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Preface

This w ork developed from  what originally was intended as an article to 
supplement M r Leonard Stein’s book The Balfour Declaration, published 
b y Vallentine &  M itchell in 1961. His is a monumental study, a model o f  
scholarship and objectivity, written in a superb style that could hardly be 
bettered. It w ill certainly remain a classic in this particular freíd. Y et the 
more I delved into the new ly available records at the Public Record Office 
in London, to which M r Stein had no access, the more convinced I be
came that there was room  for a more ambitious undertaking.

N or could I subscribe to the view , dominant among British historians, 
d u t the Balfour Declaration was the result o f miscalculation, a product o f 
sentiment rather than o f considered interests o f state. The Foreign Office 
files, the W ar Cabinet papers, and other previously untapped sources 
gave me a coveted opportunity to find more satisfactory answers to here
tofore unanswered questions, prim arily on the motivations o f British 
policy towards the Zionist movement. These were manifold; the most 
important was to_counter the possibility o fa  T  urco^German protectorate 
o f a Jewish Palestine emerging in tbe aftermath o f the war. In ig i7 jy i 
Allied victory_wa?.by no means certain, and it was generally believed that, 
at best, the conflict would end in a negotiated peace. W ith the belligerents 
proclaiming themselves strongly in favour o f  the principle o f self- 
determination, as opposed tĉ  annexation, the nature o f Jewish representa
tions at the future Peace Conference (so it was reasoned) could have made 
all the difference. This was the Zionists’ strength, o f which they were not 
fully aware.

N or do the records confirm the assumption that, when the formula for 
a declaration was considered at the Foreign Office, the key-words were 
’asylum’ or ‘refuge’. In fact, all the evidence points the other w ay. In m y 
last chapter I have tried to show how  the term Jewish National Home was 
understood by contemporary public men and statesmen, and what were 
the expectations o f those who shaped the Declaration. I found that it was 
also necessary to reassess the relations between the Zionists and the anti- 
Zionists, as the issue could no longer be approached in entirely black-and- 
white terms.
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Other m atten also called for revision. The Sykes-Picot Agreement has 
acquired a bad name, and been depicted as a ‘product o f  greed* and a 
‘startling piece o f  double dealing’. This opinion is no longer tenable. The 
official records show that the policy o f  the Asquith-Grey  administration 
was essentially non-annexationist in character, and it was not before die 
revelation o f Germany *s ambitions in the East that, during Lloyd George’s 
premiership, dismemberment o f  die Ottoman Empire came to be re
garded as indispensable. It was not the Constantinople Agreement, as is 
generally presumed, that was the progenitor o f  the Sykes-Picot Agree
ment, but the negotiations w ith Sharif Hussein. It w asjn  order to make 
die Arab revolt against die Turks possible that an inter-Allied Agreement 
was concluded in 1916. There was no material incompatibility between 
that agreement and the pledges made to Hussein.

I was also privileged to be the first scholar to examine heretofore inr- 
accessible documents relating to the intricate question o f  whether or not 
Palestine was die ‘twice promised land*. This controversial issue bedevilled 
M iddle Eastern politics for over half a century, and it still has, as Professor 
Arnold Toynbee pointed out (Comment, Journal o f Contemporary History, 
October 1970), a political bearing. I have no axe to grind, but I am con
vinced, from  m y close reading o f the available documentary evidence, 
d u t the hands o f the British Government were clean. The understanding 
w ith Sharif Hussein was not o f a unilateral nature, and it was not the 
British w ho remained in debt.

I intended to bring m y story up to the eve o f  the Peace Conference in 
Paris; to deal with the Arab reaction to the Balfour Declaration, and with 
Arab relations with die British and the Zionists in 1918, but this would 
have made the book too long. For this omission I apologise; I hope to 
treat the issue elsewhere. References to German-Zionist relations were also 
reduced to an absolute minimum, since this is fully covered in m y forth
coming Germany and Zionism, 1897-1918. In writing, I took it for granted 
that the reader was acquainted with M r Stein’s book and therefore tried 
to avoid unnecessary repetition.

In addition to the official records at the Public Record Office, I have 
drawn extensively on the unpublished private papers o f  British officers, 
as w ell as on Zionist archival material, as listed in the bibliography.
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I Palestine— a Strategic Bulwark 
o f Egypt?

Colonel Charles H. Churchill, the grandson o f die fifth Duke o f  Marl
borough and from  1842 to 1852 a staff officer in the British Expedition to 
Syria, was one o f the first Englishmen to realise the strategic importance 
o f  Palestine to British interests. He insisted that when Palestine ceased to 
be Turkish "it must either become English, or else form  part o f  a new 
independent State, which without the incentives to territorial aggrandize
ment, or to means o f military aggression, shall yet be able. . .  to promote 
the great object for which it w ill be called into existence’.1 He envisaged 
that the Jews would play a conspicuous rôle in its revival. But the essential 
prerequisite was that they should resume their ‘existence as a people’ . The 
European Powers obviously would have to aid diem but it was up to the 
Jews themselves to make a start. Should they mobilise their resources to 
promote the regeneration o f this part o f the world, they would doubdess 
‘end by obtaining the sovereignty o f  at least Palestine’. The attempt to 
prop up die Turkish Empire had failed miserably.*

Churchill’s views were not representative o f the official attitude. W hen 
Lord Pdmerston, the Foreign Secretary, was seized by the idea o f pro
m oting Jewish settlement , in Palestine, he had in mind the interests oFthe 
Ottoman State and thus indireedy the British. A  Palestine inhabited by 
loyal andprocTuctive settlers could help to improve the Sultan’s finances 
ancTserve as a bulwark against 'any future evil designs o f  Mehemet A ll or 
"his successor’ .*

Neither Churchill’s nor Palmerston’s scheme got o ff the ground, but 
subsequent events were to bear out Churchill’s words. During the latter 
part o f the Fm t W orld W ar and afterwards, when the British Govern
ment found it advantageous to establish good relations with die Zionists. 
it supported their aspirations not in order to bolster up the Ottoman 
Em pire but to justify  its dismemberment and legitimise its own presence 
m Palestine. This concept did not mature before 1917 but its origins go 
much further back. The more firm ly entrenched the British position in 
Egypt (since its occupation in 1882), the deeper grew the estrangement 
from Turkey in the pre-war period, the more compelling became the need 
to change British policy. In contrast to the nineteenth century, it was now 
Egypt, not the Ottoman Empire, that required British protection. Hence
forth, the urge to widen the jrordon sanitaire o ff the Suez Canal zone 
became almost irresistible. Such an expansion, to encompass subsequéndy
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2  PALESTINB— A STRATBGIC BULWARK OF BGYFT?

the whole o f  Palestine and Mesopotamia, was dictated by die logic o f  
geopolitical realities.

It w asin  jorderto secure die Suez Canal, the ‘jugular vein’ oftheBritish 
-Empire, that Lord Crom er, the British Agent in Cairo, had managed in 
1892 against considerable odds to establish a new delineation o f  the fron
tier running from  Rafàh to the G u lf o f Aqaba. Under this arrangement, 
the whole o f the Sinai Peninsula, though it remained under the formal 
suzerainty o f the Sultan, was to be administered by the Anglo-Egyptian 
authorities. The importance that die British attached to this achievement 
was clearly demonstrated in 1906 when die Porte went back on the 
original understanding and staged an incident in Tabah in the neighbour
hood o f die boundary-line to test the British reaction. Both W hitehall 
and Cairo firm ly resisted the Turkish encroachment and the Porte had 
finally to reaffirm the arrangement made in 1892.4 1

This incident, combined w ith the construction o f  die Hedjaz railway. 
re-emphasised die strategicjmportange ofthC-Sicai Beninsulaand opened 
^British eyes to the possibility o f a serious invasion o f  Egypt from  the east 
by Turkey. O n i i M a y  1906 the Com mittee o f  Imperial Defence decided 
that ‘for the security and tranquillity o f  Egypt, it is essentfaT to preserve 
intact the strip o f desert country, about 130 m ilesbroad, which separates 
that frontier from  the CanaT? But could die 'strip o f desert* provide the 
required^ security? Both ancient and modem military history beliechthe 
Relief that the Sinai Peninsula presented an insuperable obstacle to the 
passage o f large armies. It was General Sir John French* who first chal
lenged the findings o f die Defence Committee. He foresaw that within 
the following ten years a situation might arise necessitating the employ
ment o f an army o f  150,000 men to meet enemies, both from within and 
without, who might seek in unison to drive the British out o f Egypt. 'The 
hand will be o f Turkey [but] the voice w ill be the voice o f  Germany.* 
W ith the latter’s connivance the Turks m ight easily concentrate within 
striking distance o f  Suez a force o f  at least 100,000 men and, drawing on 
his own personal experience and other evidence, Sir John gave warning 
that 'the Sinai desert should not be regarded as impassable’.7

B y 1912 the General Staff fully subscribed to this assessment8 but in 
1906 it was still regarded as too pessimistic. Lord Crom er was sceptical o f 
the Turks' capability to undertake so complicated an operation,9 and 
Richard Haldane, the Secretary o f State for W ar, thought that the Canal 
itself, when properly equipped and fortified, constituted ‘the strongest 
defensive position’.10 However, Crom er underestimated the extent o f  the 
encouragement that Germany m ight give to Turkey, whereas Haldane



seemed to have completely overlooked the legal stipulations which pre
cluded the use o f  the Canal for belligerent purposes. The Convention o f 
29 October 1888 guaranteed unimpeded freedom o f navigation through 
the Canal in times o f  peace and w ar.11 It is true that the Convention was 
never brought into practical operation, but the British Government none 
the less considered its provisos as ‘valid and binding’ 11 and never violated 
the Canal’s neutrality. Any doubts on this score were finally dispelled 
when the principle o f freedom o f navigation was endorsed by Article VI 
o f  the Anglo-French Treaty o f  8 April 1904.11 Hence the Canal could not 
be an instrument o f war even for Egypt’s defence.

This was not the only legal disability. International agreements imposed 
serious restrictions on die size and deployment o f  the British army o f 
occupation. It could be used solely for the purpose o f  maintaining order, 
and any increase in its strength could be justified only on grounds o f  some 
‘transitory and exceptional’ circumstances.14 As a result, Britain’s military 
position was so weak that the standing garrison would be unable to 
defend Egypt against an external attack o f even 5,000 men.14 The garri
son, in any case, could not be deployed freely. Article VIII o f  the 1888 
Convention provided that in case o f external aggression the signatory 
Powers were bound to turn first to the Khedivian Government and 
(according to the second paragraph o f Article IX) should the latter be 
unable to protect the Canal, the Powers could then appeal to the Ottoman 
Government to take the necessary steps. A ny unilateral action by Britain 
or any other Power was tantamount to usurpation o f the prerogatives o f 
the Sultan who still held suzerainty over Egypt. However, what would be 
the legal position shouldTurkey herself be involved-in a m ilitary operation 
against the Canal? Such a possibility was obviously not envisaged in the 
1888 Convention, but in the year before 1914 it placed the British in an 
additional predicament. M oreover, even supposing d u t these stipulations 
could be ignored, as in fact they were when Britain proclaimed her pro
tectorate over Egypt on 18 December 1914, a purely defensive stance, 
however effective, was not satisfactory. ‘Great Britain in dealing w ith a 
Power like Turkey’, reads the recommendation o f Major-General J. C . 
Ewart, Director o f  M ilitary Intelligence, ‘could not afford merely to stand 
on the defensive. I f  w e assumed such an attitude, our prestige in the East 
would be gone. W e must adopt a more active policy and find a theatre o f 
operations outside the Canal zone. Such a theatre die General Staff con
sider can be found in Syria’14 and Palestine.

This was by no means wishful thinking. As early as 1906, after the 
Tabah incident, plans were elaborated for a landing at Haifa.17 B y 1909 
a fully-fledged plan o f  invasion had been developed: die Haifa-Acre coast
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was designated as the most suitable landing area, Nazareth and Low er 
Galilee as intermediate objectives, and Damascus as the target. The threat 
o f  a raid on Egypt by Turkey or the massacre o f Christians in the Lebanon 
w ould constitute a valid pretext.18 Both the scope o f  the operation and 
the depth o f  the strike suggested that this would not be merely a tactical 
skirmish to disrupt Turkish communications but a considered design, 
should political circumstances permit, to occupy parts o f  Palestine and 
Syria.

In M ardi 1909 a special sub-committee under die diairmanship o f  Lord 
M orley, Secretary o f  State for India, was appointed to examine the ques
tion. The Com mittee was struck by disquieting evidence that a^uccessfid. 
crossing o f the Suez Canal even by ‘a few  Turks .would have ajscdous 
effect not only on die inhabitants o f Egypt, but on the fellaheen portion o f 
the Egyptian Army*. A  seriously intended invasion o f  Egypt was con
sidered unlikely unless preceded by a good deal o f preparation and the 
construction o f an adequate railway network; nevertheless, should it be 
attempted, the Committee thought it imperative to jn t  intn operation tfe~ 
plan for an attack on Haifa as presœ bëTby die A  force o f
at least four divisions was to be committed to such an undertaking. These 
recommendations were approved three months later by die Committee 
o f  Imperial Defence and subsequendy (on 2 June 1910) an alternative 
proposal to defend Egypt by a naval force based on Suez was rejected.18

For a while it was thought that garrisons at the oases o f  El-Arish, Nahal, 
and Katia in die Sinai would provide the answer. But it was soon realised 
that such outposts could at best delay but not stop an invasion o f  Egypt.80 
B y  1912 die General Staff had to reckon seriously with the possibility o f  
Turkey joining the Triple Alliance, in which case the figure o f  100,000 
Turkish troops to be used against Egypt, an estimate made by General 
French in 1906, was not exaggerated. British military reconnaissance dis
proved the theory that die inhospitable nature o f  die Sinai Peninsula and 
the lack o f  water supplies might preclude military movement o f any 
magnitude. It would take only one month for the enemy to reach Egypt 
both by land and sea from  a base somewhere in Syria.81 T o  forestall the 
danger a better base was needed than Sinai. N or could Egypt, for reasons 
mentioned earlier, be employed by Britain as a reliable place d'armes. An 
effective barrier against an invasion could be established only in Palestine.

Y et despite the weight o f  m ilitary argument pointing to Palestine as an 
ideal bulwark for Egypt, there were wider considerations pointing to 
restraint The Haifa project was no more than a contingency plan in 
response to a possible Turkish attack; but it would be w rong to see in
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it a deliberate intention to carve out some additional territory for British 
interests. Such a m ove would inevitably have invited other Powers to 
follow  suit, w ith fatal consequences for Turkey-in-Asia. The risks involved 
in its dissolution outweighed by far the danger that might threaten Egypt 
on its north-eastern border. As a neighbour, a weak Turkey was prefer
able to a European Power, such as France or Germany. Hence the rationale 
o f  the status quo. H ie only policy to which die British Government could 
subscribe was, as Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, informed Sir 
George Buchanan, the Ambassador at St. Petersburg, 'one directed to 
avoid collapse and partition o f  Asiatic Turkey’.*1

This message followed closely on G ref’s conversation w ith Raymond 
Poincare, the French President, and Stephen Pichón, his Foreign Minister, 
during their visit to London early in July 1913. Grey emphasised d u t he 
regarded the preservation o f  Turkey-in-Asia as 'one o f  the most important 
aims o f his policy’.** It was all the more important for Grey to make his 
position dear as the French, follow ing his professed disinterestedness in 
Syria,14 tended to interpret their rights there too liberally. O n 21 Decem
ber 1912*6 Poincare, addressing both Houses o f  the French Parliament, 
had pointedly referred to the ‘faulty’ administration o f  the Sublime Porte, 
and noted that in the Lebanon and Syria the French had 'special and long- 
seated interests w h ich . . .  must [be] respected. The British Government’, 
he went on, 'declared th at. . .  it has no political aspirations and no wish 
or intention to do anything’*4 to stand in the w ay o f the French.

That this differed substantially from  what Grey had in mind transpires 
from  his despatch to Sir W illiam  Goschen, the British Ambassador in 
Berlin. ‘I observed to Cambon that what I said about Syria did not im ply 
a disturbance o f  the status quo which it was our object to preserve.’*7 
Curiously, in order to balance die French, G rey found common ground 
w ith the Germans, w ho had nothing to gain from Turkey’s partial or 
complete disappearance, though as Realpolitiker they were reaayhT takc  ̂
full advantage o f partition ÜhouTcT it take place.»8 Grey was no less'a 
realist than nis German counterpart and had to consider the possibility 
d u t partition m ight be unavoidable, but there was litde doubt where his 
priority lay. Pragmatic and cautious as he was, his diplomacy finally 
triumphed. The French, freed w ith a solid Anglo-German front, had to 
fall into line. Poincare and Pichón finally assured Grey (during their 
meeting in London) that France too would do everything in her power to 
support his policy.*4 Henceforth the Quai d’Orsay consistendy adhered 
to die status quo principle.*0

Against this background it is dear w hy, despite its sympathy, die British
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Government was in no position to give positive support to Zionist aspira
tions. A  proposal like that made by Colonel Claude Conder in 1903 for a 
Jewish settlement in Palestine that cojjld serve as an ideal outpost in the 
neighbourhood o f Egypt81 was ra re jjf Theodor H erd's cause made so 
powerful an appeal to some British statesmen, it was out o f humanitarian 
rather than political considerations} 'The motives which had actuated the 
Government', Earl Percy, the Under-Secretary o f State for Foreign 
Affairs, told the House o f Commons on 20 June 1904, 'had been inspired 
by those feelings o f sympathy . . . which had always been felt by the 
British race, for that persecuted and oppressed people.' In the same debate 
Sir Edward Grey spoke o f an attempt to provide ‘a refuge and a hom e', 
and six months later Joseph Chamberlain, the Colonial Secretary, recalled 
the need to find 'some country [not necessarily Palestine] i f  possible under 
die aegis o f  die British flag, or under the protection . . .  o f  a Concert o f  
nations. . .  in which these poor exiles could dwell in safety’ . I f  Chamber- 
lain had in addition some imperial purpose in mind, when encouraging 
the El-Arish proposal, as his biographer is inclined to think, it soon came 
up against the political realities. Herzl was finally told that ‘die establish
ment o f a large cosmopolitan society in the Sinai Peninsula [which de jure 
was still part o f the Sultan's dominions] would entail a material increase o f 
the difficulties which the [Anglo-] Egyptian Administration has already 
to encounter.’88

Arthur Balfour, w riting to Israel Zangw ill, the celebrated novelist and 
a leader o f the Jewish Territorial Organization (ITO ),88 recalled that, 
when Prime Minister, he had had several opportunities to discuss Jewish 
setdement in East Africa, ‘and’, he added, ‘I have not altered m y view  
that, i f  such a scheme be desired by the Jewish community generally, an 
effort should be made to carry it out. . . .  M y anxiety is simply to find 
some means by which the present dreadfiil state o f  [sic] so large a pro
portion o f  the Jewish race finds themselves may be brought to an end.’84 
This letter, dated 21 February 1906, was written only four to five weeks 
after Balfour had reassured W eizmann d u t 'i f  a home was to be found for 
the Jewish people.. .  it was in vain to seek it anywhere but in Palestine* ;88 
not too glaring a contradiction considering that Balfour was at that time 
electioneering and wished to satisfy all shades o f Jewish opinion. W inston 
Churchill, the Liberal M .P. for North-west Manchester (a constituency 
near Balfour’s) also acknowledged die need for a 'safe and setded home 
[for these] scattered and persecuted people’. Early in January 1906, during 
his election campaign, he publicly declared his support for the idea o f 
creating an autonomous Jewish colony in East Africa, only to realise its 
impracticability six months later when Colonial Under-Secretary. The



territory in question was not an unoccupied land and the violent opposi
tion o f die white setders posed a serious obstacle. M oreover, division 
within the Jewish ranks put a question mark over the whole venture.*6 B y 
1908 Churchill had come to die conclusion that:*7

Jerusalem must be the only ultimate goal. W hen it w ill be achieved, 
it is vain to prophesy: but that it w ill some day be achieved is one o f 
the few  certainties o f the future. The establishment o f a strong, free 
Jewish State astride the bridge between Europe and Africa, flanking 
the land roads to the East, would not only be an immense 
advantage to the British Empire, but a notable step towards a 
harmonious disposition o f the world among its peoples.

This sounded like a powerful echo o f die plea made about five decades 
earlier by Colonel Charles Churchill, his remote kinsman.** Like him, 
Churchill was far ahead o f  his time. N ot before 1917-18 did the British 
Government feel able to embrace this concept, though phrased in more 
moderate terms. But early in the war, when Herbert Samuel, President o f  
the Local Government Board, ventured to propound it officially, it was 
still premature.
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2 The Samuel Proposal 
and British Policy 
in Turkey-in-Asia

A t the beginning o f  the First W orld W ar only a handful o f  British states
men envisaged that w ith the probable disintegration o f the Ottoman 
Empire, the foundations o f  a Jewish state in Palestine could be laid. Her
bert Samuel was among the few. That a person o f  his standing and up
bringing should take such a vivid interest in the renaissance o f  his people 
in their historic homeland, is rather remarkable. Y et the Zionist idea was 
far from  alien to him. Some twenty years earlier, his imagination had been 
fired by H erd's ideal, but w ith H eid ’s failure, he felt it prudent to leave 
the pursuit o f  such a ‘distant ideal' to others. Contact w ith Rabbi D r 
Gaster kept his interest in Zionism alive, but it was Turkey's entry into the 
war, on 5 Novem ber 1914 that opened Samuel’s eyes to the future possi
bilities o f Palestine. The speech by Herbert Asquith, the Prime Minister, 
at the Lord M ayor’s Banquet on 9 November, confirmed his belief that 
the British Government aimed at the dismemberment o f the Ottoman 
Empire.1 Though, as w e shall see later, he was mistaken, since Asquith’s 
statement was more a rhetorical warning to the Ottoman Government 
than a declaration o f  policy, Samuel, like most o f his contemporaries, read 
it to mean literally what it said.

He confided his views first to Sir Edward Grey. Given the jealousies o f 
the European Powers in that area which made it unlikely that they would 
agree to any one o f them assuming a dominant position there, ‘perhaps 
the opportunity might arise for the fulfilment o f  the ancient aspiration o f 
the Jewish people and the restoration there o f  a Jewish State’. Such an 
entity, were it to be established, might become ‘the centre o f a new cul
ture . . .  a fountain o f  enlightenment and a source o f  a great literature and 
art and development o f science’. Samuel hoped that Russia would co
operate, but it was primarily to Britain that his eyes were turned. Britain 
‘ought to play a considerable part in the formation o f such a state, because 
the geographical situation o f  Palestine, and especially its proxim ity to 
Egypt, would render its goodw ill to England a matter o f  importance to 
die British Empire’ . Here was the germ o f the strategic concept which 
Samuel was to develop fully in his memoranda o f  January and March 
8



But in Novem ber 1914 he still did not think in terms o f  a British 
ectorate.
rey was favourably disposed towards Samuel's proposal and was ready 
ork for it should the opportunity arise. The idea had always a 'strong 
nental attraction to him’. Grey agreed w ith Samuel that the proposed 
should be neutral and that it would be advantageous to have a 
pean Power, such as France, as a neighbour on its northern borders,
• than Turkey. Should however France, or any other Power, 
ce claims to Syria in its entirety, it would be important, Grey 

x aasised, ‘not to acquiesce in any plan which would be inconsistent 
w ith  the creation o f  a Jewish State in Palestine’. Lloyd George, w ith whom  
Samuel spoke on the same day, was also ‘very keen’ to see the establish
ment o f a Jewish state;1 his interest predated Grey’s. Questions which 
Lloyd George put to Chaim  Weizmann, in the presence o f Samuel and 
C . P. Scott on 15 December 1914 about the relative proportions o f Jews 
and Arabs in Palestine, and his remark that Judea when mature m ight 
constitute *a possible link between East and W est’,1 show how  seriously 
die question had preoccupied him. The localities in Palestine mention«! 
b y Weizmann sounded to him, versed in the Bible and Jewish history, 
'm ore fam iliar. . .  than those on the W estern Front’ .4 The idea o f restor
ing Palestine to the Jews obviously appealed to him but, as w e shall see 
later, it played only a subsidiary part in the formulation o f  his policy 
when Prime Minister.

About six weeks later Samuel circulated a memorandum under the 
tide The Future o f Palestine.* It started on an almost messianic note:

there is a stirring among the twelve million Jews scattered throughout 
the countries o f  the world. A  feeling is spreading with great 
rapidity that now, at last, some advance may be made, in some w ay, 
towards the fulfilment o f the hope and desire, held with unshakeable 
tenacity for eighteen hundred yean, for the restoration o f die Jews 
to the land to which they are attached by ties almost as ancient as 
history itself.

However, Samuel thought die time was not ripe for die establishment 
o f  an independent, autonomous Jewish State. In Jerusalem proper, tw o- 
thirds o f the inhabitants were Jews, but in die country as a whole their 
number did not exceed one-sixth. Hence,

i f  the attempt were made to place the 400,000 or 500,000 
Mahommedans o f Arab race under a Government which rested upon 
the support o f  90,000 or 100,000 Jewish inhabitants, there can be no
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assurance that such a Government, even i f  established b y the 
authority o f the Powers would be able to command obedience. The 
dream o f a Jewish State, prosperous, progressive and the home o f  a 
brilliant civilisation, might vanish in a series o f  squalid conflicts 
w ith the Arab population. And even i f  a State so constituted did not 
succeed in avoiding or repressing internal disorder, it is doubtful 
whether it would be strong enough to protect itself from  external 
aggression from  the turbulent elements around it. T o  attempt to 
realise the aspiration o f a Jewish State a century too soon might 
throw back its actual realisation for many centuries more.

The most desirable solution therefore would be to annex Palestine to the 
British Empire. Under British rule Jewish colonisation and institutions 
would prosper and immigration be encouraged, ‘so that in course o f time, 
the Jewish people, grown into a majority and settled in the land, may be 
conceded such a degree o f self-government as the conditions o f that day 
may justify’ . England, true to her traditions, would bring civilisation to a 
backward country, and this would have strategic advantages, since Pale
stine was ideally suited to serve as an outpost for Egypt. A ll other options 
were inadmissible. T o  leave Palestine to Turkey would condemn it to 
permanent stagnation. Annexation by France was unjustifiable; even less 
desirable was an international administration. Palestine would become a 
theatre o f intrigue, and German influence, which predated the war, 
might easily be exerted again to the detriment o f the French position in 
Syria and that o f the British in Egypt.

Samuel was not so unrealistic as to suggest that the development o f a 
sizeable Jewish community would solve the Jewish problem in Europe. 
It would not. A  country equal in size to Wales, much o f which was barren 
mountain and partly waterless, could not hold more than three or four 
million people, but it would relieve the pressure in Russia and elsewhere. 
O f greater importance would be the educational effect. It would re
establish an authentic image o f the Jew and give him status and dignity.

The Jewish brain [Samuel wound up] is a physiological product not 
to be despised. For fifteen centuries the race produced in Palestine a 
constant succession o f great men— statesmen and prophets, judges 
and soldiers. If a body be again given in which its soul can lodge, it 
may again enrich the world. T ill full scope is granted, as Macaulay 
said in the House o f Commons, ‘let us not presume to say that there 
is no genius among the countrymen o f Isaiah, nor heroism among 
the descendants o f Maccabees’.
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It was an extrem ely able memorandum appealing both to imagination 
and to self-interest. Visionary as his conclusion was, Samuel was not blind 
to the limitations. Palestine was a small country and, though predomin
antly derelict, was not com pletely uninhabited. The stark fact that it con
tained over half a million Arabic-speaking people forced him to the con
clusion that the time was not ripe for the establishment o f a Jewish state. 
But was he not aware o f the numerical preponderance o f the Arabs when 
unfolding his ideas to G rey on 9 November? It was one o f  the reasons, 
he told Grey, which made the task o f  building up a new state so ‘for
midable*, and it was, apparently in order to enable the Jews to reach 
m ajority status in a shorter time that he explicitly excluded from  the 
boundaries o f  the projected state Beirut and Damascus, ‘since they con
tained a large non-Jewish population which could not be assimilated*.* 
W hat then made Samuel m odify his approach?

W e can only conjecture. It would not be too far-fetched to assume that 
the telegram o f 7 January from  the British Agent in Egypt, mentioned 
in Samuel’s memorandum, gave him a sense o f urgency. The Agent in 
question was Sir M ilne Cheetham, acting High Commissioner.7 O n the 
basis o f information indicating that a large proportion o f the population 
o f  Syria and Palestine would welcom e the advent o f the British, Cheet
ham urged a military offensive w ith a landing in Alexandretta, north o f 
Syria, as the key to the operation.* The political implication o f this 
scheme was that the area, when liberated from  the Turks, could at best 
result in an Arab state or semi-state, under British protection. Such a 
prospect was sufficiently alarming to prompt Samuel to put the Jewish 
case before the Cabinet. In November, when he had sounded out Grey, 
the question o f die future o f  Palestine was still academic, and he felt at 
liberty to put his desideratum as he did. But after Cheetham’s cable, in
sistence on the establishment o f a Jewish state would obviously have been 
premature, i f  not self-defeating. Hence the proposal for colonisation 
under British protection. However, the change was only tactical. The 
ultimate objective remained the same.

Samuel was not m oving in a vacuum. O n 10 December 1914 he had 
met Weizmann. Weizmann was convinced that England would w in the 
war* and that only under her w ing would Zionism prosper. W hen asked 
by Samuel what he expected from  the British Government, W eizmann 
replied: ‘encouragement. . .  in our w ork . . .  a wide measure o f local 
government and freedom for the development o f our own culture'.10 
This was a much more modest formula11 than that put by Samuel to Grey 
a month earlier and this too may have persuaded Samuel to shelve the 
proposal for a Jewish state to some indefinite future. But Weizmann's
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desideratum was much more ambitious: 'England would have an effective 
barrier and w e would have a country', he had told Zangw ill on 10 O cto
ber 1914.”  A  month later he wrote to Scott that, should Palestine fall 
within the British sphere o f influence and Jewish settlement be encouraged 
there 'w e could have in twenty or thirty yean a million Jews out there, 
perhaps more; they would develop the country . . . and form  a very 
effective guard for the Suez Canal.' And in March 1915 he wrote to 
Scott in still bolder terms: if, eventually, the Jews took over the country, 
the entire burden o f administration would fall on them, but for die next 
ten or fifteen yean they w ould w ork under a British protectorate.1* The 
resemblance between this train o f thought and that running through 
Samuel’s January memorandum is striking. British protection was not 
only an end in itself but also a means to an end. The essential defect how 
ever in their thinking was die assumption that during the transitional 
period the Arabs would remain passive onlookers. W hat the effect on the 
British attitude would be should the Arabs resist was not considered, hi 
fact Arab opposition was to emerge as the key problem, but at d u t time 
the difficulty was not foreseen.

This was not the only flaw. Samuel and W eizmann gave insufficient 
weight to the fact that Britain was disinclined to undertake new imperial 
responsibilities and d u t the wishes o f  die French in that region were to be 
respected. The idea o f British protection might have found a ready ear 
among annexationists such as Scott and Lloyd George, but it tended to 
alienate Asquith, Grey and die Foreign Office. Samuel’s proposal appealed 
to Lloyd George’s 'poetic and imaginative as well as to die romantic and 
religious qualities o f his mind’ .14 Lloyd George indeed did not miss an 
opportunity during Cabinet meetings to advocate the annexation o f 
Palestine,1* and to him British and Jewish Palestine were almost identical 
in meaning, but in 1915, as Chancellor o f  the Exchequer, his influence on 
foreign policy was marginal; it was Grey’s opinion that counted.

O n 5 February 1915, when Samuel met the Foreign Secretary again, he 
found him still anxious to promote Jewish setdement in Palestine ‘in a w ay 
favourable to Zionist ideas’ but 'very doubtful o f the possibility or desir
ability o f the establishment o f a British Protectorate’ . He did not know 
what views the French Government held in this matter and was w illing 
to sound them out, but Samuel demurred. Grey was opposed to Britain’s 
assuming any fresh military and diplomatic responsibilities. Asked by 
Samuel what alternative solution he had in mind, Grey said that

it might be possible to neutralize the country under international
guarantee; to place die control o f the H oly Places in the hands o f  a



Commission in which the European Powers, die Pope, and perhaps 
the United States, would be represented; and to vest the government 
o f  die country in some kind o f  Council to be established by the 
Jews.

This resembled Samuel's original proposal o f  Novem ber 1914, but 
Samuel who had in the meantime modified it, doubted whether in the 
prevailing circumstances a Jewish administration would be acceptable to 
the Arabic-speaking population. Grey thereupon saw no other course than 
to establish in Palestine a similar regime to that in the Lebanon, that is to 
leave the country under Ottoman suzerainty but with a governor ap
pointed by the Powers to safeguard the interests o f  the Jewish population. 
Samuel was not content. He pointed to the danger o f  any power other 
than England holding Palestine and to the risk that under the cloak o f  an 
international government, some European state such as Germany m ight 
gain a foothold. Grey 'agreed that that was so'.1*

The conclusion o f  Samuel’s note suggests that he m ight have been 
under the impression that Grey had come round to his point o f  view  con
cerning a British Protectorate. This was not the case. The same considera
tions that precluded unilateral British operations in Alexandretta, pro
posed by Cheetham, applied also in this case. Grey’s advice to Samuel 
during their conversation on 5 February, d u t the Zionists should interest 
die French, American and other Governments as w ell in their pro
gramme,17 reflects his rooted objection to earmarking Palestine as a solely 
British concern. A  year later Grey recalled in a cable to Sir Mark Sykes: 
'I told M r. Samuel at the time d u t a British Protectorate was quite out o f  
die question.'18

But Samuel remained unshaken. Prominent members o f  die Anglo- 
Jewish community like Lord Rothschild, his cousin Leopold de Roth
schild, and Claude M ontefiore, reinforced his belief d u t a British Protec
torate was die best course. M oreover, learning from  W eizmann that a 
memorandum presented to the Russian Government b y Tschlenow,18 
recommending ‘a Jewish Palestine under [the protectorate o f ] a great 
Pow er' had been w ell received,10 Samuel may have believed that at least 
Russia would not oppose a British Protectorate, in which case France 
could perhaps be persuaded to agree. The more he explored the situation 
in Palestine, the dearer it became to him  that the idea o f  a Jewish State 
was 'impracticable. A t some future time, perhaps, it m ight come about 
. . .  but so long as the great majority o f  die inhabitants were Arabs it was 
out o f  die question.'

T o  impose a Jewish m inority government would be in flat contra
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diction to one o f  the main purposes for which the Allies were 
fighting. A t the same time it was not necessary to accept the position 
that the existing population, sparse as it was, should have the right 
to bar the door to the return o f a people whose connection w ith the 
country long antedated their own, especially as it had resulted in 
events o f spiritual and cultural value to mankind in striking contrast 
with the barren record o f  the last thousand years.*1

This remained Samuel’s credo from  which he was not deflected. Luden 
W o lf may have been under the impression, when he met him, that 
Samuel agreed w ith him;** but he was mistaken for in contrast to W olf, 
w ho viewed the Palestine question through a purely Jewish prism, 
Samuel was also concerned with its com patibility w ith British imperial 
interests. W o lf saw in the ‘cultural’ plan, freedom o f  immigration, 
facilities for colonisation, and equality o f  rights w ith the native popula
tion, the sole objectives to which Jews should lim it their ambitions, but 
Samuel was equally committed to ‘free opportunity for political develop
ment’, a phrase which was merely a euphemism for an unimpeded 
development towards a Jewish majority in Palestine. The right o f Jews to 
Palestine in his opinion was inviolable and their return could not be 
dependent on the consent o f the indigenous Arabic-speaking population. 
In his second memorandum o f March 1915a* the significant paragraph

under British rule . . .  Jewish immigration . . .  would be given 
preference, so that in course o f time the Jewish inhabitants, grown 
into a majority . . .  may be conceded such degree o f self-government 
as the conditions o f that day might justify

remained virtually unaltered. Though not form ally a member o f  the 
Zionist Organization, Samuel was essentially a political Zionist, or to be 
more precise, he blended the ‘political’ and the ‘cultural’ schools o f  
thought into a harmonious whole. This provided a splendid basis for a 
complete rapport between him and W eizmann.*4 Both held strong views 
on the advantages o f a British Protectorate in Palestine; and just as 
Weizmann endeavoured to argue away the reservations o f  some British 
statesmen,** so Samuel completely ignored Grey’s advice on this sub
ject.**

Samuel’s move was ill-timed. It coincided w ith Russia’s claim to Con
stantinople and the Straits. Although her Allies had no choice but to 
accept it, Grey was w ary o f  drifting into the unpredictable currents lead
ing to Turkey’s vivisection. It is a fallacy to believe that the idea o f  dis
memberment o f  die Ottom an Empire was a predetermined line o f  British
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policy. Had this been so, Samuel's proposal would have been received 
favourably and would, perhaps, have become part o f the British desiderata. 
The fact is that it did not. It was no accident that Samuel’s March memo
randum (as presumably also the January one) was not discussed by the 
Cabinet or W ar Council at all.17 Contrary to what is generally presumed 
by historians,11 acceptance o f the Russian demands did not make partition 
o f  Turkey inevitable, whereas the inclusion o f  Palestine amongst the 
British desiderata would have made all the difference. N ot only would it 
have played into Russia’s hands, it would have also provoked France into 
demanding her share o f the spoils, a course which would have put an end 
to Turkey-in-Asia. This in fact did happen, but not in consequence o f  the 
Constantinople Agreement.

Grey did his best to preserve die status quo. This was his policy before 
die war as it was in 1915. But in 1915 his task was far more difficult. 
Turkey was at war w ith the Allies and, follow ing the British proclama
tion o f  a Protectorate in Egypt (on 18 December 1914) and w ith the 
Dardanelles Expedition unfolding,11 Russia’s claims to Constantinople and 
die Straits were com ing to the fore. However, Grey was reluctant to give 
ground. O n 3 March 1915 he told Count Benckendorff, the Russian 
Ambassador, that ‘a territorial expansion o f  Russia would raise . . .  the 
question o f  partitioning o f  the whole o f  Turkey, thus whetting the 
appetites o f  many Powers’ . He assured them that England had ’no 
designs whatever on any part o f  Asia M inor or Syria, except for some 
points in the area o f  the Persian G u lf’.10 He was therefore all the more 
shocked to receive the next day Sazonow's telegram demanding the 
Allies’ consent to the annexation o f Constantinople, the Straits, and a 
sizeable hinterland.11 It involved, as Grey put it, ‘a complete reversal of 
die traditional policy o f  [the British] Government’. But, i f  the Foreign 
Secretary had to concede this ’richest prize o f the entire war’, it was not 
merely as a 'proof o f friendship’ to Russia11 but in fear o f losing her to 
Germany. Berlin, as die W ar Council was told by Grey on 10 March 
1915, was anxious to conclude a separate peace w ith Russia and France to 
isolate England and thereafter to deal her a death-blow. France’s loyalty 
was beyond doubt, but this could not be said o f  Russia. Russia believed 
that in the early days o f  die war she had saved die Allies from  defeat and 
it was therefore ’essential’ for the successful prosecution o f  the war that 
she should be reassured about Constantinople.11

Nevertheless, Grey refrained from  follow ing Sazonow’s example, and 
made no claim to Turkish territory to balance Russia’s. Such a m ove 
w ould have sealed die fate o f Turkey-in-Asia. It would have revived the 
spectre o f  Nicholas I’s prescription for the ’Sick Man o f Europe’. G rey,
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therefore, formulated his desiderata as modestly as possible, lim iting diem 
to a request for a revision o f the Anglo-Russian Agreement o f  1907 
regarding spheres o f  influence in Persia and to a stipulation that ‘the 
Mussulman H oly Places and Arabia shall. . .  remain under independent 
Mussulman dominion’ .*4 Neither o f these counter-claims w ould have 
jeopardised the viability o f the Turkish state.

Grey’s position was all the more difficult since only a few  o f  his col
leagues supported him. 'I believe that Grey and I are the only tw o men', 
Asquith noted in March 1915, ‘who doubt and distrust any such settle- 
ment’*5 as Turkey’s partition. Balfour*4 had his eyes fixed on Alexand- 
retta, while Lloyd George thought that Palestine was more rewarding 
’owing to prestige involved in its occupation’. Lord Kitchener, Secretary 
for W ar, dismissed Palestine as o f ’no value’ and claimed Alexandretta.*7 
Kitchener’s basic premise was that i f  the war was brought to a successful 
conclusion and if  Russia secured Constantinople and control o f  the Straits, 
partition o f the Turkish dominions was unavoidable. W ith Russia 
emerging as a Mediterranean Power and France in possession o f Syria, die 
whole balance o f  power in the Levant would be profoundly changed; and 
this inevitably would affect the position o f  Egypt. Should Britain decide 
to incorporate Mesopotamia in its Empire, occupation o f  Alexandretta 
was indispensable. ‘I f w e do not take Mesopotamia, the Russians un
doubtedly w ill sooner or later. This would give them an outlet into the 
Persian Gulf, and enable them eventually to control the military situation 
and the greater part o f its commerce.’ The potential agricultural and 
mineral resources o f Mesopotamia, notably oil, were assets not to be 
brushed aside, and if  irrigated the country could become again ’one o f  the 
most fertile and highly productive areas in the w orld’. W ith Alexandretta, 
Mesopotamia and the Bagdad Railway, Egypt, the Suez Canal, and India 
would have greater security.**

The Adm iralty supported Kitchener.** So did Sir Arthur Hirtzel, 
Secretary o f the Political and Secret Department o f  the India Office.40 But 
General Edmund Barrow, its M ilitary Secretary, thought differently. 
He dismissed Alexandretta as both politically and militarily untenable. Its 
acquisition was bound to set Britain on a collision course w ith her Allies 
and involve her in ‘enormous and unprofitable expenditure . . . Meso
potamia and Egypt, w ith Palestine as the connecting link between the 
tw o, are British interests, the rest are not.’ The ’ideal’ border for the 
British sphere o f interests in the north. General Barrow concluded, 
stretched from the Mediterranean at Cape Nakurah, between Tyre and 
Acre, to the Euphrates at Deir, thence down the right bank o f the Arah 
and across El Jezirah to the Persian frontier.
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Such a line would include all Palestine from  Dan to Beersheba, die 
Upper Jordan and M ount Hermon, as w ell as die oases o f  Damascus 
and Palmyra, and thus enable us to construct an all-British railway 
from  Acre or Haifa through Damascus to Bagdad and the G u lf . . .  
to connect w ith the Egyptian [railway] system . . .  consolidating 
our oriental empire.

Should however this programme prove too ambitious and beyond 
Britain's m ilitary capacity, or likely to involve her in a clash with France, 
Britain should abandon all idea o f expansion. She had much more to gain 
b y supporting Turkey as an Asiatic state and championing Islam, than by 
giving rein to annexationist appetites. In practical terms, Turkey-in-Asia 
ought to be maintained as a buffer state, though shorn o f certain pro
vinces: Armenia under Russian, the Lebanon under French, and Basra 
vilayet under British influence respectively, whilst Palestine should be 
‘neutralised and administered as an autonomous province o f the Turkish 
Empire by an International Commission . . .  under the protection o f  thei 
allied Powers’. General Barrow concluded:41

The abolition o f direct Turkish rule in Palestine is . . .  a political 
consummation which w ill appeal to many, both Christian and Jew, 
but which would inevitably create dissension among the Powers 
unless they were all equally interested in the new dispensation. A ny 
attempt to acquire a special privileged position by one would be 
resented by the rest o f  the Powers and would speedily lead to that 
Armageddon in the valley o f Esdraelon which has terrified the 
imagination o f  the world for ages past.

It was Barrow’s impeccable logic that killed the Alexandretta scheme in 
favour o f Haifa as a British interest. His influence on the de Bunsen Com 
mittee4* was profound. W hen circumstances changed, his concept o f 
Palestine’s importance as an indispensable geopolitical link between M eso
potamia and Egypt became a constant in British strategic doctrine. It 
survived the inter-war period and was dropped only after Britain’s final 

withdrawal from India and the Middle East.
Closely reasoned as Barrow’s memorandum was, it does not seem to 

have made any immediate impact on the W ar Council. British Ministers 
remained as divided as ever. During the meeting on 19 March 1915 
Balfour reiterated his belief that Mesopotamia and Alexandretta were 
inseparable components o f one scheme, whereas Lord Kitchener advanced 
the view  that without Alexandretta, they had better not take Mesopo
tamia at all. O n the other hand Lord Haldane, the Lord Chancellor,
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concluded that die total destruction o f  Germany and Turkey was not ‘in 
the interest o f a lasting peace. . .  a permanent peace could not be obtained 
except by general consent*. This provoked the fury o f  W inston Churchill, 
First Lord o f  the Adm iralty: ‘surely, w e do not intend to leave this . . .  
inefficient and out-of-date [Turkish] nation, which has long misruled one 
o f  the most fertile countries in die world, still in possession?. . .  it is time 
for us to make a clean sweep.*4*

The tenor o f the discussion was disconcerting to Grey. 'I was not very 
anxious to carve up Asia M inor in advance’, he wrote in his memoirs; 'i f  
w e w on the war, spheres o f  interest would have to be defined; but the 
tiling seemed rather premature.’44 The cardinal question which he put to 
his colleagues was whether the acquisition o f new territories would make 
Britain stronger or weaker. M oreover, would it be wise to ignore the 
intense feeling o f loyalty o f die Moslem world towards Turkey, their 
political and religious centre? Grey was fortunate in enjoying the support 
o f die Prime Minister, but at this meeting it was not given without 
qualification. Asquith was fully aware that, should the Russians take a 
good slice o f Turkey and other Powers followed suit, the British could no 
longer remain ‘free agents'. I f  for one reason or another they left other 
nations to scramble for Turkey without taking anything themselves, they 
would not be doing their duty. This delphic statement suggested that 
Asquith, as Prime Minister, had to consider also the opinions o f those 
members o f  the W ar Council who opposed Grey. Y et it was the policy o f 
the Foreign Minister, though outnumbered, which finally w on the day. 
It was decided inter alia that ‘it would be premature to discuss the par
tition o f  Turkey.'45 This explains w hy Samuel’s memorandum was by
passed altogether, even though such staunch supporters as Lloyd George, 
Lord Haldane, and Lord Crewe were present at the meeting.

Ambivalent as Asquith’s statement at the W ar Council on 19 March 
sounded, at heart he was, like Grey, deeply anti-annexationist. ‘It is very 
difficult to convince the ignorant or the foolish that swollen boundaries 
mean, or may mean, anything else than greater wealth [and]. . .  author
ity ’, he wrote on 22 April 1915 to Admiral Fisher,44

It must be remembered that diere may be territories which w e must 
take because w e do not want other countries to take them. Further, 
there m ay be territories which w e must take because there is nobody 
else to give them to. The Turks may have disappeared. You cannot 
hand important pieces o f land to savages and Great Britain may be 
forced to new responsibilities as reluctandy as she has on occasions
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been forced in die past. . .  But new territories require die 
expenditure o f more money, and even more important, die 
expenditure o f more men. W e shall be short o f both at the end o f  
this w a r . . . .  N ew  territories w ill require new armies, new navies, 
new civil servants, new expenses, teachers, doctors. W here are diese 
to come from? . .  .

I believe that w e have not the men or the money to make new 
countries out o f  barren and savage deserts; and i f  w e try —  w e shall 
arrest progress at home and in the other countries for which w e are 
responsible, and w e shall saddle the British taxpayer w ith huge 
liabilities for defence.

Asquith’s comment on Lord Kitchener’s Mesopotamian project is as 
revealing:

He is a man o f great imagination___ He thinks a new country in
Asia can be made as quickly as a new army in England . . .  It has 
taken many years to make the Punjab, [but] it is yet not self-sup
porting . . .  H ow long w ill it be before Mesopotamia can give to 
the subjects o f King George’s great grandson some part o f  the 
expenditure which w e to-day w ill have to bear for the fortifications 
on Alexandretta and the vast army necessary to defend it and the 
railway from  there to Basra.

Given this attitude, it is most unlikely that, in his Guildhall speech o f  
9 Novem ber 1914, Asquith had in mind the dismemberment o f die Turk
ish Empire as one o f British war aims.47 But with the opinions among 
ministers divided, he appointed early in April 1915 a special inter
departmental Committee to ’consider the nature o f British desiderata in 
Turkey-in-Asia in the event o f a successful conclusion o f the W ar’. The 
Com mittee, better known by the name o f  its chairman, Sir Maurice de 
Bunsen, Assistant Under-Secretary o f State at the Foreign Office, sub
mitted its report on 30 June I9I5.4S It was a document o f  acute political 
thinking, analytical, detached, and far-sighted, though circumstances gave 
it no more than temporary value. The Com mittee were realistic enough 
to admit that British desiderata in Asiatic Turkey were circumscribed by 
those o f  other Powers who, although Allies today, might tom orrow 
become competitors. Having carefully weighed the advantages to the 
British Empire o f annexation against the risks involved in die increased 
responsibilities, the Committee examined four courses, o f which the 
first (A) and the last (D) were the most important:
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(A) Limitation o f  Turkish sovereignty to Anatolia and the partition o f 
the non-Turkish portions o f  the Ottoman Empire among die 
European Powers.

(D) Maintenance o f  the Ottom an Empire4* as an independent but 
decentralised and federal State.

Should (A) be decided upon among the Powers, it was imperative for 
Britain to stake her claim to the territory which lay south o f the line 
running from Acre north-eastwards to Tadmor-Sinjar-Amadia and to die 
Persian border; a stretch o f land which included in the east the vilayets o f 
Mosul, Bagdad, and Basra, and in the west central and southern Palestine 
and the whole o f the Sinai Peninsula. There could be no half-measures. 
Britain could not afford a situation in which 'the real master o f Bagdad 
and owner o f  Mesopotamia w ill be France or Russia*. I f Britain were 
established in Mesopotamia, an oudet to the Mediterranean was essential 
for both strategic and commercial reasons. Here the Committee took a 
leaf from  General Barrow's memorandum50 ruling out Alexandretta and 
substituting Haifa which, though not as good a natural harbour, was 
capable o f development into a satisfactory port easily connected by rail 
with Mesopotamia and Egypt. Should Alexandretta be annexed, France 
could not be refused Palestine, an outcome ‘scarcely tolerable*, since it 
would bring her frontier dose to the Suez Canal and Arabia. Haifa was 
therefore preferable.

Y et despite the alluring prospect o f  Mesopotamia devdoping into a 
British granary and o f the exploitation o f  inexhaustible oil deposits, the 
disadvantages o f partitioning the Ottoman Empire outweighed, in the 
Committee’s opinion, the advantages. It would both prolong and alter 
the character o f the war;51 it would deeply offend the Moslems and entail 
extensive military liabilities. The French would be prompted to establish 
a naval base at Alexandretta and perhaps a submarine and torpedo-boat 
station at Beirut. This would pose a permanent threat to Haifa and. in 
the event o f war, would materially add to the difficulties o f keeping 
British communications in the Eastern Mediterranean open. The Haifa- 
Mosul-Bagdad railway would be in constant jeopardy either from  a 
French or a Russian thrust or a combination o f the tw o. This would 
require large land forces and a basic re-examination o f die traditional 
postulates o f British imperial strategy. ‘O ur Empire is wide enough 
already, and our task is to consolidate the possessions w e already have.’ As 
for Palestine, an unwanted responsibility would be thrown on British 
shoulders which, in the Committee’s opinion, was an international con
cern rather than that o f a single power.



The Com mittee therefore favoured Course (D): that is maintenance o f  
an independent Ottoman Empire but w ith a decentralised system o f  
administration. Accordingly, Turkey was to be divided into five great 
provinces: Anatolia, Armenia, Syria, Palestine, and Irak.** Such a division 
corresponded to die ethnic composition o f  its inhabitants and was more 
likely to meet their hopes for autonomy, a goal which was fully in line 
w ith the declared aims o f  the Allies. M oreover, a federal Ottoman Em
pire would have a better chance o f survival, and rivalry among the Powers 
would be greatly reduced. The Com mittee thus hit on a well-balanced 
solution; whilst securing vital British interests, it opened up prospects for 
Turkey’s reform.

This remarkable document bore testimony to the essentially non
annexationist character o f  British policy. B y  curbing Britain’s appetites, 
the Com mittee hoped to restrain those o f  her Allies. The report showed 
that, despite the intended amputation o f  Constantinople and the Straits 
b y Russia, partition o f the remainder o f  the Empire, as seen from  the 
British angle, was not inevitable. But i f  w ith regard to Turkey’s future the 
Com mittee showed restraint, in the matter o f Palestine their attitude 
appeared deliberately disinterested. The position o f Palestine was unique, 
transcending the usual pattern o f  power politics. Internationally sig
nificant, Palestine could not be the exclusive preserve o f  a single power. 
The Com mittee therefore was convinced that just as ’the French claim 
w ill be rejected, since. . .  the forces opposed are too great. . .  to make [it] 
good’, so also for similar reasons ’it w ill be idle for His Majesty’s Govern
ment to claim the retention o f  Palestine in their sphere. Palestine must be 
recognized as a country whose destiny must be the subject o f  special 
negotiations, in which both belligerents and neutrals are alike interested.’** 
The desirability o f  Palestine’s neutralisation and internationalisation, 
expressed earlier by G rey and Barrow,*4 was now  endorsed, and indeed 
extended by bringing in the neutrals and the Central Powers. This was 
diametrically opposed to the Samuel-Weizmann thesis.

A t the end o f  Novem ber 1915, when W eizmann and Samuel, accom
panied by Scott, met Lloyd George, they received little comfort. However 
cogently they may have argued the case for a British-protected Palestine, 
Lloyd George could say no more than that ‘France would probably object’ 
and that there would be objections in England as well to such an extension 
o f  responsibilities. ’George thought’ , Scott recorded, *a condominium o f 
the three [Allied] Powers might be proposed, but Samuel and Weizmann 
agreed that from their point o f view  this would be the worst solution.’**

It was not until early in 1917 that the Samuel-Weizmann-Scott doctrine
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began to appear relevant to British strategic interests. But during 1915-16 
it was still condemned to the sidelines. Samuel obviously took Asquith's 
Guildhall speech at its face value. N or was he aware, when preparing his 
memoranda, o f the factors determining British policy. Notes from Lord 
Bryce6* and Lord Fisher,67 both annexationists, were encouraging, as was 
the news conveyed by Weizmann on 21 March 1915 that in Scott’s view  
events were shaping in favour o f a British Palestine.6* This assessment, as 
w e are able now  to surmise, was misleading. Eric Drummond’s6* mar
ginal comment on Samuel’s March memorandum60 reflects official 
reactions more faithfully. O n the section advocating a British protectorate 
over Palestine, Drummond noted:

I do not know whether the possibility o f a United States protectorate 
has well been considered. I believe public opinion [there] would be 
much flattered at the idea, and I do not see any insuperable 
objections, though it might conflict with French claims.

Asquith was much less charitable to Samuel than his Secretary. His 
contemptuous remarks about Samuel’s ’dithyrambic memorandum’ are 
too familiar to the readers o f his diary*1 to be quoted in full. They are in 
the same tone as those he made on Kitchener and his Mesopotamian 
scheme. It is not unlikely that in Samuel’s case Asquith was influenced by 
his friend Edwin Montagu, Chancellor o f  the Duchy o f  Lancaster,** 
whose opposition to Zionism was a matter o f common knowledge,** as 
was his close association with Asquith.** O n 16 March 1915, in response 
to Samuel’s memorandum, he wrote to Asquith:*6

I think it is quite dear that the position o f Palestine in itsd f offers 
little or no attraction to Great Britain from  a strategical or material 
point o f view . The defence o f  Egypt must obviously be easier when 
it is bounded by desert almost unpassable in its nature than if  w e had 
territorial interests on each side o f the Asiatic Saharas. Com m ercially 
and strategically Palestine is incomparably a poorer possession than, 
let us say, Mesopotamia, and therefore it seems to me that the interest 
in the question is on the whole confined to the possibility o f  founding 
ultimately . . .  a Jewish State under British Protectorate.

He went on:

I find m yself very strongly convinced that this would be a disastrous 
policy. I believe that the Jewish hopes o f  once again finding them- 
sdves in Palestine are based on their interpretation o f  divine 
prophecy in the O ld Testament, but the return o f die Jews to the



Promised Land was predicted in that book by divine agency and by
miracle, and I think it would require nothing short o f  a miracle to
produce a Jewish State in Palestine.

M ontagu rejected the idea that the Jews constituted a race. Those in Great 
Britain were as remote from those in M orocco as the Christian English
man was from  the M oor or the Hindu. N or could he believe d u t a 
Jewish State could ever become a viable entity. Jews tending olive trees or 
herding sheep could not be imagined. As to commerce, it would be a pity 
to give anti-Semites an opportunity to discriminate against Jewish imports, 
and for their literary talents greater opportunities could be found in their 
countries o f  domicile. It would therefore be hardly worth while to trans
plant ‘one-third o f the Jewish peoples o f the world for the sake o f  Zang- 
w ill!’ In Palestine, Montagu was convinced, the Jewish community 
would have no common tongue. Hebrew was o f little use in practice, and 
could no more serve as a means o f communication than Latin could for 
Roman Catholics. Should a state be formed out o f  ‘a polyglot, many- 
coloured, heterogeneous collection o f people o f different civilisations', 
it would create the confusion that followed the erection o f  the Tow er o f  
Babel.

The consequences o f  the establishment o f  a Jewish State for the Jews 
outside Palestine, nine million strong, would be even more disastrous. 
Unable to absorb more than three million at the most, it could not be 
‘a very promising Jewish State’, yet it would be w eighty enough to 
unleash a virulent anti-Semitism and undermine the civic status o f those 
in the W est. The alleged sympathy o f  the Protestant world for the idea o f  
restoring the Jews to the H oly Land was, in Montagu’s opinion, ‘a thinly 
cloaked desire to get rid’ o f  diem; i f  it came about, ‘the President o f  the 
Local Government Board would be asked to look after the Borough 
Council o f  Jerusalem rather than the W est Riding o f  Yorkshire; the Lord 
C h ief Justice [Lord Reading] would be told to preside at the Beth D in 
and not at the Court o f  Appeal; while I should be asked to fit m yself for 
appointing Rabbis in the Duchy o f Lebanon rather than Anglican Parsons 
in the Duchy o f  Lancaster.'

But the misfortune o f  highly-placed individuals would be slight com 
pared to die catastrophe which might befall millions o f  Jews, those in 
Eastern Europe in particular. Montagu predicted that should it be made 
known that the Jews had or were about to have a country o f their own, 
they would inevitably ‘be invited to dear out’ . W ith their eyes turned to 
a state o f  their own, they would no longer be considered patriotic dtizens 
o f  their respective countries and this would invalidate their claim to
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hospitality. Montagu concluded that Samuel’s proposal, though ’trimmed 
w ith . . . arguments o f  strategy and foreign policy', was in fact a ‘pre
sumptuous and almost blasphemous attempt to forestall Divine agency in 
the collection [sic] o f Jews, which would be punished, i f  not by a new 
captivity in Babylon, by a new and unrivalled persecution o f  the Jews left 
behind.’ He wound up:

I f  only our peoples would cease to ask for special favours and cease 
to cry out together at the special disadvantages . . .  i f  only they 
would take their place as non-conformists, Zionism would obviously 
die and Jews might find their w ay to esteem.
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3 The Zionists and 
the Assimilationists

M ontagu and Samuel were cousins but in temperament and oudook they 
were poles apart. The principal bone o f  contention between them was 
the one that polarised Anglo-Jewry. It centred on the problem o f Jewish 
identity: whether the Jews were a nation or a religious community. The 
dispute was more than academic. A t stake was the question whether 
recognition o f Jews as a nation would impair their civic status in their 
countries o f domicile. As events showed, apprehension on this count was 
unfounded,1 but in order to understand its deeper causes it is necessary 
to trace the evolution o f  the controversy between Zionists and assimila
tionists.

h i the pre-Emancipation period no distinction was made between 'nation' 
and 'religious community’. The concept o f Jewish identity was synthetic. 
From Biblical times they had regarded themselves as an am, umma, goy, 
teom (nation, people), though not in its exclusively secular connotation. 
They considered themselves also to be an am kadosh (a holy people) chosen 
by the Lord and bearing a particular religious message. They were 
pioneers o f  monotheism, yet their religion had all the national attributes 
acquired in specific historical conditions. Their God was a universal God, 
and also a Jewish God. The national and religious elements in the concept 
o f  their identity were inextricably interwoven. As Sir Isaiah Berlin put 
it, T h e  Jews were a unique combination o f  religion, race and people that 
. . .  could not be classified in normal terms.’*

The absence o f  a state o f  their own had no appreciable effect on their 
self-identification. In defiance o f  all precedent they went on living as a 
distinct entity, building on the foundations o f their historical legacy and 
faith in their eventual redemption. Dispersed over all countries and w ith
out a territory, they existed as a corporate body, as Klal Israel, bound by 
common tradition, mutual responsibility, and the hope o f Return. The 
secular elements in their communal life were too many to qualify them 
merely as a religious sect. The ghetto, in the Middle Ages, formed an 
extra-territorial entity, almost a state within a state. The Jews had their
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juridical and taxation system and even their own police. W herever they 
were, they carried w ith them the values and characteristics which dis
tinguish one people from  another. Thus the community itself became 
for its members a spiritual home, a substitute for the real homeland which 
they had lost— a unique phenomenon in human history. But despite their 
extraordinary gift for adaptation, they never accepted the abnormal con
ditions o f  a national-religious existence in the Diaspora as final. The 
Galuth (exile) was suffered as a penance. The ultimate goal o f  their aspira
tions remained immutably the Land o f Israel. It dominated their minds 
and hearts, exerting the most comprehensive, potent, and formative 
influence in their life. It abounded in Jewish liturgy and kept the Messianic 
idea alive. Even a cool-headed philosopher like Maimonides treated the 
laws regulating the Jewish state to be re-established in Palestine (Hilhoth 
Malhuth) as an integral part o f his great legal code.

Emancipation brought in its wake a radical departure from  traditional 
concepts and aspirations. The primary object was to gain acceptance in 
W estern society. Since it was im plicitly stipulated that equality o f  rights 
could be conferred upon Jews only after they had discarded their pecu
liarities and renounced their identity, the consequences were soon to 
become manifest. W hat centuries o f  deprivation and persecution had 
failed to do, the dazzling light o f  emancipation achieved. Y et the choice 
was limited. The words o f Clermont-Tonnère, a liberal Deputy in the 
French National Assembly: 'A ux Juifs comme nation nous ne donnons rien; 
aux Juifs comme individuels nous donnons tout’ [reiterated by Abbé Grégoire, 
an ardent advocate o f  Emancipation] reveal how  restricted was the 
application o f Liberty. O nly Frenchmen were entitled to enjoy the fruits 
o f the Revolution, not aliens.

The slogan was consistent with the new doctrine o f nationality. The 
nation became omnipotent, all-embracing, the supreme entity through 
which an individual could obtain satisfaction, and to which, conversely, 
he owed his undivided loyalty and allegiance. The old maxim cuius 
regio eius religio was now  superseded by the principle o f  cuius regio eius 
natío. Ethnic minorities and alien elements had to be integrated and fused 
with the main body or weeded out to prevent disunity. In France, not 
only Jews but also the Bretons, the Basques, the Flemish and the German
speaking Alsatians had to fall into line and become French. Since die trend 
towards nationalism went hand in hand with political loyalty, it is dear 
how  little choice was left to dissenters. The Jews, in any case, were in no 
position to opt out. Since the collapse o f  the Shabbetai Zevi movement, 
Messianic Redemption seemed a remote prospect; the spiritual diet o f  
rabbinical learning could hardly counter die irresistible attraction o f the



Enlightenment, and there was no possibility o f going hack to the ghetto. 
Jewish autonomy could be maintained in the framework o f die feudal 
system hut had no place in a centralised nation-state. O n the other hand, 
the slogans o f the French Revolution were closely akin to the humanist 
principles o f Judaism and, having a direct relevance to their civic status, 
evoked an enthusiastic response among French Jewry.

W hen an assembly o f  Jewish notables was convened by Napoleon on 
30 M ay 1806 and asked blundy, among twelve specific questions, whether 
French Jews, who according to law  enjoyed equality o f rights w ith other 
citizens, considered themselves to be Frenchmen and regarded France as 
their country, the answer was in the affirmative. The notables were 
naturally sensitive lest doubt be cast on the patriotism o f their community. 
They were, however, on solid ground when assuring him that it had 
always been a cardinal principle o f Judaism to abide by the laws o f  the 
State. Notwithstanding this reassurance, ten months later (on 8 February 
1807) Napoleon summoned the Great Sanhedrin, the first since the des
truction o f the Temple by the Romans, eighteen hundred years before, to 
confirm the notables’ answer and make it binding upon Jewry. The 
Sanhedrin made the momentous decision to differentiate between die 
religious and political provisions o f  Mosaic law: whilst the former were 
absolute and immutable, the latter, which had been established for the 
Land o f Israel, were no longer applicable. Since the destruction o f their 
state by the Romans, Jews had ceased to be a polity and no longer con
stituted a national entity. They were henceforth ‘neither a nation within 
a nation, nor cosmopolitan’ ; they were an integral part o f the nations 
among whom  they lived and entitled to claim the same rights and dis
charge the same duties as their fellow-citizens, from whom they differed 
only in religion.*

It would be incorrea to conclude that the Sanhedrin’s affirmations were 
given under duress4 or that their performance could be simply dismissed 
as opéra bouffe. O n the other hand, it is legitimate to ask whether the 
participants grasped what was at stake. ‘The ultimate aim o f the Napo
leonic system was the destruction o f  the nationality o f the subjea peoples’, 
die Spaniards, the Germans, and others,* and in his drive for denational
isation Napoleon did not overlook the Jews; it is ironic that only in their 
case could the French Emperor congratulate himself on a notable success. 
The resolutions adopted by the Great Sanhedrin, though meant primarily 
for local consumption and die territories occupied by the French troops, 
became the cornerstone on which the batde for Jewish emancipation in 
the Western world was fought. They were confirmed by the conferences 
o f  Reform Rabbis in Germany in 184$ and in the United States in 1869,
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and furnished Lord Macaulay w ith a powerful argument against the 
opponents o f the political enfranchisement o f Jews in Britain.* The new 
doctrine produced a radical re-definition o f Jewish identity in the W est 
and threatened the maintenance o f  the historical continuity so jealously 
guarded through the generations. It deepened the gu lf between W est and 
East European Jewry. It cut a great divide between those who saw in 
social integration w ith Gentile society the only salvation for their co 
religionists, and those who believed that the individual’s gain was the 
community’s loss, that the process o f assimilation was bound to loosen the 
bonds and destroy the internal coherence o f Judaism and lead to its 
gradual extinction.

The concept that the Jews are a religious community struck root also in 
England. This is surprising, for in England political conditions and the 
intellectual milieu were completely different from  those in France or 
Germany, and the formula o f ‘British citizen o f  Jewish persuasion’ served 
no practical purpose. There was no such identification between state and 
nation as preached on the other side o f the Channel; diversity rather than 
homogeneity was the natural pattern o f British society. British nationality 
was o f a composite character and proved elastic enough to accommodate 
not only the loyal Scots and W elsh but even the defiant Irish. British 
nationalism was less assertive, more humane and tolerant o f differences. 
It sprang from a totally different system o f political thought and was based 
upon individual liberties and self-government. Its early grow th was 
stimulated by the seventeenth-century Puritan revolution and was deeply 
influenced by the O ld Testament. Hence the identification o f the English 
people with ancient Israel and the appeal o f the idea o f the Restoration o f 
Israel to the H oly Land.7

In Britain civil disabilities were not dependent, as they were in France, 
on the implied or expressed undertaking that the Jews renounce their 
specific identity. That the struggle for emancipation was so protracted* 
was due rather to the fact that the English were a conservative people and 
sought to retain the old concept o f a Christian polity, than to anti-Jewish 
prejudice. It was the formula ‘on the true faith o f a Christian’ in the Oath 
o f Abjuration which kept Jews out o f Parliament, not their identity. 
Once the new philosophy o f a secular state triumphed, all previous 
reservations, regardless o f denomination, were swept away. Although it 
was suggested in Parliament that because they were a nation, w ith the 
idea o f a return to Palestine commanding their supreme loyalty, the Jews 
were ipso facto disqualified from  enfranchisement, such voices were few 
and by no means representative. Lord Palmerston’s recognition o f  the



Jews as a nation (bound by a world-wide unity like a ‘Free Mason 
fraternity*)* complemented his staunch support o f their emancipation in 
England. Moses M ontefiore’s dedicated service on behalf o f  his people in 
various countries earned him a knighthood from  Queen Victoria, whilst 
Disraeli’s romantic pride in his Jewish race in no w ay hampered his 
advance to the highest office. N or did Herbert Samuel’s Zionist convic
tions prejudice his career. The British Government did not interfere w ith 
the internal affairs o f the Jewish community and it was more in imitation 
o f  the pattem evolving among their co-religionists on the Continent, 
rather than under the pressure o f  British public opinion, that British Jews 
embraced the concept o f ‘religious community*. This was strange because 
they were under no obligation to abide by die resolutions o f  the Great 
Sanhedrin, and it is equally strange that the historian Luden W o lf should 
have held the contrary belief10 since when at war w ith Great Britain, one 
o f Napoleon’s reasons for convening the Sanhedrin was to drive a wedge 
between French and British Jewry.

It was the C h ief Rabbi, D r Herman Adler, who more than any o f  his 
predecessors or successors was responsible for propagating the message 
that ‘die great bond which unites Israel is not one o f race, but the bond o f  
a common religion’. In 1878 he w rote:11

W hen w e dwelt in die H oly Land w e had a political organisation o f  
our own; w e had judges and kings to rule over us. But ever since 
the conquest o f  Palestine by the Romans, w e have ceased to be a 
body politic: w e are dtizens o f the country in which w e dwell. W e 
are simply Englishmen, or Frenchmen, or Germans, as the case may 
be, certainly holding particular theological tenets and practising 
spedal religious ordinances; but w e stand in the same relation to our 
countrymen as any other religious sect, having the same stake in the 
national welfare and the same claim on the privileges and duties o f 
citizens. T o [the] question, W hat is the political bearing o f Judaism?
I would reply that Judaism has no political bearing whatever . . .  
religion is the main bond.

This was the classic doctrine o f the French Sanhedrin. Its transplantation 
to English soil seems all the more astonishing when w e consider that 
tw enty years had elapsed since Baron de Rothschild took his seat in 
Parliament and that there was no danger o f  the Act for the removal o f  
Jewish disabilities being repealed. Rabbi Adler carried his message much 
further than Anglo-Jewry had ventured even at the height o f their struggle 
for equality o f rights. Thus in i847the Jewish Association for the Removal 
o f  C ivil and Religious Disabilities proclaimed amongst other things:1*
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Far be it from u s __to renounce our faith in prophecy. . .  for a
return to Palestine . . .  or to resign our hope in the eventual 
restoration o flsra e l.. . .  The revelation which bids us cherish that 
hope, also commands us to promote die welfare o f the land w e 
live in . . .  and to love the land o f our b irth . . .  N o one could 
charge us w ith lukewarm or divided allegiance. And w e now  say to 
you, give us the right to serve our country . . .  and you w ill see 
whether our religious aspirations clash w ith our civil duties; whether 
our love o f Zion w ill interfere w ith our love o f England.

And yet Rabbi Adler’s statement came to be regarded by Anglo-Jewry 
during succeeding decades as the most authoritative interpretation o f  
Jewish history. It became an article o f  faith, a dogma in which, it was 
believed, die whole edifice o f  emancipation rested. In the autumn o f  1917, 
when the Balfour Declaration was still hanging fire, it was quoted, much 
to the discomfiture o f the British Government, by Edwin Montagu and 
Sir Philip Magnus, M .P., in their respective memoranda1* as a peremptory 
mandamus. The Zionists were fortunate in enjoying die unreserved sup
port o f both Rabbi Moses Gaster, the Haham o f the Spanish and Portu
guese Congregation and D r Joseph Herman Hertz, C h ief Rabbi o f  Great 
Britain and the British Empire; bodi repudiated die doctrine enunciated 
by Rabbi Adler.

Gaster’s views were made known in 1916 in his essay ‘Judaism— a 
National Religion’.14 Judaism was primarily a national religion.

The concept o f  a mere religious confraternity —  the claim to be 
Englishmen o f the Jewish persuasion— that is, English by nationality 
and Jewish by frith— is an absolute self-delusion.. . .  For the Jew 
frith is not a mere profession o f spiritual truths or o f dogmatic 
principles detached entirely from  the historical evolution o f the 
Jewish people as a nation; [it] is a profession o f national and religious 
unity.

Such a definition, Gaster asserted, by no means cast doubt on the essential 
loyalty o f the Jews to the country o f  their adoption. N or was it incom
patible with die accepted concept o f British nationality. Confusion reigned 
only in die minds o f  those ‘who did not know  how  to reconcile their 
religious nationality w ith the duties and obligations o f  British citizen
ship*.

