this speech to classes of Muslim SS soldiers in Zagreb and Banja Luka in occupied Yugoslavia, and later in an imam training course at Potsdam near Berlin.45 Al-Husaini made a similar speech to Bosnian SS division imams in October 1944.46

Nazi Germany, said the grand mufti, was the Muslims’ natural ally. It had never invaded an Islamic land; it fought world Jewry, the archenemy of Islam; and it battled against England, the power that had destroyed the caliphate and the Islamic empire in India. Nazi Germany also fought against Communism, which tyrannized forty million Muslims and tried to destroy Islam.

These things would be sufficient to justify a strong Nazi-Muslim alliance, al-Husaini continued, but there was something else that brought the two sides together: the parallels between the Islamic world view and National Socialism. He gave a long list of such parallels, backing each assertion with quotes from al-Qur’an and Muhammad’s sayings:

• Belief in one God taught the need for a single, all-powerful leader. When Muhammad died, a caliph was chosen as sole ruler whom all Muslims must obey. Order, discipline and obedience were central to Islam: the imam led the prayer; the commander led the soldiers. This leader makes decisions alone, not bound by anyone else including voters or a parliament. National Socialism was built on this same principle, with Hitler as the German equivalent of the caliph.

• Islam saw its people as a single global community (umma) that should live within a single powerful state. The Nazis had the same view of the Germans.

• Jihad was one of Islam’s main duties. Every Muslim saw jihad and martyrdom as the crown to his deeds of faith. Many verses of al-Qur’an asked Muslims to fight and to sacrifice their livelihoods and blood. Nazism also stressed struggle, battle, and self-sacrifice.

• Islam put the community of believers first, with the common good being more important than any individual’s welfare. A Nazi Party motto, directed against the “Jewish materialistic spirit”—and even appearing on coins after 1934—was “The common good comes before the private good.”47

• Islam dealt with family as society’s basic organizational group. The father ruled the family; children must obey parents. Motherhood was revered. Having children was good; abortion was prohibited. This approach echoed Hitler’s doctrines including the idea—popular among Islamists—that a woman’s main job was to produce future soldiers.

• Islam and National Socialism both fought the Jews. Almost one-third of al-Qur’an deals with the Jews, warning Muslims to distrust and battle them, said al-Husaini. The Jews tried to poison Muhammad several times and thus the prophet had no choice but to kill them or drive them from Arabia. Al-Husaini drew up a detailed program from his reading of Muhammad’s example that paralleled Hitler’s policy: Step 1: Stop tolerating Jews. Step 2: Drive out as many as possible. Step 3: Kill all the males and enslave the rest, eventually annihilating them entirely.

• Reverence for labor. Islam protected and esteemed work so that everyone gave according to his ability. This argument was the kind of claim later made by radical Arab nationalists in the postwar era when they decided that they were “Arab Socialists” and aligned themselves with the Soviet Union.

• Finally, an Allied victory would be a triumph for the Jews and a disaster for Muslims and Islam. Since the war was a jihad, all Muslims must fight alongside the Germans. If they did so, the radical Arabs’ program would succeed: the war would be won, Islam saved, the Arabs united, and the Jews destroyed.48

Islamist and Arab nationalist ideology also paralleled that of the Nazis in being racialist. Al-Husaini rejected the claim that Jews and Arabs had common ancestors. No, he said, the two groups were totally different. Arabs were generous and courageous; Jews were greedy and cowardly. He and al-Kailani protested the Nazi use of the phrase “anti-Semitism” lest people think it included the Arabs, also Semites, as well. Hitler and Rosenberg ordered German propagandists not to use that term49 and instead refer only to being “anti-Jewish.”50 Al-Husaini also encouraged the airing of a radio broadcast in late 1942, written with Grobba’s supervision, saying that the Germans viewed the Arabs as a worthy race equal to the Aryans.51

The differences between the Arab and Jewish races, al-Husaini explained, were the reason for the eternal hostility between them. The conflict had intensified with the advent of Islam because the Jews plotted against Muhammad. This enmity had continued as Muslims recognized they must liberate themselves from the Jews. The struggle “between two races” was rooted in religion and would continue until “one race” was destroyed.52 Thus, genocide against the Jews was a necessity in al-Husaini’s own ideology, not an idea borrowed from Hitler or abandoned once the Third Reich fell.

This basic approach was echoed and amplified by the forty-four-year-old Egyptian Muhammad Sabri, who had edited the German translation of al-Husaini’s prewar appeal for Muslims to cleanse their lands of Jews, to which Sabri added his own thoughts.53 The Nazis distributed the booklet as widely as possible in several languages.54

In explaining why Muslims were uninterested in Communism, Sabri pointed out that their society lacked both proletarians and industry, while Islam as a religion was at odds with atheistic Communism. Indeed, the Communists, guided by the Jews, had decided to destroy Islam. In this conspiracy, Sabri provided the enemy with a surprising ally: African-Americans from Harlem—presumably American Communists studying in the USSR—were allegedly training to destroy Islam in Africa.
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Figure 20. Heinrich Himmler and Amin al-Husaini meet on July 4, 1943 near the Ukrainian town of Zhitomir. On that occasion, as al-Husaini admitted in his 1999 memoirs, Himmler confided to him that he had killed three million Jews.

Muslims know, continued Sabri, that “as Muhammad said: ‘You will never see a Jew and a Muslim together without the Jew trying secretly to destroy the Muslim.’” Even before Nazism, Arabs and other Muslims had placed restrictions on the Jews who lived among them. God had revealed Islam; Jews had created Communism.55 Sabri even adapted the Nazi term of Jews as subhuman, Untermenschen. Consequently, he concluded, “The German steps against the Jews nowhere found so much sympathy and support as with the Muslim people.”56

While there were many later attempts to revise or explain away the rhetoric of al-Husaini and his colleagues, they were always totally unrepentant. For al-Husaini, the Arabs and Muslims were engaged in a “struggle for liberation [against the] dirty race” of Jews.57 In his memoirs, al-Husaini recalls telling the students at the imam school that the Jews were full of greedy egoism and feelings of superiority, hatred, and self-hatred. All attempts to educate or improve them had failed. Consequently, the only solution was extermination.58

It was at the site of such an extermination campaign, in the village of Zhitomir, just east of Kiev, where Himmler and al-Husaini met on July 4, 1943. The previous year Jews in the area had been wiped out by the Germans. Now the village had been renamed Hochwald and was the site of Himmler’s field headquarters. He traveled there on his own private train named “Heinrich,” after himself, managed by an SS officer, Josef Tiefenbacher.
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Figure 21. On page 126 of his memoirs, al-Husaini reveals Himmler’s remarks at their meeting in Zhitomir on the Jews and the Final Solution. “Every time I heard of his deep hatred of the Jews. He accused them of being offenders who allege that they are ill-treated. He said they are igniters of the fire of war. In doing so, they are selfish, as shown by the scope of harm done to Germany in the past war. They always stoke the fire of war and use it for their material interests though without injuring themselves a bit. Therefore, we have decided in this war to make them suffer and to pay attention to their activities in advance. Thus, up to now we have liquidated about three million of them (this conversation was in the summer of 1943).”

The story of this meeting between Himmler and al-Husaini can only be told now, using materials from Russian archives.59 Al-Husaini mentions it vaguely in his memoirs.60 Along the way, al-Husaini visited some places in Poland and the USSR that the Germans had captured. There is an interesting mystery here. Simon Wiesenthal, who conducted the most thorough contemporary research on al-Husaini’s wartime activities, thought the grand mufti had visited Auschwitz or other German death camps in May.61 It is also possible, however, that al-Husaini did so, accompanied by Eichmann and his aide Alois Brunner, on his way to Zhitomir.62 Also conveniently located for a possible visit along the route were the Treblinka and Majdanek concentration camps.63

Once he arrived in Zhitomir, al-Husaini saw, according to Himmler’s diary, the SS model colony, one of twenty-seven organized by Rosenberg in the plan to Germanize large areas of western Russia.64 The Arab guest was given the apartment next to the rooms of SS General Ernst August Rode, who had been leading the forces pursuing partisans in the German-occupied areas with great brutality.65 The visit was marked by two receptions, where Himmler and al-Husaini dined with the SS generals Berger, Fritz von Scholz, Rudolf Brandt, and Werner Best. Brandt would become notorious for ordering eighty-six Jews to be killed in order to create a collection of their skeletons for research.66 Best had been instrumental in persuading French officials to implement anti-Jewish measures, and would soon become German commander in Copenhagen.
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Figure 22. The program of al-Husaini’s visit to Himmler at Zhitomir planned every activity down to the minute, including morning and afternoon refreshments, a one-hour conversation followed by a luncheon with the Reichsführer-SS, alternative clement and inclement weather afternoon activities, and exactly which leading SS officers (mostly known as mass murderers of Jews) were to attend at each stage. Copy of Heinrich Himmler’s office calendar, 1943–44, in the possession of the German Historical Institute, Moscow.
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Figure 23. The program of the Oybin meeting between Himmler and al-Husaini once again included many SS officers known as perpetrators of genocide. Given that al-Husaini traveled widely in occupied Poland, the Oybin and Zhitomir meeting schedules make Simon Wiesenthal’s findings on al-Husaini’s visits en route to the death camps of Auschwitz, Maidanek, and Treblinka all the more plausible. Copy of Heinrich Himmler’s office calendar, 1943–44, in the possession of the German Historical Institute, Moscow.

After dinner and a stroll around the grounds, al-Husaini, Himmler, Berger, Best, and von Scholz went to Himmler’s home at Hegewaldheim.67 They watched a film, Walter von Molo’s The Never-Ending Way, about the life of the German economist Friedrich List, who a half-century earlier had argued that Germany didn’t need colonies in the Middle East.68 Himmler told al-Husaini, not so tactfully it seems, that the Germans had played the leading role in defeating Muslim invasions of Europe in the past, referring to the battle at Poitiers that stopped them in 732 and the two sieges of Vienna in 1529 and 1683. Al-Husaini replied that this was a pity as it “took away from Europe the spiritual light [of Islam] and the blooming Islamic civilization.”69

As if to make up for this potential discord, the Germans asked al-Husaini to tell them more about Islam and Arab history. They praised the religion, and Himmler told him that SS men, like Muslims, were not permitted to drink alcohol.70 Getting down to business, Himmler informed al-Husaini that the Nazis had already killed three million Jews and were making great progress on developing nuclear weapons. He was trying to persuade his guest that Germany would win the war and make him ruler over much of the Middle East.

This argument was harder to make when Himmler and al-Husaini met again on May 8, 1944 in Germany, near the town of Oybin in Saxony where al-Husaini was living. By this point, the Allies were bombing Germany daily and the Red Army was advancing on the eastern front. Just ten days earlier, Eichmann had begun the deportation of Hungarian Jews to Auschwitz.

In the afternoon, al-Husaini met SS leader General Hermann Fegelein, brother-in-law of Hitler’s companion Eva Braun.71 According to al-Husaini, they spoke about horses and the grand mufti recited some Arabic poetry.72 Al-Husaini does not record whether he discussed Fegelein’s experience leading his men in their murder of about fourteen thousand Jews in the area between Brest and Pinsk. Before dinner, al-Husaini talked with General Hermann Reinecke and Colonel Adolf Westhoff for two hours. The two men had been involved in organizing and leading the Muslim units al-Husaini had helped raise.73 This included the Hanžar Division, which had participated in massacring thousands of Bosnian Jews, Christian Serbs, and Roma (“Gypsies”).74

Attending the two sessions of discussion held that evening were Berger; SS Sturmbannführer Grothmann; Sturmbannführer Hans Weibrecht, who had commanded units executing Jews in Poland and Russia and had been appointed al-Husaini’s personal aide for the occasion; Horst Wagner from the Foreign Ministry, who had worked with al-Husaini on Balkan issues; and Hanns Johst, a friend of Himmler and one of Hitler’s favorite writers.75

All of these interactions showed that both sides in the alliance saw their relationship as a true partnership and not merely a minimum cooperation conducted for convenience. This was made possible by the fact that the worldview and ideology of the Nazis and their radical Arab and Islamist allies was so compatible.

Still, their utmost efforts and mutual help could not bring victory. Yet while the Nazi ideology collapsed in 1945 and virtually vanished from German and European life, the radical Arab nationalist and Islamist ideologies flourished thereafter. Their basic concepts changed surprisingly little despite the passage of decades, events, and generations. Often the word “Israel” was substituted for the word “Jew.” Nevertheless, the profoundly doctrinal hatred for Jews and the belief in the necessity of destroying them remained the core reason for the Arab-Israeli conflict’s enduring and irresolvable nature.76

While these ideas and activities would continue to be powerful in the Middle East, Berlin would no longer be at their center. SS Hauptschar-führer Erich Mansfeld did not know, on April 30, 1945, that this would be his last day of work. The thirty-two-year-old German policeman was a guard at Hitler’s Berlin bunker. The main entrance was through a tunnel from Hitler’s offices on the Wilhelmstrasse. But there were also an emergency exit and an escape hatch behind the building, a few yards from Hermann-Göring-Strasse. That day, Mansfeld was assigned to a small concrete tower next to the escape hatch when another guard dropped by at 4 P.M. to borrow a gun. As Mansfeld leaned out the tower’s window to hand it down, he saw four members of Hitler’s bodyguard run out the emergency door ten yards away.77

He went over to see what was happening. Out came Hitler’s personal aide followed by two SS men carrying the Führer’s body wrapped in a carpet. Immediately behind came another guard holding the body of Hitler’s companion, Eva Braun. Accompanied only by Goebbels and Hitler’s secretary, Martin Bormann, they walked a few steps from the exit. An officer ordered Mansfeld back to his post. He complied but continued watching through the observation slit. He saw men pour gasoline onto the two bodies and set them aflame.

But the Third Reich’s Arab and Islamist allies were just getting started in conducting what would become the longest war of all.


10 The War After the War

By 1943, the British controlled the regimes ruling every Arab country, or at least could depend on their support for the war. Britain had returned as-Said to power in Iraq; installed the moderate nationalist Wafd Party in Egypt; backed the loyal Abdallah in Transjordan; taken over the French colonies of Lebanon and Syria; ruled Palestine; captured—along with the Americans—Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria; and also occupied Iran, along with the Soviets and Americans. In contrast, their Arab enemies were either in Allied prisons or in Berlin. The same situation of moderates displacing radicals happened briefly in Palestinian Arab politics. The absence of the grand mufti and his closest supporters gave a chance for more moderate men to fill the vacuum. Musaal-Alami, who had previously collaborated with al-Husaini and the Nazis, changed sides and persuaded five anti-Husaini Palestine Arab parties to make him their joint representative at the October 1944 Arab summit conference in Alexandria.1

At first, al-Alami was seated at a small side table but then his credentials were accepted and Arab leaders welcomed him with kisses and embraces. No doubt they were relieved not to have to deal with al-Husaini.2 The meeting’s tone was moderate. Al-Alami proposed accepting the British White Paper, reversing al-Husaini’s 1939 rejection of it. Egypt even suggested offering some compromise to the Jews. The Saudi king warned against too strong a resolution on Palestine during the U.S. election campaign. In the end, the conference backed the 1939 White Paper.3 Of course, Arab countries and al-Alami wanted to prevent the creation of a Jewish state. But, in contrast to al-Husaini and his pro-German allies, they hoped to do so through diplomacy rather than violence, and possibly make some deal with the Zionists rather than murdering all of the Jews.4

Since the grand mufti’s strategy had clearly failed, Transjordan’s ruler Abdallah argued, someone else should be given a chance to solve the issue. Only he accurately gauged the Zionists’ power and organization. He pulled no punches in describing the Palestine Arabs’ “backward state of development” while, in contrast, the Jews, “Are constantly increasing their hold on the country. . . . Cultivating the sandy areas, boring wells, recovering dead lands and converting them into gardens of paradise. Arab parties are still fighting over the claims to leadership of those men who were responsible for the ruin of their country.”5

As the war came to an end, some portents seemed to favor the Arab side in the dispute: Western desire for Arab friendship, relative unity, the Arab states’ bigger role in international politics, and Arab oil’s growing importance. But in fact, largely due to the radicals’ disastrous strategy and the war itself, the Arabs had lost ground since 1939. U.S. involvement in the region provided additional support for the Zionists. The Holocaust had brought not only international sympathy for the Jews but made hundreds of thousands of European Jewish survivors desperate to immigrate to Palestine.

Yet the key question remained: Was the surest way to Arab victory through diplomacy and compromise or was total triumph the only acceptable outcome and war the only proper method?

In 1939, the radical nationalists and Islamists had chosen the path of violence and extremism, a story that would repeat itself in 1947–48. Yet that outcome was not inevitable and in 1945 even seemed unlikely. Al-Alami tried to prevent the grand mufti’s return by obtaining the Arab states’ backing for himself. He even courted Jamal al-Husaini, just released from his wartime exile in Southern Rhodesia. As-Said and the British also hoped Jamal would participate in a new, more moderate Palestinian Arab leadership. Instead, Jamal remained loyal to his brother Amin al-Husaini rather than join his brother-in-law al-Alami.

The Arab states lost their nerve and Jamal al-Husaini, leading Amin al-Husaini’s forces, outmaneuvered the smaller parties. Instead of imposing al-Alami and less extreme forces as the new Palestine Arab leadership, an Arab League–appointed commission appointed a twelve-man Palestinian leadership group, with five seats given to al-Husaini’s Palestine Arab Party and the presidency left open for Amin al-Husaini. Al-Alami was merely given one seat as an independent while the other smaller parties got one place each. The prewar radical nationalist, Nazi collaborationist and Islamist leadership had been restored. What followed—war, defeat, Israel’s creation, and a seemingly endless Arab-Israeli conflict—was thus largely inevitable.

How did al-Husaini so easily escape punishment for his war crimes? After the world war ended, even ordinary concentration camp guards were charged, tried, and convicted of acting as accessories to mass murder. They had done far less than the man who had been Germany’s leading non-European accomplice. Among his deeds had been launching a bloody revolt in Palestine; assassinating British officials; killing hundreds of other Palestine Arab and Jewish civilians; fomenting a pro-Axis revolt and a massacre of Jews in Iraq; collaborating with Hitler; gathering intelligence for the Germans; recruiting Muslim army units for the German army and SS; preparing a Middle East Holocaust against the Jews; promoting pro-Axis revolts in Egypt and elsewhere; and conducting pro-Nazi propaganda by every means at his disposal.

Al-Husaini’s denials of the charges against him were not very credible. On August 26, 1946, he claimed that Zionists had inserted forged statements about him in captured German records. A year later he promised to produce documents disproving his “alleged pro-Axis activity as claimed by the Jews” and proving his “innocence,” but he never did so.6 To neutralize any U.S. effort to go after him as a war criminal, al-Husaini lied by claiming he had “never spoken against America” in his Berlin radio talks. In fact, from the time America entered the war in December 1941 he had constantly charged it as being the Muslims’ enemy and the slave of world Jewry.7

During Eichmann’s trial, he lied at a May 4, 1961 press conference, saying he had “never met Eichmann” and claiming, “The Nazis needed no persuasion or instigation either by me or anybody.”8 Trying to conceal how decisions to commit genocide coincided with his agreements and meetings with Hitler, al-Husaini added that he had arrived in Germany only “after the Nazis had adopted their measures against the Jews.”9

Yet on other matters, he boasted of complicity. In his memoirs, al-Husaini bragged about how he had blocked Jewish escape from Europe, and made clear that he understood that this was why he was considered to be responsible for the death of so many Jews.10 He mentioned his many interventions to stop releases, including those of children.11 Al-Husaini justified this behavior at the time and later by saying that these people would have helped build and maintain a Jewish state in Palestine, the same rationale the PLO and Hamas would use for killing Israeli civilians, including children, decades later. Eichmann himself identified the al-Husaini–Hitler meeting as the turning point in setting off the implementation of genocide.12

The Germans also kept him better informed than anyone else about the planned and ongoing mass murders. Of course, this was because they knew he favored them, furthered them in every way in his power, and planned to initiate his own genocide in the Middle East. The only thing that stopped him was the German army’s failure to conquer that region. And where the Nazis ruled and al-Husaini had influence—in the Balkans, Tunisia, and Soviet Muslim areas—he supported their policy and trained people to implement it.

For this and many other reasons, al-Husaini was a war criminal and should have been tried as such. The grand mufti was so unrepentantly pro-Nazi that in his memoirs he attacked as a traitor and sell-out his old espionage handler, Canaris, who had turned against Hitler and tried to overthrow the Nazi regime.13 Some German counterparts noted that he was more fanatical than they were.

The Allies knew all of these facts, and began hunting Eichmann and al-Husaini as war criminals in late 1944.14 It was an American officer who seized al-Husaini’s archive in Berlin. Prior to this, al-Husaini had one of his aides, Mustafa al-Wakil, photograph his papers, and used parts of them in his memoirs.15 But most of the materials fell into Allied hands and ended up in the State Department’s basement.16

In mid-1945 Simon Wiesenthal, an Austrian Jew who had spent four and a half years in concentration camps17 and had thereafter worked for U.S. and Israeli intelligence and war crimes investigators, began researching the close ties between Eichmann and al-Husaini.18 He published his conclusions in early 1947 and later testified about al-Husaini at the Eichmann trial.19

The State Department considered the idea of trying al-Husaini as a war criminal at the Nuremberg trial, while the CIA produced a dozen reports on al-Husaini’s involvement in war crimes. But in 1950, it decided to let al-Husaini escape justice, concluding that to do otherwise would stir up trouble for the United States in the Middle East. The British and French had already reached similar conclusions. As would happen in later decades with many terrorists—especially the PLO—Western inaction was justified by political considerations.20

Equally, while much of the Arab-Israeli conflict’s ensuing history might have happened anyway, if al-Husaini had been kept in custody or tried for war crimes, thus allowing more moderate leaders to emerge, it is conceivable that Palestine might have been partitioned into two states in 1948. The flight of Palestinian Arab refugees might never have happened. Tens of thousands of people who died over decades of continuing conflict might have lived.

This, of course, involves speculation. Yet it is a reasonable assertion that this history would have been less bloody than what actually happened. Certainly, the radical nationalists’ and Islamists’ post-1948 domination of both the Palestinian movement and most Arab states, whose view of Jews was comparable to that of their former Nazi allies, made it all the more certain. Western inaction against al-Husaini’s Islamist ideology and role as an accomplice to genocide made it harder for a self-critical climate in the Arab world, or any international soul-searching that might have brought the region alternative policies and rulers.

In the war’s closing days, the Germans had tried to spirit al-Husaini to a neutral country, but Switzerland refused him entry and the French captured him. The only country that ever demanded his prosecution was Yugoslavia, because of the atrocities committed by the Muslim units al-Husaini had recruited and helped train. On July 10, 1945, Tito’s government put his name on the international list of wanted war criminals.

Ironically, al-Husaini was saved by two other former Nazi collaborators who had worked for him during the war. One was Husain Sulaiman Djozo, whom al-Husaini had hired as an instructor at his SS imam training school and who went on to be the Bosnian SS division’s chief imam. Tito’s Communist government pardoned Djozo because it needed a Muslim leader who it knew would follow orders. As an ex-collaborator Djozo was too vulnerable not to obey. If al-Husaini was a war criminal for raising the SS units, Djozo was, too, for helping to lead them. Thus he had a strong incentive to persuade Tito to leave al-Husaini alone.21

The grand mufti’s other savior was Abd ar-Rahman Azzam, the postwar Arab League’s secretary general. Azzam threatened an Arab boycott against Yugoslavia unless al-Husaini was taken off the list. Since the deposed Yugoslav royal family had taken refuge in Cairo, Egypt’s government hinted that it would retaliate by letting them organize an opposition center there. Consequently, the Yugoslav government quietly removed al-Husaini’s name in August 1945.22

Meanwhile, al-Husaini enjoyed relative freedom in Paris. The French let him direct aides, seek Arab League support, and order arms purchases for the next battle against the Jews. He authorized Saad ad-Din Arif, his main arms smuggler, to draw money from funds supplied by Nazi Germany. Ahmad Hilmi, his banker, and Ishaq Darwish, his secretary, signed the checks.23 While in French custody for crimes committed during the last war, al-Husaini was permitted to start fighting the next one, using Nazi-supplied money and guns.

When al-Husaini’s arrest was reported in late May 1945, it was widely expected that the French would turn him over to the British, who had been chasing him for the last seven years. While the Anglo-French extradition treaty related to criminals not politicians, al-Husaini worried that he would end up in British hands and be tried as a war criminal, but neither country took any serious action against him.24

On the contrary, the French protected him.25 On August 28, 1945, the French government elevated the captured man’s status to “privileged” because it was negotiating politically with him.26 U.S. intelligence knew by May 1946 that al-Husaini had secretly instructed old comrades to prepare for his arrival, saying that the French had no objection to his returning to the Middle East.27 As would happen with Khomeini, whom it would help more than thirty years later, the French government reasoned that it could help a dangerous radical in exchange for his promising to respect French interests in the future whatever he did to the British, Americans, or anyone else. In both cases, the French were deceived.

The British government said that the offenses with which al-Husaini might be charged were “not extraditable” and he was “not a war criminal in the technical sense, not a person who served in enemy forces.”28 Yet, of course, he had done far more damage than any private in the ranks of an Axis army. At the time, London was sponsoring the Arab League and seeking to develop postwar strategic ties with the region’s countries. One can only conclude that the British thought prosecuting al-Husaini would cause revolts, resentment, and retaliation in the Arab and Muslim world.29

In June 1946, Acting Secretary of State Dean Acheson announced the issuing of a White Paper on al-Husaini’s war record based on captured files, but the report never appeared. Supreme Court Justice Robert H. Jackson, chief prosecutor at the Nuremburg war crimes trials, said that since the court’s jurisdiction was only to try war criminals in Axis Europe, al-Husaini could not be tried there, disregarding the fact that his activities in the Balkans and USSR fit the requirements for prosecution.30

While some American Jewish groups proposed that al-Husaini be tried for his role in the Holocaust, they received no cooperation from the U.S. government.31 At the end of the war, the government stopped New York’s Morgen Journal from publishing material about al-Husaini and demanding his trial as a war criminal.32 The liberal magazine The Nation called him an accomplice in the Holocaust, suggested he was only being treated leniently so as not to hurt Muslim feelings, and charged him with directing a movement in Palestine that echoed Nazi slogans.33 The liberal New York Post added new information by publishing extracts from British interrogations of the Arab paratroopers al-Husaini had sent to Iraq. The grand mufti, it said, “organized Axis activities in the Middle East” and was a war criminal being spared punishment because the British and French had agreed to use him as a political instrument.34

Since there were no charges against al-Husaini and the Yugoslavs had dropped him from the wanted list, however, the French released him in May 1946 and he quickly went to Egypt. Following the principle al-Husaini had done so much to introduce—that the most radical was always the most legitimate—no Arab leader tried to block al-Husaini’s return despite all the problems he had caused them. In the Arabic-speaking world he was a hero.

The Muslim Brotherhood campaigned for al-Husaini’s return precisely because of his past radicalism and intransigence, which it defined as Islamist heroism. His old ally Hasan al-Banna wrote:

Great welcome should be extended to him wherever he goes, as a sign of appreciation for his great services for the glory of Islam and the Arabs. . . . What a hero, what a miracle of a man. We wish to know what the Arab youth, cabinet ministers, rich men, and princes of Palestine, Syria, Iraq, Tunis, Morocco, and Tripoli are going to do to be worthy of this hero. Yes, this hero who challenged an empire and fought Zionism, with the help of Hitler and Germany. Germany and Hitler are gone, but Amin al-Husaini will continue the struggle.35

Al-Husaini did continue the struggle, in the same spirit as he had done when allied with Hitler. Most of those who worked with him did the same. Al-Husaini’s top military commanders in the new war against the Jews—al-Qawuqji, Abd al-Qadir al-Husaini, and Salama—had all been Nazi collaborators. Practically the first thing al-Husaini did on arriving in Cairo was to meet Salama and Abd al-Qadir al-Husaini to plan his attack.36

Abd al-Qadir had fought alongside the other two men in defense of Iraq’s pro-Nazi regime. But in a June 1941 battle at Sadr Abu Ghraib he was captured and imprisoned in Iraq for three years. After being released, Abd al-Qadir spent the rest of the war as a guest of the Saudi king in Mecca, where the al-Husaini clan had temporarily moved its headquarters. In January 1946 he arrived in Cairo to go back to work for his uncle.37

Their first task was to retrieve the Nazi arms al-Husaini’s men had hidden in Egypt’s desert for use in the projected 1942 pro-German revolt, a task carried out with help from the Muslim Brotherhood and the Young Egypt Party. The rifles sent directly to them by the Nazis in 1939 for their own revolt were also utilized in the new battles. Salama’s men used them, for example, in the December 8, 1947 attack against Tel Aviv’s Hatikva quarter.38

Al-Husaini had called the SS units he recruited for the Germans “as-Sa’iqa,” (“lightning storm”), named after the Nazis’ stormtroopers. Later, he would use the same name for his Syria-based Palestinian army fighting in the 1947–48 war, which was commanded by al-Qawuqji, still another collaborator with the Germans.39

As leader of the Holy Jihad Troops, al-Jihad al-Muqaddas, Abd al-Qadir drilled his men in a secret training camp near Egypt’s border with Libya. He then led al-Husaini’s main army until he was killed.40 Salama commanded on the key central front where he was mortally wounded by grenade fragments at the battle of Ras al-Ain in 1948.41 There are reports that the Palestinian Arab forces also had ex-Nazi advisers in the field.42

Between arriving in Cairo in May 1946 and launching his war about a year later, al-Husaini worked to muster Arab and Muslim state support, pressuring and blackmailing those—especially in Transjordan and Egypt—who were not eager to fight. As had happened in the late 1930s, Arab governments once more had to take into account the grand mufti’s charisma, ability to incite their own people to violence, and determination to veto any concessions, as well as internal pressures from Islamist and nationalist radicals who incited flammable public opinion.

It might seem excessive to assert that there would have been no 1948 war and no Arab-Israeli conflict without al-Husaini and his allies. Yet no one individual made this outcome more likely than him. While pressures from the public and militant groups between 1946 and 1948 made war seem inevitable, without al-Husaini’s presence as the Palestinian Arabs’ and a transnational Islamist leader there might have been other options. And al-Husaini was well funded by money and well-armed with rifles that had been provided by the Nazis.

With a moderate Palestinian leadership, partition might have been accepted and a Palestinian state created in 1948 or a deal worked out at some point during the half-century that followed.43 Certainly, if the radical faction had not triumphed so thoroughly both politically and ideologically, such an outcome would have been far more possible. Transjordan’s ruler Abdallah was interested in annexing the West Bank and making some deal with the Jews. The Egyptian government was eager to avoid war, and there were other relatively moderate Arab and other Muslim leaders.

One should not oversimplify these complex issues, but the retrospective view that everything was inevitable overstates the case. Once al-Husaini was allowed to reestablish himself as unchallengeable leader of the Palestinian Arabs, this ensured that no compromise or two-state solution would be considered, while making certain that Arab leaders would be intimidated and driven to war. Al-Husaini’s and the radical legacy has continued to dominate the Palestinian national and the Islamist global movement down to the present day.

Like al-Husaini and his own movement, most of the other forces pushing for intransigence and war over the Palestine issue also came from the same radical Arab and Islamist faction that had cooperated with the Nazis: the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Syria as well as militant nationalists and Islamists in Syria and Iraq. Again, while it might seem obvious that what happened was inevitable, a study of the records and secret discussions among Arabs and between Arab leaders and the West during that period—just as with the 1938–1939 events—makes that conclusion far less certain.

During the first phase, between the November 1947 UN partition vote and the end of the mandate accompanied by Israel’s declaration of independence in May 1948, al-Husaini’s men and foreign volunteers from formerly pro-Nazi radical groups fought the Jews. One of those volunteers was a resident of Egypt whose family had emigrated from Palestine named Yasir Arafat, a distant relative of al-Husaini. Arafat claimed that his mentor was Abd al-Qadir al-Husaini, who had fought for the Nazis, and that he had served in a unit under Abd al-Qadir’s command. That unit was a Muslim Brotherhood one and Arafat was at that time either a member of that organization or at least very close to it.44

Among those offering al-Husaini help were Egyptian officers who just five years earlier had collaborated with the Nazis. They called themselves the Free Officers and their ranks included as-Sadat, who had been expelled from the army for his pro-German activities and jailed in 1942. He escaped in October 1944, hiding out as a laborer and truck driver, and then returned home in September 1945, though he was only allowed to rejoin the army five years later.

Immediately after the November 29, 1947, UN partition vote, Free Officers leader Abd an-Nasir, another member of the pro-Nazi faction during the world war, visited al-Husaini at his home in Cairo to explain that his group wanted to support the “resistance movement in Palestine” as volunteers. Al-Husaini requested government permission and was turned down. The moderate Egyptian regime didn’t want to turn over its soldiers to al-Husaini’s control.45

The failure of al-Husaini’s local forces to destroy the Jews in 1947 and early 1948 led to the regular Arab armies’ intervention, finally getting Abd an-Nasir into the fighting. But they, too, were defeated. Israel survived the onslaught, though this was not the conflict’s end but only its beginning.

After the lost war, al-Husaini was desperate. The Jewish state was established despite his four-decade-long struggle from Istanbul, Jerusalem, Beirut, Baghdad, Tehran, Berlin, Paris, and Cairo to stop it. The rest of Palestine was also lost to him. Egypt seized the Gaza Strip; Trans-jordan annexed the West Bank and the eastern part of Jerusalem. On December 20, 1948, Abdallah even took away the grand mufti job, appointing in al-Husaini’s place his old rival Hisham ad-Din Jar Allah, and al-Husaini’s effort to create—at last, when too late—a Palestinian government in exile went nowhere.

Habib Hasan, his bodyguard for many years, left him.46 Al-Husaini, clearly under psychological stress, became irritable and antagonistic toward people. Trusting no one, he carried two guns and slept in a different place each night.47 He certainly could not depend on Arab governments, which had finally succeeded in shutting him out of regional politics. Publicly and officially, however, nobody blamed al-Husaini for having thrown away the prewar opportunities to get all of Palestine, betting on the Nazis to win the war, rejecting a UN-created Palestinian state, losing the remaining territory to his supposed Arab allies, and leading his people into a disastrous, avoidable war that resulted in so many of them becoming refugees.

Instead, the radical nationalists and Islamists blamed the disaster—the nakba, in Arabic—on Israel, the West, and Arab state leaders rather than on al-Husaini’s radicalism, intransigence and Islamism. And when they—like Abd an-Nasir—condemned governments of the time as incompetent, weak, and corrupt, they were complaining that those rulers had been too moderate. What was needed, the revolutionaries concluded, was not rethinking but revenge.

It would be easy to assume that al-Husaini’s career as an important political figure was finished in 1948, but that was not at all true. Instead, he devoted the remaining quarter-century of his life in seeking to ensure that radical Islamism would have its revenge on Western democracies, Israel, and Arab nationalists alike. During the years of Islamism’s eclipse, supplanted and repressed by its former radical nationalist partners, al-Husaini kept the movement alive. Arab regimes, aside from the pious Saudis, wanted nothing to do with al-Husaini. Jordanian and Iraqi leaders were angry at al-Husaini’s past subversive efforts against them. Egypt and Syria wanted no interference by al-Husaini or the Islamists with their radical nationalist agenda and the Palestinian issue. Given this enmity, al-Husaini had ample reason to end his attempt to balance nationalism and Islamism in favor of becoming a purely Islamist revolutionary.48
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Figure 24. A CIA report from 1953 describes al-Husaini’s Islamic Congress in Jerusalem, his outreach to the West Bank Palestinians, and his cooperation with the Muslim Brothers and other Islamists, among them Said Ramadan in Karachi and Ayatullah Kashani in Tehran. Note the congress’s resolutions that “all Muslims must work for the liberation of Palestine” and that “dealing with Israel is treason.” The report is testimony to the survival of international Islamism at a time that it was being suppressed by nationalist regimes in many Middle Eastern countries.