Gaster was following in distinguished footsteps. In modem times Moses 
Hess was the first to protest in his Rom und Jerusalem14 against the fallacy

30 THB ZIONISTS AND THB ASSIMILATIONISTS



d u t the Jews were a religious group. A t die other end o f  the spectrum die 
Serbian Rabbi and Cabalist, Yehuda Alkalai, and the German-Polish 
Rabbi Z v i Hirsch Kalischer advanced the concept, revolutionary by the 
standards o f  their time, that the redemption o f  Israel should not be 
imagined as a sudden miracle o f  Divine grace. It would begin w ith the 
efforts o f  the Jews themselves. The resetdement o f  Palestine and cultiva
tion o f  its soil fully accorded w ith Biblical law  and the Jews were obliged 
to initiate the preparatory stages in anticipation o f the Messianic times.1*

Alkalai and Kalischer produced hardly a ripple among their con
temporaries, whilst Moses Hess remained a prophet without much honour 
in his own generation. It was not before the appearance o f  H erd's Der 
Judenstaat (1896), in which he proclaimed boldly: ‘W e are a people, one 
people'17 that the leading circles in W estern Jewry were thrown o ff 
balance. B y  endeavouring to identify Zionist ambitions w ith the interests 
o f  the European Powers, Herzl made nonsense o f  the charge d u t Zionism 
was unpatriotic. But in fact a confrontation w ith the assimilated was no 
part o f his policy. The Jewish state was meant for those who could not or 
would not assimilate. Ironically, a Jewish state could even be an advantage 
to the assimiladonists, for a sizeable reduction in the number o f Jews in 
die Diaspora would create more favourable conditions for assimilation for 
those who preferred to stay.1*

It was the East European Jews who were hostile to assimilation. Cooped 
up in their Pale o f Settlement, they formed a compact and homogeneous 
community. Degraded politically and economically, exposed to harsh 
governmental oppression and the prejudice o f  an ignorant populace, they 
developed a strong instinct o f  self-preservation and a vigorous inner life. 
Conscious o f their separate ethnic individuality, they had a sense o f  moral 
superiority over their neighbourhood which made them impervious to 
external assimilating influences. It was here that revulsion against the ill 
effects o f  the trends in the W est was at its strongest. Enlightened indivi
duals and writers o f  the Haskalah movement1* pointed untiringly to the 
corrosive influence o f  assimilation upon Jewish life. Y et it needed the 
shock o f  the pogroms o f  the 1880s to make Leo Pinsker, a deeply assimi
lated Jewish physician, despair o f  Russification and to write his w ell- 
known pamphlet Auto-Emanzipation (1882), a classic in Zionist literature.1* 
It was, however, in Ahad Ha’am11 that anti-assimilationism found its 
most eloquent exponent. O f  a broad humanitarian outlook, he was 
intolerant o f what he considered a gross distortion o f  a historical heritage. 
Reform  Judaism11 was an artificial response to environmental pressures. 
Trimmed to suit the expectations and codes o f  a non-Jewish milieu, it cut 
itself o ff from  the sources o f  Jewish tradition and common purpose. The
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cloak o f their political freedom concealed moral and intellectual slavery; 
the privileges were not worth the price.

I may not be emancipated [he protested]. I at least can remember 
Jerusalem . . .  without being asked what Zion is to me, or I to 
Zion . . .  I at least know 4w hy I remain a Jew *. . .  I have no reason 
for concealing . . .  beliefs and opinions which I have inherited from  
m y ancestors . . .  or denying them, for deceiving others or myself. 
And this spiritual freedom . . .  I would not exchange or barter for 
all the emancipation in the world.**

Nineteen years later Ahad Ha’am returned to the attack: w ith assimila
tion ‘there is no ro om . . .  for compromise’.™ He felt that die only chance 
for Jewry to survive in the modem world was by means o f  a liberal 
nationalism based on the ideals o f the Hebrew prophets. Unlike that o f  
Herzl and Pinsker, Ahad Ha’am’s Zionism was a response not to anti- 
Semitism but to assimilation in the W est and to ossified rabbinism in the 
East. Herzl and Pinsker saw the solution in a voluntary mass exodus o f 
Jews from  European countries. Ahad Ha’am, by contrast, doubted 
whether Palestine could absorb more than a fraction o f the Jewish people. 
And since the Diaspora was to remain a permanent feature o f Jewish life 
and was to contain the majority o f Jewish people all over the world, the 
problem was not Judennot, as Herzl believed, but the ‘plight o f  Judaism’. 
Hence the need for a ‘national spiritual centre in Palestine’, which would 
serve as a cultural power-house to restore the cohesion and sense o f  pur
pose o f the Jewish people, and to counter assimilation. ‘The influence o f  
the centre’, Ahad Ha’am wrote, ‘w ill strengthen the national conscious
ness in the Diaspora . . . and w ill fill our spiritual life w ith a national 
content w hich w ill be true and natural’.*5 

Ahad Ha’am’s concept presupposed that the Diaspora Jews would 
w illingly submit to the cultural hegemony o f the Palestinian centre and 
respond to its rejuvenating and cleansing influence. W hatever the prac
ticability o f  this idea, it was inherendy incompatible with the assimilationist 
point o f  view . Y et so long as it remained theoretical, few  i f  any pundits 
cared to cross swords w ith Ahad Ha’am. Reserved and socially isolated in 
his fourteen years in London (15)08-22), he had hardly left a mark on the 
public life o f  the Anglo-Jewish community.** But the moment the con
cept o f nationality entered the realm o f  practical politics it became an 
explosive issue. W e shall see how  much the ideological theme propagated 
by his disciples affected the relationship between the Zionists and the 
Conjoint Foreign Committee*7 and, radier than cementing die bond, 
served as a disruptive factor within die Anglo-Jewish community.
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One o f  the Zionist leaders on whom  Ahad Ha’am made a particular mark 
was Weizmann. Ahad Ha’am was Weizmann’s mentor and friend. 
W eizmann venerated him and consulted him at every turn o f  his political 
career.*8 Eclectic in his approach, Weizmann could accommodate both 
Herzl’s vision o f Jewish statehood and Ahad Ha’am’s spiritual Zionism. 
But it was from  die latter that he inherited his aversion to assimilation. It 
was not until he encountered personally the phenomenon o f  ‘Germans o f 
Jewish persuasion’ during his student days in Germany, that Weizmann 
was able to appreciate the full meaning o f  Ahad Ha’am’s essay ‘Slavery in 
the Midst o f Freedom’.*9 So traumatic was the experience that he came to 
detest the assimiladonists, whether socialist,*0 or bourgeois as in Britain. 
His contempt for the wealthy assimilated English Jews stood in inverse 
ratio to his deep admiration for England. He preferred, as Richard Cross
man noted, ‘the company o f  British Gentiles to that o f assimilated Jews’ . 
‘Every Jew’ was to W eizmann ‘a potential Zionist, and those whose 
Jewish patriotism was qualified by any other national loyalty were to be 
pitied or despised.’81 They were simply ‘the wrong kind o f  Jews’.8* Some 
o f  his British friends were astonished at the vehemence o f  his feelings. ‘N o 
one admires W eizmann more than I do,’ Orm sby-Gore wrote to Hankey 
when accompanying the Zionist Commission in Palestine in 1918, ‘but he 
is at times too fanatical and too partisan and uncompromising. He wants 
all Jews to be 100% Zionist and few  even here can stand quite so strong a 
dose.’88 Peculiar as W eizmann’s thorough-going nationalism seemed to a 
non-Jew, it was not at all out o f  tune with his mental predisposition; his 
Jewishness and his Zionism were interwoven. ‘You cannot destroy the 
second without destroying the first.’88 That the Jews constituted a 
nationality was to him ‘strictly a question o f  fa c t. . .  attested by die con
viction o f  the overwhelming majority o f Jews throughout all ages . . . 
shared by non-Jews in all countries’.88 ‘T o  deny this fact— to believe, as 
some highly intelligent Western Jews were inclined to do, that die Jews 
were or could collectively become entirely and utterly German, French, 
English, different from  their fellow-citizens only in religious b e lie f. . . 
was a profound and fatal illusion which the rest o f  the world did not 
entertain.’88 T o  define the Jews simply as a ‘religious group' was to dis
regard the very nature o f die Jewish religion.87

Weizmann’s premonition that the representatives o f assimilated English 
Jewry would stand in his w ay88 was fortified by Ahad Ha’am. Early in the 
war he strongly advised the Zionists against co-operation with assimilated 
circles on the Palestine programme. The Anglo-Jewish leadership, he 
w rote Weizmann in Novem ber 1914, ‘would protest against any sem
blance o f the national character o f our enterprise and would endeavour to
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degrade it to a level o f  philanthropy and assistance to destitute Jews/** 
Six days later, in a combative mood, W eizmann frankly advised some o f  
his closest friends: ‘The gentlemen o f  the type o f  L .W . have to be told 
that w e and not they are the masters o f  the situation; that i f  w e come to 
them, it is only and solely because w e desire to show the world a united 
Jewry, and w e don’t want to expose them as self-appointed leaders . . .
I am going to fight openly sans trêve but before opening the fight w e w ill 
attempt everything to rope diese Jews in and w ork with them har
moniously. I f  they don’t come they w ill be removed from  their pedes
tal.’“

The gendeman foremost in W eizmann’s mind was Luden W olf, a 
journalist and historian o f distinction, then Secretary o f  the Conjoint 
Foreign Com m ittee.41 Equally at home in Jewish and international affairs, 
W o lf was more than the Com mittee’s spokesman. He was its mainspring 
and theoretician, but his intellectual abilities were outw dghed by some 
serious shortcomings in public life. Conceited and suspidous, he failed to 
inspire confidence. Search for a compromise was not his habit, and w ield
ing a sharp pen he could at times be a formidable controversialist. How
ever, his dogmatism told against him. Equally self-defeating was his 
opposition to Zionism.

Zionism was his bête noiret but not during its early stages. In 1896 he 
reviewed H erd’s Der Judenstaat favourably.41 H erd’s personality left upon 
him an indelible impression. 'I shall not soon forget how  strongly I was 
impressed when I first met H erd . . . four years ago’, he wrote in die 
Daily Graphic o f  16 August 1900. ‘W ould the creation o f  a Jewish State 
prove an adequate solution?’ he asked, to which he unhesitatingly replied: 
*We could not but assent.’ The proceedings o f  die Fourth Zionist Con
gress in London in 1900 commanded his sympathetic attention. He 
described H erd as ‘the M odem  Moses’, ‘a new Prophet* and ‘the leader 
o f  the chosen People w ho is . . .  to restore the glories o f the Kingdom  o f  
Judea’ . The Zionist Organization was *a sort o f  Jewish revolt’, and should 
the European Powers one day ponder more seriously the solution o f  the 
Jewish problem, ‘H erd w ill lead his Zionists to the Promised Land’.41

Three years later, in a letter to The Times (8 September 1903), he was 
still o f the opinion that, should the scheme for a Jewish State under the 
protection o f  the Powers become red, ‘the whole Jewish people should 
strain their utm ost. . .  to make such a State a socid and political success’. 
Y et one year later he turned his back on Zionism, delivering a wholesde 
attack on its very foundations. Zionism, he sdd, was trying to ‘re-nationd- 
ise’ Judaism; it was based on a 'misconception o f the religious mission o f 
Israel’, it was ‘an ally o f  anti-Semitism’, 'a negation o f  the policy o f
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emancipation'. The Jews, he concluded, formed 'm erely a religious 
com m unity'.44

W hatever the explanation o f W olf's volte face, the similarity between 
his views as expressed in the Jewish Quarterly Review and those o f its 
editors, Israel Abrahams and Claude G. M ontefiore,48 is striking. The 
more involved W o lf became in public life, the more noticeable became 
his identification w ith the orthodox position o f  Anglo-Jewry. This is not 
to say that he or other Anglo-Jewish leaders were totally insensitive to 
die fate o f Palestine. 'It is a question in which our co-religionists take the 
profoundest interest’, Alexander and Montefiore, the co-Presidents o f  
the Conjoint Foreign Committee, told Sir Edward Grey in 1916.44 The 
Anglo-Jewish Association indeed, like its counterparts in France and 
Germany, the Alliance Israélite Universelle and the Hilfsverein der deutschen 

Juden, had done excellent w ork in setting up schools in Palestine before the 
W ar and in initiating other fruitful ventures which commended them
selves to the Zionists. They were not unmindful o f  the historical associa
tion w ith Palestine, but their activities bore a strictly philanthropic 
character. Nationalism was anathema. It was in their eyes retrogressive, a 
gratuitous gift to anti-Semites and prejudicial to emancipation.

Early in the W ar differences w ith the Zionists seemed not at all un
bridgeable. Counting on the resolution o f  the Tenth Zionist Congress in 
191147 (which suppressed the political aspect o f  Zionism in favour o f 
cultural and economic policy), W o lf concluded that friendly relations 
between the Conjoint Committee and the Zionists could be established.48 
Preliminary conversations, w ith Harry Sacher on 17 Novem ber 1914 and 
a month later w ith Sacher and W eizmann, passed in a friendly atmosphere. 
However, both parties were under a misapprehension: W eizmann in 
a«nming that 'an entente between the nationalist sections o f Jewry and 
their former opponents . . .  might be possible’,48 and W olf, in taking the 
meaning o f the term 'cultural' literally. For 'cultural' was only a euphem
ism for national indoctrination,80 and this was the last thing W o lf 
desired.

The differences became apparent during a conference on 14 April 1915. 
The Zionists were represented by D r Tschlenow and Sokolow, as dele
gates o f  the Inner Actions Committee, Rabbi Gaster, Vice-President o f  
die Zionist Congress, Joseph Cowen, President o f the English Zionist 
Federation, and Herbert Bentwich, President o f  the Order o f  Ancient 
Maccabeans. D . L. Alexander, C . G. Montefiore, H. S. Q . Henriques and 
Luden W o lf represented the Conjoint Foreign Committee. Neither 
Leopold de Rothschild nor D r Weizmann was able to attend.
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D r Tschlenow’s opening speech reflected deep anxiety for the millions 
o f  his Jewish countrymen made homeless in the Russian war zone. A n 
ominous upsurge o f nationalism in Eastern Europe and the problem o f 
refugees (which was bound to follow  the termination o f  hostilities) 
weighed heavily on his mind. O n the other hand, he believed that the 
future Peace Conference might give the Jews a unique opportunity to 
press their claims, and it was up to them to make themselves heard in 
unison. Rumania’s persistent defiance o f  Article X LIV  o f  the 1878 Treaty 
o f  Berlin was a reminder o f  the folly o f  relying solely on formal civic 
emancipation. Current events had fully vindicated the Zionist pro
gramme. The Russian Government and public opinion, Tschlcnow 
asserted, approved o f the Zionist aspirations; given the positive results o f  
colonisation and the small size o f the native Arab population, Palestine 
could absorb millions o f immigrants, and should the country fall within 
the British sphere o f influence, the Jews m ight be able to develop a viable 
Jewish Com monwealth.51 Fears that such an outcome would diminish the 
prospects for emancipation in East European countries were unfounded. 
Tschlenow admitted that there would always be Jews living outside 
Palestine, but a centre was necessary, ‘a metropolis in which the cultural, 
religious and national traditions could be developed'.

The representatives o f the Conjoint Com mittee were not impressed. 
They dismissed the Zionists' prognostication as too pessimistic and 
thought that it was none o f  their business 'to  promote the establishment o f 
a Jewish commonwealth, merely in fulfilment o f Jewish Nationalist 
aspirations’. Their aim was to obtain for their co-religionists full rights o f  
citizenship in the lands in which they were still oppressed, and to protect 
them in the enjoyment o f  such rights where they were already in posses
sion o f them. The Zionist plan was 'reactionary'. The idea o f  a Jewish 
nationality, the talk o f a Jew ‘going home’ to Palestine, raised the vexed 
question o f dual nationality and highlighted the 'perpetual alienage o f 
Jews everywhere outside Palestine’. N or did Zionism offer a compro* 
hensive solution. Emigration to Palestine, even if  a million Jews were to 
settle there within a decade, would hardly diminish the Jewish population 
in the Pale or relieve their economic distress. The hearts o f  the Russians 
and the Poles were unlikely to be softened by Jewish emigration, whilst 
the probability o f giving an opening to die advocates o f  wholesale 
deportation to Palestine was quite real.

The Conjoint Committee disliked the Zionist scheme for a Chartered 
Com pany. It would in their opinion invest the Jewish colonists in Pales
tine w ith exclusive privileges not extended to the rest o f  the population. 
Such differential treatment was incompatible w ith democracy and detri
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mental to the struggle for Jewish liberties all over the world. ‘H ow could 
w e ask for equal rights for the Jews in Russia and Rumania if  w e claimed 
special rights for the Jews in Palestine?’ The Zionists’ invitation to co
operate was therefore rejected, but the door was left open for a rapproche* 
ment should the Zionists m odify their views and eliminate the doctrine 
o f  nationalism and ‘exclusive rights’ from  their programme.6*

Although the Zionists were reluctant to precipitate an internal con
troversy, they had to make their position dear. Jewish nationality, they 
maintained, was a fact that could not be denied or suppressed, and at a 
time when the rights o f small nationalities were being vigorously cham
pioned it was inconceivable to expect them to abandon Jewish national 
daims. The contention o f  the Conjoint Committee that recognition o f 
Jews as a nation would stimulate anti-Semitism was not borne out by 
condusive evidence and there were numerous historical instances to 
indicate that antagonism towards Jews was provoked by assimilation. 
‘The only w ay to satisfy anti-Semitism is to cease to exist.’ Zionism and 
emandpation were not incompatible. H owever commendable the fight 
for equality o f rights, they could not rest content with that objective 
alone. The object o f Zionism was to remove the stigma o f homdessness 
from the Jewish people. As for the Chartered Com pany, it was m erdy an 
instrument o f colonisation, and all the inhabitants o f  Palestine were to 
benefit from  its activities. A ny talk o f ‘exdusiveness’ or intention to im
pose restrictions or prohibitive measures against Arab Mohammedans or 
Christians was sheer nonsense.66 I f Sokolow, the author o f this letter, 
hoped to narrow the differences he was to be disappointed. The Conjoint 
Foreign Com mittee remained adamant in their belief that their course 
was the right one.64 W ith diagnoses so divergent, an entente between the 
tw o parties seemed far off.

THB ZIONISTS AND THB ASSIMILATIONISTS 37



4 The Jews and the W ar

W ith the inter-Jewish controversy unresolved, each o f the parties felt at 
liberty to make independent overtures to the British Government. W eid
mann deliberately bypassed W olf. Encouraged by his meetings w ith 
Lloyd George and Balfour,1 he called on 18 August 1915 on Lord Robert 
C ed i, the Under-Secretary o f State for Foreign Affairs. Cecil was quick 
to detea Weizmann’s desire to win him over to the idea o f  the restoration 
o f Jews to Palestine under a British Proteaorate. It was however the 
sufferings o f his co-religionists in Russia that prompted W eizmann to 
press his views so urgently. Their position as a minority who were dis
criminated against and exposed to persecution was an anomaly which, he 
¡claimed, could be rectified only by allowing them to five in a country o f 
their own. *1 am not romantic except that Jews must always be romantic 
[since] for them the reality is too terrible.’ The enthusiasm w ith which 
Weizmann spoke made an-impact on C ecil.1 The Zionist idea was not 
new to him* and judging from  later remarks, it commanded his sym
pathy, but in practical terms the interview did not yield immediate results. 
W eizmann left with the impression that Cecil ‘was disposed to agree',4 
but this was not so. In 1915-16 the protection o f  Palestine formed no part 
o f British desiderata and there was little or nothing that the British could 
do to alleviate the situation o f the Jews in Russia.

It was with good reason that Weizmann expressed anxiety. Since the 
outbreak o f the w arjh ep osi tion o f Russian Jews had been deteriorating 
steeply! In August o f the previous year Grand Duke Nicholas, the Russian 
Commander-in-Chief, ordered wholesale evacuation o f  the western war 
zone6 ancLby -spring-i 915. hundreds o f Jewish communities were ruined*. 
Fourteen Russian and Polish provinces and a large part o f Galicia lost their 
Jewish inhabitants. The number of-refugees exceeded 500,000. During 
the great Austrian and German offensive in May-Septeuxbei 1915 an 
additional half-million or more were driven out at short notice from  their 
homes, bringing the total o f refugees to a million and a half.4 Expulsions 
en masse assumed such proportions that they were said to overshadow the 
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Spanish exodus.7 B y  December 1915 the fg » r~  r**A**A -»,7 ^ ,̂ ^ ^  
iv e  months later 3,Jóó^ooa8 The Jews were not the only ones in the war 
cofie to sutter, but they were far more severely affected than their Chris
tian fellow-citizens. However, it was not their distress, though growing 
in intensity and volume, that pained them so much as the humiliating 
attitude o f the Russian authorities who accused them in toto o fh cin g .spies, 
at Á fím¿~wKeiTabout 400,000Jewish soldiers w ere fighting in the Russian 
army. ~

Enlightened individuals such as Baron Rosen, a former Russian Am
bassador in Washington, warned his countrymen that the inconsiderate 
treatment o f various minorities had done immense harm to Russia’s 
cause; and it was with an eye to American public opinion that a reform 
was soon introduced in the Duma. The formation o f the moderate block 
was followed by an announcement on the ’complete and decisive cessation 
o f all religious persecution’, abolition o f the Jewish Pale, freedom o f 
choice o f professions and other privileges.* However, the execution o f 
this liberal legislation was disappointing. The reform remained on paper.10 
The British Vice-Consul in M oscow, Bruce Éockfiart, was ot the opinion 
that the Russian Government had been ’assiduously fostering anti-Semitic 
sentiments among the people, probably with a view  to providing a safety 
valve fo r . . .  some o f the discontent which would otherwise fall on itself.’ 11 

Such an attitude turned every Jew in the world into Russians cnçmy, 
whilst the Allies felt the backwash. Balfour was astonished when meeting 
W eizmann on iTÜ ecem ber 1914 that such ‘a friend o f England could be 
so anti-Russian when Russia was doing so much to help England win the 
war.’ Weizmann thereupon pointed to ‘the pogroms, and the expulsions 
which made every Russian victory a horror for the Jews— this while 
hundreds o f thousands o f Jews were fighting in the Russian Arm y’.1* One 
reason w hy the jews in Rumania sympa timed with Germany was that sKIT 
’w as fighting Russia, [whom l-fhry hatrdLjf Even "til' Egypt the Anglo-" 
Russian Alliance was ’distasteful to Muslims and to the powerful Austro- 
Jewish families o f Alexandria’,14 though to each o f them for different 
reasons, in  Londons-David Alexander, President o f the Board o f Deputies 
o f British Jews, and Claude Montefiore, President o f the Anglo-Jewish 
Association, warned the British Government that Russia was playing into 
the enemy’s hands. In sharp contrast, the German army, in their zone o f 
occupation, freed the Jews from all disabilities, brought them relief and 
promised ‘ultimate political liberation’ ; a policy that had paid them 
substantial dividends. ‘A  glance at any batch o£ American newspapers- 
showed that the liaw  ffW1"d among' American Jewry fal not
unimportant ally.’ 16
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.This statement was not far from  the truth. So overwhelming was the 
pro-German üieülSposmon among AlOfiriganJews that Richard Gottheil. 
aProfessor at Columbia University and a leading Zionist, was seriously 
reprimanded m public for having täkerfup the defence oFthe Allies.1" He 
wrote to Lucien W olf:17 '

W e have to proceed very carefully, because the ramifications o f  die 
German-Jewish bankers here are very wide and they have a splendid 
lever in the Russian happenings which they use to die greatest
extent possible__M r. S c h iff.. .  is secretly working in the cause
o f G erm any.. . .  Even the German Zionists had sent men over here 
to gain the support o f their fellow  Zionists for the German cause.

Gottheil, British-born and a member o f the American Rights Committee, 
a movement which aimed to bring the United States in on the side o f 
the Allies, was anxious to counter the ill effects o f the German propa
ganda. He had reason to think that, should Russia m odify her attitude 
towards her Jewish subjects, much o f  the ill-feeling stirred up by American 
Jews against the Allies would evaporate. But Sir Cecil Spring-Rice, the 
British Ambassador, to whom  Gottheil aired his suggestion, doubted 
whether the British Government could act as Russia’s adviser in this 
matter.18

N o more successful in this respect was Oscar Straus, a former American 
Ambassador in Constantinople and a member o f  Theodore Roosevelt’s 
administration. Should Russia liberalise her policy and grant her Jewish 
citizens equality o f rights, ’the Jewish communities in the United States 
would be absolutely swept away’, he told Sir Robert Borden, the Canadian 
Prime Minister.18 Sir Robert agreed and Sir George Perley, Governor- 
General o f Canada, also thought that Straus’s suggestion pinpointed a 
very w eighty matter’, but in London Bonar Law, the Colonial Secretary, 
doubted whether W hitehall could convey such a suggestion to their 
A lly .88

The British regretted Russia’s conduct but felt compjfitcly-powedess-to 
influencéTíer ‘A ll this oppression, unscrupulous and stupid injustice’, Sir 
Gilbert FarkerT head o f  the Information Department, noted, ’has an 
unfavourable effect upon opinion in die United States,’81 Lord Percy had 
pointed out earlier that two-thirds o f Jewish papers in America puhUshed- 

agaimf the export of-aims to the Entente countries..88 Reports 
about the ill-treatment o f Jews in Russia filled Lord Robert C ed i with 
horror: ’The story is deplorable. O f  course, the Russians are savages but 
they are also incredibly foolish. W e can do nothing.’ T o  which he added 
later: ’It might be pointed out to die Russian Minister o f  Finance d u t and-
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Semitism makes Jewish finandal assistance to the allies very difficult to 
obtain, and this war may well turn on finance.’ However, Sir Arthur 
Nicolson, Permanent Under-Secretary o f State for Foreign Affairs, 
remained pessimistic: ’w e can do nothing’ .”

As a last resort, on 3 February 1916 Sir George Buchanan, the British 
Ambassador at St Petersburg, ventured to take the question up with the 
Tsar. Buchanan pointed out that the Jews were ’a very important factor 
in Great Britain, in the United States, and in other countries, and exer
cised a very powerful influence in the money markets o f the world’. He 
thought it advisable for the Russian Government to conciliate Jewish 
public opinion: ’W hat Russia would require after the war was money and 
expert advice to develop her immense resources and to enlarge her 
industries.’ But the Tsar was not responsive. ’It was rather a monologue, 
not a conversation.’*4

If the British Ambassador ventured, against all diplomatic custom, to 
raise a subject relating to the internal situation o f the host country, it was 
because, unlike the Sovereign himself, he must have been concerned about 
its ominous undercurrents. The heavier the toll o f the war, the more 
reactionary the attitude o f  the ruling circles in Russia, the more wide
spread became political and economic discontent among the population. 
The most active agitation emanated from the Socialist party and the 
oppressed minority groups, amongst whom were the Jews. The Jews qua 
Jews could hardly pose a threat to the security o f  the State, but they were 
in a position to cause
'dissatisfaction o f Jewish youth drove them into the Socialist movement, 
supplying it with leaders andagitators. and it was their pacifist piopAganda 
which ujnderminfd mnrnlr and rWrnyprl the will tO fight On the side ÖF 
the Entente against the German«;- This was Lockhart S prognostication, 
gloomy enough to prompt Buchanan to convey his concern to Nicholas II 
but insufficient to cause the latter to reflect on the rights and wrongs o f 
his policy. The situation seemed hopeless, but the need to placate the 
Jews, particularly in the United States, and win them over to the Entente, 
did not diminish.

That the British Government should have been so sensitive to Ameri
can Jewish opinion is not surprising. The initial advantage that the 
Entente enjoyed in propaganda warfare was soon spent. The shock pro
duced in America by the violation o f  Belgian neutrality was gradually 
giving w ay to irritation at British interference with American commerce. 
British ’navalism’ became equated with German militarism. Particularly 
offensive to the Americans was the embargo imposed on American trade 
and export o f munitions to Germany. B y January 1916 the situation had
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worsened. ‘The spirit o f the Congress’, Sir C ed i Spring-Rice told Grey, 
‘is somewhat m enacing.. . .  The general tone o f debate in the Senate and 
in the House o f Representatives was not favourable to us . . . violent 
attacks were made upon our commercial policy.’ James Mann, Republican 
leader in the House o f Representatives, went so far as to declare that he 
had ‘much more fear . . .  o f war with England than . . .  w ith Germany’. 
‘A  most active propaganda is going on’, Spring-Rice noted, ‘and all the 
enemies o f England have been marshalled against us . . .  the Irish have 
lent their . . .  power o f political organization to Jews, Catholics and Ger- 
mans’*8 and it was particularly important that the first o f these groups 
should not be hostile to England. The influence o f American Jews was 
known to be considerable. They w g g  prom inent ill die puss, in financé 
ancT in politics. And it was imprudent to disrfgnH ^ Atr»i in contrast 
to the Germans and the Irish who were implacably anti-British, opiruoñ 
among Jews was divided. That Jacob Schiff, their recognised leader and a 
prominent "banker, was ‘openly pro-German’ was deplorable, but it was 
no less significant that the principal Jewish journalists in N ew  York, the 
editors o f the Sun and the Times, strongly favoured the A lli^  pnfl did 
them ‘a very greaFfleal o fg o o d*. O n the other hand, Jewish bankers acted 
on the whole for German interests:

The German Embassy [Spring-Rice complained] . . .  does most o f 
its work through them. The most powerful German agent in 
Washington is Herr W arburg, o f the great Hamburg house, who is 
the most influential member o f the Federal Reserve Board and 
has immense influence in the Treasury. The German Ambassador is 
constantly with him and through him is supposed to exert a great 
deal o f influence over the head o f the Treasury . . . The Democratic 
party owing to its quarrel with the principal Christian bankers was 
thrown upon the Jewish . . .  for financial support and advice. This 
gives the Jewish community a great influence in Washington, and 
in addition . . .  as they control the majority o f the advertisements, 
their influence is very great. It would be untrue to say that they are 
altogether on the German side but a very large number o f them are 
and I am assured that some o f the principal reasons for this is their 
dislike and fear o f Russia.87

Here lay the crux o f the matter. The anti-Russian sentiment among 
American Jews was o f long standing. For the most part composed o f  
immigrants from Russia or their descendants, they could not ignore the 
oppression o f their co-religionists. So powerful was its effect that in 
January 1913 the United States Government was forced to terminate their

42 THB JBWS AND THB WAR



Com mercial Treaty o f 1832 w ith the Russian Government.1* Even at die 
beginning o f  the war, when a movement was afoot to take advantage o f  
Germany’s withdrawal from  Russian markets, the opposition o f Jews 
proved an insurmountable obstacle to its renewal.1* The alarming news 
o f  the treatment o f their kin in the Russian war zone in 1914-16 exacer
bated their feelings. But what could the British Government do?

It was D r Horace Kallen, a Professor at Wisconsin University and an 
ardent Zionist, w ho first put to the Foreign Office an alternative method 
o f winning over the American Jews to the Entente: should the Allies issue 
a statement ’analogous to the Teutonic announcements . . . favouring 
Jewish rights in every country, and a very veiled suggestion concerning 
nationalization in Palestine’ ,10 it would, he was convinced, ’more than 
counterbalance German prom ises. . .  and would give a natural oudet for 
the spontaneous pro-English, French, and Italian sympathies o f the Jewish 
masses.’ He urged the British to despatch suitable emissaries to N ew  Y ork 
to outbid German propaganda.11 The Foreign Office was favourably 
disposed, but no suitable candidate for the jo b  could be named; Luden 
W o lf seemed unsuitable.11

That Palestine was close to the heart o f  American Jewry*. thc-EotcigH. 
Office was well aware. It was in deference to thejr sentiments that, in cojj-  
junction with tliê French,- the British Government made considerable 
concessions, granting freedom" öf~pässage to U nited Sutes warships 
carrying supplies for Palestine. Impressed by America s persistent efforts 
to assist Jewish settlement, W hitehall consented also to the remittance o f  
funds collected by British Jews; and when Grey was reminded that among 
the benefiriaries o f  the charity there might also be some o f  Ottoman 
nationality, he dismissed it lighdy as a 'technical difficulty . . . counter
balanced by die favourable impression which would be produced in 
influential Jewish circles in die United States . . . and elsewhere’.11 The 
British displayed goodwill also towards Russian Jews expelled by the 
Turkish authorities in Palestine in December 1914; the refugees were 
allowed to stay in Alexandria14 throughout die war. But these gestures 
were mainly o f a humanitarian nature. The idea o f  recognising Jewish 
national rights in Palestine, as broached by Horace Kallen, went much 
further. It required a major decision o f policy. This the Foreign Office was 
not in a position to make immediately.
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W hile Kallen’s proposal was still under consideration, a scheme o f  an 
entirely different nature was expounded by Vladim ir J?W in«lry »» 
Tabotinsky was a brilliant Russian journalist, a gifted writer, an impressive 
orator, and deeply fr  p culture. It was not until the
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pogroms o f 1903 that he became an ardent Zionist. They kindled his zeal 
fo rjew ish  5£l£-defcnce, an idea that persisted throughout his political 
career. It found its first concrete expression during the First W orld W ar 
in the «̂ Vi«»nru» for a j<»wicfr T W ith Turkey’s entry into the war— he
was then serving as a roving correspondent 01 the liberal daily Rússkie 
Vedomosti— he became convinced that the only hope for the restoration o f 
Pa Wir»» k y  in the dismemtarjneftt ,pf the Ottoman 'Empire;

Following the arrival o f the first refugees in Alexandria in December 
1914 (after they had been expelled by Djemal Pasha, the Commander o f 
the Ottoman IV Arm y), Jabotinsky suggested the formation o f a Jewish 
military unit to fight for the liberation o f Palestine. O ver six hundred and 
fifty men volunteered Tnit the scheme foundered when General Sir John 
M axwell, the Officer Commanding in Egypt, made it clear that no 
offensive on the Palestinian front was contemplated. M oreover, the Arm y 
Act prohibited the enlistment o f foreign nationals for active service. 
Instead M axwell proposed the formation o f a non-combatant transport 
unit for the Turkish Mediterranean front. Jabotinsky rejected the alter
native and left for Europe ‘to try to find other generals w illing to support 
him'.

Tw elve years later he confessed that he had been mistaken.** The unit, 
which became known as the Zion Mule Corps, was noted for its excellent 
worlq which gained the approbation o f its commanding officers. General 
S irla n  Hamilton, shortly after relinquishing his post as Commander-in- 
C hief o f the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, wrote to Jabotinsky:*7

From the outset I have been much interested in the Zion Mule 
Corps. I liked the look o f the men and have always taken special 
trouble to keep the unit on its legs . . .  The men have done extremely 
well, working their mules calmly under heavy shell [fire] . . .  and 
thus showing a more difficult type o f bravery than die men in the 
front line, who had the excitement o f the combat to keep them 
going.

But the greatest admirer of'th e Mule Corps w a^-Colongl John Henry 
gatterson, its Commander.*8 It was Patterson who put the idea o f the 
Legion to General Birdwood, the Officer Commanding at Cape Helles in 
Gallipoli. Realising how useful such a unit would be, Birdwood sent 
Patterson to London to assist Jabotinsky in his efforts,** but the difficulties 
proved far greater than one might have expected. Kitchener was opposed 
to any kind o f 'fancy regiments'40 and Jabotinsky was told that his pro
posal could not be entertained. Y et opinion at the W ar Ministry was by 
no means unanimous. Leopold Am ery, at that time serving on the General



Staff, was attracted by the project, ‘la  view  o f  the fact that anti-Russian 
feeling has rather lobbed Jewry, at large, to the Boches/ he wrote to Lord 
Robert Cecil, ‘this might be a very useful demonstration in the opposite 
sense, and I think it would be worthwhile for you to .see Patterson and 
see how  far the F.O . could support him.’41 But the Foreign Office con
sidered that the matter fell within the purview o f the W ar Office, which 
was not at all favourably disposed. ‘There are some military objections to 
and distinct administrative difficulties in the formation o f a Jewish Foreign 
Legion/ H. J. Creedy, Kitchener’s Private Secretary, observed, ‘but we 
feel there is a wider question o f policy which influences us against the 
scheme. Is it not likely that this Corps may, in some w ay, be brought into 
connection w ith the Zionist movement?’41 The consideration at the W ar 
Office, it appears, was not military but political.

Patterson was not discouraged. The Zion Mule Corps, the first Jewish 
unit to go into battle since the days o f  the Maccabees, had ¿red the 
imagination o f lews and ñon-Tews,' and lie  had received many encourag
ing letters, notably from  Theodore Roosevelt, the American ex-President. 
p ie  raising o f i jp r iih  forra, P ittm nn was rrmYinrrd, ‘would rrsrmnd 
tfiroughout the world and the moral and material benefit would be 
Enormous’. M oreover, the landing o f such a force on Palestinian shores, 
»would be a signal for an uprising o f 40,000 Jews, who would, at once, 
[destroy railways, bridges, roads . . .  and do all the damage possible to the 
iTurkish lines o f communication’ . But even if  the Jewish Division never 
left Britain, the very fact that England ‘recognized Jewish nationality, 
would in itself be a great asset. I hear/ he added caustically, ‘that the W ar 
Office w ill be opposed to the scheme, but then the W ar Office is always 
opposed to any and every innovation. In a question o f policy, I consider 
that the hands o f  the W ar Office should be forced if  necessary.’4* 

W hatever the rights or wrongs o f Patterson’s charge, he was surely 
over-optimistic, i f  he believed that the Foreign Office would force die 
issue. ‘From the F.O . point o f view / Cecil noted, ‘there is a good deal 
to be said for Patterson’s proposal. But after knowing what he has to say, 
I feel it is really a matter for W .O .’44 

The Information Department o f the Foreign Office took greater inter
est. Both E. A . Gowers, its Director, and Charles Masterman, his assistant, 
were impressed by Jabotinsky;46.Jabotimky-suggested that as the British 
Government was unable to influence the situation in Russia, the only 
means to counter G ^ marTpropaganda among the Jews was through 
Zionism. It could form a point d’appui for the Allies, and the formation oT 
.a Jewish Legion could serve as an interim measure. Thus, without binding, 
themselves officially^wuBTSgard to the* future ö f -Palestine, the British

THE JBWS AND THE WAS 4J



wrmM that with an Allied victory Zionist aspirations
would have a fair chance oi realisation. He hoped that the Légiuii, enrolled* 
Irom  BflEkli-lium  as w ell aj fu iü gil Jews icsident in England and France, 
would reach the size o f a brigade.4*

But the decision did not rest w ith any o f  the Foreign Office depart
ments. Jgbotiesky oyoycd  the support o f distinguished British generals, 
as well as o f Ambassador Benckendorff, and as a journalist he was doing 
his best to enlighten Russian public opinion about Britain’s war effort. He 
therefofëîclt that his proposal had not been fairly considered. Although 
his letter was not calculated to suit British tastes, it prompted C ed i to 
make jointly w ith Am ery yet another attempt to breach the barrier. They 
had little success. Jabotinsky was told that unless the military could be 
induced to change their mind, it was useless to proceed further.47 But 
Am ery did not give in. T w o weeks later he advised C ed i to approach the 
W ar Office officially, keeping w ell in mind the specific character o f  the 
U nit. In the absence o f  any reference to Palestine, it would lose its attrac
tion for the Jews. Their ambition, as he understood it, was to cross the 
Sinai Peninsula, ‘marching in triumph into Jerusalem. And who w ould 
grudge them the sentiment?’4*

Am ery’s appeal met w ith a ready response from  Hugh J. O ’Beime, 
form erly Counsellor and Chargé d’Affaires at the British Embassy in St 
Petersburg and Sofia, and since Novem ber 1915 a senior member o f  the 
Foreign Office in London. He advised Cecil that the Foreign Office had no 
political objection to the raising o f  a Jewish corps. ‘W e are not at all 
irrevocably opposed to Zionism. It is mainly a question for the W .O .’4* 
Cecil hardly needed any prodding. The issue coindded with top-level 
discussions about a pro-Zionist declaration** ancf the announcement oTthe 
formation o f a JewisK~regTment could not have come at a more auspicious 
moment. As a result o f C ed i’s probings' the W ar Ministry waived their 
earlier obj^ tinm -T hg only qualification w aslKat the Legion had to fie 
limited to British or Allied subjects, as recruitment o f  Jews from  neutral 
countries, such as the United States, could lead to complications.*1

A t W ellington House, Charles Masterman was elated. He urged Lord 
Newton*1 to follow  up the matter energetically. A  volunteer Jewish 
Legion w ould be ‘an enormous asset for our propaganda w ork in America’ 
and would counter the perennial stories o f persecution and outrages com
mitted against the Jews by the Russians, so w idely publicised in the pro- 
German press.*1 Lord Newton went fully into the matter but only to 
reach a dead end. He discussed the question with various authorities but 
could find no unanimity o f opinion. T h ^ W ar Office reverted to its 
discouraging attitude and nothing could oe done. This made lo rd
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Hardinge, the newly-appointed Permanent Under-Secretary o f State for 
Foreign Affairs, finally decide to drop the matter.*4 

T his wfls by no means the only difficulty. Jabotinsky also failed to rally 
his own people. Luden W oíTwas disdainful when Ilubeil M ontgomery, 
the Deputy Director o f  the Department o f Information, sounded him out 
about die Jewish Legion. The idea, W o lf noted, had never been brought 
before anv official Jewish body and he th o u gh  diar w?en among rh* 
Zionists it was regarded*wlffi a good deal o f disfavour*. Anglo-Jewish 
leaders would do anything to help the Government to recruit foreign 
Jews o f  military age, but to segregate them in a specifically Jewish force 
was unthinkable. They feared that it could lead to ‘all sorts o f . . . com
plications’ .44 The Anglo-Jewish establishment deplored any manifesta- 
tion o f Tcwish nationalism, and in July 1917 when the W ar Office was 
about to give its approval to the formation o f a Jewish regiment, w ith its 
ow n badge representing King David’s shield, so incensed were the anti- 
Zionists that the emblem had to be dropped and the name o f the regiment 
altered to the Royal Fusiliers.44

 ̂ As for the Zionists, their ltritiirlo um  gor rm rd by thr prinn j!lr.of strict 
neutrality adopted at the meeting o f the Zionist Executive (Inner Actions 
Committee) in Copenhagen in December 1914. W hen the Zionist 
Council met there six months later, the idea a t »gi™  Yya<¡ ™ n-
demn/»ri in fjflyqnivnral terms A ny nverf prrwFnfenre rUrr.^c«-n fjnn fry

Zionists in any part o f the world, let alone military action against Turkey, 
could Ir  was' feared,~gravety jëopafrtî'ir tha pnriHnn o f rhr .Pilnh'nnn 
[ews. Jabotinsky’sf campaign was denounced as an unforgivable breacíTof 
neutrality as a stab in the back. In England, too, with notable exceptions 
such as C haim W gjzmann. Toseph Cowen. and D r M . D. Eder.47 the 
Zionists dissociated themselves from the scheme. In the East End o f 
LomlOll, w h in  Jabulilisky KopecTtô obtain the bulk o f volunteers, the 
atmosphere was hostile. Composed o f fugitives from Russian oppression, 
they had litde taste for fighting as comrades-in-arms o f Tsarist troops. 
None thejess^ hy ¿he em Lo£.August 1917 a Jewish fightings nigr rtid- 
become~a fn l ;ty  during 1916 it still looked as If the project was to be
allowed to die. Y et Jabotinsky’s arguments did not g o  by default. They 
helped to persuade the Foreign Office that support o f Jewish'national 
aspirations presented a sound card in propaganda warfare.
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5 Jewish Palestine—A Propaganda Card

During the early part o f the war W o lf had a built-in advantage over the 
Zionists. His role as the spokesman for the Conjoint Foreign Committee 
entitled him to some measure o f  formal authority. The Committee’s 
relations w ith the British Government were o f long standing and W o lf 
expected that his would be the commanding voice in all dealings between 
Anglo-Jewry and the Foreign Office. However, the odds were against 
him. His pleadings on behalf o f die Russian Jews proved to be fhiidess, 
and his subsequent probings into the Palestine question, ironically, proved 
ultimately to be to the Zionists’ advantage rather than to his own.

Late in 1915 W o lf was reliably informed by his friends in Paris that the 
French Government had begun to interest itself in the Jewish question; 
Victor Basch, a Professor at the Sorbonne, had been dispatched in N ovem 
ber o f that year on a reconnaissance mission to die United States. His 
objective was to win over American Jewry, but soon after his arrival it 
became evident that ill-feeling towards Russia presented an insuperable 
obstacle. This was as true o f  Catholics and Protestants as it was o f Jews. 
The result o f  this hostility was that France and England had to bear the 
odium. They were reproached for tolerating the persecutions o f the Jews 
and labelled as Russia’s indirect accomplices. T o  his relief, however, Basch 
discovered that among Jews there was still a considerable store o f  good
w ill towards France and England which could be cultivated. I f the Allies 
pledged themselves to champion Jewish emancipation at the end o f  the 
war (in countries where they heretofore had been discriminated against) 
and guarantee freedom o f immigration to Palestine w ith cultural and 
religious autonomy there, he was convinced that the pro-German trend 
would be effectively checked and the scales tipped in die Allies’ favour.1

The French meant business. Soon after Basch’s departure a Comité de 
Propagande français auprès des Juifs neutres was set up. Its name explains its 
purpose. It included Jewish and non-Jewish personalities prominent in 
politics, literature and science. Its president was Georges Lèygnes, Chair
man o f  the Foreign Affairs Commission in the Chamber o f  Deputies, and 
one o f its secretaries was Jacques Bigart, secretary o f  the Alliance Israelite 

4«



Universelle. The latter thought it advisable that a parallel Com m ittee be 
formed in London.* W o lf was responsive although, as transpires from  his 
letter to Lord Robert C ed i dated 16 December 1915, not without ulterior 
motives. T o let the French monopolise the field was to him unthinkable. 
Having little to add to the ideas taking shape in Paris, he endeavoured now  
to outbid them in a sphere in which they were known to be lukewarm: 
Zionism.

W o lf was not a Zionist. He deplored the Jewish national movement. 
‘T o  botde them up in a single national life would be tantamount to a 
renunciation o f all their most sacred ideals, and would retard their 
political assimilation in the lands o f  their present dispersion/ But he was 
too much o f a realist to ignore the shift in the balance o f power which had 
taken place since the outbreak o f the war. In America, he conceded, Zion
ism had captured Jewish opinion, and in view  o f the forthcoming Ameri
can Jewish Congress, he thought it important that ‘in any bid for Jewish 
sympathies . . .  very serious account must be taken o f the Zionist move
ment . . . This is the moment for the Allies to declare their policy in 
regard to Palestine/ In contrast to the Central Powers who, on account 
o f  their attachment to Turkey, were unable to take any initiative in this 
matter, the hands o f the Allies were free. This did not mean that in order 
to steal the limelight they could ‘promise to make a Jewish State o f a 
land in which only a minority o f the inhabitants are Jews*, but diere was 
still a great deal for them to say which he hoped would conciliate Zionist 
opinion:

If, for example, they would say that they thoroughly understand 
and sympathise with Jewish aspirations in regard to Palestine, and 
that when the destiny o f the country comes to be considered, those 
aspirations w ill be taken into account, and that, in addition to equal 
rights with the remainder o f the population, they would be guaran
teed reasonable facilities for immigration and colonization, for a 
liberal scheme o f local self-government for the existing colonies, for 
the establishment o f a Jewish University, and for the recognition 
o f the Hebrew language as one o f  the vernaculars o f the land . . .  
they would sweep the whole American Jewry into enthusiastic 
allegiance to their cause.

He went on: ‘W hat the [British] Zionists would especially like to know is 
that Great Britain w ill become mistress o f Palestine/ In view  o f  the 
French claims and o f assurances said to have been given to France about 
Syria, the French understood to include Palestine as w ell, he doubted 
whether it would be possible to say this. But apart from  the question o f
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sovereignty he was confident that all other guarantees would suffice. 
W hat the Zionist feared above all was ‘an increase o f Russian influence, 
. . .  or an International Commission, which would be soulless, i f . . .  not 
a hot-bed o f  demoralising intrigue*.*

The Foreign Office approved o fW o lf  s memorandum in principle but 
had reservations about his eligibility for the prescribed task. ‘I agree about 
sending Jews [to the United States] . . .  i f  they are the right sort and are 
carefully and selectively chosen*, Sir Gilbert Parker wrote to Lord Robert 
Cecil.4 In official circles diere was an underlying feeling that i f  Zionism 
was the best bet to influence American Jews, then it would sound infin
itely more convincing if  the message was conveyed by a genuine Zionist 
than by one who appropriated their clothes out o f  expediency. But the 
Zionist Federation in Great Britain had at that time no locus standi at the 
Foreign Office and Weizmann and Sokolow were still unknown quan
tities.

Sir C ed i Spring-Rice discouraged the Foreign Office from  pursuing 
W o lf’s ideas. He feared that any relations with him or his Committee 
would involve the British Government in great difficulties with Russia. 
’Better course is for Lord Reading and other prominent [British Jews] to 
explain . . . danger to Jews in Europe . . . [resulting from] active pro- 
German propaganda o f  American Jews.* It was only tw o weeks later, on 
receipt o f his letter o f 29 January, that Spring-Rice’s intention became 
dearer. The majority o f American Jews, he reiterated, were friendly to 
the Allies; some o f the most powerful finanriers, such as O tto Kahn, and 
most prominent journalists sided with them and against the Germans; 
the New York Times had done tremendous service, but hatred for Russia 
overrode all considerations. Thus, the net result was that Jewish influence 
was predominantly pro-German. W hat however seemed to him un
forgivable was that some o f the Jews had become involved not only in 
anti-Russian but also in anti-British propaganda. ‘France and England 
cannot fail to draw their own condusions*, and their Jewish communities 
should be warned o f the danger threatening them on account o f anti-Ally 
feelings among some American Jews.*6

This was a most surprising conclusion. W hilst dismissing W o lf’s 
scheme for propaganda, Spring-Rice’s alternative proposal to hold the 
British and French Jews to ransom and make them responsible for the 
opinions o f thdr co-religionists overseas, in a neutral country, smacked o f  
an attitude which was alien to the British mind. Had it been made public, 
it would have had die opposite effect to that desired. Bewildered, C ed i 
turned for advice to Lord Eustace Percy, form erly on the staff o f the 
British Embassy in Washington. Percy was aware o f the preparations
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taking place at that time for the meeting o f  the American Jewish Congress 
and that its m oving spirit was Louis D . Brandéis. Percy knew and 
admired Brandéis and regarded him as one o f  the leading Jews in the 
United States ‘w ith the outlook o f  a statesman*. He therefore advised Sir 
Cecil to seek his counsel on suitable means o f propaganda.* W hether 
Brandéis, despite his marked leaning towards the Allies, would have 
departed from  his official policy o f  neutrality is doubtful, but no docu
ment has come to light so far to show that Spring-Rice made any attempt 
to follow  Percy’s advice. It was not until January 1918, follow ing the 
Balfour Declaration, that he first met him. Even then he did not accord 
Brandéis a cordial reception. *1 reminded him’, Rice wrote to Balfour, 
‘o f  the attitude o f  the Jews and crypto-Jews in Turkey at the time o f  the 
Young Turk Revolution and o f  a similar attitude o f  the Jews now  in 
control o f die Russian revolution.’7 I f  the reference to the first was 
groundless* and by 1918 obsolete, the implication that American Jews 
were responsible for the anti-war attitude o f  the Bolshevik leaders o f  
Jewish extraction was ludicrous. W hen Balfour visited the United States 
in April-M ay 1917 he appears to have come to the conclusion that Spring- 
Rice was not up to die jo b  and advised Lloyd George, then Prime Minis
ter, that 'some person o f the highest prestige and political position should 
be selected as a special and permanent British representative in the United 
States*. Grey, the most suitable candidate, declined the offer,9 and Spring- 
Rice remained in W ashington till January 1918, when Lord Reading 
replaced him.

Unaware o f  the adverse undercurrents, on 18 February 1916 W o lf made 
yet another démarche. He drew attention to die desperate position o f Jews 
in Russia and pressed for a public statement on the Palestine question, only 
to be told by Lord Robert Cecil that it would be a great mistake for the 
British and French Governments to intervene direcdy or indirecdy in 
Russian internal questions. N or did Cecil think that such an intervention 
would be in the interests o f  Russian Jews themselves.10 This coolness 
puzzled W olf, particularly when compared to the warmth shown by the 
Foreign Affairs Commission o f the French Chamber o f Deputies. M ore
over, Briand, the Prime Minister, though form erly reluctant to raise the 
Jewish question at Petrograd, was now  prepared to make representations 
in case o f  need, w ith the evident m otive o f  securing the support o f the 
American public. The question was also freely aired in the French press. 
Such a divergence between Paris and London put W o lf at a disadvantage; 
but rather than press the British to revise their attitude, he preferred to 
bring his French colleagues nearer to the British line. T o  reach some show 
o f  uniformity he advised Lèygnes (after his draft letter had been approved
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by die Foreign Office) to shelve his preoccupation with Russia and 
Rumania for the time being and to concentrate on Palestine. He suggested 
the follow ing formula as a basis for a public pronouncement:11

hi the event o f  Palestine com ing within the spheres o f  influence o f 
Great Britain or France, at the dose o f  the war, the Governments 
o f  those Powers w ill not fail to take account o f  the historic interest 
d u t country possesses for the Jewish community. The Jewish 
population w ill be secured in the enjoyment o f  d v il and religious 
liberty, equal political rights w ith die rest o f  the population, reason?» 
able facilities for immigration and colonization, and such munidpal 
privileges in die towns and colonies inhabited by them as may be 
shown to be necessary.

This formula was in fact an elaboration o f  die points made in W o lf’s 
memoranda o f  16 December 1915 and 18 February 1916. T o Harold 
Nicolson, Lancelot Oliphant, and Hugh O ’Beim e it appeared to be 
’moderate and acceptable’. N or did Sir Arthur Nicolson raise any objec
tions, although he thought that, before giving their imprimatur, the British 
ought to consult the French Government or at least to sound out the 
views o f  Ambassador Cam bon.11

But W o lf was impatient. O nly three days after submitting his formula 
on 3 March 1916, he pressed the Foreign Office for permission to make it 
public at a mass meeting to be held under his presidency in the East End 
o f  London on the follow ing Sunday. Oliphant assured him that the matter 
was being considered carefully but, as it was necessary for the British 
Government to consult their Allies, some time might elapse before a final 
decision could be taken. W hy did W o lf display such undue urgency? 
W as it because he wished both to forestall the Franco-Jewish Propaganda 
Com mittee and to steal a march on the Zionists, with whom  he was at 
that time at loggerheads? Lord Robert Cecil sensed some hidden m otive 
and forewarned his colleagues: ‘M ay I add that i f  and when we are 
allowed by our allies to say anything worth saying to the Jews, it should 
not be left to M r. Lucien W o lf to say it?’ 13 The Foreign Office had 
additional reasons for caution. Although at first W o lf’s formula seemed 
acceptable, doubts later developed as to whether a declaration along these 
lines would make a strong enough appeal to the Jewish communities all 
over the world. These considerations weighed heavily since a rival sug
gestion was being examined at the Foreign Office at die same time. This 
proposition came from  an unexpected quarter. Its author was Edgar 
Suarès,14 a prominent businessman and head o f the Jewish community in 
Alexandria. Suarès thought that by disregarding the interests o f the Jewish
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people England was making a great mistake. Should the British Govern
ment give concrete assurances on the Palestine question, it would ‘almost 
. . .  w ith a stroke o f the pen*, convert the indifference, i f  not hostility o f  
American and other Jews into enthusiastic support. The pro-German 
Jews favoured a German protectorate o f Palestine whilst he, like many o f 
his co-religionists, greatly preferred British sovereignty. Though a self- 
confessed anti-Zionist, Suarès was anxious to see Palestine open to Jewish 
immigration and that ‘the management o f its internal affairs should be 
in the hands o f Jews . . .  under British Protection*. Sir Henry McMahon, 
the High Commissioner in Egypt, considered the proposal interesting 
enough to forward it to London.1*

Suarès scheme followed the familiar Zionist pattern but the fact that it 
came from  an anti-Zionist made it all the more attractive. But what made 
an impact on the Foreign Office, and particularly on Grey, was the allusion 
to the prospect o f  a German protectorate in Palestine. Curiously, the 
Nicolsons, both father and son, were slow to grasp the importance o f  die 
Suarès message. O n 23 February, the day o f its arrival, Harold Nicolson 
noted: ‘I fear that for H .M .G. to announce publicly their determination 
to support Zionist aspirations in Palestine would be a course o f  more 
difficulty than M r. Suarès appears to imagine, and that it is doubtfrd 
whether the favour which this m ove would find with some (but by no 
means all) Jews, would be worth it.*1* Hugh O ’Beim e disagreed w ith 
Nicolson sharply. His minute is worth reproducing in full.17

It has been suggested to me that i f  w e could offer the Jews an 
arrangement as to Palestine which would strongly appeal to them 
w e might conceivably be able to strike a bargain with them as to 
withdrawing their support from  the Young Turk Government 
which would then automatically collapse.

The tremendous political consequences o f  such a deal are quite 
obvious. I am told that notwithstanding the indifference or hostility 
o f a great many Jews to die Zionist idea an arrangement completely 
satisfactory to Jewish aspirations in regard to Palestine might 
nevertheless have immense attractions for the great body o f  Jews.
The Zionists are opposed to an international protectorate and would 
wish for a British protectorate, which seems impracticable. But I 
understand that the idea has been put forward that there m ight be 
an American protectorate which would probably appeal intensely 
to the very influential body o f  American Jews. W hile there would 
necessarily be an international administration o f some kind in 
Jerusalem itself it is conceivable that in the rest o f  Palestine die Jews
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could be given special colonising facilities which in time would 
make them strong enough to cope w ith die Arab element, when the 
management o f internal affairs might be placed in their hands under 
America’s protection. Meanwhile Palestine outside Jerusalem m ight 
possibly be left under the administration o f  some neutral nationality 
i f  the United States would not agree to undertake the administra
tion themselves.

I do not feel competent to express any opinion as to the 
feasibility o f  these schemes. The difficulty o f  Jewish colonists dis
placing any large proportion o f  die 6-700,000 Arabs in Palestine, 
or growing strong enough to administer them, seems to me almost 
insurmountable. I would suggest that w e might consult M r. 
Fitzmaurice.

N o document has come to light so far among the Foreign Office files to 
show what Fitzmaurice’s opinion was. I f  he was consulted, his opinion 
would presumably have been no different from  that expressed on 18 Sep
tember 1917, when interviewed by W illiam  Yale, an American Intelli
gence Officer. According to Yale, Fitzmaurice favoured ‘giving the Jews 
a chance in Palestine, even at the expense o f the Arab*. He did not antici
pate much friction with them and thought that the matter ‘could be 
arranged’,18 and as it was he who was principally responsible for stirring 
up the Arab members o f the Ottom an Parliament against the Young 
Turk Government, using Zionism as a stick w ith which to beat them,18 
he apparendy felt qualified enough to discount any serious trouble.

O ’Beim e’s assumption that a bargain on die question o f  Palestine 
m ight cause die Jews to withdraw ‘their support from  the Young Turk 
Government, which would then automatically collapse’, is much more 
puzzling. O ’Beirne could not have reached this extreme conclusion from  
Suarès’s statement. Perhaps it came from  Fitzmaurice, although there is 
no evidence to prove this. In the British Embassy before the war it 
became an idée fix e  that the Committee o f  Union and Progress repre
sented

a Judeao-Turkish dual alliance, the Turks supplying a splendid 
military material and the Jews the brain, enterprise, money . . .  and 
a strong press influence in Europe . . .  The Jews, in order to main
tain their position o f  influence in Young Turkey circles, have to play 
up to, i f  not encourage, Turkish ‘nationalistic’ tendencies, and the 
tw o elements make a distinctive strong combination;80

a combination, which was believed to be closely linked w ith Germany.
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H ow  firm ly entrenched this opinion was is evident from  a remark made 
by George Kidston on 25 October 1916:*1 * *

It is notorious that the Com mittee o f  Union and Progress and 
indeed the whole Young Turkish movement originated w ith the 
Jews o f  Salónica and that Jewish influence has always predominated 
in it; it was die Jewish element which shaped its development, 
alienated genuine reformers and transformed an admirable m ove
ment for freedom into the unscrupulous reign o f terror which the 
Com mittee now  exercise w ith German assistance.

In his book The Rise o f Nationality in the Balkans (published early in 1917), 
Professor R. W . Seton-Watson made the same point. *The real brains o f  
the movement were Jewish or Judeo-Moslem [Jews] . . . Financial aid 
came from  wealthy Dunmehs and Jews o f  Salónica, and from the capital
ists, international and semi-international o f  Vienna, Budapest, Berlin and 
perhaps also o f  Paris and London.’** I f  this was the prevailing belief, was 
it not natural for the idea to arrive o f  using Zionism to entice Ottoman 
Jewry and so undermine the stability o f the Young Turk Government? 
Such a line o f  reasoning is characteristic o f  British pragmatism and tends 
to explain O ’Beim e’s bizarre assumption. However, the premise on 
which it was based was shaky, since Jewish influence in Young Turk 
counsels was nowhere near as great as the idea implied; although it is 
worth pointing out that die underlying assumption that assurances on 
the question o f Palestine would win over not only the Jews in neutral but 
also in enemy countries proved right and was confirmed by events fol
low ing the Balfour Declaration.

Sir Arthur Nicolson was not convinced:**

I am not dear as to die strength o f  the Zionist movement among
die Jews. I was under the impression that Zionists are in a consider
able minority. As w e are proposing to Russia, in conjunction with the 
French, the placing o f  Palestine under an international administration
w e cannot advocate another scheme.

Sir Arthur was overruled by Grey. W hatever the numerical strength o f 
the Zionists, Palestine appealed to all sections o f  Jewry, though to each o f  
them for different motives. The proposal to place it under international 
administration, one o f  the items being discussed at that time in Petrograd 
by Sykes, Picot, and Sazonow, did not necessarily exclude the possibility 
o f  Jewish immigration and colonisation.*4 The risk o f  Palestine falling 
under a German protectorate outweighed all other considerations. ‘Tell 
M . Cambon’, Grey instructed Nicolson, 'that it has been suggested that
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Jewish feeling which is now hostile and favours a German Protectorate 
over Palestine might be entirely changed i f  an American Protectorate 
was formed w ith the object o f  restoring Jews to Palestine. There would 
have to be international control o f  Christian H oly Places.' But Cambon 
doubted whether his ow n or the Russian Government would entertain 
die proposal, and Nicolson thereupon suggested that the matter be left 
in abeyance. A t this point Lord Crew e stepped in. ‘It is a vexed question', 
he noted, ‘because even Jewish opinion is by no means unanimous . . . 
but no doubt it embraces remarkable possibilities.’*8 

Crew e had just relinquished his post as Secretary o f  State for India and, 
before accepting that o f Lord President o f the Council, was deputising for 
Grey at the Foreign Office. Grey had complete confidence in Crew e’s 
judgment*8 and the latter could therefore speak w ith full authority on the 
Foreign Minister’s behalf. Crewe was known to have expressed some 
sympathy with Zionism. His brilliant brother-in-law, Neil Primrose, was 
also deeply interested in the Jewish national movement and Lady Crew e 
was overheard at a dinner party to have declared to Lord Robert Cecil 
that in her house all were ‘Weizmannites’ .*7 

Cecil followed Crewe's lead readily. Unlike Sir Arthur Nicolson, C ed i 
cared about propaganda and was quick to point to the ‘international 
power o f the Jews’ .*8 But the most outspoken advocate was O ’Beim e. 
After Cambon's rebuff to Nicolson, O ’Beim e suggested that the French 
Government be approached directly, hoping that, in view  o f the interest 
shown by the French Fordgn Affairs Commission, Paris would be more 
responsive than its Ambassador in London.

As this minute was being drafted there arrived W o lf’s note pressing for 
authorisation to make his formula public but O ’Beime was nursing a 
much more ambitious text. He noted:**

The one ruling consideration, as it seems to me, by which w e should 
be guided in the present stage o f  this matter is to be found in the 
answer to the question whether any o f die suggestions [i.e. W o lf’s 
and Suarès’s, modified by the Foreign Office to an American Pro
tectorate o f Palestine, excepting the H oly Places]. . .  would appeal 
powerfully to a large and influential section o f Jews throughout the 
world. I f  that question is answered in the affirmative, and I believe 
it is so answered by good authorities, then it is dear that the 
Palestine scheme has in it the most far-reaching political possibilities 
and w e should be losing a great opportunity i f  w e did not do our 
utmost to overcome any difficulties that may be raised by France 
and Russia . . .
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Another p o in t__ is that in any communications which w e may
address to M r. W o lf or any other representative Jew w e should be 
careful to make it clear that w e do not propose to give the Jews a 
privileged position in Palestine for nothing but that w e should 
expect whole-hearted support from  diem in return.

Most o f  Sir Arthur Nicolson’s earlier objections had now evaporated, and 
this encouraged Crewe to press the point.

I am quite dear that this matter ought not to be put aside and I 
think Sir E.[Grey] is o f  the same opinion. It is a difficult question 
because Jewish opinion is considerably divided about it, and M r. L. 
W o lf cannot be taken as the spokesman o f the whole community 
. . .  But w e ought to pursue the subject, since the advantage o f 
securing Jewish goodw ill in the Levant and in America can hardly 
be overestimated, both o f present and at the condusion o f the war. 
And w e ought to help Russia to realise this.

C ed i entirdy agreed and it devolved now  upon Crewe to draft a cable to 
die British Ambassadors in Paris and Petrograd. It was dated n  March 
1916 and ran as follows:

It has been suggested to us that i f  w e could offer to the Jews an 
arrangement in regard to Palestine completely satisfactory to Jewish 
aspirations, such an offer might appeal strongly to a large and 
powerful section o f the Jewish community throughout the world, 
although it is true that a considerable number o f Jews are known to 
be indifferent to the idea o f Zionism. I f  the above view  is correct, 
it is clear that the Zionist idea has in it the most far reaching 
political possibilities, for w e m ight hope to use it in such a w ay as to 
bring over to our side the Jewish forces in America, the East and 
elsewhere which are now  largely, i f  not preponderandy hostile to us.

Then followed a definition o f  Jewish aspirations in regard to Palestine 
as formulated by Luden W olf, w ith a comment that this formula was 
‘unobjectionable’ and was receiving sympathetic consideration at the 
Fordgn Office. The cable went on:

W e consider, however, that the scheme might be made far more 
attractive to the majority o f  Jews if  it held out to them the prospect 
that when in course o f time the Jewish colonists in Palestine grow  
strong enough to cope with the Arab population they may be 
allowed to take the management o f  the internal affairs o f  Palestine 
(with the exception o f Jerusalem and the H oly Places) into their 
own hands.
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W e have been given to understand that some influential Jewish 
opinion would be opposed to an international protectorate but w e 
do not desire to state our preference in favour o f  any particular 
solution o f the problem. O ur sole object is to find an arrangement 
which would be so attractive to the majority o f Jews as to enable 
us to strike a bargain for Jewish support.

Lord Bertie and Sir George Buchanan were requested to sound out the 
views o f the respective Governments to which they were accredited.*0 

Like O ’Beim e, Crewe was fully aware o f  the numerical inferiority o f  
Palestinian Jews, from  which followed that i f  the Allies wished to capture 
the sympathy o f  world Jewry, they would have to create such conditions 
as to make the colonists ‘grow  strong enough to cope w ith the Arab 
population’ .*1 Such an outcome, as O ’Beim e noted in his subsequent 
minute, conjured up die prospect o f  eventual Jewish self-government.** 
The native Arabic-speaking population would then become a minority. 
T o  Grey and his advisers, aware o f Samuel’s arguments,** this could not 
he regarded as violating the principles o f democracy. N or did recognition 
o f  Jewish rights conflict with the correspondence with the Sharif Hussein.*4 

The question o f  the protection o f  Palestine presented greater difficulty 
since the Zionists were opposed to the idea o f an international regime and 
the British Government was reluctant to extend its responsibilities. The 
only w ay out o f the dilemma was an American protectorate, a solution 
suggested earlier by Sir Eric Drummond, to which both O ’Beim e and 
Grey readily subscribed.** W hen drafting the cable, Crew e hinted at an 
American protectorate (excepting Jerusalem and the H oly Places) in the 
hope that this would have a strong appeal for American Jews, but Sir 
Arthur Nicolson objected and the passage was deleted.

Nicolson’s cryptic remark caused Drummond to reconsider tactics. He 
agreed with the deletion on the ground that it was inappropriate to sug
gest an American protectorate over part o f  the territory o f  a belligerent 
power before sounding out the United States Government. W hilst the 
latter might resent the proposal, the Germans (should they learn o f  it) 
would be sure to make capital o f it, accusing the Allies o f  an intrigue to 
involve the United States in the war. Drummond thought it wiser, there
fore, to solicit Allied approval first for whatever formula might be agreed 
upon, and thereafter to suggest 'quite privately and unofficially to some 
influential Zionist that an American protectorate might be what would 
suit their movement best and leave it to them to make die necessary 
propaganda and deal with the U .S. Govt.'** Crewe agreed w ith this, but 
the am biguity created by the omission was bound to give rise to some
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searching questions, particularly in Paris, about the motives for the 
British move. Even more surprising is that no mention was made in the 
cable o f  the possibility o f Germany assuming a protectorate over Palestine, 
since this was what prompted Grey’s move. This oversight blunted its 
edge and detracted from  its usefulness.

Against all expectations, Sazonow was favourably disposed towards 
Grey's aide-mémoire, although he doubted whether a considerable number 
o f Jews would migrate. However, on the follow ing day, he authorised 
Buchanan to inform London that the Russian Government viewed the 
‘proposed settlement o f  Jews in Palestine w ith sympathy, but that H oly 
Places must be excluded from  any such scheme and placed under an 
International Regime ensuring equality o f  rights for all Christian 
Churches’ .*7 This tallies w ith what Yechiel Tschlenow learned from  the 
Near Eastern Department o f the Russian Foreign Office. Gulkievich, its 
head, told Tschlenow on Sazonow’s behalf that Russia would support 
Zionist aspirations as soon as other Allied Powers took the initiative and 
that, save for interest in the H oly Places, Russia entertained no territorial 
ambitions in Palestine.** This line was expounded as early as April 1915, 
in a leading article in the influential Novoe Vremya,** and reiterated in a 
private conversation between Sazonow and Professor James Simpson;40 
the latter heard the Foreign Minister remark confidentially that when 
the final disposition o f  Palestine was discussed, Russia would prefer to see 
there a British rather than a French protectorate.41 Hence, with no conflict 
o f  interests, there was no reason for Sazonow to block Grey’s proposal. 
England’s commitment in Palestine could only ease Russia’s establishment 
in Constantinople and the Straits, while extensive colonisation in Pales
tine held out some tangible prospects o f  reducing the number o f  Jews in 
Russia.

Paris reactions were different. Bertie forwarded Grey’s memorandum 
to the French Prime Minister, but the wisdom o f the whole move seemed 
to him questionable. ‘The German and German-American Jews’, he 
cabled Grey, ‘w ill remain Germanophil’ and Schiff and his like wished 
merely to extract promises for proper treatment o f  their co-religionists in 
Russia. But even should St Petersburg give assurances, could England and 
France guarantee them? An even more onerous task would await the 
Allies in Palestine. 'The Jews are not a combative race. H ow  could they 
fare against the warlike Arabs unless physically supported by England and 
France?’ A ny promises made to the Jews w ith regard to Palestine ‘would 
become known at once to the Arabs w ith disastrous results as far as Arab 
aid to the cause o f  the Entente. . .  is concerned’.4*
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Bertie was no friend o f  the Jews4* and considered Zionism ’an absurd 
scheme’.44 Given this frame o f  mind, he could hardly have been expected 
to make Grey’s proposal plausible to the Quai d’Orsay. He was however 
experienced enough a diplomat to read the French mind correctly. 
Several days later Briand echoed his misgivings. The French Premier 
doubted whether support o f the Zionist scheme would influence Jewish 
communities, since their aversion to the Allies, he believed, sprang from 
entirely different motives. M oreover there was the risk o f  offending Arab 
susceptibilities. O n this particular point he reminded the British Govern
ment that Grey’s scheme ’could not be usefully taken up until after 
question o f creation o f Arab Empire has been solved’.4*

It is worth recalling that the French Government had been the first to 
discover through Professor Basch that Zionism was die most promising 
card with which to influence United States Jewry. Its stand therefore 
seems surprising. N or does the argument that support o f  the Palestinian 
scheme might have a discouraging effect on Sharif Hussein carry much 
conviction. Examination o f British Foreign Office records shows that the 
Quai d’Orsay showed little enthusiasm for the Sharifian revolt. N ot only 
did the French give it little credit; they feared that the British might even
tually use the Arabs as a stalking horse to dislodge them from  their pro
jected sphere o f  influence in Greater Syria. So apprehensive were they lest 
the British steal a march on them that, given a choice between British 
predominance in the area, and Turkey-in-Asia, they would have opted 
for the second choice. W ith the ghost o f  the scheme for a landing in 
Alexandretta still hovering over their heads, they were bound to suspect 
in Grey’s proposal another manoeuvre, with Jewish connivance, to under
mine their daim  to Palestine. The very fact that G rey did not indicate 
which power would exercise the protectorate over Palestine served to 
reinforce their suspidon that this was the thin end o f a British wedge. O nly 
when the French official archives are fully explored,44 shall w e be able to 
know  the truth about die French reasons for rejecting the proposal. But 
one cannot escape the impression that official arguments m erdy doaked 
a much deeper concern.