At the time, al-Husaini’s plan for a worldwide radical Islamist movement seemed utmost fantasy, yet today that dream has come true. His first step was an attempt to unite the movement in 1951 by founding the League of Jihad Call at his Cairo residence. Mostly, however, it just brought together his old Egyptian allies, the Muslim Brotherhood, whose leader Hasan al-Hudaibi participated, and the fascist Young Egypt Party.49

But al-Husaini would not confine his new campaign to mere words. On July 16, 1951, he met al-Qawuqji in a Lebanese village. They had received reports that former Lebanese Prime Minister as-Sulh was visiting Abdallah to discuss making peace with Israel. According to a CIA investigation at the time, al-Husaini gave the order and, the next day, al-Sulh was assassinated. Three days later, one of al-Husaini’s men, a member of his Holy Jihad militia, killed Abdallah.50 The Jordanians captured Musa Abdallah al-Husaini, who had planned the attack for his boss and relative, and hanged him the following year.

Al-Husaini also kept up his contacts with old German comrades, many of them now escaped war criminals. In Cairo, Damascus, and other places he helped ex-Nazi officials obtain new identities and jobs, and even converted several of them to Islam. His most notable convert, Johann von Leers, would lead the Nazi underground in the Middle East.51

Shut out of Middle East politics, al-Husaini developed a broader Third World orientation, finding a political home in the growing “non-aligned movement” of countries trying to stake out an independent position in the Cold War. He was personally admitted to participate in the organization of nonaligned countries despite the fact that he had only recently been aligned with the Axis and led no country. Al-Husaini took part in the 1949 New Delhi and 1954 Colombo conferences of Asian nations, making sure the Palestine question was always included in discussions. In 1955 he attended the Bandung summit in Indonesia, where the nonaligned movement became a significant force. Arriving with two aides, Muhammad Ishaq Darwish and Emil al-Ghuri, al-Husaini met with leaders of twenty-nine countries, including India’s Jawaharlal Nehru, Indonesia’s Ahmad Sukarno, and Egypt’s Abd an-Nasir. He was also at the Belgrade session six years later where his host was Yugoslav dictator Tito, who had once added him to and then removed him from the list of war criminals for his involvement in massacring Tito’s countrymen during World War II.

While Abd an-Nasir continued to consult with al-Husaini through the 1950s, the former grand mufti’s main sphere of activity was in non-Arab Muslim countries, especially Pakistan and Iran. He cultivated such figures as Ghulam Siddiq Khan in Berlin, Mirza Ali Khan in Waziristan, and, continuing old efforts to foment Muslim revolts in India, with Ghulam Abbas, head of the Kashmir Liberation Front.52 In Pakistan, al-Husaini organized annual meetings from 1949 to 1952 of his Islamic World Congress, whose services he had offered Hitler a few years earlier, thanks to the hospitality of the Pakistani government, Egypt’s ambassador to Pakistan Muhammad Ali Aluba, and Shaudri Khaliq az-Zaman, head of Pakistan’s Muslim League.53

Early in 1951, al-Husaini visited Tehran to renew his acquaintance with Abd al-Qasim al-Kashani, the leading Islamist cleric, and Nawwab Safawi, the ex-Nazi agent who headed the radical Islamist group Fidaiyyun al-Islam. Tehran was then in turmoil due largely to Safawi’s group which committed six political assassinations that year. On March 7, it killed pro-British Prime Minister Ali Razmara. U.S. intelligence reported, whether accurately or not isn’t clear, that the Soviets were now funding the Iranian Islamists and al-Husaini, too.54

Al-Husaini next sent two of his Egyptian agents—Abd al-Jalil Sukkar and Said Ramadan—to meet with al-Kashani, offering him an alliance. Al-Kashani agreed, and at the Islamic World Congress’s next session, al-Kashani became a board member of al-Husaini’s secret terrorist group, Jamiyyat Fidaiyyun al-Filastin.55 While few of the plans made by this Palestinian Sunni and his Iranian Shia partner were implemented, the two men kept Islamism going through its leanest years. In 1952 they met in Beirut, and al-Kashani brought up his idea of creating a Brothers in Peace group to defend Muslim holy places from foreign imperialism.56

Al-Husaini proposed blocking West Germany’s decision to pay compensation to Israel for Nazi persecution of Jews and confiscation of their property.57 He also suggested getting the Arab League to threaten a boycott of West Germany. His old colleague Azzam, the Arab League’s chief, unsuccessfully sent a joint Arab delegation to Bonn to protest such compensation. No one seemed to notice the irony of two former Nazi collaborators who had been paid some of that confiscated wealth—al-Husaini and Azzam—fighting to deny compensation to the victims. Indeed, that was still the source of the funds that al-Husaini was using to finance his anti-Jewish campaign.

At the December 1953 Islamic World Congress session in east Jerusalem, al-Husaini again cooperated with al-Kashani and Safawi. Also participating were Ramadan, who worked for both al-Husaini and the Muslim Brotherhood, and Sayyid Qutb, the Brotherhood’s leading ideologue.58 Ramadan would become leader of Islamism in Europe while Qutb would be the father of modern Islamist ideology.

In the short run, however, Islamism’s fortunes declined. Safawi was executed in 1955 by Iran’s government for his terrorist deeds, while al-Kashani withdrew from politics and died in 1962. As a result, al-Husaini’s connections with Iranian Islamists were almost extinguished. The Abd an-Nasir regime’s ferocious persecution of the Egyptian and Syrian Muslim Brothers in the 1950s, closing down the organization entirely, was also a setback for his Islamist alliance. Qutb was arrested in 1954, spent most of the next decade in prison, and was executed in 1966. Yet the seeds for future revolution and violence had been planted: one of al-Kashani’s disciples was Khomeini; Safawi’s example inspired revolutionary terrorist Islamist groups in Iran. Both legacies would be critical in the future Islamic revolution there. The Muslim Brotherhood, its many even more radical spin-offs, and indeed all the revolutionary Islamist groups of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries would owe a big debt to al-Husaini’s and Qutb’s innovative thinking.

Why did the United States and its European allies never see the danger posed by al-Husaini and the other Islamists? Of course, at the time they were focused on the Cold War with the Soviet Union. Since the Islamists were anti-Communist, as well as being so weak, they were not perceived as a threat. Indeed, Islamist defectors from the USSR were useful intelligence assets, while Islamism seemed a way to counter the radical secularist Arab nationalists aligned with Moscow.

In part, though, U.S. policymakers were deliberately misled. In 1949, U.S. intelligence was alarmed by al-Husaini’s attempts to set up an intelligence service in partnership with Egypt,59 his efforts to create terrorist groups and foment a new war to destroy Israel, and the chance that he might align himself with the USSR.60 But they soon decided that he was harmless because this was what Arab and German sources told them. Arab contacts and allies asked about the issue by the State Department and CIA assured the Americans that they need not worry because al-Husaini was discredited—for losing Palestine, not as a Nazi accomplice—and would no longer be a problem. West Germany’s Foreign Ministry told the State Department the same thing: Israel considered him a war criminal but this was wrong. Al-Husaini had never been interested in Nazism and had not worked well with the Hitler regime.61 It is easier to understand this assessment when one knows that those making this claim were often themselves ex-Nazi diplomats who had worked with al-Husaini during the war. They now had to clear the former grand mufti in order to clear themselves.

Instead, American policymakers should have been listening to Musa Ali Bigiyev. During the war, he was a Soviet fighter pilot, and was shot down and captured by the Germans. Bigiyev was an ethnic Tatar, son of a distinguished Muslim cleric named Musa Jarullah Bigiyev who lived and taught in Cairo.62 The elder Musa met al-Husaini in the early 1930s at one of the international meetings hosted by the grand mufti. Apparently, after his son was shot down and captured Musa asked al-Husaini to get him released from the Mauthausen camp. Al-Husaini approached Eichmann but Musa Ali refused to join the German army units the grand mufti was forming and so remained a German prisoner.63 Freed at the war’s end, Musa Ali remained in Germany.

In 1949 the younger Bigiyev joined the German Muslim League in Hamburg.64 Members of the group admired al-Husaini.65 Although he remained opposed to the radical Islamists, Bigiyev’s activities made al-Husaini think he was a supporter and thus he tried to use Bigiyev as an agent. What al-Husaini didn’t know, however, was that Bigiyev was passing information to Wiesenthal.66 From Cairo, al-Husaini wrote asking Bigiyev to help establish contacts with Eichmann and other high-ranking Nazis.67 When that plan didn’t work, al-Husaini sent his emissary, Husain Haurani, in October 1949 to give Eichmann’s wife, Veronica, money so she and their three children could join her husband in Argentina.68

As for al-Husaini himself, he never had to flee anywhere. The man whose miscalculations did the most to prevent a Palestinian Arab state’s creation was the one the Nazis would have made the Arabs’ monarch and perhaps even the Muslims’ caliph. The decades of war, blood, and conflict that followed—while obviously the result of wider decisions and forces—were set in motion by a man who should have been in prison as a war criminal yet who most of the world was ready to make a head of state in 1948 if only he would take the invitation.

Al-Husaini lived unvexed in Lebanon until his death by natural causes there in 1974.


11 The Arab States’ Useful Nazis

Many Nazi war criminals evaded justice, but only in the Middle East did this fact have major political implications, and almost exclusively in that region were they able to continue their careers in government, the military, and propaganda work. No Arab country ever expelled any of them for their past war crimes or views, but instead shielded from prosecution all of the German war criminals who fled to them.

South America was also a destination for Nazis to flee and flourish but they were only able to do so in smaller numbers and generally for shorter periods of time than in the Middle East. Indeed, while Argentina’s president Juan Perón invited some to settle in his country, his reign did not last long. When he fell in 1955, a number of those fugitives also moved to the Middle East.1 Outside cooperating Arab countries it was hard for Nazis to keep their presence a secret or to rely on government protection. In effect, old Arab nationalist and Islamist allies functioned as part of the international Nazi underground in helping such people escape and find safe haven. Even Eichmann’s escape to Argentina was largely due to al-Husaini’s help.2

The number of former German officials or officers involved in the war or war crimes who went to the Middle East was over four thousand. In comparison, it is estimated that only between 180 and 800 Nazis escaped to Latin America, mostly Argentina.3 Wiesenthal estimated in 1967 that there were between six and seven thousand ex-Nazi regime officials and officers living in Arab lands.4 For those who still sought to carry out Hitler’s genocidal project or create an ideal totalitarian state, Arabs were the obvious allies and Muslim countries the indispensable refuge.5

Former Nazi government officials and foreign collaborators who worked on Middle East issues were able to revive their fortunes in postwar West Germany after the first wave of prosecutions ended by 1950. In their revived careers, they continued to be sympathetic to other former Nazis, Nazi-era officials, radical Arab nationalists, and Islamists. One of the most influential of these was Hans Globke, Chancellor Konrad Adenauer’s national security adviser who had helped write the laws giving Hitler unlimited power and denying citizenship to Jews.6 Reinhard Gehlen,7 head of West Germany’s Federal Intelligence Service, was the most important ex-Nazi official working with Western intelligence.8 His operation was mainly directed against the USSR but he also did some work involving the Middle East, where Grobba became one of his main agents.9 During the war, Gehlen had been on the staff of army General Staff chief Franz Halder, who also worked for U.S. army intelligence starting in 1946, debriefing captured German officials including Grobba.10

West Germany’s employment of former Nazis, especially SS men and those accused of war crimes, was a source of friction with the United States. The CIA worried about embarrassing public exposure of this fact, and CIA officials discussed as early as May 1950 how to persuade West German intelligence to limit the practice. The CIA proposed to infiltrate Gehlen’s operations to get rid of ex-Nazis there, but in the end, Gehlen was deemed too valuable to sacrifice.11

Another career survivor was Fritz Grobba. Released from a Soviet camp in 1956 after a decade of imprisonment,12 the seventy-year-old Grobba restarted his career, working for both West Germany and the Saudis, beginning with a visit to Baghdad that year.13 The Saudi envoy Midhat al-Ard, a former al-Husaini aide, met Grobba in Berne in 1957 and asked him to set up a West German–Arab Friendship Society. He also invited Grobba to meet Saudi King Khalid, whose kingdom Grobba as ambassador had tried to persuade to join the Axis. After seeing the king, Grobba went to the Middle East to recruit sponsors for the friendship society.14 The plan failed because of Arab anger at West Germany’s decision at the time to pay compensation to Israel for losses and suffering during the Holocaust.15

Aside from hiring Grobba, Gehlen also reportedly consulted with ex-SS officer Otto Skorzeny, who visited Cairo frequently in his job representing Austrian steel companies.16 There he met al-Husaini in early 1953. The two men shared such mutual friends as Eichmann and François Genoud, the Swiss Nazi banker.17 Skorzeny may have later spied for Israel’s Mossad and the CIA against ex-Nazi circles in Cairo.18

Gehlen’s was not the only West German operation based largely on ex–World War II agents. Leverkuehn, a von Oppenheim veteran from World War I and Abwehr chief in Istanbul during World War II, maintained a Lebanon-based network with the help of the Christian Democratic Party, the Foreign Ministry, and the prime minister’s office.

A former Nazi in a particularly key position to help Islamists was Adenauer’s minister of refugees, Theodor Oberländer. A history teacher, Oberländer had joined the Nazi Party and worked in military intelligence. In 1940 he had urged the elimination of all Polish Jews and the next year helped round up and kill seven thousand Jews in Lvov. Later, Oberländer led Abwehr teams in Caucasian Muslim units, recruited with al-Husaini’s help, which committed atrocities in Poland. In his postwar work for the West German government, Oberländer employed other ex-Nazis and assisted Muslim collaborators to remain in the country.

East Germany waged periodic campaigns to discredit West Germany by exposing the Nazi background of government officials there,19 and on November 12, 1958 it released a book that documented Oberländer’s involvements.20 In 1960, he resigned, one of the few former Nazis in key positions who lost their jobs.21

Those who did face prosecution were often able to escape, helped by an underground railroad of sympathizers and former colleagues. The most important such group was ODESSA—Organisation der ehemaligen SS-Angehörigen (Organization of Former Members of the SS), founded by 1947. Another organization, Stille Hilfe (Silent Aid), was set up in Munich by Helene Elizabeth von Isenburg in 1951. On the board were two bishops, Theophil Wurm of Württemberg and Johannes Neuhäusler of Munich, as well as ex-SS men like Wilhelm Spengler and Heinrich Malz, the latter an aide to Gestapo chief Ernst Kaltenbrunner. The complex network involved anti-Communist Catholics, the International Red Cross, and also its Islamic equivalent, the Red Crescent.
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Figure 25. The postwar Nazi Middle Eastern network: A CIA report from 1959 gives the basic “curriculum vitae” of the ex–SS officer and anti-Semitic propa-gandist Johann von Leers, including his journey from defeated Germany via Argentina to Egypt to become adviser on propaganda to an-Nasir’s regime.

The Middle East escape route ran through Italy, Spain, or Portugal, usually ending in Algeria, Egypt, or Syria. ODESSA’s goal was not merely to rescue Nazis but to rebuild the Nazi movement and work to create a Fourth Reich.22 ODESSA’s regional headquarters was in Cairo where it was directed by Johann von Leers.23 In hundreds of dispatches American agents reported regularly about ODESSA activities starting February 26, 1948. Wiesenthal heard about it for the first time in November 1950, from a former Abwehr man operating under the alias “Hans.”24
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Figure 26. The postwar Nazi Middle Eastern network: A CIA report describes von Leers’s contacts and activities in Cairo. Note his close relationship with al-Husaini, his precautions against West German surveillance, and his hatred of that country’s democratic government.
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Figure 27. The postwar Nazi Middle Eastern network: A 1964 CIA report details some of the activities of ODESSA, the Organization of Former SS Members, in helping wanted Nazis escape from Europe and establish themselves overseas. Note the cooperation of a German prison guard in helping the SS officer Hans Zech-Nentwig make a successful jail break, and of an official at the West German embassy in Peru in transmitting forged dollar bills to von Leers.

The case of Hans Walter Zech-Nentwig is a good illustration of how Nazis went to work for Western intelligence agencies and the West German government, evaded punishment for many years, reestablished links to Islamists, were helped to escape when facing prosecution, and ended up in Arabic-speaking countries.

Born in 1916, Zech-Nentwig was a German official in Poland whose activities were so brutal that in April 1943 the Nazis put him in a Warsaw prison charged with rape and smuggling. Escaping to neutral Sweden using the alias Hermann Böttcher, Zech-Nentwig claimed that he had been jailed because he was helping the resistance. British intelligence hired him and Zech-Nentwig plied them with fantastic stories like that of an alleged opposition group led by relatives of SS General Fegelein, brother-in-law of Hitler’s girlfriend, Eva Braun.25

Zech-Nentwig was put to work for the British agent Sefton Delmer’s group in Soldier’s Radio, supposedly located in German-occupied France but actually broadcasting from northern England.26 Pretending to be a genuine German station, it provided doctored news to undermine Axis morale. One of Zech-Nentwig’s colleagues there, Otto John, whom the Allies put in charge as first chief of Bonn’s Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution in 1950, turned out to be a Soviet agent, and he defected to East Berlin in 1954.

After the war, British intelligence helped Zech-Nentwig—now living under the alias Sven Nansen—to find work as an aide of Robert Lehr, later West German minister of interior. But Zech-Nentwig also maintained secret ties with Nazi underground groups. In 1954, fired by the British and by Lehr, Zech-Nentwig became director of a department in Bavaria’s Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs in Munich. Among his duties was dealing with Soviet and Middle Eastern Muslims who had collaborated with Germany during the war and wanted to stay in the country.

One of Zech-Nentwig’s colleagues was Gerhard Wolfrum, another former SS member.27 Wolfrum told Zech-Nentwig in 1957 about the establishment of an “Islamic community” in Munich that had two secret goals. One was to help former Nazi allies; the other was to rebuild the radical Islamist movement in Europe created by al-Husaini and his colleagues before the war. The community’s leader was Nur ad-Din Namanjani, who had fought in both world wars on the German side and became an associate of al-Husaini. “If we succeed in building a true religious community,” wrote Wolfrum to Zech-Nentwig, “we succeed also in gaining political sway.” The result was a renewed partnership. Former Nazis provided financial help and, as West German officials, assisted in dealing with their own government. For their part, al-Husaini and the Muslim Brotherhood cooperated in taking over the Munich mosque.28

Wolfrum was correct. As Ian Johnson shows in his detailed study, A Mosque in Munich, this mosque created by former Nazi collaborators helped by unrepentant Nazis would be the base for an Islamist movement that largely dominates the ever-growing Muslim communities in Europe today.29 At times, this Munich group also worked with U.S. intelligence, for example by providing Muslims to go to Mecca on the 1956 pilgrimage and find out from Soviet counterparts about conditions behind the Iron Curtain.30

Zech-Nentwig, however, did not fare so well personally. Losing his government job, he tried journalism, business, and even asked the East Germans if they would like to buy his services. Finally, some SS men turned him in for the reward. Even Zech-Nentwig’s connections with the powerful Globke couldn’t save him from a trial for the murder of two Jews in Poland.31 Though Globke himself took the witness stand, saying, “It was impossible to reject the order to kill Jews,” Zech-Nentwig was sentenced to four years in prison. But the courts were not yet finished with him. A second trial was scheduled on charges that he had killed fifty-two hundred Polish Jews in Pinsk.32 The ODESSA network engineered his escape from Braunschweig prison to Egypt on April 22, 1964,33 made possible by the fact that a prison guard, Dietrich Zee-mann, was a fellow Nazi.34

Not only did the effort to capture war criminals basically end by 1950, but many such people received pardons and some returned to old jobs in government, the police, and other influential positions.35 Efforts to investigate war criminals and put them on trial were hampered by competition between East and West Germany, sabotage by Nazi sympathizers, and bureaucratic infighting. While monitoring their activities closely—in 1956 the CIA compiled a list of the one hundred most wanted Nazis and there was a global watch list of two thousand former SS men—the victorious Allies were unenthusiastic about catching war criminals.36

The only ones who seemed to be avidly seeking to find Nazi war criminals were Arab governments that wanted to offer them jobs. Von Leers was the most important of these men. Born in 1902, von Leers had been one of Goebbels’s most prolific propagandists.37 After imprisonment by the U.S. Army for eighteen months at war’s end, von Leers, like Eichmann, fled from Hamburg to Argentina. In Buenos Aires he edited pro-Nazi texts for the monthly magazine Der Weg (The Way) and in 1954 published a booklet, entitled Imperial Traitors, condemning those Germans who had opposed Hitler’s regime.38 He wrote articles praising Juan Perón’s dictatorship and expressing passionate anti-Semitism under such pen names as Hans A. Euler, Karl Neubert, Felix Schwarzenborn, and Fritz Büttner.39

Finally the Egyptian embassy in Argentina hired von Leers for a 1956 anti-Jewish campaign. The military attaché, General Hasan Fahmi Ismail, was so pleased with his work that he offered von Leers a well-paid job in Egypt.40 In April 1956, von Leers moved to Cairo. His wife and daughter followed on June 21. Soon after his arrival, al-Husaini converted him to Islam, and in honor of his patron von Leers took “Amin” as part of his own Muslim name, Umar Amin von Leers.41

One of von Leers’s first tasks, in June 1956, was to provide information about which West German government officials were Jews. He worked with another ardent Nazi supporter, Paul Schmitz-Kairo. Von Leers obtained credentials as a journalist, attended the Afro-Asian conference in Bandung—where al-Husaini was also present—and unsuccessfully proposed a resolution there designating Allied-occupied Germany as a colonial area that should be liberated.42

Moving to Egypt’s Ministry of Information and Voice of the Arabs radio station, von Leers carried on his mission of spreading anti-Semitism.43 The CIA reported that he was becoming a religious zealot advocating Islam’s expansion into Europe.44 He founded a publishing company, Umar’s Sword,45 and tapped into al-Husaini’s network through the latter’s associate Mahmud Salih, self-styled head of the anti-Zionist movement in Cairo. He met with Egyptian dictator Abd-an Nasir and made a good impression on that former collaborator with Germany.

One scheme von Leers was involved in was a plan to create an Amnesty International–type group on behalf of ex-Nazis, neo-Nazis, and Third World nationalists, or in his words, a German “national aid society to support the members of nationalist groups imprisoned by courts or prosecuted for their beliefs.”46 And to tie everything together he became the head of ODESSA’s Middle East branch.47

While a February 1959, U.S. intelligence report exaggerated in saying von Leers was “chief propaganda adviser” to Abd an-Nasir, another such evaluation accurately depicted his excellent access to the president.48 Abd an-Nasir certainly saw him as a respected counselor.49 In October, perhaps at von Leers’s suggestion, the Egyptian president read the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which von Leers tirelessly promoted. Thereafter, Abd an-Nasir echoed the book’s themes, telling an Indian interviewer, for example, that “Europe was in the hands of three hundred Zionists” and calling the Holocaust a lie.50 His brother Shauqi translated the Protocols into Arabic and championed its message for decades.51

Von Leers’s other high-level Egyptian contacts included as-Sadat; Ali Sabri, state minister of presidential affairs; Muhammad Khaliq Hasuna, Arab League secretary-general; General Abd al-Azim Ibrahim Fahmi, director of general investigations for the Ministry of Interior; and Hafiz Abd al-Karim, secretary general of the economics ministry.52 For his work, von Leers received a good salary of eighty to a hundred Egyptian pounds monthly.53

One mission von Leers undertook for Abd an-Nasir in October 1957 was to locate former German tank officers to work in Egypt and other Arab countries.54 The Arab League’s representative in Bonn, Hasan Fakhusa, came to Cairo to ask von Leers’s advice on how to effectively lobby West Germany for Arab interests. The Egyptians also used von Leers for anti-British counterintelligence operations.

Von Leers also became an employment agency for escaped Nazis. For instance, he helped Schmitz-Kairo, now known as Abd al-Majid Amin, get an Arab League job. In October 1958 the forty-five-year-old Nazi concentration camp physician Hans Eisele—who had tortured inmates at Buchenwald, Mauthausen, Natzweiler, and Dachau—was a guest at von Leers’s house after fleeing Germany. Eisele, alias Carl Debouche, nursed an ailing von Leers back to health. Cairo granted Eisele asylum, licensed him to practice as a physician, and rejected German attempts to extradite him for trial. After surviving an assassination attempt, in which an Egyptian postman was killed, Eisele died on May 3, 1967 due to unknown causes.55

Von Leers also worked with al-Husaini and his secretary, Hasan Kirkut, on a joint book, The Truth about the Palestine Question, which was to be published in West Germany in a series, “The World Fight against Imperialism and Colonialism,” by the ex-SS man and neo-Nazi publisher Karl-Heinz Priester of Wiesbaden. The book, serialized in the Egyptian newspaper al-Misri in 1954, appeared in Arabic and quickly went through three printings.56

Von Leers’s cover was blown when he ran into a Canadian journalist, William Stevenson of the Toronto Star, who promptly reported on July 3, 1956 that this “former propaganda adviser to Hitler and Perón, now in Cairo, advises Nasser and the Arab League.” Von Leers told him that in postwar Germany, “Americans were Jews running the concentration camps.” He added that Israel must be destroyed because it caused trouble, was not a proper state, and was behind all opposition to Abd an-Nasir and Egypt.57

The British journalist Anne Sharpley also interviewed von Leers in his Ministry of Information office where he poured out his anti-Jewish hatred. She counted two hundred ex-German officers working for the Egyptians.58 Embarrassed, the Egyptians expelled the two Western journalists. Al-Husaini’s Jerusalem daily newspaper al-Jihad reported as well that von Leers was doing propaganda work for Egypt.59 To conceal his government activities, von Leers took a nominal post as German language instructor at Cairo University.

American intelligence discussed the possibility of exploiting “the role of von Leers and other ex-Nazi advisers” to subvert the Egyptian regime. Might Arabs and Muslims be persuaded that Abd an-Nasir was a new Hitler who intended to terrorize and enslave them? But the idea was dropped since, U.S. officials concluded, associating Abd an-Nasir with the Nazis was likely to make him more, not less, popular in the Arab world.60

Meanwhile, von Leers held court in Cairo, bringing together Nazis with important Arab and Islamist figures, some of whom they had worked with during the war. Among von Leers’s many visitors was Vagner Kristensen, an SS man who had helped him escape in 1946.61 Von Leers also met regularly with other ex-Nazi converts to Islam like Ahmad Huber and helped the unrepentant Nazi Ludwig Zind to flee from West Germany to Egypt in 1958. Zind had openly continued to advocate Hitler’s ideas in Germany, including claiming the Jews were guilty for the loss of World War I and Germany’s decline thereafter. Zind even defended the gassing of Jews. When this became known, he was prosecuted.62 During the proceedings, Zind said Israel was a “plague spot” that had to be wiped off the map. He was sentenced to one year in prison but fled on November 28, 1958 to Cairo, then Tripoli, Libya, where the authorities offered him asylum and a teaching post.63 He was later twice briefly arrested during trips to Europe but got off due to technicalities.

Von Leers also dealt with Algerians; with Salah Ben Yusuf, leader of the radical nationalist forces in Tunisia; and the old Moroccan rebel Abd al-Karim. He helped the Algerians in their independence war against France by discouraging West Germans from joining the French Foreign Legion,64 and did research for a book about the conflict, Algeria in Flames.65 Abd an-Nasir also sent ex-Nazis as advisers to the Algerians.66 The story of one such Nazi, who had participated in the Final Solution, was the model four decades later for Algerian writer Boualem Sansal’s book, The German’s Village, which showed how Nazi, Soviet, and Islamist influences would blend together to create so much bloodshed in his country.67

The news of Eichmann’s capture, announced by Israel on May 23, 1960, worried von Leers and his colleagues, who discussed the matter extensively, but he continued to live unmolested in Cairo until his death there on March 5, 1965. Among his close friends was Ludwig Heiden, alias Louis al-Hajj, and John W. Eppler alias Husain Jaffar. Eppler had been a spy for Rommel in Cairo, who had been captured by the British in 1942 when he was liaison to the pro-German underground. One of his main contacts, as-Sadat, was now Egypt’s vice president.68

Heiden worked with both von Leers and al-Husaini.69 He produced a new translation of Mein Kampf into Arabic. In the 1950s it was published in five installments, then in 1963 it appeared as a book that sold well over a million copies. It was so popular that by 1999 the seventh edition appeared, edited by no less than Mustafa Tlass, Syria’s veteran defense minister.

One of the other Nazis who went to Egypt was Ferdinand Heim, a doctor on the Wiesenthal Center’s list of the ten most-wanted war criminals for having tortured concentration camp prisoners.70 Born in 1914, Heim joined the Nazi Party and SS and then, starting in 1940, worked in the Sachsenhausen, Buchenwald, and Mauthausen camps. After two years’ incarceration in U.S. custody, he returned to Germany to work as a physician in 1947. When Eichmann was on trial in Israel in 1961, Vienna issued an arrest warrant for Heim, who fled via France, Spain, Morocco, and Libya to Egypt. Although he was one of the world’s most-wanted war criminals, efforts to trace his whereabouts repeatedly failed. In fact, having converted to Islam and acquired the name Tariq Farid Husain, Ferdinand Heim lived for decades hidden in Cairo. Reportedly, he died in 1992.

Many of the Germans who moved to the Middle East were exsoldiers who worked for Egypt’s government in training, intelligence, prison administration, and propaganda. Some were from among the six thousand German prisoners of war who stayed in Egypt after the war.71 Starting in mid-1947, the Egyptian government began to hire them. Recruiters like Haddad Said, a German with a Syrian passport, with help from the Red Crescent, systematically recruited German prisoners from camps in Germany and Cyprus.

After the 1948 war with Israel began, Arab recruitment of German military advisers moved to Turkey.72 Between 1948 and 1956 the Egyptians had two units of German military advisers. Ex-general Wilhelm Fahrmbacher led the Armed Forces group with thirty-one men, while Wilhelm Voss of the Nazis’ wartime Škoda factories led the Research Center for Explosives and Weapons unit, with fifteen. Their Egyptian counterparts later judged them superior to the Soviet technicians who eventually replaced them.73

The Americans received reports in 1952 that Voss had helped Otto Ernst Remer to escape to Cairo. Remer had been a key figure in blocking the anti-Nazi coup against Hitler following the attempted assassination of the dictator on July 20, 1944, and denouncing those involved, who were executed as a result. In Cairo, the adviser for Egyptian paratroops, Gerhard Mertens, who was paid 144 Egyptian pounds a month, helped Remer get on the Egyptian payroll at 50 Egyptian pounds a month. Remer met al-Husaini and worked with the Muslim Brotherhood as a military adviser until he returned to Germany under a 1954 amnesty. There, he became a leading Holocaust denier.74

German war criminals were also important as advisers to the Egyptian secret police. Gleim, the former SS commander in Poland, and his aide, Bernard Bender alias Ben Salam, held leading posts in the security police and greatly assisted Abd an-Nasir in gaining and holding power. Another SS official in Poland and Ukraine, the physician Heinrich Willermann alias Naim Yachim, supervised jails in Alexandria and ran the Samara concentration camp in the Western Desert.

Joachim Doemling of the SS became police adviser Ibrahim Mustafa.75 He had joined the main office of the security police in Berlin in 1939 and, in March 1943, became an adviser to al-Husaini’s Muslim troops in Croatia. In 1957 he returned to Germany. Ten years later he was jailed on charges of having murdered 3,823 people, but he escaped and fled to Egypt. There, one of his aides was Heinrich Sellmann, formerly head of the secret police in Ulm who, as Hamid Sulaiman, became political chief of Egypt’s secret police.

On one occasion, Israel was able to exploit these networks through the work of Max Bineth.76 Born in 1917 in Hungary, Bineth grew up in Cologne, but in 1935 his family moved to Palestine. In 1949 he joined Israeli intelligence and served on a secret mission in Iraq, and in 1952, under cover of being a German salesman and engineer sympathetic to Nazism, he moved to Cairo.77 In this guise, he met many Egyptian leaders and obtained much information from German advisers on Egypt’s army and military industries. Bineth was so successful that the Egyptians even offered him a job. In 1954, though, Bineth was arrested but committed suicide before his trial.78

German advisers also managed Egypt’s highest-priority military projects. Abd an-Nasir hired Willy Messerschmitt, the aircraft designer and manufacturer, and Wolfgang Pilz, a missile expert who had worked for the Nazi regime. In 1964, Messerschmitt produced Egypt’s first jet fighter, the Hulwan 300. Eventually, however, the Egyptians ran out of money and Israeli threats discouraged German scientists from working there. Cairo dropped the plan. The same pressure was applied against the missile project. Pilz, working under the name Ben Amman, designed two missiles, al-Qahir and as-Safir, first shown publicly in a 1962 military parade. That July, Abd an-Nasir announced that Egypt had made four successful tests of missiles capable of striking anywhere “south of Beirut”—that is, in Israel. Israel’s military intelligence quickly learned that Egypt had built a secret facility in the desert known as Factory 333, staffed by German scientists who had built the V1 and V2 rockets that had devastated London. Even the project’s security chief was an SS veteran.

The Egyptians planned to build some nine hundred missiles, which posed a major security threat to Israel. Israeli intelligence focused on the program’s weakness, Egypt’s need for help from German scientists, and the Mossad initiated Operation Damocles. The missiles were indeed a sword of Damocles hanging over Israel, but Israel would turn the tables on the German scientists, who would be made to choose between quitting and risking death. In September 1962, Heinz Krug, head of a Factory 333 front company called Intra, vanished in Munich. In November, two parcel bombs arrived at Pilz’s office, maiming his secretary and killing five Egyptian workers. In February 1963 another Factory 333 scientist, Hans Kleinwächter, narrowly escaped an ambush in Switzerland. In April of that year, two Mossad agents in Basel accosted Heidi Goerke, the daughter of project manager Paul Goerke, and threatened to kill both her and her father. The two agents were briefly jailed. The West German government was upset about the Israeli operations so Israel shared its intelligence, and Bonn then pressured the scientists to quit, offering them jobs at home instead. Nearly all accepted and Egypt abandoned the project. Pilz returned to West Germany in 1965.