A t the Foreign Office O ’Beim e, the chief architect o f  the proposal, gave 
the French arguments little credence.47

The first paragraph o f  the French reply seems to me radier to beg 
the main question at stake. I f  it is die case that the Zionist scheme 
does not appeal to any large and influential section o f  the Jews 
throughout the world, who are now  antagonistic to our cause, then 
l  agree that die whole scheme had better be dropped. But our
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information so for as I know  is not to that effect.
The Arab objection appears to have more force in it. It must be 

admitted that i f  the Arabs knew that w e were contemplating an 
extensive Jewish colonisation scheme in Palestine (with the possible 
prospect o f  eventual Jewish self government) this might have a very 
chilling effect on the Arab leaden. The difficulty ought not, how
ever, to be regarded as insoluble, and a good deal depends on die 
value which w e attach to the military cooperation which the Arabs 
are likely to give us in die war. I had always assumed that this 
value must be placed very low .

I hope w e shall be able to talk over the whole Palestine quesdon 
w ith the French when in Paris.

This hope did not materialise. The issue was not discussed.4* Pre
sumably foe same reason that made the British delete the Alexandretta 
scheme from  the agenda impelled them to keep silent on Palestine. A t a 
time when mutual trust was o f  supreme importance it was not worth 
while to irritate France by insisting on projects for which she seemed to 
have litde taste. It was characteristic o f  Grey to have remarked on the eve 
o f  die conference in Paris: 'M y conclusion is not that w e must efface our
selves in the councils o f A llies. . .  But i f  w e cannot make our views prevail 
by argument and influence w e must be very careful not to proceed to 
threats or pressure that might alienate our Allies/4* A  tripartite agree
ment, negotiated at St Petersburg by Sykes, Picot, and Sazonow, had just 
been concluded, and any scheme tending to tip die scales in Britain’s 
favour could not be entertained. It is therefore not surprising that early 
in April 1916, when Sokolow presented his memorandum on a Jewish 
Commonwealth in Palestine under British protection, the Foreign Office 
denied him a hearing. Henry Cumberbatch, who wished to introduce 
Sokolow  to Sir Arthur Nicolson, was told that it was inadvisable to 
pursue the matter.*0 This rebuff did not necessarily mean d u t finis had to 
be written to Jewish aspirations in Palestine. Reaction to a petition pre
sented by a certain Vendell Coster*1 indicates as much. O n 25 June Coster 
suggested d u t Britain, jo in d y with Russia, assume control o f Palestine 
until such time as 'the Jews are able to take over the management o f  their 
restored national life’ there, to which Sir Maurice de Bunsen replied that 
'the interests o f Jews to Palestine w ill not be overlooked’ but that at 
present it was 'not possible to make any statement on the subject’.**

In all probability W o lf was unaware o f Coster’s petition. Impatiendy 
he pressed the Foreign Office for a reply, but Lord Robert Cecil, dubious 
from  the outset about his standing as representative o f Jewish opinion,
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wished to consult Herbert Samuel. Lord Hardinge, w ho nine days earlier 
had re-entered die Foreign Office to replace Sir Arthur Nicolson, agreed 
but in principle was opposed to die publication o f all formulas, ‘as they 
invariably create embarrassment’. W o lf was thereupon told that die 
moment was inopportune for making an announcement. Apparendy, 
G rey was not informed o f  this message and instructed Oliphant to tell 
W o lf privately and verbally that, according to the French Government, 
the main difficulty was that die Jews themselves were not agreed about 
the scheme.63 That Jewish opinion was divided is true, but it is strange 
that Grey should have ascribed to the French Government a reason it had 
not in fact advanced.

W o lf now suspected that the Zionists had put a spoke in his wheel. He 
dashed to Paris to find out what had really happened, and on 12 July was 
received by the Prime Minister. He had heard, he told Briand, that the 
French Government had rejected his formula on the ground that it would 
be unsatisfactory to the Zionists. O n the authority o f  Baron Edmond de 
Rothschild he assured Briand that the Zionists were not opposed to it. 
Briand thereupon replied that ‘no formula on die Palestine question had 
ever come before him’. M outet and Bigart o f  the Franco-Jewish Propa
ganda Committee, w ho accompanied W olf, told him later that the 
formula had been dealt w ith by die M inistry but ’without the knowledge 
o f  Briand’. Baron Edmond de Rothschild, whom  W o lf also saw, was 
inclined to think that either the British64

had misunderstood the French Government, or that i f  the French 
Government had made the excuse attributed to them, it was really 
because they did not want to make a public declaration on the 
Palestine question which would either tie their hands in any future 
negotiations w ith Turkey, or would have the effect o f  admitting 
that the destiny o f Palestine was not exclusively a French concern.

Rothschild’s guess was probably accurate. The fact that Briand’s state
ment to W olf, as w e may now  safely assert, was untrue, reinforces the 
suspicion that die French had objections other than those disclosed 
officially to the British, to the scheme. Secrecy was imperative, and by 
denying any knowledge o f  the ‘formula’ Briand apparendy intended to 
silence in advance any discussion on the subject. W hether it was wise for 
W o lf from  the outset to urge London to proceed unilaterally, instead o f  
coordinating the initiative w ith the Franco-Jewish Propaganda Com 
mittee, is open to question. Deprived o f  his last propaganda weapon, his 
policy was now  in ruins.

The field was now  open to the Zionists, and the factors w orking in
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their favour were gathering momentum. German propaganda in the 
United States was gaming the upper hand. ‘A  vast number o f  papers. .  • 
and nearly all evening papers' sided with the cause o f the Central Powers. 
Berlin was also said to be spending large sums o f  money on die Jewish 
press diere, and although Jewish opinion in America was divided, promin
ent Jewish leaders like Jacob Schiff, the W arburgs and Untermeyer, w ho 
were closely connected with the United States administration, were said 
to be pro-German. T h e  Germans, the Jews, and the Irish w ill never 
forget nor forgive*, Spring-Rice commented. W ith die Presidential 
election impending, neither o f  the candidates could afford to ignore the 
combined German and Irish vote, especially i f  supported by die Poles and 
Jews. The situation was all die more cridad since grow ing estrangement 
from  England stood in a direct ratio to her increasing financial dependence 
on the United States. It was envisaged that by the spring o f 1917 England 
would have to rely entirely on American loans and credit. Hence the 
'importance o f  maintaining good relations w ith the United States o f  
Am erica'. It is not dear what Spring-Rice's remedy was. W ith regard to 
Jews he reiterated his stereotype prescription to warn the English Jews o f  
die danger to their well-being arising from  the attitude o f  some o f  their 
co-religionists in America w ho played an important part in German 
propaganda, although he admitted that many o f them sympathised 
strongly w ith France and England. He added a significant observation:**

The Zionist movement is growing in importance: it is laudable, and 
w e can w ell sympathise w ith it. Perhaps here would be a basis o f  
common action.

Thus Spring-Rice had finally readied die condusion to which Lord 
Eustace Percy had alluded five months earlier.**

Since the outbreak o f  die war die Zionist movement in die United 
States had gone from  strength to strength. O n 30 August 1914 an extra
ordinary conference hdd in N ew  Y ork created the Provisional Executive 
Com m ittee for General Zionist Affairs, w ith Brandéis as chairman and 
Stephen W ise as vice-chairman. Brandeis's leadership turned the m ove
ment from  a parochial organisation into a force to be counted w ith in 
Jewish communal life. From an organisation with fewer than 5,000 
enrolled members in 1914, it reached the figure o f 150,000 by 1918. The 
modest budget o f  $15,000 in 1914 had increased to $3,000,000 in 1918. 
The membership figures by no means reflected its influence. One o f  its 
greatest assets was ‘the known fret that the President o f  the United States 
had com e to believe in die Zionist programme as the solution o f  die
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Jewish question and had promised his best efforts in helping to carry it 
out.’*7 In March 1916 Brandéis was able to assure Boris Goldberg d u t the 
American Government, or at least President W ilson, ‘would support 
Zionist aspirations seriously and actively*.*8 

It was, however, not Spring-Rice who had built the bridges to die 
Zionists but Sir Mark Sykes. His meeting w ith the Zionist leaders on 
7 February 1917, in Rabbi D r Gaster’s home,88 started the chain o f  events 
leading up to the Balfour Declaration. B y then the motives o f the British 
Government were far more complex than those entertained early in 1916. 
But before discussing Sir Mark Sykes’s conversion to Zionism, the back
ground o f the Agreement bearing his name and that o f  his French opposite 
number Georges Picot must be filled in. This Agreement (officially termed 
die Asia M inor Agreement) was interrelated w ith die McMahon-Hussein 
Correspondence. It is therefore essential to examine whether there was 
any contradiction between die encouragement given to the Zionists and 
the commitment to the Arabs; more precisely it is our purpose, ih tfafe 
follow ing chapter, to examine whether Palestine was included ih or 
excluded from  McMahon’s pledge to Sharif Hussein.
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6 The McMahon-Hussein
Correspondence and the Question 
o f Palestine

The controversy over this question is half a century old. Today it has no 
more than an academic value, but in die past the keenest brains in Middle 
East politics were pitted against each other to prove their respective cases, 
only to demonstrate the gu lf d u t separated them. Despite statements 
made by die high-ranking British officers direcdy involved in negotia
tions w ith die Arab leaden, passions did not subside. T o  those w ho could 
see only duplicity in the conduct o f the British Government o f the time, 
the dogan o f  die 'tw ice promised land' became almost an article o f  faith. 
It infected some well-meaning and sincere, albeit misguided, British 
intellectuals.

Publication o f  die relevant records could have dispelled much o f  die 
misunderstanding but, though this was urged in both Houses o f  Parliament 
since 1921, successive British Governments objected on the ground that 
publication would be 'detrimental to the public interest’.1 The refusal to 
allow publication was due not to the weakness o f  the British Government’s 
case, as its critics suspected, but to considerations entirely unconnected 
w ith Palestine. The chief reason for official secrecy, as w e are now able to 
learn, was d u t the Correspondence contained encouragement to die 
Sharif o f Mecca (given both by Lord Kitchener and his successor as H igh 
Commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon) to rebel against the Sultan- 
Caliph in Constantinople and seek the Caliphate for himself with British 
assistance. Publication o f this fact, it was feared, would have precipitated a 
storm o f indignation in the Moslem world, particularly in India, w ith most 
embarrassing consequences. The Foreign Office held die view  that it 
would not be possible to publish part o f  the Correspondence, omitting die 
allusions to the Caliphate and d u t partial publication would almost cer
tainly lead to complete publication, and, stUl worse, would have involved 
raking up the detailed history o f  serious disagreements between the British 
and French Governments respecting the Near East in die latter part o f die 
First W orld W ar and die earlier armistice period.*

W hatever the merits o f  these considerations, official records now  avail
able for research provide us w ith a long-awaited opportunity to
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re-examine dûs complex problem.* But, before venturing to investigate 
whether or not Palestine was included in McMahon’s pledge to Sharif 
Hussein, it is pertinent first to appraise the nature o f  the British commit
ments to the Arabs; whether they bore a unilateral character— heretofore 
the accepted criterion by which Anglo-Sharifian relations were judged—  
or whether the other party, the Arabs, were equally under certain obliga
tions, the discharge o f which conditioned the validity o f  the understand
ing. Textual examination o f  the Correspondence alone w ill not lead us far. 
The task o f interpretation requires a reconstruction o f what went on 
behind the official façade and a scrutiny o f the motives and expectations 
o f  the chief dramatis personae.

The dominant theme in the Correspondence is ‘Arab independence'. This 
loosely-used phrase caused much misunderstanding. W hat did it mean? A  
note written by Sir Edward Grey to Sir James Rodd, the British Am 
bassador in Rome, on 21 September 1916 is illuminating:4

. . .  The Shereef o f Mecca had communicated to die [Anglo-] 
Egyptian authorities his desire to make himself independent but had 
insisted upon knowing whether w e were prepared to recognize an 
independent Arab State. W e were, o f  course, prepared to do that i f  
he succeeded in establishing his independence; for all w e were 
pledged to was that the Moslem holy places should remain in 
independent Moslem hands —

This tallies w ith Grey’s earlier communication. O n 14 April he had 
authorised Sir Reginald W ingate, the Sirdar o f  the Sudan, to inform the 
Sharif o f Mecca that the British Government ‘w ill make it an essential 
condition, in any terms o f  peace, that the Arabian Peninsula and its 
Mohammedan H oly Places should remain in the hands o f  an independent 
Sovereign Moslem State'. The message was apparently passed on to 
Hussein by Seyyid Sir A li Morghani, Grand Kadi o f  the Sudan, who was 
in close contact w ith W ingate. B y  the end o f  June its substance was em
bodied in a proclamation which was distributed in the form  o f  a leaflet in 
Arabia and on 29 July 1916, follow ing the Sharifian revolt against Turkey, 
an official communique to the same effect was made public.*

Hence it would be fair to deduce that apart from  the H oly Places, Great 
Britain (as w ell as the Allied Governments) were not pledged to the 
establishment o f an independent Arab State or Confederation o f States. It 
was up to the Arabs themselves to make good their aspirations to inde
pendence. But as there was no likelihood o f  their being able to stand on 
their ow n feet, it was quite natural for die British and French Govern



ments to £11 die vacuum and assume the role o f 'protectors'.* Absence o f  
a protective shield would have inevitably invited ‘foreign [i.e. Turkish] 
aggression, nipping the scheme o f an Arab State or Confederation o f 
States in the bud. It was to make the creation o f an Arab entity possible, as 
w ell as to harmonise it w ith their own legitimate interests in that region 
that the British and French Governments concluded the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement. Although this document became notorious in ensuing yean, 
there was nothing in it that was inconsistent with McMahon’s pledge.

It is evident that at that time neither the Arabs nor the British took the 
meaning o f ‘independence’ in its literal sense. The Arabs, Sir M ark Sykes 
disclosed to the W ar Committee after his return from  die East *must ask 
for theoretical independence, otherwise, i f  they ask for an obvious Euro* 
pean tutelage, the Com mittee o f Union and Progress w ill take die reac
tionary party over on their side’.7 Despite his grandiose daim , Hussein 
was well aware o f his own limitations. Hence his request for ‘assistance’ in 
order to ensure ‘the stability o f Arab independence’. N ot only was he 
apprehensive o f ‘constant provocations . . .  and utmost vengeance’ from  
the Turks during die war should Great Britain leave him alone, but even 
after its termination.* McMahon indeed reassured the Sharif that Great 
Britain would not conclude ‘any peace . . .  o f  which the freedom o f the 
Arab peoples and their liberation from  the German and Turkish domina
tion do not form  an essential condition’ ;9 and it is only in this context that 
the meaning o f  Arab ‘independence’ should be understood: liberation 
from  their supposed adversaries, not necessarily independence. David G. 
Hogarth, a scholar o f  repute, soon after joining the Arab Bureau in Cairo 
as its Director, attested that what the British were asked was simply to 
promote ‘independence o f  die Arabs from  their present over-Lord, die 
Turk’ .10 Nine years later he reiterated that neither to the Sharif nor to any 
other Arab did the British ‘ever explicidy guarantee or even promise any- 
thing beyond liberation from  the Turk’.11

Least o f all did the sponsors o f the Arab movement themselves take the 
w ord ‘independence’ at its face value. W hat McMahon had in mind was, 
as he told Grey, recognition o f ‘the principle o f Arab independence’, but 
no more. W hen read together with the text o f a subsequent cable, w e may 
w ell deduce that the term was merely a convenient substitute for auto
nom y. ‘I have endeavoured in m y statement to Sherif Hussein [of O cto
ber 24, 1915] to make any such future Arab state (within the British 
sphere) subject to our creation, direction and control.’ The term ‘inde
pendent Sovereign State’, Grey had been told six months earlier, ‘has been 
interpreted in a generic sense because idea o f an Arabian unity under one 
ruler, recognised as supreme by other Arab chiefs, is as yet inconceivable
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to Arab mind’.1* Lieutenant-Colonel, later General Sir Gilbert F. Clay
ton, the Director o f M ilitary Intelligence in Cairo and one o f  McMahon’s 
chief advisers, denied that it was his intention to promote ’die establish
ment o f  a powerful Arab K ingdom . . .  all w e want is to keep the friend
ship and, i f  possible, the active assistance o f the various Arab chiefs . . .  
while at the same time, working towards maintenance o f  the status quo 
ante bellum, and merely eliminating Turkish domination from  Arabia.’ 
Five weeks later he confided to another friend:1*

to set up a great Arab State . . .  was never m y idea . . .  The con
ditions throughout Arabia, Syria and Mesopotamia did not allow  o f 
such a scheme being practical, even i f  anyone were so foolish as to 
attempt i t . . .

The object w e have to aim at is, I consider, to w ork to preserve 
all the various elements in die Arab territories very much in the 
same position as they were before die war, but minus die Turks. In 
this w ay w e shall have an open field to w ork in.

The underlying assumption was that the Arabs for some time to come 
were bound to need European assistance and protection. This situation, as 
Clayton saw it, offered an opportunity for die British to Step in. The term 
’independence’ was merely a euphemism for supersession o f  Turkish rule 
by British and French in their respective spheres o f  interests. Looked at 
from  this point o f view , die concessions made to Sharif Hussein were not 
so far-reaching as they appeared and it explains w hy McMahon, in his 
celebrated letter o f 24 October 1915 to the Sharif o f  Mecca, granted them 
so lighdy, though this is not the w hole explanation.

W hen in mid-August Hussein's note o f  14 July 1915 arrived in Cairo, 
to open the long drawn-out correspondence, it was received at the British 
Residency with astonishment. ‘It was at the time and still is m y opinion', 
commented Ronald Storrs, its Oriental Secretary, ’that the Sharif opened 
his mouth and the British Government their purse a good deal too wide 
. . .  W e could not conceal from  ourselves (and with difficulty from  him) 
that his pretensions bordered upon the tragi-comic.’14 These related to the 
comprehensiv£demand for recognition o f the independence o f  die Arab 
countries bounded on the north by die line Mersin-Adana to parallel 
37°N, to include the whole o f the Arabian Peninsula (except Aden), 
Mesopotamia, Syria, what was later Transjordan and Palestine/ Hussein’s 
messenger, Muhammad Ibn Arif, w ho brought this letter to Cairo, 
assured Storrs on his master’s behalf that die Arabs were 'ready and well 
prepared’ ; ‘our word’ , Abdullah, Hussein’s son, asked him to tell Storrs, 
‘is a word o f honour and w e w ill carry it out even at the cost o f our lives;
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w e are not under die order o f  the Turks but die Turks are under our 
orden/ Arab officers in the Ottoman army, Ibn A rif went on, had sworn 
allegiance to die Sharif and were prepared to fight under his banner. 
M any had deserted already and consequendy Hussein's prestige had be
come so paramount that even the Sultan had proclaimed him C h ief 
Governor and Administrator o f Hedjaz, w ith the W ali 'under his orden’ . 
But Stom  was not deceived. 'It may be regarded as certain,' he noted, 
'd u t . . . [Hussein] has received no sort o f  mandate from  other [Arab] 
potentates.' As to the territorial desideratum, 'he knows he is demanding, 
possibly as a basis for negotiations, far more than he has die right, the 
hope, or the power to expect. Like his co-religionists, elsewhere, he w ill 
m odify his tone later.’1* T o  McMahon, Hussein’s profession o f  'sincere 
friendship’ was welcom e, as was die idea o f  'reversion o f the caliphate to 
a true Arab’ ; but as to the question o f  frontien and boundaries, so long as 
the war was in progress and the Turks in effective occupation o f  their 
Asiatic provinces, negotiations were ‘premature and waste o f  time’.1* 

McMahon’s negative response was fully in line w ith the attitude 
adopted by Grey, who was reluctant to commit him self to delimitation o f 
territory o f  the projected Arab state, particularly in die ñorth.17 The 
predicament confronting him emerges clearly from his note quoted 
earlier:1*

W e had no difficulty in agreeing to any boundaries which the 
Shereef wanted on die south [i.e. in the Arabian Peninsula] but on 
the north the Shereef came up against Syria, where w e had always 
admitted French interest and the French would not make con
cessions to the Shereef o f  places like Damascus without knowing 
what die limits o f  their sphere were to be.

But McMahon had additional grounds for pouring cold water on to 
Arab territorial desiderata: Syrian Arabs, instead o f aiding the British, 
'have lent their assistance to the Germans and the Turks’ he reminded the 
Sharif on 30 August 1915. W hat dien made McMahon change his mind 
tw o months later and concede so generously to Hussein’s demands, as is 
apparent from  his letter o f  24 October 1915?

It was die arrival o f  Muhammad Sharif al-Faruqi in Cairo that con
stituted the decisive turning-point Al-Faruqi19 was an Arab Staff officer 
in the Ottoman army and a prominent member o f  a Young Arab secret 
society called aV-Ahd, an offshoot o f  the civilian al-Fatat. O n some pre
text he managed to desert to die English lines in Gallipoli, whence he was 
taken to Cairo. Under interrogation he revealed to Colonel Clayton that 
Young Arab secret societies in Syria and Mesopotamia had decided to

THB MCMAHON-HUSSB1N CORRESPONDENCE 69



co-operate with England in return for British support for Arab inde
pendence. Learning o f Sharif Hussein's communication w ith the British 
High Commissioner in Cairo and realising how far-reaching the conse
quences might be, they hastened to stake their claim to the northern 
boundary o f  the Arab Empire. This would follow  the Mersin-Diarbekir 
line. Direct contact was established thereafter w ith Jedda. Al-Faruqi 
claimed that the Young Arab party wielded great influence in Syria and 
Mesopotamia and that Turkey and Germany, alive to this fact, had 
approached their leaders and promised to meet their demands ‘in foil'. 
The Young Arabs, however, trusted England and preferred a deal w ith 
her, but unless they received a favourable reply within a few  weeks, al- 
Faruqi warned, the Young Arabs would throw in their lot w ith Turkey 
and Germany in order to secure die best terms they could.so

W e learn from  Antonius that early in the war the al-Fatat committee 
passed a resolution ‘to w ork on the side o f  Turkey in order to resist foreign 
penetration o f whatever kind or form ', but shortly after Emir Feisal's 
arrival in Damascus on 26 March 1915 they switched their allegiance 
abrupdy and decided on co-operation with Great Britain against Turkey; 
their so-called ‘Damascus Protocol’11 served later as a blueprint for 
Hussein, in his letter to McMahon o f 14 July 1915, to outline foe boun
daries for Arab independence. But al-Faruqi*s statement on a rival 
proposition made by Turkey and Germany is puzzling. Antonius is silent 
about it. M oreover, no evidence o f such an offer can be traced in foe 
German Foreign Ministry files. I f anything it is rather to foe contrary. The 
Young Turk Government, w ith its strong centralists disposition, was in 
no mood to grant foe Arabs autonomy, let alone independence, and w ith 
Djemal Pasha's autocratic rule in Syria and Palestine, this was a practical 
impossibility. As for foe Germans, though not slow to criticise Turkish 
short-sightedness, any negotiation w ith an Arab secret society behind foe 
back o f  their ally was out o f foe question.

German records belie al-Faruqi’s testimony on foe Young Arabs' 
influence and foe revolutionary fervour among foe population. T h e  
anti-Turk movement . . . aiming at Arab autonomy,' D r Priiffer, foe 
Consul-General in Damascus, reported early in December 1915,

appears much to be weakened. Am ong foe wealthier middle classes 
reformism has scarcely any supporters and among foe small land- 
owners, merchants and workers, w ho constitute foe bulk o f foe 
population, foe cause o f foe Ottoman Government is quite popular 
. . .  The brilliant successes o f foe Ottoman army strengthened 
foe confidence o f  foe people in foe future o f foe Empire.
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The anti-Turkish elements enjoyed little support and, w ith the population 
riven by dissent, an uprising had little chance o f success. Priiffer’s succes
sor, D r Loytved-Hardegg, by no means an anti-Arab, assured Berlin five 
months later that 'no rebellion need be feared in Syria. The Syrians are 
shopkeepers but no warriors. They are litde gifted for the profession o f 
revolutionaries.’** Djemal Pasha had only praise for the loyalty o f  the 
Arab regiments in his army. He could find no better proof o f his con
viction that ‘the Arab would not revolt and turn traitor’.18

In view  o f our evidence, al-Faruqi’s report about the Turco-German 
overtures to the al'-Ahd and al-Fatat societies, and the latter's ability to 
foment a revolt against the Ottoman Government, gains little credence. 
M oreover, it would be reasonable to assume that this tale was deliberately 
fabricated in order to strengthen the Arabs* bargaining position vis-à-vis 
die British, as in fact it did. H ow  successful al-Faruqi was can be gauged 
from  the impression he made on his interrogator, Colonel Clayton, w ho 
thought his proposals ‘very grave and o f urgent importance’ and that the 
rebellious position adopted by die Sharif reflected that ‘o f the m ajority o f  
die Arab peoples’. Should the British prove accommodating the Young 
Arab Committee would embark ‘at once’ on their operations in Syria, Pa
lestine, Bagdad and Mosul, where their influence was great. O n the other 
hand, rejection, or even evasion o f  the proposals, Clayton feared,*4 would

throw die Young Arab party definitely into the arms o f  die enemy. 
Their machinery w ill at once be employed against us throughout 
die Arab countries, and the various Arab chiefs, who are almost to 
a man members of, or connected with, the Young Arab party, w ill 
be undoubtedly w on over . . .  die Jehad, so far a failure, may 
become a very grim  reality, the effect o f  which . . .  m ight well be 
disastrous.

Clayton was a shrewd and down-to-earth man. Few could rival his 
experience w ith die native Arabic-speaking people; and his ‘balanced 
advice’, as Storrs put it, could not be husded by a sudden crisis.** His 
acceptance o f  al-Faruqi’s account is, therefore, difficult to comprehend. 
W as it because o f  faulty intelligence and inadequate information on die 
true state o f  affairs behind the Turkish lines** or because, follow ing the 
setback at die Dardanelles, the fear o f  a jehad was so all-pervading that 
British officers in Egypt were apt to grasp at every floating straw to 
relieve them o f their growing feeling o f isolation? W hatever the reason, 
it was on the basis o f  these findings that General Sir John M axwell, 
Officer Commanding in Egypt, urged Lord Kitchener, then Secretary o f  
State for W ar, that it was imperative to meet Hussein’s wishes:*7
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A  powerful organisation . . .  o f die Young Arab Committee . . .  
with considerable influence in the [Ottoman] army and among Arab 
chiefs . . .  appears to have made up its mind that die moment for 
action has arrived. The Turks and Germans are already in negotia
tions with them and spending money to win their support. The 
Arab Party is, however, strongly inclined towards England.

. . .  I f their overtures are rejected, or a reply is delayed . . .  the 
Arab party w ill go over to the enemy and work with them . . .
On the other hand, their active assistance . . .  in return for our 
support, would be o f the greatest value in Arabia, Mesopotamia,
Syria and Palestine.

Kitchener replied prompdy: ‘The [British] Government is most desirous 
o f  dealing with the Arab question in a manner satisfactory to the Arabs. 
You must do your best to prevent any alienation o f the Arabs' traditional 
loyalty to England.'18 McMahon too pressed the Foreign Office to win 
over die Arabs through a speedy setdement o f the boundaries but only ‘in 
so flu: as England is free to act without detriment to the interests o f her 
present Allies’. This was urgent because die Arab party in Syria was ‘ready 
to rev o lt. . .  they are on the point o f parting o f their ways'. The Sharif 
o f Mecca was in communication with Imam Yehhia o f  Yemen and 
endeavoured to dissuade him from aiding the Turks. It was therefore, 
imperative, McMahon urged, to deal ‘without delay*.88

Grey, no less than Kitchener, appreciated the urgency o f die matter and 
was favourably disposed. But suspecting (as it turned out quite correcdy) 
some ulterior motives for the undue haste, he warned the High Com 
missioner to avoid giving die impression that the British supported Arab 
interests in Syria merely in order to establish their own at the expense o f 
the French. However, McMahon, without further consultation, dis
patched his crucial letter o f 24 October 1915, to Sharif Hussein. Tw o days 
later he cabled that the matter brooked ‘no delay' and he had, therefore, 
to act ‘without further reference'.80 The Rubicon was crossed. The Arabs 
won their Magna Carta and Great Britain a standing embarrassment. The 
responsibility was solely that o f McMahon.81

The India Office was aghast. Since Britain's declaration o f war against 
Turkey, Moslem loyalty in India had been strained. The position was still 
more complicated because Hussein was highly unpopular among the pil
grims to Mecca for his extortions and high-handed methods. His rebellion 
against the Sultan, openly encouraged by die British, might have had an 
incalculable effect on Moslem opinion. Lord Hardinge, the Viceroy, bit
terly complained that he had not been consulted before ‘a pledge o f such
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vital importance was given to the Arabs’. He drought d u t the British 
Government should not have committed itself to such a policy at all. ‘W e 
have always regarded w ith much [? diffidence] creation o f strong Arab 
State lying astride our interests in the East and in the [Persian] G ulf as not 
unlikely source o f  ultimate trouble, and w e doubt either military or 
political advantage likely to accrue from  it.’M Austen Chamberlain, Secre
tary o f  State for India, was also disturbed by McMahon’s letter. According 
to his information, the Grand Sharif o f Mecca was ‘a nonentity without 
power to carry out his proposals’, the Arabs were ’without unity and with 
no possibility o f  uniting’ their followers. Chamberlain doubted the reality 
and certainly the efficacy o f the suggested Arab revolt in the Ottoman 
army and elsewhere. He pointed out that al-Idrissi, the Imam o f Asir and 
Ibn Saud, die Am ir o f  Najd, friends o f  the British, were hostile to the 
Sharif, whereas the latter’s friends, Imam Yehhia o f Yemen, and Ibn 
Rashid, ruler o f Hayil, were pro-Turk. Until therefore both the Sharif 
and Faruqi proved themselves able to carry out their promises, it was 
imprudent for the British Government to undertake any commitment.

The next step should be to make clear to them that promises made 
by McMahon are dependent on immediate action by them in sense 
o f their offers and w ill not be binding on us unless they do their part 
at once.M

Lord Crewe, Chamberlain’s immediate predecessor, now  deputising for 
Grey, also criticised McMahon for negotiating, as he put it, ’without great 
wisdom’.*4 Sir Arthur Hirtzel, head o f the Political Department o f the 
India Office, subscribed to the Chamberlain-Crewe appraisal. However, 
should it be considered expedient to pursue the negotiations w ith the 
Sharif, he noted, any commitments in future should be ’as vague as 
possible’ and made subject to the extent and success o f Arab co-opera
tion.**

McMahon disagreed with the India Office. He regarded the Sharif as a 
leader o f  importance, both by descent and personality, and the only 
rallying-point for the Arab cause.** Yet, as his policy had been so much 
censured and Hussein remained elusive about the proposed revolt,*7 
McMahon adopted a tougher line. He urged Hussein in no unequivocal 
terms:**

. . .  It is most essential that you spare no effort to attach all the 
Arab peoples to our united cause and urge them to afford no assist
ance to our enemies.

It is on the success o f these efforts and on the more active
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measures which the Arabs may thereafter take in support o f  our
cause, when the time for action comes, that the permanence and
strength o f our agreement must depend.

Hussein thereupon assured McMahon that he fully ‘understood the con
tents’ o f his note.**

There was thus no unilateral commitment. The Arabs were equally 
under definite obligations to fulfil their part towards the common cause, 
and it was on the nature and quality o f  their performance that the ‘per
manence and strength’ o f the agreement depended.40 This criterion applied 
with equal strength to Mesopotamia and Syria.41 That recognition o f  the 
'independence o f the Arabs’, in specified areas ‘south o f latitude 37o was 
conditional on an Arab revolt’, was testified also by T . £. Lawrence in a 
letter to The Times, 11 September 1919, and confirmed by Lloyd George.4*

Correspondence with the Sharif remained inconclusive. Following his 
letter o f 1 January 1916, questions about boundaries and the constitution 
o f  the independent Arab area had been left in abeyance, and subsequent 
communications referred only to the supply o f  arms, food and money to 
make the Arab revolt possible. The Sharif seemed to have been satisfied 
with assurances he had so far obtained from the British ‘without asking 
for more’.4* He confided to his friend Sayyid AU Morghani d u t he had 
no reason to discuss the question o f the frontiers, other than as a ‘pre
liminary measure’. This admission stood in stark contrast to the position 
taken up by Hussein in his letter dated 14 July 1915 to McMahon, in 
which he hoped to conclude a definite treaty with the British Government 
with regard to the boundaries o f Arab independence. However, aware o f 
his weakness and in fear lest a European peace might leave him at the 
mercy o f the Turks, Hussein trod warily and refrained from  making 
extreme claims. ‘From the military point o f view ,’ he revealed to M or
ghani, ‘none o f us [can] ignore the certainty d u t we shall stand in great 
need o f the power o f Great Britain to extinguish any trouble that is liable 
to break out in the interior o f the country . . . particularly because our 
[Moslem] friends w ill not hesitate by all possible means to incite their own 
partisans against us for their own ends.’44

W ith such self-confessed evidence o f dependence, the British officers 
could not envisage any trouble in their relations with the Arabs in die 
foreseeable future. McMahon regarded Hussein’s letter o f 1 January 1916 
to be o f a ‘satisfactory nature’, which called for no definite reply except 
for a reminder o f the permanence o f Franco-British alliance.4* Clayton 
too was satisfied with Hussein’s pliancy,40 while Hogarth could hardly



conceal his gratification at Hussein’s failure to press die British to define 
their policy more precisely.47

Particularly reassuring was Hussein’s letter dated 18 February 1916 in 
which he expressed his ‘utmost pleasure and satisfaction at the attainment 
o f  the required understanding’ .48 This letter is significant because it was 
written in response to McMahon’s o f  30 January in which the latter 
rejected Hussein’s claim (on 1 January 1916) to ‘Beirut and its coastal 
regions’ .48 Hussein’s request had been limited only to the supply o f  arms, 
ammunition, gold and food and the subsequent correspondence had no 
bearing on the question o f  boundaries. Cairo was confident, as Hogarth’s 
note o f  3 M ay 1916 suggests, that settlement o f  the political issues had 
been left in abeyance. However, as events showed, the British had misread 
Hussein’s mind. In 1915-16 it suited him to give the impression o f a 
moderate negotiator, ready to make concessions, but after the Turks had 
been defeated, he put his claims at their highest. He referred to his under
standing with McMahon as an ‘agreement’, though the Correspondence 
had no contractual validity. M oreover, he substituted ‘independence o f 
Arab [i.e. Sharifian] Kingdom ’, extending over Syria and Mesopotamia 
(a phrase not used by McMahon) for ‘independence o f  the Arabs’, and 
took the meaning o f ‘independence’ in its literal sense. He completely ig
nored the reservations imposed by the British Government in their replies.

Hussein’s first challenge, on 28 August 1918, was rebuffed. Both W in
gate and the Arab Bureau regarded such a misinterpretation as ‘un
acceptable’,80 but Hussein bided his time. O n 28 April 1920 Emir Abdul
lah, much to the British Government’s surprise, quoted McMahon’s letter 
o f  10 March 1916 as proof o f the latter granting his father all his terri
torial demands and Arab independence. In this letter McMahon had 
assured Hussein that the British Government had approved his requests 
for the supply o f  gold, arms, food and munitions, but Abdullah misapplied 
it to political claims on which no agreement in 1915-16 had been reached. 
He also misquoted McMahon by prefixing the word ‘all’ and altered 
'requests’ to ‘daims’.81

During the winter and early spring o f 1916, there seemed no reason for 
McMahon to question his trust in the Arabs. According to Brigadier- 
General W . M . W alton, British Political Resident in Aden, the Sharif o f  
Mecca undertook to organise a ‘general rising’ o f Arabs against die Turks 
both in the Hedjaz and Syria. Simultaneously Idrissi and Imam Yehhia 
were to raise the standard o f  revolt in Asir and the Yem en.88 The Sharif 
estimated that he could raise a force o f 250,000 men and measure up to the 
Turks.88 Some o f these good tidings McMahon learned directly from
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Hussein, who revealed in his letter o f 18 February 1916 d u t his son Emir 
Feisal, at that time in Syria, was planning to attack the Turkish troops 
from the rear, should the latter advance on the Suez Canal. Feisal was 
awaiting the arrival o f troops from Aleppo and Mosul, 100,000 strong, die 
majority o f whom  were Arab. Thereafter Abdullah would deploy suffi
cient forces to buttress FeisaTs rebellion and, should circumstances permit, 
would occupy the Hedjaz railway. This would mark ‘the beginning o f the 
principal movement’, entirely different from  what die Turks expected.54

The news d u t Feisal would enlist the support o f  the nadve Arab 
element in the Ottoman army was very encouraging. However, as the 
Turco-German advance towards Egypt did not seem to be imminent 
McMahon suggested that the Sharif employ the Arab tribes in the north 
to demolish the Bagdad railway instead. T o prepare the ground al-Faruqi 
and al-Masri were to infiltrate the Turkish lines.55 So elated was Sir Mark 
Sykes (at that time in Petrograd) that, assuming d u t the Arab movement 
would lead to a successful rebellion in Syria and Hedjaz and d u t Arab 
troops would defect, he hoped that an ‘avenue [would be] open to 
liquidating Mesopotamian expedition and doing away with [düs] theatre 
o f war’ .54

However, these expectations proved misplaced. The British military 
authorities in Basra were sceptical as to the advisability o f the al-Faruqi/al- 
Masri mission to Mesopotamia. Experience with Arab officers who had 
defected from the Ottoman army had been discouraging, and Turkish 
vigilance remained unabated. As time wore on and the much-vaunted 
rising did not materialise, London became impatient. Grey warned 
McMahon not to go beyond assurances already given to the Sharif: ‘W e 
are giving arms and money and the sole question is whether the Arabs w ill 
do their part.’ A  week later McMahon received the bad news from 
Hussein that ‘owing to dispersal o f chiefs’, the Syrians could neither 
engineer a revolution nor seize the Hedjaz railway. Instead, he asked the 
British to help the Anaizah tribes (on the eastern side o f  the river Jordan) 
financially and blockade the coast o f Yemen.57 Its Imam remained loyal 
to Turkey and was reluctant to join  forces with Hussein.58 Colonel 
Clayton had now to admit that ‘a certain rapprochement’ between the 
Arab decentralisation party and the Turks, had evidently taken place.58 A  
general Arab uprising seemed to be a mirage and Arab unity practically 
non-existent. Hogarth arrived at the inescapable conclusion that the 
British had been misled. The Sharif had always posed as spokesman o f the 
Arab Nation, but in fact no such entity or organisation existed; ‘nor, given 
the history, economic environment and character o f the Arabs, can it be 
expected to exist’ .80
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But die most crippling blow  for McMahon was the revelation con
tained in FeisaTs confidential message to his father. From its contents 
McMahon learned, much to his surprise, that Feisal wrote ‘as an upholder 
o f  Islam against Christian encroachment* and seemed to im ply that had 
the Turks been ‘strong enough to keep Moslem frontiers intact. . .  he 
would have backed’ them rather than the British. McMahon had to con
cede the bitter truth that the Hedjaz Arabs were ‘unlikely to act efficiently 
in Syria . . .  or to cut the Bagdad Railway*. He advised the Sharif to 
confine his action to Arabia proper and to recall Feisal. ‘W e can . . .  safely 
trust Sherif but we have no guarantee o f Feisal’s attitude.’61

Such a contraction o f the original plan o f the Arab revolt undermined 
much o f the validity o f the McMahon understanding with Hussein, but it 
did not make the High Commissioner draw the logical conclusions. W as 
it because he attached so little importance to his pledge66 that he thought 
modification o f the agreement with the Sharif to be superfluous? O r 
because such a suggestion would have ipso facto implied an admission o f 
error o f  his policy and it was better to gloss over the issue altogether? 
W hatever the reason, McMahon continued the pretence that it was safe to 
back the Hedjaz revolt. A t any rate, a public demonstration to the Moslem 
world that the Sharif was against the Turks was still a creditable achieve
ment.66 Yet, however commendable, this was not w hy McMahon had 
agreed to meet such extravagant claims to recognise Arab independence in 
regions lying north o f the Arabian Peninsula.

Sir Arthur Nicolson was indignant. ‘As regards . . .  the Sherif, I think 
w e have gone far enough. . .  w e should wait for some action on his part. 
Hitherto, w e had plenty o f promises from  him— but nothing more—  
while w e have given him, beyond assurances, arms and money.*66 ‘The 
Arabs’, as General W alton commented, 'are waiting for our victories in 
other fields.*66 But it was not before the autumn o f  that year that the 
bubble exploded. Soon after Hussein had rebelled against the Turks on 
6 June 1916, his forces were on the point o f collapse. W ingate, much per
turbed, cabled from Sudan: ‘unless supposed Syrian revolt interferes with 
. . .  Turkish reinforcements . . .  Sherif is faced with possible recapture o f 
Medina and an advance on Mecca. . .  He w ill have to choose then between 
accepting offer by us to dispatch a military expedition and almost certain 
defeat.* McMahon, who had been responsible for inflating the Arabs’ 
military importance, now claimed that the revolt had been undertaken 
w ith ‘inadequate preparations in ignorance o f modem warfare’, whereas 
four months later W ingate reported that die Arabs, even i f  adequately 
equipped and organised, were incapable o f acting on the defensive.66 Both 
W ingate and McMahon bombarded London with requests for military
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assistance to cut o ff the Turks and ‘prevent early collapse o f  Sherif’s 
movement’.67 This movement not only did not snowball but was widely 
condemned by Mohammedan opinion, in India and elsewhere, and pro
duced a bad effect in Syria. Hussein was blamed for ingratitude towards 
the Turks and his revolt commanded little or no sympathy.66 McMahon 
and his entourage in Cairo were alarmed. ‘W e are m orally committed to 
support the Sherif and shall certainly be held in a large measure respon
sible for his failure.’ So hopeless seemed the position that in contravention 
o f Moslem custom, prohibiting the presence o f non-Moslems in the 
Hedjaz, Hussein himself requested British military assistance in troops 
which, he claimed, ‘is a condition o f  our alliance’ .66 It soon became 
apparent that the whole Sharifian army consisted o f three to four thousand 
tribesmen as the only reliable force, and that the movement did not 
command the support o f the townsmen o f the Hedjaz.70

The General Staff was indignant. The Sharif had undertaken to expel 
the Turks from the Arab area and asked in return for British assistance in 
the shape o f arms and money, which had been given. Before the revolt 
Hussein had estimated that he could raise a force o f 250,000 men and gave 
the impression o f commanding sufficient resources to overcome the Turks. 
His predicament was as unexpected as it was embarrassing. It was he who 
had pledged military assistance to the British and not vice versa. Tech
nically, the military argument went on, the British Government was 
under no obligation to come to his rescue. Yet, as prestige was involved, 
the General Staff was prepared to overlook that it had not been consulted 
during the Correspondence with Hussein, and suggested a speed-up o f the 
operations in Sinai in order to capture El-Arish and Aqaba, a move that 
would simultaneously relieve Turkish pressure on the Sharif and en
courage the Syrian Arabs to revolt.71 The W ar Council doubted whether 
an offensive in Sinai would rescue Hussein in time. O n the other hand, a 
landing o f Christian troops in the Hedjaz posed a serious problem. N ot 
only would they run a grave risk o f offending Mohammedan opinion but 
various reports indicated that the native troops would disperse rather than 
be supported by Europeans. In addition, the General Staff strongly 
objected to mounting another expedition with unforeseen consequences. 
Overtaxed on the Western front and short o f transport and manpower, 
the Staff feared that the deployment o f 15,000 men to save Rabeqh would 
impair the El-Arish operation.76 For nearly six months an awkward 
dilemma confronted the British Government. The difficulty was even
tually resolved because the much feared Turkish assault on Rabeqh and 
Mecca did not materialise.

During this episode the British drew some comfort from the prospect
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that should succour be brought in time to the Sharif, and when the British 
army invaded Palestine, the Arabs in the north ‘discontented with the 
Turkish rule*, would rise.7* 'A  very favourable turn might [then] be given 
to events in the whole o f Syria and Palestine besides putting the Sherif out 
o f  all danger.’ 74 Sir M ark Sykes placed so much hope in such a develop
ment that he expected Turkish authority to crumble and their military 
operations to be hindered.76 This, however, proved to be an illusion. A t 
the turn o f 1916 an Arab Legion was organised by the British to prop up 
die Sharifian forces and to serve as a rallying-point for discontented 
elements in Syria and Mesopotamia, but this came to nothing. ‘I must 
honesdy confess*, Clayton told Sykes, ‘that, viewed as a symbol o f  Arab 
nationalism, the Legion has been a failure. It has not been received 
with any enthusiasm by die local Arabs, in spite o f much propaganda. . .  
I cannot say that it is worth either the money or the time o f  skilled officers 
which has to be expended upon it.’ 74 Had it not been for the steady flow 
o f  gold from  the British Treasury and guidance provided by the British 
officers,77 the Northern Arab Arm y (composed o f the Legion, as a regular 
force, and the Sharifian tribesmen) would have been crushed by the 
Turks or have disintegrated from within. The conquest o f Aqaba on 
6 July 1917 was a bold military manoeuvre, but it failed to become the 
rallying-point for a movement on which the British Residency in Cairo 
pinned their hopes. Philip Graves had some words o f praise for the Arabs 
o f the Hedjaz and their Bedouin allies, but those o f Syria and Palestine 
‘remained passive or aided the Turks’.78 C . S. Jarvis, form erly Governor 
o f Sinai, expressed himself in even less complimentary terms: ‘The Syrians 
as a people did nothing whatsoever towards assisting the Arab cause . . .  
beyond hold secret meetings and talk. The inhabitants o f Palestine did 
radier less.’ 74 Lloyd George recalled ironically that ‘the Arabs o f Palestine, 
who might have been helpful in many ways, were quiescent and cower
ing. Right through the war and up to the end, there were masses o f  Arab 
soldiers from Mesopotamia, Syria and Palestine in the Turkish Annies 
fighting against die liberation o f their own rule’ ; * . . .  the Palestinian Arabs 
were fighting against us.’60 Despite much encouragement, when the 
British troops were already firm ly entrenched in Jerusalem, the results o f  
recruiting for the Sharifian forces were disappointing; no more than 150 
Arabs were recruited.41 The verdict o f the Palestine Royal Commission 
was dear: ‘It was the Sherif’s own people . . .  who bore the brunt o f the 
actual fighting. The Arabs o f  Palestine did not rise against the Turks.*41 

But in this context Palestine was o f marginal importance. The big plum 
was Damascus, and it was primarily with an eye on the Syrian hinterland 
that the Declaration to the Sevèn was issued in June 1918. It pledged that

THB MCMAHON-HUSSBIN CORRBSPONDBNCB 79



those territories conquered by the Arabs would remain Arab.8* Y et the 
response was negligible. W ith no substantial rising in sight, when Allen- 
by’s forces were converging on Damascus towards the end o f September 
1918, the only way out, for those who engineered it, was to stage a con
quest by the Sharifian troops, to give the impression that die Arabs had 
taken the city from the Turk.84 Even so, the Sharifians found the city in a 
state o f turmoil,88— not o f rejoicing, thus giving the lie to the belief that 
the Syrians craved for nothing better than liberation from Turkish rule. 
Testifying before the Palestine Royal Commission in 1937, Amin al- 
Husseini, the M ufti o f Jerusalem, denied that the Arabs were ever "under 
the yoke o f the Turks' or that they expected to be relieved from such a 
yoke. For centuries they had been frilly integrated within the Ottoman 
Empire and enjoyed equality o f rights.88 During the Committee o f Union 
and Progress regime they might have nourished some grievances against 
Constantinople, but fundamentally they "would prefer to remain under 
Turkish domination, w ith all its mis-govemment, tyranny and oppression 
. . . rather than . . .  fall under the Christian yoke.’87 Arab troops in die 
Ottoman army remained essentially loyal88 and would not aid die des
truction o f a Moslem Power. Throughout the war, the Sharifian rebellion 
remained an isolated phenomenon. As W ingate, one o f its chief protago
nists, admitted in September 1918: ‘The Moslems in general have hitherto 
regarded the Hedjaz revolt, and our share in it, with suspicion and dis
like.’88 A  distinguished British historian and a dose observer o f Middle 
East politics, at that time, attested that "a general Arab insurrection was 
planned [but] it never took place . . .  [It was] mainly the soldiers o f 
Britain, die Commonwealth and India— who played a part in the over
throw o f Ottoman rule.’80 Ronald Storrs, judging retrospectively, 
doubted whether the deal with the Sharif was after all worth while. It 
"imposed upon us the real obligation o f raising and maintaining his pres
tige to the limit o f the possible, so that for this and other reasons w e were 
in the end committed far more deeply in bullion, in munitions o f war and 
in promises very hard to fulfil, than most o f us dreamed o f in September 
1914.’81

This did not mean that Hussein’s revolt, though limited in scope, was 
devoid o f advantages. Politically, it set one Moslem against another,88 
and militarily, it harassed Ottoman troops and occasionally disrupted 
communications along the Hedjaz railway. But between die original 
expectations, on which the deal between the British and Hussein was 
based, and the actual performance, there was a considerable gap. There 
was no general uprising against the Turk. The Arab revolt, as Lawrence 
succincdy concluded, bore a distinctly * ‘ local nature’.88 I f any party
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remained in debt towards the other, it was rather the Arab to the British 
than vice versa.

It remains now for us to examine the question whether Palestine was, in 
fact, included or excluded from  the promises made to Hussein, and i f  so, 
w hy McMahon's wording was so vague as to give rise in subsequent years 
to such an acrimonious controversy.

The point o f  view  advanced during the twenties and thirties by the 
Arabs was d u t since Palestine was not specifically mentioned in the 
reservations made by McMahon in his letter o f  24 October 1915, it fol
lowed that it was ipso facto included in the territory in which Great 
Britain was to recognise Arab independence.*4 In contrast, the British 
Government maintained that McMahon’s reservation applied to 'those 
portions o f Syria lying to the west o f the district o f Damascus’, reading 
the term ‘district’ as equivalent to vilayet; and since the vilayet o f Damas
cus comprised inter alia also the sanjaks o f Hauran and Maan, which 
became known as Transjordan, it followed that the vilayet o f Beirut and 
the independent sanjak o f Jerusalem were covered by the reservations, to 
the effect that 'the whole o f Palestine, west o f the Jordan, was thus 
excluded from Sir H. McMahon’s pledge’ .9* The Arabs rejected the 
equation o f ‘district’ with vilayet and remained adamant in their position. 
Y et a succession o f British officials, notably McMahon, Clayton and 
W illiam  Ormsby-Gore, then Colonial Secretary, testified that it was never 
their intention that Palestine ‘should be included in the general pledge 
given to the Sherif’.** Clayton according to his own testimony, was 'in 
daily touch with Sir Henry McMahon throughout the negotiations with 
King Hussein, and made the preliminary drafts o f all the letters', whilst 
Ormsby-Gore served in 1916 in the Arab Bureau in Cairo and on Sir 
Henry McMahon’s Staff. In Spring 1939, in connection with the Palestine 
Round Table Conferences held in London, a Joint Committee o f British 
and Arab representatives was set up to examine the McMahon Corre
spondence but failed to reach agreement on matter o f  interpretation. The 
British representatives agreed that the language used to indicate the 
exclusion o f Palestine was ‘not so specific and unmistakeable as it was 
thought to be at the time’ and that ‘Arab contentions regarding the mean
ing o f  the disputed phrase [district] have greater force than has appeared 
hitherto’ , but maintained that ‘on proper construction o f the Corre
spondence Palestine was in fact excluded’. Lord Maugham, Lord Chan
cellor and spokesman for the British representatives, confidently re
iterated: ‘The Correspondence as a whole, and particularly the reservation 
in respect o f French interests in Sir Henry McMahon’s letter o f the 24th
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October, 1915, not only did exclude Palestine but should have been 
understood to do so/*7 Official Foreign Office records, now  available at 
the Public Record Office, London, fully confirm this conclusion. It is 
however a matter o f surprise that the Committee, though said to have 
examined microscopically the wording o f the actual Correspondence, 
did overlook much other material related to its background which tends 
to support the British case.

It may be recalled that Hussein, in his letter o f  14 July 1915, when out
lining the boundaries o f territory to fall within the sphere o f  Arab 
independence, was acting under the inspiration o f  the Arab secret societies 
in Syria.*8 Hussein himself declared that these boundaries represented not 
the suggestion o f one individual but the ‘demands o f our people*** in die 
regions concerned. Although excessive, they were not taken at the 
British Residency in Cairo at their face value but regarded merely as a 
basis for negotiations,100 an assumption which statements made by 
al-Faruqi in October-Novem ber o f that year fully endorsed. Al-Faruqi 
conveyed the impression that the aims o f the aV-Ahd and al-Fatat societies 
were moderate. They fully realised that the establishment o f an Arab 
Empire, as they visualised it, was entirely outside the realm o f  practical 
politics: in al-Faruqi’s own words: ‘our scheme embraces all the Arab 
countries, including Syria and Mesopotamia, but i f  w e cannot have all, 
w e want as much as w e can get*. They appreciated that in the regions in 
question England was bound by obligations to her Allies and they would 
recognise the French position in Syria. The point on which the Young 
Arabs would not budge was the inclusion o f Damascus, Aleppo, Hama 
and Homs in the Arab Confederation. Otherwise, Clayton noted, the 
leaders o f the Arab societies were ‘open to reason and ready to accept a 
considerably less ambitious scheme than that which they formulated* 
earlier.101

That the inclusion o f Aleppo, Homs, Hama and Damascus within die 
Arab state was the Syrian nationalist leaders’ primary concern, is evident 
also from General M axwell’s cable to Lord Kitchener101 as well as from 
McMahon’s private communication to Sir Edward Grey o f  18 O cto
ber:108

The occupation by France o f die purely Arab districts o f Aleppo, 
Hama, Homs and Damascus, would be opposed by the Arabs by 
force o f arms, but with this exception, they would accept some 
modifications o f die north-western boundaries proposed by the 
Sherif o f M ecca.. . .
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O n the same day McMahon assured the Foreign Office that the Arabs 
‘have not included the places inhabited by a foreign race in the territories 
which they demand*. The message was unmistakably clear and Grey sug
gested that his main object would be to persuade the French Government 
to agree to include within the boundaries o f  the Arab state the cities o f  
Aleppo, Homs, Hama and Damascus.104 W hat then was the nature o f the 
modifications o f  the north-western boundaries and conversely die extent 
o f the territories excluded from  the sphere o f Arab independence? The 
answer can be gauged from  al-Faruqi’s statement made to Sir Mark Sykes 
on 20 Novem ber 1915, during the latter’s stay in Cairo. Sykes, anticipating 
difficulties with France, pressed Faruqi to be specific. The latter responded: 
‘Arabs would agree to convention with France, granting her monopoly 
o f  all concessionary enterprise in Syria and Palestine*; the area to be 
bounded by the Euphrates in the north running south to Deir Zor, and 
from  there to Deraa and along the Hedjaz Railway to Maan. Furthermore, 
‘the Arabs would . . . agree to employment o f none but Frenchmen as 
advisers and European employees in this area . . . [and] to all French 
educational establishments having special recognition in this area.’ An 
identical convention would be concluded with Great Britain w ith regard 
to Irak, Jazirah and Northern Mesopotamia, Basra and its enclave to the 
south to be recognised as British territory.100

If Sykes’s cryptic language conveyed al-Faruqi’s thoughts faithfully and 
i f  the terms ‘m onopoly o f  all concessionary enterprise’ and ‘employment 
o f  advisers’ were substitutes for sphere o f influence, which in the given 
context was most likely, then w e can visualise tw o lines demarcating the 
French sphere from  that designated for an independent Arab state. One 
was to run in the form o f a crescent from  Adana to the Euphrates, and 
from there down, along the river, as far as Der-ez-Zor, taking in the 
district o f Aleppo. The second line was to run from the centre o f  the 
crescent southwards towards Deraa and along the Hedjaz railway to 
Maan, leaving out the four towns o f the Syrian hinterland. Thus the 
Arab state or confederation o f states was to cover the districts o f Aleppo, 
Hama, Homs, and Damascus, then southwards the territory which later 
became known as Transjordan and the Arabian Peninsula, except Aden 
and the sheikdoms adjacent to the Persian Gulf. The bulk o f Mesopotamia 
eastwards o f the Euphrates was to fall within the British sphere o f interests 
whereas the districts o f Mcrsin and Alexandretta, the Lebanon and the 
whole o f Palestine extending eastwards as far as the Hedjaz railway and 
southwards to the Egyptian border— under the French sphere o f influence. 
The desiderata o f aV-Ahd and al~Fat<U covered only Aleppo, Hama, Homs 
and Damascus. Inclusion o f  these districts was regarded as conditio sine <¡ua
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non for initiating a revolt against Turkey. Palestine and the Syrian littoral 
were left out. Both because o f  the long-standing French interests there 
and because these regions could hardly be termed as ‘purely Arab dis
tricts', the tw o Societies did not see fit to claim them. As Lloyd George 
put it: ‘The Arabs special concern was for Irak and Syria. . .  Palestine did 
not seem to give them much anxiety. For reasons which were obvious to 
them they realised that there were genuine international interests in 
Palestine, which placed it in a totally different category.10*

A l Faruqi was operating at a high level. His statements, McMahon under
stood, conveyed ‘the purpose’ o f Sharif s letter o f 14 July, 1915107 which 
outlined the boundaries o f Arab independence. But Faruqi was more than 
an interpreter or even a representative o f Hussein in Cairo. ‘Your honour 
w ill have realised’, Hussein briefed McMahon on 1 January 1916, ‘that 
after arrival o f  Mohammad [Faruki] Sharif. . .  all our procedure up to 
the present, was o f no personal inclination or the l ik e . . .  but that every
thing was the result o f the decisions and desires o f  our peoples. . .  w e are 
but transmitters and executants.’ 108 McMahon had therefore justifiable 
reason to take al-Faruqi’s word as reflecting, i f  not be binding upon his 
fellow  Arabs. Being under the firm  impression that Palestine was ex
cluded from  Arab desiderata, he was under no compelling necessity to 
specify its exclusion, all the more as he understood that the Arabs ‘have 
not included the places inhabited by a foreign race in the territories which 
they demand’.100 This limitation applied with particular force to Palestine 
where, according to British Consular reports, there were before the war 
about 100,000 Jews.110

This, however, does not dispose o f the enigma o f  McMahon’s ambigu
ous wording in his fatal letter o f 24 October 1915, which left a loophole 
for future contentions that the British pledge extended also to Palestine. 
W as the failure a mere accident caused by undue haste in despatching the 
note which admitted ‘no delay’ or a deliberately calculated risk? Philip 
Graves was the first, in a book published in 1923,111 to throw some light 
on this question. W e are now in a position to confirm that Graves’s state
ment was, in fact, a repetition o f McMahon’s confidential letter to Sir 
John Shuckburgh at the Colonial Office dated 12 March 1922. W ith the 
controversy unfolding, McMahon wished it to be put on record that in 
his letter o f 24 October 1915 it was his intention to exclude Palestine from 
die Arab state. He thought that he had so worded his letter as to make this 
‘sufficiendy dear for all purposes’. He elucidated:118
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Homs» Hama and Aleppo in that connexion in my letter were:
(1) that these were places to which the Arabs attached vital im
portance and (2) that there was no place I could think o f  at the time 
o f sufficient importance for purposes o f definition further south o f 
die above.

It was as fully m y intendon to exclude Palestine as it was to 
exclude the more northern coastal tracts o f  Syria.

I did not make use o f the [river] Jordan to define the limits o f the 
southern area, because I thought it might be considered desirable at 
some later stage o f negotiations to endeavour to find some more 
suitable frontier line east o f  the Jordan and between that river and 
the Hejaz Railway. A t that moment, moreover, very detailed 
definitions did not seem called for.

I may mention that I have no recollection o f  ever having anything 
from  the Sherif o f  Mecca, by letter or message, to make me suppose 
that he did not also understand Palestine to be excluded from 
independent Arabia . . .

McMahon s predicament is understandable. Neither the river Jordan 
nor the eastern lim it o f the French sphere, as sketched out by al-Faruqi, 
namely running from D er-ez-Zor to Deraa and along the Hedjaz railway 
to Maan, seemed to him to offer a practical border between Palestine and 
the projected Arab State, and since the matter at that time was only o f 
academic import, McMahon did not think it necessary to spell out a 
precise delimitation.

But Palestine’s exclusion was embodied also in the phrase ‘the regions 
. . .  in which Great Britain is [not] free to act without detriment to the 
interests o f her ally France’. In this case w e are fortunate to have 
McMahon’s contemporary explanation. On 26 October 1915 he told 
G rey:11*

The composition o f  a reply which would be acceptable to the Arab 
party and which would at the same time leave as free a hand as 
possible to H.M . Government in the future has been a difficult task.

I have been definite in stating that Great Britain w ill recognise the 
principle o f Arab independence in purely Arab territory, this being 
the main point on which agreement depends, but have been equally 
definite in excluding Mersina, Alexandretta and those districts on 
the northern coast o f Syria, which cannot be said to be Arab and 
where I understand that French interests have been recognised.

However, with regard to the portions lying south o f  the vilayet o f 
Beirut, he had no option but to be vague:
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I am not aware o f  the extent o f French claims in Syria, nor o f  how 
far His Majesty's Government have agreed to recognise them.
Hence . . .  I have endeavoured to provide for possible French 
pretensions to those places by a general modification to the effect that 
His Majesty’s Government can only give assurances in regard to those 
territories 'in which she can act without detriment to the interests o f  
her ally France’.

The territory about which McMahon was dubious as to the extent o f  
French claims being recognised by the British Government, was Palestine, 
or more precisely the sanjak o f Jerusalem. It is worth recalling that the de 
Bunsen Committee, after rejecting French claims to Palestine, considered 
that for similar reasons it was futile for the British Government to demand 
it.114 Such an imprecise formulation o f policy could provide no guidance 
for McMahon in phrasing the relevant passage o f his letter. But as France’s 
standing in the H oly Land was a matter o f common knowledge in die 
Levant, it seemed cogent to resort to the ambiguous but also elastic 
phrase o f not being 'free to act without detriment to the interests o f her 
ally France’ in order to meet all possible contingencies. This was particu
larly the case since Grey had specifically forewarned McMahon to take 
heed o f French susceptibilities in that area; and agreed that the general 
reservation, especially with regard to the north-west boundaries [i.e. 
Syrian littoral and Palestine], was 'most necessary’.114

The recommendations o f the de Bunsen Committee, it should be noted, 
pointed to the internationalisation o f Palestine and not to placing it under 
a single power. Although aware o f this, McMahon thought it inadvisable 
to warn Hussein about it. 'It w ill be observed’, he wrote to Grey on 
26 October, ‘that I have definitely specified France as the only A lly con
cerned. The use o f the term "Allies”  would, I understand, inevitably have 
aroused the suspicion o f the Arabs, who would have conjured up visions 
o f  all our Allies putting forward claims in various parts o f the Arab 
territories.’ The reference to France was yet no indication that McMahon 
and his aides in Cairo unreservedly accepted die French claim to Palestine. 
He was well aware o f its strategic importance both as an eastern outpost 
for Egypt and a link with Mesopotamia. This may explain his interest in 
Edgar Suarès’s scheme for a Jewish settlement in Palestine under British 
protection,116 which could have usefully tipped the scales in Britain’s 
favour. That McMahon detected no contradiction between Suarès’s 
scheme and the promises made to Hussein, only reinforces the case that 
Palestine was not meant to be given to the Arabs. Neither Grey nor his 
Staff at the Foreign Office discerned any such inconsistency. A  marginal



annotation on a translated copy o f  Hussein's letter o f  14 July 1915 indicates 
how  London understood the limits o f Arab independence. ‘It includes 
vilayets o f  Basra, Bagdad, Mosul, Aleppo and Damascus.*117 In other 
words, in the opinion o f the Foreign Office officials, Hussein's desiderata 
did not include the Syrian littoral and Palestine. I f  O ’Beime feared that 
the scheme o f  Jewish colonisation in Palestine ‘with the possible prospect 
o f  eventual Jewish self-governm ent. . .  might have a very chilling effect 
on the Arab leaders’, it was not because he thought it conflicted with the 
McMahon-Hussein correspondence, but because it might entail displace
ment o f a ‘large proportion o f  the 6-700,000 [native] Arabs’, although 
he believed the difficulty was not insoluble.118

In 1922 Sir Vivian Gabriel testified that Lord Kitchener, when Secre
tary o f State for W ar, ‘would certainly not have admitted the exclusion 
o f  Palestine’ from the Arab State.118 Careful examination o f  both Foreign 
Office files and the Kitchener Papers1*0 shows that there is no foundation 
for such a contention. Kitchener was, indeed ‘most desirous’, as he told 
Genera] M axwell, ‘o f  dealing with the Arab question in a manner satis
factory to the Arabs’181 but apart from this general statement he made no 
specific reference to the territory o f Arab independence. This was a 
political matter which lay within the province o f the Foreign Office on 
which he, as Secretary o f State for W ar, would not encroach. As far as 
Palestine was concerned, Kitchener adhered always to the view  that it 
lay predominantly within the French sphere. T h e  French’, he told the 
W ar Committee on 16 December 1915, ‘would leave the [Jerusalem] 
enclave [to be internationalised] but beyond that they would take every
thing up to the Egyptian boundary.’ 188 Kitchener’s favourite scheme was 
the acquisition o f Alexandretta linked territorially w ith Mesopotamia 
under a British protectorate. Palestine, curiously enough, he dismissed as 
o f ‘no value’.188 Should Turkey be partitioned, he reasoned, an Arab 
kingdom in Arabia, under British auspices, should be established ‘bounded 
on the north by die . .  . Tigris and Euphrates, and containing within it 
the chief Mohammedan H oly Places; Mecca, Medina and Kerbala'.184 
The omission o f Jerusalem, and even o f Damascus, was not accidental; it 
was meant to fall within the French sphere o f interest as a recompense for 
their concession o f Alexandretta. It is therefore highly improbable that 
Kitchener would have had the slightest intention o f  awarding Palestine 
to die Arabs. Such an idea never originated with any British Minister or 
official in London or in Cairo.

Least o f all would Lloyd George have entertained it. O n 3 April 1917 
at a conference held at 10 Downing Street at which Lord Curzon was 
present, Lloyd George warned Sykes before his departure on a mission
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to the East, not to commit the British Government to ‘any agreement 
with the [Arab] tribes which would be prejudicial to British interests'. He 
impressed on Sir Mark also ‘the importance o f not prejudicing die Zionist 
movement and the possibility o f its development under British auspices’.1,4 
It would have been inconceivable for the Prime Minister to issue an 
instruction o f such fundamental importance in the knowledge that it was 
incompatible with earlier promises made to Arab leaden.

‘I was a party to the Balfour Declaration', Lord Milner declared in the 
House o f Lords on 29 June 1923. ‘I do not believe that the Balfour Declara
tion is inconsistent with any pledges which have been given to King 
Hussein or to anybody else . . .  W hen all the documents are published it 
w ill be clearly established that in the promises which we made to King 
Hussein a distinct reservation was made o f [Palestine].'

This was the consensus o f opinion within the British Government both 
before the Balfour Declaration was made public and after. A  notable 
exception was Dr Arnold J .Toynbee, at that time attached to the Political 
Intelligence Department o f the Foreign Office. In a ‘Memorandum on 
British Commitments to King Hussein’,19* he stated: ‘W ith regard to 
Palestine, His Majesty's Government are committed by Sir H. 
McMahon’s letter to the Sherif on the 24th October 1915, to its in
clusion in the boundaries o f Arab independence.’ And in die same breath 
he added: ‘But they have stated their policy regarding die Palestinian 
H oly Places and Zionist colonisation in their message to him o f die 4dl 
January 1918*— the well-known Hogarth Message. In a second memoran
dum, dated 21 November 1918,197 in the item dealing with Palestine he 
wrote: ‘W e are pledged to King Hussein that this territory [i.e. west o f 
Jordan] shall be “ Arab”  and “ independent” .*

This is rather a matter for surprise. Had Toynbee consulted McMahon’s 
letter o f 26 October 1915 to G rey,199 in which the High Commissioner 
explained w hy he had phrased his reservation covering the territory o f 
Palestine as he did, Toynbee would have presumably arrived at a different 
conclusion. But even more puzzling is Toynbee’s failure to detect die 
relation between al-Faruqi’s desiderata, which he gives in full, and 
McMahon’s letter to Hussein o f 24 October 1915. It was, it may be 
remembered, al-Faruqi’s exclusion o f  the Syrian littoral, running from  
Alexandretta down to the Egyptian border near Rafah, from the pro
jected Arab State, which was the corner-stone o f  McMahon’s crucial 
letter to Hussein.199 N or was Toynbee struck by die inconsistency be
tween Hussein’s acceptance o f the formula conveyed to him by Hogarth 
and his own conclusion that the British Government had pledged d u t 
Palestine should be ‘Arab’ and ‘independent’. Had this been the case
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Hussein would not have been slow to protest against such an unwarranted 
intrusion.

W hat grounds did Professor Toynbee have for reaching his conclusion? 
He has been good enough to tell us that in the autumn o f  1918, when 
considering the question, much depended on the meaning o f the word 
* vilayet o f Damascus'. In Ottoman administrative usage it was applicable 
in a wider sense covering Cis-Jordanian Palestine, whereas in Arabic 
witayah it meant 'environs', ‘banlieux’ . Professor Toynbee thinks that 
McMahon could not have used the Ottoman terminology in his letter o f  
24 October 1915, in which case, Palestine was meant to be included.1*0 
This is, however, a hypothesis, which though cogently argued,101 cannot 
hold good when juxtaposed to McMahon’s contemporary testimony.100 
The Arab Bureau staff was o f course well versed in the administrative 
division o f Syria and Palestine. Thus, Ormsby-Gore specifically referred 
to the region East o f the river Jordan as 'part o f the Vilayet o f Damas
cus'.100 M oreover, in correspondence on political matters, it is most 
unlikely that a High Commissioner would have resorted to ambiguous 
wording in the Arab vernacular in preference to accepted terminology in 
which both Hussein and his son Abdullah were well versed.

Nearer the mark would be the explanation offered by W . J. Childs o f 
the Foreign Office in a paper dated 24 October 1930.104 Childs pointed 
out, quite correctly, that D r Toynbee, when preparing his memoran
dum, used a copy o f the Arab Bureau’s History o f  the Hedjaz Rising,1** as 
his various references showed. The History, in Childs' view , perverted 
McMahon’s pledge. It was 'in no w ay authoritative and should not be 
taken at face value'. It read the phrase 'districts o f Damascus’ as meaning its 
immediate neighbourhood, thus gratuitously including Palestine in the 
Arab area; a most peculiar interpretation, since subsequent statements, 
private and public, made by prominent members o f the Arab Bureau 
contradicted it.100 A t any rate, Childs goes on to explain, when Toynbee 
was preparing his memorandum, he felt that he was on 'safe grounds, 
being conclusively supported by the views o f die Arab Bureau’, a feet 
which accounted for his fault in making no serious attempt 'to examine 
the pledge critically’ . Toynbee did not trace the connection between al- 
Faruqi’s declaration and McMahon’s wording which was 'construed in 
the wide sense intended by El-Faroki’ (sic); that the 'district o f Damascus’ 
'extended to the G u lf o f Aqaba’ , thus, by implication, excluding Palestine 
from the Arab area.107

Lord Curzon, Lord President o f die Council, was die only Minister who 
thought that the British Government had made conflicting promises 
to Arabs and Jews. O n 5 December 1918, at a meeting o f the Eastern
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Committee, o f  w hich he was Chairman, he made a statement which prac
tically amounted to a verbal repetition o f that produced by Toynbee.1** 
Curzon did not however persist in his mistake for long. O n 15 October 
1919, in his letter to Emir Feisal, he made no mention o f Jerusalem (or o f 
any other city in Palestine) to be included in the area where the British 
Government was bound to recognise die establishment o f 'an independent 
Arab State’.1** Several weeks later die whole question was re-examined by 
Major Hubert Young. Major Young, an Arabist w ho had participated in 
Arab military operations east o f the Jordan under Emir Feisal and Colonel 
T . E. Lawrence, served in the Eastern Department o f the Foreign Office. 
In 1920 he read the Arabic text o f  McMahon’s letter o f 24 October 1915 
and found that the meaning in Arabic o f the words 'district o f Damascus* 
was equivalent to the Ottoman vilayet, which extended southwards to die 
G ulf o f Aqaba, with Damascus as its capital. It therefore followed that 
die area o f Palestine to the west o f the vilayet’s boundary (running along 
the river Jordan and the medial line o f  the Dead Sea) was excluded.140 The 
British Government adopted Young’s interpretations and, in the ensuing 
years, followed it consistendy.141 It was not without good reason d u t 
Lloyd George, in his memoirs,14* when reproducing Lord Curzon’s 
statement in the Eastern Committee almost in its entirety, pointedly 
omitted Curzon’s passage that ‘the British Government pledged itself that 
[Palestine] should be Arab and independent in the future’.