Many other Nazis went to Syria. Franz Rademacher, alias Tomé Rosello, is a good example of this group. Born in 1906, during the Nazi era he was an aide to Under Secretary of State Luther, al-Husaini’s liaison in the Foreign Ministry. He had close ties to Eichmann and was probably the one who handled al-Husaini’s request for an Arab delegation to visit the Sachsenhausen concentration camp.79 Rademacher had also signed the Foreign Ministry’s position paper for the Wannsee Conference, supporting mass deportations of Jews to be murdered and, as al-Husaini had requested, barring them from immigrating elsewhere.80 On March 6, 1942, Rademacher attended the Wannsee Conference’s follow-up meeting, reporting the next day to his superiors on further steps planned against “mongrels” and later on the sterilization of seventy thousand people.81 On March 20, 1942, he approved Eichmann’s request to deport six thousand French and stateless Jews to Auschwitz.82

Rademacher was in American hands in 1947 and 1948 and was then turned over to German custody. In 1952, convicted for involvement in murdering thirty-two hundred Jews in Serbia, he fled to Spain and then to Syria. In Damascus he worked first in a foreign trade business but fell out with the Syrians and was imprisoned by them. He returned to West Germany in 1966 and was due to be tried for war crimes when he died in 1973.83

Walter Rauff was the most notorious of the Nazis who went to Syria. He had been involved in developing mobile gas vans, and had killed Jews in Tunisia and Italian civilians in Milan, Turin, and Genoa. After being hidden by Bishop Giuseppe Siri of Genoa, he fled to Damascus in 1947. For the next two years he worked with at least forty-seven other ex-Nazis in reorganizing Syrian intelligence.84 When their patron, President Husni az-Zaim, was overthrown in 1949, his German mercenaries were all fired.85 but Rauff was allowed to leave the country and used Red Cross papers under the alias of Bauermeister to flee through Genoa to Ecuador where he worked for the Bayer Company. In 1960 he returned to his homeland under his real name and lived unmolested. When the Eichmann trial began, however, Rauff’s many murders were also remembered. Indicted for crimes against humanity, he fled through Italy, Ecuador, and Argentina to Chile where he was protected by the government.

According to newly released records, the West German secret service, the Bundesnachrichtendienst, hired Rauff in 1958. It was a sign of the BND’s continuity from the Nazi era that the men who gave Rauff a job were two former SS officers whom he had known during the war. Wilhelm Beisner had been a member of Rauff’s commando in Athens and was considered an expert on the Balkans and the Middle East. Rudolf Oebsger-Roeder had served Eichmann in deporting Hungarian Jews to the death camps in 1944. He wrote for such prestigious newspapers as the Süddeutsche Zeitung and the Neue Zürcher Zeitung on Islamic subjects, and during the 1960s, he served the BND as an adviser to Indonesian dictator Muhammad Suharto and also worked in Bangkok.86

One of Rauff’s tasks was to gather information on Fidel Castro and how far he had moved toward the Soviet bloc. Although a West German court issued a federal detention order against Rauff in 1960, he visited the country several times secretly to participate in study courses of the secret service. Rauff’s alias was Enrico Gomez, his agent number was V-7.410, and his monthly pay was two thousand marks. The service even paid part of his lawyer’s fees as it tried to keep him from being indicted in Germany. All in all, he received seventy thousand marks by the time he was arrested in Chile in 1963. According to Chilean law, however, his crimes were not prosecutable because of a sixteen-year statute of limitations,87 so he remained free and became a wealthy man after founding a fish-processing factory. When he died a natural death in 1984, his funeral turned into a Nazi rally.88

But the Syrians’ longest-running Nazi associate was Alois Brunner, born in 1912 in the Austro-Hungarian town of Nádkút. Eichmann called Brunner the “best man” on his staff; Wiesenthal dubbed him “Eichmann’s right-hand man with brains.”89 He was held responsible for deporting one hundred thousand European Jews to their deaths. Brunner also led commandos in France to hunt down the Reich’s enemies and deliver them to concentration camps. There was a good reason that al-Husaini did not mention Brunner in his memoirs, as he was the German officer who—along with Eichmann—reportedly accompanied al-Husaini on his tour of the Auschwitz concentration camp around June 1943. But they encountered each other a number of other times, for example in mid-September 1943 at the Hotel Excelsior in Nice and in mid-October 1944, when al-Husaini visited Budapest.90

After the war Brunner worked under a false name for the unknowing Americans in Munich. From 1947 to 1954, using the alias Alois Schmaldienst, he was a miner in Essen. That year, a French tribunal sentenced him to death, but Brunner escaped to Egypt, allegedly with Gehlen’s help. There he met von Leers and al-Husaini, who advised him to go to Syria.91

Despite the fact that Brunner gave interviews in Damascus and was seen living in one of the government’s official guest houses, the Syrians always insisted they knew nothing about his whereabouts and refused Interpol’s extradition request. In fact, under the name Georg Fischer he was working for Syrian intelligence. On the side, he made money with foreign trade companies in Austria and Germany. His brother-in-law, Rudolf Schneeweiss, worked as his agent in Vienna.

During the Eichmann trial, Brunner and his fellow ex-Nazi officials plotted to kidnap the Jewish leader Nahum Goldmann to exchange him for Eichmann. The action, to be carried out by veterans of the elite German Brandenburger unit, was to take place in late 1960 when Goldmann was going to meet Adenauer in Bonn. Some Algerians were also recruited and, according to Wiesenthal, Arab sources collected 300,000 marks to pay for the operation, but they never went through with it because former Brandenburger commander Arthur Meichanitz refused to be involved.92 One of those Brunner asked to participate was a Lebanese Arab secretly working for Wiesenthal,93 and Brunner later confirmed in an interview that this man was one of those he tried to recruit.94

In 1977, Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin reactivated the campaign against escaped Nazi war criminals. An attempt was made to kill Brunner with a letter bomb but though badly injured, Brunner survived.95 A decade later, American politicians became aware of Brunner’s presence in Damascus. Now seventy-five, he lived quietly at 7 rue Haddad, protected around the clock by Syrian government bodyguards. In a brief phone conversation, reported an American newspaper, Brunner said of the Jews he had killed, “All of them deserved to die because they were the devil’s agents and human garbage.”96 In other talks he showed no remorse about his role in the Holocaust.

These events, and a Canadian official’s encountering Brunner in October 1987 led to the Canadian government’s briefing U.S. Secretary of State George Shultz, who also gathered information from German prosecutors and Israeli intelligence reports. But no U.S. government found any effective pressure to use against Syria to obtain Brunner’s extradition.97 At the end of 1987, when East German head of state Erich Honecker wanted to visit the United States to obtain financial assistance, the Israelis secretly told Honecker that if he used his ties to Syria to extradite Brunner and free some captured Israeli soldiers they would support his efforts in Washington. As a result East German Foreign Minister Oskar Fischer almost succeeded in getting Brunner, but the East German regime’s rapid decline and fall ended this effort.98 In 1991, French, German, and Austrian extradition requests to Syria backed by the United States had no effect either.99 Nor did a European parliament resolution.100 Brunner reportedly died in 1999.101

Soviet Turkic Muslims who had fought for Germany and escaped deportation to the USSR also flourished. They formed committees in Berlin to carry on their nationalist battle against the Soviets. These people were useful Cold War assets for the West and many also remained connected with al-Husaini as well. Those who built the foundation for Islamism and the Muslim Brotherhood in Europe came from this group.

The most important of them to flee to the Middle East was Abd ar-Rahman Fatali Beyli-Dudanginsky. Born in 1908 in Azerbaijan, he attended military schools in Baku, Leningrad, and Moscow, graduating as an officer in 1933. Having distinguished himself in battle and won the Red Star medal, he was promoted to deputy chief of staff of the 27th Soviet Army. On September 28, 1941 Beyli-Dudanginsky was captured by the Germans and spent eight months in a prisoner of war camp. Recruited to the German army’s new Turkic units in mid-1942, he became commander of the Azerbaijan Legion fighting the Soviets.102 In late 1943, he was elected president of the Azerbaijan National Committee in Berlin. During this period, Beyli-Dudanginsky developed close relations with al-Husaini. Both pushed the Nazis to recognize Azerbaijan’s independence, which happened only on March 17, 1945.

Fearing what would become of himself and his men if taken by the Soviets, Beyli-Dudanginsky managed to transfer his Muslim troops to Denmark and Italy in 1944. There they surrendered to the Americans and the British on the understanding that they would not be forcibly returned to the Soviets. This promise was broken and most were shipped back to the USSR in September 1945, though many escaped en route. While working from Italy in 1947 with refugees from Azerbaijan and other Turkic Muslims from the Caucasus, Beyli-Dudanginsky reconnected to al-Husaini in Cairo. On January 29, 1948 he visited Egypt as al-Husaini’s personal guest and, in effect, employee. Fearing that a Jewish state would become a Soviet colony in the region—a common misperception at the time—Beyli-Dudanginsky offered his military expertise to al-Husaini for raising an Arab army.

The Egyptian government, which had always opposed letting al-Husaini organize any independent military force in the country, vetoed the plan but let Beyli-Dudanginsky remain in the country along with about one hundred followers trying to create their own organization to fight the Soviets. A U.S. intelligence report described him as a “fanatical Caucasian patriot with no scruples of any kind.”103

All these efforts, of course, required money. At the war’s end some Nazis managed to hide funds for later use, and with Hitler’s consent, al-Husaini had sent a large amount to Switzerland during the war to fund his operations in other countries. His main banker was François Genoud, who had known the grand mufti since 1933. Born in 1915, Genoud worked with German military intelligence in World War II and thereafter as financier, benefactor, and literary executor for Nazis on the run in the ODESSA network. In 1958, he founded the Arab Commercial Bank in Geneva, specializing in lending for political rather than—despite its name—commercial purposes. In 1960, he bankrolled Eichmann’s legal defense in Jerusalem, in 1962, he became director of the Arab Peoples Bank in Algiers, and in 1965, he sponsored a meeting between Swiss convert to Islam Ahmad Huber and al-Husaini. In the late 1960s he promoted weapons deals to Palestinian terror groups, especially George Habash’s Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. He was also secretary general of the International Organization of Friends of the Arab World.104

In February 1943, al-Husaini, through Göring as trustee, invested about 18.4 million marks (about $920,000 at the time) through a Berlin branch of the Handels-Gesellschaft in Swiss banks and German companies.105 After being rejected for Swiss asylum on May 8, 1945,106 al-Hasaini destroyed the investment agreement and receipts lest the British capture it and demand the money. And there matters rested until February 26, 1959 when, his financial resources drying up, al-Husaini launched a lawsuit to reclaim the funds. He worked with François Genoud who, if successful, would get 75 percent after paying all costs. The total value of al-Husaini’s shares was estimated that year at about 150 million marks, approximately $60 million. A victory at the time the case ended in 1974 would have brought al-Husaini a fortune. But the case dragged on for years.

The Berlin court asked al-Husaini for witnesses to prove his claim. His attorneys produced Hans Rechenberg, a former Nazi official; Göring’s wife, Emma; and Walter Funk, Hitler’s economy minister and president of the Central Bank who was released from prison on health grounds in 1957, all of whom testified that al-Husaini had made such a deal with Göring.107

In 1970, al-Husaini and his aides Munif al-Husaini and Saad ad-Din Abd al-Latif said they had discovered a notebook in which they had noted the shares supposedly purchased during the war. It showed an investment of almost half a million dollars in eight companies including the automaker Daimler Benz and the chemical company I. G. Farben. But since the evidence was far from complete, on June 25, 1971 the court decided against al-Husaini108 and on April 3, 1974 it finally rejected al-Husaini’s appeal.109

During the fifteen-year legal battle, the West German Foreign Ministry debated whether it would be in the country’s interest to pay the money. One of al-Husaini’s most active advocates in this struggle was Hans-Ferdinand Linsser of the Legal Department, who had served in the Middle East. He and others argued in 1967 that helping al-Husaini would improve West Germany’s influence because many Muslims held him in high esteem. Moreover, Germany should not show people in the area “that we let down this best-ever friend of Germany.” In their arguments, officials used the word “reparations” for the return of al-Husaini’s funds, equating them with Bonn’s payments to Jews and Israel for property confiscated by the Nazis.110 Linsser added that even while it was difficult legally to justify paying al-Husaini the funds, the government might as a good will gesture give some money to pay for a Sunni mosque in West Germany.111

Those opposed argued that al-Husaini had continued his anti-Jewish activities and had no real influence in the Arab world that might benefit Bonn. In the end, the Foreign Ministry faction that opposed payments won and no money was handed out. Yet nobody noted the profound and revealing irony that most of the money given to al-Husaini by the Nazis had come from looted Jewish gold and the possessions of those sent to the death camps.

The Americans kept a close eye on Genoud. In the mid-1970s, the CIA noted that he still had close ties to Nazi circles and escaped war criminals living in Arab countries.112 He was barred from the United States after Secretary of State Henry Kissinger wrote to the U.S. embassy in Switzerland about Genoud’s “long and unsavory record of Nazi and Fascist associations.”113 Genoud’s career also demonstrated the continuing alliance between neo-Nazi forces and radical Arab nationalist and Islamist ones. He worked with the radical French lawyer Jacques Vergès, who defended the Palestinian terrorist leader George Habash, the Nazi Klaus Barbie, and the ex-Communist convert to Islam and Holocaust denier Roger Garaudy. He always retained his close association with al-Husaini, visiting him in Beirut in October 1970. Genoud also helped bankroll Khomeini when he was in France during the 1970s before his victorious return to Tehran as leader of the Iranian Islamist revolution. By 1994, Genoud was financing the courtroom defense of Ilich Ramírez Sánchez, the forty-five-year-old Venezuelan terrorist known widely as Carlos the Jackal, who worked with Habash in various terror attacks including the raid on the OPEC headquarters in Vienna and the bombing of cars, banks, and El Al airplanes in Paris in 1975. In 1997 Carlos was found guilty of the murder of two policemen in Paris and sentenced to life in prison.

The main constant in Genoud’s life was his passionate hatred of Jews and Israel.114 Swiss authorities claimed that Genoud built the Lugano-based At-Taqwa Bank, which helped fund al-Qaida and Hamas, and was shut down after the September 11 attacks. In 1996, as the Swiss authorities were reportedly about to arrest him for hiding Nazi gold, he committed suicide at age eighty-one.115 Such was the man who was al-Husaini’s main banker. His Arab Commercial Bank in Geneva became a focal point for Islamist networks in Europe in the years before Ramadan and others succeeded in building their own banking system. Al-Husaini also sent his men, in this case his Egyptian aide Ahmad Husain, from the fascist Young Egypt Party, as far away as America to raise money.

Later, the Islamists built their own banking system, partly based in their Munich headquarters. Among the key Muslim Brotherhood bankers were Ghalib Himmat and Yusuf Nada, both named as financiers of terrorism in the post–September 11 investigations.116 When Munich became too hot for him, Himmat left the Islamic Center there and moved to the secondary center in Switzerland to become head of the Lugano Islamic Center in 2004, and was thereafter not bothered by the authorities.

In sharp contrast to the former Nazi officials and SS men, Germany’s Hitler-era diplomats did not have to go underground. Many of them continued their professional careers, like von Hentig, who worked from 1954 as King Saud’s adviser and accompanied him to the Bandung Conference, once again meeting up with al-Husaini. Grobba also worked for the Saudi king. But most entered West Germany’s service. Adenauer declared that their expertise was indispensable despite their past, and by October 1952, there were 195 former Nazi Party members in West Germany’s Foreign Ministry, of whom 106 had served under von Ribbentrop. Of these, fifty-seven, more than half of the veteran diplomats, had been involved in the Middle East and Islamic matters. Thus, a large proportion of the new government’s Middle East expertise, responsible for devising policy toward the Arabs, Muslims, and Israel, had been enthusiastic supporters of Hitler.117

One of al-Husaini’s foes in the wartime Foreign Ministry had been Wilhelm Melchers. Born in 1900 in Bremen, he studied law and fought briefly in World War I. Joining the Foreign Ministry, he served in Ethiopia, Japan, Iran, and just before World War II, as consul in Haifa where he joined the Nazi Party. During the war he led the ministry’s Middle East section and afterward was promoted to head the all-important personnel department where he could help former comrades obtain jobs. He became successively West German ambassador to Iraq, Jordan, India, and Greece until his retirement in 1965.

Of particular importance was Hermann Voigt, who grew up in the German Templers’ religious settlement near Tel Aviv where he was born in 1889.118 Voigt studied law and Turkish, serving as a translator at the German embassy in Istanbul during World War I. He joined the Nazi Party and served in the Foreign Ministry during World War II. In 1953 he began a decade-long posting as Adenauer’s desk officer for the Middle East.119

Germany’s ambassador to Turkey in the early 1970s was Gustav Adolf Sonnenhol. Born in 1912, Sonnenhol joined the Nazi Party as a student in 1929. In 1939 he joined the Foreign Ministry and then worked in Paris for a time in the section coordinating the deportation of Jews. Between 1942 and 1944 he served in the North African cities of Casablanca and Tangiers where Berlin and al-Husaini were planning the murder of all of the Jews. Beginning in mid-1943, while in Tangiers, he also worked for Himmler in SS intelligence.120 Sonnenhol had good relations with Kurt Georg Kiesinger, who headed von Ribbentrop’s radio propaganda section where he worked with al-Husaini promoting anti-Jewish agitation.121 This link helped to ensure Sonnenhol’s rise in the postwar Foreign Ministry, especially during Kiesinger’s years as West Germany’s chancellor from 1966 to 1969.122

The case of Günther Pawelke was more complicated. A World War I veteran, he studied afterward in Berlin, Paris, Rome, and Washington, earning a doctorate. Pawelke entered the Foreign Ministry in 1927, served in Baghdad between 1934 and 1937 as Grobba’s deputy, but was forced out when he refused to become a Nazi Party member. Joining the army when the war broke out, he flew bombing missions over Britain and France but, given his knowledge of Arabic, was sent as part of the military aid mission to help Iraq’s 1941 revolt. While Pawelke’s plane was coming in for a landing in Baghdad, it was mistakenly shot down by the Iraqis, but he survived. From 1952 to 1955, Pawelke became West German ambassador to Egypt and Yemen.123 He was denounced in the Israeli media, inaccurately, as a Nazi and a former pay-master for the grand mufti.124 In later years he served as ambassador to Saudi Arabia and Yemen.

While virtually none of those who had helped Hitler’s Foreign Ministry in its many deceptions and conquests paid for their deeds, the situation was even worse in academia.125 Professors who had enthusiastically participated in Nazi Middle East efforts flourished in the postwar years. Berthold Spuler, a Nazi Party member since 1933 who had helped manage Muslim SS units, continued at Göttingen University. When information about his Nazi past began to surface in the late 1960s and some students criticized him, he shouted back, “You all belong in a concentration camp.”126

This tirade illustrated the broader problem of these postwar Nazis and Hitler-era officials. While the West German government as a whole made a break with the past, these individuals in its ranks continued to hold their pre-1945 views and to advocate similar Middle East policies. They remained hostile toward a Jewish state and soft on radical Islamism and Arab nationalism.


12 How the Axis Legacy Shapes Today’s Middle East

Hitler committed suicide, Nazi Germany disappeared. But the era’s legacy continued to shape Middle East events long afterward through their allies in the region. Al-Husaini emerged as Palestinian Arab and Islamist leader; many of the collaborationist nationalists and Islamists became top officials or leading forces in their countries; and there was continuity between the Arab nationalist and Islamist ideologies that had led them to collaboration with Nazi Germany and those that dominated the Middle East during the seven decades after Hitler’s fall.

While greatly diminished in importance, al-Husaini remained the historic Palestinian Arab leader until he was able to anoint Arafat as successor during meetings between them in 1968, and selected Said Ramadan as his successor to lead the European-based Islamist movement. Even more important was al-Husaini’s role as leader of the international Islamist movement, ensuring that it survived the lean years of the 1950s and 1960s. When Islamism revived in the 1970s, its ideology bore the mark of al-Husaini and the other wartime collaborators, especially the Muslim Brotherhood.

There was similar continuity with the radical Arab nationalist forces. In Egypt, Abd an-Nasir, as-Sadat, and other wartime collaborators seized power in 1952. They gave refuge to escaped Nazis who worked for them as advisers, intelligence operatives, and weapons developers. The Muslim Brotherhood, emerging as the most powerful force in Egypt after the 2011 revolution, was rooted in the German-Ottoman alliance in its ideological approach and its enthusiastic participation in the Nazi-Islamist alliances. In Syria and Iraq, the Ba’th party, which ruled both countries for decades, was created—as its founders later acknowledged—as a pro-Nazi party. It took many fascist elements into its ideology, structure, worldview, and propaganda. There were also connections with the Islamist revolution and the subsequent regime in Iran, whose two leading forerunners had worked closely with al-Husaini.

Of course, the Arabic-speaking world’s historical connection with Nazi Germany was not solely responsible for the existence of radical forces, anti-Western sentiments, terrorism, conflict with Israel, anti-Jewish hatreds, and repressive dictatorships. Yet this historical relationship, along with the ideas and motives prompting it, does help explain that history in all its deviations from what might otherwise have been expected.

It is precisely because of this tremendous influence that the history of this process remains so controversial in the West and ignored in the Middle East. At the moment the Muslim Brotherhood was beginning its takeover of Egypt, in February 2011, Tariq Ramadan, a respected Islamist intellectual who had held Western academic posts, wrote a New York Times op-ed article denying altogether that the Muslim Brotherhood and its leader, his grandfather, had been Nazi collaborators.1 On the contrary, he claimed that the Brotherhood was an antifascist organization opposed to violence and admiring “the British parliamentary model” in the 1930s and 1940s.

Actually, as demonstrated here, the Brotherhood was clearly well financed and armed by the Nazis before and during World War II.2 Collaborating with the Germans and al-Husaini, it planned an uprising to support the German army’s conquest of Egypt as well as to kill Cairo’s Jews and Christians. The only reason this plot failed was that the British stopped the German advance and forced King Faruq to replace pro-German politicians in the government. One aspect of the Brotherhood’s campaign to portray itself as moderate in the early twenty-first century was to rewrite its history.

Another controversy arose around a September 2009 exhibition in Germany organized by Karl Rössel, entitled The Third World in the Second World War, for Werkstatt der Kulturen, a publicly funded multi-cultural center in Berlin’s heavily Turkish and Arab neighborhood of Neukölln. A small part of the exhibition recounted Arab and Islamist involvement in Nazi crimes. The center’s director, Philippa Ebéné, canceled the project lest it produce German-Arab tensions. Berlin’s integration commissioner, Günter Piening concurred but eventually, following media criticism, let a smaller version of the exhibition to be shown. Angry at censorship of his work, Rössel charged that German historians and Middle East experts had misrepresented historic truth. Daniel Schwammenthal wrote about the affair in the Wall Street Journal: “What Mr. Rössel says about Germany applies to most of the Western world, where it is often claimed that the mufti’s Hitler alliance later discredited him in the region. Nothing could be further from the truth.”3

Why is the alliance of Middle Eastern political movements with Nazi Germany so many decades ago more than a mere historical footnote today? Because the forces that forged this partnership returned, after a brief interruption, to help shape the course of Middle East history ever since. In the Middle East, and nowhere else in the world, the Axis’s local supporters won political power in many countries and exerted significant ideological influence over many of the institutions and public debate.

Not just the doctrines but in many cases the very same individuals responsible for the Middle East’s post-1945 course had direct links to the German-Ottoman-Islamist and Nazi-nationalist-Islamist eras. These ideologies would also contribute to the ways in which Middle Eastern countries were governed. Militant nationalist and Islamist forces chose Germany’s side before and during World War II because that country’s system mirrored their own beliefs and desires. They were wrong in thinking that an autocratic state organized according to their preferred system would achieve rapid development and foreign conquests, but they were right in expecting it would ensure their power for a long time.

Comprehending this fact is the starting point for understanding modern Middle East history, its turbulence, tragedies, and its many differences from other parts of the world. Few people in 1945 would have believed that the militant Arab nationalism that found Nazi Germany so congenial could seize power in the main Arab countries within a few years and hold it for six decades. Fewer could have thought that it would totally dominate debate on every issue and wipe out the pro-Allied Arab moderates who’d been on the winning side in the war. And by the mid-1950s, with the nationalists victorious and their opponents in flight, hardly anyone would have seen Islamism as the successor to that political and intellectual power. Yet so thoroughly did first nationalism and, much later, Islamism triumph that these outcomes came to be taken for granted and made it seem impossible that history might ever have taken a more moderate direction.

Since 1945, Arab or Muslim collaborators with Nazism were not criticized, punished, or discredited at home for their actions. While Western societies agonized over the Nazi era’s lessons, in the Middle East these were regarded as Western problems. If discussed at all, the Holocaust was either dismissed as a Zionist fabrication—despite the fact that al-Husaini knew it was happening before most Nazi leaders did—or as an event that victimized Arabs and other Muslims who were forced to pay for Germany’s behavior toward the Jews despite having no role in it.4

In contrast to the laudatory treatment given Nazi Germany’s allies, moderate Middle Eastern leaders who opposed al-Husaini and alliance with the Axis were driven from public life and demonized as both failures and collaborators with imperialism. Yet in the 1930s and 1940s, those politicians had presided over institutions developing toward their own versions of parliamentary democracy, giving citizens and especially women more rights than the same countries offered a half-century later. Wealthy and from long-established families, the moderate elites were pragmatists, not ideologues. They were indeed corrupt and oligarchical but did not go in for mass murder, ruthless repression, systematic indoctrination, and foreign aggression.5 The revolutionary groups asserted that national success would come from copying Nazi Germany or fascist Italy and, later, Soviet Russia; moderate leaders believed progress required borrowing from Western democratic societies that had succeeded. They were willing to work with Britain or France but sought full independence. While opposing Zionism they did not want to sacrifice unlimited treasure and blood to the extent that the most damage would be inflicted on their own societies.

Since the old moderate leaders and parties were so thoroughly destroyed and their ideas so completely forgotten, liberal forces had to restart from scratch in the 1990s, and at an added disadvantage since their views were so discredited. Weak, facing fearful obstacles, and with a base limited to a small part of a proportionately tiny urban middle class, they could not compete with determined, organized, popular, and united Islamists. In the 2011 “Arab Spring,” just as in the competition of the 1930s and the battles of the 1950s, moderate forces were for a third time overwhelmed by radicals.6

Compared to the moderates’ broken history, the militant nationalists and Islamists remained firmly linked to the heritage of the Ottoman and Axis eras. For them, such connections became a source of strength not delegitimization as they boasted of having never compromised with imperialism or Zionism but of having fought bravely in a noble cause.

The Palestinian movement was particularly plagued by this cult of honorable defeat and by the continuity of Axis-style ideology, embodied in an event never before documented. On December 29, 1968, at a meeting in the ex–grand mufti’s home near Beirut, al-Husaini anointed Arafat as his successor. The movement would be directed by these two sequential leaders and their similar philosophy and methods for an astounding eighty-three years, from al-Husaini’s becoming grand mufti in 1921 to Arafat’s death in 2004.

In December 1968, the thirty-nine-year-old Arafat, leader of the Fatah guerrilla group, was about to take over a PLO hitherto dominated by the Nazi collaborator Abd an-Nasir. But Arafat’s success would be all the more secure if he received the seventy-one-year-old al-Husaini’s endorsement. Al-Husaini gave it after lecturing Arafat for several hours on how he should go about destroying Israel and replacing it with a Palestinian Arab state.7 Within a few weeks Arafat controlled the movement as thoroughly as al-Husaini had ever done.

It may seem peculiar that al-Husaini was revered rather than discredited among Palestinian Arabs and that the movement remained loyal to the same ideas, methods, and goals. Al-Husaini had rejected compromise before World War II then joined what turned out to be the losing side. Next he had rejected partition in 1947, throwing away the chance of establishing a Palestinian Arab state, and instead launched a war against the new Jewish state. Al-Husaini was personally responsible for the death of several hundred of Palestine’s Arabs, including the moderate leader an-Nashashibi, sentenced to death “for violating the national consensus.”8 Indeed, part of the projected war crimes indictment of al-Husaini included a list of thirty Palestine Arabs, in some cases entire families, whom his forces murdered in the late 1930s.9 Then, too, al-Husaini had assassinated the leaders of two Arab states, Lebanon and Jordan. The latter victim was King Abdallah, the man whom al-Husaini described in a wartime letter to the German Foreign Ministry as a “traitor, agent in the British service, and friend of the Jews who was rejected by God.”10
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Figure 28. A Lebanese intelligence report obtained by the CIA describes a meeting at al-Husaini’s home in Beirut, at which leading Palestinian figures discussed the formation of a Palestinian state on the West Bank that would be “defended” by an “army” of Fatah fighters, commanded by Yasir Arafat—an important stage in the emergence of Arafat as the leader of the Palestinian movement.

Yet Arafat would repeat these themes from al-Husaini’s career: choosing to ally with the USSR, which would turn out to be the losing side in a global conflict, missing chances to create a Palestinian state, slaying moderate Arabs, embracing anticivilian terror as a strategy, and launching unsuccessful battles against Israel. Al-Husaini and Arafat met on several occasions in late 1968 and early 1969. Yet within a year of their friendly meetings, Arafat did three things that turned al-Husaini bitterly against him.

First, Arafat disregarded al-Husaini’s advice that the Palestinian movement should become the client of conservative, Islamic-oriented Saudi Arabia and not of nationalist Egypt which, al-Husaini warned, “Exploits the Palestinians as a pawn of the Soviets.” The Saudi king had let down al-Husaini by not following him into an alliance with Berlin but nevertheless proved a faithful friend in protecting and financing the grand mufti and the Islamist movement after the war.11 In the 1960s, the Saudis were the last bastion of Islamism. Like al-Husaini, they were virulently anti-Semitic, passionately supported the Palestinian cause, and opposed Abd an-Nasir. So close were al-Husaini’s relations with the Saudis that U.S. intelligence thought the ex–grand mufti was in effect the kingdom’s “liaison officer” for paying Saudi money to Arafat.12 One of al-Husain’s main Saudi supporters was the king’s adviser Khalid al-Qarqani, an admirer of Hitler who had advocated a pro-Nazi policy in the 1930s.

In 1948, Abd an-Nasir had wanted to cooperate with the grand mufti and offered to fight in Palestine under his command, but things changed when that young officer became Egypt’s ruler five years later and suppressed the Muslim Brotherhood. Al-Husaini sided with his old Islamist comrades and became Abd an-Nasir’s enemy. Arafat correctly gauged the contemporary power balance and in 1969 joined forces with Egypt which, in turn, gave him control of the PLO.
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Figure 29. Abd an-Nasir and Amin al-Husaini greet each other. In early 1948 the Egyptian idolized al-Husaini as a hero of the anti-British struggle. He offered to the grand mufti his troops belonging to a secret organization attached to the Free Officers movement. Al-Husaini misread this potential and asked an-Nasir to obtain the permission of King Faruq, so that the offer came to nothing. After an-Nasir took power and turned against the Muslim Brotherhood, in 1956 the two men’s ways parted and al-Husaini moved to Beirut.

Second, while al-Husaini hated the Communists, Arafat went to Moscow and took the USSR as a superpower patron. Despite distinctions between Nazi Germany and the USSR, the two great powers embraced, respectively, by al-Husaini and Arafat, they were also parallel in significant ways. Both opposed Western democratic states and the status quo in the Middle East, and both provided the model of a totalitarian state as the best way to achieve national strength and socioeconomic progress. While formerly pro-Nazi Arab nationalists chose Moscow in the 1950s and 1960s, Islamists refused to do so and were further marginalized.

The third dispute arose precisely because the two men’s worldviews were so much alike. Both rejected any dissent in Palestinian ranks, but now it was Arafat who was leader and al-Husaini who was the one to be silenced. When Arafat clashed with Jordan’s monarchy, as al-Husaini had so often done, he sought the ex–grand mufti’s help, visiting him for this purpose on February 20, 1969. Jordan’s King Husain, Abdallah’s grandson, had threatened to use his army against Arafat’s guerrilla forces that were destabilizing his country and threatening to drag it into war with Israel.13

Since Jordan’s regime was al-Husaini’s traditional enemy, Arafat expected that al-Husaini would back him. Instead, however, al-Husaini sided against Arafat, even writing the king to urge that he press Arafat harder.14 In the short time since he had humbly sought al-Husaini’s endorsement, Arafat had become confident that Cairo’s and Moscow’s backing meant he no longer needed the old man.15 Arafat’s forces attacked the headquarters of al-Husaini’s small Islamic Conquest group in a refugee camp near Amman, killing five men, and the survivors joined Arafat’s Fatah.16 Al-Husaini’s career in Palestinian politics was now truly at an end.

These clashes, however, do not negate the fact that in many ways Arafat was continuing the policies of his distant relative and discarded mentor. Just as al-Husaini had done in the late 1930s (forcing an Arab consensus against accepting British offers) and in the late 1940s (rejecting the UN partition plan), Arafat would also use the Palestine card to blackmail Arab leaders into yielding to his demands for no compromise.

Equally, as in al-Husaini’s day, the PLO made itself part of a wider “anti-imperialist” Arab nationalist struggle that saw Western democracies as its enemy. Accepting al-Husaini’s concept that militancy was always superior to moderation, Arafat concurred with the idea that defeat, no matter how devastating, was never a good reason for altering goals or principles.

Like al-Husaini, Arafat was determined that there be no compromise with the Zionists, no acceptance of a Jewish state in any form, and no moral limit on the violence used against the Jews. Al-Husaini had originated the movement’s deliberate use of anticivilian terror, believing it would defeat the Zionists. The 1944 Salama commando that had parachuted into Palestine under German command was intended as the first terrorist operation of this new conflict. Arafat also deliberately targeted Jewish civilians as an important military strategy.

Al-Husaini had successfully used threats of terror against the British and his alliance with Germany to stop Jews from leaving Europe or arriving in mandatory Palestine, but now it was too late to keep them out. They were already there. Arafat’s problem was to force on them a choice between fleeing and dying. As he explained: “[Violence will] create and maintain an atmosphere of strain and anxiety that will force the Zionists to realize that it is impossible for them to live in Israel. . . . The Israelis have one great fear, the fear of casualties [and such attacks will] prevent immigration and encourage emigration. . . . A quick blow by the regular armies at the right moment [will finish Israel off].”17 To gain total victory, al-Husaini had hoped to “combine Palestinian armed struggle with regular armies,” too: first with an advancing German army in 1941 and 1942, later alongside victorious Arab armies in 1948. Arafat adopted the same strategy and also failed when the armies of allied states were defeated in 1967, 1973, and 1982.

However, al-Husaini also gave Arafat an important new idea in their secret meetings. He suggested that Arafat adopt a two-stage strategy. First, the movement should gain control of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, captured by Israel in 1967, and transform it into a Palestinian state. Next, it should use this land as a base for destroying Israel. Ironically, this was precisely the option al-Husaini had lost by rejecting partition in 1947 but now returned to in his discussions with Arafat.18

Arafat did not take this advice in formulating his plan for the upcoming February 1969 Palestinian National Council meeting in Cairo,19 but five years later he did accept this approach as the centerpiece of PLO strategy and it remained so ever after.20 Yet despite giving lip service to the two-stage notion, Arafat behaved in practice like the pre-1948 al-Husaini, rejecting proposals that might have given him control over a state he could have used this way. Only a quarter-century later did Arafat sign the 1993 “Oslo Accords” and even then, at the moment of truth in the 2000 Camp David summit, he repeated al-Husaini’s 1939 and 1947 error of rejecting compromise—even as camouflage for a two-state strategy—and instead opted for another war.21

Aside from the al-Husaini–Arafat connection, there were many other examples of individual, cross-generational, and organizational continuity between the Nazi and contemporary eras. One such story is that of the soldier in the German and al-Husaini armies, Hasan Salama, and his son Ali, the Fatah and PLO commando leader. Hasan was among al-Husaini’s top gunmen in the 1937–39 Palestine Arab revolt. He joined the German army, was trained as a commando, and parachuted into Palestine in 1944. Escaping the British, Salama rejoined al-Husaini in 1946 and became one of his top military commanders in a new war, only to be killed in the 1948 fighting.
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Figure 30. Arafat looks “over the Wall” from East Berlin to West Berlin, November 2, 1971. As the sway of the ex-Nazis receded, the Soviets and their East European satellites gained influence over radical states and the Palestinian movement, and the Palestinian as-Saiqa organization in Syria received East German arms for five thousand troops. Nazi, Fascist, and Soviet influences inspired the rigid Arab dictatorships that were brought down in the revolts of 2011, mainly to the benefit of Islamists who thereby turned Islamism into an official state ideology. This was as decisive an event as the German-Ottoman jihad of 1914, the emergence of Saudi Arabia in 1932, Iran’s Islamist revolution in 1979, and Egypt’s elections that led to the former Muslim Brother Muhammad Mursi assuming in mid-2012 almost total power—for a year.