McMahon’s statement that the fact that Palestine was not included in his 
pledge 'was w ell understood . . .  at the time . . .  by King Hussein’ 14* is 
hilly borne out by contemporary evidence. O n 7 November 1915 he 
reassured London that the Arab representatives 'admitted and hilly 
understood’ that in certain territories the British could not act freely and 
without prejudice to their French allies.144 Although Hussein must have 
been aware that Sir Henry’s letter o f 24 October 1915 was nearly a replica 
o f al-Faruqi’s scheme,14* W ingate was not satisfied and, through Sayyid 
A li Morghani, hastened to reiterate the 'reservations which w e [die 
British] have made in Syria, Palestine and Mesopotamia’.140 O n receipt o f  
McMahon’s letter o f 24 October, Hussein argued d u t Mesopotamia and 
the vilayets o f Beirut and Aleppo ‘are Arab and should therefore be under 
Muslim Government’ ,147 though signihcandy he refrained from placing 
Palestine in the same category. Again on 1 January 1916 he reminded die 
High Commissioner that after the conclusion o f die war he would claim 
'Beirut and its coastal regions’ but made no mention o f the sanjak o f  
Jerusalem. The following year Fuad Khetib, King Hussein’s Under
secretary for Foreign Affairs, was reported to have said d u t he anticipated
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‘no difficulty w ith die Jew s. . .  now  w e understand each other’.148 Even 
more indicative o f Hussein’s attitude was his deliberate silence follow ing 
the publication o f the Balfour Declaration. He categorically refused to 
add his voice to protest against this document though urged to do so by 
Syrian notables in Cairo.148 O n the contrary, w e learn from  Antonius that 
Hussein ‘ordered his sons . . .  to allay the apprehensions caused by the 
Balfour Declaration among their followers [and] dispatched an emissary 
to Feisal at Aqaba w ith similar instructions’.180 W hen D . G . Hogarth 
called on the King, on 4 January 1918, the latter seemed quite prepared to 
accept the formula that 'no obstacle should be put in the w ay o f the 
realization o f [the Zionist] id ea l. . . and agreed enthusiastically, saying 
that he welcomed Jews to all Arab lands’.181 About three months later, 
Antonius tells us, Hussein caused an article to be published in at-Qibla 
(23 March 1918), his official mouthpiece. Palestine, the article attested, 
was ‘a sacred and beloved hom eland. . .  [of] its original sons (abnaihil-l- 
ashyim)’— the Jews. T h e  resources o f  die country are still virgin soil’ 
which could not provide a livelihood for the Palestinian native. But die 
Jewish immigrants would develop the country. ‘Experience has proved 
their capacity to succeed in their energies and their labours. . .  The return 
o f  these exiles ( jaliya) to their homeland w ill prove materially and spiritu
ally an experimental school for their [Arab] brethren . . .  in the fields, 
factories and trades.’188

In 1920 Colonel C . E. Vickery, an accomplished Arabist, was sent on an 
official mission from Cairo to Jedda to examine the original Arabic text 
o f  the Correspondence and found that Palestine was not included in the 
proposals to Hussein. But it was not before 1939 that Vickery published 
his impressions:m

I can say most definitely that the whole o f  the King’s demands were 
centred around Syria, and only around Syria. Tim e after time he 
referred to that vineyard, to the exclusion o f  any other claim or 
interest. He stated most emphatically that he did not concern himself 
at all with Palestine and had no desire to have suzerainty over it for 
himself or his successors.

As for Feisal, he seemed first to have fallen under the spell o f the 
Syrians in Cairo and was ‘inclined the other w ay’, but Clayton en
deavoured to persuade him, through Lawrence, that his sphere stretched 
east o f  river Jordan and not in Palestine which lay ‘outside the real Arab 
policy’. But it was only following Feisal’s meeting w ith Weizmann in 
Aqaba on 4 June 1918 that Clayton was able to tell Miss Gertrude Bell:184
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There is little doubt that die main ambition o f die Sheridan Arab 
lies (at any rate o f  Sherif Feisal) in Syria. His eyes are fixed on 
Damascus and Aleppo and nothing else seems to matter to h im . . .
It is this that leads him to welcome Jewish co-operation, as he is 
quite prepared to leave Palestine alone provided he can secure what 
he wants in Syria.

Guided by his mentor T . £. Lawrence, Feisal proved so zealous in forcing 
his w ay into Syria, that he soon overplayed his hand. He was urgendy 
summoned by General Allenby who, reminding him o f  the terms o f die 
Sykes-Picot Agreement, told him that he would ‘have the Administration 
o f Syria (less Palestine and the Lebanon Province) [but] under French 
guidance and financial backing, [and] that the Arab sphere would include 
the hinterland o f Syria only*. Feisal, according to General ChauveTs 
note, ‘objected very strongly’ and pretended to have no knowledge about 
arrangements with France on the matter; he understood from  Lawrence 
that the Arabs were to have ‘the whole o f Syria including the Lebanon 
but excluding Palestine’ .16*

Four months later, when asking the Supreme Council at the Versailles 
Conference for recognition o f Arab independence, he specifically ex
cluded the Lebanon and Palestine. ‘Palestine, for its universal character,’ 
according to David Hunter Miller, ‘be left on one side for the mutual 
consideration o f all parties concerned.’166 Feisal’s Agreement with W eiz- 
mann on 3 January 1919167 shows that in principle he was prepared to 
give the Zionists a free hand in Palestine and renounce any claims to it 
provided, as the inserted postscript in Arabic indicates, the Arabs achieved 
independence in Syria. This was also implicit in Feisal’s positive response 
to W illiam  Yale’s solution setting Palestine apart under British Mandate 
and permitting the Zionists to carry out their plan.168 N ot before 1921 
were accusations o f betrayal and double dealing hurled against Britain. 
This is understandable. W ith Feisal’s eviction from Damascus, Palestine 
provided a convenient oudet for the Arabs’ mounting frustration, but the 
charges were unfounded. As Professor Temperley put it: ‘Had . . .  the 
Emir not been ejected from Syria by the French, much less might have 
been heard o f his father’s claim to Palestine.’166 

British official records provide us with an interesting insight into the 
working o f the Sharifians’ mind and the circumstances d u t caused their 
volte face. O n 12 M ay 1920 Feisal was officially advised that the Allied 
Powers, in the Conference at San Remo, had decided to recognise Syria 
and Mesopotamia as ‘independent States, subject to the assistance o f  a 
Mandatory Power, until such time as both states can stand alone’. He was
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also reminded that the British Government was pledged to create a 
national home for the Jews in Palestine, ‘an intention in which you have 
acquiesced*, and was assured that the interests o f  the indigenous inhabi
tants would be safeguarded.100 In his reply, King Hussein did not deny 
that he and Feisal had acquiesced to the British Jewish National Home 
policy, but complained that the British Government had not shown itself 
as conscientious in discharging its obligations to the Arabs with regard to 
Syria and Mesopotamia as it had towards the Jews. He claimed that the 
British were bound by a 'covenant*,101 and on 23 and 30 M ay 1920 made 
a direct plea to the Prime Minister, only to be reminded that the Peace 
Conference had recognised 'die principle o f independence o f Arab 
countries freed from die domination o f the Turk* and that the Hedjaz 
alone would be 'entirely independent*. Lloyd George's assertion was 
entirely consistent with the original understanding made in 1915-16, but 
Hussein would not accept this. The war was over and he no longer 
required the protection o f the Allied Powers; he was not bound by the 
Peace Conference but to Great Britain which, through its High Com 
missioner in Egypt (in his letter o f  24 October 1915), had pledged itself 
to Arab independence, thereafter conceding (on 10 March 1916) all his 
claims. He therefore appealed to Britain to ‘give up Mesopotamia, el- 
Ghezira, Syria and Palestine . . . because the Arabs deserve Britain’s 
sympathy and pity*. This was the first time that Hussein had made a claim 
to Palestine.101

W ith the French troops poised against Damascus, Abdelmalek el 
Khatib, Hussein’s Foreign Minister, endeavoured to impress Allenby that 
'it was the Arab army who had entered the capital o f Syria [on 1 October 
1918] first and drove out the mutual enemy*, and Hussein, raising his 
grievance to a melodramatic pitch, contended that it was only for Britain's 
sake that die Arabs had risked the dangers o f revolt. For this they had 
gained 'nothing but hardships and troubles, the anger o f the Moslem 
world in general and the Arabs in particular*. He repeated that Palestine 
had definitely been covered by McMahon’s pledge in his letter o f  24 
October 1915, and unless the British Government acceded to his former 
claims, he would not sign the Peace Treaty. The Acting British Agent in 
Jedda, much taken aback, warned the Residency in Cairo that the King 
was getting 'more unreasonable and out o f hand every day. Is there any 
prospect o f  him being invited to abdicate?*100

N or did Hussein refrain from criticising his son. Feisal was blamed for 
die Arab setback in Syria. His 'com ic opera’ o f selfcoronation and 
setting up a separate kingdom o f Syria had provoked the French to attack 
him, a mishap that could have been averted had Feisal remained the
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representative o f  his hither. Feisal put the blame on die Syrian extremists 
who, he maintained, had forced his hand. He made it known that should 
Britain so desire, he would be ready to rule Mesopotamia instead. But 
Khetib, who delivered Hussein’s message to Feisal, evinced litde relish for 
such unscrupulous ’crown hunting’ and considered Abdullah a more suit
able candidate.1*4

Censured by his father, dethroned from Syria and with the prospects o f  
becoming King o f Mesopotamia remote, Feisal made a determined bid for 
Palestine. He objected to Herbert Samuel’s appointment as High Com 
missioner on the grounds that he was universally known as a Zionist whose 
aim was ’to build up a new Jewish State upon the ruins o f  Palestine, a con
siderable and integral part o f  Syria’,1** and on 20 January 1921, in an 
interview at die Foreign Office w ith R . C . Lindsay, representing Lord 
Curzon, the State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, he claimed that ’nothing 
in the original correspondence stated that Palestine should be excluded 
from  die Arab boundaries. . . . The Arabs had always regarded both 
Palestine and the hinterland o f Syria as being covered by die pledges given 
by Sir H. McMahon.’ T o  this Lindsay pointed out that Palestine had been 
’expressly excluded* from  these boundaries and the relevant passage from  
McMahon’s letter o f  24 October 1915 was read aloud to the Emir in 
Arabic. After an exchange o f views Feisal conceded that it had been die 
original intention o f the British Government to exclude Palestine. This 
concession, however, he qualified by the contention that, ’as the Arabic 
stood, it would clearly be interpreted by any Arab, and had been so 
interpreted by King Hussein, to refer to the four towns and their imme
diate surroundings [and as] Palestine did not lie to the west o f  the four 
towns [it] was therefore. . .  included in the area for which His Majesty’s 
Government had given pledges to his father.’1**

Childs, w ho cited Feisal’s statement in his memorandum,1*7 commented 
w ryly that in 1915 it suited Sharif Hussein and his advisers to give the 
word ’district’ the widest possible interpretation, whereas in 1920, ’the 
narrowest interpretation promised them the greater advantage’. He found 
Feisal’s arguments ’deliberately disingenuous’. That Feisal persistently 
substituted the word ’town’ (not prefixed in McMahon’s letter) for ’dis
tricts’ suggested that he was fully alive to the weakness o f his case. The 
native Arab populace might have had a local usage o f  the word vilayet, as 
meaning 'vicinity* or ’immediate surroundings’ but this argument, Childs 
remarked, was ‘beside the point’ . Childs was convinced that the British 
Government’s interpretation o f  die contested passage had been adopted 
on ’adequate grounds, and in good faith*.

Lord Curzon thought that the conversation w ith Feisal was fruitless
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because it proceeded on entirely w rong lines. It was ‘absurd’ for Hussein 
to pretend that he had a right to be consulted as to the terms o f the Man
date for Mesopotamia or that o f  Palestine.

He did not conquer either country; w e did . . .  The idea o f a great 
unified Arab Kingdom — never contemplated or promised by the 
Powers— though it may have existed in die brain o f  Hussein, has 
failed to materialise. Britain has taken the Mandate for Palestine . . .  
and it has been ratified at San Remo. It is not open to Hussein or 
Feisal to dispute it.16*
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The dispute which bedevilled Middle East politics during the twenties 
and thirties can now be comfortably resolved; the exclusion o f  Palestine 
from  promises made by McMahon to Hussein was covered both in the 
phrase 'the regions. . .  in which Great Britain is [not] free to act without 
detriment to the interests o f her ally France’ and in that ‘portion o f  Syria 
lying to the west o f the districts o f Damascus’. That advantage would be 
taken o f  its ambiguity to interpret ‘districts’ in the narrower sense o f 
‘neighbourhood’ could not be foreseen. M oreover, examination o f  the 
Foreign Office records shows how shaky, on all counts, was the basis o f 
the McMahon-Hussein understanding. It was extracted from  the British 
by the unwarranted assertion that a German-Turkish recognition o f Arab 
independence was imminent. McMahon thereupon made a hasty decision, 
misjudging its far-reaching implications. He made a pledge on behalf o f 
the British Government, yet did little to consult London. The Corre
spondence, although protracted, remained inconclusive.16* However, the 
deal was not a unilateral one. Its permanence and strength depended on 
how  the Arabs fulfilled their part; and as our evidence suggests, it was 
they who remained in debt, not die British. Hussein contributed his share 
and for this he was amply rewarded in the Hedjaz.170 But when the 
general Arab uprising in the regions o f the Fertile Crescent failed to 
materialise, the corresponding part o f the understanding, pledging the 
recognition o f  Arab independence east o f the Jordan and in the Syrian 
hinterland, lapsed. A ll in all, the Correspondence was not a foundation on 
which sound Anglo-Arab relations could be built; its imperfections were 
pinpointed by D r Toynbee:171

O ur commitments to King Hussein are not embodied in any agree
ment or treaty signed or even acknowledged by both parties. In this 
w ay they differ from  those to Russia, France, Italy [the 1916 Asia 
M inor Agreement] and certain independent Arab rulers such as the 
Idrisi and Bin Saud. They can only be analysed by summarizing the



history o f our dealings with die King during die W ar, under 
different heads. And the position is complicated by the King’s habit 
o f  ignoring or refusing to take note o f conditions laid down by us 
to which he objects and then carrying on as i f  the particular 
question had been settled between us according to his ow n desires.

Significandy, Emir Feisal made no reference to his father’s Corre» 
spondence when presenting the Arab case to the Peace Conference in 
Paris. Neither Britain’s Allies, signatories to die Asia M inor Agreement, 
nor the League o f  Nations, endorsed it. From die point o f view  o f  
international law, the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence had no validity.
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7 The Sykes-Picot Agreement, 
the Arab Question, 
and Zionism

I f  die myth o f the Arab revolt was kept alive, it was not for its intrinsic 
value to the Allied cause but because the British in Cairo saw it as an 
instrument by which the French could be dislodged from  Syria.

The idea o f excluding die French and placing the Arab Middle East 
under exclusive British control originated with the Syrian emigres in 
Cairo, notably the Christians. They maintained that in order to protect ( I  
the Suez Canal and Egypt after Turkey’s defeat, it was essential that | 
England should not allow any other European Power to gain control over f 
Palestine. Haifa was the key to the country and, i f  linked by rail to Cairo 
on the one hand, and to the Hedjaz railway and Basra on the other, it 
could become a terminal o f great strategic importance. Alexandretta in 
northern Syria was also extremely valuable. It had the finest natural port 
in the Mediterranean, which could be made impregnable; ’whoever holds 
it, commands the entrance to the Suez Canal’. It could become the oudet 
for merchandise and products from the Euphrates valley and Bagdad. In 
contrast to the British, die Syrians argued, the French were generally 
unpopular. Their merchants exploited Syria, and the Catholic educational 
and missionary establishments alienated the population. Partition o f  Syria 
and Palestine among the powers would engender bitter rivalry and would 
be detrimental to Arab unity. The Syrian population would welcome a 
British administration on the Egyptian model, with its Sultan as die 
nominal suzerain. A  British protectorate over the Arab world was 
’quite compatible with die integrity o f the Holy Cities. . .  and in full 
agreement with Arab feeling’ . Perhaps France could be compensated 
elsewhere.1

The proposal suggested nothing less than a complete hegemony o f die 
Middle East, an alluring enough prospect to prompt British officers in 
Cairo to devise a scheme which could simultaneously wrest Syria from the 
Turks and eliminate any rival claimants. Its centre-piece was a landing at 
Alexandretta, whence the invading force was to cut Turkish communica
tions to Aleppo and foment a local uprising. As Clayton, the chief
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architect o f  Arabian policy, noted, it could be b illy justified on military 
grounds, and at the same time serve as a ‘good political card* in British 
hands for future bargaining.*

The Foreign Office was soon advised that, according to intelligence 
data, a large proportion o f the population o f  Syria and Palestine would 
welcome the arrival o f British forces and might even give active assistance, 
provided the occupation was permanent. N o similar feelings were enter
tained w ith regard to the possible advent o f  the French or the Russians. A  
landing at Alexandretta was die key to the whole operation.* Following 
McMahon s appointment as High Commissioner in Egypt, the case was 
re-argued more forcefully: it was ‘to England and to England alone’ that 
both Christian and Muslim Pan-Arabs turned; any intervention by 
France, and still more by Russia, would meet w ith the ‘utmost disfavour 
and even hostility from  the majority o f  the inhabitants’. McMahon 
advocated the extension o f the dominion o f die Sultan o f Egypt to Syria, 
under a British protectorate, a solution that would preclude annexation 
by any power. ‘Penetration o f French forces into the country w ill accen
tuate the existing rivalry between French and British interests, and foster 
intrigue.’4

T o prove his case McMahon appended tw o notes, one from  Syrian 
Christians in Cairo, mentioned already, and die second from  Sheikh 
Sayed Mohammed Rashid Rida, a leading Moslem theologian and Pan- 
Axab thinker.4 That the Christians, Protestants in particular, should have 
desired Syria’s annexation to Egypt under a British protectorate was 
natural. Apart from  die economic advantages, it allowed them to pose as 
Arab nationalists without risking die hazards o f  dependence on the Mos
lem majority. But the same could not be said o f Rashid Rida. For even a 
cursory examination o f his note shows that he strongly objected to Britain 
'taking possession o f  the country, or part o f it [for] herself, or allowing 
another Power to do so, either by conquest or in the name o f  “ protection”  
or “ occupation” , or any other tide known to modem colonisation.’ The 
precepts o f die Koran and the sanctity o f the H oly Places forbade foreign 
interference. A ll d u t die Moslems, and Arabs in particular, wanted from  
the British was to bring about 'complete independence’ in die Arabian 
Peninsula and die bordering Arab countries, bounded by Persia and the 
Persian G ulf in the East, the Indian Ocean, the Red Sea and Egypt in the 
South, die Mediterranean in the W est and Asia M inor in the North. 
Should Turkey be defeated, the Arabs o f Syria and Mesopotamia would 
be ‘ready to take charge o f  an independent Government on the principles 
o f decentralization or confederation’.

McMahon’s assertion is not borne out by contemporary evidence.
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Three (lays before he had written to Grey, Rida had made it plain that he 
did not share the views o f those w ho sought to make Syria a British 
Protectorate, or to annex it to Egypt. Should Britain assist the Arabs, 
defend them from aggression, and provide technical advisers and en
gineers to develop their dominions and assert their independence, she 
would earn their friendship, but annexation would deal a death blow  to 
Islam. The Moslems o f El-Irak, Syria, India and Persia would not tolerate 
it. The presence o f  Europeans in the East would revive the scourge o f 
Christian Crusaders. 'W e have already lost Egypt, but w e ought not to 
lose Syria!’ Rida admitted that the Arab movement was not actuated by a 
feeling o f enmity towards the Turks. 'Destruction o f the Ottoman Empire 
would involve destruction o f  Mohammedan principles', and neither 
Syrian Moslems nor Druzes wished to break away from die Ottoman 
fold. Rida obviously wanted the best o f all worlds: to enjoy the fruits o f  
an Allied victory without undermining Turkish integrity; to attain com
plete Arab independence without conceding much in return to those who 
could bring it about; England to become the Arabs’ 'instructor. . .  guider 
and defender [but] not their guardian or tutelary’ power, since any 
encroachment on their independence would put the Moslems on the 'same 
level with die Jews’ .*

hi Palestine before the war there was a desire, particularly among die 
Christian elements, for foreign occupation, but the Moslems, both in the 
villages and the urban centres, were bitterly opposed to it, and were said 
to be ready to join  the Ottoman troops in resisting any foreign intrusion. 
Their opposition was motivated primarily by religious sentiments,7 which 
became even more intense after Turkey entered the war and proclaimed 
the jehad. Sheikh Abdel Aziz Shawish, a Jerusalemite Seminar teacher, 
Suleiman el Barouni o f  the Abadía sect, and Shekib Arslam, a Druze 
notable from the Lebanon, played a conspicuous role in the Pan-Islamic 
propaganda, and after June 1916 attacked Sharif Hussein with unusual 
vehemence.*

N or was France as universally disliked as McMahon wished London to 
believe. A  great number o f Christians, notably the Catholics, looked to 
Paris for both inspiration and protection. They maintained that the hetero
geneous population o f Syria was unfit for self-government and discounted 
the slogan o f 'complete and unconditional independence’, used by the 
Moslems, as unrealistic.* Even more revealing about the desires o f die 
different parties in Syria is a confidential intelligence report o f  March 
I9 i 6:1#

Generally speaking the following is roughly the truth:
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Moslems plump for an Arab independent Kingdom  and Khalifate; 
Christians for Allied assistance to get rid o f  the Turk, followed by a 
guarantee o f their liberties for the future. Realising that Great 
Britain does not intend to go to Syria they are prepared to accept
French protection__but w ith a guarantee by Gt. Britain that
France w ill not abuse her position . . .  The Maronites are whole
heartedly for die French without any conditions.

From this it would appear that it is not the case that, were the 
French to land there to-day, even without ourselves, the population 
would go with the Turks, rather than with the French, which is 
what is claimed by certain [anti-French] Moslems from  Syria.

The Foreign Office disapproved o f  the Alexandretta scheme. It was 
loaded with political dynamite. 'T o  a c t . . . independendy o f our Allies 
is out o f the question,’ Oliphant minuted, a statement in which Sir Arthur 
Nicolson fully concurred. Besides, as Sir Arthur’s son Harold pointed out, 
the British had nothing to offer the French as a quid pro quo.11 Since 
Crusader times the French had regarded Syria as their sphere o f  influence 
and die Matin o f 30 December 1914 went so far as to propose to merge it 
with Palestine under one name, La France du Levant.1* O n 23 January 
1915, Augagner, the French Minister o f Marine, conveyed to Churchill 
his Government’s objection to the Alexandretta scheme.1* Paul Cambon 
also reminded Grey that this was a matter on which the French Govern
ment should be consulted. Grey, loyal to the status quo principle and to the 
entente cordiale, assured Cambon, that should m ilitary operations take 
place, French forces would be associated with them. O n 17 February he 
instructed McMahon unequivocally:14

French Ambassador has spoken to me about agitation in Egypt for 
annexation o f Syria. It is a point on which French opinion is most 
sensitive and you should do all you can to discourage any movement 
o f the kind, even as regards Alexandretta or places near Syria [like 
Haifa or Gaza]. W e have promised to associate the French w ith us 
i f  w e undertake any serious military operations in that region.

B y mid-December Clayton arrived at the conclusion that the favourable 
moment for his 'forward policy’ had passed and that it would be 
extremely difficult, i f  not dangerous, to pursue it. Despondently he 
divulged to a friend: 'Had the authorities [in London] decided to hold 
die gate to Syria and Mesopotamia in the neighbourhood o f  Alexan
dretta, I am sure it would have been the best solution to the problem, and 
would have enabled us to utilize die Arab movement to its utmost. . .  it
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would have assured Arab support and enabled us to promise them very 
much less.’ 15

W ith the prospects o f  the ‘forward policy* vanishing, McMahon 
became all the more eager to accommodate Hussein, expecting from him 
a double advantage: o f detaching the Arabs from the Turk and using them 
to lay the foundation for British predominance in the area. This was 
implicit in M cM ahons crucial letter o f 24 October 1915 in which he 
reminded the Sharif that the Arabs would have ‘to seek the advice o f  
Great Britain only, and that such European advisen and officials as may 
be required for the formation o f a sound form o f administration w ill be 
British.’ This, together with the suggestion made to Grey tw o days later 
that France should forego any territorial claims to the strip o f land from 
Damascus to Aleppo,16 pointed clearly to Cairo’s objective.

The Foreign Office rejected this policy. Sir George Clerk pinpointed 
the dilemma from die start: ‘W e cannot win the Arabs unless w e recon
cile French and Arab claims and the position must be clearly understood 
from  both the French and Arab side from  the outset, or we shall be head
ing straight for serious trouble.’ W ith the British contemplating a pro* 
tectorate in Mesopotamia, Clerk had grave doubts about the possibility 
o f  persuading die French to abandon their aspirations in Syria, even in 
return for compensation in Africa; that the Arabs recognised the im
possibility o f totally excluding France was a good omen.17

Sir Edward Grey too was concerned lest the advocated support o f Arab 
demands in Syria would give rise to an impression in France that the 
British were merely intending to establish their own interests at the 
expense o f the French. He made it unmistakably dear that i f  the British 
were to secure a French concession for the indusion o f  Damascus, Homs, 
Hama and Aleppo in a future Arab State, they must forego the provision 
that the Arabs were ‘to seek the advice and guidance o f Great Britain only. 
O ur primary and vital object’, he emphasised, ‘is not to secure a new 
sphere o f British influence, but to get the Arabs on our side,’ a ruling 
which suggested that Grey was not at all anxious to expand British 
influence, let alone acquire new territories. Austen Chamberlain was o f 
the same opinion: 'the clause placing whole o f Greater Arabia under 
British protection would saddle us with embarrassing and usdess liability 
and destroy possibility o f agreement w ith France.’ 16

An agreement with France was indispensable, not only to avoid die 
impression that Britain had acted in bad faith since McMahon’s dealings 
w ith the Arabs could not remain secret, but simply because it was im
possible to by-pass her counsd. O n 10 November 1915 Cambon com
plained to Grey that there had been 'too much talk in Cairo’ and pointedly
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reminded him o f France’s long-standing connection w ith Syria. ‘France 
really regarded Syria as a dependency,' he said. Susceptible as the French 
were on this point, a separate arrangement with the Sharif without 
France’s participation could have had a most chilling effect on the cor
diality o f the entente. Grey thereupon suggested that Paris send a competent 
representative to discuss the matter.19

N ot all departments at W hitehall were as appreciative o f the French 
position as the Foreign Office was. A t the W ar Office, those who were in 
close touch with the Residency in Cairo wished to play the Arab card for 
all it was worth and buy the French out o f Syria. M ajor Vivian Gabriel, 
Lieutenant-Colonel A . C . Parker, and Major-General C . £. Calw ell, 
Director o f M ilitary Operations, pressed this point hard. But die Foreign 
Office could not entertain it for a moment. In Sir Arthur Nicolson’s 
opinion the Arab movement was too unreal and incoherent to be o f  any 
use, while France had a rightful claim to Syria. T o attempt to outbargain 
her was impracticable.

H ow inflexible and determined the French were became evident during 
the first round o f discussions which took place in London on 23 Novem 
ber 1915. The French Government was represented by François Georges- 
Picot, a professional diplomat w ith extensive experience in die Levant, at 
the outbreak o f the war Consul-General in Beirut, a tough and shrewd 
negotiator. The British delegation was led by Sir Arthur Nicolson.90 
Picot’s attitude was uncompromising ; he insisted that Syria was a purely 
French possession and by Syria he meant the region bounded by the 
Taurus ridges on the north, Diarbekir— Mosul— Kerkuk— D eir-Zor, on 
the Euphrates, on die east, and the Egyptian frontier on the south. N o 
French Government that surrendered this claim, he maintained, would 
survive a day. Picot thought that die British authorities in Cairo had 
exaggerated the strength o f the Arab-Syrian movement, and he doubted 
its reliability. W hatever was promised, the Arabs would find it difficult to 
resist the appeal to religious solidarity on which Turkey and Germany 
were playing so skilfully, and even i f  some Arab tribes went over to the 
Entente, they would immediately quarrel among themselves. He re
counted with amusement that in Cairo recendy he had been told by the 
same Syrian officers who were soliciting the British authorities to protect 
them from  French domination, how  much they were longing for the 
arrival o f French troops and the establishment o f French supremacy in die 
Levant.

Nicolson replied that die Allies were not taking undue risks, since any 
promises made to the Arabs were conditional upon their assisting the 
Allies. He insisted that it was imperative to counter the jehad; that there



was a real possibility that die Syrian troops, 100,000 strong, would defect 
from  the Turkish army, and endeavoured to impress that, with Arab rule, 
France had better prospects o f establishing her influence than under a 
Turkish régime. Though the Arabs claimed considerable portions o f 
Syria, they were willing to concede to the French a monopoly o f con
cessions, grant security to their educational and other establishments, 
and admit French advisers. In these circumstances, in a short time, Syria 
would become in fact a French protectorate. Picot was not impressed. He 
maintained that with the exception o f Jerusalem and Bethlehem, which 
might be formed into a separate enclave under an international regime, 
the whole o f  Syria and Palestine must be treated as French.*1 Thus the 
proceedings reached an impasse and Picot returned to Paris to submit the 
matter to his Government.

Before Picot entered the second round o f  discussions in London, Sir 
Mark Sykes returned from  his six-month mission to the East, ebullient 
and armed with first-hand information about the Arab movement and the 
views current among British officials on the spot. But before dealing w ith 
his personal contribution to the negotiations with Picot, a few  words 
should be said about Sir Mark’s qualities and experience. He had already 
established a reputation as a specialist in Oriental affairs and had in
fluenced the thinking at the W ar Office, where he served as a Lieutenant- 
Colonel. A  Kitchener man, he had strong and original views o f  his own. 
He was noted for his quick grasp o f complicated situations, power to 
assimilate detail and faculty for improvisation without losing sight o f  the 
long-term objectives. Impressionable and intuitive, he possessed the rare 
gift o f  transmitting his enthusiasm and winning over his superiors. O f  a 
romantic predisposition, he remained essentially a realist. Although 
humane, he was bent on war to the end against the Allies* adversaries. A  
patron o f  the nascent nationalities in die East, he was too mindful o f  
Britain’s own interests to be swayed by sentiment. He was an enlightened 
imperialist par excellence.

In April-M ay 1915, joindy with M ajor General Calwell, his chief, 
Sykes represented the W ar Office on the de Bunsen Committee. He was 
known to have favoured the (A) course, a concept which crystallised 
during his stay in the East. On learning soon after his arrival in Cairo that 
the French would be prepared to give up the coastal strip to the south o f  
Acre, essential to the British position in Mesopotamia, he proposed cer
tain amendments should course (D) be decided upon, namely Britain to 
be granted the status o f a titular power over Palestine, the territory east 
o f  the river Jordan and Mesopotamia, and France a similar status in Syria. 
However, in principle, ‘it would meet with the aspirations o f many, and

THE SYKES-PICOT AGREEMENT 103



104 thb sykbs- picot agbbbmbnt

solve future difficulties i f  France were w illing to forego her rights in 
Syria and would allow us to control [it] in return for compensation else
where . . .  The Ayalets could then be under the government o f die Sultan 
o f  Egypt and the spiritual dominion o f the Sherif o f Mecca.’**

This view  faithfully mirrored that o f the British Residency in Cairo; in 
the East, in contrast to W hitehall, expansionism was the order o f the day. 
H. F. Jacob, Assistant Resident in Aden, propagated die idea o f ’the white 
man's burden', o f the mission o f gradual pénétration, ’the maintenance o f  
law  and the pax Britannica. I f w e do not, other white men . . . w ill’— a 
position which General W illiam  W alton, his chief, fully shared. W ingate, 
Sirdar o f the Sudan, saw the Middle East evolving into ’a federation o f  
semi-independent Arab states . . . owing spiritual allegiance to a single 
Arab Primate, and looking to Great Britain as its Patron and Protector’. 
And in Basra, both Sir Percy C ox, C hief Political Officer, and the Arm y 
Commander o f a section o f the Indian Expeditionary Force, thought that 
maintenance o f Turkey-in-Asia would jeopardise British interests; only 
its partition, as outlined in course (A), would guarantee the security o f the 
Persian G ulf—a view  which made Sir George Clerk note w ith resigna
tion: ’I fear that events have made much o f the Asiatic Turkey Com 
mittee Report wasted labour.’**

General Sir John M axwell, Officer Commanding in Egypt, was the 
lone exception; he supported course (D). The devolutionary scheme, in 
his opinion, was in harmony with die traditional British policy o f  identi
fication with the Sunni Moslem world and was less likely to precipitate 
friction with India and Egypt. It had also the added advantage o f defer
ring the establishment o f  a French naval base at Alexandretta. But Sykes 
ignored M axwell’s advice, as he did die decision taken by the de Bunsen 
Committee. Returning to Cairo from  a flying visit to Basra and Simla, he 
recommended a ‘declaration o f a British internal and external protector
ate over an area in Southern Syria [i.e. Palestine] and Mesopotamia, to be 
agreed upon with France and Russia', and a similar declaration w ith 
regard to France northwards o f the British area. He was anxious lest 
arrangements with the Arabs might offend French susceptibilities, but 
al-Faruqi, whom  he met on 20 November, reassured him. O n die fol
low ing day Sykes cabled: ’O ur task is to get Arabs to concede as much as 
possible to French and to get our Haifa oudet and Palestine included in 
our sphere o f enterprise in the form o f French concession to us. Thus w e 
smooth die w ay for France with Syrians and in the matter where France 
has a traditional interest’ ; to which he added in a footnote: ’Arabs w ill 
always welcome any extension o f our sphere o f enterprise.’ W ith such 
high stakes defence o f  the Canal would have to be radically overhauled.
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He warned die W ar Office that unless a military offensive was launched 
on the Eastern front, the Allies ran grave risks. The Christian population 
in the Lebanon would be exposed to massacre, the Turks would establish 
themselves in die H oly Cities and install a puppet Sharif, and Britain's 
prestige would suffer an irreparable blow.*4

Sykes’s primary concern on his return to London was to transmit his 
sense o f urgency to the W ar Committee, before which he appeared on 
16 December 1915. This he did with consummate skill: i f  Britain re
mained passive, the Young Arabs would side with the Central Powers, the 
Sharif would be assassinated by die Turks, and Mecca would fall under 
Turco-German control; i f  the Ottoman Empire remained intact after the 
war, the British position in Egypt and India would be imperilled. Yet, in 
contrast to the Cairo officials, Sykes did not overrate the Arabs. W hen 
Asquith asked him what he thought about their military value, he ad
mitted: 'They have a negative value, they are bad i f  they are against us, 
because they add to the enemy’s forces. . .  but I do not count upon them 
as a positive force. . .  [even when] they are armed . . .  they do not fight to 
w in.’ M oreover under no circumstances, should encouragement o f the 
Arabs be at the expense o f good relations with France. Until diplomatic 
questions were settled with Paris, no further negotiations with Hussein 
could be pursued. W hen asked by Balfour what sort o f  arrangement w ith 
France he had in mind, Sykes tersely summed up: (a) French sphere 
extending from Acre in the south to Alexandretta in the north; (b) British 
control over the strip o f land stretching from  the sea coast o f Haifa-Acre 
bay to Kirkuk in Mesopotamia; (c) an international enclave o f Jerusalem.*4 
This was in fact a variation o f General Barrow’s scheme, outlined nine 
months earlier, and o f course (A) considered by thedeBunsen Committee.**

Like his colleagues in Cairo, Sykes was under the erroneous impression 
that the Young Arabs had received a rival offer from  Turkey and Ger
many. None the less, the impact he made on the W ar Committee was 
considerable. O n the following day, writing to Ambassador Bertie, Lord 
Crewe described Sykes as a very capable fellow, with plenty o f ideas, but 
at the same time painstaking and careful.’*7 The invitation to join  the 
delegation negotiating with Picot was a further reflection o f die high 
regard in which Sykes was held.

Picot met his opposite numbers on 21 December, this time in a more 
accommodating mood. After considerable difficulties, he said, he had 
managed to persuade his superiors at the Quai d’Orsay to include the four 
Arab towns o f the Syrian hinterland in the Arab zone to be self-adminis
tered, but under French influence. His Government realised the import
ance o f  detaching the Arabs from the Turks and was prepared to make
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die utmost sacrifices towards this end. Hence, as a corollary, the French 
Government proposed to divide the Arab State into British and French 
commercial and administrative spheres o f influence, the former based on 
Mesopotamia and die latter in Syria. Paris reserved its right to appoint a 
French Governor-General in the Lebanon, whilst for Jerusalem a special 
enclave would be formed, w ith boundaries still to he defined. The alloca
tion o f  the Mosul vilayet and the position o f  Haifa and Acre as a Mediter
ranean oudet for the British in Mesopotamia were left open.**

I f  the French had become more amenable it was partly because they 
were subjected to considerable British pressure,** and partly because it 
seemed useless to swim against the tide o f events. But in fact they con
ceded little and gained much. The scheme hatched in Paris naturally 
suited their interests. Delimitation o f respective spheres o f influence was 
an up-to-date version o f  the old plan o f partition o f  Asia-in-Turkey, for 
which France had laboured in vain before the outbreak o f the war.** The 
French seemed to have grasped the golden opportunity to nail the British 
down and obtain at no cost de jure recognition o f  their hold in Syria and 
northern Palestine. Arab autonomy in the Syrian interior, an extraneous 
enclave around Jerusalem, and a British trans-Asian railway w ith a ter
minus at Haifa-Acre were only minor concessions, compared to such an 
outstanding gain. But as the primary objective o f  British policy in Grey’s 
definition was to win the Arabs over, not necessarily to acquire new 
spheres o f  interests,*1 the French conditions seemed to present no diffi
culty. M oreover, Nicolson saw no incompatibility between Picot’s 
proposals and the British understanding with Hussein, and readily 
accepted them.** With the principles agreed, elaboration o f details was 
delegated to Sykes. There could have been no better choice. For Sykes, 
alliance with France was o f  permanent value and he was predisposed to 
negotiate in a spirit o f moderation and candour.

N o minutes o f the discussions between Sykes and Picot have come to 
light, but their joint memorandum** enables us to trace their outline. 
W hen the desiderata o f all parties concerned were juxtaposed, they were 
seen to overlap. The French Government staked its claim over an area 
bounded by the Taurus and the anti-Taurus ridges on the north and a line 
drawn from El-Arish to Kasr-i-Shirin on the south, thus covering the 
whole area termed in Paris as Syria intégrale. This was by no means the 
caprice o f some extremists. The French had a locus standi in the East. For 
centuries they had been regarded as the champions and protectors o f the 
Catholics in the Ottoman Empire; they played a prominent rôle in the 
intellectual development o f the native population in the Levant, their 
financial investments exceeded those o f  any other European country, and



as a result a strong public opinion had grown up in France advocating 
French expansion in Syria and Palestine. But this clashed w ith British 
interests. The British "ideal solution prescribed administrative control and 
priority o f  enterprise in the region bounded on the north by a line run
ning from  Acre to Lake Tiberias— Tadmor (Palmyra)— Ras-ul-Ain—  
Jeziriret-ibn-Omar towards the Persian border. However, they were 
prepared to lim it their desiderata to the Persian G ulf and Lower Meso
potamia and connect it w ith Haifa by a land route for an outlet on the 
Mediterranean.

But Sykes and Picot had not only to reconcile British and French 
interests, but to adjust them to Arab aspirations as well. This did not seem 
to present insuperable difficulties. Arab leaders had recognised that a 
coherent Arab State34 was "neither in harmony with die national genius 
o f the Arabs nor feasible from  the point o f view  o f finance and administra
tion'; they hoped that, w ith protection against Turkish and German 
domination assured, some kind o f confederation o f Arabic-speaking States 
could be formed. Sykes and Picot had therefore reason to believe that, 
from  the Arab point o f view, British and French protection was a desirable 
i f  not an indispensable expedient, that French and British administrative 
advisers would be welcome, and that special facilities in matters o f  busi
ness and industrial development would be readily accorded to both 
protecting Powers. O n this assumption they marked out the respective 
French and British spheres o f interests in areas (A) and (B) o f the Arab 
State, and designating the French sphere as the "Blue Area’, and the 
British as the "Red Area*.33

There was still a fourth item on the agenda which had to be integrated 
into the general scheme. It concerned the international religious interests 
in Palestine o f  Moslems, Christians, and Jews. Regarding the last, note 
was taken that "the members o f the Jewish community, throughout the 
world, have a conscientious and sentimental interest in the future o f the 
country*. Hence, with so many parties concerned with the H oly Land, and •' 
w ith French and British claims overlapping, the only feasible solution 
seemed to be the establishment o f an international administration in the | 
so-called "Brown Area*. Its form  would have to be decided after consul
tation with Russia and later with Italy and the representatives o f Islam. 
The international regime was, in a w ay, a modified version o f that pro
posed several months earlier by the de Bunsen Committee,34 but terri
torially it was narrower in scope and administratively limited to the 
Entente Powers exclusively.

In the years that followed, die Sykes-Picot Agreement became the target
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o f bitter criticism, both in France*7 and in England. Lloyd George referred 
to it as an 'egregious* and 'a foolish document’. He was particularly indig
nant that Palestine was inconsiderately mutilated; 'the carving knife o f  
the Sykes-Picot Agreement was a crude hacking o f  a H oly Land*. Curzon 
thought that it was 'a sort o f fancy sketch to suit a situation that had not 
then arisen, and which it was thought extremely unlikely would ever 
arise’ ,** while General Smuts condemned it as *a hopeless blunder o f  
policy’ .** As seen through the glasses o f  1917 this was, perhaps, true, but 
in the winter o f 1915-16, when negotiations with the French were in full 
swing, the strategic importance o f Palestine had not yet been fully appre
ciated in official circles. Save for securing an oudet in the Mediterranean 
for Mesopotamia, Palestine was not considered essential to British 
interests. The principal concern was to smooth the w ay for the Arabs and 
make their revolt against Turkey possible. It was characteristic o f the 
atmosphere prevalent at the Foreign Office that with the conclusion o f  the 
discussions between Sykes and Picot, Sir Arthur Nicolson noted trium
phantly that 'the four towns o f Homs, Hama, Aleppo and Dama
scus w ill be included in the Arab State or Confederation o f  States’,40 
which, considering former French opposition, seemed to be no mean 
success.

N or was it fair o f Lord Bertie to allege that Sykes had been outwitted 
by Picot.41 The primary responsibility for the agreement lay with the 
inter-departmental delegation led by Sir Arthur Nicolson. Sykes merely 
worked out the details and, as contemporary evidence shows, he did his 
best to retain Palestine within the British sphere. On 28 December, just 
before his discussions w ith Picot began, he wired Clayton that he was 
'eager to put sufficient force in Egypt to start an offensive . . . and to 
obtain from them [the French] recognition o f our political and economic 
interests south o f the line Haifa-Rowandus’.4* Picot’s report to Paris con
firms this: ‘Sir Mark Sykes réclamait pour l’Angleterre la Palestine, moins 
les Lieux Saints qui devaient être internationalisés.’4* Picot was equally 
adamant on Palestine but eventually both representatives realised that 
they had to compromise. Sykes’s position was not easy. His overriding 
aim was to make the Arab rising possible and this hinged on French con
cessions in the Syrian hinterland. N or could military operations on the 
eastern front take place without French concurrence, a consideration 
which weakened Sykes’s bargaining position with regard to Palestine. 
Three years later Hirtzel summed up the problem: 'French consent was 
therefore doubly necessary before the [Arab uprising and Allied military] 
offensive could be begun, and the Sykes-Picot Agreement was the price we 
had to pay for it. W ithout the British offensive diere could have been no



Arab revolt; and without the Sykes-Picot Agreement there would have 
been no British offensive.’44

From this point o f  view  Arab criticism is even less justified. Antonius 
painted die Sykes-Picot Agreement in the darkest colours and labelled it 
*a shocking document’, a ’product o f greed’ and ‘a startling piece o f 
double dealing’ .44 The joint memorandum o f the two negotiators is 
sufficient testimony to the contrary. They showed meticulous considera
tion for Arab interests and blended it with healthy realism. The power 
vacuum created by the destruction o f the Ottoman Empire had to be 
filled by new authority; the alternative was chaos. Absolute independence 
o f the Arabs would have invited anarchy or an invasion from  outside. 
There was no material incompatibility between the Agreement and the 
pledges made to Sharif Hussein. W hilst attempting to satisfy w hat 
seemed to them the legitimate ambitions o f  their respective countries, 
Sykes and Picot undertook to ensure the success o f the Arab movement 
and to provide the protective umbrella under which the Arab State or 
Confederation o f States could freely develop. H owever distasteful the 
document was to Lloyd George, he did acknowledge d u t ‘the first 
promise o f national liberation given by the Allies was the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement o f M ay 1916. It guaranteed freedom to die Arabs from  die 
shores o f die Red Sea to Damascus.’44

The party that stood most to lose from the Agreement was Britain. 
Pro-Arab policy hardly paid its dividends, for the Arab revolt proved an 
illusion. Had the British not insisted so firm ly on the inclusion o f the four 
towns o f  the Syrian hinterland in the Arab ‘zone’, they could in all likeli
hood have secured better terms for themselves in Palestine and Mosul. 
This was apparendy what Sir Edward Grey had in mind when writing to 
the French Ambassador that ‘the acceptance o f the whole project [of the 
Asia M inor Agreement] . . .  w ill involve the abdication o f  considerable 
British interests’.47 Grey was no convert to die idea o f annexation and 
greater imperial responsibilities. Y et i f  the partition o f Asia-in-Turkey 
was unavoidable, Britain had to take her rightful share, along the lines 
sketched out earlier by General Barrow, examined by the de Bunsen 
Committee, and supported by the British officers in the East and Sir M ark 
Sykes. ‘Provided that the co-operation o f  the Arabs is secured, and that 
the Arabs fulfil the conditions and obtain the towns o f  Homs, Hama, 
Damascus, and Aleppo,' Grey told Cambon in die above-mentioned note, 
‘His Majesty’s Government . . .  are ready to accept the arrangement’ 
arrived at in London and Petrograd. Later Lloyd George was to brace 
him self to rectify the deficiencies o f this arrangement; at the end o f 1918 
he was able to extract an assurance from  Clemenceau, die French Prime
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Minister, that France would assent to a British, instead o f  an international 
administration for Palestine, as well as to the transfer o f  Mosul from  die 
French to the British sphere in Mesopotamia, presumably in return for 
British recognition o f unqualified French control o f  the Damascus-Aleppo 
districts in addition to the Syrian littoral.48 But early in 1916, when it was 
taking shape, only a few  competent observers were able to detect the 
blunder.

That the draft Agreement attracted no comment at die Foreign Office, 
where the whole scheme had been nurtured, is not surprising. Sir Arthur 
Hirtzel, on behalf o f  die India Office, objected to the inclusion o f Mosul 
in the French sphere. A t the W ar Office, Brigadier-General Macdonogh, 
Director o f M ilitary Intelligence, took a rather academic view . He 
regarded discussion o f the division o f the Ottoman Empire as premature: 
‘W e are rather in the posidon o f the hunters who divided the skin o f the 
bear before they had killed it.* The situation at the end o f die war could 
not be foreseen and the delimitation o f  spheres o f interest could only be o f  
a provisional nature. The only aspect that commanded his attention was 
the military one.48 But i f  to Macdonogh the proposed Agreement was 
chiefly o f academic interest, to W illiam  Reginald Hall, head o f the Intelli
gence Department at the Admiralty, it was defective, i f  not superfluous. 
The military value o f the Arabs had, in his opinion, been inflated; and the 
advantage was merely the negative one o f  denying diem to the enemy. 
In principle, Hall thought, successful military operations would have a far 
more stimulating effect than paper assurances. ‘Force is the best Arab 
propaganda.* It was erroneous to assume that the Arabs desired unity 
under Franco-British aegis. ‘They w ill never be united. . .  W hat they aim 
at is independence,* and this ambition might one day turn against their 
protectors.

N or did the second motive o f  the Agreement commend itself to Hall. 
It was hoped that it would materially galvanise the Franco-British alliance 
in the East, but there was no evidence that die pro-German elements in 
France, whose eyes were fixed on Syria, would split the Entente i f  there 
was no such agreement. In any case, France was to obtain the best part o f  
the loaf. She would receive all the large towns and practically all the 
cultivatable area in Syria and Northern Mesopotamia and a self-support
ing line o f railway; while Great Britain secures only a naval base at Haifa 
and a right o f user or construction o f  a railway, through waterless desert, 
w ith no right to maintain a force to defend it. This is a high price to pay. 
The theoretical elaboration o f spheres o f influence was ‘valueless except as 
a means to the end.* However, should conclusion o f  die Agreement be
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unavoidable, France’s claim to Palestine should be rejected, whilst for 
Britain it was necessary to include the assurance o f the right to occupy 
part o f Palestine and Moab, with exclusive control o f all railways diere, 
and the right to have and to fortify a naval base on the Syrian coast.

It is a strategical necessity that there should be railway communica
tion between the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia through territory 
which is either Bridsh or under British influence. This is essential now 
for the safety o f Mesopotamia, and in die future w ill be imperative 
to safeguard British interests in a sphere o f influence which w ill run 
without a break from  Egypt through [Palestine], Mesopotamia and 
Southern Persia to Baluchistan and India.

Another point which Hall disputed concerned the Jews. In contrast to 
Sykes and Picot, who assumed them to have only a sentimental attach
ment to Palestine, Hall pointed out that 'die Jews have a strong material, 
and a very strong political, interest in the future o f the country’. He en
visaged opposition on their part ‘throughout the world, to any scheme 
recognizing Arab independence and foreshadowing Arab predominance 
in the southern Near East’, but hoped that they 'm ay be partly placated 
by the status proposed for the "Broum Area' ’ . He added:50

In the Broum area the question o f  Zionism, and also o f  British 
control o f all Palestinian railways . . .  [will] have to be considered.
It would be more satisfactory i f  the line o f demarcation between 
French and British spheres o f  influence was drawn straight from 
[Tyre to] the Sea o f Galilee [and] to Tadmor (Palmyra). As the 
line curves at present, our area o f influence is almost entirely sheer 
desert.

This was a remarkable memorandum. Hall’s assessment o f  die prospects 
o f  the Arab contribution to the war was more realistic than that o f  
McMahon, and subsequent events proved him righ t The concept o f a 
continuous territory from Egypt to Mesopotamia, with Palestine as a 
link, under British control, was well ingrained among British military 
circles, and Hall was not the first to propound it. W hat is striking is the 
relation between advocacy o f  a British presence in Palestine and con
sideration for Zionist interests; not perhaps too surprising a thesis i f  we 
recollect that Lord Fisher lent Samuel his unqualified support and told 
him that his memorandum had been studied at the Adm iralty.51

Curzon was also dissatisfied with the draft Agreement, but Grey 
assured him that it would become effective only i f  and when the Arabs 
threw in their lot w ith the Allies, a condition that had been expressly
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stipulated in the arrangement.51 Grey's statement, as well as his subsequent 
note to Cambon o f 16 M ay 1916, already quoted, was fully in line w ith 
the decision adopted by an inter-departmental Committee on 4 February 
1916 in which, in addition to Grey, Crewe, and Nicolson (Foreign Office), 
Kitchener, Bonar Law (Leader o f the House o f Commons), Holdemess 
and Hirtzel (India Office) also participated. An Admiralty representative 
was also present but abstained from giving an opinion. Their decision 
reads as follows:**

M . Picot may inform his Government that the acceptance o f  the 
whole project would entail the abdication o f considerable British 
interests, but provided that the co-operation o f the Arabs is secured, 
and that the Arabs fulfil the conditions and obtain the towns o f 
Homs, Hama, Damascus and Aleppo, the British Government 
would not object to the arrangement. B u t . . .  it would be 
absolutely essential that, before anything was concluded, the consent 
o f  Russia was obtained.

The Agreement, even after it had been endorsed by Russia, bore a 
strictly provisional character and was conditional upon action taken by 
the Arabs.** Failing such action, the Agreement would become null and 
void. Its underlying motive was to detach the Arabs from  the Turks. 
There was no double-dealing on the part o f the Allies. Delimitation o f 
their respective spheres o f interest in Turkey-in-Asia was the direct con
sequence o f negotiations with the Arab leaders. The true progenitor o f  
the Sykes-Picot Agreement was not the Constantinople Agreement,** 
as has been generally assumed, but the McMahon-Hussein Corre
spondence.

There is no evidence to show whether Sykes read Hall's paper, but it is 
most unlikely that a matter which concerned him so closely would not 
have been brought to his attention. I f he did examine it, it signalled the 
beginning o f his interest in Zionism. Thereafter he read Samuel's memo
randum, but, in his letter to Samuel o f 26 February 1916,** shortly before 
his departure for Petrograd, he made no comment on the merits or de
merits o f Zionism, except to note that its ‘principal object' was, as he 
understood it, ‘the realisation o f the ideal o f an existing centre o f nation
ality rather than boundaries or extent o f territory*. This observation 
mirrored Sykes’s own ideas rather than Samuel's. The principal theme o f 
the memorandum was the development o f Jewish settlement under 
British protection into a Jewish State, but Sykes completely ignored this. 
W ith his mind fixed on the establishment o f an international regime in



the ‘Brown area* and w ith the northern part o f  Palestine allotted to 
France, Samuel’s scheme seemed to be out o f  place. There was in any case 
no prospect o f France approving it. France was not too sanguine about 
the idea o f  an international régime for the Brown area, let alone o f  a 
British Protectorate. This became unmistakably clear when Picot sug
gested that Belgium should administer Palestine as a trustee o f  the Entente 
Powers.57 W hen Sykes told Samuel in his letter o f 26 February 1916 that 
a Belgian rather than an international administration o f Palestine ‘was 
more acceptable to France*, he meant to point out how  remote was the 
prospect o f a British Protectorate. Sykes was yet honest enough to disclose 
to Picot the Zionist desire for Britain’s protection.55

Sykes and Picot seemed to have worked in commendable harm ony.55 
N or did the discussions in Petrograd with Sazonov undermine it. Initial 
misunderstandings with the Russian Foreign Minister were quickly cleared 
up and on 15 March Sazonov, with the Emperor’s approval, gave the 
British and French Governments ‘a free hand to deal with the question o f 
Arab Confederation*. T w o days later the Russian Government declared 
itself‘completely disinterested’ in the region stretching southwards o f  the 
line Amadie— Diarbekir— Adana, and was prepared to accept any A nglo- 
French arrangements, provided that Russian desiderata in Constantinople 
and the Straits were met. As for Palestine, the Russians hoped that all 
Orthodox establishments would enjoy religious freedom and their privi
leges respected. Otherwise, they had ‘no objection, in principle, to the 
admission o f Jewish Colonists to the country’.50 It was at this time that 
Grey’s telegram o f 11 March, containing the proposals o f W o lf and 
O ’Beime for a Jewish settlement in Palestine,51 reached Petrograd. 
Buchanan communicated its contents to Sykes and the latter discussed it 
with Picot. Both o f them were startled. *M. Picot made loud exclamations 
and spoke o f pogroms in Paris. He grew calmer but maintained France 
would grow  excited.’ The French, Picot told Sykes, ‘would never consent 
to England having temporary or provisional charge o f Palestine’, not 
even if  Britain offered them Cyprus as a gift and appointed French 
Governors for Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth and Jaffa. ‘They seem 
hardly normal on this subject,’ Sykes commented, ‘and any reference 
seems to excite memories o f all grievances from Joan o f Arc to Fashoda.’ 
Sykes too was deeply disturbed. During his recent visit to Cairo he had 
been told, by D r Nim ir and al-Faruqi, poles apart on political questions, 
that 'Arabs, Christians and Moslems alike, would figh t. . .  to the last man 
against Jewish Dominion in Palestine’. W ith the Arab revolt uppermost 
in his mind, Sykes feared lest the Sharif would be in a position to accuse 
the British o f ‘introducing idolatrous Indians into Mesopotamia to oust
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Moslem Arabs;** impose French rule in Syria to Frenchify Arab Chris
tians, and now  . . .  to flood Palestine w ith Jews to drive out Arabs, 
whether Moslems or Christians,’ in which case he would say; ‘Turks and 
Germans are preferable.' However, after reflection, Sykes drought the 
problem ‘soluble’ ; there was ‘room  for compromise’. He urged upon 
Picot the advantage to the Allied cause o f  the active friendship o f Jews all 
over die world, and with the latter’s concurrence elaborated a scheme, the 
essentials o f which were the following:

(a) Appointment o f  one o f  Abdul Kader or o f  Sharif Hussein’s sons 
as Sultan o f  Palestine; Britain and France, with Russia’s consent, 
acting as guarantors o f  die independent Sultanate.
(b) Incorporation o f a privileged Zionist Chartered Com pany in die 
constitution o f the new State. The Company would be endded to 
purchase land for colonization and settlement, it being understood 
that the Jewish colonists would become citizens o f a Palestinian 
State. Britain would act as arbitrator in any dispute arising between 
the Zionist Land Com pany and the Palestinian Government.
(c) An agreement, satisfactory to Russia and France, w ith regard to 
die administration and status o f die H oly Places; France acting as 
arbitrator between the administration o f the H oly Places and the 
Palestinian Government.

This was a complex solution which only Sykes, with his unequalled 
gift for compromise, could have invented. He hoped to reconcile the 
wishes o f  all parties concerned: ‘France gets a position in Palestine, 
Russian demands are satisfied, Arabs have a Prince, Zionists get con- 
sdtutional position and . . . British protection,’ which he understood 
was what they wanted. But before making the Zionists such an offer, 
Sykes insisted that they should ‘give some demonstration o f  their power’, 
such as an ‘accentuation o f German financial straits and glow  o f  pro- 
allied sentiment in certain hitherto anti-Ally neutral papers’.**

The scheme found no acceptance at the Foreign Office.

It is clear that the Chartered Jewish Company, suggested by Sir M . 
Sykes, would very soon gain complete administrative, financial and 
executive authority in the new State, but our real object in raising 
the question is to find something with which to dazzle Jewish 
opinion— and I much doubt whether an Arab Sultanate would have 
that effect.

This was Harold Nicolson’s reaction. Oliphant was also o f  die opinion 
that die Arab Sultanate ‘would certainly wreck’ the bid for Jewish sup
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port, and O ’Beirne, w ho had fathered die scheme o f  Jewish statehood in 
Palestine, thought that Sir M ark should not have discussed it w ith Picot 
at all. The matter was fraught with difficulties:

It is evident that Jewish colonization o f Palestine must conflict, to 
some extent, with Arab interests. A ll w e can do, i f  and when the 
time comes to discuss details, is to try to devise a settlement which 
w ill involve as litde hardship as possible to the Arab population.
W e shall then, o f course, have to consult experts, but meanwhile, 
w e cannot enter into a discussion with Sir M . Sykes at Petrograd on 
the subject.

Grey regretted that Sykes had exceeded his brief and advised Nicolson:

Ask Sir G. Buchanan to tell Sir M . Sykes to obliterate from his 
memory that M r. Samuel's Cabinet Memo, made any mention o f a 
British Protectorate . . .  I told M r. Samuel at the time that a British 
Protectorate was quite out o f  the question and Sir M . Sykes should 
never mention the subject without making this point clear.64

Nicolson transmitted Grey’s note verbatim, prefacing it with a re
minder that 'the matter should not have been discussed by Sir M . Sykes 
w ith M . Picot’. O ’Beime hoped that this rebuke would have a sobering 
effect, but Sykes could easily justify his conduct. His informal discussion 
on Zionism w ith Picot was 'unavoidable’, since Sazonov had shown 
Grey’s telegram o f 11 March to the French Ambassador and Picot. T o the 
latter the matter had not come entirely as a surprise, as before their 
departure for Petrograd Sykes had warned him to expect the Zionists to 
make a move. M oreover, Sykes argued,

I have never mentioned Palestine to Picot without making it clear 
that His Majesty’s Government have not idea [sic] to protect 
Palestine, but I could not [avoid] discussing difficulty arising out o f 
Zionists’ known desire for British protection clashing with French 
susceptibilities. W ith this in view , Picot and I, jointly and informally, 
sketched solution suggested in m y telegram o f March 14th.46

A  few days later, when Sykes discussed the question with Picot again, 
he found him quite satisfied with the plan for the Zionist Chartered 
Com pany though lukewarm about its being protected by Britain. Picot 
conceded however that the French Government ‘m ight. . .  fall in with it, 
on the ground that it might materially help in the war’. T o Sykes, the 
Zionists were a factor worthy o f consideration. Should they dislike his 
Palestinian project, he feared they could wreck it. He suggested that the 
Foreign Office sound out the Zionists carefully and keep them in hopes o f
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a sympathetic hearing. 'I believe w e can get them full colonizing facilities 
coupled with their rights in an enlarged Palestine. W e cannot get them 
either political control o f Jerusalem within the walls o f  the [old] d ty , nor 
any scheme tending thereto. I am confident that French, Russians and 
Arabs would never agree.’

A t the Foreign Office end, O ’Beime, irritated by Sykes’s action, noted: 
’nobody proposes to give the Jews “ political control”  o f Jerusalem, and 
to speak o f die Zionists “ making a m ove”  o f any kind seems quite pre
mature’ . Flexible in mind and highly intuitive as Sykes was, his informa
tion about die Zionists at this stage was fragmentary. Another piece o f  
advice to London, that the British must not allow themselves ‘to get into 
an anti-French frame o f mind’, was equally superfluous, but his sugges
tion that Arab representatives, such as al-Masri and al-Faruqi, should be 
invited to London for formal discussions, was sound. In his usual optim
ism he did not anticipate any serious difficulty. W hen the Arab repre
sentatives reached London on 7 April 1916, ‘I believe’, he noted, ‘by 
M ay 8, ground would be clear o f Arab-French question and Zionist 
claims agreed upon.* ‘Picot anxious to deal with the problem.’*6 A  dia
logue, however imperfect, was always preferable in Sykes’s eyes to 
complete lack o f contact. It testified to his essential honesty.

The proposal for a round table discussion foundered against Cairo’s 
objections. Clayton maintained that none o f the Arab groups was in a 
position ‘to speak representatively’ and the presence o f Arab officers in 
London was o f little use. Y et six months earlier both he and McMahon 
had thought the same Arab officers representative enough to negotiate 
with them, and to conclude thereafter an agreement with Sharif Hussein. 
An alternative suggestion that Picot pay a visit to Cairo was also rejected.67 
McMahon considered Picot ‘a notorious fanatic . . . quite incapable o f 
assisting any mutual settlement on reasonable commonscnse grounds’ , 
while Clayton labelled him ‘an enthusiast in the cause o f French expan
sion in the Eastern Mediterranean and . . .  one o f the Anglophobe school 
o f  1898’ . Clayton was critical o f the French methods o f direct rule, 
though, he admitted, that the British were in 'a similar position as regards 
Bagdad and Basra, and possibly the southern portions o f Palestine’.66 But 
it was primarily the prospect o f a Franco-Arab rapprochement under a 
British imprimatur that prompted McMahon and his like-minded col
leagues to reject the conference à quatre in London.

Their hostility to the Asia Minor Agreement should be seen in a similar 
light. That those who had indirectly contributed to its birth should have 
become its fiercest opponents seems rather ironic, though considering the 
consistency o f objective, that o f ultimately dislodging the French, not



THB SYKBS-PICOT AGBBBMBNT II7

paradoxical at all. As soon as die document reached Cairo,** it came under 
heavy fire. Hogarth dismissed it as a ‘purely opportunistic measure* which 
could offer no long-term solution. It put the British at a grave disadvan
tage and did not help their Arabian policy. He doubted whether the 
French or the Russians possessed the necessary vigour to establish effective 
control in the areas allotted to them, and criticised the exclusion o f Beirut, 
an important centre o f Arab nationalism, from  the Arab State. In con
trast, Palestine under international control was ‘the best solution, es
pecially in view  o f the aspirations o f the Jews to the area in which they 
m ay enjoy some sort o f proprietorship*,70 a statement which is particu
larly interesting since only three weeks earlier Hogarth had aired the 
view  that Palestine had been covered by McMahon’s pledge to Hussein.71

McMahon too disliked the Asia M inor Agreement. Although he 
admitted that nothing in it conflicted with any assurances given to the 
Sharif, he considered it inadvisable to divulge it to the Arabs. 'M oment 
has not yet arrived when w e can safely do so without some risk o f possible 
misinterpretation by Arabs. It might be prejudicial to our present good 
relations.’ An identical view  was expressed by Captain (later Brigadier- 
General) W yndham Deedes, then an Intelligence officer at Cairo Head
quarters who feared that premature disclosure might prejudice the hoped- 
for Arab rebellion, though he too saw no inconsistency between die 
Agreement and British engagements with die Sharif. There were addi
tional reasons for secrecy. ‘Its publication’ , Clayton said two months 
later, ‘would inevitably produce among the peoples concerned the 
impression that die Ottoman Empire was to be divided up amongst the 
Allies and that they were only exchanging a Turkish (and a Mohammedan) 
master for a European (and Christian) one. This impression would be 
fostered sedulously by Turkish and German propagandists to their own 
great advantage.’ M oreover, conditions were changing so sw ifdy that 
‘there can be no certainty that an agreement made today w ill suit the 
conditions o f  six months hence’.7* This latter point goes far to » p lain  
Cairo’s concern: disclosure, let alone its acceptance by Sharif Hussein, 
would have legitimised the Agreement, while secrecy held out the pros
pect that time would render it obsolete.

Grey agreed that ‘details’ o f the Agreement should not be divulged to 
the Arab leaders,7* though apparently for different reasons. The Agree
ment presupposed a total victory over Germany and Turkey, and in 1916 
this seemed remote.74 Partition o f Asiatic Turkey was merely a settlement 
in principle; its application was directly related to Hussein’s action, but 
with the latter remaining elusive, Grey did not feel obliged to accommo
date him. 'W e have gone far enough with promises to the Sherif and he



has as yet done nothing.* Grey insisted d u t until Hussein restored his 
credibility, negotiations should not be continued. Sir Arthur Nicolson 
also objected to any further discussions with the Sharif: ‘W e should wait 
for some action on his part. Hitherto w e have had plenty o f  promises from 
him— but nothing more— while w e have given him beyond assurances, 
arms and money.’ 7* However, the decisive factor influencing the British 
and French Governments to maintain secrecy over the Agreement7* was 
apparendy Russia’s request. In the long run this decision proved a major 
blunder o f policy. The Arabs were direcdy concerned with the arrange* 
ment and by failing to notify them o f its terms the Allies, and Britain in 
particular, laid themselves open to charges o f  breach o f  faith. Lloyd 
George found this conduct ‘incomprehensible’.77 In any case, secrecy 
could not be maintained indefinitely, and nothing so quickly breeds 
suspicion as intrigue.

W hether disclosure would have put the Sharifian revolt o ff altogether 
is a matter for conjecture. Bearing in mind that delimitation o f  spheres o f  
interest between Britain and France followed, in general terms, the lines 
set out by al-Faruqi during his interview w ith Sykes, and that Hussein 
(following McMahon’s letter o f  30 January 1916) did not dispute the 
need to respect the Anglo-French entente, it is reasonable to suppose that 
at that time the Arabs would have had little reason to object. M oreover, 
despite the impression to the contrary created by McMahon, Hussein 
needed the British more than they needed him, and with die Turks plot
ting to assassinate him, his choice lay inevitably w ith die Allies. Yet, 
ignorance o f the Agreement could do him no harm for, officially un
aware o f its existence, he was in no w ay bound by its terms, and when 
Sykes and Picot, during their mission to die East in the spring o f  1917, did 
inform him, he was in a stronger position to extract an important con
cession.7*
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8 The Breakthrough

W e have seen that it was only when in Petrograd that Sykes began 
seriously to consider how  the Jews could be fitted into his arrangement 
w ith Picot and Sazonow. Contrary to the accepted view , it was not the 
Samuel memorandum that converted him to Zionism, at least at this 
stage. Had this been the case he would not have reacted to Grey’s telegram 
o f i i  March 1916 as he did.

Sykes was an unusually perceptive man and, realising the advantages o f  
capturing the allegiance o f the Jews, he devised a compromise scheme o f 
an Arab Sultanate in Palestine and a Chartered Zionist Com pany under 
British protection. W hile die first was designed to allay Arab fears, the 
second was intended to compensate the Jews for becoming subjects o f an 
Arab Sultan and give them a powerful economic lever in the country. 
Since the Zionists shied away from  the idea o f sovereignty, at least in the 
immediate future, and had submitted to the jurisdiction o f  an Ottoman 
Sultan in the past, a modus vivendi w ith an Arab ruler did not appear too 
unrealistic to him, particularly i f  their interests were now to be safe
guarded by Britain. However, such a complex scheme would be work
able only i f  all the parties concerned agreed. Hence the rationale o f the 
conference à quatre. The proposal was rejected. N or did the Foreign 
Office approve o f Sykes’s ideas.1 But Sykes was an unconventional diplo
mat w ho had little regard for Foreign Office bureaucracy or its advice. So 
enamoured did he become o f his scheme, and so irresistible was his zest 
for free-lance diplomacy, that even official censure could not restrain him.

Soon after returning from Petrograd, in April 1916, he set about con
vincing die Zionists o f  the merits o f his plan. He communicated it to 
Samuel, who passed it on without specifying the source to Rabbi Gaster, 
Weizmann and Sokolow. An extract from  Gaster’s diary, dated 16 April, 
correctly represents its substance. ‘W e are offered French-English con
dominium in Palest [ine]. Arab Prince to conciliate Arab sentiment and 
as part o f the Constitution a Charter to Zionists for which England would 
stand guarantee and which would stand by us in every case o f friction.’ 
Gaster was overjoyed. It sounded like a diluted version o f Herzl’s abortive
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scheme propounded to Abdul Hamid fourteen years earlier. ‘It practically 
comes to a complete realisation o f our Zionist programme. However, w e 
insisted on: national character o f Charter, freedom o f immigration and 
internal autonomy, and at the same time full rights o f  citizenship to 
[illegible— ? Arabs] and Jews in Palestine/

Gas ter grasped with alacrity the opportunity o f  dealing with a man o f 
Sykes’s calibre. He made no secret o f his distaste for any fosm o f com
bination with France, but Sykes was committed by an agreement to the 
French, and refused to budge on this. A  few  days later, when introduced 
by Sykes to Georges Picot, Gaster was faced w ith an indivisible entente 
and changed his tune. He recalled Napoleon’s idea o f  a Jewish Kingdom 
in Palestine, how  the Jews cherished his memory, and dropped a broad 
hint that 'against positive assurances’ for their aspirations in Palestine, the 
Jews would do their best to create a public opinion favourable to France 
as well. He told his visitors o f *S[chiff?]’s resignation and . . . [conse
quently] elimination o f  German prepondering influence in the U.S/* 
Gaster thus created the impression that the moment was ripe for launch
ing a successful pro-Entente propaganda campaign, but faded to live up 
to Sykes’s and Picot’s expectations. As Sykes intimated later privately to 
Aaron Aaronsohn, 'D r. Gaster had assumed pontifical airs and assured 
him that he could run the whole Zionist w ork.’ Sykes trusted him at first 
but finally realised that he had been mistaken. 'Gaster’s egotism was 
ruining him’* and the cause he espoused.

Though a dignified and impressive personality, Gaster was not a 
political leader. One o f H erd’s earliest followers and a Vice-President o f  
the 1913 Zionist Congress, he had no official status in the British Zionist 
Federation entitling him to speak in its name, nor did he have the neces
sary social and organisational connections with American Jews. His 
secretive nature and egotistic predisposition disqualified him for work o f 
this kind. His contact with Sykes and Picot may have deepened their 
knowledge o f Zionism but on the practical plane it led nowhere.

It was when Gaster’s usefulness seemed to be exhausted that Sykes met 
Aaron Aaronsohn. Aaronsohn was cast in a different mould. He personi
fied the new generation in the pre-war Jewish community o f Palestine. 
His outstanding talents became evident from  early childhood in Zichron- 
Yaakov, and Baron Edmond de Rothschild, the colony’s patron, spon
sored his education at universities in France, Germany and the United 
States. The Experimental Station at Athlit, near Haifa, which Aaronsohn 
founded on returning from  his studies, was a pioneering venture; it was 
here that his discovery o f the ancestry o f the wheat grain established his 
international reputation as an agricultural scientist However, Aaron-
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sohn’s range o f interests fur transcended his daily research. The social and 
political problems o f his people always competed for his attention, but his 
greatest passion was for Palestine. His knowledge o f  the country, o f the 
habits o f life o f  Jew and Arab, was unparalleled and he was equally at 
home in Europe and America. During the war and afterwards, when he 
threw himself into the mainstream o f Zionist political activity, it stood 
him in good stead. But Aaronsohn was not a popular leader. Though he 
was endowed w ith remarkable qualities, which put him head and shoul
ders above his contemporaries, his individualism worked against him. 
Temperamental and militant by nature, he was not easy to w ork with. 
He found it more congenial to pursue his ideas alone than to seek a com
promise w ith those w ho disagreed w ith him. He made friends and foes 
with equal ease, but his sound judgement o f  complicated political situa
tions, coupled with his vast knowledge o f the East, made him indispens
able to those who sought his advice.