His son, Ali Hasan Salama, was born in 1940. Joining Arafat’s Fatah group, Ali received military training in Egypt, Moscow, and Beirut. He, too, was an ally of Germany, though in his case, it was Communist East Germany. Known as the Red Prince, he became operations chief for Fatah’s Black September terrorist group, hijacking airplanes and killing both Israeli civilians and moderate Arab officials. In 1972, Salama planned and coordinated the Munich Olympic Games operation that killed eleven Israeli athletes and a German policeman. So close was Ali Salama to Arafat that he founded and led the Palestinian leader’s Force-17 bodyguard, which also carried out terrorist attacks. Salama’s career finally ended on January 22, 1979, when an Israeli raid assassinated him in Beirut.

Organizational links to the Axisera past continue to the present day. The West Bank is ruled by the Fatah-dominated Palestinian Authority, created by Arafat, al-Husaini’s heir and a former Muslim Brotherhood activist. This regime’s chief executive was Mahmud Abbas, successor of Arafat and al-Husaini in leading the Palestinian national movement. Abbas wrote a Moscow University dissertation asserting that the Zionists, not Arabs, had been the Nazis’ ally, while contradictorily asserting that a Zionist “declaration of war” on Germany in May 1942 had been the main factor convincing Hitler to wipe out the Jews. Thus, according to Abbas, the Zionists were responsible for the Holocaust; al-Husaini and the Palestinian Arab leadership had nothing to do with it.22

In 2007, Fatah and the PLO lost the Gaza Strip to a coup by Hamas, the Muslim Brotherhood’s Palestinian branch, whose worldview is indistinguishable from that of al-Husaini and the Brotherhood in the 1930s and 1940s. Thus, each of the two wings of the 1930s radical faction ruled its own Palestinian entity. This continuity extends further. Remarkably, almost six decades after Hitler died in a Berlin bunker, the Middle East’s four most important Muslim countries—Egypt, Iran, Iraq, and Syria—are run by leaders politically descended from al-Husaini’s and Berlin’s allies.

In Egypt, officers who collaborated with Germany came to power in the 1952 Free Officers’ coup, and the new regime renewed that association by employing hundreds of former German Nazis. Indeed, in September 1953, when there was a rumor that Hitler was still alive and living in Brazil, as-Sadat wrote an open letter to the dictator in an Egyptian newspaper:

I congratulate you with all my heart, because though you appear to have been defeated, you were the real victor. You were able to sow dissension between Churchill . . . and his allies on the one hand and their ally, the devil, on the other. . . . I think you made some mistakes, such as opening too many fronts or Ribbentrop’s short-sightedness in the face of Britain’s . . . diplomacy. But you are forgiven on account of your faith in your country and people. That you have become immortal in Germany is reason enough for pride. And we should not be surprised to see you again in Germany, or a new Hitler in your place.23

Although as-Sadat later dramatically changed his country’s policy, this new approach did not result in an explicit renunciation of the Axisera past. And when the Egyptian regime was overthrown in February 2011 and the one-time nationalist collaborators’ heirs fell, the Muslim Brotherhood, their Nazi-era ally which had never changed its ideology, filled the vacuum.24

Iran was ruled by an Islamist regime based on the ideology of al-Husaini’s old allies, al-Kashani and Safawi, who energetically denied that the Nazis had committed the Holocaust and at the same time evinced a Nazi-style anti-Semitism. Khomeini, the Islamist revolution’s leader, had studied in pro-Nazi Iraq in the 1930s among teachers influenced by the German-directed World War I jihad and amidst a new wave of German-promoted Islamism.

In Iraq, pro-Axis forces returned to power when a Baghdad mob murdered Prime Minister as-Said, the pro-British rival of al-Kailani and al-Husaini, in 1958. Abd al-Karim Qasim, one of the pro-Nazi nationalists who fought for al-Kailani against the British in 1941, ruled Iraq from 1958 to 1963. His coup allowed al-Kailani himself, who had been living in Saudi Arabia since 1945, to return home. Once again, however, al-Kailani made a too daring bid for power that failed. Sentenced to death, he fled. Later pardoned, he settled down in Lebanon, not far from al-Husaini, and died there in 1965.

Shortly thereafter, in 1968, the Ba’th Party, in effect an Arab version of National Socialism, came to power in Baghdad. The new regime was soon to be led by Saddam Husain at-Tikriti, nephew and virtually adopted son of another al-Kailani supporter. His dictatorship ruled Iraq for thirty-five years and fell only to a U.S-led invasion in 2003. Even seventy years after the events and under a U.S.-installed regime, the errors of Iraq’s pro-Nazi past could still not be openly and honestly discussed inside the country.25

In Syria, Maruf ad-Dawalibi, one of al-Husaini’s wartime aides and postwar allies,26 founded the Islamic Socialist Front in 1949. He became Syria’s prime minister for a single day in 1951 and again for four months in 1961–1962.27 When the Ba’th Party came to power in 1963, ad-Dawalibi went into exile and, like most Islamist leaders of that era, became part of al-Husaini’s network. But the Ba’th Party, which would rule Syria for the next fifty years, had the same worldview, policies, and methods, namely those of a repressive, one-party dictatorship, as those it had had during the pro-Nazi era.28 Party members, wrote Michel Aflaq, a founder and chief ideologue of the party,

must be imbued with a hatred unto death, toward any individuals who embody an idea contrary to Arab nationalism. Arab nationalists must never dismiss opponents of Arabism as mere individuals. . . . An idea that is opposed to ours . . . is the incarnation of individuals who must be exterminated, so that their idea might in turn be also exterminated. Indeed, the presence in our midst of a living opponent of the Arab national idea vivifies it and stirs the blood within us.29

Saudi Arabia was governed by a dynasty that didn’t join the Axis when the king concluded that Berlin would lose the war,30 but after 1945, Saudi Arabia became the main patron of al-Husaini and the Islamists who had been collaborators. Saudi money and protection ensured the movement’s survival until it revived in the 1970s and began to scare even the Saudi monarchy due to its revolutionary ambitions.31

The Arabic-speaking world’s umbrella organization, the Arab League, established in 1946, was also filled with ex-Axis collaborators. Abd ar-Rahman Azzam, its first secretary general, had been one of al-Husaini’s agents working with the Nazis, and still pursued the Jewish genocide implemented in Europe, which he and al-Husaini hoped to spread to the Middle East. What they once expected German armies to accomplish was now to be fulfilled by Arab ones. At the start of the fighting in late 1947, Azzam told a press conference, “This will be a war of extermination and a momentous massacre which will be spoken of like the Mongolian massacres and the Crusades.”32

Abd ar-Rahman’s brother, Abd al-Wahhab Azzam, a Muslim cleric who had not been a Nazi collaborator, was nonetheless a major source for al-Husaini’s anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. Aiman az-Zawahiri, Abd al-Wahhab’s grandson and Abd ar-Rahman’s grandnephew, would become one of al-Qaida’s main leaders and an architect of the September 11, 2001 attacks, almost exactly sixty years from the day al-Husaini arrived in Berlin to join the Third Reich’s war. And just as al-Husaini had applauded the 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, a large number of radical Arab nationalists or Islamists as well as the governments of Iran, Syria, and Iraq cheered the September 11 attacks as a new phase in the war against liberal Muslims, Western democracy, and the Jews.33

The Arab League’s most important intellectual figure was Sati al-Husri, its cultural director for two decades starting in 1947. He had been a major architect of radical Arab nationalism, a key supporter of the pro-German al-Kailani regime in Iraq, and a Nazi sympathizer. In his Arab League office, al-Husri frequently met with unrepentant Nazis, among them fellow Arab League employee von Leers. In the postwar period, former collaborators like al-Husri had tremendous influence on the next generation. Extremist nationalists set the tone for most of the media and schools; Islamists did so for religious education and mosques. Decades of indoctrination even before World War I, coupled with the predispositions of traditional society, ensured that large numbers of people held similar ideas.

The career of Kamil Muruwwa provides a good example of how veteran pro-Nazis shaped public thinking. In 1933, as a young editor of the Beirut newspaper an-Nida, he wrote von Ribbentrop that all Arab youth were enthusiastically pro-Hitler. Muruwwa translated parts of Mein Kampf into Arabic in 1934 and published it in daily installments. A German official recommended putting him on the payroll.34

As a German agent, Muruwwa received twenty-five hundred marks monthly, the equivalent of about one thousand dollars a month at the time and more money than many senior German civil servants were paid.35 He built intelligence-gathering networks in Lebanon and in 1940 became the German News Bureau’s Beirut correspondent. The following year, when the British captured Lebanon, he fled to Berlin where von Ribbentrop asked him to start his own Arab News Service. At al-Husaini’s recommendation, however, the Shiite Muruwwa was posted to Sofia to run a listening post that analyzed Arabic radio broadcasts and newspapers.

After the war, Muruwwa returned to Lebanon and founded the al-Hayat newspaper which became very influential36 and gave al-Husaini and his allies good press.37 Muruwwa falsely claimed, for example, that al-Husaini had never been a Nazi collaborator and instead had bravely rejected a German demand in 1942 to start a revolt in Palestine. In Al-Hayat, Muruwwa also followed the line on the Holocaust that prevailed in the Arab world from the 1950s onward. The Nazis had been right, merely and understandably reacting to the fact that “half a million Jews enslaved 80 million Germans,” and from this arose parallel conclusions for the Arabic-speaking world regarding the Jewish threat to dominate and destroy Arab civilization. In his newspaper as in much of the Arabic mass media, the continuing line was, as in the 1930s, that everything wrong in the Arab world was the fault of Western democracies and the Jews. Muruwwa was murdered in 1966 but the newspaper continued in family hands until purchased by a Saudi prince in 1990.38

The World Muslim Congress, the Islamist movement’s main international group, had been founded and led by al-Husaini, who offered its support to the Germans. After 1945 al-Husaini moved its headquarters to Karachi, and he selected Inamullah Khan, one of the co-founders, to be secretary-general in 1949. Khan received the 1988 Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion—previously given to Mother Teresa, the Reverend Billy Graham, and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and carrying a $370,000 award—to honor the Congress’s work.39 When accused of hating Jews, Khan said he merely opposed racist Zionists. This was also a favorite argument of the PLO, which often used using the word “Zionist” instead of “Jew.”40

The Syrian Islamist and former Nazi collaborationist agent Maruf ad-Dawalibi became al-Husaini’s successor as the group’s leader. In 1984, as Saudi Arabia’s delegate at a UN seminar on religious tolerance and freedom in Geneva, ad-Dawalibi explained: “Why did Hitler want to exterminate them?. . . It is because they call themselves the chosen people and allege they were chosen by God from among all the peoples. . . . The Talmud says if a Jew does not drink every year the blood of a non-Jew, then he will be damned for eternity.”41

Islamism’s successful remaking of its image and its sweeping under the rug its old participation in the German-Ottoman and Nazi-Islamist alliances was demonstrated by the continuity of institutions, ideology, and personnel. Al-Husaini’s personal heir in the global Islamist movement was Muhammad Said Ramadan. He was the son-in-law and aide of Hasan al-Banna, the Muslim Brotherhood’s founder and leader until his assassination in 1949. Like Arafat, al-Husaini’s other political heir, Ramadan fought with Brotherhood forces in the 1948 war. He then moved to Pakistan to represent the group.

Thereafter, Ramadan’s career largely depended on al-Husaini’s patronage, and he would inherit the ex-grand mufti’s Islamist network, financial base, and institutional assets in Switzerland and elsewhere.42 At the 1951 World Muslim Congress meeting, al-Husaini made his young protégé a member of its secretariat,43 and two years later Ramadan became the congress’s secretary general. He moved to Damascus where he worked for both al-Husaini and the Brotherhood.44 Al-Husaini financed their joint magazine, al-Muslimin (The Muslims),45 which Ramadan co-edited with Mustafa Husni as-Sibai, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood leader.46

In 1958, when Syria merged temporarily with Egypt and Abd an-Nasir extended his repression of the Muslim Brotherhood there, Ramadan fled to Geneva where he became the Muslim Brotherhood’s and al-Husaini’s European representative.47 That post as the chief Islamist in Europe was previously held by Shakib Arslan, the kaiser’s and the Nazis’ most consistent Arab ally who up to 1945 had been subsidized by Hitler’s regime.48 Arslan’s views remained unchanged until his death in 1946.49 In 1959, Ramadan finished his dissertation on Islamic law at Cologne University, which urged Muslims to fight against Europe’s secular societies.50

Repressed by Arab nationalist regimes, the Islamists, like their Axis partners after 1945, fled into exile or went underground. Led by al-Husaini and the Muslim Brotherhood, they returned to their 1920s and 1930s strategies, when the Ottoman Empire’s collapse had destroyed their Young Turk patrons and Anglo-French rule had made it too hot for them at home. Retreating to Europe, the Islamists began building or taking over mosques, setting up student and other front groups, and creating or gaining control of Muslim associations and journals.51 Said Ramadan spent four decades on that task. The Brotherhood also founded Islamic institutes and built new mosques. By 2000, many of the Islamic communities throughout Europe adhered to Brotherhood ideology and were led by Brotherhood members.52

The focal point for much of this work was the mosque built in Munich by an Egyptian, Ali Ghalib Himmat, and an Uzbek, Nur ad-Din Namanjani. The fifty-eight-year-old Namanjani had been imam of a Turkic SS unit and was close to al-Husaini. Funds for the mosque were raised by al-Husaini in Lebanon and Saudi Arabia in 1961 as well as by contributions from German ex-Nazis.53 While other Munich Muslims at first resisted Ramadan’s and the Brotherhood’s control, in the end the group’s ability to provide funds carried the day.54

In 1961, Ramadan founded the Islamic Center in Geneva with Saudi money. He also took over the Islamic Center of Munich and, two years later, the Islamic Center of London as well. After Ramadan’s death, the Geneva center was led by his oldest son, Hani. Himmat became Ramadan’s successor in 1973 as leader in Munich, which remained the most important center for Islamism and the Brotherhood in West Germany.55

The Syrian Yusuf Mustafa Nada Ibada worked with Himmat, and during the 1980s, Himmat and Ibada also built the Muslim Brotherhood’s global financial network. For example, they founded the at-Taqwa Bank in 1988. After the September 11, 2001 attacks on Washington and New York, international investigations named Himmat and Ibada as major financiers of terrorism.56 Himmat left the Islamic Center of Munich in 2004 to become head of the Lugano Islamic Center in Switzerland.57

So Ramadan, leader of the new Islamist generation in the post-Nazi era, who had no publicly expressed opinion on the events of that time, was nevertheless the lieutenant of the ex–Nazi ally al-Husaini as well as son-in-law and aide of another collaborationist leader, al-Banna, and led the international expansion of a group, the Muslim Brotherhood, that had collaborated with the Nazis.

Many of his older colleagues were also Muslims who had been Nazi collaborators (Namanjani, ad-Dawalibi), assisted by German ex-Nazis concealed in West Germany’s government (Zech-Nentwig, Wolfrum). They used institutions created and subsidized by the Nazi regime (the Geneva center, the Central Islamic Institute of Berlin) and funds that Hitler’s government had paid al-Husaini for his collaboration, now managed by a Nazi banker (Genoud). And Ramadan’s protégés would become key financiers of the modern Islamist terrorist movement.

Yet at some point these factors ceased to affect Western perceptions of the Brotherhood. At a critical moment in the 2011 “Arab Spring,” as the Brotherhood moved to take control of Egypt and Tunisia, the director of U.S. defense intelligence, James Clapper, told Congress in February 2011 that the Brotherhood was a moderate, secular group that opposed violence.58

Such ideas were shaped and encouraged by the Brotherhood’s own campaigns. For example, the New York Times article by Tariq Ramadan, Said’s son, earnestly claimed that the Muslim Brotherhood was a pro-British, anti-Nazi organization.59 Born in Geneva in 1962, raised in Switzerland, and groomed for leadership from childhood, Ramadan would be Islamism’s best-known spokesman in the West, becoming professor of contemporary Islamic studies at Oxford University.

Any effort to persuade the West that it should tolerate or even assist the Muslim Brotherhood requires erasing its legacy of cooperation with the Nazis and, of equal importance, the ideological parallels between the Nazis and the Brotherhood, as well as with Islamism generally. Thus, Islamist organizations fail to acknowledge, much less explicitly reject, their pro-Axis past because of the potential damage to their interests and image. Yet the ideologies and concepts of the movement still largely parallel those of the Ottoman Empire during World War I; of Nazi Germany and al-Husaini in World War II; of Abd an-Nasir, Ba’thists, and the PLO during the Cold War; and of al-Qaida, Iran, the Muslim Brotherhood, and Hizballah thereafter. A few examples are offered here.

Ayman al-Zawahiri, the Egyptian Islamist who became a top al-Qaida leader, explained the mobilization for jihad in terms that sound as if they came from von Oppenheim’s memos and the Ottoman declarations or al-Husaini’s advice to Nazi Germany. In other words, hatred against Jews and the West would be stirred up, thus generating mass support and leading to a jihad:

The one slogan that has been well understood by the nation and to which it has been responding for the past 50 years is the call for jihad against Israel [and] against the U.S. presence. . . . The jihad movement has moved to the center of the leadership of the nation when it adopted the slogan of liberating the nation from its external enemies and when it portrayed it as a battle of Islam against infidelity and infidels.60

In 1942, al-Husaini had advised the Germans that the most effective propaganda would be to preach hatred of the Jews, or in his words, “The Jewish attack and the plagues they carry.”61 He had also made this idea the centerpiece in his lectures to SS units and imams.62 This theme was echoed during the following decades. Here, for example, is Sayyid Qutb, the Brotherhood’s key theoretician and al-Husaini’s friend, in 1950 using almost precisely the same words:

The Jews did indeed return to evil-doing, so Allah gave to the Muslims power over them. The Muslims then expelled them from the whole of the Arabian Peninsula. . . . Then the Jews again returned to evil-doing and consequently Allah sent against them others of his servants, until the modern period. Then Allah brought Hitler to rule over them. And once again today the Jews have returned to evil-doing, in the form of “Israel” which made the Arabs, the owners of the land, taste of sorrows and woe.63

Similarly, Hamas, the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood, in its Covenant at the end of the 1970s quoted al-Banna, drew heavily on the Protocols of the Elders of Zion as did al-Husaini, and echoed the radical Arab-Nazi line that went far beyond opposition to Zionism to portray the Jews as the world’s main evil force, the creators of Communism, cultural modernism, and Western imperialism in almost precisely the same words used in al-Husaini’s wartime speeches and German propaganda.

With their money, they took control of the world media. . . . They were behind the French Revolution, the Communist revolution, and most of the revolutions we heard and hear about, here and there. . . . With their money they were able to control imperialistic countries and instigate them to colonize many countries in order to enable them to exploit their resources and spread corruption there.

They were behind World War I, when they were able to destroy the Islamic Caliphate. . . . They were behind World War II, through which they made huge financial gains by trading in armaments, and paved the way for the establishment of their state . . . to enable them to rule the world. . . .64

Hamas’s Deputy Minister of Religious Endowments Abdallah Jarbu in a February 2010 television interview also spoke in terms parallel to Nazi and contemporary Islamist propaganda, calling Jews “subhu-mans,” and urging that they be “annihilated.” “The Jews,” he said,

are thieves and aggressors. . . . They want to present themselves to the world as if they have rights, but, in fact, they are a microbe unparalleled in the world. It’s not I who say this. The Koran itself says . . . “You shall find the strongest men in enmity to the believers to be the Jews.” May He annihilate this filthy people who have neither religion nor conscience. I condemn whoever believes in normalizing relations with them, whoever supports sitting down with them, and whoever believes that they are human beings. They are not human beings. They are not people.65

The language az-Zawahiri and Usama bin Ladin employed in their February 28, 1998 jihad declaration against Jews and Crusaders (Christians) also closely paralleled al-Husaini’s speeches and Muslim Brotherhood materials of the 1930s and 1940s.66 Al-Husaini spoke of a Zionist-British conspiracy to destroy Islam. Al-Qaida and other Islamists in the post-1945 world—no longer needing to excuse fascist Italy and Nazi Germany as “good” Christians—broadened the enemy into a Jewish-Christian-American conspiracy.

Similar ideas came from the leading Muslim Brotherhood ideologue Yusuf al-Qaradawi. As al-Qaradawi put it:

Throughout history, Allah has imposed upon the [Jews] people who would punish them for their corruption. The last punishment was carried out by Hitler. By means of all the things he did to them—even though they exaggerated this issue—he managed to put them in their place. This was divine punishment for them. Allah willing, the next time will be at the hand of the believers.67

Like other nationalist and Islamist commentators, al-Qaradawi attributed the Holocaust solely to Hitler. Yet he showed his support by claiming the genocide enjoyed divine sanction and by predicting that Muslims would implement the next round.

In his October 2010 speech that called for and indeed predicted the revolution in Egypt a few weeks later, Muhammad al-Badi, the Muslim Brotherhood’s supreme guide, expressed a vision that mirrored that of von Oppenheim and al-Husaini:

Waging jihad against both of these infidels [Israel and the United States] is a commandment of Allah that cannot be disregarded. . . . All Muslims are required by their religion to fight: They crucially need to understand that the improvement and change that the [Muslim] nation seeks can only be attained through jihad and sacrifice and by raising a jihadi generation that pursues death just as the enemies pursue life.68

The copious references to holy texts in the statements above show that Islamists did not need to take ideas from German Nazis or Italian fascists. As al-Husaini had argued in the 1930s and 1940s, they had a parallel yet symbiotic world view, drawn from their own societies’ political traditions, history, and religion.

The common themes tying together Middle Eastern and European extremists included hatred of democracy (as distinct from merely holding elections); glorification of dictatorship; deification of the dictator-leader; organizing society by a systematic ideology that suppressed liberty and debate; and using Jews and the Western democracies as scapegoats whose destruction would bring peace and plenty.69

Of course, radical nationalists and Islamists drew inspiration from European partners. But those who worked directly with the Nazis as their comrades inherited the Middle East long after their counterparts in Berlin were reduced to ashes. The resulting history simultaneously realized von Oppenheim’s vision of transnational jihad and Hurgronje’s warning that this would produce a nightmare of bloody confrontations and out-of-control hatreds. As a consequence, the lasting influence of this worldview and strategies diverted Middle Eastern societies from better alternatives. Even the presence of so much valuable oil and gas did not keep the Middle East from falling behind Asia and South America in almost every index of political freedom, technological progress, and social well-being.

All of these facts do not make al-Husaini or al-Qaida—or for that matter Iran’s Islamist regime, the Ba’th governments in Iraq and Syria, Hamas, the PLO, Hizballah, the Muslim Brotherhood, or the dominant exponents of the Arab world’s mainstream discourse—into Nazis or fascists. But these groups demonstrated how the same radical vision that had once found the Nazis to be congenial, right-thinking allies had such a powerful, long-lived effect in shaping the contemporary Middle East. This is the terrible secret of modern Middle Eastern history.
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ODESSA's lateat g;lnn.ﬂ escape was for HANS WALYER ZECH-

NENNTWHICH, Ex-Capt. This men was up for trail for the
mass murder of 5,200 Polish Jews at PINSK. His escape to

Egypt from BRUNSVICK PRISON.

ODESSA - its initials are for Organization DER EXEMALIGEN
S. S. ANGEHORIGEN {organization of former members of the SS.

This Organization is also known as the “Spider's Ven".

Head of ODESSA in Spain is former SS Coloael Otto "Soar-
face" SKORZENY of resc (?) Nussoline fame.

Of the 2,000 odd ex-members of Hitler's SS Gestapo & SD

members I 1list sowe of the most lwportant on the wanted list
4% and also mctive members of ODESSA: at present in Lims is
F A who 1s Johann (or Jahannes) von Leers - has

contact with Pederico Schwend for. the buying of queer
SoIerViITs. T seount Lo be bought Will be thst of the squi-

valent of $100,000 resl monies. The price set iz at A7 on the
dollar - the plates made for "Operation Berhardt® of $10, $20,
$50 and $100 are now in Sao Paulo, Brazil.

This queer monies are said to be sent to Cuba and then to
£ind 1ts way to the US. The $100,000 in this writing is being

&iven by the gyptian Government.

One of ODBSSA's main contact here is Baron Von Sothen at
present second to the German Ambassador in Peru. = At present
he 1s now 1n Rio de Jeneiro apparently on a month's vacation
with wife and children - it is known the Baron von Sothen is

still an ardent NAZI.






ops/images/f0048-01.jpg





ops/images/f0186-01.jpg
10,45 UF

125 W

12,30 ar

13.30 Uar

.50 mar

gen Besuch Seiner Bmingns

Gxor

4 g,

R

Ankunft des Zuges in Groggarten
Abholuzg des Gast:
TieZenbacher

e T
Jrliize.ieler Moteniels tr a1 s o e
dem Gast als Adjutent wugeteiit wipy "o Eeichsfiarersy

Fabrt sur Feld-Komendostelle

Wohzung Ges Gastes: Appartement in der Bar
#i-Stentartentibrers Rode:

Ansonliessend Prilhstiick in der Wohnung des Gast

Tetlnehuer: Dor Gast, #-Obergruppentilror Berger,
H-Obezatirnn <r Tefemmecher,
der Dolmetscher . o

8 QUToh f-Obersturabamnsing s

e

Meldung des f-Obergruppentiibrers Berger beim Reichs-
finrerf.

-Obergruppentibrer Bexger holt den Gast sb und ge-
ettt
Besprechung beis Reichsfihrer-f.

Mittagessen in der Reiohsfubrer-Bazacke

- ons filirer, fi-Obergruppen:
Tetinenmer: Der Oast, der Bptehatibzerh, fOvez

¢

Nach Beendigung des Essens
Eruppentibrer Serger M

Gast durch f-Ober=
P Ao ot

2) bed schinem Fetters

Dex Reschsfunrer holt den G
dnesn -

Fahrt zum Begewal g das f-0bergS s

in Vorstell 5
n Hogowaldnelna des fi-Brigaderiirer

Tee

st in setner Fobmung &b





ops/images/f0021-01.jpg
§ mﬁuﬂiﬂiunmmﬂﬁtm

Giiltai wd nigen die 300

tiftiovien Siohammeduner

welde aufdev Gede joroont LaplBoanip S
fobond i ym ﬂjwuyﬁgﬂ[ﬁivun ’ﬁ;\fgj‘@’:‘wuw‘l
d g»rgﬂm;hﬂpvn%ny;vrﬁgm% il ol S eyl
af Ju 1L Ooiten dov Dot b 2 05 s

| ielajehyanpn, | < ;«’Zﬁ
N Py

4 “Damnghus Voot SR B

g Dilhetm 1.3 %,

Sy 20 sl 2

. (Aw;‘j-g}yl

SN






ops/images/f0006-01.jpg





ops/images/f0243-01.jpg





ops/images/f0041-01.jpg





ops/images/f0035-01.jpg





ops/images/f0083-01.jpg






ops/images/f0238-01.jpg
e

Lobancn, et OH4-Jomry 1969) "o

i

SEC1-B1/m rousron pisem

J&u__
m.m _m m_ﬂ_.u E
il A





ops/images/f0099-01.jpg
Ubersichiskarte von Aral

ien

I
r—
<

¥ o

Britisches
Rub o1 Chat

Protektorat






ops/images/f0240-01.jpg





ops/images/f0080-01.jpg
HE CRESCENIZ 4

The Only Musin Organ in Eurofe






ops/images/f0187-01.jpg
1,50 =

> Mo

11,50 T

-3,1
Gtrekte net e pogg
Begieiiuns curch pacy s v e
e il
) et sem e

bhclung deo Gastes dure
SRR 5 G etebataeer 40

Filavorfuhrung "Der unend1s,

oo des Tilnes Vorss
Tinrefa"von'ten Bock 1E5

ke Yot (14st-ra10)
¢1lung des f-Ober,

5 b
funxe des foBrigatertiresy o

Fabrt von der Feld-Komaandostelle sum esador.
Major Wiedernold begleitet dum Gast bis Bersis,

(S





ops/images/f0118-01.jpg





ops/images/9780300199321.jpg
NAZIS. ISLAMI
AND THE
MAKING OF
THE MODERN
MIDDLE EAST







ops/images/f0212-01.jpg
Hesdquarters Coment, Professor Doctor Jobannes von Leers, born 25 Jaauery 1902,
in Viet Lubbe bei Gadebusch, HoeKIERbUFE, Gersany, i¢ & fofEer seniar officer of

the German S5, friend of Goebbels, and author of anti-Semitic books, Ho stulled
law at Xiel, Hostock, and Berlin and at one tine reportedly was Professar of Or-
iental Studies at University of Jena, Thwingls, Germamy, After Yorld ¥ar IT

o Leers managed to escape imprisonment in Gerpay by Russian and Americtn auth-
oritics. In 1950 he vent to 1ive in Argentind where he vas also kmows as Dr. fans
Euler, He vent to Cairo ix 1952, presumibly 1o look for T Job, Anf Feturas
TrEentisa, vhere he remained m’il 1956, In the first Balf.of 1956 he noved to
Catro, with his fasily, at the {nvitation of the UIR goverzment which desired to
use his anti-Semitic backgrowd and experience to orginize end strengthen its
anti-Tsrael propaganda progras, 'Abi-al-ajid Aein, & language instructor at
Gairo Untversity, clains tast as a friend of long standing he is-Tesponsidle for
won Leers coming to Zeypt asd descrides hin as a sincere friend of Islam. (iain
15 a Gernan national, born around 1900, vho came to Cairo in 1952 at the expease
of the Arab Leagus to teach Cerman to scalor Arab leagus officers. He was then
the only such Burcpean to be employed by the Arab League, His true pase s un-
Jmown but belioved to be Schaidt.) The official position of von leers in the UR
goversnent was that of political and propaganta edvisar in the Informatiem De=
partaent of the Minlatry of Hatioml Guidance. To cover these sctivities and to
avoid embarrassment to itaelf, the WAR covernment in1956 erranged an appointacat
for von Leers as a professor of langusge in Cairo Univerelty. Ko is also active
in the Arab Leagus and iz 1956 ves known ao the Scurrent Arab Leaguo Fepresenta-
tive for Germany in Cairo and "Arad lesgus advisor on German matters.! Ho
writes articles for the propeganda departuent of the League for publication in
German nevspapers. Von Leers is said to be  persosality in the "Fuwropeaa Popular
Moveaent,* an anti-Aserican and anti-Soviet Fascist organization, Ho continues to
write for the Gersan nec-Mazi magazine *Der Weg' (The Vay), published zonthly in
Bucnos Adres. 2

o zelations of German-beri'Dr, Jobanes (Uear Anta®) von Ieers vith the U

overmment, as sdvisor to the Governieat on anti-lsres) propagenta, bare izprovel
‘since 1957. Since moving to EGypt in 1956 he bas bocome videly known and i3vep=
Jercaity conatdered the £ irst-renking Gersan there in terms of confidsnce, Fe i

B BAR-BT - : oot
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VI. THE MUFTI ATTEIPTS TO BROADEN IS SUPPORT
+ Ihe lslamic Congress for the Palastise Cuise

>

1o ALl losles must work for the liberation of Paléstines

2 The lsrasli ocoupation of Palestine is invalid and Israel's
displacement of the Palestine Arabs and usurpsticn of their
Tights s wn aggression againgt every soslem.

3+ Comsideration of pesce vith Isreel or dealing vith Isrsal
4o tresson.

Us The-proposed internationalisation of Jerusslen is & con-
piracy ageinst the doslen world,

5 There should be popular mobilisaticn for an active struggle
Yo help the refugess regein their hoses. Uotil this is
achieved the refugees’ condition mast be inprovede

6+ A Hoslem Palestine fund of §5,000,000 should be established *
o finnce plans for ecencadc revival ia Jordm and financing
3 the general struggle.
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5.

Bas never been officially received ty UAR President Jaml ‘Abd-al-Nasir, but is
Bersom grata vith the folloving official

(8) 431 Sabrt, Minister of State for Presidential Affairs, UAR, who bas
Granted his several interviovs.

(2) Amar al-Sadat, president of the Afro-ksien Solidarity Cowmetl.
() Mubasmad 4D4-al-Xaliq Hassuns, vecretary-general of the Axab leagus.

() orser Grans murts of Jerusalep, Baj Aata-Al-Busaynd, throwch vacs von
Toers vas tntiated iato Telaat and vith whon be wants to Sake & pil-

Grimgs to Kecoa,

() 2etcatter Genera TASIioAsia orabts FESE) pizector of Oeaeral Taves-
bigatione Departmeat of TR Kiatetey of Inserier,

(£) sayea [Hafex Vibdmalotaria, hecretary-general of Mistatry of Eeoncey and
Comerce, UR (Kyptisn Region),

Von leers assumes that he i uader observation by the Vest German overzaent.
Taoviog thet the UAR valusa the maintenance of good relatieas vith Boum, par
ticwlarly 1n the cconcatc fLeld, Yoo Ieers nov lintte la calls at goverament
offices tad occasionaly sends inatead his daughier, Gealds, o s wife fo
2ake thea for hin,

o lessen the posaibility of surveillance by phosetappsg, Yon Iesrs planzed to
=ove on 1 Getoter 1958 from his former address (§21 rus 03, Cairo-Natadi) to &
Sacger housg at #52 rus 11 1n the sase suburb, iere he colld have & direct tal-
epbone liae’, he hrab leagus Wil pay the costs of this move, Yor his services
% the Leagus he Teceives betveen 80 and 100 Reyptian pownds yer senth.

he Klgertan reststance sovement L also of interest to von Leors, and he advises
ta%d-al_Tartn of iaformation he Feceiven cn developments relatiag to it He

Belped Geraaa jowaaliat Brich Ternsayer (vio wites for|#Doutsche Solditenzedtimg,
Humlch, wder the pen same Eeich Kern) to complle saterisl for his book *Algericn

ia Plaimep® (geria 1a Flamsa).

Yon Leers 1s writiag a book,tentatively eatitled, *Jor Frothoitsiamyt dor lo
ialuaterdrackten T8lior® (The Pigat for Freedon of the Peoples Represied by Col-
ontaliss). This vill present the histary and probless of the pocples of Asin
and Africh formerly or stil) wnder colonial domination. The book ¥ill conclule
vith a discusaion of the occupled comtries of Burope.

Von Ieerata batred ‘of the eat ersan goversment am its pollcies 1a increasiog,
Eo speakn anly in terss of contespt of Bundeatac Preaident Bugen Gesstenmaier aid
Foreign Kinlster Helnrich von Brontano, He fs slightly leas biiter towrd Prosi-
dent Theodor Heuss, His letters are full of disparagement of that goverssent.

He i constantly pressing for the West Ocrsan natiosalist oppoaition to coso 1o
55 agreenent i ot Uaton, on the theary that the Sovieta ahouwld be |
Brought 4n to claaa up. the West, To arguseats that such measures vould reslt 1n
Great oss of 1ife and freodon bo replies that in view of Veat Geroanal conduct
Bince 1045 they daserve nothing better, lio belieres that after such & cloaa-ip
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