Aaronsohn’s conviction that the Zionist enterprise could flourish best 
under British protection had matured as early as 1912-13, when in N ew  
Y ork, but he refrained from  making his views public lest they embarrass 
the Berlin-based Zionist leadership and appear disloyal to the Ottoman 
Government. However, die brutal expulsion o f Russian Jews from  Jaffa 
in December 1914 finally shattered his hope that a modus vivendi w ith the 
Turk was possible. Aaronsohn's forthright manner and his success in 
fighting a plague o f locusts which descended on the Middle East in 
1915-16, won the confidence o f  Djemal Pasha, Commander o f the O tto
man Fourth Arm y. But the more closely he became acquainted with the 
nature o f this despotic ruler, the more concerned Aaronsohn grew about 
the future o f his people. W ith the tragedy that had befallen the Armenians 
at the bade o f  his mind, he feared that on the slightest provocation 
Djemal, with Germany's connivance, would not hesitate to put an end to 
Zionist colonisation. Though he was wrong about Germany, it was this 
premise that led him to die radical conclusion that unless Palestine was 
speedily conquered by the British forces, the prospects o f  the Yishuv sur
viving die war were gloom y indeed.4

It was with this aim in mind that he made his w ay by a devious route 
to England, leaving behind a well-organised espionage network. During 
his stay in London, from 24 October 1916 till the end o f November o f 
that year, Aaronsohn gave British M ilitary Intelligence valuable informa
tion on internal conditions in Turkey, as well as on troop movements, 
coastal fortifications, man-power and general war potential. His interro
gators at the W ar Office gathered immediately that ‘the inhabitant o f  
Athlit’ (Aaronsohn's temporary code name) could give diem considerable
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help; his statements, when checked, were found to be V ery correct', but 
the object o f his visit seemed obscure: 'he might be just as observant o f  
things here as he has been in Turkey and a purveyor o f information o f  die 
conditions in England i f  he could get back to Turkey'.6 But the W ar 
Office eventually satisfied themselves o f his bona fides; and o f  the genu
inely idealistic character o f his motives. W hat Aaronsohn asked in return 
was the liberation o f Palestine from  Turkish rule and some assurance o f  
British sympathy for Zionist aspirations. O n neither count was he 
reassured before leaving London for Cairo to undertake intelligence w ork, 
but unwittingly he was successful in converting his interrogators to his 
cause. Amongst them were: M ajor W alter Gribbon, die officer in charge 
o f Turkish affairs at General Headquarters, his assistant, Captain Charles K . 
W ebster, and Sir Mark Sykes. In his W eizmann Memorial Lecture, the 
late Professor W ebster spoke o f  his admiration for Aaronsohn and how  
it had deepened his sympathy for the Zionist ideal:6

It was he who gave me m y first real contact w ith one o f  the Yishuv 
and I cannot forbear to mention how deep that impression was. It 
was made not only by the story o f his great adventure during the 
war, but his unexampled knowledge o f Palestine and his complete 
faith that die land could be made to blossom like the rose by 
Jewish skill and industry. Such assurances were all the more im 
portant at that time because one o f the arguments most frequently 
used was that it was quite impossible for Palestine to accommodate 
more than a fraction o f the numbers which Zionists claimed could 
be setded there.

H ow deeply Sir Mark Sykes was impressed by Aaronsohn can be gathered 
from  the confident and close relations which later developed between 
diem .7 From the fact that such hard-headed British officers as Orm sby- 
Gore, Philip Graves, W yndham Deedes and Richard Memertzhagen6 
were won over to Aaronsohn’s ideas, it would be reasonable to suppose 
that it was he who was the decisive influence in Sykes's conversion to 
Zionism. They met in London three times: on 27 and 30 October and on 
6 November. The first interview took place in Major Gribbon's presence 
and the second in that o f Fitzmaurice. The conversations centred on 
Zionism and on conditions in Turkey. Aaronsohn was gratified to note 
that Sykes's earlier predilection for Turkey6 had faded and that he listened 
attentively to the arguments for an early British invasion o f Palestine.10 
However, it was not before Lloyd George’s accession to power that 
Aaronsohn’s dream came true.

Major Gribbon, with whom  Aaronsohn had at least a dozen working



THB BRBAKTHROUGH 123

sessions, was also impressed, as was Sir Basil Thomson, in charge o f  
counter-espionage at Scotland Yard. Aaronsohn’s diagnosis o f Turkey’s 
ills was echoed in Sykes’s memorandum o f 22 November 1916, and 
sections o f his reports were dted subsequendy in the Arab Bulletin,u  the 
organ o f the Arab Bureau in Cairo, an unusual privilege since this publica
tion was stricdy confidential and o f a very limited circulation. The prac
tical achievements o f Jewish colonists were henceforth given greater 
prominence and their aspirations treated with greater respect Comment
ing on Italian claims to share in the international administration o f 
Palestine, Sykes noted that they could be met provided the Italians in 
return acknowledged British railway rights between Haifa and Area ‘B ’, 
and respected Moslem privileges in their H oly Places and the rights o f  the 
Jews to colonisation in Palestine. Lord Drogheda, who summed up the 
British position vis-à-vis the Italian daims, accepted Sykes’s brief without 
reservations. ’Italy must be made to recognise British railway rights . . .  
and generally respect the d vic and colonising rights o f  the Jews in Pales- 
tine.*ia Jewish colonisation was thus acknowledged officially as part o f  
British interests in Palestine within the framework o f  the Asia M inor 
Agreement.

W hen Sykes met W dzm ann and Sokolow at the end o f  January I9 i7 1# 
he was fully convinced o f the merits o f Zionism. The idea o f Jewish 
national regeneration in thdr andent home touched his imagination, 
whilst his Catholic background made him particularly sensitive to the 
anomalous position o f the Jews among die nations.14 The impending 
invasion o f Palestine convinced him o f  the urgent need to reach an 
accommodation with die Zionists. But this does not fully account for his 
intense preoccupation w ith the Zionist question, nor does it resolve the 
enigma o f his sudden reversal to his original idea o f  a British Palestine. In 
M ay-July, when in touch with Gaster, Sykes still adhered stricdy to the 
prindple o f an Anglo-French condominium, and in his memorandum o f 
22 November 1916, ’The Italians and the Franco-British Agreement’, the 
underlying assumption was that Palestine would be placed under inter
national administration. Y et from  January-February 1917 his over
riding aim in dealing with the Zionists was to secure a British trusteeship.

The decisive factor prompting him to revert to his original concept o f  
a British-controlled Palestine was the growing awareness o f  Germany’s 
ambition to dominate the Middle East. He feared that a Teutonised 
Turkey would give Germany military bases that would threaten Egypt 
and India, whilst control o f  Palestine would give Berlin a lever for exert
ing pressure on the Papacy, die Orthodox Church, and Zionism. In this



context the agreement signed with Picot no longer suited British interests. 
Despite his earnest desire to maintain the entente mátale, Sykes could not 
disregard certain risks. He strongly suspected French financiers o f playing 
a double game. I f the Entente won they would stake their claim to Syria, 
Palestine and north Mesopotamia, but i f  die war ended inconclusively 
they would be able to take credit for their pre-war Turcophile sentiments 
and make a deal with their former German partners, with whom, despite 
the war, they had kept in dose touch through Swiss intermediaries. Sykes 
feared that in the latter case the French concessionaires would become the 
‘pawn o f international finanders o f Teutonic bias’.1* Given the unpre
dictable nature o f French politics, a Franco-German combination in the 
Near East could not be ruled out.

N ot until October 1916 did these gloom y prognostications seem to be 
partly substantiated. Intelligence reports suggested that French finandal 
drdes were moving towards some accommodation with the Ottoman 
state, whilst the Committee o f  Union and Progress was planning to drive 
a wedge between England and Russia on the one side, and France on die 
other. T o  forestall these dangers Sykes pondered the advisability o f  
making the 1915 Constantinople Agreement public,1* presumably to kill 
pre-emptively any attempts towards a Turco-Russian rapprochement. He 
did not go so far as to suggest the revision o f die Asia-Minor Agreement, 
but this might well have been in his mind. In the circumstances a con
dominium with France in Palestine was fraught with danger, since die 
very prindple o f  an international regime left the door open to Germany. 
Herbert Samuel’s advice, given in his January 1915 memorandum, now 
demonstrated its relevance. But so long as the Asquith-Grey Government 
remained in power, revision o f the Asia Minor Agreement could not be 
entertained.

This was implicit in the absence o f  any positive response to a memoran
dum, circulated to the Cabinet at Grey’s suggestion, by Lord Bryce, 
which advanced the familiar argument that occupation o f  Mesopotamia 
necessitated a British protectorate o f Palestine, and by Palestine he meant 
the land stretching north as far as die ladder o f Tyre (north o f Acre), the 
Anti-Lebanon and Mount Hermon. He had been told that both the native 
Moslems and the Jews desired British protection; the country could sup
port a larger number o f inhabitants, and under a liberal régime the Jewish 
population would increase at a still faster rate than the present one. Their 
immigration would stimulate an inflow o f capital from Europe and the 
United Sutes, where the Zionist movement had gained many sym
pathisers.17

The failure to take up Bryce’s suggestion did not indicate indifference
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to Jewish interests in Palestine. For even i f  die British Government had 
resolved to encourage Jewish colonisation more actively, this could not 
have been done within the framework o f a British protectorate such as 
die Zionists and their sympathisers desired, since this would have con
flicted w ith the inter-Allied Agreement. This goes far to explain w hy 
Weizmann and Sokolow’s pleas to the Foreign Office during 1915-16 
fell on sterile ground.1*

Lloyd George’s accession to the Premiership in December 1916 altered the 
picture radically. Both his style o f government and his thinking were 
completely different.1* One o f  his primary objectives was Palestine. He 
had advocated its annexation since the outbreak o f the war, and to him 
British and Jewish Palestine were almost synonymous in meaning. He had 
a long-standing interest in Zionism and Samuel’s memorandum appealed 
to the ’poetic and imaginative qualities o f his mind’.*0 It also fitted in well 
with his strategic and political concepts. The idea o f  a ’Jewish buffer 
state’ interested him, though he feared that France ’would have strong 
objections’ .*1 But the longer the war lasted the stronger became his 
determination d u t ’Palestine, i f  recaptured, must be one and indivisible’ . 
Lloyd George had had no hand in the making o f the Sykes-Picot Agree
ment and regarded it as an inconvenient legacy. It was a ’fatuous docu
ment'** based on erroneous calculations. The Arabian policy, which 
brought this Agreement to life had not paid off. The Sharifian revolt was 
verging on total collapse and in consequence the Sykes-Picot Agreement 
was losing its rationale. Britain had paid too great a price for the bargain 
and the inter-Allied arrangement had to be amended. However, Lloyd 
George was as anxious as his predecessor not to disrupt the Entente. 
Hence, as Sir Charles W ebster put it, *a situation had to be created in 
which the worst features o f the Sykes-Picot Agreement could be got rid 
o f  without breaking faith, and Britain regarded as the obvious protector 
. . .  In these circumstances D r W eizmann’s offer was an attractive one.’** It 
was ironic that the ill-effects o f the Arabian policy had to be undone by 
the Zionists. ,

Sykes now  enjoyed greater liberty o f  action. Lloyd George promoted 
him to a key position as an Assistant Secretary to die W ar Cabinet and 
delegated authority in Middle Eastern affairs to him. His status was 
further enhanced by the remarkable trust which developed between the 
tw o men.*4 T o  Sykes, too, the Agreement became an anachronism.** He 
felt ’ashamed o f  i t . .  . resented the constant and indelible reminder that 
his name was and always would be associated with a pact for which he had 
only a nominal responsibility’.** But it would be a mistake to assume that

THB BRBAKTHBOUGB 12$



126 THE BBBAETHBOUGH

he desired to undo it altogether. Like Lloyd George, Sykes wanted only to 
amend it to give Britain sole control o f Palestine in return for British 
support for French claims in Syria. However, die broader aim o f his 
policy was to forestall the possibility o f  Turco-German predominance in 
Palestine. Herein lay the raison d'etre o f the alliance w ith British Zionism. 
It provided a w ay to outmanoeuvre the French without breaking faith, 
and a useful card at the future peace conference to play against any move 
b y Germany to rally the German-oriented and Turcophile Jews to 
buttress her claim.

Sykes soon found himself in full accord with his colleagues at the W ar 
Secretariat, Leopold Am ery and Ormsby-Gore. Am ery’s interest in 
Zionism could be traced to 1916, when he warm ly supported Colonel 
Patterson and Jabotinsky in the matter o f  the Jewish Legion, but it may 
w ell have been Sykes who opened his eyes to the relevance o f Zionism for 
British strategic requirements. W ith his concept o f  Palestine as an ‘eastern 
Belgium ’ Am ery proved a receptive audience. In 1945 Am ery recalled17 
that

Sykes soon persuaded me du t, from  die purely British point o f  
view , a prosperous Jewish population in Palestine, owing its 
inception and its opportunity o f  development to British policy, 
might be an invaluable asset as a defence o f  the Suez Canal against 
attack from the North and as a station on the future air-routes to 
die Bast. Both o f us, too, as old travellers in the Middle East, 
believed that nothing could bring so regenerating an influence to 
those ancient centres o f the world’s civilisation. . .  as a fresh 
contact with Western life through a people who yet regarded the 
Bast as their true home.

Am ery may also have detected ominous undercurrents in Egyptian 
opinion against the British Protectorate. He therefore recommended that 
Britain should restrict its control to die Suez Canal proper and the Sinai 
Peninsula. In sparsely populated Sinai Britain could stay indefinitely and 
secure her sea and air communications with die East, whereas a Jewish 
setdement in Palestine could exert indirect influence and make Britain's 
presence in this vital area appear innocuous.

It was not long before I realized [he wrote18] what Jewish energy 
in every field-of thought and action might mean for the regenera
tion o f the whole M iddle Eastern region . . .  That regeneration 
would be far more effective and, one hoped, more acceptable, i f



carried out by people who, bringing the knowledge and energy o f  
the W est to bear, still regarded the Middle East as their home, than 
by capitalists, technicians or administrators from  outside. Most o f  us 
younger men, who shared this hope were, like Mark Sykes, pro- 
Arab as well as pro-Zionist, and saw no essential incompatibility 
between die tw o ideals.

The Amery-Sykes strategic concept was shared by Ormsby-Gore. 
Syria and Palestine were his special province. Early in March, when he 
joined the W ar Secretariat, his knowledge o f Jewish colonisation in Pales
tine, gathered whilst on the staff o f the Arab Bureau in Cairo,1* provided 
the necessary data on which long-term calculations could be built. Hisj 
memorandum o f 5 February 1917 was an exhaustive review o f the Zionist 
movement, its practical achievements and standing in the Jewish .world.. 
H e believed that its potential- force wa& stronger than jtap p eared to  be 
and, though formally uncommitted, there were signs that^düTwhole 
influence ofju3aism  outsideTjërm anywiirbe directed in accordance with 
{the attitude o f respective powers regarding the Palestine question . —

The slightest hint from die Entente Powers that this peaceful 
/penetration would not be opposed, and Zionism, as a whole w ill 
1 veer to the Entente side. O n the other hand, any suggestion that 
I. . .  Jewish colonization would be resisted . . .  would serve to throw 
' die whole weight o f International Zionism against us, without 
t bringing any support from those Jews who are anti-Zionist.10

Ormsby-Gore’s knowledge was gready enriched by Aaronsohn, whom , 
during their constant intercourse in Cairo, he learned to like and admire. 
’There is hardly any memorandum by Gore which does not bear the stamp 
o f Aaronsohn s ideas. It is particularly dear in the one dated 1 April 1917, 
in which Ormsby-Gore described in meticulous detail avenues suitable for 
the invasion o f  Palestine, landing places, climatic conditions, position o f  
food supplies and water resources, morale o f Turkish troops and die 
attitude o f  the population. ‘British Palestine, w ith possibly Christian 
shrines international, is undoubtedly what is hoped for by the great mass 
o f the inhabitants o f Palestine proper. The delivery o f Jerusalem from  the 
Turk would be hailed by every Christian, Jew and A ra b . . .  would have 
world wide moral and political effect.’ So fascinated was Sir Maurice 
Hankey, the Secretary to the W ar Cabinet by Gore’s description o f 
Palestine, die best he had ever read, that he commended it strongly to Sir 
W illiam  Robertson, the chief o f the Imperial General Staff, and showed it 
to the Prime Minister.11
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The Am ery, Ormsby-Gore, Sykes trio formed a remarkable com
bination. They were more than a brains trust feeding the government 
w ith ideas and frh^y w r e , jp «rawing fr>rr  ̂behind

^Lloyd Georjje’s Eastern nOuçy and. enjoying, his unqualified confidence, 
jcould either colÎectivelÿor individually shape .its course. Orm sby-Gore 
acted simultaneously as Private Secretary to Lord Milner, one o f  the most 
influential members o f the W ar Cabinet. Before joining the Cabinet 
Milner had no dear conception o f Zionism. The suggestions made in 
Samuel’s memorandum, which the latter sent him in January 1917, were 
‘new’ to him and appeared ‘most attractive*.*1 M ilner played a significant 
part in formulating the Government’s Zionist policy, but it was Orm sby- 
Gore to whom  he turned constantly for advice. It proved particularly 
useful in die autumn o f 1917 when the W ar Cabinet was considering die 
publication o f the Balfour Declaration.

Outside government drdes the man who exerted the greatest influence 
on Lloyd George was C . P. Scott, editor o f  the Manchester Guardian. He 
was ‘probably Lloyd George’s dosest political confidant’,** though in 
matters o f Zionism, Scott was preaching to the convinced. O n 27 Novem 
ber 1914, tentatively reviewing British war aims, he raised the question o f 
Palestine and Zionism, but found that the subject was not new to Lloyd 
George, who told him that he had had a ‘heart to heart’ talk with Herbert 
Samud, that he sympathised with the aspirations o f a small nation and 
was interested in a ‘partly Jewish buffer state’. Scott continued diligendy 
to press the Zionists’ case and at the end o f January 1917 he urged the 
British Government to issue a definite statement in favour o f making 
Palestine a national home for die Jews.*4 The timing was not acddental. 
O n 18 December 1916 President W ilson had launched a new peace 
initiative and on 22 January 1917, in an address to the Senate, he had made 
a passionate appeal to the belligerent powers for ‘a peace without vic
tory’.** W ith Britain’s growing dependence on American goodwill, it 
would have been difficult to explain away the military campaign in 
Palestine, let alone its occupation. Hence, as Scott recorded, it was ‘very 
important to obtain American Jews’ support. It would be unanimous i f  
they could be assured that in die event o f a British occupation o f  Palestine, 
die Zionist scheme would be considered favourably. N ow  was the 
moment for pressing the matter when British troops were actually on 
Palestine soil.’**

Scott was a leading exponent o f the strategic school o f  thought. 
‘Palestine’, he told Lord Milner, was ‘a small thing . . . but it was the 
thing that mattered.’ It was with Scott’s approval, i f  not encouragement, 
that Herbert Sidebotham, the Manchester Guardian’s military corre-



spondent aired his view  (in die issue o f  26 November 1915) that Palestine 
should become a 'buffer state between Egypt and the North, inhabited 
. . .  by an intensely patriotic race. . .  O n the realisation o f that condition 
depends the whole future o f  die British Empire as a Sea Empire.' Side- 
botham was the first journalist to propound publicly the idendty o f  
British and Jewish interests. A t the end o f 1916, joindy with his Jewish 
friends in Manchester, Harry Sacher, Simon Marks, and Israel Sieff, he 
founded die British Palestine Committee which advocated support for 
Zionism from a stricdy British point o f  view . Its weekly journal, Pales
tine, which started to appear on 26 January 1917, was an admirable 
propaganda organ.*7 Sidebotham expressed his views most forcefully in a 
letter to The Nation (24 February 1917). In it he rejected the editor's 
advocacy o f a neutral Palestine under international guarantee, and pointed 
to the hazards should Judea become the base o f a hostile power. ¿'Pales
tine remained within the German sphere o f  influence, Egypt would 
become die most vulnerable spot in die whole system o f Imperial defence. 
O nly an industrious and loyal nation, protected by the British Crow n, 
could forestall such a potential menace.

These ideas were still novel to die British press and The Nation’s editor 
refused to give ground. In his rejoinder he maintained that the desire to 
annex Palestine would prolong die war, turn it into one o f pure conquest’ 
and quite unnecessarily provoke French hostility. An internationalised 
Jewish state, agreed upon by die powers, was a more prudent course to 
follow . N or did Sidebotham’s ideas receive a warmer welcome at the 
Foreign Office. A t the W ar Office, the W ar Secretariat and the British 
Residency in Cairo, Palestine was read regularly, but at the Foreign Office 
Sidebotham's doctrine made no impression.**

Despite the change o f Government the Foreign Office remained firm ly 
committed to the Asia Minor Agreement. French susceptibilities were, 
respected and the idea o f  a British Palestine could not be countenanced. 
Thus, with the trim e Minister ánd the. Foreign Office pulling in different 
directions, there emerged a curious, though not unusual, dichotomy in 
the machinery o f  policy-making. I f  the divergence did not precipitate a 
more serious inter-departmental dash, it was because Arthur James 
Balfour, the new Foreign Minister, was not o f  a combative nature and, 
though reluctant for Britain to undertake sole responsibility in Palestine, 
he showed no particular enthusiasm for the idea o f an international 
régime dther. 'Personally, I should like to get in the Americans,' he noted 
on 15 January 1917,** a theme which he was to repeat again and again. 
Under die pressure o f  circumstances, the Foreign Office had gradually to 
give w ay. But early in 1917 Sykes, aware o f the divergence in opinion
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had to proceed w ith caution. His relations w ith the Zionists were con
ducted in his private capacity and, as he confided later to Aaronsohn, the 
Foreign Office was not briefed at all.40 It is however quite inconceivable 
that Sykes, independent-minded as he was, would not have consulted any 
o f his superiors before embarking on the Zionist policy in earnest. 
According to die late Samuel Landman, die dçcisiqa_wa$ taken with ̂ he 
full knowledge and consent o f Sir Maurice Hanlrry, Srcrrtary4Q.tfae.War 
Cabinet.-41

It can safely be assumed that the Prime Minister was also acquainted 
w ith Sykes's task. O n 5 February 1917, Scott wrote to Lloyd George:40

I dread the matter being handled in the spirit o f  compromise by the 
F.O . I gather that the whole drift o f the F.O . policy is towards 
some sort o f  dual con trol. . .  w ith France . . .  I don't believe that is 
your view  personally, it would be fatal to our interest, but diere is 
evidendy a strong drift in that direction.

The Zionists too felt uneasy. From Tschlenow’s letter, which they had 
received the previous year, they were vaguely aware o f  the existence o f a 
tripartite Agreement,40 and they were under the strong (though it now 
transpires as quite erroneous) impression that the Foreign Office was 
antagonistic to their cause.44 Though contact with Sykes was encouraging, 
in a broader sense the situation still seemed uncertain. As Weizmann told 
Israel Sieffi, the matter was entirely in Sykes’s hands, and only when he 
was ready would he submit it to die Foreign Office.46 T w o days later 
Sieff urged Weizmann to 'fight out the condominium idea with Sir 
Mark’ . He should be made aware o f ‘the evil and dangerous results which 
would follow  a joint administration o f Palestine’. But the real test was to 
persuade the Foreign Office d u t a purely British Palestine is the right 
solution’.44

W hen Sykes met the Zionist leaders at Gaster’s home on 7 February 
1917,47 he heard from them what he had expected. The common denomi
nator in the spectrum o f views, ranging from  Gaster’s recognition o fjew s 
in Palestine ‘as a nation, a “ millet” ,’ Sokolow’s ‘a Jewish society’, to Lord 
Rothschild’s and Harry Sacher’s 'Jewish State in Palestine under the 
Bridsh Crow n’, was their desire for a British protectorate. A ll were 
strongly opposed to the idea o f a condominium, not only because such a 
system o f government had never proved workable but, as Sacher pointed 
out, because o f the risk o f undermining Jewish unity by setting French 
and English Jews against each other. It militated against the task o f build
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ing up a homogeneous Jewish nation in Palestine and its development into 
a self-governing dominion.

Sykes assured his audience d u t the idea o f a Jewish Palestine com 
manded his full sympathy. He touched upon his conversations with 
Sazonow when in Petrograd, but remained silent about the Agreement 
reached w ith Picot and the Russian Foreign Minister. Save for guarantees 
for the H oly Places, he said, no serious obstacles were expected from  
Petrograd or from Italy. Arab reactions might present some difficulty; 
they had already begun attacking die Zionists and demanded that the 
language o f the inhabitants should be the decisive criterion in the future 
disposition o f  Syria and Palestine. He hoped however that ‘the Arabs 
could be managed, particularly i f  they received Jewish support in other 
matters*. The chief hindrance sprang from  the attitude adopted by France. 
‘He could not understand French policy. The French wanted all Syria and 
a great say in Palestine.* The matter ought to be discussed with them, and 
it would be useful i f  die Zionists appointed a representative for this 
purpose.

U p to this point Sykes’s statements reflected more or less the true state 
o f  affairs, but his denial o f Lord Rothschild’s pointed question as to 
whether any pledges had already been given to the French concerning 
Palestine, and his assurance that ‘the French have no particular position 
in Palestine and are not en tided to anything there’, were contrary to fact. 
N or was it quite straight to allow Gaster to believe that the Foreign Office 
would have no objection to the Zionists negotiating with the French, 
failing British support for a Jewish Palestine. Herbert Samuel who, as a 
former Cabinet Minister, was aware o f the Inter-Allied Agreement but 
would not mention it, was unwilling to come to Sykes’s rescue; he sug
gested that it was not the Zionists’ business but that o f the British Govern
ment 'to  deal w ith the French and dispose o f their pretensions. The 
French had no [justified] claims whatsoever in Palestine.’ He reiterated 
his view  that it was o f ‘enormous importance that the territory should 
not fall into the hands o f another Power which might be enabled to 
threaten the security o f the Suez Canal and Egypt’. The problem should 
be settled at the future peace conference, where the French were likely to 
get ‘one third o f Africa, Alsace-Lorraine and Syria. They had no right to 
anything in Palestine.’

However, from Sykes’s veiled allusions it was possible to surmise that 
Britain was not a free agent. The Zionists expected that the whole o f 
historic Palestine, from the Hauran in the north to the Egyptian border in 
the south, would come under British protection, but Sykes indicated that 
British protection would cover only the Zionist Chartered Com pany and
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only in specified areas. These corresponded roughly to the British zone o f  
influence in Palestine, namely in the north, along the line running from  
Acre eastwards to the river Jordan, and in the whole southern territory 
beyond the ‘Brown’ area. Galilee and the Hauran, as w ell as die Jerusalem 
enclave, connected with Jaffa by a corridor along the railway line, were 
to be excluded from the sphere where the Com pany could operate under 
British protection.

The Zionists wore disappointed. Galilee, dotted w ith Jewish colonies, 
and the Hauran, the natural granary o f the country w ith its rich sources 
o f water, could not be surrendered, whilst Jerusalem, they maintained, 
was ‘a Jewish city’ ;48 internationalisation should be limited to die actual 
sites o f the H oly Places. M oreover, most o f the Jewish colonies in Judea 
lay along the Jerusalem-Jaffa railway track, and a truncated Palestine as 
delineated by Sykes made nonsense o f the prospects o f  efficient adminis
tration. Y et this was the lim it beyond which Sykes could not go. The 
Asia Minor Agreement placed Galilee and the Hauran in the French 
sphere, the former in the ‘Blue’ and the latter in the ‘A ’ area, whilst the 
Jerusalem-Jaffa enclave had to be internationalised. The meeting ended 
inconclusively. It was none the less a promising start./The Zionists were 
no longer working in a vacuum) An identity o f  interests, at least as far as 
Sykes was concerned, was in the making. Both parties needed each other.

The representative chosen to put the Jewish view  to Picot, and con
tinue negotiations with Sykes, was Sokolow. N ot only did his senior 
status, as a member o f the Executive o f  the Zionist W orld Organization, 
make his nomination natural but his continental background and know
ledge o f languages made him better qualified than his colleagues in Lon
don to appreciate points o f view  other than British.

O n 8 February, when Sokolow met Picot in Sykes's presence, he made 
it absolutely clear that die Zionists were opposed to the internationalisa
tion o f Palestine: such a regime would engender inter-power rivalry and 
hinder the progress o f Zionist colonisation. As protecting power, Britain 
was preferred. Picot replied that control by a single power was contrary 
to the inter-Allied arrangement and die antagonism it would provoke in 
France would wreck the whole scheme. Joint sponsorship was likely to 
yield more positive results. A t this juncture Sykes intervened, hinting that 
only the Chartered Zionist Com pany might be taken under die British 
ægis, but Picot remained unmoved. Sokolow thereupon emphasised die 
great importance which the Zionists attached to the Chartered Com pany. 
From the inception o f the movement it had been embodied in their pro
gramme and considered an indispensable instrument o f  colonisation. This 
too left Picot unmoved; he questioned the Jewish attitude towards the
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native Moslems and Christians as well as towards the H oly Places. 
Sokolow replied that Palestine was not the national centre o f  the Arabs', 
and he understood that they would be given opportunities to develop a 
national centre o f their own elsewhere. As for the H oly Places, the Jews 
were determined not to interfere with diem. He hoped that 'a real reli
gious peace' would prevail and there was no reason to fear that Christians 
or Moslems in Palestine would be disturbed by Jewish colonisation.

A  day later, when Sokolow met Picot again, this time à Jeux, the 
conversation was conducted in a lower key. Sokolow was assured that 
France took a sympathetic interest in Jewish national aspirations, which 
could however be Sanctioned only i f  France had a rightful share in Pales
tine's administration. That Picot did not reject Zionism altogether was in 
itself an achievement on which Sokolow could jusdy congratulate him
self. But when he and Weizmann met Sykes they raised strong objections 
to any suggestion that the Chartered Com pany should be in any w ay 
circumscribed either in its scope or its powers. An emasculated colonisa
tion scheme would not appeal to the Jewish masses. For his part, Sykes 
was not dissatisfied with the results o f Sokolow’s exchanges with Picot, 
but thought it was necessary 'to  keep the idea o f British suzerainty in the 
background for the time being, as it was likely to intensify French 
opposition’.4*

Picot’s firmness reflected his country’s position. Some time in Feb
ruary Briand told the Italian Ambassador in Paris that Syria 'had always 
been regarded by French public opinion as French,’40 and by Syria the 
French meant sizeable sections o f Palestine as well. Sykes had, therefore, 
to proceed warily; ¿he l im it é  fitm ylf jo diseriyiiring the idea o f inter- 
{iationalisation, ) This was the burden o f his letter to Picot, dated 28 Feb
ruary 1917.*1 The Zionists, he argued, were averse to an international 
regime in Palestine and objected strongly to any form  o f dual control or 
condominium. Their ambition was to colonise the whole o f historic 
Palestine with the exception o f the H oly Places, under a single protecting 
power. A  mutilated Palestine would have little appeal to them. This was 
an important point, since it was no use trying to satisfy Jewish aspirations 
unless their fundamental traditions, sentiment and hereditary longings 
were given outward prominence.

From this premise Sykes proceeded to search for an eligible suzerain. 
Since Britain and France were mutually exclusive, Sykes hit finally on 
the United States as prospective protector. America was unbiased and 
neutral, and the mere suggestion 'w ould give a very strong impetus to the 
Entente cause' there. Should the American Government accept responsi
bility for Palestine's administration, Anglo-French differences would be
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bridged. Specific guarantees to the native population would have to be 
provided but the overriding concern was to allow Zionist colonisation to 
develop freely.

I f  the great force o f  Judaism feels that its aspirations are not only 
considered but in a fair w ay towards realisation, then there is hope 
o f an ordered and developed Arabia and Middle East. O n the other 
hand, i f  that force feels that its aspirations w ill be thwarted . . .  
then I see litde or no prospect for our own future hopes.

T w o features stand out from  Sykes’s arguments. First, the future Arab 
principality, agreed upon w ith Picot whilst in Petrograd, had vanished. 
Moslem H oly shrines in Jerusalem and elsewhere were to be safeguarded 
and the existing population in Palestine protected ‘against fiscal and 
political oppression’, but apart from  this the Jews were to be given a 

I frëëlian d jn  tKç XüíoDÍsatioQ. QFj^ cstin d, and by Palestine Sykes had in 
mind the territory between the river Jordan and the Mediterranean. - 
There was no material incompatibility in his mind between pro-Zionism  
and pro-Arabism. The Zionists were to act as a lever in the regeneration 
o f the Middle East, which could develop in an orderly w ay i f  Jew and 
Arab co-operated. Second, the, international régim e had to bejeplaced 
by one single suzerain. Did Sykes seriously contemplate America in this 
rôle, as at the same time the London Zionists were permitted to popularise 
among their colleagues in Russia and the United States the idea o f  British 
suzerainty? It was on Sykes’s recommendation that M ilitary Intelligence 
had placed its machinery at their disposal to enable them to communicate 
with their sister organisations and supporters in other countries. During 
1917 alone nearly two hundred letters and telegrams were dispatched to 
all parts o f the world.6* Sykes was undoubtedly aware o f  the military 
plans for the occupation o f the 'whole o f Palestine’, and fully shared 
Sidebotham’s concept o f its strategic importance to British interestsJ*y

Before leaving for die East, Sykes met Jabotinsky. Despite the over
whelming odds against the project o f the Jewish Legion, Jabotinsky 
refused to accept defeat. N o obstacle was too great and no slight from  his 
fellow-Jews could damp his enthusiasm. Having failed to convince the 
W ar Office, he now succeeded in winning such important converts as 
W ickham  Steed, editor o f The Times, and in strengthening his links w ith 
C . P. Scott. Both The Times and the Manchester Guardian advocated the 
formation o f the Legion. The idea also secured the blessing o f Herbert 
Samuel. Both as Jew and as Home Secretary, Samuel found himself in an 
embarrassing position when his co-religionists from  Russia in the East

134 THB br e akt h r o u g h



THB BRBAKTHROUGH 135

End o f  London showed not the slightest inclination to volunteer for the 
British Arm y and contribute their part to the war effort. Young men o f 
m ilitary age, 20,000 strong, were escaping conscription; an anomaly 
which prompted Samuel to say in the House o f Commons that 'Russians 
o f  military age . . . were expected either to offer their services to the 
British A n n y or to return to Russia to fulfil their military obligations 
there’ . Since this suggestion had no legal force, and tended only to 
antagonise the men concerned, Samuel was open to Jabotinsky's argu
ments. An appeal to national feelings could have a greater impact on 
Jewish youth than the scourge o f deportation to Russia. Weizmann, at 
Jabotinsky’s elbow, was always helpful, but in his own characteristic w ay 
elected to use his skill and persuasion discreedy rather than to join  Jabo- 
tinsky in a public propaganda campaign.64

B y the end o f 1916 a group o f some hundred and fifty ex-members o f  
the Zion M ule Corps, disbanded in March 1916, arrived in England and 
voluntarily enlisted in the Arm y. Through the intercession o f  Colonel 
Patterson and w ith Am cry’s assistance, they were assigned to die same 
battalion, known as the 20th London Regiment and stationed in W in
chester. Jabodnsky joined the unit as a private and from  there continued 
his campaign for the Legion. His day came when Am ery moved to die 
W ar Secretariat. Am ery’s position became still more influential when he 
was appointed Assistant M ilitary Secretary to Lord Derby, Secretary o f 
State for W ar, and it was on Am ery’s advice that Jabodnsky, joindy with 
Trum peldor, submitted on 24 January 1917 a memorandum to the Prime 
M inister.66

In their opinion, the impending British advance in Palestine made die 
project o f a Jewish Regiment for Palestine timely, but its importance 
transcended its military value. Domestically, it would help to solve die 
irksome question o f aliens o f  military age; on the propaganda plane it 
w ould answer the German charge that the Entente was indifferent to 'the 
tragedy o f the Jewish Nation’ . As the Entente was unable to intervene in 
Russia’s internal affairs, the only course open to it to meet Jewish griev
ances was 'to give a certain official recognition to the Zionist ideal o f the 
Jewish people and to call the Jewish youth to fight on the side o f the 
Allies for die liberation o f Palestine’ . Should the British Government 
endorse die scheme, they went on, a Jewish unit, destined to fight for a 
Jewish future in Palestine, would commend itself strongly to the East 
End Russian Jews and shake them out o f their apathy. There was a good 
prospect that a number o f Russian Jews from  France, Switzerland and the 
Scandinavian countries would also be attracted. In Russia proper diere 
was still a huge untapped reservoir o f Jewish youth and, judging from  the



favourable attitude o f  die Russian authorities, there was reason to believe 
that volunteers would be permitted to leave the country to join  the unit. 
In the United States, owing to strict neutrality regulations, joining up was 
impracticable, but the very formation o f die regiment would sweep the 
American Jewish community o ff their feet and promote pro-Entente 
feeling.*4

Three weeks later Sykes informed Jabotinsky d u t die military authori
ties were opposed to the idea, and 'it would probably be necessary to 
obtain the concurrence o f other powers in the employment o f special 
troops. . .  in areas in which political considerations were o f importance’.*7 
The reason behind this attitude is not difficult to surmise. A t the time, the 
British Government was strenuously resisting the demands o f  the French 
and Italian Governments to increase die number o f their troops on die 
Palestinian front;*4 to agree to the formation o f  another national unit for 
the same front would have weakened its hand vis-à-vis its allies. Jabo
tinsky’s proposal therefore had to be temporarily shelved. However, at 
the end o f March, on learning that the 20th London Regiment might be 
posted to France, Sykes changed his mind. I f  this tiny nucleus were 
swamped among the vast armies in Flanders it would make nonsense o f 
his own suggestion to keep the idea o f  a Jewish force 'alive’. After con
sulting the Director o f M ilitary Operations, he suggested to die Foreign 
Office the desirability in principle o f designating about seven hundred 
men for operations on the Eastern front: ‘w e should thus be giving 
encouragement to the Jews and the Zionists and smooth over die difficul
ties which may arise as regards East End recruiting’ ; the battalion might 
later be used for garrisoning and administrative duties in die occupied 
territories in Palestine. The reaction in the Foreign Office was mixed. Sir 
George Clerk commented:*4

A  solution o f the East End Jew problem would be very welcome—  
especially to die Home Office. But the difficulty I see in this sug
gestion is that it raises the whole Zionist question. This is a matter 
upon which the most representative Jews are utterly divided and it 
seems to me that H.M . Government may be laying up stores o f 
trouble, i f  they encourage a scheme which commits them to 
Zionism.

Lord Hardinge agreed w ith Clerk and thought that the Government 
'ought to be careful not to identify themselves with either Jewish faction’.

The term 'the most representative Jews’ referred to Montagu and 
Samuel.40 H ow deeply Montagu opposed Zionism has been pointed out 
already. He reiterated his stand in a letter o f 3 August 1916 to Eric Drum

136 THB BRBAKTHROUGH



mond. In summer 1916, when the Foreign Office was considering ways 
o f  gaining Jewish sympathy in die United States, Drummond solicited 
the assistance o f Montagu (then Minister o f Munitions), only to receive a 
lecture that die Jews ought to regard themselves as members o f a religion 
and not as a race. Had he accepted Jewish nationalist doctrine, he would 
as a patriotic Englishman have resigned his position in the Cabinet. 
’N obody is entided to occupy the position that I do unless he is free and 
determined to consider die interests o f the British Empire. I regard with 
perfect equanimity whatever treatment the Jews receive in Russia.’ He 
was confident that in due course Russia would become ‘a more habitable 
country’ for the Jews as w ell, but Zionism on all counts should be dis
couraged. Jewish nationalism was ’horrible and unpatriotic’, i f  not 
detrimental to die Allied cause. The British Government should steer 
dear o f  this ’pro-German* and uncivilised movement.41

Extreme as Montagu’s views were, they had some impact on the 
Fordgn Office, at least to die point o f deterring it from entering into 
doser assoriation w ith the Zionists, who, moreover, had no official 
standing. This point was made by Luden W o lf when he met Balfour on 
30 January 1917. W o lf told the Fordgn Secretary that the only body 
authorised to speak for die Jewish communities, not only o f the United 
Kingdom  but o f the British Empire, was the Conjoint Committee. It 
represented a hundred and thirty congregations, induding all the chief 
synagogues, the Anglo-Jewish Assoriation, and other societies. It did not 
however represent those o f  East European origin who, he implied, had 
imported Zionism into England. The idea that Jews throughout the world 
were ’members o f a Jewish Nationality, distinct from other nationalities’, 
was alien to Jews in Britain. It had developed only in those countries 
where the struggle for emancipation had failed. ’The native Jews o f 
W estern Europe know o f no nationality except that o f the countries in 
which they had been bom .’ Zionism, in W o lf’s opinion, offered no solu
tion to the main Jewish problem in Eastern Europe and formed no part 
o f the Conjoint Committee’s programme. This, however, did not mean 
that the Committee was hostile to Zionist aims. For historical reasons it 
felt a deep sentimental attachment to Palestine, and was interested in its 
welfare.

W e should rejoice i f  the Zionists made Palestine the seat o f  a 
flourishing and reputable Jewish community. W e should have no 
objection i f  that Jewish community developed into the local Jewish 
nation and a Jewish state. But w e stipulated that, in its political 
w ork, it should not claim the allegiance o f the Jews o f Western
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Europe, who are satisfied with their local nationalities, and further 
that, in promoting their schemes, they should not adopt methods 
which might be calculated to compromise the position and aims o f 
Jews in other countries. Thus, for example, w e should resist any 
proposal to give to the Jews o f Palestine, privileges not shared by 
the rest o f the population o f that country. . .  Outside these reservations, 
we left a perfectly free hand to the Zionists, and we were even 
disposed within certain limits to cooperate with them in promoting 
their schemes.

Balfour showed interest in W o lf’s exposition and agreed (if the latter 
noted correctly) that Zionism could offer no radical solution to die Jewish 
question in Eastern Europe. However, he made it equally clear that the 
British Government could not interfere in Russia’s internal affairs,** the 
implication being that the Zionist programme offered at least a partial 
solution o f the problem.

Balfour was a convinced Zionist, and required no further education on 
its merits. But whatever his personal inclination, it does not seem that 
he ever attempted to impose his views on his subordinates when they 
differed markedly^ from his oymlb u rin g  the winter öFioi6^ i7m tercstift 
(Zionism at_the Foreign Office was at its lowest ebb. After the fiasco, fol
lowing Grey’s_proposal in March the idea o f using Zionism was 
sfreTvecT, while the death o f Hugh O ’Beime in H.M .S. Hampshire on 
¿ ju n e  1916 deprived it o f its-staunchest supporter. The appointment o f 
Sir Ronald Graham as Assistant Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs 
balanced the loss. Sir Ronald was known to have interested himself 
closely in the Zion Mule Corps when serving as C hief Staff Officer, 
G .O .C . Egypt, but it was not before the summer o f 1917 that he became^ 
a leading advocate at the Foreign Office o f a British commitment to 
Zionism.

Amery, aware o f the chilly atmosphere at the Foreign Office, but still 
eager to see the Jewish Legion established, steered his course adroitly. He 
wrote to Balfour on 23 March 1917:

I do not think it necessary that we should commit ourselves to any 
scheme o f Zionism. But from a purely military point o f view, I 
consider that the utilising o f our Russian Jews in a special corps for 
service in the East w ill secure us much better fighting value than 
putting them into ordinary units (where they would not be too 
welcome) for service in France.

He calculated that it would be possible to raise ‘more than one battalion’
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in England, and that additional recruits might be found in South Africa 
and other Dominions, in Egypt, and possibly also in the United States. 
B y  ostensibly stripping the project o f its political implications, and pre
senting it purely in its m ilitary aspect, Am ery hoped to facilitate its 
acceptance. It was obvious however, that the very fact o f  a sizeable Jewish 
unit being posted to the Palestinian front was bound to make an im
pression on die political scene.

A  few  days later, noting that Balfour had expressed himself 'freely in 
favour o f Zionism at the W ar Cabinet the other day*, Am ery suggested 
that Balfour should raise the question o f  the Jewish Legion in the W ar 
Cabinet. He was confident that between twenty to thirty thousand Russian 
Jews in England o f military age, otherwise not very welcome in an 
ordinary British regiment, would join  the Legion, and stimulated by the 
idea that they were 're-conquering their ancient heritage. . .  might prove 
to be quite respectable fighten’ ; alternatively they might be used to 
garrison the long lines o f  communications from Beersheba to Dan. The 
effect upon Jews in America and elsewhere 'm ight be very good. Even in 
Austria-Hungary, where the Jews are a big factor, the formation o f  such a 
unit and its military successes in Palestine. . .  might cause a great revulsion 
o f  feeling.’ General Smuts thought that quite a large contingent could 
come from  South Africa and ‘i f  the French have any touchiness about our 
Palestine scheme, w e might always encourage them to raise a battalion o f 
French Jews, or M orocco Jews’. Am ery was sure that the General Staff 
was quite favourably disposed, but that die Adjutant-General’s Depart
ment had always shelved the question because it disliked being bothered 
by 'special units’ . W ith the prospect o f  raising nearly a division o f infantry 
this consideration was no longer relevant; the idea o f 'Jerusalem High
landers’ was as valid as the Gordon Highlanders. Am ery considered that it 
might be more effective i f  the scheme was recommended on political 
grounds by the Foreign Secretary rather than left exclusively to die W ar 
Office.**

Eric Drummond, Balfour’s Private Secretary, confirmed that the W ar 
Office had no objecdon to the scheme, but preferred die Foreign Office to 
make the first move. Sykes too thought the moment opportune though, 
apparendy with an eye on the French, he added the caution that when the 
unit was endorsed its ultímate destination should not be mentioned. 
Balfour thereupon passed the matter on to Lord Milner to present to the 
W ar Cabinet, but as he was slow to act, Graham approached die Arm y 
Council direcdy. He made however an important reservation:*4

it w ill be important for H.M . Government not to identify themselves
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too dosely with the political objects o f a Zionist nature which 
underlie this proposal, since by so doing they would be committing 
themselves to a definite course in a matter upon which the most 
representative Jews o f the world are utterly divided.

Amery did not stay idle, and arranged for Jabotinsky and Trumpeldor 
to meet Lord Derby, Secretary o f State for W ar.65 That their case was 
seriously considered is evident from  Derby's letter to the Prime Minister 
requesting sanction, on the W ar Cabinet's behalf, for the formation o f the 
proposed unit 'at the earliest possible moment'. He went on:66

I am told that many o f  the men have served in the Russian Arm y 
and that they are very w ell disciplined and extremely intelligent.
W hat their value w ill be as a fighting machine it is impossible to 
say, but I think for political reasons it would be most advisable to 
form  these Battalions, because in the first place, it w ill remove some 
o f the irritation now existing in the East End o f  London on the part 
o f Christians who are compelled to serve, and, further, it might be 
a good example which might have a most beneficial effect in Russia 
itself.

Ormsby-Gore also supported the scheme. W hile in Cairo he had heard 
a great deal about it from  Aaronsohn, who thought that he would be able 
to raise at least one thousand ‘really good’ Palestinian Jews, at that time 
in Egypt. He expected a number o f volunteers from  America, M orocco, 
and the East End o f London, and hoped that 'the morale o f a Jewish 
Brigade entering Palestine would be wonderfid'.67 General Smuts also 
expressed his fullest sympathy with the Jewish Legion scheme and prom
ised his support. The Arm y Council dien consented to die formation o f a 
Russian Jewish battalion, specifying however that 'this decision has been 
taken on the distinct understanding that it is not to be regarded as in any 
w ay connected w ith, or in promodon of, the Zionist movement*.66

Am ery’s diplomacy had triumphed,66 but his victory was not unqualified. 
The battalion was to be manned by Russian conscripts only; Bridsh Jews 
were excluded. N o mention was made o f its destination, and dissodadon 
from Zionism was stated in unequivocal terms. It is therefore a matter o f 
surprise that on 22 March, when Weizmann met Balfour, he gained a 
distinct impression that the Foreign Secretary was 'in full sympathy with 
our aspirations, and I am sure', Weizmann wrote to Brandéis on 8 April, 
'that w e may reckon on his support’. Balfour’s sympathy was beyond 
doubt, and his support for the Zionists during the forthcoming m onths- 
proved invaluable, but at this stage it would be- going too-fàc ^o sccJhis
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statement as a positive conunitm entrNc^did Balfour develop any v jeys 
on the strategic importance PaWHn^ fr>r British int/r^t* .Weizmann 
was dismayed to note that this aspect was apparently ‘new to him '; fear 
o f  complications with France and Italy made Balfour opt for ap Amwiranr 
p rio r a loint Anglo-Am erican protectorate. Weizmann felt more at home 
during an interview with the J ’ rime ^Minister ivbjfh p1«'** nr 
^  April. Lloyd .George Strongly Opposed q rnndnminiiim with 
and ‘was very emphatic on rhe. point n f British Palrsriny’ 70

As events showed, it was Lloyd George who was to shape Middle East \ 
policy. A  few  hours after receiving Weizmann he saw Sir Mark Sykes in j 
the presence o f Lord Curzon and Sir Maurice Hankey. Sykes explained 
the purpose o f his mission to the East and stated that as soon as parts o f j 
Palestine were occupied, he hoped to instigate an Arab rebellion in the 
region o f Jebel Druze (in the Hauran) to disrupt the Turkish lines o f 
communication. The Prime Minister thereupon warned Sykes not to 
commit the British Government to ‘any agreement w ith the [Arab] tribes 
which would be prejudicial to British interests’. He also underlined ‘th e . 
importance o f not prejudicing the Zionist movement and the possibility/ 
o f j ts development under BritishjHupices’ ; the Jews might be able toj 
render the British 'fhoie assisuuttfthaH tie  Arabs]. There was a consider
able number o f them in England who were intimately acquainted with 
Palestine and ought to be employed there rather than at home.

Sykes agreed but thought it imperative ‘not to stir up any movement 
in the rear o f the British lines which might lead to a Turkish massacre o f 
the Jews’. He added that ‘the Arabs probably realised that there was no 
prospect o f their being allowed any control over Palestine’ . Here Curzon 
interjected that the Jews constituted a minority but Sykes pointed to their 
qualitative superiority and their higher educational level. Lloyd George 
finally redirected the discussion to its original theme by emphasising once 
again the importance o f ‘securing the addition o f Palestine to the British 
area’ ; no political pledges ought to be made to the Arabs, ‘particularly 
none in regard to Palestine’ .71

Three distina features o f this meeting stand out. First, it is dear that 
among senior ministers and officials there was no doubt that Palestine 
was exduded from  the understanding w ith Hussein; second that the< 
relationship w ith the Arabic-speaking population in the occupied terri-1 
tories should not prejudice British or Zionist interests; and third that, in \ 
the Prime Minister's judgement, Jewish services to British interests would I 
outweigh those o f  die Arabs. Weizmann’s fear, voiced tw o weeks earlier, / 
that the Zionist question might be treated as ‘an appendix* to the Araly 
scheme,71 was without foundation.
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Sykes hoped that, through the instrumentality o f die Zionists, Palestine 
could be removed from  the grip o f the unfortunate Anglo-French Agree
ment. As Lloyd George said during the meeting, ‘the French wished to 
have a considerable voice in the disposal o f the conquered territories*, and 
it is in this light that Sykes’s suggestion, made the next day to W dzm ann 
to join  him in Egypt, should be seen. Once Palestine was conquered, a 
climate o f opinion among the Jews conducive to a British administration 
would strengthen Sykes’s hand without risking a head-on collision w ith 
the French. Thus at an appropriate moment Sykes was to make a pro- 
Zionist declaration. Its contents are not known, but this is what transpires 
from  W eizmann’s letter to Sokolow, dated 4 A pril:7*

I have had a talk with Sir Mark with regard to a declaration to be 
issued in Palestine when the time arrives. He is fully agreeable . . .  
and he wishes you to talk the matter over with h i m . . .  Please 
don’t forget to talk the question o f declaration over with-Sir-Mark 
and try to come, to some definite conclusion

In the same letter Weizmann also told Sokolow (at that time in Paris) 
d u t ‘practically every paper wrote about Jewish Palestine under British 
Protectorate. The D aily Chronicle, Evening News, Manchester Guardian, 
the Liverpool papers and even the M orning Post and The Times. There 
can be no doubt that the feeling here is very strong.’ W hether inspired by 
the Prime Minister’s office or not, the papers continued to dwell on this 
theme during the following weeks. The New Europe (19 April 1917) wrote 
that *a British Palestine must be a Jewish Palestine’ and on the 26th o f 
April added: 'w e cannot allow any great military Power other than our
selves in Palestine . . .  the Jews are to be encouraged to establish a self- 
governing [entity there] under the British flag.’ The Liverpool Courier, o f  
24 April made the same point, but the reasons for this public campaign can 
be gauged from the Sunday Chronicle (15 April): 'There is no other race 
who can do these services for us . . . but the Jews themselves. In the 
Zionist M ovem ent. . .  w e have the motive force which w ill make the 
extension o f the British Empire into Palestine, otherwise a disagreeable 
necessity, a source o f pride and a pillar o f strength.’
I Lloyd George was conducting his own foreign policy. Though it con- 

Jrasted sharply^ with that o f the Foreign Office, there, i? jm eviden ce t9 
j& ow  that he consulted it before his meeting on 3_ April 1917. In all 
probability he did not. A t the Foreign Office the Anglo-French Agree
ment remained valid. W ingate’s suggestion that the mission o f  Sykes and 
Picot to the East would provide an opportunity to consider the future o f 
Syria *de novo’ was rejected out o f hand, and Sykes himself was prompted



to dispel any doubts, warning W ingate that the ‘mission is a joint o n e . . .  
cordial co-operation on the strict lines o f the Agreement is the basis on 
which I and m y French colleague intend to w ork.’ 74 This was in accord
ance with the instructions o f February 1917 with regard to the status and 
functions o f the C hief Political Officer in the occupied territories. They 
read in part: ‘The terms o f the Franco-British agreement are to be 
regarded as governing the policy o f H.M . Government towards both the 
French Commissioner and the native elements in the theatre o f opera
tions o f the Egyptian force beyond the Egyptian-Syrian frontier.’ 76 Y et, 
the instructions Sykes received from  Lloyd George on 3 April pointed, as 
far as Palestine was concerned, in the opposite direction. Shortly before 
leaving for Paris, he briefed Graham about them in general terms,76 but 
no official intimation from  the Prime Minister’s office to this effect could 
be traced. There was therefore some uneasiness and annoyance at the 
Foreign Office. But it was not until Bertie aired his misgivings that the . 
Foreign Qffice. sensed the danger o f Sykes’s free-lance diplomacy. T  am a 
little afraid*. Hardinge confided to W ingate, ‘o f what Sykes may do when. 
in Palestine. There are so few  people who realize the importance attached 
by jh e  French to their position on Syria which they conceive to be based 
upon claims dating from Napoleonic times, but for which there is really 
no serious justification.’ 77

Those who suspected Sykes o f  adventurous methods in diplomacy were 
unaware that he enjoyed the full confidence o f the Prime Minister; those 
w ho resented his disregard o f  French susceptibilities did not know how 
much in fact he did care for the durability o f the Entente. He believed that 
a British presence in Palestine and Mesopotamia and a French establish
ment in Syria, was the basis on which to build the Anglo-French position 
in the Middle East. It made sense and gave more security than a mutilated 
Palestine and international administration in the ‘Brown’ area.
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9 Achievements in Paris and Rome

The day before Sykes saw Lloyd George, Picot received meticulous 
instructions from Alexandre Ribot, the new French Premier and Foreign 
Minister. Picot’s task as High Commissioner, and the task o f the French 
military detachment, was to share with die British the mande o f liberator, 
and administer the occupied territories in conformity w ith the M ay 1916 
Agreement. They were to demonstrate the solidarity o f the Entente. 
W ith regard to Palestine the text reads:

O n your arrival in Palestine you w ill find numerous Jewish colonies. 
Right from the outset, it is necessary to display towards die Jewish 
setders great benevolence and entrust them with a measure o f 
administration o f their own communities and with a share in the 
government o f the country. For you are, undoubtedly, aware that 
the policy pursued towards them is destined to create a profound 
impression not only among their co-religionists residing in Allied 
and neutral countries, but even among those who live in enemy 
countries. It would, therefore, be to our interest to inspire them 
with the greatest expectations concerning what the Allies intend to 
do for them on the soil to which they are tied by a past o f a 
thousand years and to which some o f their people wish to return.

Picot was instructed to show a friendly attitude towards the Christian 
and Moslem Arab population also and spur them on to rebel against 
the Turks.1

A  comparison between die British and French instructions is illumina
ting. W hilst Lloyd George aimed at undermining the condominium in 

/Palestine,. Ribot’s objectivejwas to put it into effect* 'Y ou wilLhave icT 
organize the occupied territories so as to ensure France an equal footing 
to that o f England,* he told Picot. Being at a grave disadvantage as against 
the English, the French had to make an extra effort to gain the acceptance 
o f the local population, particularly the Jewish. Given French indifference 
towards, i f  not suspicion o f the Zionists in the past, Ribot*s brief signalled 
a radical change. N ot only was the Jewish historical connection to Pales- 
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tine acknowledged, and rights o f colonisation assured, but, significantly, 

die Jewish population was to be given ‘a share in the government o f the 
country’ . The objections raised by Briand in 1916 had evaporated; the 
new French Government began to consider Zionism as a factor worth 
taking into account.

This volteface was not accidental; nor was it the result o f  improvisation. 
Both Professor Basch and Picot, after the latter’s return from London, had 
done their best to influence the French Government. The imminent occu
pation o f Palestine, coupled with the triumphant march o f  the cause o f 
small nationalities, made Zionism, hitherto regarded as utopian, a topical 
issue.* One o f the arguments successfully deployed by Picot to persuade 
his superiors at the Quai d’Orsay, was that it would be undesirable to let 
the British monopolise the Zionists; nor was it prudent for the French to 
antagonise the Jews at the gates o f Syria.* But perhaps the most weighty 
consideration calling for a drastic revision was the news that the German 
Government was about to make the Zionist cause its own and to create 
‘a Jewish Republic in Palestine’ . The German move was designed to win 
the sympathy o f  world Jewry, especially in the United States, in the hope 
o f influencing President W ilson, who at that time relied heavily on the 
Jewish as well as the Irish vote.4

Babst, the French envoy at Copenhagen, had received this news from 
Dr Dem burg (himself a half-Jew), who was in charge o f  German propa
ganda in the United States. Dem burg was doing his utmost to popularise 
his country’s cause, but his allusion to the foundation o f a Jewish republic 
(if quoted correctly) was grossly exaggerated. Dernburg’s remarks were 
not without foundation however. Arthur Zimmermann, the German 
Foreign Minister, was in sympathy with the Zionist cause. Since the 
beginning o f the war he had exerted himself to protect the Palestinian 
Jews whenever they were threatened by the Turkish authorities, and in 
March 1917, when the moment seemed auspicious, had mooted the idea 
o f a joint Turco-German declaration in favour o f Jewish colonisation. 
Nothing eventually came o f Zimmermann’s initiative,* but Babst’s 
report made a palpable impact on Cambon, who feared that should the 
Germans prove successful, French influence in the United States might 
suffer a setback, and the French position in Palestine be undermined, 
particularly since the Zionists were known to be averse to an in
ternational régime, favouring instead a single protector,* other than 
France.

W hen Sokolow arrived in Paris the ground was already well prepared. 
A t the first round o f conversations Picot put the French claim* at their
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highest, claiming Palestine exclusively for France, and denying it to Great 
Britain.7 It was intended to shake Sokolow’s confidence in a British 
trusteeship and make the condominium more palatable. Sokolow, as Mrs 
Weizmann recorded in her diary, was at first ‘most pessimistic’. The tenor 
o f his telegram to his colleagues in London was that 'the French w ill not 
hear o f a British protectorate; they want Palestine for themselves. They 
w ill give Jews “ rights”  but not autonomy or a charter.’8 Depressed, 
Sokolow had to steer his course warily. Mindful o f Sykes’s warning, he 
kept the idea o f British protection in the background, and throughout his 
stay in Paris avoided discussing the question o f the future suzerainty o f 
Palestine. W ith no controversial issues to cloud the horizon, the negotia
tions entered into smoother waters and Picot finally suggested that on the 
following day, or the day after (7 or 8 April), Sokolow should submit the 
Zionist desiderata to the French Government. They consisted o f facilities 
for colonisation, communal autonomy, rights o f the Hebrew language, 
and establishment o f  a Jewish Chartered Com pany.8

The inclusion o f die last item, though previously contested by Picot, 
was apparendy made possible after Sokolow agreed to drop the con
dition that the Company be British. Apologetically, Sokolow later told 
Sir Mark Sykes, who in the meantime had arrived in Paris, that in his 
opinion the ‘admission by France o f [the] principle o f recognition o f 
Jewish nationality in Palestine w ill be a step in advance*, with which 
Sykes agreed. Should the French accept the Zionist desiderata, Sykes wrote 
to Hankey the next day, 'a great step’ would be gained. Recognition o f 
Jewish national aspirations would automatically give the Zionists a say

Iin the future o f Palestine; given their preference for. British .trusteeship, 
coupled with British m ilitary occupation, an irrevocable fait accompli 
would be created.10'

But Sykes was impatient. Although keeping all his telegrams stricdy 
(confidential (‘cxcept-Hankcy . . .  I want to keep this dynamite outside 
the Garden C ity . . .  It is real explosive, not a sham’11), he showed his 
hand prematurely in suggesting that Picot should ‘prepare French mind 
for idea o f British suzerainty in Palestine by international consent’ ; 
British ‘preponderant military effort, rights o f trans-Palestine railway 

! construction, rights o f annexation at Haifa, coupled with general bias o f  
! Zionists in favour o f British suzerainty, tended to make such a solution 
the only stable one.’ In return, Sykes offered British support for French 
'daim s in Armenia, Syria and area ‘A ’. Picot gave the impression o f being 
less hostile to such a quid pro quo than Sykes had antidpated. However, the 
average politirian in France, Picot pointed out, regarded Palestine as an 
integral part o f Syria, and that before Syria proper and area ‘A ’ came
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under French control, it would be presumptuous to expect public opinion 
in France to give ground on Palestine.1*

The Foreign Office was agreeably surprised to find Picot conciliatory, 
but their pleasure was premature. A  few  days later, when Picot broached 
the idea o f a joint Anglo-French post office in Gaza, following the French 
Government's suggestion to appoint a high-ranking officer to command 
the French contingent attached to the Egyptian Expeditionary Force, it 
became clear that Paris had not the slightest intention o f abandoning its 
share in die administration o f the 'Brown* area. Sykes's meeting w ith 
Ribot passed o ff smoothly, as the question o f  Palestine's future was not 
raised, but Ambassador Bertie, in a better position to gauge French public 
opinion, remained sceptical. 'In dealing w ith the question o f  Syria and 
Palestine,' he told Graham, 'it must be remembered that the French 
uninformed general Public imagine that France has special prescriptive 
rights in Syria and Palestine'. The Roman Catholic Church exerted great 
influence in this matter, and Ribot (who was a Protestant) would be 
reluctant to face the combined opposition o f the chauvinists, the general 
public, and the Roman Catholic priesthood.1’

Sykes was subsequently able to judge the depth o f French feeling for 
himself. Senator Flandin, the great ‘vox’ o f  the Syrian party, 'rose like a 
young trout on a dull day' when approached by Sykes. Picot had foolishly 
betrayed French interests. 'France required the whole o f  the Mediter
ranean littoral down to Arish, and the Hedjaz railway as far as Ma’an.’ A  
small international enclave o f Jaffa, Jerusalem and Bethlehem, in which 
France would be predominant, could be conceded, but the rest o f the 
country should be 'absolute French territory as far East as die Euphrates. 
England might, i f  she insisted, be granted the Port o f Gaza, but Haifa, 
never.* Sykes went away with the impression that Flandin’s 'gang' would 
w ork all out against die Anglo-French Agreement, and that Picot would, 
w illy-nilly, be forced to follow  suit. The Christian-Socialist party, headed 
by Cailloux and Bouillon, and the Nationalists, did not spare much love 
for the British either. The Nationalists were linked with the schemes o f 
the Vitali Chemins de fer Orientaux, who were reputed to be the leading 
concession-hunters in Turkey, and all these groups, allied with the French 
priesthood, constituted a formidable phalanx directed against England.14

Sykes was quick to realise that in these circumstances it would be 
premature to press the idea o f a British Palestine. However, he told 
Graham,14

if  the French agree to recognise Jewish Nationalism and all that
carries with it as a Palestinian political factor, I think that it w ill
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prove a step in the right direction and w ill tend to pave die w ay to 
Great Britain being appointed Patron o f Palestine, d u t is, o f  the 
Brown Zone minus Jerusalem and Bethlehem and a small enclave, 
by the whole o f the Entente Powers.

Graham did not share Sykes’s optimism. He was aware that encourage
ment o f the Zionist movement was in accordance with the instructions 
Sykes had received from the Prime Minister.1* None the less, grave doubts 
lingered in his mind: ‘I fear the idea that the French w ill ever be disposed 
to hand over the whole administration o f  Palestine to us is utopian and 
yet the Zionist hopes are based on this hypothesis. W e should not go too 
far in die encouragement o f these hopes, for i f  they are disappointed the 
blame w ill inevitably fall upon us.’ But it was not until the arrival o f Lord 
Bertie's letter o f  12 April and Sykes’s own account that Graham decided 
to consult Lord Hardinge. He wrote:

His Majesty's Government are now committed to support Zionist 
aspirations. Sir M ark Sykes has received instructions on the subject 
from  the Prime Minister and Mr. Balfour and has been taking action 
both in Paris and Rome. He has been assisting to the best o f  his 
ability M . Sokoloff, the well-known Zionist leader. A t the present 
moment I am obtaining leave from  the Adm iralty for Mr. W eiz- 
mann, another prominent Zionist, to relinquish his official w ork 
. . .  and to proceed to Egypt to join  Sir Mark Sykes who has 
urgendy asked for his help.

However admirable the Zionist idea may be, and however righdy 
anxious His Majesty’s Government are to encourage it, there is one 
aspect o f the situation to which attention should be drawn. Every 
Zionist with whom  I have discussed the question, Baron James de 
Rothschild, Dr. Weizmann, Mr. Sidebotham o f the Manchester 
Guardian, etc. etc . . . .  insists that the Zionist idea is based entirely 
on a British Palestine. They are unanimous in the opinion that their 
project would break down were Palestine to be internationalized.

This, Graham pointed out, was inconsistent with article III o f  the Asia 
M inor Agreement which provided that ’in the Brown area shall be 
established an international administration’ ; the Agreement was secret 
and could not be divulged to the Zionists. He went on:

are w e justified in encouraging them in so great a measure when the 
prospect o f Palestine being internationalised is distinctly stronger 
than the prospect o f  die country coming under our protection? 
know the Prime Minister insists that w e must obtain Palestine and
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that Sir Mark Sykes proceeded on his mission with these instructions. 
But those who are best qualified to gauge French opinion, including 
Lord Bertie, are convinced that the French w ill never abandon their 
sentimental daims to Palestine.

Graham felt extremely uneasy at being involved in a risky manoeuvre 
which smacked o f double-dealing. Both D r Weizmann and Baron James 
de Rothschild were allowed to cable Brandéis and urge him to get 
American Jews to adopt a resolution in favour o f a British administration 
o f Palestine. line o f propaganda', Graham remarked, ‘may strengthen
our position in the matter or it may provoke and solidify French opposi
tion to our pretensions.' But what disturbed him particularly was whether 
the British were justified by encouraging the Zionists without giving 
them some intimation o f the existing Agreement.

I fed  [he conduded] that i f  in die end the French refuse to give w ay, 
and the attitude o f Italy and Russia on the subject is also uncertain, 
the odium o f the failure o f  the Zionists project to which w e shall 
have given so much encouragement w ill fall entirely upon us.17

Graham revealed his disquiet also to Sykes,18 from  whom he apparendy 
learned that the British Government, or.at least the Prime Mipkrrr, wa< 
¡‘committed.’. But i f  Graham questioned this policy, it was not because he 
nourished any ill-w ill towards Zionism. O n the contrary; on this count he 
was already a convert. It was its use in power politics that disconcerted 
him. Realisation o f the Zionist project within the framework o f an inter
nationalised Palestine seemed to him a safer course to follow . Lord 
Hardinge shared Graham's misgivings:

I cannot hdp feding that this Zionist movement and its consequences 
have not so far been suffiriendy considered. It appears that it is 
inseparable from  a British Palestine, and this seems at present un- 
realisable. Are w e wise in giving encouragement to a movement 
based on a condition which w e cannot enforce? Failure, when it 
comes, w ill be laid at the door o f  the F.O ., and not without reason.

Lord Robert C edi, deputising for Balfour at the Foreign Office, 
thought differendy. He agreed that there was great difficulty in carrying 
out the Zionist policy which involved the strong preference for a British 
protectorate, but thought that it was ‘desirable to get France to jo in  
[Britain] in an expression o f sympathy for Jewish Nationalist aspira
tions’.18 C ed i knew what he was saying. Preoccupied with the position 
in Russia, he was at that time contemplating publication o f a joint Entente



pro-Zionist declaration in order to counteract Jewish pacifist and socialist 
propaganda in Russia.*0 French agreement was essential, and Sokolow, 
under Sykes's guidance, was therefore doing the jo b  that was needed.

As it turned out, the French, though hostile to the idea o f a British 
Palestine, showed a marked sympathy to Zionism, i f  sheltered under a 
joint Franco-British aegis. On 9 April Sokolow was received by Jules 
Cambon, the Secretary-General o f the French Foreign Ministry, in die 
presence o f his brother Paul, the Ambassador in London, Georges Picot, 
and de Margerie, Ribot’s C h ef de Cabinet. Sokolow was asked point- 
blank by Picot whether he preferred England or France as sovereign in 
Palestine. Aware that he was skating on thin ice, Sokolow replied that the 
Jews were in the position o f an infant who could not choose between his 
mother and father. The question o f suzerainty was thus avoided, and, 
Sokolow was authorised to cable to Brandéis in the United States and 
Tschlenow in M oscow that 'after favourable results in London and Paris 
I was received by the French Ministry for Foreign Affairs with goodwill. 
. . .  I have full confidence', he added d u t 'Allied victory w ill realise our 
Palestine Zionist aspirations.’ The words 'and Paris’ were inserted in the 
draft cable at the suggestion o f his hosts.11 The Quai d’Orsay was anxious 
to give American and Russian Zionists the impression that France was not 
lagging behind in sponsoring their cause. Zionism was to be an Entente 
and not exclusively a British concern.

A  few days later Jules Cambon told Baron Edmund de Rothschild how  
favourably impressed he was by Sokolow. It was the first time that the 
Quai d’Orsay had been able to obtain a clear idea o f  Zionist desiderata; 
and consequendy the French Government had decided to support the plan 
joindy with Britain.11 Sykes was elated. His forecast, made on 8 April, 

* that die French were beginning to realise that they were 'up against a 
big thing’, and could therefore not 'dose their eyes to it’, had proved 
right. Triumphandy he cabled to Graham that Zionist aspirations had 
been recognised by the French Government as 'legitímate’ ; Sokolow had 
assured him (though die moment was not ripe to make it public) that 'the 
bulk o f the Zionists desire British suzerainty’. Hence, Sykes deduced, 'w ith 
a recognized Jewish voice in favour o f it’, die prospects for British pre
ponderance in Palestine were much brighter.11

T w o points were impressed on Sokolow by Jules Cambon during their 
meeting on 9 April: first, that Jewish influence in Russia should be thrown 
into the scales against pacifists; second, that in Italy it should w ork to 
consolidate the Entente.14

W hilst the first is self-explanatory, the second can only be interpreted
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as a roundabout w ay o f  urging support for an international regime in 
Palestine, as opposed to a single protectorate. T o neutralise the British, 
the French had to find common ground with the Italians, their erstwhile 
competitors in the Middle East. This was an attempt to use Sokolow’s 
good offices to reverse the process started in London. I f this interpretation 
is correct, Sykes had even more cogent reasons to welcom e Sokolow’s 
arrival in Italy. Drummond's suggestion that it was in the British ‘interest 
to see Italy in die Mediterranean sufficiendy strong to act as a real counter
poise to France and Russia'** must have still been fresh in his mind, and 
he was quick to apply it to the Palestinian context. Sykes, it might be 
recalled, had his own motives for wanting the Italians to respect Jewish 
rights o f colonisation in Palestine,16 and Sokolow’s efforts could therefore 
spare the British the inconvenience o f  direct bargaining. But the primary 
reason that made Sokolow’s arrival in Rome so welcome was that it 
offered a unique opportunity o f bringing together the Zionists and the 
Vatican. Here was the most sensitive area. W ith the strongly built-in 
prejudice against the idea o f  the Jews’ return to the H oly Land, the 
Vatican provided fertile soil for the French clerics to stir up intrigues. 
Zionism might inadvertendy become a stick with which to beat die 
British; to forestall such an embarrassment it was imperative to make it 
acceptable to the H oly See.

O n i i  April Sykes saw Monsignor Pacelli, the Vatican's Assistant Under
secretary for Foreign Affairs. After acquainting him with the nature o f his 
mission to the East, Sykes pointed to the immense difficulties to be ex
pected after the liberation o f Jerusalem. Pacelli's response was soothing; 
he paid tribute to the British spirit o f toleration; the French did not seem 
to impress him as an ideal candidate for patronage o f the H oly Places. 
Sykes thereupon steered the conversation to the delicate subject o f Zion
ism. Its main object, he said, was ‘to evolve a self-supporting Jewish 
community which should raise, not only the racial self-respect o f die 
Jewish people, but should also be a proof to the [world] o f the capacity 
o f  Jews to produce a virtuous and simple agrarian population'. The 
realisation o f this ideal, he hoped, would strike at the roots o f the difficul
ties which had been ‘productive o f so much unhappiness in the past'. 
Zionists' aims ‘in no w ay clashed with Christian desiderata, in general, and 
Catholic desiderata in particular’. Pacelli was interested and was w illing to 
see Sokolow when in Rome. T w o days later Sykes was received by Pope 
Benedict X V  and felt equally gratified by die Pontiff*s sympathy. A l
though the Pope did not say much, Sykes went away with die impression 
that in the event o f  Jerusalem being captured, die audience with His



Holiness would strengthen the British position vis-à-vis die Latin Pat
riarch, as well as against German or other enemy clerics.*7 

Sykes’s tact in dealing w ith the Vatican was matched by Picot’s shrewd
ness. O n 14 April, during a meeting with Pacelli and Cardinal Gasquet, 
in Sykes’s presence, Picot unexpectedly suggested that the moment m ight 
be opportune to consolidate the Catholic institutions in the Orient. W ith 
the Provisional Government in Russia disclaiming annexationist am
bitions in Asia Minor, a favourable opportunity had arisen to undo the 
Constantinople Agreement. Sykes suspected that Picot, while harp
ing on the Vatican’s fears o f the Orthodox Church, in fact was hoping, 
w ith the Holy See’s backing, to re-establish the French m onopoly o f  
protection for Roman Catholics in the Orient. I f this was die case, he was 
even more inclined than before to welcome an Italian contingent in 
Jerusalem and Bethlehem, in order to counterbalance die French.** The 
Italians had always resisted the traditional French claim to be sole pro
tector o f the Catholics in the East. So had the Spaniards who regarded 
themselves ’independent o f French protection’, and insisted d u t no setde- 
ment on the question o f Palestine be concluded before providing com
plete freedom o f access to the H oly Places in Jerusalem to the Spanish 
Catholics.** W ith the Latin countries in disarray, and with the Pope’s 
blessing to Sykes, which in the circumstances were bound to have a 
political connotation, Britain had a good chance o f winning the race. But 
Sykes’s greatest triumph was in breaking the ice over Zionism.

Sokolow was taken by surprise when he learned that an appointment 
with the Vatican had been arranged for him. Aware o f Theodor Herzl’s 
ordeal thirteen years earlier, he braced himself for this delicate task. The 
audiences granted to him by Monsignor Pacelli on 29 April and by Car
dinal Gasparri, the Papal Secretary o f State, tw o days later, went o ff far 
more successfully than he could have expected. Gasparri reassured him 
that the Zionists need fear no opposition from the Church. ’On the con
trary, you may count on our sympathy.’ The Pope, whom  Sokolow saw 
on 4 M ay, expressed himself in even warmer terms. ‘The return o f  the 
Jews to Palestine was a miraculous event. It is providential; God has 
willed i t . .  . yes, yes— I believe that w e shall be good neighbours.’ The 
Pope, like Cardinal Gasparri, alluded to the H oly See’s sympathy to the 
sufferings o f the Jews in Tsarist Russia and mentioned the appeal made to 
him by the American Jewish Committee the previous year.*0 

Sokolow’s account tallies with that o f  Count de Salis, die British envoy 
to the H oly See. It was he who on Sykes’s recommendation had arranged 
for Sokolow to meet Monsignor Pacelli. W hen de Salis later met Car
dinal Gasparri, the latter expressed his satisfaction with Sokolow’s
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exposition o f  Zionist aims, as w ell as assurances that they entertained ‘no 
feelings o f hostility. . .  towards the Church. I think*, de Salis wrote:*1

there can be no doubt that die interview left a good impression as 
Monsieur Sokolof was subsequently received by the Pope and wrote 
to me that he was exceedingly happy and felt deeply satisfied w ith 
the results o f  the benevolent and gracious manner in which His 
Holiness received him, as well as w ith the instructive and edifying 
conversation.

These manifestations o f friendship, so far not confirmed by any avail
able Vatican sources, are surprising. O n Scriptural grounds the Church 
had no reason to subscribe to the Jews’ return to Zion.** It believed that 
the destruction o f  their Temple, the loss o f their sovereignty, and their 
dispersion were the penalty for their crime o f deidde. So long as Jews 
remained incaldtrant towards the Christian faith, they were condemned 
to perpetual wandering and unrest.** For the Jews to return to the H oly 
Land would contradict this doctrine, and the Church would therefore 
discourage it. Herzl had felt the backwash o f the animus o f the Catholic 
dergy against his movement but it was not before his interview at the 
Vatican in January 1904 that he became fully aware o f  the doctrinal gu lf 
that separated the Church from Judaism. The question o f the H oly Places, 
for which Herzl was willing to admit extraterritoriality, was not at the 
heart o f the difficulty. ‘As long as the Jews deny the divinity o f Christ,* 
Cardinal Merry dd  Sal, the Papal Secretary, told him, 'w e certainly can
not make a dedaration in their favour.’ Even less com fort could be drawn 
from  Pius X . A ll H erd’s arguments fell fiat against the Pope’s frank avowal 
o f non possumus. 'W e cannot prevent the Jews from  going to Jerusalem,’ 
the Pontiff stated, 'but w e could never sanction i t . . .  The Jews have not 
recognised our Lord, therefore w e cannot recognise the Jewish people 
. . .  Gerusallemme must not get into the hands o f  the Jews.’*4 

Vatican opinion is by nature conservative. Save for the short interlude 
during 1917-18, the attitude towards Zionism remained unchanged. In 
the winter o f 1918, when Sykes revisited Rome, he found Cardinal 
Gasparri unsympathetic, and early in 1919 The Tablet denied the story 
that the H oly Father was ‘a supporter o f Zionism’.** A  few  years later 
Benedict X V  affirmed that the establishment o f a Jewish National Home 
'would deprive Christianity o f the place it occupied in the H oly Land’, and 
his successor, Pius XI, demanded that the rights o f the Catholic Church in 
Palestine be protected from  Jews and infidels, as well as from  non- 
Catholic Christians.** In 1922 La Civilta Cattolica, the official Jesuit organ, 
denied that the Jews had any special rights to Palestine and accused the
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Zionists o f introducing an immoral* code o f conduct into the H oly Land; 
the combined Protestant-Judean-Bolshevik influence was gravely jeopar
dising Catholic interests. O n 28 June 1922 an official memorandum to this 
effect was presented to the League o f  Nations by the H oly See.*7 O n 
14 M ay 1948 the Osservatore Romano, the semi-official organ o f the 
Vatican, asserted that modem Zionism was ‘not the true heir o f Biblical 
Israel but a secular state . . .  therefore, the H oly Land and its sacred sites 
belong to Christianity, the True Israel/** The attitude reflected in the 
interview with Sokolow must therefore have been based not on a sudden 
doctrinal transformation but on more mundane considerations.

In 1915-16 the Vatican was looking for an understanding with the 
Jews. The idea sprang from the fertile mind o f  François Deloncle, a 
member o f the French Chamber o f Deputies and a former editor o f Le 
Siècle. A  Catholic with an admixture o f Jewish blood and an Orientalist, 
he had a foot in both worlds. Before the outbreak o f the war he suddenly 
discovered an identity o f  interests between the Church and the Jews, 
especially in relation to Russia. Both abhorred her expansion in general, 
and in Palestine in particular. O n 23 M ay 1915, and again on 18 June 1915, 
Deloncle was received by the Pope. His Holiness seemed to be touched 
by the plight o f the Jews in Russia and professed himself ready to support 
diem if  in return the Jews, in America especially, ‘would co-operate w ith 
him*. He offered to issue an Encyclical on this matter, but to make his 
intervention effective he thought it essential for his diplomatic position at 
the future peace conference to be strengthened. Deloncle thereupon pro
ceeded to London with a message that, i f  given a say in the future con
ference, the H oly See would champion ‘the cause o f  Religious Liberty, 
especially the emancipation o f the Jews . . .  in the Russian Empire*. The 
proposal held little appeal for the leaders o f British Jewry. Sensing an 
ulterior motive, they were reluctant to make any deal w ith the Vatican. 
The American Jewish Committee seemed more interested in Deloncle’s 
proposal, and the Pope made it known that the Vatican would take 
practical steps to alleviate die sufferings o f  the Jews in Poland. Deloncle 
produced a document called ‘the Pact o f Lugano’, the object o f which was 
to rally the support o f world Jewry for the independence o f Poland. How
ever, it had such strong anti-Russian overtones that the London Conjoint 
Foreign Committee, fearing lest it might embarrass the Allies, strongly 
advised their colleagues in the United States against any involvement in 
this matter. The American Jewish Committee had decided independendy 
to steer clear o f the ‘Pact’ and the whole affair fizzled out.**

B y the spring o f 1917 the matter had lost its relevance and Jewish 
assistance was no longer essential. Poland’s future was no longer in doubt,
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whilst in Russia persecution o f the Jews seemed to be a thing o f the past. 
W ith the fall o f  Tsardom, the Vatican’s nightmare o f the Orthodox 
Church dominating Constantinople and Jerusalem receded. W hy then 
did both Gasparri and Benedict X V  think fit to recall the episode? There 
was no need at the time to revive Deloncle’s defunct scheme, nor did they 
expect Sokolow’s assistance in this matter. Their object was apparently 
different. The reference to the common fate o f Jews and Catholics under 
the Tsar and to the pourparlers w ith the American Jewish Committee 
was meant as a broad hint to Sokolow that, despite differences in faith, on 
the political plane, in the given circumstances, some common ground 
between the Catholic Church and the Jews did exist. The eyes o f  the 
Vatican were now fixed on Palestine. W ith its liberation imminent, the 
realisation o f the old dream to wrest the H oly Places from the custody o f 
a Moslem overlord seemed to be in sight, and for the Vatican the H oly 
Places meant a sizeable territory extending well beyond the actual area o f 
the holy shrines. W hat was glossed over during die conversation w ith 
Sir Mark Sykes, was driven home unequivocally to Sokolow. ‘The 
Church’, he was told by Gasparri, 'w ould claim . . .  not only Jerusalem 
and Bethlehem, but Nazareth and its surroundings, Tiberias and even 
Jericho.’40 The Pope's assurances o f good neighbourliness to Sokolow 
must therefore be read not in the spiritual but in the geographical context.

Given these territorial ambitions, the H oly See was naturally anxious 
to secure Zionist goodwill. The Jews living in die countries o f the Central 
Powers, as well as in the United States, were known to have favoured the 
maintenance o f the Ottoman Empire. The Church leaders had therefore 
cogent reasons for seeking an accommodation with Sokolow. B y putting 
spokes in the wheels o f British Zionism, the Vatican would only do itself 
a disservice; it was only with British support that the Vatican could 
assume the protectorate o f  the H oly Places. Sokolow had good reason to 
congratulate himself on his achievement. The credit for preparing the 
ground must indisputably go to Sir Mark Sykes, but it is worth noting 
that Sokolow’s success would not have been possible had the Vatican not 
desired it.

The episode did not remain unnoticed by the Italian Government. T 
understand that M . Sokolow has received encouraging assurances . . . 
from  the Pope,’ Baron Sonnino, the Italian Foreign Minister told Sir 
Rennell Rodd, the British Ambassador in Rome on 10 M ay. According to 
Rodd, Sonnino was sympathetic to the idea o f Jewish colonisation o f 
Palestine and saw some 'practical advantages’ in stimulating the emigra
tion o f Jews from  East European countries. However, despite Rodd’s 
suggestion, he declined to grant Sokolow an interview.41 Perhaps he felt



that it would be more valuable for the Zionists i f  an official declaration 
came from D i Martino, the Secretary-General o f the Foreign Ministry, or 
the Prime Minister, Boselli, who unlike himself was not o f  Jewish extrac
tion. The question is, however, o f secondary importance, since the 
assurances given to Sokolow by D i Martino on 8 M ay, and by Boselli four 
days later, had in fact originated w ith Sonnino. Sokolow was told o f  
Italy’s sympathy with Zionist aspirations; Italy could give moral support 
but could not take the initiative in the matter.41

Italy had no Jewish problem, nor could Zionism further her aim« in 
Asia Minor. Her recognition o f Jewish rights o f colonisation in Palestine, 
as implied in die declaration to Sokolow, was all the more useful. Sykes 
could have hoped for no better outcome. O n 27 M ay Sokolow informed 
him: ‘M y w ork in France and Italy has had great success. Government 
Committee and Jewfish] leaders formerly opposed, now accord to our 
programme full support. I succeeded in inducing even Luzzatti [the 
Minister o f Finance] to join  our Committee.’ Charles Webster, who 
quoted this cable in his Notes, eighteen months later, commented: ‘In view  
o f Italy’s interest in Asia Minor and her susceptibilities on the question o f  
Palestine, this sympathetic attitude towards the Zionists is not without 
importance.’41

.W hile Sykes was conducting his diplomatic chess-game in Rome, Lloyd 
George was conferring with his opposite numbers at St Jean de Maurienne. 
Time was too short for Sykes, before his departure for Egypt, to report to 
the Prime Minister, but there is no reason to presume that the latter would 
have been displeased with Sykes’s accomplishments. For, despite the 
verbal agreement on the international administration o f Palestine at the 
St Jean de Maurienne conference, Lloyd George’s goal remained un
altered. Questioned on his Palestine policy by Lord Bertie in Paris (during 
his return journey), Lloyd George replied: ‘W e shall be there by con
quest and shall remain.’ He was totally impervious to Bertie’s arguments. 
That the Jews were meek and not a combative race, that Britain was run
ning the risk o f unpopularity among the Arabs, that Ribot was likely to 
reject the idea o f a British Protectorate, made not the slightest impression 
on him. ‘W e, being o f no particular faith, [are] the only Power fit to rule 
Mohammedans, Jews, Roman Catholics and keep peace between 
the[m].’44 Lloyd George may have treated the sceptical Ambassador too 
cavalierly, and the latter may have recorded the Prime Minister’s state
ment too one-sidedly, for Lloyd George was not only a determined 
imperialist but possessed also a streak o f genuine idealism, which in the 

i matter o f Palestine blended with political and strategic considerations.
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N or did Lloyd George make any attempt to convince his doubting host 
o f the merits o f Zionism and its instrumentality for British interests.

Lloyd George conductec^his own foreign policy, by-passing the Foreign ( 
Office, - t V  A” a Minor Agri^mpnf lymainrrl r>K1igafr>ry j
W eizmann was ignorant o f this divergence and erroneously projected the 
policy o f  Lloyd George and Sykes on to that o f  die Foreign Office. He 
was therefore all the more shocked to learn, through an indiscretion o f 
C . P. Scott, o f  the existence o f the Sykes-Picot Agreement. Much per
turbed, he called on Sir Ronald Graham on 24 April and told him that 
‘unless he has a definite mandate to rouse public Jewish opinion for 
British Palestine . . .  he couldn't go to E g y p t . . .  That it w ill carry tre
mendous weight i f  he starts his agitation from  Jerusalem,' and that 
annexation, or much worse, division o f  Palestine, was inadmissible. 
‘Democratic Russia and America w ill never allow’ it, nor would ‘the 
whole o f Jew ry'. According to a note in Mrs Weizmann's diary, ‘Sir 
Ronald Graham was most sympathetic . . .  he didn’t think the situation 
was satisfactory and . . .  a few  days a g o . . .  he presented a memorandum 
. . .  to that effect. He made Chaim understand that though some pledges 

exist, there is nothing definite.'4*
The assertion that there was ‘nothing definite’ in the Anglo-French 

agreement (based obviously on W eizmann’s impression), completely 
contradicts what Graham had stated in his memorandum o f 21 April, 
already quoted. Even more curious is the discrepancy between die 
accounts o f Weizmann and Robert C ed i about their meeting on the 
following day.

Cecil's memorandum44 was written on the very day o f  the meeting, 
and is comparatively short, whereas that o f Weizmann47 is more elaborate 
and presumably some editorial touches were added. The argument against 
the division o f Palestine into a French Galilee and an international Judea 
runs in both reports, with certain nuances, on almost parallel lines: from  
the Jewish point o f view  the partition was *a Solomon’s judgement o f the 
worst character’. The versions differ in recording Weizmann’s comparison 
between the British and French administrative systems. C ed i omitted 
W eizmann’s complimentary remarks to the effect that Jews all over the 
world trusted Britain and looked on her as ‘liberator o f  Palestine’ ; 
England was a ‘biblical nation'; under British aegis ‘justice would be 
meted out to the various races’, and the Palestinian Jews, when strong 
enough, would be given a measure o f  self-government. In contrast, Cecil 
gave prominence to Weizmann’s comments on the French, whom  he 
regarded as incapable o f understanding the aspirations o f  small nations, 
particularly the Jewish; ‘die Zionists throughout the w orld would regard
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a French administration in Palestine as a great disaster: “ a third destruc
tion o f the Temple” /

W eizmann’s statements about die strategic importance o f  Palestine for 
Britain are mentioned only in his own note. He strongly objected to an 
international regime, let alone the division o f  Palestine between the 
powers. It smacked o f  annexationism, a principle which since the M ardi 
Revolution in Russia and the proclamation o f  American war aims had 
fallen into disrepute. In contrast, ‘a Jewish Palestine under a British 
Protectorate* could not be seen as annexation. It would be generally 
understood that Britain was ‘keeping the country in trust for die Jews*. 
W hat is even more surprising is die conspicuous discrepancy in reporting 
between these tw o records o f W eizmann’s statement concerning the pur
pose o f  his impending trip to Egypt. Since this is not a matter o f  a differ
ence in phrasing or degree o f  emphasis but a cardinal tenet on which 
Weizmann built his policy, it is worth reproducing both versions in full.

CedVs Memorandum
He informed me that. . .  he was going to Egypt in order to get 
into communication with the Jews o f Palestine, who also, he said, 
unanimously desired a British protectorate. From Palestine, indeed 
from  Jerusalem, he contemplated rousing die feelings o f Zionist 
Jews, throughout the world, in favour o f  the solution which he 
desired.

I was much impressed, as indeed I have been on previous occasions, 
by the enthusiasm and idealism o f  M r. Weizmann; but o f  course, I 
am not in a position to express any opinion as to how  far he 
represents Jewish feeling in this matter.

Weizmann s Note
W ith regard to Dr. Weizmann’s going out to Egypt and Syria, he 
remarked that he would go on the clear understanding that he is to 
w ork for a Jewish Palestine under a British Protectorate. Lord 
Robert agreed to this view ; he mentioned that o f  cour«e there are 
considerable difficulties in the w ay but that it would strengthen the 
position very considerably i f  the Jews o f the world would express 
themselves in favour o f  a British Protectorate. Dr. W eizmann 
replied that this is exacdy the task which he would like to undertake, 
to bring about such an expression o f opinion, and it is for that 
purpose that he would go to Palestine.

Weizmann’s note gives the distinct impression that C ed i not only 
subscribed to but even encouraged him in the matter o f a British Pro-
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tectorate. C edi's version does not confirm this. Though impressed by 
Weizmann, he remained uncommitted. W hile it would be too cynical to 
suggest that W eizmann deliberately misquoted C edi, it would be proper 
to question his reading o f Cecil’s mind. The formula o f *aJevyishPalfiStiner\ 
under a British Protectorate' wa* comisé *  A«» T lr»y  ̂ 1
line o f  thinking, but it cqtddnot sit well with C edi. Like that o f Balfour, \ 
his cousin, Cecil's attitude to Zionism was cdldurecTBy humanitarian and 
propaganda motives, not necessarily by strategic considerations.

C ed i’s imagination had been captured by the Zionist idea as early as 
1906. Later he was convinced that its implementation was ‘o f  vital im
portance to the world. A  nation without a country o f  its own is an 
anomaly, and anomalies bring trouble.’48 Its recognition, he was reported 
to have stated, was ‘one o f the greatest steps taken in carrying out the 
prindple. . .  o f the supremacy o f Law and Liberty’.48 Following the cap
ture o f Jerusalem he declared that ‘the Jewish Palestine is the first con
structive effort in the new settlement o f the world after the W ar’ .60 In his 
famous London Opera House speech on 2 December 1917, he expressed 
himself in such blunt terms as ‘Judaea for the Jews’.41 W hatever the 
meaning o f this statement, for C ed i it did not necessarily im ply British 
trusteeship. In December 1918, when Palestine was completely in British 
hands, C ed i was still no convert to the strategic concept. ‘I am not much 
impressed by the argument*, he told the W ar Cabinet Eastern Committee, 
'that in order to defend Egypt w e had to go to Palestine, because in order 
to defend Palestine w e should have to go to Aleppo or some such place. 
Y ou always have to go forward.’48 This assessment was even more valid 
in April 1917, and C ed i would not have propounded a view  contrary to 
that held at the Fordgn Office. T o  commit it to a British Palestine whilst 
Balfour was away in the United States would have been most unlike 
C ed i. Weizmann was right in detecting a broad streak o f idealism in 
C ed i48 but was in all likelihood incorrect in assuming that the argument 
for a British protectorate kindled his enthusiasm.

Three days later Graham cabled to Sykes in an entirely different 
vein:44

D r. W eizmann is finishing his business w ith Adm iralty and hopes to 
start for Egypt on M ay n th . He has been rather upset at hearing 
account, which was approximately accurate, given by [a] French 
journalist o f  Asia M inor Agreement in regard to Palestine, but is 
going out with full permission to w ork for a British Palestine. He 
and James Rothschild are instigating American and Russian Jews 
to agitate for this consummation.
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W hether this sudden change in Graham’s policy had something to do w ith 
Lloyd George’s return to London is difficult to ascertain. But, as w e shall 
see later, Graham had been steadily m oving closer to the ‘Garden Suburb’ 
school o f thought, bridging thereby the divergence between the Prime 
Minister and Balfour. He requested die Adm iralty to release W eizmann; 
his mission was ‘invaluable’ . But Weizmann in the meantime had second 
thoughts and enquired whether, in view  o f die adverse military situation 
on the Palestinian front, ‘it would not be better for him to postpone his 
departure for Egypt for a month or six weeks’ . Sykes insisted that 'W eiz
mann should come as soon as possible’ but it was Cecil who eventually 
overruled both Graham and Sykes. D id Cecil object to W eizmann’s trip 
to Egypt because he believed Weizmann could be more usefully em
ployed in the propaganda campaign, or because he feared lest he him self 
would be called on to foot the bill?— a most embarrassing predicament 
since, unlike Graham, C ed i continued to regard the inter-Allied engage
ment as binding. This transpires from  his reaction to a question raised in 
Parliament by Josiah W edgw ood on 9 M ay 1917. W edgw ood asked the 
Secretary o f  State ‘whether any pledges have been given to France or 
Italy which might impede the establishment o f  an independent and 
integral Jewish Palestine under American or British protection’. Cecil 
gave no dear answer, but the minute on the Foreign Office sheet is sug
gestive: ‘This is not an easy question to answer, as, o f course, w e are at 
present pledged to an international administration o f Palestine.’65

The atmosphere o f  uncertainty made Weizmann and his colleagues in 
London view  Sokolow’s mission w ith misgivings. These were reinforced 
by the report o f James Malcolm, who had returned from  Paris, where he 
had accompanied Sokolow. Their satisfaction w ith the newly-found 
French sympathy was destroyed by the news about die Anglo-French 
Agreement, and their concern still further enhanced by Sokolow’s tele
gram to Brandéis and Tschlenow o f  9 A pril,66 which could have been 
interpreted as an endorsement o f  a future Franco-British condominium 
in Palestine. Mrs Weizmann conveys die feeling that pervaded die British 
Zionist leadership: ‘all unanimously agree that Sokolow’s presence in 
Paris any longer is dangerous and all connection w ith the French ought 
to be severed’ .67 A  telegram to that effect was sent to Sokolow, at that 
time in Rome.

Your w ork in France may be interpreted as negotiations in behalf 
o f our movement in favour o f a French alternative. Such an 
impression is not admissible. Y ou only went on suggestion o f  Sir M .
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Sykes to explain Zionist programme M titre d’information*. I shall only 
go to Egypt with distinct programme to support Jewish Palestine 
under British Protectorate. Brandéis and Tschlenow informed 
accordingly. Your presence here absolutely necessary.

Sokolow replied promptly:

Astonished [at] fallacious commentaries. Acted [in] France strictly 
*d titre d* information. Closest relations with Sykes. M y programme 
were ‘our demands’ for which [I] enlisted official sympathy w ith
out slightest allusions to French alternative or any engagement.
Must protest emphatically against misleading interpretations. M y 
ideal solution is, naturally, British Palestine, for this I am working 
here also successfully. . .  with necessary carefulness. Shall return as 
soon as possible.

W hen Weizmann pressed for Sokolow’s return, he was still intending 
to go to Egypt but, though the trip was postponed, another reason 
emerged that necessitated Sokolow’s immediate return. Tschlenow  wires 
all Russian-Zionist Conference in Petrograd, 6 June (new style). Consider 
your presence there absolutely essential and British authorities here share 
this opinion and w ill facilitate voyage. Cancel your appointments and 
leave straight for here. Matter most urgent.’ Although exhausted, Soko
low  promised Weizmann to do his best; he had to call en route on mem
bers o f the French Government but hoped to arrive in London in time.M

The French Government also regarded Sokolow’s mission to Russia as 
a most useful move in the Allied cause, 'pour peser sur les juifs de rassie 
Aim  le sens de la continuation de la guerre’.69 On 25 M ay Sokolow was 
received by Ribot, and then by Jules Cambon. Sensing d u t the moment 
was propitious to pin the French down to some concrete commitment, 
Sokolow wired Weizmann that it was necessary for him to stay in Paris 
for a few  days longer, and urged him to ask the Russian Zionists to 
adjourn their conference for one week. As he explained later to Rosoff, 
his Russian colleague, he was not content with the verbal, though warm 
assurances, and pressed the French Government for a statement. He hoped 
that such a document would not only prevent any adverse moves by the 
anti-Zionist circles at the Alliance Israelite, heretofore successfully neutral
ised by himself and Baron Rothschild, but would prove a tangible asset 
at die future peace conference. Sokolow’s perseverance was rewarded. 'I 
made enormous efforts,’ he told Rosoff, 'and happily succeeded in ob
taining desired official document today . . .  [It] surpassed [my] imagina
tion . . .  I consider this was the greatest moral victory our idea ever



attained.'*0 The document, dated 4 June which Sokolow received from  
Jules Cambon, reads as follows:*1

Y ou were good enough to present die project to which you are 
devoting your efforts which has for its object the development o f 
Jewish colonisation in Palestine. Y ou consider that, circumstances 
permitting, and the independence o f the H oly Places being safe
guarded on the other hand, it would be a deed o f  justice and o f 
reparation to assist, by the protection o f the Allied Powers, in the 
renaissance o f the Jewish nationality in that land from  which the 
people o f  Israel were exiled so many centuries ago.

The French Government, which entered this present war to 
defend a people w rongly attacked, and which continues the struggle 
to assure the victory o f right over might, can but feel sympathy 
for your cause, the triumph o f which is bound up with that o f  the 
Allies.

I am happy to give you, herewith, such assurances.

This was an extraordinary document. For die Zionists it was a political 
victory o f  die highest order, die French Government being the first 
among the European Powers to recognise the legitim acy o f  Zionist 
aspirations, not merely as a concession to temporary expediency but as a 
matter o f principle. Zionism now  became linked w ith the general Entente 
war aims to defend the rights o f  small nationalities. It was formulated, as 
Sir Ronald Graham righdy observed four months later, in ‘more definite 
terms’ than its British counterpart o f 2 November 1917. **

‘T o assist by die protection o f’ is indeed a much stronger expression 
than ‘to facilitate the achievement o f this object’, which was die central 
phrase in the Balfour Declaration. Again, apart from  safeguards for the 
H oly Places, there is no other reservation in Cambon’s letter as compared 
to those in Balfour’s. The French skilfully bypassed the use o f  die explo
sive term ‘a national home for die Jewish people’, which implied recog
nition o f Jews as a separate nation with a home in Palestine, preferring the 
less provocative wording: ‘die renaissance o f the Jewish nationality in 
that Land’ which could have no repercussions on die identity and die 
status o f the Jews in their countries o f domicile. Neither did the question 
o f safeguarding ‘the civil and religious rights o f  existing non-Jewish 
communities in Palestine’ disturb the French as it did the British.

The French declaration bestowed political respectability on the Zionist 
programme. Eighteen years later Sokolow, writing to Ribot, recalled 
that Cambon’s letter, while confirming the historic right o f  die Jewish 
people to Palestine, enabled also the British Government to follow  suit:**
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Lord Balfour himself admitted several times that without the 
Cambon Declaration, his own (of 2 November 1917) would not 
have been possible. On different occasions he underlined the 
international character o f  the Palestine problem . . .  It was the French 
declaration which was . . .  the basis o f the Balfour Declaration.

W e shall see, in the course o f  our narrative, how  correct Sokolow's 
statement was.
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io British W ar Aims Reassessed

It may be recalled that during April Lord Berries fhri»hnding« alwwti 

Sykes’s misa on were billy shared by. theP om gn Office. Graham in par
ticular was full o f doubts» for, as he told Lord Bertie, the British Govern
ment was 'more or less committed to encourage Zionism ', and all die 
hopes o f the Zionists were based on a British or, baling that, an American 
Palestine. M oreover, Sykes had received his instructions direct from  die 
Prime Minister, and 'I am n o tsu & ^ h at they were, or how farhe w asto 
g o '.1 However, by the end o f M ay Graham’s dilemma had almost been 
resolved. N ot only had Bertie’s dark prophecies proved unfounded, but 
the w ay in which the French were courting Sokolow amazed him. T h is 
is rather an odd intimation,’ he minuted on Cambon’s letter o f 23 M ay to 
the Foreign Office. ‘Is it to show that the French are watching with 
interest our dealings w ith the Zionists?’ ; to which he added tw o days later: 
'It looks as i f  die French are trying to get hold o f Sokolow. In the mean
time, Goldberg is proceeding to Russia and w ill attend the Zionist Con
ference in any case.’* B y that time Graham had become convinced that 
die British needed the Zionists and their services, especially in Russia; nor 
did he raise any objections to the idea o f a British Palestine. ^
v_ Graham’s change o f mind was in line with die conclusions to which the 
Government was moving. On 28 April die Imperial Sub-Committee on 
Territorial Desiderata on the terms o f Peace submitted its report pointing 
to the 'great importance that both Palestine and Mesopotamia should be 
under British control’ . The Imperial W ar Cabinet agreed in principle,* 
¡thus making, a final b&ak_with theíno-annexatións policy o f AsquithV 
Administration.* The Sykes-Picot Agreement, contrary To~wlut is genet* 
ally assumed, was provisional in nature; it could come into operation only 
i f  and when Turkey was defeated. It did not oblige its signatories to defeat 
Turkey. O nly after German ambitions in the East had become known did 
destruction o f the Ottoman Empire become an unavoidable necessity», 
and British war aims had to be redefined. Curzon’s memorandum, dated 
5 December 1917, is most illuminating on this point:*
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W hen the W ar began* diere was no idea in the minds o f  die British 
public, or o f  the British Government, o f acquiring foreign territory 
in any part o f the g lo b e . . .  and as soon as Turkey had entered die 
war [save for securing] the British position at the head o f the 
Persian G u l f . . .  any thought o f territorial expansion was absent. . .

However as the war has proceeded . . .  different views have been 
forced upon die Allied belligerents . . .  German Ministers o f State, 
professors and newspapers, have . . .  openly proclaimed to the 
world in what manner and w ith what ambitions they propose to 
reorganise and drill the recovered German colonial dominion o f  the 
future. . .  Simultaneously w e have seen the Turkish Empire 
infected with the virus o f  German militarism . . .  [and] the almost 
incredible brutality with which she has sought to extirpate the 
subject races o f Armenians, Syrians and Jews.

As for Palestine’s future diere was only one answer:

From the strategical point o f  view  it is equally important not to 
allow the Turks to resume possession and control o f a country 
which is the military gate to Egypt and the Suez Canal. Palestine, 
armed and fortified, might not merely become a powerful wall o f  
defence to the Turkish armies on the south, but it would provide a 
rally port from  which an attack might be made at any time upon 
die Sinai Peninsula and the valley o f the Nile. Knowing as w e do 
the view  o f the German strategists about the supreme importance o f 
the Suez Canal as die nerve-centre o f  the British Empire, any 
British statesman would indeed be blind who ever allowed die 
Turks to reappear in the H oly Land.

Cuizon was obviously referring to certain German writers and aca
demicians, whose publications were studied in W hitehall. Thus D r Paul 
Rohrbach, a popular propagandist working at the Zentralstelle fílr den 
Auslandsdienst, claimed du t, unlike her adversaries, Germany was not 
a self-sufficient economic entity. Deficient in raw materials and agricul
tural products, she was at a grave disadvantage which only expansion in 
Asia Minor, Syria, Mesopotamia and Palestine could correct. Similarly, 
Germany could not match England as a maritime power, but she could 
apply pressure at selected sensitive spots such as die Suez Canal. Should 
Turkey extend the Syrian railway to die immediate neighbourhood o f  
Egypt and establish military outposts diere, Germany would be in a 
position to compel England ’to yield at any time’.* Professor Hans Del
brück, a German historian o f  note, elaborated this point:
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The ganglion o f the [British] Empire is Egypt with the Suez Canal.
I f . . .  Turkey emerges from this world-crisis a consolidated State 
. . .  [and] provides itself with railways connecting the remote 
provinces and making possible the rapid concentration o f all its 
military resources in Palestine and the Sinai peninsula, England's 
rule over Egypt, which she has hitherto been able to maintain with 
6,000 European troops, w ill no longer be an impregnable fortress 
in the eyes o f the fellaheen and o f the whole Moslem world. I f  the 
Suez Canal is once lost, all the bonds d u t bind together the 
constituent parts o f the Empire w ill be loosed.

'Germ any', Delbrück maintained, 'cannot and must not allow the 
world to be divided between the Russians and Anglo-Saxons.’ W ith 
Russia in possession o f Constantinople, and England in control o f an 
empire from Cairo to Calcutta, no other state would be able to pursue an 
independent policy. 'It is the special mission o f Germany to step i n . . .  and 
protect the future not only o f its own race, but also o f the individualities 
[sic] o f all other small nationalities.' For this reason she should embark on 
a vigorous colonial policy in Central Africa and revitalise Turkey. The 
Straits, Asia M inor, Mesopotamia, Syria and Palestine must remain in 
the orbit o f ‘European [i.e. German] civilisation’.7

The vast output o f literature designed to convince die German public 
that the country’s future lay in the East was carefully studied in London 
and taken to mirror official German policy. N or was this interpretation 
far o ff the mark.* Events lent support to the suspicion that Germany was 
bent on an aggressive course in the East. The crushing defeat o f Serbia by 
the German army, Bulgaria's adherence to the Central Powers, the 
reverses that the British had sustained at Kut-el-Amara, combined w ith 
the earlier débâcle o f the Dardanelles expedition, virtually opened the 
road from Hamburg to Baghdad. The Mitteleuropa dream was becoming 
a reality. A  German foothold on the eastern bank o f the Canal would have 
placed British imperial communications in grave jeopardy.

Sir Arthur Hirtzel was the first to give warning o f  the 'real and per
manent' danger arising from German-inspired Pan-Ldamism. The British 
position would not be secure until Turkey was decisively defeated and 
her Empire reduced to a 'political non-entity'. Sir Mark Sykes went even 
further. In his opinion it was not enough to weaken Turkey. Exhausted, 
she would fall an even easier prey to Teutonic colonial ambitions; and a 
post-war Germanised Turkey would not only give Berlin a military 
bridgehead from  which to attack Egypt and India, but also enable her to 
stir up trouble among Britain’s Moslem subjects and, in Palestine, to



tighten her grip on the Zionists, the Catholics and the Orthodox. W ith 
the risk o f a revived Franco-German partnership in the Baghdad railway, 
and w ith Germany in command o f Turkey’s natural resources, Britain’s 
position in the East would be at first on sufferance and subsequently 
’untenable’.*

W ith die stakes so high, it was essential that Palestine come under sole 
British control. W hen the de Bunsen Committee was deliberating on the 
future o f Turkey, Germany had not entered the picture. N or had account 
to be taken o f her early in 1916, when the Allies were hammering out 
their agreement on Asia Minor. An international regime in Palestine did 
not then seem to endanger British strategic interests. But several months 
later, when the nature o f German ambitions in this part o f the world was 
grasped, earlier calculations lost their validity. Sykes had to re-think his 
position. An international and mutilated Palestine could not arrest Ger
man expansion. Samuel’s thesis, aired in his memoranda o f January and 
March 1915, was now  fully vindicated. Sykes did not lament the prospect 
o f  the ‘sick man’s’ death. This was in any case inevitable. Since the begins 
ning o f the war Turkey had gone steadily downhill. Epidemics, war 
losses, stagnation in trade and agriculture had sapped her vitality and 
accelerated the process o f internal decomposition. ‘The unspeakable 
atrocities the Turks have committed on subject races . . . made it plain 
that there can be no peace as long as [they] remain masten o f any race 

/other than their own nation.’ 10 Here was a ready excuse for Britain to 
I step in. B y assuming the role o f protector o f oppressed nationalities, she 
Cjcould don the mantle o f  a liberator and justify her campaign.

In the autumn o f 1916 there were signs that die military authorities had 
begun to recognise that the time had come to go over to the offensive on 
the Eastern front. Until then, military thinking had been dominated by 
the doctrine that the main theatre o f war was in Western Europe. I f the 
Dardanelles expedition was an exception, it was because it was hoped that 
a successful operation there would facilitate communications with Russia, 
draw Greece and perhaps also Bulgaria and Rumania into the Allied 
camp, and ultimately open die w ay for an attack on Austria from the rear, 
thereby outflanking Germany. Ill-prepared and badly executed, the 
expedition came to naught, and the ‘Westerners’ gained die upper hand. 
Advocates o f the Eastern school o f  thought, such as Balfour and Lloyd 
George, were swimming against the tide, for the General Staff had good 
reason to claim that the ultimate security o f Egypt depended on the out
come o f  the confrontation on the Western front, and that England could 
not risk seeing France overrun. So much so that on 12 February 1916
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Lieutenant-General Robertson, the new ly appointed C h ief o f  the Imperial 
General Staff, mooted the idea o f  a separate peace w ith Turkey, which 
would release seventeen British divisions stationed in Egypt and Meso
potamia, and 150,000 Russian soldiers in die Caucasus for operations 
against Germany. That die W ar Council took Robertson’s advice 
seriously is evident from  their decision taken on 22 February 1916 not to 
lose sight o f a separate peace w ith Turkey or Bulgaria, ‘should circum
stances . . .  become more favourable’ .11

However, with the fighting on the Western front bogged down, and 
w ith Germany’s drive to the East unfolding, a radical revision o f  strategy 
was necessary. O n 2 September, Sir Maurice Hankey distributed to some 
members o f the Cabinet a memorandum stressing that from  a political 
point o f view , a victory was badly needed— ‘occupation o f . . .Jerusalem 
or Damascus, would not be a bad reply to Bucharest, and would at any 
rate be o f great assistance to our Russian Allies’. He urged that operations 
from  Egypt be intensified and given a more ambitious scope. Russia at 
that time was developing a successful offensive on the Caucasus front and 
a simultaneous onslaught by the British from  Mesopotamia and Egypt 
could both help Russia and offer a fair prospect o f crushing Turkey in a 
gigantic pincer movement. General Robertson also came to realise d u t a 
passive defence o f the Canal was ‘both extravagant in men and encourag
ing to die enemy*. He hoped that once die railway was constructed in the 
Sinai desert, General Murray would be able to make a further advance 
towards El-Arish and give ‘encouragement to the Sherif and to all various 
elements in Syria. . .  discontented with Turkish rule’ .1*

The deeper the British became involved in the Palestine campaign, the 
stronger their conviction that the concept o f an international régime was 
outdated. This became evident on 14 December 1916 when Robertson 
revealed that the General Staff was contemplating the capture o f Rafah 
and crossing die border into Palestine. He thought that, should the 
advance continue into the ‘Brown’ zone, French political co-operation 
should be invited, but Paris ought to be informed that Britain’s sole 
objective was to defeat the Turks. M oreover, he added, ‘w e should do our 
utmost to avoid the association o f any French troops with our own, as a 
mixed force. . .  is for many reasons, political and military, always objec
tionable.’ A  full-scale offensive with the object o f  capturing Jerusalem was 
planned for the following autumn, and Robertson,'it seems, was keen to 
reserve credit for the victory for the British forces alone. The W ar 
Cabinet, in its meetings on 15 December 1916 and 2 January 1917, 
discussed Robertson’s recommendations and approved them in principle.1* 
Opinion among the military and civilian members o f  the Government



was unanimous. Lloyd George’s leaning towards Palestine was a matter o f  
common knowledge» and under his premiership (since 8 December 1916) 
the Eastern campaign acquired both vigour and a sense o f purpose. Y et 
the British were fully aware that they were skating on thin ice. The inter- 
Allied agreement» at least outwardly, had to be respected. During die 
Anglo-French conference in London on 26-28 December 1916, die 
British representatives agreed d u t a French Moslem detachment should 
be associated in die operations, and a French political officer attached to 
the British Commander-in-Chief, Egypt.14

The French were justifiably suspicious, and did their utmost to pin the 
British down, claiming parity status. Soon after receiving notification o f  
the British intention to launch military operations in the El-Arish and 
Rafah area, Paris made known its desire ’to participate in the administra
tion o f any zone which might be occupied in Palestine. . .  and to dispatch 
M . Picot for this purpose’ . The French Minister in Cairo took it for 
granted that there would be a joint administration o f Palestine. The 
French were however at a disadvantage. Heavily committed on the 
Western front, they could spare no more than tw o battalions, and to 
compensate for this they appointed an officer o f  the rank o f General to 
command the French detachment and to act simultaneously as Governor- 
designate o f  Gaza. Lloyd George was quick to detect some ’ulterior 
political designs’ and replied that this was too low ly a posç for so dis
tinguished a General. He also promptly rejected a subsequent suggestion 
to send a larger French force to Palestine. Robertson too regarded French 
military co-operation as undesirable and insisted on unity o f command 
and a homogeneous expeditionary force, while Balfour feared that con
cessions to France would encourage the Italians to make similar demands. 
The latter, jealous o f their rights, insisted that ’whatever was conceded 
to France ought to be conceded to Italy’ . The British finally agreed that 
both the French and the Italians should dispatch token forces o f three 
hundred men each; the French enjoyed the additional privilege o f having 
Georges Picot assigned, jointly with Sykes, to assist General Murray in 
dealing with the native population o f  the occupied territories.14 The 
French and Italians were finally warded o ff and, save for symbolic French 
and Italian detachments, the Egyptian Expeditionary Force remained 
British in character. Lloyd George thus gained an advantage which he 
used skilfully during the peace conference.14

Early in 1917, British suzerainty in Palestine was still a long-term objec
tive; die immediate one was to educate public opinion, both at home and 
abroad, to the idea that Turkish rule over subject nationalities could no
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longer be tolerated. On 16 January 1917 President W ilson received a 
despatch from Balfour advising him o f the complete reversal o f tradi
tional British policy towards Turkey, that circumstances had completely 
changed, and that the creation o f a reformed Turkey was impossible. The 
Young Turks, under German influence, were ‘at least as barbarous and 
far more aggressive than was Abdul Hamid’. They were ’guilty o f  
massacres in Armenia and Syria more horrible than any recorded in the 
history even o f those unhappy countries. . .  The interests o f peace and die 
claims o f nationality alike require that Turkish rule over alien races shall 
i f  possible, be brought to an end.’17 

Such an argument did not travel well. America was not at war with 
Turkey and public opinion there was predominandy Turcophile. More* 
over, Germany exercised a strong enough influence over the American 
press to counter British accusations. Aware o f these shortcomings, on 
i  February 1917 Lloyd George instructed Captain John Buchan, the 
newly-appointed Director o f the Propaganda Bureau:

W hen you take in hand die question o f  Allied and Neutral propa
ganda, I am anxious you should pay special attention to the futility 
and iniquity o f the Turk . . .  H ow the Turk, by his rule, made all 
the arts o f industry and husbandry impossible, and how once rich 
lands have become a wilderness . . .  Emphasize his incapacity for 
good Government, his misrule, and above all, his massacres o f all 
the industrious populations; his brutality . . .  in Armenia and Syria.

Attention should be drawn to the fact that the Turkish Empire 
is by no means populated by Turks . . .  I am anxious gradually to 
concentrate the minds o f the Allied and Neutral Nations on the 
Turkish problem, and the importance o f solving it once and for all 
in the interests o f civilisation.

Buchan was advised to drive this leitmotiv home and see to it that articles 
in the British press were ’spread over a considerable period o f time, so as 
not to make it too obvious what we are driving at’. Until world public 
opinion grew accustomed to the idea o f the dismemberment o f the O tto
man Empire, the Turk had to be discredited and the rights o f the small 
nationalities asserted. The impediment to social and economic progress, 
the ill-treatment o f Jews, Armenians, Syrians, and the Balkan races, and 
the failure to reform the Turkish state— these were among the principal 
points to be emphasised. The motto, Buchan briefed his Department, was 
that *the Turk must go. I f Turkey . . . disappears, the German drang nach 
Osten fails and with it the major purpose with which Germany entered 
the W ar.’ 1«
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In line with this offensive Sir Mark Sykes recalled how  the Armenians 
had been massacred, Moslem Arabs o f Syria ‘robbed o f their noblest 
families', and the Jewish colonists 'impoverished, conscripted and subject 
to vile indignities*. This was the essence o f his article published anony
mously in The Times o f 20 February 1917 under the heading T h e  dean- 
fighting Turk'. Ten thousand copies o f the artide, in the form o f a leaflet, 
were distributed in the United States, the Dominions, and in the neutral 
countries o f Europe and Asia.19 Intuitivdy, Jabotinsky caught up the 
theme: 'The destruction o f . . . Ottoman Empire w ill be a blessing for 
both Turks and non-Turks.' It would be a shattering blow  to Germany's 
ambitions and would undermine one o f the driving motives which made 
the war, for her, worth while. 'Turkey i s . . .  the ultima spes o f the German 
business man . . .  the notorious scheme o f . . .  Mitteleuropa, which repre
sents to German minds the only alternative to oversea expansion.. . .  I f  
you strike at it, the whole system collapses,' in which case Palestine, as far 
north as the Lebanon should ‘fall . . . only within the British sphere o f 
influence.*90

Q n 16 March, when Scott met Lloyd George, he gathered that the 
destruction o f the Turkish Empire had become 'one o f the great objects 
o f the war*.91 Four days later, addressing the first meeting o f the Imperial 
W ar Cabinet, Lloyd George poured scorn on Turkey. Her Asiatic pro
vinces, once the most fertile and richest in the world, were now a blighted 
desert. This applied particularly to Armenia, Syria, and Palestine. ‘The 
Turk must never be allowed to misgovern these lands in future.’ A l
though Turkey was a constant source o f friction, the war was largely the 
result o f Germany's ambitions in the East. The destruction o f  the Turkish 
Empire would frustrate Berlin’s plans and liberate the Middle Eastern 
nations. Balfour endorsed the Prime Minister's thesis: the Turk was 
incorrigible, but the war was waged primarily against the world domina
tion o f Germany; her aim was to expand to the Persian Gulf, and ulti
mately to India and the Far East.99

A t the meeting held on 30 March 1917, the W ar Cabinet pressed for 
further intensification o f the educational drive with regard to countries 
such as Mesopotamia and Palestine, ‘where victories have been, or were 
likely to be achieved*. General Murray was instructed to launch a full-scale 
offensive with the object o f seizing Gaza by a coup de main. A t the follow 
ing meeting, on 2 April, great stress was laid on the moral and political 
advantages to be expected from  an advance in Palestine, and particularly 
from  die occupation o f Jerusalem which, it was pointed out, would be 
hailed w ith great satisfaction throughout the country. T o counteract the 
depressing effects o f the strains and economic difficulties at home, military
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successes were o f die utmost importance; and ‘nowhere did success appear 
easier to realise than against Turkey'.1*

This optimistic view  was taken in the light o f  Robertson’s memoran
dum o f 22 February 1917, in which he claimed that the morale o f the 
Turkish troops, 600,000 strong, was low , and that invasion o f Syria m ight 
lead to a widespread insurrection o f  die native Arabic-speaking popula
tion, o f  the Anazeh and Beni Sakhr tribesmen east o f the Jordan, and o f  
die Druzes in the Deraa district and the Lebanon.14 A  rising o f these dis
affected elements would render die Hedjaz railway unworkable and deal a 
severe blow to the Turks. Their evacuation o f Syria would have a great 
moral effect throughout their Empire, and consequendy even i f  sea 
transport was limited, 'it would be possible to establish ourselves on die 
line Acre-Lake Tiberias-Deraa within three months. W e should thus 
effectively occupy the whole o f  Palestine.' However, the Turk proved 
more resilient than expected and a rising in Syria and Mesopotamia never 
materialised. The British assault on Gaza mi 26 March had ended in 
failure. O f this the W ar Cabinet, during its meeting on 2 April, was 
unaware. But even when the news reached London, compounded by the 
subsequent setback in Gaza on 17-19 A pril,11 the objective which the 
British set for themselves remained essentially unaltered. General M urray 
was instructed to take every favourable opportunity to drive the Turkish 
forces out o f Palestine.11 A  few  days later, General Smuts expressed very 
decided views at a W ar Cabinet meeting (which reflected also those o f die 
Prime Minister) as to the strategic importance o f Palestine to the future o f  
the British Empire. Despite the defeats on die Gaza front, he wished to 
pursue the campaign there ‘with great determination’.17

This was by no means a matter o f  prestige or insistence cm a victory 
which the public needed so badly. It concerned the vital interests o f  
imperial security. A  memorandum by Leopold Am ery, dated 11 April 
I9i7> gives a useful insight into die thinking now  asserting itself in 
W hitehall. W eighing what was the ‘irreducible minimum* for Britain on 
possible terms o f peace with Germany he wrote:

W e cannot afford to let [Germany] succeed to the point o f  domina
ting Europe and becoming the starting point o f a second attempt 
to strike at the British Empire from a larger base. Still less can w e j  
afford to let it succeed to the point o f dominating the Middle 
East— and threatening our whole position in Egypt, India and 
Eastern Seas.

M oreover, evidence suggested that Germany was aiming to fortify her 
position in East Africa, in which case:
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installed at the gates o f Egypt, on one side, and in East Africa on 
the other, the Prussian instinct would never rest till the tw o linked 
up together, and the great Railway Empire became continuous from 
Hamburg to Lake Nyasa. German control o f Palestine, combined 
with German reacquisition o f East Africa is, indeed, the greatest 
o f  all dangers which can confront the British Empire in the future.

Only when the British were entrenched in Palestine and Mesopotamia, 
the French in Syria, and the Russians in occupation o f Greater Armenia, 
Constantinople and the Straits, would 'an effective buffer against the 
Central Powers . . .  be provided.’ So long as die Germans remained on 
French and Belgian soil, and Turkey-in-Asia remained intact, Britain 
could not entertain the idea o f a peace conference.ts In Am ery’s eyes, the 
Eastern theatre o f war had acquired a status o f  parity with that in Western 
Europe.

Am ery’s memorandum was distributed among the Cabinet with the 
Prime Minister’s permission, i f  not encouragement. It coincided with 
Am ery’s appointment as one o f  the principal secretaries to the Sub- 
Committee on Territorial Desiderata on the Terms o f Peace, presided 
over by Curzon. Other members were Lord Robert C edi, acting Fordgn 
Secretary, Austen Chamberlain, Secretary o f State for India, W . Long, 
Colonial Secretary, General Smuts, representing South Africa, J. D . 
Hazen, representing Canada, W . F. Massey, Prime Minister o f N ew  
Zealand, Sir E. P. Morris, Prime Minister o f Newfoundland, and Sir S. P. 
Sinha, representing the Executive Council o f Bengal. This Committee 
replaced that headed by Louis Mallet, which had failed to outline a 
coherent policy. Curzon’s lead, by contrast, was both determined and 
ambitious. A t the first meeting on 17 April, and again on the 19th, he 
pointed out that the establishment o f German naval and submarine bases 
in East Africa would constitute a 'very serious menace’ to British sea 
routes round die Cape and through the Suez Canal. In this context he 
drew sperial attention to Palestine, which had been left 'undetermined in 
the agreement*. In his opinion, the only safe solution was for it to be 
included in a British Protectorate. He understood that the Zionists in 
particular 'would be very much opposed to Palestine being under any 
other flag or under a condominium*. Curzon was supported by Smuts, 
who considered this question from  both the military and the political 
point o f view , 'the most important’ o f all questions under discussion.

W e ought to secure the command o f  Palestine . . .  Any other Power 
[there] would be a very serious menace to our communications.
O ur control o f Palestine and Mesopotamia, which would, no doubt,
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eventually be connected by railway with each other, would cover
the whole approach to the East protecting both Egypt and the
Persian Gulf.

Smuts thought that Palestine’s frontier should be extended farther north 
to its natural boundary at the Leontes, and in particular bring in die 
Hauran region. Otherwise the French presence in Syria and the Russian in 
Armenia was welcome. It could provide an additional barrier to contain 
Germany’s expansion to the East.

The ideas advanced by Curzon and Smuts won the unanimous approval 
o f  the Sub-Committee. Although pleased by this, Am ery reminded the 
Sub-Committee that Curzon’s interpretation was incompatible w ith the 
Asia Minor Agreement, and that the French parliamentary committee on 
foreign affairs had recently adopted a secret resolution stating that, with 
the exception o f a small enclave, Palestine should belong to France. This 
hardly affected Curzon and his colleagues, as is evident from  their report. 
Their desiderata were restated unequivocally, but to ensure that Palestine 
fell under Britain’s ’definite and exclusive’ control, they recommended 
modification o f the M ay 1916 Agreement and an extension o f the British 
sphere as far as the river Leontes and northern Hauran.**

This was all the more remarkable as, three days earlier, on 25 April, the 
W ar Cabinet had taken the view  that although sooner or later the Sykes- 
Picot Agreement would have to be reconsidered, in view  o f French 
susceptibilities, ‘no action should at present be taken in this matter’. Lloyd 

’ George recalled that at the recent inter-Allied Conference at Saint-Jean 
‘ de Maurienne his hint that Palestine should come under British control 
had been ‘very coldly received’.*0 This was not the only reason that 
impelled him to accept Curzon’s report with some reservations, however 
close it came to his own convictions. The report pointed to an ideal at 
which the British should aim, but it was highly questionable whether it 
was practicable should the war end in stalemate. I f  Germany were left in 
possession o f a great deal o f Allied territory, Britain would have to barter 
away, at the peace conference, any territories that she might have con
quered. ‘Russia would come after having suffered more than seven million 
casualties, and France with nearly tw o million dead; could we under such 
conditions claim that they should get nothing and w e should have prac
tically everything?’ He suggested that the question might arise ‘even 
within a few weeks’ . The telegrams from Russia showed that the party o f 
non-annexation seemed to be getting the upper hand, and ‘it would be 
very difficult i f  our only response was a demand for all territories men
tioned in the Report*. Curzon thereupon agreed that the idea o f non
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annexation raised very great difficulties.*1

In Russia, since the M ardi Revolution, non-annexationism had become 
the slogan o f the day, while in the United States it found its most eloquent 
exponent in President W ilson. It constituted the most serious threat to 
British war aims. Henceforth, one o f the gravest dilemmas o f British 
diplomacy was how to achieve their desiderata without giving offence to 
the Allies. This could be done only by a marriage with the prindple o f 
self-determination. It was here that the importance o f Zionism, as far as 
Palestine was concerned, came in. It provided a cloak under which Britain 
could appear free from  any annexationist taint. The anti-Turkish crusade 
was essentially negative in nature, and as such could hardly commend 
itself to American and Russian opinion; but, when clothed in the ideo
logical garb o f struggle for the liberation o f small nationalities, it acquired 
a different aspect. The device was not a British monopoly. Germany, too, 
disguised her imperial ambitions as protection o f small nationalities, 
though in other parts o f the world.** This was w hy publications about 
German-Jewish relations regarding Palestine were studied in London with 
particular interest. Arnold Toynbee, in charge o f Turkish affairs at the 
Intelligence Bureau o f  die Department o f  Information, took note o f 
David Trietsch, a German Zionist publicist, who argued that ‘in a certain 
sense the Jews are a Near Eastern element in Germany and a German 
element in Turkey', and that ‘there are possibilities in a German protector
ate over the Jews as well as over Islam’. But Toynbee felt certain that

Other Powers than Germany may take these possibilities to heart 
. . .  There are Zionists who would like to see Palestine a British 
Protectorate, with the prospect o f growing into a British Dominion. 
Certainly, i f  Jewish Colonies are to make progress it can be secured 
only by better public administration than under Ottoman 
Government.**

The wishes o f  the Zionists in Britain were well known, as were those 
o f  the majority o f Palestinian Jews, whose attitude, formerly pro-Turk, 
had been transformed by the contrast between their ill-treatment by 
Djemal Pasha and the correct behaviour o f the British to the refugees in 
Alexandria. W hat they wanted, Ormsby-Gore noted, was ‘either British 
Palestine or . . . under the United States, preferably die former’. For 
France they had litde inclination, hi the Levant the French had the reputa
tion o f forcing their own culture on subject peoples, and the Jews feared 
that under the French they would be unable to rebuild their nadon and 
bring about a renaissance o f Hebrew culture. Ormsby-Gore concluded:



The important point is that die Zionist leaden regard die success o f  
our arms as the only hope for Zionism and at the same time do not 
want to have the responsibility o f  polidcal control o f Palestine . . .
A ll that Zionism seeks now is to give the Jewish people freedom to 
settle, acquire land and build up industries and schools.

But i f  the British and Palestinian Jews could be relied upon, the position 
o f Jewry elsewhere on the question o f British trusteeship was less certain. 
From the beginning o f the war, their attitude to the Allies had been 
determined on the one hand by the treatment meted out to their co
religionists in Russia, and on the other by the exemplary behaviour o f  the 
Germans in the occupied territories o f Eastern Europe and the protection 
they afforded to the Palestinian Jews. Deliberate leaks (not necessarily 
accurate) that, following the success o f German arms, Palestine would be 
given as a gift to die Jews, also made their mark. The fall o f Tsardom in 
Russia and America's entry into the war in April 1917, had some effect on 
their attitude to the Allied cause in general, but did not necessarily make 
them more enthusiastic about the idea o f British suzerainty in Palestine. 
N or did the world Zionist movement give any indication o f  which 
power it preferred as trustee. There was however no longer any doubt as 
to its weight and influence in the Jewish world. In the United States the 
Zionists had gained considerable strength. In Justice Brandéis, Ormsby- 
Gore noted, 'they acquired a leader o f note, ability and character*, and 
since their reconciliation with the American Jewish Committee in March 
1916, they effectively controlled the policy o f organised Jewry. Even 
more spectacular was the advance o f the movement in Russia. Jewish 
nationalism made itself felt in South Africa, Rumania, Galicia, and to a 
lesser degree in Italy and Holland.*4 The main problem was how  to draw 
it closer to the Allied camp, Britain in particular, in order to neutralise 
the anti-annexationist trend in Russia and America and pre-empt Ger
many’s initiative. On this point Ormsby-Gore gave an answer as early 
as February 1917.** Toynbee took a similar view . Fifty years later he 
recalled:*4

Zionism was the key. The Western powers must make themselves 
agents for the fulfilment o f the Zionists* aspirations. Here was 
something that might swing Jewish sympathies over to the Allies* 
side— at any rate in the United States, and perhaps also in Central 
Europe.

W hen H.M .G. noticed this trump card in their hand, they were 
o f course, eager to play i t . . .
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II A  Missed Opportunity

Am ong those who benefited most from the Revolution in Russia in 
February-March 1917, were the 5,000,000 Russian Jews. The abolition o f 
the disabilities to which they had been hitherto subjected was greeted by 
their co-religionists all over the world w ith rejoicing; it released tre
mendous sources o f vitality within the Jewish community, which became 
manifest in all fields o f cultural and political activity. Though they com
prised only four per cent o f  the total population, their influence far 
exceeded their numerical strength. They were active in the Socialist 
parties, but carried greater weight within the Constitutional Democratic 
Party, the Cadets. The fret that a number o f individuals played a promin
ent rôle among the extreme Left misled some foreign correspondents, 
notably that o f the London Times, into believing that die Jews as a whole 
were a disruptive and anti-war element. Contemporary investigations 
disproved it; those conducted on behalf o f the Conjoint Foreign Com 
mittee show that die bulk o f Russian Jewry stood on the moderate side, 
and even the Socialists among them were predominandy associated with 
the Menshevik wing. The Bund repeatedly affirmed its loyalty to the 
Provisional Government and rejected the idea o f a separate peace with the 
Central Powers. The middle classes identified themselves fully with the 
Constitutional Democratic Party, while the Union o f Jewish Soldiers 
pledged themselves to fulfil their patriotic duty. Jews qua Jews felt 
instinctively that their real interests lay in a stable government and the 
maintenance o f liberty. The Provisional Government had brought their 
enfranchisement, Prime Minister Lw ow  had distinguished himself during 
the Tsarist regime by a courageous protest against anti-Semitic circulars 
o f the General Staff, and Alexander Kerensky, his successor, was one o f 
the prime movers behind the Edict o f  Emancipation. Russian Jews had 
therefore no reason to feel ungrateful; with the exception o f a minority 
o f  extremists, who cut their links with their own people, Russian Jews in 
fret constituted one o f  the main props o f the Provisional Government.1 
This did not necessarily mean that they were ipso facto prepared to sub
scribe blindly to Entente war aims. In this respect they were, as Charles 
W ebster rightly said, V ery lukewarm’.1
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The most influential party in post-revolutionary Russia was the Zionist. 
Its rise was spectacular. The number o f enrolled members, which before 
the war amounted to 25,000, rose steeply in the spring o f 1917 to 140,000.* 
B y die turn o f 1918 there were 1,200 registered local Zionist societies all 
over the country with 300,000 active members.4 This figure did not 
include the former Russian territories o f  Poland, Lithuania, and Bess
arabia, then under German and Austrian occupation, where Zionist 
influence was considerable. The elections to an All-Jewish Congress held 
in Southern Russia showed that out o f the total o f 187,485 votes, the 
Zionists (including the Labour Zionists) secured 59 per cent, the Socialist 
parties 28 per cent, and the conservative Religious Party (Achduth) 13 
per cent. Since the Achduth majority entertained strong pro-Zionist 
leanings,* it is clear that the Zionist movement enjoyed overwhelming 
support within the Russian Jewish community. These statistics say nothing 
o f those outside the movement, w ho by tradition and by sentiment were

(attached to Palestine. British M ilitary Intelligence estimated that ‘the 
great mass o f the 6,000,000 Jews in Russia have been more or less in 
sympathy w ith the Zionist cause’ .4 Yechiel Tschlenow was not exag
gerating when in his inaugural address to die Zionist Conference in 
Petrograd on 6 June 1917, he said that Zionism had become a mass move
ment and as such, in a free country, a formidable political factor.7

Spontaneous public gatherings and demonstrations illustrated this; the 
one held in Odessa in spring 1917 was the most impressive. A  hundred 
and fifty thousand men marched in the streets on the heels o f  several 
battalions o f Jewish soldiers displaying blue and white banners and posters 
with slogans like: ‘Liberty in Russia’ , 'Liberty in Palestine’, while the local 
military Governor took the salute. In Kiev, where a procession on a 
similar scale took place, the Tow n Hall was bedecked with Zionist flags 
and the municipal orchestra greeted the crowd with the Jewish national 
anthem. The spectacle was repeated in other cities. In Turkestan and 
Bokhara the Ashkenazi and Sephardi communities joined hands in 
pledging their support for a Jewish Palestine. 'In the whole o f Turkestan’ , 
a delegate from Samarkand told the conference o f 6 June, ‘there are no 
Jews who are not Zionists,’ and the delegation o f Jewish soldiers declared 
that ‘practically ail Jewish soldiers in the front are Zionists' ; as soon as the war 
was over they would be ready to go to Palestine.4

These facts were mentioned in an appendix to Colonel Hankey’s 
memorandum to the W ar Cabinet in October 1917, when the Balfour 
Declaration was hanging fire, but during the spring o f that year the 
strength o f the Zionist movement in Russia and its usefulness to Britain 
were not recognised in official circles in London. Reports suggested that
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Russian Jews as a whole were pacifists and anti-British in sentiment. 
Lockhart was particularly disquieted by die conspicuous rôle the Jews 
were playing in the leadership o f the Social Revolutionary party and in 
its press, which was ‘almost entirely in Jewish hands’. Major-General 
Alfred Knox, M ilitary Attache at the British Embassy in Petrograd, 
referred to the Jews as an ‘extreme element’ with whom  even the Council 
o f W orkers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies was powerless to contend. The Social 
Revolutionary and the Bolshevik parties had become the source o f in
creasingly anti-Entente propaganda and the General was worried by the 
demoralising effect it was having on the Russian army and by the disas
trous decline in production, which fell to 30 to 60 per cent o f normal 
output.*

The British Labour Delegation which visited Russia in April-M ay 1917 
also gained die impression that the influence o f the Jewish Socialists, 
which they said was 'very strong’, had nearly always been anti-British. 
It was they who at delegate meetings invariably brought up questions 
relating to English rule in Ireland, Egypt, or India, equating it with 
German imperialism. They urged ‘immediate peace at almost any price’ . 
This report, taken together w ith that o f the Vice-Consul in Nikolaev 
alleging that the Jews were working against England and were strongly in 
favour o f Germany, made bitter reading. England was labelled Russia’s 
‘w on t enemy’ and the dominating theme o f the speeches and reports in 
the local press was peace.10

This Anglophobia was not surprising. It merely reflected die prevailing 
mood in the country. From the beginning o f hostilities the Russian 
people were convinced that they had been bearing more than their fair 
share o f the burdens o f war. Russian losses were counted in millions, those 
o f England only in thousands, and Germanophile circles (amongst whom 
were members o f the Russian Court) were diverting public discontent 
against the Western Allies, especially England. The March Revolution 
contributed litde to the improvement o f relations. The press accused 
England o f waging a capitalist and imperialist war, and Buchanan’s 
complaint on this score was matched by Kerensky’s about the absence o f 
cordiality towards the new regime. Expressions o f sympathy for the fate 
o f the Tsarist family, comments in some British papers on Russia’s internal 
affairs, and the deeply ingrained suspicion that the continuation o f the war 
was largely London’s doing, did not endear Britain to the Russian public.11

But the Jews had particular reason for grievance. W ere not the hands o f 
the British Government contaminated by an unholy alliance with the 
Tsar? Did not some British papen, notably The Times, the Morning Post, 
the Pall Mall Gazette and the Daily Mail project an anti-Semitic image?1*
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Particularly notorious was the Petrograd correspondent o f The Times 
whose report on student unrest at die University o f Dorpat outraged both 
Jews and non-Jews. The University authorities saw in it ‘nothing but 
insinuation', whilst the much respected Petrograd paper Birzheviye Vedo- 
mosti ‘showed that the Times’ version was completely untrue'.1* The ill- 
effects o f die incident had hardly died down when an English news agency 
reported that a secret conclave o f Russian Jews living in Copenhagen were 
conspiring to launch pacifist and pro-German propaganda in Russia. The 
Birzheviye Vedomosti (io  M ay), protested against such an imputation as 
‘inadmissible and likely to sow discord and rancour between Jews and 
Russians. . . .  W e are all equal and free citizens o f a democratic Russian 
State.' O n which the British Intelligence Bureau noted: ‘It is unfortunate 
that the English Agency should be mixed up with it. It w ill do us great 
harm i f  w e are thought by the Russians to be making any distinction 
between Jews and Russians . . .  It is die very thing which has made the 
Petrograd Correspondent o f  The Times so unpopular.*14 Even less fortu
nate was the wording o f Cecil's reply to a Parliamentary question on the 
Government's attitude to die position o f Jews in Rumania. C ed i said that, 
as the matter was under review by the King and Government o f Rumania, 
it was inappropriate for him to make any statement. This colourless 
formula caused a misunderstanding and the Odessa Novosti (a paper o f 
wide circulation in Southern Russia) accused London o f applying a 
double standard, contrasting its indifference with the sympathy shown by 
the Russian Fordgn Minister, Tereshchenko. Enraged, the British Consul- 
General in Odessa reported: ‘Newspapers, entirely in Jewish hands, make 
. . . violent anti-English . . . attacks [on] our so-called Imperialistic 
policy.’1*

Ormsby-Gore, who in Sykes's absence was evaluating Eastern Intelli
gence reports for the W ar Cabinet, was much concerned. However, he 
always clung to the belief that in Zionism the British Government had the 
best card to play.14 It was at this point that Jabotinsky submitted a 
memorandum pointing out that pacifism was not confined to the Jews, 
and suggested that a British commitment on the Palestine question and 
tiie Jewish Regiment might make a difference.

Give me and m y friends the powerful pro-war argument. . .  a 
Jewish force fighting for Zionist ideals on the Entente's side [and] 
w e undertake to develop . . .  a strong propaganda . . .  for winning 
the united Jewish influence . . .  in favour o f a war to the end.

However tendentious Jabotinsky’s arguments, when well presented and 
supported by first-hand information, they could not fail to impress, as
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Harold Nicolson’s comment shows. The Intelligence Department was 
also impressed and suggested that Jabotinsky should go to Russia on a 
propaganda mission, but he preferred to stay in England. Zionism, he 
insisted, had become identified with the idea o f a British Palestine, and, 
should the Legion be established in Britain, it would snowball by recruit* 
ment from abroad. The fact that thousands o f young Jews in Russia would 
declare themselves in favour o f war, that a pro-British propaganda cam
paign would be launched at mass meetings and in influential Russian 
papers, would set in motion the very movement that W hitehall desired. 
‘There is in Russia plenty o f  inflammable material for a great pro-war 
movement, and . . .  setting it ablaze is only a question o f a strong con
centrated w ill and o f a good battle-cry. The battle-cry, so far as Jews are 
concerned, is Palestine.’ 17

Independently o f Jabotinsky the Intelligence Department made some 
discreet enquiries through Leopold Greenberg, editor o f  the Jewish 
Chronicle. Greenberg’s connections with the Foreign Office were o f long 
standing. In 1903-4 he had assisted Theodor H eizl in his negotiations w ith 
the British Government on a scheme for Jewish colonisation in the El- 
Arish area and in East Africa.18 Soon after the outbreak o f war, when the 
Palestine settlement was cut off, he intervened with Neil Primrose, 
Parliamentary Under-Secretary o f  State for Foreign Affairs, to permit 
shipment o f essential supplies from  E g y p t18 The plight o f the Jewish 
fugitives in the Russian war zone in 1915-16 concerned him also. It was 
‘a terrible story’, he wrote to Lucien W o lf on 29 November 1915. ‘I f  the 
nations have not been moved by what has been published up till now, I 
am sure that nothing else w ill move them.’80 The March Revolution was 
naturally given an enthusiastic welcome by the Jewish Chroniclet but die 
upsurge o f national sentiment among Russian Jewry took even a w ell- 
informed journalist like Greenberg by surprise; his conversation with 
Jabotinsky confirmed his ow n findings that Palestine was the best propa
ganda card. ‘There can be no doubt’, he wrote to the Intelligence Depart
ment, ‘that i f  the Entente were prepared to make some sort o f advance 
upon Jewish Nationalistic lines. . .  in regard to Palestine, it would have an 
enormous effect in bringing Jews— not only in the Entente but also in 
neutral and even in enemy countries— largely into sympathy with die 
Allies.’ This applied particularly to the Jews in Russia. Though an avowed 
anti-militarist, Greenberg supported the idea o f  the Jewish legion.81

Cecil suggested that Buchanan should be consulted. This coincided with 
advice from a M r G. Hamilton, who thought that a high-powered Zionist 
mission, composed o f personalities like Israel Zangwill, Israel Cohen, 
D r Weizmann and Vladimir Jabotinsky, sponsored by the British
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Government, should go to Russia to persuade the Jews there that only 
w ith Germany’s defeat could their ambitions in Palestine be realised. O n 
the same day, a cable drafted by Harold Nicolson, revised by Graham and 
approved by C edi and Hardinge, was sent to Buchanan.

W e are advised that one o f the best methods o f counteracting 
Jewish pacifist and sodalist propaganda in Russia would be to offer 
a definite encouragement to Jewish nationalist aspirations in 
Palestine.

The question o f Zionism is full o f difficulties, but I should be 
glad, in the first place to learn your views as to whether a declara
tion by the Entente o f sympathy for Jewish Nationalist aspirations 
would help or not in so far as concerns internal and external 
situation o f Russia.

The most notable omission from Nicolson’s original draft was the 
follow ing passage:

I am aware that to identify ourselves with Zionist programme 
would be to open up extensive difficulties both as regards Jewish 
opinion itself and as regards French opinion since full realisation o f 
Zionist aspirations would certainly entail British Protectorate over 
Palestine.

Buchanan poured cold water on the suggestion. In his opinion there 
was no great enthusiasm for Zionism among Jews in Russia, and he 
doubted whether an expression o f  sympathy for Jewish national aspira
tions would be o f any help; he was told by a leading but unnamed Jew 
that pacifism was confined solely to the extreme Left. ’Jewish question 
here is always a delicate one and one has to be so careful as to what one 
says at present moment that the less said about Jews the better.’**

In Cairo Sir Mark Sykes dissented strongly from  Buchanan’s view. He 
told Sir Ronald Graham:

I I am o f die opinion that it would be quite impossible for British 
Embassy in Petrograd to ascertain either what were the feelings o f 

1 Russian Jews or what would be the effect on Pacifists acting under 
Jewish influence. Any enquiries emanating from  the Embassy on 
' such a question would only provoke fear and suspicion and answers 
quite contrary to facts. Zionist enquiries could only be safely made 
through . . .  M . Sokolow, D r. Weizmann, V . Jabotinsky. . .  The 
only channel possible would be from  a Jew to a Jew and even then 
the question must be put with the greatest delicacy and care.



1900 years o f oppression had made them secretive and distrustful o f  
Christians. Zionists did not necessarily desire 'the proclamation o f a 
policy’ but only private assurances o f sympathy; in return the Govern
ment should expect not 'direct action and open propaganda on the side o f  
the Entente in Russia or elsewhere but powerful and impalpable benevo
lence deflecting hostile forces . . . and transmuting various Pacifist ten
dencies . . . into friendly political elements.’ He warned the Foreign 
Office to beware o f the activities o f Luden W o lf and those o f like mind. 
'He is an anti-Zionist w ho desires to focus Jewish power at some point 
outside Palestine though he has on more than one occasion masqueraded 
as a Zionist; he has done this in order to stave o ff Zionist aims.’ **

Oliphant was taken aback by these remarks but Sykes, aware o f W o lf’s 
membership o f the Jewish Territorial Organisation,*4 suspected an attempt 
to divert Fordgn Office attention to some territory other than Palestine. 
M ore astonishing in Sykes’s cable is the assertion that the Zionists did not 
desire a public declaration, since this was exactly what W dzm ann and 
Sokolow did expect as soon as Jerusalem fell into British hands. The most 
likely explanation for Sykes’s change o f mind is that, having learned o f the 
policy o f  evacuation initiated by die Ottoman authorities against the 
dvilian population in Palestine, he feared that open encouragement o f 
Zionist aspirations by die British might jeopardise the Jews behind the 
Turkish lines; an argument which held equally good with regard to the 
Arabs. I f the Egyptian Expeditionary Force was bogged down, he told 
Sir Ronald Graham on 24 April:

it w ill be necessary to drop all Zionist projects, all schemes involving 
negotiations with . . .  Arab elements in Syria, whether Christian or 
Moslem. Any other policy w ill expose our adherents to greater 
rigour o f oppression than heretofore, and w ill make us morally 
responsible for increase o f their misery. Zionists in London and 
United States o f America should be warned o f this through M. 
Sokolow; and Jabodnsky scheme should not be proceeded with. The 
Press should be warned that Zionist newspaper articles can only 
endanger lives and property o f Palestine Jews.

And on 8 M ay he again argued that i f  the military advance was halted 
Weizmann should be told to drop propaganda as this could only add to 
the suffering o f his people.**

Discouraged by Buchanan and faced with uncertainties in Palestine, the 
Foreign Office had to shelve Cecil’s idea o f a pro-Zionist tripartite Entente 
declaration. The response to die Balfour Declaration among Russian Jews 
at the turn o f  the year made C ed i and his colleagues regret that it had not
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been published earlier, but in the spring o f 1917 the question was still 
strewn with difficulties and, with inadequate information about the 
strength o f Jewish national movement in Russia, the Foreign Office 
hesitated to overrule the Ambassador in Petrograd.**

Sykes’s warning against any overt anti-Turkish manifestation by the 
Zionists applied w ith greater strength to Jabotinsky’s scheme. The forma
tion o f a Jewish unit destined for the Palestinian front, let alone its par
ticipation in the fighting, would have given Djemal Pasha an excuse to 
carry out his designs against the Yishuv. This tallies w ith what Aaronsohn 
was told by Clayton and Murray. The former advised Aaronsohn that in 
view  o f the uncertainty o f a British offensive, a unit such as he desired was 
bound to put his compatriots in Palestine at a grave risk. T w o months 
later General Murray, though sympathetic, dismissed the idea o f  a Jewish 
division as impractical. A t least a year would be required to train it,*7 and in 
the meantime, he implied, theTurks would have an excuse for their conduct.

This line o f reasoning had little effect on Jabotinsky. Attacked on this 
score by his fellow-Zionists he had a ready answer: the fear o f provoking 
massacres in Palestine was groundless because Djemal Pasha did not 
require any provocation. In December 1914 ten thousand Jews were 
expelled from  Jaffa without reason, whilst the formation o f the Zion M ule 
Corps by those same refugees in Alexandria had confounded the darkest 
prophecies at that time. A  fighting unit commanded the respect o f an 
enemy, and no one could guarantee that Djemal Pasha would refrain from 
molesting the Palestinian Jews in the absence o f  a Jewish Legion. In his 
characteristic style he wrote to the Foreign Office: would the English 
agree to m odify their policy because o f the threat against some o f  their 
countrymen? They would not, and neither would the Jews. Jabotinsky 
was obviously unaware that it was mainly due to die intervention o f the 
German and American Embassies in Constantinople that Djemal Pasha’s 
attempts to destroy the Zionist enterprise in Palestine had been foiled. 
W hatever the rights and wrongs o f his arguments, they found a ready ear 
in Philip Kerr, the Prime Minister’s Private Secretary. Should the forma
tion o f the unit be coupled with assurances o f support for Jewish immigra
tion and colonisation in Palestine, he told Graham, ’it m ight produce a 
very beneficial effect in making the Jews in America and Russia much 
keener on helping to see the war through. I think the British Government 
can affirm their sympathy for Zionist ideals without committing them
selves to the full Zionist programme.’**

Fortified by Weizmann’s assurances that atrocities in Palestine removed 
’all Jewish opposition to the Jabotinsky scheme’** and supported by



Am ery and Ormsby-Gore, Kerr recommended it wholeheartedly to the 
Foreign Office. Graham was a convert and did not need much prodding. 
The Arm y Council too offered no opposition.*0 However, before the 
scheme could be put into operation, agreement had to be reached on the 
conscription o f Russian subjects in Britain.01 A  further delay followed, 
due to a new controversy with anti-Zionist British Jews which weakened 
the national character o f the unit. O n both counts its propaganda value 
was obviously weakened.00 This was particularly regrettable in view  o f 
the deteriorating position in Russia.

Since April there had been growing indications that Russia was drifting 
out o f the war. The new regime rested on a tenuous constitutional basis, 
weakened still further by a peculiar dualism in administration: the Pro
visional Government on the one hand, and the Council o f Workers* and 
Soldiers’ Deputies on die other. It was the latter which demanded the 
early conclusion o f peace. T o the appallingly high casualty rate and the 
general war-weariness00 were added industrial anarchy and a steep rise in 
food prices, all creating a favourable milieu for pacifist propaganda. For 
the ordinary Russian die war was losing its raison d'être.

For the Western Allies this development was serious. Russia alone had' 
enough manpower to wear down die armies o f the Central Powers. It 
was the Russian invasion o f  Prussia early in die war that was decisive for 
the fate o f the batde o f the Mame, and saved the Allies in the autumn o f 
that year.04 In 1917, when the war was not going too well for the Allies, 
Russia’s massive support was needed still more. It was recognised that a 
Russian collapse would set free about eighty German and forty Austrian 
divisions for transfer to the Western theatre o f war; the fronts in the 
B alkans would crumble, and the Turks, freed from the Russian menace in 
the Caucasus, would be able to divert their forces against Mesopotamia 
and Palestine. The economic consequences would be no less damaging, 
neutralising the blockade against Germany and making available to the 
Central Powers Russia’s resources o f food-stuff and minerals, essential for 
the prosecution o f the war. The whole strategic situation would be i 
transformed and the moral effect would be devastating. This was the 1 
picture presented by Lloyd George to the W ar Cabinet at a meeting on 
9 M ay. He left no doubt that should Russia back out o f the war the only 
chance left for die Allies was to make a separate peace w ith Austria. Failing 
that he saw no hope for the sort o f victory the Entente desired, in which 
case, he admitted, ‘it would be a mistaken policy to sacrifice hundreds o f 
thousands o f Uves in attacks on the Western front’. He proposed concen
trating on die Eastern campaign instead. But here his assessment clashed
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w ith that o f the General Staff. W hen die latter had advised a forward 
military policy in Palestine and Mesopotamia, it was on the assumption 
that Russia would continue to exert pressure in die Caucasus. This no 
longer being the case, the General Staff had to reconsider its stand. So 
depressed was General Smuts by Russia's military paralysis and her possible 
defection that he turned down the offer to take over the command o f the 
Egyptian Expeditionary Force. The whole situation seemed to him Very 
uncertain' and he had grave doubts whether a thrust into Palestine and 
Syria would be successful.**

Eventually Lloyd George had his w ay and on io  August the W ar 
Cabinet finally approved the instructions to General Allenby to launch an 
all-out offensive against the Turk in the coming autumn and winter, 
'since the good success achieved against him w ill tend to strengthen the 
moral and staying power o f  this country during the season when im
portant successes may not be feasible in Europe’.** The raison d’être o f this 
campaign was expounded by Curzon:*7

It is clear that unless Palestine can be secured, the position o f Great 
Britain in the Near East w ill become one o f extreme danger. A  
Teutonised Turkey, left in possession o f Asia M in or. . .  Syria and 
Palestine . . .  would involve a perpetual menace to Egypt, the 
disappearance o f the Arab Kingdom o f the Hedjaz, and the grave 
peril to the British position at Bagdad. I f Russia went out o f the 
war, the danger in Palestine would become one o f immediate 
urgency, since but litde time would be left to defeat the Turkish 
army, now in Palestine, before it was powerfully reinforced, and the 
last chance o f coming to terms with Turkey on conditions favour
able to ourselves, would have disappeared.

The problem which confronted the British Government was however 
not merely a military one. In 1915, to pin Russia down G rey could still 
dangle 'the richest prize o f the entire war'— Constantinople, but in 1917 
the Russians no longer cared about the fulfilment o f their 'historic 
mission’ ; the 'Byzantine mirage’ faded away in the prevailing mood o f  
war-weariness and apathy. Prince Lw ow  declared on 10 April that 
Russia's aim was 'not dominion over other nations . . . not seizure by 
force o f foreign territory, but confirmation o f  a lasting peace on the basis 
o f desires o f peoples*. The principle o f self-determination was the only 
basis on which the Provisional Government was prepared to continue the 
war: 'defence at all costs’ but not annexation o f other peoples’ territory.** 

In these circumstances the invasion o f  Palestine might have given rise 
to a suspicion that the British were bent on acquisition o f territory with



out any regard to the harm it was hound to cause Russia by undue pro
longation o f the war. It could have provided additional ammunition to 
the extremists, who accused Britain o f  territorial expansion, and kill what 
was left o f Russian loyalty to the common Allied cause. A  new campaign 
in Palestine could have boomeranged on wider British strategic interests 
and made die Eastern offensive not worth while. T o make the occupation 
o f Palestine more palatable it was therefore imperative for the Expedition
ary Force to present the image o f a liberating army, since, as Orm sby- 
Gore reasoned, the principle o f  non-annexation did not ‘necessarily 
exclude liberation. . .  o f Armenia, Arabia and Palestine’.** The plight o f  
their inhabitants and particularly the Jaffa-Tcl-Aviv evacuation provided 
a heaven-sent opportunity for die British propaganda machine to dis
credit die Turks on the one hand, and counter the non-annexation cry, 
most vociferously aired by the Jewish Socialists in Russia, on the other. 
*1 think w e ought to use pogroms in Palestine as propaganda,’ Orm sby- 
Gore advised Sykes. ‘A ny spicy tales o f atrocity would be eagerly wel
comed by the propaganda people here— and Aaron Aaronsohn could send 
some lurid stories for the Jewish papen.’40

There was no need for Sykes to encourage Aaronsohn on this score. 
Independendy, through Reuter, he had given the world the news about 
the fate o f his people in T el-A viv and the Judean colonies. Sykes found 
Aaronsohn a ready party to die argument ¿ a t  the Jews should endeavour 
to convince Kerensky and the Menshevik Party in Russia that the British 
Arm y was intent on liberating the oppressed Armenians, Jews, and Arabs, 
who otherwise would remain under Turkish domination.41 T w o months 
later Aaronsohn inspired the Poale Zion refugees in Egypt to associate 
themselves publicly with the Allied aim to liberate Palestine. The Poale 
Zionists appealed to Jewish socialists in the United States and Russia to 
defend the cause o f the Jewish proletariat in Palestine 'oppressed . . .  by 
the Turkish régime’, and oppose any resolution at the forthcoming 
International Socialist Conference in Stockholm that might condemn the 
capture o f Palestine by the Allied forces. W idest publicity was given 
thereafter to this item.4*

Lord Robert C edi too embraced the prinriple o f liberation and assured 
Petrograd that the British Government was not embarking upon 'a war o f 
conquest’ ; their objective was merely ‘the liberation o f peoples oppressed 
by alien tyranny’.4* The moment seemed to be well chosen, since it 
coindded with Russia’s diplomatic move for a joint Entente démarche 
(through the Governments o f neutral Spain and the Netherlands) to curb 
the Turkish excesses against the Jewish population in Palestine.44 Teresh
chenko, the new Fordgn Minister, who initiated this move, expressed
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satisfaction with die British note, but Tseretelli, a prominent Menshevik 
leader and Minister, pressed Buchanan to persuade Britain to abjure all 
annexationist designs.4* However shrewd Cecil's formula, die Socialists 
were not deceived. As the Intelligence Bureau o f the Information Depart
ment had forewarned:44

The Moderate Socialists refuse to accept the right o f  possession as 
the result o f  military conquest. . .  They w ill not admit that the 
ill-treatment o f peoples by the Germans and Turks gives us . . .  the 
right to annex die territories concerned . . .  They regard our 
explanations as excuses or cloaks for Imperialism. It would appear 
that w e can only meet them on the principle. . .  'the self-deter
mination o f nationalities', until or unless that principle can be 
accepted by England, France and Italy, they w ill probably continue 
to denounce the Allied Governments as Imperialists.

There was no w ay out for the W estern Allies but to come to terms w ith 
the principle o f self-determination, not only because it could improve 
their own image in the eyes o f the Russian people but in all probability it 
would also strengthen Kerensky who, unlike die extreme Socialists, 
favoured the prosecution o f the war. Such a readjustment o f their war 
aims was all the more necessary since Russia was not alone in voicing the 
new creed. O n 22 M ay President W ilson addressed a message to the 
Provisional Government stating that die United States sought 'no material 
profit or aggrandisement o f any kind’ and that 'no people must be forced 
under a sovereignty under which it does not wish to live. N o territory 
must change hands except for the purpose o f securing those w ho inhabit 
it.'47 Faced with a united Russo-American front, London sent a revised 
note to Kerensky from  which reference to die liberation o f the subject 
peoples o f the Ottoman Empire was omitted, and approval o f the 
principles laid down by President W ilson and Russia inserted.48

Self-determination thus became the hallowed principle by which die 
war was to be given a new lease o f life. It was to animate the idealists and 
serve as a tonic to those infected by the war-weariness. It wrought a 
momentous change in political thinking. But the strategic requirements o f  
the Western Allies remained unaltered. For Britain one o f the most 
imperative was to secure control o f Palestine. W ith the right o f annexa
tion out o f date, military conquest alone could not justify its occupation. 
This was where the Zionists could be useful. They alone could effect the 
marriage between the wishes o f the people concerned and British interests, 
and make Britain's presence in Palestine more acceptable to Russian and 
American public opinion. As Weizmann put it: annexation was inad



missible, ‘democratic Russia and America w ill never allow i t . . .  [but] a 
Jewish Palestine under a British Protection could not be interpreted in 
terms o f annexation. It would be easily understood that Great Britain is 
[intent on] keeping the country in trust for the Jews.’ Weizmann was 
hammering this point to Brandéis and Tschlenow. The latter was told at 
the end o f April that, following discussions w ith leading English Zionists 
and with friends like Ahad Ha’am, the Rothschilds, and Herbert Samuel, 
a unanimous decision had been reached in favour o f a Jewish Palestine 
under British protection, and it was most important that the Russian Jews 
and their organisations should approach their Government to support 
this programme.

England is not yearning to annex Palestine, and were it not for die 
combination with us, she would hardly oppose the international
isation o f that country . . .  O n the contrary, one fears here that, in 
view  o f the present feelings in Russia and in America, it is difficult 
to w ork in favour o f a British protectorate save on the condition 
that the Jews themselves wish it, in other words, Great Britain is 
ready to take Palestine under her protection in order to give the 
Jews the possibility o f getting on their feet and living independently.
It is, therefore, extremely important that Russian Jewry proclaim 
the importance o f this question and brings it home to the Russian 
Government.0

Weizmann’s labours could not bear immediate fruit. In die absence o f  an 
official British statement, his crusade for a British Palestine lacked the 
conviction it might otherwise have had. London however was in a pre
dicament, since it was in no position at that time to make its views 
public. The idea o f a British Palestine had to remain a secret; however 
sympathetic to Zionist aspirations it might have been, no declaration 
could be issued before sounding out the co-signatories to the Asia Minor 
Agreement. H ow  cautious the Foreign Office was on this point is evident 
from  Graham's advice. W hen asking Weizmann to urge Russian Jews to 
elicit a statement in favour o f  Zionism from  their Government, he 
specifically warned him that the possibility o f  a British protectorate o f  
Palestine should not be raised.*0 But Weizmann disregarded this advice 
and, it seems, dispatched his letter to Tschlenow through private, not 
official channels.*1 Its text gave the impression that Britain would not 
accept responsibility for Palestine unless Jews themselves desired it, imply
ing an altruism too excessive to be credible. The phrase ‘England was not 
yearning to annex Palestine’ reflected perhaps the view  held at the Foreign
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Office (a notion strengthened in Weizmann after his meeting w ith 
Graham on 24 April), but not by Lloyd George and the W ar Cabinet. O f  
this difference Weizmann was completely unaware. In the Foreign Office 
view  a pro-Zionist declaration could bear only a tripartite character. This 
was how Cecil calculated his move, fully in line w ith that adopted by 
O ’Beim e, Crewe, and Grey in March 1916. Cecil’s dilemma was em
barrassing. ‘Little time ago I suggested to Buchanan a declaration to 
satisfy Jewish national aspirations, and he discouraged die idea. I am not 
m yself convinced’, C ed i wrote to Ormsby-Gore, ‘that he is right, but it 
is very difficult to go against his advice in such a matter at such a time, so I 
think it is doubtfid whether the Government would or would not give 
such a letter as is described.’**

Regard for the Conjoint Foreign Committee was another factor which 
did not allow  greater freedom o f action. So sensitive was the Committee 
that on 27 April Graham had to reassure W o lf that the Government 
would not enter into any arrangement w ith the Zionists without prior 
consultation with ‘all sections’ o f  Jewish opinion in Britain, a promise 
reiterated by C ed i on 8 M ay. Notwithstanding these assurances, on 16 
M ay Claude Montefiore called on M ilner to suggest that it would be 
‘very unwise’ for the Government to follow  such ‘unreliable guides’ as 
Weizmann and Sokolow. Milner noted that Montefiore was ‘tremen
dously anti-Zionist'; none the less Montefiore impressed him as ‘an able, 
temperate and most honest man’, and he finally agreed with his visitor 
that the Russian Jews were ‘very revolutionary . . .  anti-annotation and 
anti-British’, on whom  any message from  die British Government, ‘even 
about Palestine’, was unlikely to have an effect.88

Persuasively as Montefiore may have argued, he, like his Committee, 
suffered from one serious disability: they had no alternative policy to 
offer. W o lf endeavoured to show that. Russian Jews were, by and large, 
moderate and supported die war party, but when quesdoned more closely 
by Reginald Leeper o f the Intelligence Bureau about possible ways and 
means o f making Jews friendlier to England, he was unable to make any 
positive contribudon. Leeper asked blundy: ‘Suppose the British Govern
ment were to audiorise an official statement expressing their readiness to 
establish a Jewish State in Palestine, do you think this would make the 
Jews more friendly to England?’ W o lf replied that in his opinion such a 
statement would not alter die situation substantially.

The Zionists would, no doubt, be very enthusiastic, but their
political influence qua Zionists was inconsiderable. They were a
m inority among the Russian Jews, the great bulk o f  [w hom ]. . .
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were more concerned in establishing their National Autonom y in 
Russia itself than in founding a State in Palestine. M oreover, the 
Extreme Left among the Jewish politicians were irreconcilably 
opposed to the Zionists . . .  Hence an official statement by the 
British Government might have an effect quite contrary to what 
was intended.

M oreover, he argued, 'die Jewish Socialists, who have far more political 
influence. . .  than the Zionists, would regard it as an interference against 
themselves and would resent it accordingly’.54

Graham, forewarned by Sykes, was not deceived by W o lf’s bias, the 
more so as there was nothing in the enclosed memorandum o f Vina ver to 
support his contention that Zionist influence was ineffectual. 'D r. W eiz- 
mann is always positive that the vast majority o f Jews in Russia are 
Zionists,’ was Graham’s reaction. W eizmann’s star was now in the 
ascendant and Graham respected and trusted him. Sokolow too, both in 
Paris and in Rome, was acquitting himself admirably, and the suggestion 
that he should attend the Zionist Conference in Petrograd commended 
itself to Cecil and Hardinge. Information that the provincial press in 
Russia was under Zionist influence tended further to undermine W o lf’s 
contention.54

It was however not before the end o f M ay, on the arrival o f the dispatch 
(of 23 April) from  Henry Brown, the Vice-Consul at Nikolaev, that a 
breakthrough was made. Interested primarily in trade, and disclaiming 
any religious prejudice, Brown, more than other British diplomats, was in 
a position to probe the undercurrents o f  Jewish opinion in Russia. He 
realised that it was the alliance with the odious Tsarist regime that had 
dissipated much o f the earlier Jewish sympathy for England, to the point 
o f engendering a positive dislike; a sentiment subsequently accentuated 
by a swing towards Germany. That this inclination persisted despite the 
fall o f Tsardom could, in his opinion, be attributed largely to commercial 
considerations. The British capitalist and tradesman was feared, whereas 
the German was not. Brown concluded:54

The Jew is heart and soul for a separate peace, though with his 
customary caution, he works warily . . .  It is not convenient for 
him to show his hand yet, nor is it desirable that his views should 
be known, as a large section o f his community is interested in the 
Zionist movement. Russia is hardly able to preserve her own 
territories, France and Italy have their hands full with their own 
business, and the United States is too far o ff [from Palestine but]
Great Britain is already diere and fast smashing up die Turkish



power, and therefore it is to Great Britain they must look for die 
realisation o f their hopes. The stigma o f concluding a separate peace 
must be on the Russian, not on the Jew, as he— the Jew— w ill then 
secure Palestine, and at the same time preserve for himself the rich 
Russian fields.

Much more complex motives lay behind the Jewish desire for peace. 
The Jews were the first casualty o f the war and they had nothing to gain 
from  its continuation. But Brown’s assessment, however cynically it was 
put, that Palestine was the key to entice them into the British orbit 
proved correct. N or was this diesis any longer disputed at the Foreign 
Office, especially when it was corroborated by other evidence; that sub
mitted by M . Alchevsky was illuminating. Alchevsky was a Siberian-born 
Jew formerly in the em ploy o f the Jewish Colonisation Association o f the 
Baron de Hirsch Fund in the Argentine, and subsequendy associated with 
Sir Murdoch Macdonald's Land Company in Egypt. N ot a Zionist, he 
was anxious to see Jewish colonisation in Palestine developed under the 
British flag. He thought that pacifism and anti-British sentiment among 
Russian Jews were not incurable. A  high-powered delegation, repre
senting all shades o f  opinion o f  British Jewry and headed by a personality 
o f the standing o f Lord Reading or Lord Swaythling, might make a 
considerable appeal, but the most effective weapon in countering the 'no 
annexation’ cry was Palestine. The British overestimated the influence o f 
the extremists and overlooked that o f  the Jews, seven million strong, 
whose power was 'enormous owing to the fact that practically all could 
read and write, which the Russian workman and peasant cannot’.19

Encouraged by this information, Ormsby-Gore hoped d u t i f  the 
Russian Jews were won over, they m ight well buttress die efforts o f  the 
British Labour Delegation, then in Petrograd, to counter 'the German- 
inspired misrepresentations o f  Britain as a self-seeking Imperialistic 
Power’. O w ing to their superior education and control o f  the provincial 
press, they were w ell qualified to create a favourable climate o f opinion. 
‘The emancipated Jewish intelligentsia is an organised section o f  the 
Russian body politic which must be taken into account politically, and 
it might be worthwhile to get British and American Jewry into closer 
touch with it.’ He wrote to Graham:

I really believe our Petrograd people underestimate the power o f  the 
Jews in Russia. It may be small in Petrograd but in Odessa and the 
south it is really something to reckon with. The Jewish provincial 
press is a great force and the Germans realise it and w ill capture the 
machine unless w e do something to counteract their efforts.
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Graham replied:

There is no doubt that the w ay to get at the Jewish proletariat, 
which is after all the most important factor in the community in 
Russia at die present moment, is through Zionism, and as we are 
now  committed to that policy w e may as well get as much benefit 
out o f it as w e can. As you know, over tw o million Jews in 
Southern Russia have recently committed themselves to die Zionist 
policy.

Graham also briefed Gore about his conversation w ith Weizmann, and 
informed him that as Sokolow was unexpectedly delayed in Paris, Boris 
Goldberg, a reliable Russian Jew, was sent to Petrograd with a message to 
the Zionist Conference to show 'the sympathy and support which the 
movement received from His Majesty’s Government in general and from 
M r. Lloyd George, M r. Balfour and Lord Robert Cecil in particular’ . He 
added:*9

D r. Weizmann is strongly o f the opinion, and w e all agree with 
him, d u t the best medium for working upon the Russian Jewish 
community is through Russian Jews and not by sending British or 
American Jews. T o  send such emissaries as Lord Reading and still 
more Lord Swaythling, at the present moment, would surely be 
worse than useless, and the effect o f  such a mission on the non- 
Jewish revolutionary elements must be considered.

The influence o f Weizmann and his Russian-born colleagues domiciled 
in England seems to have outweighed that o f  British Jews, but Graham’s 
statement calls for closer scrutiny. Briefed by Sykes before the latter’s 
departure for the East, he was under the impression that London was 
'committedj to the Zionist policy. This was rrroncous, since on i&  July 
(the day when Lord Rothschild forwarded to Balfour a draft formula for a 
declaration), he himself told W ingate that Lloyd George and Balfour had 
given assurances o f support 'in general terms’ to the Zionist Organisation, 
and on 21 September, he told Clayton:**

O ur general attitude is one o f sympathy without commitment to 
definite pledges. M r. Lloyd George, M r. Balfour and Lord Robert 
Cecil are in strong sympathy with Zionist ideas and aspirations, and 
a draft letter to Lord Rothschild has been under the consideration 
o f  the W ar C abinet. . .  But die whole question has been hung up, 
mainly owing to a memorandum by Mr. E. M ontagu. . .  I am 
afraid, therefore, that I cannot say more than ‘general sympathy 
without commitments’ .



Graham was also mistaken in assuming that Boris Goldberg had left for 
Russia; it was not until early in July60 that he left London. Perhaps die 
fact that the British Government was not yet in a position to endorse a 
public message o f  sympathy w ith Zionist aspirations delayed Goldberg’s 
departure. W hatever the reason, it is dear that the Zionist Conference in 
Petrograd had to rely solely on Weizmann’s and Sokolow’s assurances.

Wei/.mann made every effort to bring his Russian colleagues into line. 
It was o f die utmost importance, he insisted in his cable o f  4 June to 
Petrograd, for all leading Zionist Federations to co-ordinate their efforts. 
Those in England, South Afinca, Canada and die United States supported 
unanimously the plan o f an ’integral Jewish Palestine under British trust 
w ith all necessary guarantees [for] national development [into a Jewish] 
Commonwealth*. He invited the Conference to follow  suit and lay the 
plan before the Russian Government. ‘W e are for internationalisation 
H oly Places and deddedly opposed international or plural control or 
condominium rest o f Palestine. . . .  [I am] authorised [to] state that in 
interview with Secretary o f State for Foreign Affairs, I received assurances 
o f  encouragement and support our plans.**1 

This telegram was despatched through M ilitary Intelligence*1 and there 
is no evidence to show that the Foreign Office was aware o f  its contents. 
It is most unlikely that it would have approved a formula pointing so 
blundy to a British trusteeship o f Palestine, and Robert Cecil (to whom  
Weizmann referred as ‘Secretary o f State for Foreign Affairs’) would 
have been surprised to learn that he had given Weizmann his unreserved 
‘assurances o f encouragement and support*.*1 

Sokolow’s message to the Petrograd Conference, cabled from  Paris on 
the same day, was much more flexible. Elated by his success at the Quai 
d’Orsay, he asked Rosoff:**

T ry to obtain from Russian Government such approval as received 
from  other Entente Powers . . .  I am united . . .  with Weizmann 
. . .  in all our work. W e . . .  consider British protection as the ideal 
solution. Practically this w ill be die case . . .  particularly after fait 
accompli, but form ally. . .  Entente protection is still current in 
diplomatic quarters. In Italy I worked [for] British protection. In 
America too this w ill be the tendency [but] to accentuate i t . . .  
here would be detrimental. W e have to consider the Amour Propre 
and the [French] ambition. The w ork outside Great Britain and 
English speaking countries . . .  must be in a more general form 
and purely Zionistic « . .

W e must also win sympathy o f other Powers because any
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antagonist is dangerous. Moreover, w e have to consider also possi
bility other combinations, whether w e would like them or not. I 
hope you w ill act accordingly . . .  Underline in your resolution 
our irrevocable national historic rights. Emphasize our gratitude 
and devotion to Great Britain . . .  but render also affectionate 
homage to other great Powers . . .  which recognised in their 
declarations . . .  the justice o f our cause.

Despite his professed agreement with Weizmann on the ultimate 
objective o f British-oriented Zionism, there was in Sokolow’s message a 
conspicuous divergence regarding tactics. Faced with French sensitivity, 
and with the fortunes o f war still in the balance, he realised that a too 
outspoken advocacy o f British protection could be self-defeating.

A t the receiving end, Tschlenow had even more cogent reasons for 
treading warily. Unlike Sokolow, who had severed relations w ith the 
Berlin Executive, Tschlenow took an active part in shaping its policies 
and felt bound to abide by its decisions; d u t adopted in December 1914, 
that there must be no negotiations with any power at war with Turkey, 
was still valid. So was the principle o f neutrality. Zionism was an inter
national movement which aimed to solve an international problem and it 
was not in its interest to subordinate itself to one particular power or bloc 
o f powers. The German Zionist leaders untiringly reiterated this tenet. So 
did Tschlenow. However welcome the news about the progress made in 
London and Paris, a one-sided association with the Entente was bound to 
jeopardise the security o f Palestinian Jews.

In his presidential address to the All-Zionist Conference on 6 June, 
Tschlenow paid tribute to Britain’s understanding o f the Jewish question 
but, to keep the balance, he pointed also to the debt owed to Turkey for 
offering asylum to Jewish refugees from Spain in the sixteenth century. 
The ill-treatment o f Palestinian Jews was all die more painful since the 
charges o f disloyalty levelled against them were not true. The Zionist 
movement was not linked to any particular power but aspired to inter
national recognition and the creation o f a home secured by public law. 
This principle had been laid down in the Basle Programme and remained 
valid.**

The conference proved a success. It was attended by 550 delegates, 
thirty o f whom, in uniform, represented Jewish soldiers from various 
fronts, given leave by the military authorities. It won the recognition o f 
the Provisional Government, and messages o f congratulation were 
received from the Minister for Foreign Affairs, M . Tereshchenko, M . 
Chkheidze, President o f the Council o f W orkers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies,



the M ayor o f  Petrograd, as well as from  five hundred cultural and 
political organisations from  all over the country. The Conference did not 
pretend to speak on behalf o f all sections o f  the Russian Jewish com 
munity. This was left to a special congress about to be convened, but it 
considered it to be within its rights to take a stand on the question o f  
Palestine. Its resolutions may be summarised as follows:

(a) The link between the Jewish people and their historic homeland 
in Palestine had never been severed.

(b) The achievements o f Jewish colonists testified to their ability to 
reclaim a barren land and create in Palestine a centre o f  civilisa
tion; a focal point for Jewry at large.

(c) Jewish national aspirations were in complete harmony w ith die 
principle o f self-determination; their right to Palestine, based on 
historical connection, was both incontestable and imprescriptible.

The Conference hoped that diese claims would earn universal recognition, 
and that a representative o f  the Jewish people would be admitted to the 
future peace conference. Satisfaction was expressed that Zionist aspirations 
were meeting with growing understanding in various countries o f Europe 
and America, and that England in particular, which traditionally sym
pathised w ith the Jewish people, showed a 'benevolent attitude*. The 
reference to England evoked enthusiastic applause.**

The Foreign Office was gratified. T h e  reference to England,* Graham 
noted, 'was worked in by D r. Weizmann, and it is certain that our best 
card in dealing w ith the Russo-Jewish proletariat is Zionism.’*7 B y  con
trast, die English Zionists were dissatisfied. The Petrograd resolutions 
ignored their programme completely. 'This verbiage was not what was 
wanted.’** Weizmann had some harsh words to say to Tschlenow when 
he arrived in London in October 1917, but Tschlenow was on solid 
ground when arguing that it was impolitic to give the British carte blanche 
before having any written guarantee o f support from diem.** Following 
the publication o f the Balfour Declaration, Weizmann at last had his w ay, 
but during the interim period he had to rest content w ith his Russian 
colleagues remaining friendly to England but uncommitted.

Charles Webster also regretted that 'die aspirations o f  the Russian 
Zionists were more international in character than those o f the London 
Bureau’,70 but the Foreign Office was not perturbed. Despite Russia’s 
implicit dissociation from  the Asia Minor Agreement, the proviso o f 
international administration o f Palestine was still valid, and the resolutions 
o f  the Petrograd conference fitted well into this pattem; it was rather the 
formula o f a British protectorate d u t could have been embarrassing. O n
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this issue the Foreign Office remained conservative. Sir George Clerk 
rejected Ormsby-Gore’s suggestion that Alchevsky would call on him: 
'his views,' Clerk noted, 'advocating the placing o f Palestine under 
British Protection, may be unimpeachable, but I fear d u t at this stage, 
they are impractical.' Alchevsky's subsequent memorandum elicited no 
response.71 Even more indicative was the reaction to a section in W eiz- 
mann’s speech o f 20 M ay in which he expressed the hope that as a result 
o f  the war 'Palestine w ill be protected by such a mighty and just Power as 
Great Britain. Under the w ing o f this Power, Jews w ill be able . . .  to 
carry out the Zionist scheme.' The text o f  this speech was forwarded to 
the Foreign Office on 23 M ay, but it was not until 20 August that Clerk 
read it, when he noted: *1 cannot believe d u t such a publication at the 
present moment w ill fail to rouse direct opposition in France and Italy, 
to say nothing o f Russia and other states,' T o which Balfour added: T fear 
the phrase ''protected by G. Britain" is fatal— it goes far beyond the 
Rothschild message.'7*

However, what was said could not be unsaid and Balfour held W eiz- 
mann in too high esteem to censure him for his indiscretion. Since W eiz- 
mann's return from Spain, where he had astutely headed o ff the mis
chievous Morgenthau mission, he was persona gratissima w ith Balfour and 
an asset to British policy. It was in Spain a month earlier that W rizmann 
had hit upon the idea o f sending Felix Frankfurter and Lewin Epstein 
(who accompanied Morgenthau) to Russia. A  week later he cabled from 
Paris: 'Baron Edmond de Rothschild. . .  attaches the greatest possible value 
to [Sokolow's] speediest departure to Russia. Baron Edmond told me 
to-day that he has heard d u t Kerensky expects support from the Jews. I 
am, therefore, very anxious d u t American Jews should also go. Frank
furter, Lewin Epstein, Loewenthal . . .  are eminendy suitable.' The 
Foreign Office agreed d u t such a visit might be o f ‘real value’ to the 
Allied cause but to their consternation, W ashington, after die failure o f the 
Root mission, was reluctant to sponsor any more missions to Russia.7*

As it turned out, Sokolow was needed in London, and Boris Goldberg 
could not leave before the beginning o f July. In the end Goldberg did not 
go to Russia but to Copenhagen where, on neutral soil, the rump Zionist 
Executive (Das Aktions Komitee) was due to meet on 29 July.74 It was in 
this forum that the most crucial decisions were taking place. The principal 
dramatis personae were Professor O tto W arburg, D r Arthur Hantke, 
representing the German, and D r Tschlenow, the Russian Zionists. Gold
berg’s intention was to secure the latter’s approval o f the policy initiated 
in London, euphemistically termed 'the demands'.7* Although there was



nothing specific in diese 'demands' pointing to any preference in respect 
o f the future ruler o f Palestine, the inference drawn was that it would be 
British. Goldberg took pains not to mention the Executive by name, 
thereby obliquely questioning its authority, but when Tschlenow made 
his consent conditional on the approval o f that body, it became evident 
that to give official sanction to Sokolow’s and W eizmann’s activities, 
W arburg’s and Hantke’s approval was necessary.

W hen Hantke took the floor it became evident that Goldberg's mission 
was not going to have a smooth passage. Though unable to point to any 
diplomatic achievement comparable to that o f the London Bureau, he 
freely criticised their 'demands’. They were too moderate and approached 
the British orbit too closely. N or did they offer any guarantee that the 
Jews would have a decisive voice in the shaping o f Palestine's future. 
Weizmann's statements aroused vain hopes and bore no relation to the 
factual achievements. 'A ll in all,’ he complained, 'W eizmann and 
Sokolow have acted too independently and consulted neither the Execu
tive nor the Committee in the Hague.’

The divergence was resolved when Tschlenow declared that in prin
ciple he accepted the 'demands’ on die understanding that, to correct the 
balance, parallel assurances must be elicited from the Central Powers as 
w ell. This would com ply with the Basle Programme, which aimed to 
solve die Jewish problem openly and with the support o f all Powers 
concerned. The Russian Zionists were anxious that the right o f the Jewish 
people to a national home in Palestine should be recognised at the future 
peace conference and that unrestricted colonisation should be inter
nationally guaranteed 'irrespective o f the Arab majority’. I f  Palestine 
remained under Turkish sovereignty, they wanted one power or a group 
o f powers to be appointed as Trustees o f the Jewish National Home. The 
Russian Government could be relied on, to give its support. Prince Lw ow , 
when Prime Minister, his Foreign Minister M iliukow, and other Minis
ters were ready to issue a declaration o f sympathy similar to that given to 
Sokolow by the French and Italian Governments; i f  he had not rushed to 
accept it, this was because he hoped to obtain a better formula, expressed 
in more concrete terms. He felt justified in temporising because he had 
received positive assurances that when die question o f Palestine was dis
cussed at the forthcoming Inter-Allied W ar Aims Conference in Petro
grad, Zionist representatives would be consulted. The Provisional Govern
ment under Kerensky was no less favourably disposed to the Zionist 
cause than its predecessor, and the strongly worded protest o f the Entente 
Powers, lodged at Tereshchenko’s suggestion, against the Turkish policy 
o f evacuation was encouraging.
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Throughout their deliberations, the participants reaffirmed their desire 
to  canvass maximum support in all possible quarters. British-oriented 
Zionism was tacitly allowed to plough its own furrow, but the m ove
ment as a whole had to steer dear o f any involvement in power politics, 
let alone o f subordination to one o f the warring camps. The international 
character o f offidal Zionism thus remained essentially unaltered.

The failure o f Goldberg's mission drove Weizmann and Sokolow to a 
state o f near despair. A ll direct appeals to Tschlenow were o f  no avail. 
‘For the last six months,' Tschlenow replied to Sokolow, ‘you have been 
demanding from us a public statement in favour o f  your conception . . .  
Y ou  w ill surely agree with us that before making such a statement we 
must have dear and positive promises [from the British Government] 
. . .  So far w e have not got them. . .  In Russia w e have been given much 
more definite pledges.’ W as it at all certain, Tschlenow went on, that 
Britain was going to persevere in the Palestine campaign, and what 
would happen i f  she failed to defeat the Turks? The risks were too grave 
not to be taken into account.7*

Far from being seduced by the London Bureau school o f  thought, 
Tschlenow tried to persuade Brandéis that die Executive's policy was die 
only sensible one to follow . The prindple o f active neutrality deaded 
upon early in the war and faithfully pursued had been unanimously 
endorsed at the Executive meeting in Copenhagen. It was still right and 
expedient. In the future too they intended to look for friends everywhere; 
they would not determine the future o f Palestine— their wishes were not 
decisive, and a one-sided orientation could do great harm. They would 
apply their entire forces in one direction only when the situation had 
become dearer. Meanwhile Brandeis’s friends in Washington could do 
good w ork in connection with the forthcoming peace conference.77

There was little need to tell Brandéis o f the importance o f enlisting 
American support. This Brandéis endeavoured to do to the best o f his 
ability. The crudal dilemma was— in which direction to channel 
America's goodwill: in that advocated by Tschlenow or that urged by 
Weizmann? Until the United States entered the war Brandds scrupulously 
followed the directives o f the Zionist Executive in Berlin. This was in 
keeping with American neutrality and was dictated by the overriding 
necessity to do nothing that could give the Turks ammunition against the 
Palestinian Jews. But after America entered the war Brandéis could give 
his Anglophile proclivities freer rein. A t heart he agreed with W eizmann 
that for the Zionists England was the best choice, but his mind was not 
entirely at ease since America was not at war with Turkey and Britain 
was strongly suspected o f nourishing the annexationist and imperialistic
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designs so unpopular w ith President W ilson. Brandeis's initial reserve 
about Weizmann’s pressing invitation to w ork in favour o f  a 'Jewish 
Palestine under a British Protectorate*78 is therefore understandable. It 
was not until Brandéis met Balfour that Weizmann’s protestations o f  
Britain's disinterestedness could be substantiated. Neither Balfour nor 
Lord Eustace Percy nor Sir Eric Drummond, who accompanied the 
Secretary o f State, shared Lloyd George’s annexationist inclinations. 
W hen they told Brandéis that it was preferable to place the country under 
an Entente or even better an American protectorate they were sincere. 
Balfour’s idealism, broad humanity, and understanding o f the Jewish 
problem projected an entirely différent image o f Britain from  that sug
gested by the secret treaties, and finally convinced Brandéis o f the correct
ness o f Weizmann’s judgement.

As for Balfour, the prime concern o f  his mission to the United States 
was to prepare the ground for full co-operation, to stimulate interest and 
goodwill. He had also to offset the unfavourable impression that the Asia 
M inor Agreement had made on W ilson. Brandeis's position in the Presi
dent’s council might w ell have facilitated the building o f new bridges o f 
friendship between the two countries. As Mrs Dugdale put it, Brandéis 
was 'a great figure in the world o f  law and politics, to whom  President 
W ilson him self was readily accessible, a man who could meet a British 
Secretary o f State on equal terms’. It was therefore important for Balfour 
to meet Brandéis, Palestinian policy being one o f the subjects on which 
Balfour intended to explore American feeling. His meeting with Brandéis 
was more than rewarding. Brandéis, as Balfour remarked later to Lord 
Eustace Percy, was 'the most remarkable man he had met in the United 
States’.78

In addition to the memorandum prepared by Justice Felix Frankfurter 
some seventeen years later,80 w e are fortunate to have contemporary 
records o f the Balfour-Brandcis discussions; one o f them is an account o f 
the meeting between Eric Drummond and Brandéis, die other a brief 
summary o f a subsequent meeting between Balfour and Brandéis. Drum 
mond noted:81

Mr. Balfour,
I met M r. Brandéis, who is the leader o f the Zionist movement 

in the United States and who . . .  has great personal influence with 
the President, this morning. He was going to see die President w ith 
regard to the question o f Palestine immediately, and wished to 
have a talk with me on the subject before doing so.

I found that what he aimed at was equal rights and opportunities
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for Jews in Palestine combined w ith die maintenance o f  the 
autonomy which the present Jewish local institutions enjoy diere.
He expressed a strong preference for a British protectorate over the 
country, as he had been most favourably impressed by our treat» 
ment o f  Egypt.

Replying unofficially, Drummond stated that a British, protectorate 
would be possible only i f  all the Allies approved o f  it, and added that in 
order to avoid friction it might even be necessary to create an inter
national protectorate. Brandéis did not seem to support this solution w ith 
any enthusiasm; Drummond replied that should jealousies between Euro
pean Powers prevent Great Britain from becoming the protecting Power, 
perhaps the United States would be willing to assume that role. Brandéis 
was by no means averse to the idea, but he still preferred the British 
alternative. He pointed out d u t as the majority o f  American citizens were 
still opposed to the war and were reluctant to undertake any responsibili
ties overseas, it would be inopportune to ventilate such a proposal. He 
thought, however, that in the course o f  the war the position might change 
and he promised to keep the matter in mind. Sir Eric concluded:

From what he said it was fairly clear that the Zionists ultimately 
aim at a Jewish National State, but are convinced that the immediate 
step to be secured is the recognition o f equal opportunity for Jews 
in Palestine; they do not intend now  to put forward any proposal 
which goes beyond this.

I told him that as long as the demand was confined to such a 
general proposition I did not see how the Allied Governments 
could do otherwise than welcome it, but I warned him that i f  
mention was made o f  a Jewish State the position might be entirely 
dunged.

This note, dated 24 April, did not reach the Foreign Office until 
13 June, when Drummond was already hack in London. A  draft o f the 
note was prepared to brief Sir Reginald W ingate but by then Drummond 
considered certain aspects o f his conversation with Brandéis out-dated 
and objected to its despatch:

I should be inclined not to send this to [Cairo]. Mr. Brandéis had 
a later interview with Mr. Balfour [on 10 May?], when I believe he 
took up a much more definite attitude than he did in m y con- 
venation with him. He advocated ‘a national home for Jews in 
Palestine* under a British protectorate, and I understand received 
promises o f M r. Balfour’s personal support for the Zionist M ovem entu
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This summary does not necessarily suggest that Balfour accepted die 
idea o f a British protectorate in Palestine; in fact he did not, but he was 
certainly less reserved than his Private Secretary about the ultimate 
objective o f the Zionist movement which was a Jewish State. Balfour was 
none the less w ary o f making any public pronouncement on this subject, 
although he was pressed to do so by Brandéis during their official meeting 
on io  M ay. Brandéis recorded that Balfour outlined the complexities o f  
the situation and pointed out that any public declaration at that moment 
‘would be hemmed in in view  o f the sensibilities o f die. other powers, 
whereas, i f  we [Zionists] exercised patience and allowed events, to take 
tKêir natural course, w e would obtain much m ore.'88 Though unsuccess
ful in eliciting a declaration from Balfour, Brandéis could be satisfied with 
the assurances he had received in private. According to Frankfurter, 
Balfour’s long talk with Brandéis was summed up in his quiet but em
phatic remark: ‘I am a Zionist’ . O n 14 M ay Brandéis let Weizmann know 
that his talks with Balfour, Eustace Percy, and Eric Drummond on 
Palestine were ‘very encouraging’, and three days later he telegraphed 
Rothschild that he bad had a satisfactory talk with President W ilson and 
Balfour.84 A t M ilitary Intelligence Webster observed: ‘The w ay was thus 
prepared for the acceptance by the Government o f the United States o f  
the policy eventually determined upon by Great Britain.’88

W e shall see later how important it was to obtain President W ilson’s 
imprimatur to a British presence in Palestine and the rôle that the Zionists 
played in this respect. An identical service to that rendered by Brandéis 
was expected from the Russian Zionists as well. For reasons already men
tioned, they had other considerations to bear in mind; but had a com
parable rapport to that o f Balfour-Brandeis been established with the 
Russian Zionist leaders, would it have had a bearing on their attitude to 
Britain? W hat impact would a declaration o f the kind proposed by Cecil 
have had on Russian Jewry, or even private assurance o f sympathy, as 
advised by Sykes? Judging from the general disposition o f Russian Jews 
and the enthusiastic response to the Balfour Declaration, it can be assumed 
that a gesture o f good w ill sometime in spring or summer o f 1917 would 
not have fallen on barren ground.



12 Sir Mark Sykes in the East

It w ill be recalled that before Sykes's departure for the East it had been 
arranged that Weizmann would follow  and that, as soon as Jerusalem was 
liberated, Weizmann would set in motion a propaganda campaign in 
favour o f 'a  Jewish Palestine under British protection’. Weizmann's trip, 
however, did not materialise. The setbacks that the British Arm y en
countered on the Gaza front made his mission less urgent, but it was 
principally the revelation o f the Anglo-French Agreement that deterred 
him. Mindful o f Scott's warning against going on a fool's errand, he 
finally decided that it was better for him to stay in London.1

However, had Weizmann gone to Egypt he would not have wasted his 
time. There the Fashoda spirit died hard and Weizmann could not have 
found a more receptive audience than among the British officers to whom  
the Sykes-Picot Agreement was just as unwelcome. It was indeed his 
insistence on a British Palestine that a year later made him so popular both 
w ith W ingate and Clayton when he arrived in Egypt at the head o f the 
Zionist Commission. The usefulness o f Zionism in countering French 
claims to Palestine was pointed out by Hogarth as early as July 1917;* an 
idea that he must have appropriated from Sykes during the latter's stay in 
Cairo, but late in the spring o f that year, with the stalemate on the Gaza 
front, it seemed less urgent. The reasons that Sykes so emphatically pressed 
Weizmann to come to Cairo were quite different from those earlier ones. 
O n 28 April he cabled Graham:*

Aaron Aaronsohn asks me to inform you that Tel-A viv has been 
sacked. 10,000 Palestine Jews are now without home or food. W hole 
o f Yishuv is threatened with destruction. Jemal has publicly stated 
[that] Armenian policy will now be applied to Jews. . .  Aaron 
Aaronsohn advises, and I agree [that] in present crisis Weizmann's 
presence here essential.

Ten days later additional reasons emerged.4

I propose to use Weizmann easing Judeo-Arab situation by pro
moting good feeling and co-operation; assisting in organization o f
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local Zionists and im proving such o f  our intelligence service as 
depends on Jewish information and making plans for political action 
[in case o f] our advance. It is the opinion o f Aaronsohn that 
W  [eizmann] should come . . .  However, i f  W . sees fit to appoint 
Aaronsohn to act in his place . . .  the latter would be ready to do so, 
b u t . . .  should receive from  W . and his friends. . .  detailed 
instructions.

Since meeting Sykes in London, Aaronsohn had gone from  strength to 
strength. W hen he arrived in Cairo towards the end o f  1916, he had still 
to go a long w ay to convince die British audiorides o f his good frith, but 
uldmately he was admitted to their inner circle* and soon proved his 
worth. The Arab Intelligence system was ‘extremely bad*, and in spite o f  
all efforts to improve it, very litde news could be elicited about enemy 
movements. Even when some information did filter through, it was too 
stale to be o f any use.* B y contrast not only did Aaronsohn gather a great 
deal o f information, but by re-establishing contact w ith his group in 
Zichron-Y aakov, he was able to furnish first-hand reports on Turkish 
troop movements, morale, and conditions behind the enemy lines. M ore
over, w ith his well-trained mind, he was able to give useful advice to 
the British on other matters, including military questions, so much so 
that it was humorously commented among the General Staff that ‘Aaron
sohn is running the G.H.Q.* A  co-author o f the Palestine Handbook,7 an 
indispensable military guide, he was also invited to write for the Arab 
Bulletin.*

Aaronsohn considered himself a representative o f his people. He made 
no secret o f his convictions and did his best to w in support for them 
among the British. The most notable converts to the Zionist cause were 
W illiam  Ormsby-Gore,* Philip Graves,10 Major W yndham Deedes,11 
and Colonel Richard Meinertzhagen.1* But uppermost in Aaronsohn’s 
mind was a swift invasion o f Palestine to crush the Turk and deliver die 
Yishuv from likely disaster. The sluggish pace o f  the British advance 
exasperated him. He was convinced that, i f  properly handled, a lightning 
victory on the Palestinian front was possible. His plan consisted of: (a) 
withdrawal o f the ill-starred Salónica Expedition; (b) a surprise landing 
in Haifa-Acre bay; (c) capture o f the Mount Carmel ridges and the 
Valley o f Esdraelon, followed by (d) a lightning assault on Jerusalem. The 
Turks, he was informed, had just completed die fortification o f Jerusalem’s 
southern and western approaches and, drawing on rich historical pre
cedent, he pointed out that the city had in most cases been captured from 
the north. He submitted this scheme to Deedes on 2 April and on the next
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day to General Clayton. 'Palestine is a ripe fruit. A  good shake-up and it 
w ill fall in your hands/ The General was interested and complimented 
Aaronsohn on his ‘sound logic and thorough . . . knowledge'. Clayton 
discussed the project thereafter with General Murray, O .C . Egypt, but a 
decision could be taken only in London.1*

Aaronsohn's exposition did not fall on sterile ground. W ingate twice 
took up the subject o f a landing in Alexandretta, or preferably in Pales
tine, in his correspondence with the Foreign Office and the C hief o f the 
Imperial General Staff.14 However, London remained unresponsive; Sykes 
later told Aaronsohn that since the Gallipoli débâcle the British were wary 
o f  initiating any further landings.1* So great were the psychological effects 
o f Gallipoli and the setbacks at Gaza, that in the summer o f 1917 General 
Allenby estimated that to capture Jerusalem at least twenty British 
divisions (500,000 men) would be required to counter eighteen Turkish 
divisions, supplemented by tw o German. However, during Allenby's 
offensive in the autumn o f that year, it became apparent that only 20,000 
Turkish rifles opposed 100,000 British; that Turkish transport had com
pletely broken down (the Turks were not even in a position to get their 
guns away during their retreat); and that the morale o f their troops was 
much lower than was originally thought. The British had greatly over
rated their opponent’s strength1* and the analogy between Gallipoli and 
conditions at the Alexandretta-Gaza seaboard was erroneous. Palestine 
was not perhaps a 'ripe plum’ as Aaronsohn’s rhetoric suggested, but his 
estimate that a surprise landing combining land and naval operations 
could have given the British an easier victory was essentially correct.

N o Englishman admired Aaronsohn more than Sir Mark Sykes, who 
thought that Weizmann would do well to appoint him as his representa
tive in Cairo. An official Zionist blessing would have enhanced Aaron
sohn’s status in the eyes o f the British authorities there and raised his 
standing among his fellow Jews, especially in Palestine, where his group 
was practically ostracised. The Palestinian Jews followed the leadership o f 
the Berlin Zionist Executive and, fearing to invite Turkish reprisals, 
steered clear o f the spy-ring. However, the Zionist leaders in London 
knew nothing about Aaronsohn’s Intelligence network and it was not 
before 18 July, following Sykes’s return to London, that Sokolow and 
Weizmann suggested that a committee should be formed in Egypt 'to 
further the Zionist cause . . . and give all possible assistance to Entente 
interests in Palestine . . .  to receive and distribute relief funds’ for the 
Jewish population in Palestine, with Aaronsohn acting as secretary. He was 
reported to be ‘entirely trustworthy’, and the military authorities in 
Egypt were asked to permit him to forward remittances to Palestine.17
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Sykes*s second reason for insisting on Weizmann’s trip to Egypt con
cerned Arab-Jewish relations. He had just concluded his discussions w ith 
the Syrian notables in Cairo and was on the point o f  going to Jedda to 
see King Hussein and his son Emir Feisal. A t this juncture an Arab- 
Zionist dialogue could have been useful, but a whole year elapsed before 
it materialised. In the meantime, in the absence o f  contact, and w ith die 
Turks taking full advantage o f the Balfour Declaration to rouse die Syrians 
against the British, Arab-Jewish relations suffered a further setback.

Sykes had three meetings with the Syrian representatives. Picot con
ducted separate discussions. They resulted in the Syrians agreeing to 
Franco-Bridsh tutelage o f an Arab State or Confederation o f  States in 
areas ‘A ’ and ‘B ’ ; to military protection and the employment o f  French 
and British financial and political advisers in their respective spheres o f  
interest. N o objection was raised to ‘a permanent military occupation* o f  
Bagdad by Britain, and to a similar status for France in the Syrian littoral. 
W ith regard to Palestine the delegates agreed that it presented ‘too many 
international problems for a new and weak state such as the Arab must be 
to assume responsibility f o r . . .  but that in the event o f Jews being recog
nised as a M illet or “ Nation”  in Palestine__actual [non-Jewish] popula
tion must have equal recognition.’ 18 Considering the Syrian nationalists* 
propensity to extremism, this was a successful outcome. The Syrians 
recognised the special position o f Palestine and were prepared to accept a 
status o f equality for the native Arabic-speaking population there, should 
the Jews be accorded special privileges for immigration and colonisation. 
Sykes’s line o f argument is spelled out in a note written more than a year 
later:18

Palestine and Syria must be separate. It is inconceivable that an 
infant Syrian State should be able to cope with Palestinian problems. 
Palestine is . . .  o f international interest to the followers o f three 
great international religions and must be treated as such.. . .  In 
talking both to die King o f the Hedjaz, to Emir Feysal, and to 
Syrian intellectuals I have always found the following argument 
effective: ‘You have in view  the ultimate emancipation and freedom 
o f Syria from  all tutelage and protection . . .  but can you expect 
that the world w ill let you manage your own affairs without inter
ference, i f  the Government o f Syria is responsible for Jerusalem, 
Bethlehem . . .  and the Jewish colonies? If you have Palestine as a 
part o f Syria, the various elements interested in Palestine w ill 
undoubtedly control your own affairs.*

Sykes’s advice to the Syrians not to antagonise the Jews bore fruit, but



his objective was much wider. As Aaronsohn was quick to detect, he 
cherished the idea o f an Arab-Jewish-Armenian alliance as a ‘buffer* to 
Egypt,*0 a concept which was, in due course, to crystallise into a major 
item o f his policy. W ith Russian and American hostility to territorial 
annexation, he hoped that at the future peace conference this would give 
the British the best justification for their presence.

W ith regard to Russia [he wrote to Sir Percy C ox], I am most 
anxious, as I feel sure that the extremists in power are determined 
that no one shall benefit territorially from  the war . . .  O ur only 
weapon with these people is the theory o f racial individuality and 
die argument that w e cannot abandon conquered races to incurable 
oppressors like Turks and Germans . . .  O ur administration . . .  
should have a nominal autonomy under departmental advisers, 
nominated by the [British] Resident; these advisers to have fixity o f 
tenure and executive authority. This combined w ith military 
occupation gets us all w e w ant . . . .

The idea o f Arab nationalism may be absurd, but our [Peace] 
Congress case w ill be good i f  we can say w e are helping to develop 
a race on nationalist lines under our protection.*1

Sykes left Egypt for Jedda on i  M ay to acquaint King Hussein with the 
terms o f  the Asia M inor Agreement and to reassure him about French 
aims in the Syrian interior. He was to reaffirm also die Allies’ determina
tion to support Arab aspirations, but to make it clear that the British 
would retain such military and political predominance in Bagdad and 
adjacent districts as their strategic and commercial interests would require. 
Hussein was also to be told that extension o f his dominion beyond Hedjaz 
was dependent upon its acceptance by the native peoples concerned. O n 
his w ay Sykes called on Feisal at W ejh. Feisal’s misgivings were set at rest 
by Sykes’s explanation o f the nature o f the Anglo-French Agreement and 
its relation to the Arab Confederation. The interview with Hussein on 
5 M ay went o ff equally well. Hussein was anxious lest French annexation 
o f Syria would expose him to the charge o f having led the Syrian Moslems 
into rebellion against the Turk only ‘to hand them over to a Christian 
Power’, but Sykes reassured him.**

There is no indication in Sykes’s cables whether the question o f Pales
tine was also discussed, but the cryptic reference that he had reached 'die 
same point* with Feisal and Hussein as he had with the Syrian delegates 
in Cairo, and his note o f 2 August 1918 already quoted suggest that he did.

The second meeting with Hussein took place on 24 M ay with Picot also 
present. The King admitted that the Arabs depended on Allied help and
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professed his readiness to co-operate with them for the realisation o f Arab 
aspirations, but there was disagreement about the powers to be accorded 
to European advisers. The King rejected the idea o f giving them executive 
authority, while Sykes urged its essential importance, as otherwise Arab 
rule would be ‘helpless and corrupt*, whereas ‘under European adminis
tration it would prosper*. The differences were subsequently patched up, 
and on the following day, reaffirming his confidence in Britain, Hussein 
stated that he would be content i f  the French pursued the same policy 
towards Arab aspirations in the Syrian littoral as the British did in 
Bagdad. W ith this Picot was satisfied. Before the meeting broke up Feisal 
gave Sykes a separate message from  his father restating his position that 
he was ready to co-operate ‘to the fullest extent* both with France about 
Syria and with England about Mesopotamia, but asked to be helped vis-à- 
vis Idrisi and Ibn Saud. ‘W e beg d u t Great Britain w ill endeavour to 
induce them to recognise the King’s position as the leader o f  the Arab 
movement.’, ,

A  manifesto signed by Feisal, as Commander o f  the Arab Forces, and 
King Hussein was thereafter issued to the Arabs in Syria promising to 
deliver them from  Turkish tyranny. It acknowledged the British support 
o f  the Arab revolt and thanked the French Government for joining 
England in recognising Arab independence. ‘O ur duty’, the manifesto 
stated, 'compels us to offer the necessary guarantees for the . . .  rights o f  
these tw o Great Powers’ and ‘when the war is over, their men and m oney 
w ill help us to reform our country which has been ruined by those 
[Turkish] tyrants.’*4

T w o months later Hussein told Lawrence that he had trapped Picot into 
admitting that France would be satisfied with a parallel position in Syria 
to that which Great Britain desired in Iraq.** However, as events showed, 
it was not Picot who had been trapped. The British had no intention o f  
abandoning Mesopotamia,** which Hussein hoped would be o n ly 
temporarily occupied, and the French therefore saw no reason to curb 
their own ambitions in Syria. This was the origin o f  the conflict betw een 
the Sharifians and the French, after the war, with its grim  outcom e fo r 
Feisal’s Government in Damascus in July 1920. However, in M ay 19 17, 
when Hussein met Sykes in Jedda, he seemed to be concerned more w ith  
his own position in Arabia proper than with Syria’s ‘independence’ .

W ith his self-styled coronation in October 1916 making little im pact o n  
his rivals in Arabia, he expected Britain to establish his position for h im . 
But this was precisely what the British could not do. Their obligation, 
undertaken during the negotiations before the Hedjaz revolt, w as, as 
W ingate said, ‘to "keep the ring”  . . .  within which Arab autonomy shall
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have free play’, but Britain did not guarantee Hussein’s pre-eminence, 
whereas he considered that the manner in which these negotiations were 
conducted implied their approval o f that position. Clayton also was o f 
the opinion that the mere fret that all negotiations were conducted with 
Hussein (there being no other prominent leader with whom  the Arab 
question could be discussed), did not im ply that the British regarded him 
as ‘the future ruler o f  all Arab races . . .  Great Britain has never pledged 
herself to anything o f  this sort and has always treated the Sherif as a 
“ spokesman”  or “ champion”  o f the Arab race.’ But Hussein ‘perverted 
[British] assurances into a support o f himself as supreme ruler.’*7 Such an 
interpretation was inadmissible, and was bound to provoke the fears o f 
other Arab chiefs and injure British relations w ith them. The India Office 
claimed that even the status o f primus inter pares, the utmost to which 
Hussein could be entitled, had first to be voluntarily recognised by his 
fellow  Arab rulers. Those, however, considered themselves as good as 
Hussein, and any move by the British to promote his status was bound to 
be counter-productive. It would have made Ibn Saud suspicious o f British 
bonafiàes; nor would Mustapha al-Idrisi have tolerated Hussein’s aggran
disement. The suggestion had to be finally written o ff as ‘inopportune’ 
and ‘inadvisable’ .**

W ith his ambitions frustrated, and condemned by the Moslem w orld 
for siding with the infidel against Turkey, Hussein had to vindicate his 
revolt, and perhaps calm his own conscience as a Moslem, by stepping up 
his claims elsewhere. Hence his statement to Lieutenant-Colonel C . £ . 
W ilson, the British representative at Jedda, that ‘the McMahon agreement 
. . . gave me Syria and Mesopotamia’ ; hence his statement to Lawrence 
that the Hedjaz and Syria ‘are like the palm and fingen o f one hand . . .  
They are Arab countries [which] deserved independence and it is m y duty 
to see they get it.’ T o W ingate such an interpretation o f McMahon’s letter 
o f  24 October 1915 was completely ‘unjustifiable’ ; he found it incredible 
that King Hussein could nourish such illusions. ‘W e must eventually take 
steps’ , he advised London, ‘to correct any erroneous opinion he may have 
or profess to have . . .  in regard to the future o f the Syrian littoral and 
Palestine.’** A t the Foreign Office, Clerk predicted with resignation: 
‘more future trouble’, whereas Graham agreed with W ingate that sooner 
or later the British ‘must enlighten the King as to the true frets o f the 
situation . . .  Possibly he is really. . .  aware o f  them and is bluffing.’**

B y  contrast, Clayton, more familiar with die Arab mind, was spared 
the shock o f disillusionment. 'Sykes’ , he confided to Storrs, ‘seems very 
pleased w ith the result o f his work but your knowledge o f  these people 
w ill enable you to appreciate their attitude in such matters and prevent
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your putting too much faith in any satisfactory assurances which they 
may give as the result o f an interview with a strong personality like Sykes. 
W e must expect them to go back a good deal on their statements when 
Sykes’s personal influence is removed.’ A  subsequent meeting w ith Fuad 
Khetib confirmed Clayton’s earlier impression that Hussein had either 
failed to understand the tenor o f the Jedda conversations or that he was 
’determined not to understand it and put his own interpretation’ on them. 
Clayton refused to attach great importance to the affair and thought that 
events would be too strong for Hussein and eventually impel him cither 
*to fall into line, or fall out’.*1

The King, however, was not inclined to toe the line, nor, for want o f 
alternative rebels against Turkey, was it expedient for the British to drop 
him . As a result, Hussein felt free to take full advantage o f British hesita
tions and Sykes’s negligence to draft his own record o f the conversations 
in Jedda. For this omission Sykes had to pay the penalty when a year later, 
to his surprise, Hussein feigned ignorance o f the Anglo-French Agree
ment and pretended to have learned o f it first from  Djemal Pasha’s 
Damascus speech in December 1917 which received wide publicity. Sykes 
was all the more astonished as the King had been given a comprehensive 
’outline and details’ o f the Agreement not only by himself and Picot, but 
later also by Colonel Bremond and Commander Hogarth who went to 
Jedda specially for this purpose.**

W hatever his subsequent disappointment, during the summer o f 1917 
Sykes was completely satisfied with the results o f his mission. Nothing 
could disturb his facile optimism, and even if  some question marks still 
lingered in his mind, they were pushed into the background by a much 
graver issue. On his return to London,** he found that the Foreign Office 
’had been carefully destroying everything [he] had done in the past two 
years’, pushing ideas o f separate peace negotiations with Turkey. ’Luckily’ 
he commented, ‘Zionism held good and the plots to bring Morgenthau 
over and negotiate a separate peace with Turkey . . .  were foiled.’*4 But 
though Morgenthau’s mission had been successfully headed o ff by W ciz- 
mann, the idea o f a separate peace with Turkey was by no means dead. It 
was supported not only by ‘Parker, Tyrrel, Mallet and C o.,’ to whom 
Sykes referred in rather uncomplimentary terms, but by such a serious- 
minded statesman as Lord Robert C edi, and it found a staunch advocate in 
no less a personality than Lord Milner. Sykes did his utmost to counter this 
dangerous drift. It preoccupied him as late as December 1917. But before 
going into this matter, w e must first turn to the abortive Morgenthau 
mission.



13 A  Separate Peace with Turkey 
or an Arab-Zionist-Armenian 
Entente?

Contrary to what is generally assumed,1 the idea o f detaching Turkey 
from  the Central Powers did not originate with Morgenthau; it was 
essentially a State Department move to which President W ilson gave his 
unqualified imprimatur. American-Turkish relations were cordial, and on 
2 April 1917, when war with Germany was already in the air, Nessimy 
Bey, the Turkish Foreign Minister, hastened to reassure Abram Elkus, the 
American Ambassador in Constantinople, that Turkey’s attitude to die 
United States remained friendly, and he saw no reason for it to change. 
Though forced to sever diplomatic relations with Washington, the Porte 
managed, much to Elkus’s satisfaction, to resist the Wilhelmstrasse's 
pressure to declare war on the United States. Turkey’s good-will was 
matched by that o f America, President W ilson firm ly believed that all the 
evil stemmed from  German militarism; that the peoples o f Austria- 
Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey desired to assert their independence;* the 
corollary being that should some equitable proposition be made to them 
they might opt out o f the war, leaving Berlin isolated. Germany’s rulers 
would in that case be more likely to come to their senses and, in this way, 
a ’bloodless victory’ could be achieved.

Balfour, at the time in the United States, agreed that, should Turkey 
and Austria be willing to break away from Germany, ’certain con
cessions [by the Allies] should be made to them.’* About ten days later 
State Secretary Lansing informed Balfour about conversations he had had 
with Henry Morgenthau, the former United States Ambassador at 
Constantinople, as well as with the former Consul-General in the Balkans 
from  whom he gathered that conditions in Turkey were deteriorating, 
that the Germans were detested, and that the Turkish authorities were 
ready to consider terms for a separate peace. Balfour was also told that 
Morgenthau was w illing to go unofficially to Switzerland to pursue the 
matter. Balfour saw no harm in making the attempt, ’while i f  matters 
took a favourable form, results might be o f enormous advantage’ .4 This 
was fully in line with the British Government’s policy. The Prime Minis
ter was known to have been ’for long in favour o f some scheme o f this
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kind* and a W ar Cabinet decision was not required.* In fact, there was 
nothing unusual in the American initiative. Secret pourparlers through 
various go-betweens to bring about a separate peace with Turkey dated 
back to the early stages o f  the war.* The idea had the support o f the C h ief 
o f the Imperial General Staff;7 the main stumbling block was Russia's 
claim to Constantinople. Nevertheless, the possibility o f some arrange
ment with Turkey was kept in sight, ‘should circumstances become more 
favourable'.* Such circumstances presented themselves following the 
March Revolution, when Russia renounced any annexationist claim. The 
original purpose o f  the Eastern Campaign was 'to knock the props from 
under Germany’ in the hope o f shortening the war, and as late as October 
1917, Lloyd George told the W ar Cabinet that it was necessary first to 
deal the Turks ‘a heavy military blow  and then offer them terms designed 
to buy them out’ .* But i f  diplomacy alone could be utilised to extract 
favourable peace terms from  Turkey, so much the better. This was w hy 
the British Government at first welcomed America’s initiative. London’s 
suggestion that Egypt would be more suitable for taking soundings 
(since there were so many enemy agents in Switzerland) had the added 
advantage that relief to Palestine Jews could provide ideal camouflage.10 
The real object o f the mission however was to get in touch with Talaat 
Pasha and other Turkish Ministers and secure their consent to an Allied 
submarine assault on the Goeben and Breslau, the German warships which 
dominated Constantinople. Their destruction was to be a signal for the 
Turks to revolt against Germany and conclude a separate peace. N o 
matter how fantastic the scheme seemed to be, Lord Hardinge thought it 
unwise to discourage it; he suggested that Fitzmaurice should meet 
Morgenthau in Gibraltar. However, following Spring-Rice’s warning the 
Foreign Office had second thoughts. On 9 June Spring-Rice cabled:11

Morgenthau is undoubtedly closely connected with Germans in the 
United States and has some influence in the W hite House as he 
organised financial side o f Presidential campaign. V ery great care 
should be taken in dealing through him. He wished to have com 
mission as special Ambassador and he is anxious to play a part. He is 
closely connected with many influential people in Turkey, especially 
the Jews and Dunmais, whose influence was powerful in Young 
Turk Party and like most Jews wishes to save Turkish Empire.
His sympathies are probably more German than British but he is 
opposed to German Militarist regime . . .  Food and trade . . .  is an 
important factor in United States policy and opening o f Dardanelles 
to Russian trade . . .  is greatly desired.
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Morgenthau’s idea o f 'Syrian autonomy under a Christian Government’, 
a pattern which presumably was to apply to Palestine, as well as the news 
that President W ilson was determined on ’expulsion o f Turks from 
Europe’, not necessarily from the Asiatic provinces, came as a real 
bombshell in W hitehall. Graham’s reaction was unequivocal: ’It is evident 
that a policy o f expelling the Turks from Europe at the probable price o f 
leaving them in control o f or with suzerainty over Syria, Palestine and 
Mesopotamia is not one for our support’, to which Lord Hardinge added: 
’There is an element o f danger in such negotiations since w e may find our
selves in conflict with President W ilson, and this would be to play 
Germany’s game.’1*

Ormsby-Gore assessed the position in its geo-political context. For 
Britain to let the T urco-Teu tonic combine survive in such a unique 
strategic area was unthinkable, and at this juncture it was vital not to lose 
sight o f two great world forces: Islam and Jewry. A  solution that would 
leave the Arabs and the Zionists in Turkey would sooner or later involve 
the British Empire in another struggle. ’I f  our declared war aims mean 
anything, surely Arm enia. . .  Syria and Palestine. . .  have the same claim 
to liberation as Belgium .’ Idealistic motives apart, the overriding concern 
for Ormsby-Gore was to secure ’such lines o f defence for the British 
Empire as may prevent the German hegemony or penetration o f South- 
Western Asia’ . He concluded:1*

The separation o f Syria and Palestine from the control o f a Power 
dominated or controlled by Germany is the only security that can 
assure our position in Bagdad and along the Red S ea .. . .  It is the 
only security that w ill ensure an Ententophil solution o f the 
Palestine question and which w ill prevent Zionism being thrown 
into the arms o f the King o f Prussia. The Germans are at this 
moment making a bid to capture Zionism.

Ormsby-Gore’s memorandum was written four days after Weizmann 
and Malcolm had called on him. Weizmann had been forewarned o f 
Morgenthau’s trip by Brandéis and Malcolm had learned about other 
peace feelers put out by Aubrey Herbert, M .P., Marmaduke Pickhall and 
Samuel Block, leaders o f a Turcophile society in England. They pro
tested against what they called 'a gross betrayal o f their cause’. M orgen- 
thau was described as ‘pro-German’, acting ‘on behalf o f an international 
ring o f Jewish financiers . . .  violently hostile, both to Great Britain and 
Zionism’. Weizmann was all the more perturbed since the German 
Government, he learned, had approached the Berlin Zionists, through 
Lepsius, with a view  to coming to terms with them.14 He called twice



thereafter at die Foreign Office where his representations were couched in 
even stronger language. He was followed by Malcolm and subsequendy 
by W ickham  Steed, the editor o f The Times. Graham was now convinced 
that Morgenthau’s mission could no longer serve any useful purpose and 
Cecil requested Spring-Rice to secure its postponement though without 
causing offence to the President or American opinion.1* 

Zionist-Armenian remonstrances were all the more welcome as they 
gave the British an ideal excuse for making known their displeasure with 
the American move without offending them. The wheels were however 
already in motion. Spring-Rice’s repeated attempts to influence the State 
Department were unsuccessful. Lansing remained adamant. Morgenthau 
was to go as the President’s representative to enquire into Jewish affairs 
but without authority to negotiate peace terms. A ny such initiadve had 
to come first from  Turkish Ministers, on which Morgenthau had to 
report; and, apparendy to m ollify the British Zionists, Polk, Counsellor 
in the State Department, reassured Spring-Rice that the mission’s standing 
would be enhanced by the presence o f Felix Frankfurter, who was ‘a real 
Jew and a Zionist and not a reformed Jew like Morgenthau’ . Spring- 
Rice’s arguments carried little conviction since, apart from  Balfour's 
earlier consent, Ribot also warm ly approved o f the mission, insisting that 
‘no stone should be left unturned to influence Turkey’ . The French 
Government deputed M . W eyl, o f the Tobacco M onopoly Company, to 
confer with Morgenthau and Lansing suggested that Weizmann too 
should meet the mission.16 O n 19 June die State Department authorised 
the following statement, to be published. It appeared in die New York 
Times the following day:

In an effort to ameliorate the condirions o f the Jewish communities, 
the President has sent abroad former Ambassador Henry Morgen
thau and Professor Felix Frankfurter o f the Harvard Law School, 
now serving as assistant to Secretary o f W ar, Baker, M r. Morgen
thau and Frankfurter w ill proceed to Egypt and from diere conduct 
an investigation to ascertain the means o f relieving the situation 
among the Jews in Palestine.

T o buttress its argument, that relief was not merely a cloak for some 
insidious purpose, the State Department appended an additional item 
which appeared in the New York Times o f  21 June:17

Jacob Schiff, Felix M . W arburg, Louis Marschall and thirty other 
members o f the Joint Distribution Committee . . .  voted yesterday
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to give the Morgenthau Commission ‘unlimited funds’ for the relief 
o f  the Jews in Palestine. . .  $800,000 had already been sent to the 
relief o f the Jews in Palestine and an attempt would be made to 
send millions should the avenue be opened. Morgenthau and his 
associates should have entire discretion on the disbursement o f the 
relief funds.

O n 26 June Colville de Rune Barclay, the Charge d’Affaires at the 
British Embassy in Washington, confirmed that Morgenthau would act 
as *a special representative o f President W ilson’. However, he was not 
authorised to treat with the Turkish Government, but merely had to pass 
on communications. W hether Morgenthau understood correctly his 
terms o f reference is, as his later conduct proved, doubtful. But the most 
intriguing aspect o f his mission is the association with the Zionists. Even 
more puzzling was the insistence on Weizmann meeting Morgenthau at 
Gibraltar. *1 hope you w ill leave nothing undone', Lansing cabled W alter 
Page, the American Ambassador in London, ‘to secure M r. Balfour’s 
consent, as it is considered most important that M r. Morgenthau see M r. 
Weizmann.’ 1*

W hy this should be so is a matter for speculation. Had Morgenthau 
seen his task confined solely to disbursement o f relief money he would 
hardly have required W eizmann’s assistance. He was well thought o f by 
die Palestinian Jews and his effective intercessions with the Porte on their 
behalf, when Ambassador in Constantinople, were appreciated. A  mission 
o f goodwill at a time o f stress would have certainly been welcomed in 
Palestine without requiring Weizmann's approval. But Morgenthau 
apparendy nourished more ambitious ideas than philanthropy or service 
as President W ilson’s postman. I f ‘Syrian autonomy under a Christian 
Government’ was the scheme he was pregnant with, it was quite legiti
mate to assume that a similar pattern for Palestine applied, namely, Jewish 
autonomy under the trusteeship o f the Great Powers within the frame
w ork o f Ottoman sovereignty. This was the official Zionist aim pro
claimed ever since the first Zionist Congress in Basle in 1897, about 
which Morgenthau had learned from his friend Richard Lichtheim, the 
head o f the Zionist Agency in Constantinople. Morgenthau however was 
completely in the dark about the London Bureau school o f thought, and 
must have erroneously projected on Weizmann the official Zionist policy. 
M oreover, he may have been aware o f the correspondence between 
Abram Elkus, his successor in Constantinople, and Jacob Schiff in N ew  
York. It related to concessions for Jewish immigration and colonisation in 
Palestine to be granted by Turkey as a quid pro quo for assistance given by
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Jewish financial circles in America to the Ottoman Treasury. Both Talaat 
and his Minister o f Finance, Djavid Bey, showed themselves favourably 
disposed to this idea,1* and now Morgenthau might have wished to 
finalise these preliminary negotiations and strike a bargain. The reference 
to ‘millions’ o f dollars decided upon by the Joint Distribution Committee, 
which far exceeded the relief requirements o f  the Palestine Jews, might 
have had something to do with this project. Lord Robert Cecil indeed 
suspected that Morgenthau was eager to obtain some large concessions o f  
land in Palestine, while Oliphant was clear that Morgenthau was ‘out to 
play a part qua Jew’ and that his views and actions were determined by 
this wish.*®

If Morgenthau’s intention was indeed to play a political game o f  this 
nature, his insistence on meeting Weizmann becomes intelligible. He was, 
o f course, quite unaware that he was thereby inviting his own defeat. 
Colonel House, a much more experienced diplomat, warned him against 
an encounter with a leading British Zionist while on his w ay to Egypt and 
advised him to arrange a meeting on the w ay back.®1 Counsellor Polk 
was also sceptical about the mission,*® but Morgenthau seems to have been 
infected by Lansing’s optimism and ignored House’s advice.

Weizmann was w illing to go to Gibraltar and was particularly delighted 
with the news that Felix Frankfurter was accompanying Morgenthau, 
‘Frankfurter is a first-rate man in whom all Jews have confidence,’ he told 
Graham. This suited the British well. Originally, Balfour intended that 
Sir Lewis Mallet should meet Morgenthau, but as the object o f the 
American mission became public, he feared that i f  anyone o f Mallet’s 
standing became involved, it would appear that the British were joining 
‘an international deputation to beg the Turks to make a separate peace*. 
T o  minimise the adverse effects o f such publicity, it was thought more 
prudent to despatch Weizmann. There is however no truth in the sugges
tion that by sending Weizmann Balfour intended to obstruct Morgenthau 
and sidetrack President W ilson. O n 27 June he cabled Spring-Rice that 
Morgenthau would be given all facilities by the British High Com 
missioner in Egypt, through whom he would communicate ‘any peace 
offers which the Turks were disposed to make’.®® But Weizmann did 
better than expected; Morgenthau was no match for Weizmann. As the 
latter recalled humorously: ‘It was no job  to persuade Mr. Morgenthau 
to drop the project. He simply persuaded himself.’®4

The discussions took place on 4 and 5 July, with Colonel W eyl repre
senting the French, and Weizmann the British Government. According to 
Morgenthau’s information, Turkey’s position was precarious; her
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finances were exhausted, and relations with the Germans strained; Talaat 
and Enver at each other’s throats. Enver was pro-German, corrupt, and 
interested in continuation o f  the war, whilst Talaat was a genuine patriot, 
popular among the masses, honest and poor. T o an imaginative mind 
such a state o f affairs might have suggested that the time was ripe for a 
palace revolution with Talaat overthrowing Enver and paving the w ay 
for a separate peace. But i f  this was what Morgenthau hoped for he was 
not equipped for seeing the jo b  through. His unfounded self-confidence 
gave w ay to resignation, followed by complete capitulation, leaving 
Weizmann free to deliver the final blow. Morgenthau was told that ’on 
no account should the Zionist Organisation be compromised by his 
negotiations. . .  identified or mixed up even with die faintest attempts to 
secure a separate peace’ . Morgenthau thereupon indicated that he under
stood the Zionists’ position.*6

Weizmann’s victory was complete. B y carrying the British view  that 
no peace with Turkey would be satisfactory unless Armenia, Mesopo
tamia, Syria and Palestine were detached from the Ottoman Empire, he 
destroyed any prospects o f useful discussions between Morgenthau and 
the Turkish ministers. W ith Frankfurter also under Weizmann’s spell, 
Morgenthau found himself completely isolated.*6 Had he limited his 
discussions to matters o f relief*7 Weizmann would have been hard put to 
it to dissuade him from going to Palestine. But by sailing into unchartered 
waters o f high policy (on which he had absolutely no authority to speak) 
Morgenthau invited his own defeat. N o less serious was his decision to 
change his prescribed route. Much annoyed, the State Department 
reminded him that he had been instructed to deal solely w ith matters 
relating to the Jews in Palestine, and he was requested to proceed, together 
with Frankfurter, to Cairo. This he could not do, as in the meantime he 
had left for Paris, sending Frankfurter home to report to the President. 
W ilson impressed on Morgenthau the desirability o f not discussing his 
mission since its purpose had been ’thoroughly misunderstood’.** Spring- 
Rice gained the impression that the President wished to keep his emissary 
out o f the country without offending him.*6 The mission ended as a 
complete fiasco,60 and was allowed to die a natural death.

Weizmann reaped die full benefit o f Morgenthau’s ineptitude since the 
factors making for a separate peace with Turkey were far weightier than 
might have been presumed. The French Government, Weizmann learned 
from  Colonel W eyl, was prepared to meet the Turks on much more 
favourable terms than the British. This information was confirmed by 
Ribot’s telegram to President W ilson, the contents o f which were
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conveyed to Weizmann by Frankfurter. W ith their fearfully heavy losses 
on the Western front, and unable to spare more troops for the Eastern 
campaign, the French preferred the status quo ante in Western Asia to the 
prospect o f Britain emerging as die dominant Power there. This was 
brought home to Weizmann in Paris when Professor Basch said: ‘W e 
shall n o t. . .  fight for England's absurd ideas o f conquest o f  Mesopotamia 
and Palestine.’ Given Basch's status as a leading journalist and influential 
follower o f M . Caillaux, Weizmann could not take such views lighdy. 
Caillaux's star was in the ascendant in French politics and he strongly 
favoured an understanding w ith Germany, 'the true friend o f France*, and 
with Turkey, at England’s expense. The Foreign Office had, therefore, 
good reason to be pleased with Weizmann’s efforts. 'D r. Weizmann is a 
shrewd observer and confirmed all w e hear o f French war-weariness,’ 
Graham noted. ’ [He] has been eminently successful in dissuading M r. 
Morgenthau from proceeding either to Egypt or Switzerland.’ Balfour 
too was pleased. Rumours that the British were flirting with die idea o f  
peace with Turkey, such as were bound to proliferate i f  Morgenthau 
arrived in Egypt, would have fed suspicions among the Egyptian and 
Arab population that the war was not going well for the Allies, while his 
scheme o f Syrian autonomy within the framework o f Ottoman sove
reignty would have made the Arab Decentralisation Party turn to America 
and away from  England and France.91

The end o f  Morgenthau’s mission did not mean d u t the Foreign Office 
dismissed the idea o f peace with Turkey altogether, although, i f  con
cluded, it had to be on British, not on French or American terms. O n 
7 July, only tw o days after Weizmann’s success in Gibraltar, Sir Horace 
Rumbold, the Bridsh Minister in Berne, noted that a number o f leading 
Turkish politicians99 had arrived in Zurich with the object o f making a 
peace proposal. Cecil lost no time in suggesting that any Turkish ad
vances should be given a sympathetic hearing. Lord Milner was also 
interested, whilst Balfour made no objections. A  fortnight later Rumbold 
learned that Talaat wished to instigate a military uprising in order to get 
rid o f Enver, and in return for England’s support was ready to concede 
certain constitutional changes in Syria, Mesopotamia, and Armenia. The 
Turks in Zurich, acting on Talaat’s behalf, also decided that the pro- 
German policy should be superseded by an Anglo-Turkish understand
ing, provided there was 'no complete partition o f Turkey’.99

Lord Har dinge was elated. W hatever lay behind this conspiracy, any
thing concrete that came out o f it could only be to Britain’s advantage. 
Cecil thought that ‘it would be madness to let slip such a chance’ ; M allet,



a stalwart Turcophile, considered it ‘essential’ to meet Turkish overtures, 
whilst Clerk, though sceptical o f Talaat’s chance o f  success, concerned 
about die deteriorating conditions in Russia, and the military impasse, 
insisted that the British should do everything in their power to detach 
Turkey; a peace o f exhaustion would leave Berlin free to carry out the 
Mittel-Europa scheme which, for the Allies, would be tantamount to 
having lost the war.*4

This trend o f policy now gaining ground at the Foreign Office dis
turbed Sykes. Returning from  Paris, where he had met Weizmann, and 
enjoying the Prime Minister’s support, he delivered one o f his most 
scathing attacks on what he termed ‘the Foreign Office pro-Turk gang’. 
Their ideas were ill-advised and risky. The C .U .P . leaders were ‘masters 
in the old art o f  chicane . . .  bounded by no moral scruple’, their only 
m otive for negotiating peace was their desire to improve their bargaining 
position after the war. A  soft peace with Turkey would leave Germany as 
the dominant power in the East. ‘O ur main object should be to smash the 
Bagdad Railway' and all that it meant. He feared that Turkey might 
liberalise her policy towards her subject peoples, granting autonomy to 
the Arabs, and special colonising facilities to the Jews. I f in addition the 
French financiers fell under German influence, and Pan-Islamism became 
a pawn in Turco-German hands, Britain would eventually be at their 
mercy and her position in India and Egypt exposed to perpetual harass
ment. T o forestall such an eventuality, it was essential that the friendship 
between England and France should be given a permanent foundation 
and that their respective imperialist leanings be transformed into patron
age o f the oppressed peoples. Under their w ing an Arab-Jewish-Armenian 
alliance could form  a barrier against Turco-German influence. The 
Zionist eyes were fixed on Britain, the Armenians were ready to accept 
French assistance, and the Arabs, though apprehensive o f ‘British im
perialism and French finance . . . would prefer British and even French 
help to Turkish or German dominion’. It was at this juncture that Sykes 
asked Clayton to expedite the arrival in London o f the representatives o f 
the King o f the Hedjaz and the Syrians in Cairo with a view  to forming 
an Arab-Zionist-Armenian Committee; the Zionists were to be repre
sented by Weizmann and the Armenians by James Malcolm in London 
and Nubar Pasha in Paris.**

Persuasive as Sykes’s arguments may have been, the Foreign Office had 
to bear in mind other considerations. Early in September Ismail Muchtar 
Bey, the Secretary o f  the Ottoman Senate, confided to a British agent in 
Geneva that the Turks would have liked to go over to the Allies; they 
were willing to open the Straits to the Allied fleets to sink die German
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warships anchored in the Bosphorus, but the indispensable prerequisite 
was that the Allies guaranteed Turkish independence. A  separate message 
from  Rahmi, Vali o f Smyrna, known for his integrity, sounded even 
more promising. C edi became impatient.

I am not satisfied that we are doing everything possible to detach 
individuals o f importance in Turkey . . .  Has Sir H. Rumbold been 
informed that we are ready to offer any terms consistent with our 
obligations to Arabs and Armenians to detach Turkey? . . .  I 
suppose w e should struggle for terms for the Jews also . . .  After 
our victories at Beersheba and Gaza w e could afford to be more 
active.

Clerk, who in the meantime had drawn doser to Sykes's point o f view , 
replied that any soundings for peace might be regarded as a sign o f weak
ness and tend to stiffen Turkish terms. Balfour also thought that for the 
British to take the initiative was still too premature, only to provoke Lord 
Milner to question the Foreign Minister’s judgement. The object o f the 
military campaign in the East, Milner maintained, was not necessarily 'to 
occu p y. . .  many more square miles o f Turkish territory, but so hammer 
the Turks that they may get thoroughly sick o f the W ar and want to 
come out o f it’ . However, mere hammering was not enough. The British 
must open a door o f escape for the Turks and make the prospects o f peace 
attractive to them. If they were told that dismemberment o f die O tto
man Empire was no more than a paper division, and that the Allies were 
prepared to forgo the spoils, then Talaat and his party would find it 
easier to emandpate themselves from Germany. However, i f  the British 
were fastidious, or lacked adequate channels o f communication, per
haps their American friends would be able to suggest a more suitable 
approach.**

Milner’s suggestion conjured up a vision o f the defunct Morgenthau 
mission being resusdtated. This put Sykes in a quandary. He was senior 
enough in rank, and his standing as an expert in Turkish affairs high 
enough, to pit his w ill against Mallet, T yrrd, or even C edi, but to cross 
swords with a leading member o f the W ar Cabinet was beyond his reach. 
It was therefore most fortunate for him that Hankey gave him an opening 
by inviting him to air his views on Turkish peace terms. Sykes accepted 
the challenge with alacrity. He pointed out that Talaat was fully capable 
o f  killing Enver, allowing someone to make a sham peace, and dien 
declaring war again by engineering another revolution. Turkish un
reliability was not the only factor governing Sykes’s thinking. Britain, 
joindy with France, had certain moral responsibilities:
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W e are pledged to Zionism, Armenian liberation and Arabian 
independence. Zionism is the key to the lock. I am sanguine d u t 
w e can demonstrate to the world that these three elements are 
prepared to take common action and stand by one another. I f once 
the Turks see the Zionists are prepared to back the Entente and the 
two oppressed races, they w ill come to us to negotiate.

T o bring this about the British should declare openly that their avowed 
policy was that Zionism, Armenian and Arab freedom were the Allies' 
only desiderata; that promotion o f an alliance and common action 
between these three peoples was an immediate objective; and that whilst 
military operations would be pressed vigorously, the Turks should be 
told that the Allies harboured no sinister designs against Turkey proper.*7 
This amounted to the complete elimination o f Turkish influence over her 
Asiatic provinces (from the Taurus passes southwards), and its super- 
session by an Arab-Zionist-Armenian Entente under an Anglo-French 
aegis. It was to serve as an antidote to a soft peace with Turkey and form 
the nucleus o f a new order in the Middle East. Sykes had formulated this 
concept three or four months earlier. He realised that the Asia Minor 
Agreement was becoming anachronistic. W hen originally drawn up, it 
had provided in selected areas for a certain degree o f autonomy for the 
peoples concerned, but left an avenue open to annexation. B y 1917 
annexation had become a dirty word, frowned on by the Socialists in 
Russia and by the United States. I f Britain and France were not to be 
compromised, their policy should be based on the principle o f national 
self-determination. The Agreement should therefore be modified: areas 
‘A ’ and 'B ' assimilated with the 'blue' and 'red' zones respectively and 
administered in consonance with the ascertained wishes o f  the peoples 
concerned. The Allies would be then on much firmer ground at the future 
peace conference. W ith regard to Palestine, because o f the Zionists' dislike 
o f any form o f internationalisation or condominium, the best solution 
would be 'to get Great Britain appointed trustee o f the Powers’ . Inter
national administration could be limited to the H oly Places in Jerusalem 
and Bethlehem, with France granted some position as a patron or pro
tector o f  the various Catholic institutions elsewhere in the country. In the 
Arabs, the Zionists, and Armenians Great Britain and France had assets 
which could be useful at the peace conference. It was therefore their 'duty 
to get these peoples righted . . .  on Unes compatible with [their own] 
economic and poUtical interests’ . Otherwise the only beneficiaries 
would be Turkey and Germany. Sykes wound up:*8

I want to see a permanent Anglo-French Entente alUed to the Jews,
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Arabs and Armenians which w ill render Pan-Islamism innocuous
and protect India and Africa from the Turco-German combine.

Sykes's flexible and empirical mind could accommodate die interests o f  
all parties concerned, but his extreme optimism blinded him to the pit
falls. His scheme presupposed a durable alliance w ith France, which at 
least in die Middle East proved an illusion. The forces which ranged the 
tw o Powers on different sides were too potent to be offset by Sykes’s 
personal harmonious relationship w ith Picot, or even by the Foreign 
Office’s scrupulous adherence to die terms o f the Agreement. In Paris 
Picot was accused o f  having given away ’everything* to England, while 
Sykes was criticised by Curzon and those o f like mind for being too indul
gent to France.** Ribot might publicly deny the German Chancellor’s 
charges o f French ambitions to occupy Syria,49 but in fret France, like 
Italy, remained annexationist-minded. The Asia M inor Agreement, 
though originally meant to be provisional, became for France sacred text. 
This alienated the British establishment in Cairo still further. T o them the 
Agreement— their bête noin— was ill-conceived and the sooner it was 
disowned the better. W hile both W ingate and Hogarth relcndessly 
harped on the need for its revision, Clayton preferred to rely on his own 
ingenuity to render it obsolete. Their argument was that Russia’s renun
ciation o f  her claim and America’s proclaimed principles undermined its 
validity, and d u t die justification o f British claims outweighed by far 
those o f France. Britain was carrying the main burden o f  die military 
campaign in the East, whereas France’s contribution was negligible; 
France was unpopular in the Orient, whereas British protection was 
desired by ‘the majority o f the Muslim and Christian Arabs’, and by the 
Zionists.41

Sykes’s hope that, in return for help to make France more acceptable to 
the Moslem population in Syria, Paris would agree to the British exclu
sive control o f Palestine, proved equally ill-founded. But the greatest mis
calculation concerned die Arabs. The expectation d u t Pan-Arabism 
would form an antidote to the Turco-German inspired Pan-Islam, turned 
out to be false. As a strong believer in the virtues o f nationalism, Sykes 
projected on to die Arabs the image o f the nineteenth-century liberation 
movements in die Balkans. This was doubly an error, for, unlike the 
Balkan nationalities who were predominandy Christian, and looked to 
European Powers for help in their struggle against the Ottoman Empire, 
the Arabs did not regard Turkish rule as alien. Although aware o f  their 
separate linguistic and cultural identity, they had no serious desire to cut 
themselves o ff from  the Ottoman Empire, the embodiment o f Islam,
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legitimised by time and acceptance, their loyalty to which overrode any 
other. The Arabs considered themselves primarily as Muslim subjects o f a 
Muslim Empire.4* Their quarrel w ith the C .U .P. leaders was a domestic 
issue. It concerned the manner in which the Empire should be governed, 
but its basic statehood or corporate identity was never questioned. The 
pre-war Arab national movement was essentially reformist in character. 
The name o f the Decentralisation Party denoted its purpose: administra
tive rather than political. Muhammad Rashid Rida, one o f its founding 
fathers, unrelentingly stressed the Arabs' loyalty to the Ottoman State and 
accused the European imperialists o f  fomenting Arab separatism. The 
Fatal and the Ahd secret societies which preached the doctrine that the 
Arabs must break away, by violence i f  necessary, from  Turkey, did not 
elicit a response among their fellow-countrymen.4* The Arab revolt, on 
which Sykes and his friends pinned so much hope, never materialised. 
Throughout the war Moslem solidarity proved stronger than British- 
sponsored Arab nationalism. Hussein stood condemned by the bulk o f his 
co-religionists for assisting the infidel against a Moslem Power. The 
assumption that Mecca could supplant Constantinople as the nerve-centre 
o f  the Arab world proved wrong, and by March 1918 a meeting o f senior 
British officers in the East, chaired by General W ingate,44 conceded that 
politically the Arab movement was a failure. There was little sympathy 
for the Sharifians in the Moslem world. In Arabia proper, the Imam, 
Idrisi, and Ibn Saud rejected Hussein as their temporal overlord; so did 
the inhabitants o f Syria and Mesopotamia. Egyptian opinion disdained 
him,44 and in India the Moslems regarded him as ‘a reb el. . .  and a poor 
substitute for H.M . the Sultan o f Turkey'.44

Sykes was much influenced (as other British officers were) by D r Fans 
Nim r, the editor oíMokattam, and Said Pasha Shucair, a Moslem notable, 
when he met them in Cairo in July 1915. Both pro-British, they thought 
that in the foreseeable future Syria would not be able to exist as an inde
pendent state 'even for a day', and that therefore some form  o f European 
control was indispensable. Realistic as this assessment was, the authentic 
voice o f Syrian intellectual nationalists was that o f Rashid Rida, whom  
Sykes quite mistakenly thought had no personal following. Rida was a 
theologian and a publicist, subsequently a politician o f  note, who had 
made his mark on Pan-Arab and Pan-Islamic thought early in the war. He 
impressed Sykes as an 'uncompromising, fanatical Moslem', whose first 
loyalty was to Constantinople. Turkey symbolised for him Mohammedan 
independence, but should die suffer a military defeat, he thought it would 
be necessary to set up instead 'an absolutely independent’ Arab-Moslem 
state stretching from  the northern borden o f  Syria and Mesopotamia



down to Arabia. He refused to entertain the idea o f control by European 
Powers or the appointment o f European advisers exercising authority. 
‘The Arabs could easily manage their own affairs.’47

Rida’s views were coloured by his positive dislike o f the European w ay 
o f life and hostility to Christianity. The fact that Hussein made him self 
dependent on a non-Muslim Power, made Rida a bitter opponent o f the 
Hashimite family; their revolt against Turkey was ‘the worst disaster that 
has befallen Islam in this age’. England was ‘the enemy o f  Islam; “ The 
British Government’’,’ he wrote, ‘ “ has taken upon itself to destroy the 
religion o f Islam . . .  after destroying its temporal rule” .’48

N ot all Britons disregarded these feelings. In 1915 the de Bunsen com
mittee was fully aware o f them, as well as o f the risks involved should 
Turkey be dismembered. A  devolutionary scheme allowing a gradual 
development from  autonomy to independence under nominal Ottoman 
suzerainty, was in their opinion more in harmony with the aspirations o f 
the non-Turkish nationalities.4* The prospect o f  a general Arab uprising 
proved however too alluring, and the spectre o f Germany gaining the 
upper hand in the Middle East too alarming for the findings o f the Com 
mittee to prevail. But the price had to be paid. The likelihood o f  the 
Ottoman Empire’s collapse gave rise to a great deal o f agitation through
out the Islamic world and, with General Murray’s troops knocking, albeit 
unsuccessfully, at the gates o f Gaza, the Syrian colony in Cairo was deeply 
disturbed. Consequently, the Arab Decentralisation Party took a more 
radical position, preaching ‘complete independence o f all Arab territories, 
including Syria’. Despite Picot’s assurances that no annexation was con
templated and that autonomy and independence was the eventual aim o f 
die Entente, the Arabs and Syrians remained sceptical. President W ilson’s 
declaration on America’s war aims had an electrifying effect on the Syrian 
and Arab nationalists, and W ingate had good reason to fear that, should 
Morgenthau’s devolutionary scheme for Syria leak out in Egypt, the 
Turcophile Arab Decentralisation Party would turn to America for sup
port against the W est European allies. For the latter’s difficulties W ingate 
blamed the French, depicting them as the stumbling-block, once removed, 
would enable the British to get on with the Arabs perfectly well. But 
Hogarth was nearer the truth when conceding five months later that the 
Arab and Syrian nationalists wanted neither the French nor the British 
as their protectors.80

For Arab nationalism was essentially Moslem,81 and as such it was also 
anti-European and anti-Christian.88 Here lay the root o f the difficulty o f 
marrying Western imperialism, even in its enlightened form, with Arab 
nationalism. It explains w hy an Arab-Zionist-Armenian entente was
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difficult to implement. The Syrian and Palestinian Arabs might have had 
their own reasons for disliking die Zionists, but it was the latter's associa
tion with a European Power which prejudiced in advance any chance o f  
an understanding. Their objectives were diametrically opposed: the 
Zionists considered British protection indispensable to their security and 
development, whereas the Arabs hoped to dispense with it.

T o  General Clayton, Sykes’s scheme o f  an Arab-Zionist-Armenian 
entente looked unreal. Arab-Syrian particularism was rife, and with the 
intense factional in-fighting, there was hardly any starting-point from 
which to build a wider combination. Disunity among the Arabs was not 
at all disadvantageous, since, as he told W ingate in January 1916, it was 
‘our main safeguard against the establishment o f a united [Arab] Kingdom 
which might be a threat to British interests'.*9 But by the summer o f  1917 
disagreement among the Arabs was no longer an asset, since it prevented 
him from  working out a coherent policy. Ignorant o f W hitehall’s rela
tions with the Zionists, Clayton feared additional complications. O n 20 
August he wrote to Sykes:*4

Lack o f  any knowledge o f  the policy, o f any, decided upon as 
regards the Jewish question makes it increasingly difficult to deal 
with Aaronsohn and other Jews who are becoming restive and 
impatient. If no definite line has yet been settled w e can quite w ell 
keep them in play— but w e ought to know. Indeed, I am not sure 
that it is not as well to refrain from  any definite pronouncement 
just at present. It w ill not help matten i f  the Arabs— already 
somewhat distracted between pro-Sherifians and those who fear 
Meccan domination, as also between pro-French and anti-French—  
are given yet another bone o f contention in the shape o f Zionism in 
Palestine as against the interests o f the Moslems resident there. The 
more politics can be kept in the background, the more likely are the 
Arabs to concentrate on the expulsion o f the Turks from Syria, which, 
i f  successful, w ill do more than anything to promote Arab unity 
and national feeling.

Lawrence too seemed worried at that time about London’s Zionist 
policy. O n 12 August when Aaronsohn met him, he felt he was listening 
to a scientific-minded Prussian anti-Semite speaking English: ’I f the Jews 
w ill favour the Arabs they shall be spared, otherwise they shall have their 
throats cut.’** A  year later both Clayton and Lawrence had come to 
realise that Zionism was a profitable card for the British to play. Linked 
with the Sharifian movement, it could constitute one o f the twin pillars



on which die British position in the region could rest But in 1917 they 
still feared that its introduction would undermine their tenuous relation
ship with the Arabs. However, it was not Clayton's advice d u t delayed 
the publication o f  the British declaration o f  sympathy w ith Zionism but 
die controversy among die Jews themselves.
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14 The Conjoint Foreign Committee 
and the Zionists

In July 1915 negotiations between die Conjoint Foreign Committee and 
the Zionists reached a deadlock. It was not until August o f  the follow ing 
year that a new round o f discussions began when James de Rothschild, at 
his hither's instigation (Edmund de Rothschild in Paris) invited both 
Weizmann and W o lf to a private meeting at his home. Nothing positive 
was achieved, however; the disputants merely restated their positions. 
W o lf hoped that die question o f Jewish nationality and o f ‘special rights* 
in Palestine would be kept in abeyance, but to Weizmann this was not 
possible, since Jewish nationalism was fundamental to Zionist philo
sophy. Characteristically, he refused to theorise and contented himself 
w ith probing W olf's reaction to die possibility o f the Zionists establishing 
independent relations with the British Government. A t first equivocal, 
W o lf finally decided that there were ‘vital and irreconcilable differences 
o f  principle and method’ . These, he told James de Rothschild, transpired 
from  the recendy published essays entided Zionism and the Jewish Future,* 
from  which he concluded that the Zionists did not merely propose to 
establish a Jewish nationality in Palestine but claimed that ‘all the Jews 
[formed] . . .  a separate and dispossessed nationality, for which it is 
necessary to find an organic political centre*. Statements to this effect, 
particularly when penned by such leading spokesmen as Weizmann and 
Gas ter, could justify the theory o f total Jewish alienation and play direcdy 
into the hands o f anti-Semites, w ith the result that the situation in Russia 
and Rumania ‘would become the common lot o f  Jewry throughout the 
world'.*

W olf's fear was caused by his misreading o f the term ‘nationality* mis
taking conformity for civic loyalty. In popular usage die term denotes 
membership o f a nation, that is a people bound together by ethnic, 
religious, or linguistic ties, as distinguished from a somewhat narrower 
term, citizenship, used to denote the status o f  those nationals with 
full political privileges. O nly in die latter case does nadonality im ply a 
duty o f allegiance to a State and the right to enjoy its protection. The 
Zionists thought in categories accepted in Central and Eastern Europe,
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where the term Nationalität, though etym ologically akin to the English 
word ‘nationality’, was semantically different and bore a distinct ethnic 
connotation* but W o lf and his friends followed the English usage, 
applicable strictly in a legal-political sense. Sokolow, who endeavoured 
to dispel W o lf’s misconception, took pains to explain that for the Zionists 
nationality was an ethnographical and cultural concept, not one o f  
citizenship. Hence the apprehension that Zionist ideology could invalidate 
the Jewish claim to political rights in a non-Jewish country was ground
less. ‘Alien’, as used by Weizmann was meant in a spiritual sense and 
referred to an individual who differed from  his neighbours in mentality 
and characteristics, which had nothing to do w ith citizenship and cast no 
reflection on a man’s loyalty or patriotism, as the example o f the W elsh 
and the Scots in Britain showed. O nly those Jews living in Palestine 
would constitute a nation, or a nationality, in a political sense, and it was 
therefore erroneous to assure d u t the national centre in Palestine would 
claim political allegiance from  Jews living elsewhere. The raison d’être o f  
the Palestinian centre was to create a favourable milieu for uninhibited 
self-expression, and to deepen Jewish national consciousness in the Dia
spora. ‘The Jewish people need not bread alone and not political rights 
alone.’4

W o lf finally admitted that his fears about ‘special rights’ were exag
gerated. He was also satisfied with Sokolow’s assurances that the notion 
o f a privileged Jewish class was 'utterly foreign’ to Zionist principles, and 
had no place in their programme; they stood for equality o f  political 
rights and o f economic opportunities for 'all classes, creeds, races and 
nationalities in Palestine’ . However, with regard to the question o f  Jewish 
nationality, W o lf was not reassured. He realised that the ‘cultural policy’ 
was not as innocuous as he had originally imagined; it was merely a 
euphemism for national indoctrination. The idea o f Pan-Hebraic national
ism was bound to alienate the Jews from their environment and give rise to 
dangerous misunderstandings. He had no objection to the development o f 
Jewish nationalism in Palestine, but in other countries it was ‘an empty 
word which can do no good’ . Otherwise, he was satisfied to find in 
Sokolow’s memorandum ‘an appreciable approximation’ to his own views 
and a possible basis for negotiation and eventual agreement.*

If this was what he hoped for, his lecture given in Edinburgh in March 
1917 was not calculated to promote this end. He reiterated the thesis that 
die Jews had always been a religious community; the passage o f tw o 
thousand years had made them a European people; their prayers for the 
restoration o f Jerusalem had merely a symbolic meaning. The Great 
Sanhedrin o f 1807 had given their verdict on Jewish identity, and the idea
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o f a secular nationalism was ‘a new and utterly revolutionary departure in 
Jewish life . . .  not essentially bound up with Judaism . . .  substitution o f 
the national for die religious bond has operated destructively against all 
religious observance.’ Moreover, with the prevailing tendency in Western 
Europe towards ethnic and cultural homogeneity, for the Jews to assert 
a distinct nationality was inexpedient and risky; the Zionists were con
fusing eschatology with politics.

W o lf’s lecture, entided ’The Jewish National Movement’, was pub
lished in April 1917 in the Edinburgh Review and subsequendy issued as a 
pamphlet. It coincided with the appearance o f tw o other pamphlets, one 
by Sir Philip Magnus, M .P Jewish Action and Jewish Ideals, a reprint o f an 
article in the Jewish Chronicle o f 13 November 1891, and one by Claude G. 
Montcfiore, Nation or Religious Community, a reprint o f the Presidential 
address to the Jewish Historical Society o f England on 3 December 1899. 
Tim e had not changed the beließ o f the writers, or diluted their aversion 
to nationalism, which for the Jews, in Magnus's words, was *a step back
ward, a reversal o f the law o f historical development’.

The appearance o f several pamphlets in rapid succession, and their 
selective distribution was taken by die Zionists as a calculated move to 
discredit their ideology. A  reply was given by Leon Simon, a student o f 
Ahad Ha’am, a rising publicist and scholar. Judaism, he maintained, 
needed not a diffusion but a concentration o f  its resources. W ithout a 
centre, without its own milieu where it could flourish, disintegration, 
both cultural and physical, was inevitable. The notion that Judaism was 
merely a universal religion, without historical and national associations, 
was a chimera. In this respect the rulings o f the Great Sanhedrin were o f 
dubious validity since they had been dictated by local political exigencies, 
regardless o f the position o f die Jewish masses in Eastern Europe. Nation
ality was a state o f  mind, not necessarily identical with the status o f 
citizenship. The problem o f dual political allegiance was therefore illu
sory. Zionism was not merely a reaction to anti-Semitism. It stood for 
the unity o f  the Jewish people as an ethnic group, with a home in Palestine 
as its centre.*

T w o years earlier, Harry Sacher had also claimed that it was the anti
national Jew rather than the Gentile who usually raised the question 
whether Zionism and patriotism were compatible. Typical o f British 
thought was what Lord Acton had written sixty years earlier: The com
bination o f  different nations enriched civilised life; the coexistence o f 
several nations under the same state was *a test as well as best security o f  
freedom.’7 It was in keeping with this concept that Herbert Samuel, in 
his already dted memorandum, reached the conclusion he did; and on the
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other side o f the Atlantic, in June 1915, Brandéis advised his country
men:8

Let no American imagine that Zionism is inconsistent with patriotism. 
Multiple loyalties are objectionable only i f  they are inconsistent. . .  
Every Irish-American who contributed towards advancing Home 
Rule was a better man and a better American . . .  Every American 
Jew who aids in advancing the Jewish settlement in Palestine, 
though he feels that neither he nor his descendants w ill ever live 
diere, w ill likewise be a better man and a better American for 
doing so.

The anti-Zionists missed this point and failed to realise, that unlike 
France or Germany, in English-speaking countries the concept o f diver
sity, not uniformity, held the field. But the most peculiar aspect o f  the 
controversy was its unreality. Since die Zionists were not seeking to 
establish a Jewish state immediately, questions o f political allegiance did 
not arise. The only political allegiance was to be to the government in 
Palestine which was envisaged as British. The Foreign Office was at a loss 
to follow  the dispute as Oliphant’s minute shows: ‘W hen Jews fall out, 
it is none too easy for Christians to decide whether the Zionists or anti- 
Zionists are in the wrong.’9

Though die Zionists and the anti-Zionists were poles apart in the realm 
o f  ideology, a working compromise between them was not beyond reach. 
Careful comparison between W o lf’s ’formula’ and die Zionist pro
gramme10 shows that on practical matters the differences were only o f  
emphasis and degree. W hile W o lf referred to ’reasonable facilities for 
immigration and colonisation’, the Zionists demanded ‘liberty o f immi
gration to Jews o f all countries’. W o lf suggested that the Jewish population 
in Palestine should be secured in the enjoyment o f civil and religious 
liberty, equal political rights with the rest o f the population, as well as 
’municipal privileges in towns and colonies’, whereas the Zionists claimed 
the right ’to enjoy full national, political and civic rights [and]. . .  internal 
autonomy’. Late in October 1917, when the British Government was 
consulting all shades o f Jewish opinion on the draft declaration, the out
standing elements in Montefiore’s proposal were: ‘free and unimpeded 
Jewish immigration into Palestine. . .  unrestricted Jewish colonisation. . .  
such municipal and local autonomy for die Jew s. . .  as cirai instances may 
demand’.11 This was an exact echo o f the Zionist practical school o f  
thought which dominated during the pre-war period and officially was 
still valid for the Berlin Zionist Executive.

True, the London Zionist Programme o f November 1916 demanded
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that Palestine be recognised as 'die Jewish National Home* and that the 
Suzerain Government should grant a Charter to a Jewish Company for 
Colonisation and Development, but W o lf’s 'formula*, by his own 
admission, was not necessarily a programme and, given an opportunity 
for joint discussion, it could still be modified. It emphasised ‘the historic 
interest’ o f Palestine for the Jews all over the world and, save for the 
principle o f Jewish nationhood, he was convinced, it was only a variation 
o f the Basle Programme which referred to 'a hom e. . .  secured by public 
law’.11 O nly tw o questions remained controversial: that o f the Chartered 
Company, and nationality. Following Sokolow’s explanation, W o lf 
waived his objections to the first item and with regard to the second, he 
made an important step forward when declaring to Balfour, at the end o f 
January 1917, that the Conjoint Committee would have no objection i f  
the Jewish community in Palestine developed into ‘a local Jewish nation 
and a Jewish State’, provided it 'did not claim the allegiance o f the Jews o f 
W estern Europe’, or demand a privileged status vis-à-vis the non-Jewish 
population. Apart from these reservations, he assured Balfour, the Con
joint Committee left 'a perfectly free hand to the Zionists, and [was] even 
disposed, within certain limits, to co-operate with them in promoting 
their schemes’.11 This was in fact, i f  W o lf was to be believed, what the 
Committee meant when publishing their letter to The Times o f 24 M ay. 
He told Jacques Bigart, secretary o f die Alliance Israélite:14

If you w ill read our Statement carefully, you w ill find that it 
concedes almost everything o f any practical importance to the 
Zionists. It favours a Jewish settlement; it favours self-government for 
such a settlement; it even engages not to oppose a national status for 
such a settlement; so long as the nationality is a local one, and is 
agreeable to the Sovereign Power. The only objection . . .  relates to 
safeguarding the position o f Jews in other countries. W hat w e say, in 
effect, is: 'D o what you please in Palestine, and w e w ill not obstruct 
you; w e may even support you; but do not interfere with us; do not 
jeopardise our position as loyal nationals o f the country in which we 
live.’

W o lf was unaware that the Zionists had adopted an identical position. 
W hatever their concept o f Jewish identity, they were sensible enough to 
restrict its application to Palestine. The London Bureau Programme o f 
November 1916 (‘The Demands’) stated unequivocally that only 'the 
Jewish population in Palestine (present and future) to be officially recog
nised by die Suzerain Government as possessing national status.’ 18 In a 
letter to Brandéis, Sokolow explained the motives o f Zionist policy:18
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T o spare a collision with die Assimilationists w e do not attempt to 
meddle with the national or religious conception o f Jews in other 
countries [than Palestine] whether they consider themselves as a nation, 
race or religion. W e content ourselves with recognising the Jews in 
Palestine, present and future, as a nationality. . .  leaving all 
theoretical discussions with regard to Diaspora to time and the free 
w ill o f the individual.. . .  W e may or may not defend Jewish 
nationalism in the Diaspora . . .  but we are concerned with its 
development only in Palestine.

A t the meeting with Sykes at Gaster’s home on 7 February 1917,17 Gas ter 
made it clear that a Jewish nationality in Palestine would not interfere 
w ith the loyalty o f Jews outside Palestine. Weizmann thought it essential 
that ‘the Jews who went to Palestine would constitute [there] a Jewish 
nation*. Herbert Samuel pointed out that ‘i f  it was intended to create in 
Palestine a Jewish nation to nomine, care must be taken to explain die 
sense in which the term was used*. T o  which Sacher replied that only a 
state involved political obligations. A  nation was a spiritual entity and 
implied no civic duties. He elaborated this point in a memorandum 
written a few  months later:1*

A  Jewish National Home in Palestine would exact political obliga
tion only from such Jews as were citizens o f Palestine. Other Jews 
would owe it no political obligation. It would, however, be a centre 
o f spiritual influence, an exemplar o f the genuinely Jewish life . . .
But that spiritual tie would be purely voluntary, a matter for free 
acceptance or rejection by the individual Jew.

This principle fitted admirably with the Conjoint Committee’s expec
tations. However, i f  no rapprochement with the Zionists was forth
coming, it was not because areas for agreement were lacking but because 
neither party was aware o f their existence. The irony o f  the episode was 
that, though both parties genuinely recognised the need for some display 
o f  unity, neither was prepared to compromise. In fact, there was much 
more common ground for a working arrangement than the Zionists and 
die Conjoint Committee realised, but with channels o f communications 
blocked, and relations charged with suspicion and antipathy, this could 
not surface.

That an understanding was possible was demonstrated during the peace 
conference in Paris when mutual distrust evaporated. In their ‘Statement 
o f  Policy on the Palestine Question', die Joint Foreign Committee on 
behalf o f  the Anglo-Jewish community urged:
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that die political, economic and moral organisation o f  the country be 
such as to facilitate the increase and self-government o f the Jewish 
population with a view  to its eventual predominance in die govern
ment o f the State in accordance with the principles o f democracy.

Unlike the Zionists, the Committee refrained from  using the term 'auto
nomous Commonwealth’ although this was clearly the implication o f 
their text. They emphasised that Jews all over the world did not constitute 
a separate political nationality, or owe the future Government o f Palestine 
their political allegiance. W ith this exception, there was little difference 
between the Committee’s statement and that o f  the Zionists.19

This was in the spring o f 1919. T w o years earlier the controversy had 
been at its peak. A t the root o f the trouble was absence o f a dialogue. The 
fruit was not entirely that o f the Conjoint Committee. In a speech at a 
meeting o f the Board o f Deputies at the end o f October 1916, David 
Alexander expressed the desire to reach some understanding with the 
Zionists.90 Sokolow welcomed the proposal, but despite assurances o f 
mutual goodwill the correspondence soon lapsed into an exchange o f 
formalities. W hat happened was that the Zionists, m oving to a higher 
plane o f diplomacy following their crucial meeting with Sykes, found it 
more congenial to cultivate their relations with the British Government 
on their own. Puzzled and irritated by the delay, W o lf pressed for a 
resumption o f joint conferences, only to elicit from Sokolow the formula 
o f the Basle programme as a pre-condition for further negotiations. In 
the Committee’s eyes this meant total capitulation, and was duly re
jected.91 Negotiations never got o ff the ground.

The publication o f W o lf’s article in the Edinburgh Review raised the 
temperature further, but it was the news that the Zionist programme had 
been approved in principle by both the British and French Governments 
that brought the crisis to the boil. This information was reported to W o lf 
by Bigart, following Sokolow’s meeting with the Alliance’s representa
tives in Paris. W o lf now feared that should the nationalist doctrine, as 
espoused by Weizmann and Gaster, be officially adopted, the position o f 
emancipated Jews as citizens o f their native countries would be in great 
danger.99 Alarmed at the prospect o f being presented with a fait accomplit 
he told the Zionists bluntly that the Conjoint Committee must now 
resume full liberty o f action and reserve for themselves the right to pub
lish die correspondence that had passed between them ." A t the same time 
he sought to find out from the Foreign Office whether Bigart’s report 
was correct, since

a great injustice would be done to the Anglo-Jewish community, and
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very serious mischief might result, i f  an agreement on die Palestine 
question were concluded without our participation, more especially 
as die gendemen with whom  His Majesty’s Government have so far 
been in negotiation, are all foreign Jews, having no quality [sic] to 
speak for the native Jews o f the United Kingdom.

He reminded die Foreign Office that the Committee’s right to speak on 
die Palestine question had been raised as early as i  October 1916, in their 
letter to Viscount Grey, then Foreign Secretary.*4 

The Zionists were not perturbed. There was nothing improper in die 
correspondence that could cast doubt on their bona rides, but in Sokolow’s 
absence Joseph Cowen advised W o lf against publication as it would be 
prejudicial to common Jewish interests. Cowen’s advice followed closely 
on James de Rothschild’s protest to W olf; the correspondence was striedy 
private, and he had agreed to act as intermediary on the understanding 
that none o f it would reach the press.*4 The Foreign Office too warned 
W o lf to refrain from polemics in public, while the Palestine question was 
under consideration, but W olf, strongly suspecting that Rothschild, or 
still worse, W cizmann was behind the warning, was in no mood to listen 
to advice. He assured the Foreign Office d u t the Com mittee did not 
contemplate pubUc polemics, but, as their negotiations with the Zionists 
had reached deadlock, publication o f the correspondence was necessary. 
’This, however, is an internal communal matter, in w h ich . . .  the Foreign 
Office would not desire to interfere.’*4 O n this Lord Drogheda 
minuted:

This shows how warily we must walk in encouraging Zionism. W e 
are not committed definitely to Zionism y e t . . .  certainly not to 
the full realization o f Zionist aspirations— an d . . .  w e can safely reply 
that the Conjoint Foreign Committee can rest assured that their views 
have not been lost sight o f and that no new policy in regard to the 
future o f Palestine w ill be adopted by His Majesty’s Government 
without every opportunity being given to all sections o f the British 
Jewish Community to express their views on this question.

This minute was written on the very day Cecil received Weizmann and 
reinforced his doubt whether Weizmann’s views mirrored those o f the 
Anglo-Jewish community as a whole. T w o days later Graham informed 
W o lf d u t no agreement on the Palestine question had been reached and 
that the Government was ’sincerely anxious to act in all matters affecting 
die Jewish community not only in its best interests but with due regard to 
the wishes and opinions o f all its sections, and they w ill not depart from
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diese guiding principles.* However, W o lf was still uneasy until he met 
C ed i who, repeating Graham's statement, emphasised that the Govern
ment would ‘never make arrangements without taking into account, i f  
not consulting, the whole o f Jewish opinion’. A t the same time he 
cautioned W o lf against entering into any public controversy as this would 
be both embarrassing to the Government and harmful to the Jewish 
community.*7

Notwithstanding these assurances, Montefiore sought a separate inter
view  w ith Lord Milner. He was heartened to hear that the attitude towards 
the Zionists was still undetermined, and though die Prime Minister was 
sympathetic, the Palestine question had lost some o f its urgency due to 
the setbacks on the Gaza front. M ilner thought that Montefiore was 
exaggerating the dangers o f Zionism. It was ridiculous to suppose, he 
said, that an autonomous Jewish community in Palestine under a British 
Protectorate would in any w ay jeopardise the d v il rights o f Jews in 
countries such as the United States, Great Britain or France. As for Russia, 
i f  the liberal regime survived, ‘a Jewish Commonwealth in Palestine 
would not upset the emandpation'. Should the reactionary regime return 
to power, however, ‘the Jews would have a bad time, even i f  no single 
Jew were in Palestine at all. So mutatis mutandis as regards Roumania.’ The 
causes o f anti-Semitism did not relate to the status o f the Jewish com
munity in Palestine. ‘He dearly thought*, Montefiore recorded, ‘that, in 
our dislike o f Zionism, we greatly exaggerated its importance and 
dangen.'18

Despite these firm  promises, on 17 M ay, the day after Montefiore's 
interview with Milner, the Conjoint Committee, flouting all advice, 
embarked on a path calculated to bring a showdown w ith the Zionists.

In view  o f . . .  die rupture o f  the negotiations with the Zionists; the 
energy with which [they] were prosecuting thdr plans, the favour 
with which these plans were regarded in offidal quarters, and Mr. 
Sokolow's mission to die French and Italian Governments— the 
Presidents dedded to submit to die Conjoint Foreign Committee a 
definite Statement o f Policy on the Palestine Question, w ith the 
recommendation that it should be published at an early date.

B y twelve votes, with two abstentions, the hastily convened meeting 
endorsed the statement to be issued to the press.88

D r Hertz, die C hief Rabbi, who was present by invitation but without 
a vote, dissented from the proposed action and walked out. Fearing a 
schism within the community, he implored W o lf on the following day 
not to publish the statement; it was foolish to attach so much importance

THB CONJOINT FORBIGN COMMITTBB AND THB ZIONISTS 235



to Weizmann's and Gaster’s essays. But W o lf would not yield; publica
tion was ‘inevitable’ . Learning from  Hertz what was afoot, Leopold 
Greenberg also tried to avert the impending storm; the quarrel must not 
be made public or brought to the advice o f  the Foreign Office. But W o lf 
had made up his mind; the Committee could no longer remain silent as 
their constituents were becoming impatient and demanding information.*0 

T o forestall an explosion the Zionist members o f the Board o f Deputies, 
at a meeting on 20 M ay, introduced a conciliatory motion: British Jews 
hoped that ‘the historical claims o f the Jewish people on their ancient 
homeland w ill be recognized and that Palestine w ill be made a Jewish 
centre’ . The text avoided the controversial issue o f  nationalism, and in 
fret contained all die elements which, by their own admission, were 
acceptable to the anti-Zionists. None the less, after a spirited debate, the 
resolution was defeated by thirty-three votes to twenty-one. The Zionist 
members were not discouraged and introduced a second motion:

N ow  that the establishment o f  a Jewish Home in Palestine is a matter 
o f practical politics this Board recommends that the Conjoint 
Foreign Committee enter into negotiations with the Zionist Authori
ties with a view  to formulating a joint policy to be presented to the 
British Government; and that in die event o f a mutual policy being 
agreed upon a manifesto be immediately issued to that effect.

This formula too had to be withdrawn.*1 W hether Weizmann’s address 
made on the same morning to a Zionist Conference in London, helped to 
stiffen the anti-Zionist stand is a matter for conjecture. Weizmann 
declared that a Jewish Commonwealth was the Zionists’ final ideal. 'I am 
endded to state that His Majesty’s Government is ready to support our 
plans.’ He rebuked the ‘small minority’ which disputed the very existence 
o f the Jews as a nation and held it responsible for the disunity within the 
Jewish ranks. ‘But’, he added:**

i f  it comes to a plebiscite . . .  there can be no doubt on which side the 
majority o f Jews w ill be found. . .  W e do not want to give the world 
the spectacle o f a war o f brothers . . .  But w e warn those who w ill 
force an open breach that they w ill find us prepared . . .  W e say to 
all our opponents, ‘Hands o ff the Zionist Movement’ .

The warning remained unheeded. The decision had been taken three 
days earlier and there was no going back. In defiance o f his own promise, 
W o lf authorised the publication o f the ‘Statement’ in The Times (24 May) 
before showing it to C edi. The next day he was embarrassed to reedve a 
note from Graham saying that Lord Robert wished to see a copy o f the
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Statement before it was made public. Apologetically, W o lf admitted that 
the publication had been ‘a little hurried’, but there was no getting over 
the fact that he had violated his pledge. In an attempt to m ollify the 
Foreign Office he pointed out that the ‘Statement’ had been drawn up 
in ‘most conciliatory terms', and that it could well serve as *a starting point 
for fresh negotiations, and as the basis for a compromise’.3* This ignored 
the fact that the Zionist motion, submitted and rejected at the meeting o f 
the Board o f Deputies on 20 M ay, could offer a compromise. N or could 
the Committee complain at being presented with a fait accompli by the 
Zionists, since no pledge had been given by either side to abstain from 
negotiations with die British Government or its Allies. O n the contrary, 
at the first joint meeting on 14 April 191534 it was agreed that ‘nothing 
that took place at the Conferences should be held to bind either side’, as 
W o lf himself reminded a meeting o f the Anglo-Jewish Association on 
3 June 1917, when he was criticised by Rabbi Gaster for negotiating (early 
in 1916) with the Foreign Office behind the Zionists’ backs.33 B y bringing 
the question into the open, the Committee no doubt hoped to force the 
issue their way. But i f  their purpose was to make the Zionists more pliable 
— the term ‘compromise’ being used as a synonym for bringing them into 
line— the method chosen was self-defeating.

The Zionists were furious. Lord Rothschild declared in a letter to The 
Times (27 M ay):

W e Zionists cannot see how the establishment o f an autonomous 
Jewish State under the ægis and protection o f one o f the Allied 
Powers can be considered for a moment to be in any way subversive 
to the position or loyalty o f the very large part o f the Jewish people 
who have identified themselves thoroughly with the citizenship o f 
the countries in which they live.

The Chartered Company, he went on, was merely a directing agency for 
immigration and colonisation; the Zionists had ‘no wish for privileges at 
the expense o f other nationalities’. Weizmann also stated in the same issue 
that it was ‘a cardinal and immutable principle o f Zionism to see that all 
races and sects in Palestine should enjoy full justice and liberty’ ; the 
Chartered Com pany would not be administered to the detriment o f 
others.

If the Conjoint Committee hoped to find in The Times a favourable 
platform they were mistaken. W ickham Steed, the editor, was friendly to 
the Zionists33 and his leader (29 M ay) left no doubt where his sympathies 
lay. He dismissed the contentions o f assimilationists as fallacious and 
degrading. ‘O nly an imaginary nervousness suggests that the realization
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o f territorial Zionism . . .  would cause Christendom to round on the Jews 
and say, “ N ow  you have a land o f your own, go to it“ .' The Zionist 
movement had fired millions o f poverty-stricken Jews in the ghettoes 
with a new ideal. ‘It tended to make [them] proud o f  their race and to 
claim recognition, as Jews.*

Montefiore and Alexander, realising that they had miscalculated, tried 
to backtrack. Through an intermediary, they informed Zionists that they 
were still willing to negotiate, provided both parties dropped their 
respective pre-conditions and die status quo ante was restored. But the 
position could not be reversed; now  it was the Zionists whose attitude 
hardened. Weizmann, at any rate, was in no mood to compromise. He 
thought it useless to join  hands with those whose attitude to Palestine did 
not go beyond philanthropy. I f  the Zionist Organisation in the course o f  
negotiations were compelled to shelve even one iota o f its programme, 
it would lose its identity and sense o f direction. A  renewed suggestion that 
agreement on a common constructive policy was still possible, elicited no 
response. N or did the call o f the Anglo-Jewish Association for a modus 
vivendi find a sympathetic ear. The Manifesto in The Times embittered 
the Zionists to such a degree that cordial relations were no longer possible 
and on i i  June W o lf’s suggestion for a resumption o f joint conferences 
was finally rejected.*7

Emotions apart, the Zionists had reason to assume that they could 
dispense with their opponents’ co-operation. The Foreign Office was 
m oving towards a more definite commitment, and diere was a noticeable 
change o f opinion among the Anglo-Jewish community as well. That 
Lord Rothschild and the C hief Rabbi** had identified themselves openly 
with their cause was a great gain. A  movement to draw orthodox Jewry 
nearer to Zionism was gathering momentum and a special conference o f  
Rabbis was to be convened. Also mooted was the idea o f  a general Jewish 
Congress in Britain. None o f  this materialised, but the Zionists had reason 
to feel that the balance o f opinion had begun to tilt definitely in their 
favour. The London Lodge o f the B ’nai Brith, a non-Zionist body, took 
the lead in a movement to unseat die Conjoint Committee** and on 
23 June a mass meeting o f the Jewish National Union expressed its con
viction that the recognition o f die principle o f Jewish nationality was 
’essential for the solution o f the Jewish problem’. It pledged its support 
for the creation o f a ’permanent Home for the Jewish people in the H oly 
Land*. The Union consisted o f thirty-six associations and institutions 
with an aggregate membership o f  over ten thousand. Its President was 
Rabbi Gaster.40

The Executive Committee o f  the Jewish Congress in South Africa (the
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representative body o f  that community) protested strongly against the 
Manifesto in The Times and affirmed their conviction that ‘only by the 
re-establishment o f an autonomous national centre in Palestine can die 
future o f Jewry be secured, that such a solution can in no w ay injure the 
position or status o f Jewish citizens in countries’ o f their domicile.41 O n 
4 June the Council o f the United Jewish Sodedes o f the Anglo-Jewish 
Association expressed its 'profound disapproval’ . . .  and dissatisfaction at 
the conduct o f the Conjoint Committee and asked its representative on 
the Committee to resign. W o lf could not draw much comfort from the 
Alliance Israelite either. In vain he implored his friends in Paris to issue a 
parallel statement in the press, especially as British Jewry had so per
sistently adhered to and indeed advocated the principles enunciated by the 
Great Sanhedrin. Bigart, whilst assuring him that no change in the 
Alliance’s traditional attitude to Zionism had taken place, regretted that 
he could not follow  suit.41

But the greatest shock that the assimilationists suffered was the resolu
tion passed at a meeting o f the Board o f Deputies on 17 June, by a major
ity o f 56 votes to 51, expressing 'profound disapproval [of] die views o f 
the Conjoint Committee as promulgated in the communication published 
in The Times*. The assault was led by the B ’nai Brith members o f the 
Board, but the Zionists too could congratulate themselves on their suc
cessful lobbying. The resolution added that the Committee had lost the 
confidence o f the Board and called upon its representatives to resign.41 
The latter were accused o f taking undue liberty in matten o f high policy 
without consulting the constituent bodies o f the Committee. The balance 
o f  power within the Board o f  Deputies had now changed.

W o lf had to put the best face on it that he could when explaining the 
vote o f censure to the Foreign Office the following day: the confrontation 
had shown that the warring parties were 'more evenly balanced’ than had 
been generally supposed but, considering that the foreign element in the 
community outnumbered the native-born, and the poor outnumbered 
the well-to-do, the division showed that ‘not only are the English-born 
and well-to-do classes on the side o f the Conjoint Committee, but that a 
large portion o f the foreign and poor elements are also on that side’. He 
concluded: *My own impression is that eventually very considerable 
constitutional changes w ill be made, but these w ill not be to the advan
tage o f the Zionists.’ His arguments carried little conviction. Harold 
Nicolson minuted: ‘Evidently M r. W o lf is now in decline,’ and Graham 
was clear: 'This is a very different opinion to that held by the Zionists. . .  
I believe this note signifies the dissolution o f the Conjoint Foreign 
Committee.’44
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Graham was right. N ot only was die Conjoint Committee dissolved; 
the leadership o f Anglo-Jewry was radically changed. Sir Stuart Samuel« 
M .P., Herbert Samuel’s brother, accepted the office o f  President o f the 
Board o f Deputies« Lord Rothschild became one o f the tw o Vice-Presi
dents, and Nathan Laski, the recognised head o f the Manchester Jewish 
community and a foremost opponent o f the anti-Zionists, was elected 
treasurer. There was more than a change o f leadership; the spirit that 
henceforth animated the Board marked a definite break with the past. 
W ith the anden régime coming to an end, the Foreign Office was no longer 
bound by a previous commitment and could move freely towards a 
closer association with the Zionists.

The episode became a cause célèbre in Anglo-Jewish history, a monument 
to mutual misunderstanding. The Zionists never forgave the Conjoint 
leaders for advertising their opposition in The Times. Y et it would be 
wrong to condemn outright these otherwise respected figures in the 
Anglo-Jewish community. Their action was panicky and ill-judged, not 
m alevolent That they could have committed such a blunder was a sad 
commentary on their state o f mind. The danger they wanted to ward o ff 
was but a product o f their own imagination.

O n the other hand, the Zionists were guilty o f indiscretions which 
tended to magnify their opponents’ suspicions. Sensible enough to restrict 
the application o f the concept o f Jewish nationality to Palestine, they 
blundered in not making those most concerned aware o f their thinking. 
A  timely gesture might well have averted the crisis. This omission was 
compounded by presentation o f  the Basle Programme as a pre-condition 
for ¿he resumption o f negotiations. For the Conjoint Committee this 
plank was a non-starter, and thus the chance o f any meeting o f minds, let 
alone o f a closer understanding o f each other’s point o f view , was wrecked 
in advance. W ith their diplomatic status in the spring o f 1917 elevated, the 
Zionists chose to go it alone in their dealings with the British Govern
ment. But since the agreement between the Committee and the Foreign 
Office was still in force, such tactics could not lead them far. It is indeed 
doubtful whether the British Government would have ventured to issue 
a declaration o f sympathy with Zionism before consulting all sections o f 
the Anglo-Jewish community. In the circumstances, the Committee could 
have done the Zionists no greater service than by acting as they did and 
thereby bringing upon themselves their own defeat, although it was only 
a narrow majority at the Board o f Deputies that gave victory to the 
Zionists.

The Committee’s downfall was not accidental. Their concept could not
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withstand the test o f  die times. The Jewish problem was too complex to 
be solved by emancipation alone; it was an illusion to expect anti-Semi
tism to abate once emancipation became general. Prejudice cannot be 
legislated out o f existence, and the formula o f an Englishman, Frenchman, 
or German o f Jewish persuasion did not meet the case. But it was primarily 
the aftermath o f Jewish emancipation in Russia in the spring o f 1917 that 
confounded the theory o f W o lf and his friends. It took only a few  months 
for their cloudless optimism to give w ay to mounting concern about the 
recurrence o f anti-Semitism.4* B y contrast, the Zionists were spared much 
o f the shock. As realists, they anticipated that some disorders might take 
place at the end o f the war and their policy was shaped accordingly. As 
early as April 1917, when the Jewish world was still dazzled by the new ly- 
w on liberties o f their co-religionists in Russia, Lord Rothschild was far
sighted enough to write to W eizmann:44

Apart from the first and foremost great national aims and sentiments 
o f our people which are strikingly and consistently being urged now 
in every country, there is to m y mind a very much greater need for 
establishing the real Jewish nation again in Palestine. W e must think 
o f the future; the bulk, quite 40%, o f the Russian nation is illiterate 
and uneducated and have been urged on for centuries against the 
Jews. Our people are the educated class in Russia, therefore now 
that they have equal rights they w ill forge ahead and outside the rest 
o f the Russian Peoples in all walks of life and thus raise up a new form 
of hatred and envy. Therefore, we ought by urging on our govern
ment here to adopt the Zionist cause as their own to enable us to 
reduce the number o f Jews remaining in Russia as much as possible 
and so lessen the chances o f future trouble. The national aspirations 
must, o f course, take first place but I feel sure w e shall do wrong 
i f  we do not keep the possibility o f future Russian trouble well to the 
front in the Zionist programme.

The spectacular rise o f  Zionism in Russia gave the lie to the Conjoint 
Committee’s forecast that liberalisation would deal a death blow  to 
Jewish nationalism. T o equate conditions in Russia with those in Western 
Europe a hundred years earlier was misleading, for unlike the French 
Revolution o f 1789, the Russian Revolution o f March 1917 granted 
liberties not only to the individual but also to national minorities. This 
spared the Russian Jew the dilemma which confronted the Great San
hedrin, and left them free to determine their identity.47

The notion that Jewish nationalism was incompatible with patriotism 
and prejudicial to civic status was an even greater fallacy, as the course o f
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events after the Balfour Declaration showed. N ot only did die civic status 
o f  the Jews in the W est remain unaffected, but on 28 June 1918 the Foreign 
Office reassured W o lf that the British Government ‘have the closest 
sympathy with the emancipation o f die Jews in Eastern and South Eastern 
Europe and are anxious to do everything in their power to secure a just 
and permanent setdement o f the Jewish question throughout the regions 
concerned’ .4*

A t die root o f the assimilationists’ failure lay die application o f  the 
doctrine enunciated by the Great Sanhedrin to die British scene; and the 
Anglo-Jewish establishment, in insisting that adjustment o f their identity 
was a pre-condition to their political and cultural integration, displayed 
an inept understanding o f the British mind and o f the British political and 
social make-up. Ironically, it was Gentile Society in England that proved 
itself more appreciative o f the unique character o f the Jewish people 
rather than the assimilated Jew. T o  many o f the Gentiles Jewish opposition 
to Zionism was incomprehensible. The Times (29 May) was not the only 
daily to expose the absurdity o f  the fear o f dual loyalties. The Manchester 
Guardian (19 October 1917) wrote:

Those Jews, who think that the establishment o f a Jewish State 
would impair die rights o f Jews in other countries . . .  have a very 
imperfect knowledge o f the foundations o f political liberty and o f 
religious tolerance in England . . .  W hatever may be said about the 
establishment o f a Jewish State . . .  it is undoubtedly a British and 
Allied interest and should be recognized by Jews, who desire the 
welfare o f their adopted countries.

And on the following day the Liverpool Post reassured the sceptics that 
Jewish nationhood, accepted by the majority o f Christendom and Jewry
‘w ill not deprive individual Jew s__o f equal citizenship . . .  but w ill add
once more a Jewish collective entity from which in the past humanity has 
reaped some o f its richest fruits.’

Professor R. W . Seton-Watson was foil o f  admiration for die race 
which had defied assimilation 'so stubbornly and so successfully; the 
modem tendency o f individual Jews to repudiate what is one o f their chief 
glories suggests an almost comic resolve to fight against the course o f  
nature.’4* Blanche Dugdale saw in assimilation 'a kind o f escapism’,60 
while Viscount Bryce considered Israel’s persistence as a nation *a unique 
phenomenon’. He was confident that the existence o f  a national home in 
Palestine would not expose the Jews to any suspicion o f disloyalty by their 
Gentile neighbours.61 Sir Mark Sykes asserted that 'no British Jew w ill be 
less British because he can look at the cradle o f his race with pride’,6* and
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Neville Chamberlain, addressing himself to non-Zionist Jews, dismissed as 
'groundless’ their fears that the establishment o f a new Jewish state would 
provoke some suspicion o f their loyalty to their own country. Quite the 
contrary; 'die existence o f this new Jewish State would only add to the 
dignity and influence o f Jews in other countries’.58 'I am an immense 
believer in separate nationalities,’ Balfour was reported to have stated.54 
Zionist ideology appealed to him both as a philosopher and a student o f 
history; while that o f the assimilated Jews was totally incomprehensible. 
'W hy can I afford to be a Zionist and not they?’ he wondered.55 N or could 
Colonel Patterson, the Irish Commander o f die Judeans, understand w hy 
any Jew should be an anti-Zionist, since the Zionist ideal in no w ay inter
fered with the rights and privileges o f other Jews.54 In 1922, in a veiled 
reference to certain individuals who still felt uneasy about Zionism, Sir 
John Simon said: 'A  man like myself, whose father was a Welshman, 
whose mother was an Englishwoman, and who married an Irish wife, am 
not very likely to fail in practical sympathy with the national aspirations 
o f  any race.’57 Far better equipped to appreciate die peculiarities o f Jewish 
nationalism was Lloyd George. He explained his W elsh patriotism by 
saying: 'National feeling has nothing to do with geography; it is a state o f  
mind.’58

During the war nationalism and the course o f small nationalities became 
respectable, and the assimilated Jew who refused to move with the times 
found himself, paradoxically, in conflict with his own Government’s 
policy. So angry was Sykes with Lucien W o lf that, lumping him together 
with Jacob Schiff, he labelled the anti-Zionists collectively as *pro-Turks, 
who have become pro-Germans, and . . .  are definitely fixed in that 
camp’.58 Since Zionism constituted an essential part o f his Middle Eastern 
policy, it followed that those who opposed it were playing die enemy’s 
game.

N or did W o lf’s personality make his case more attractive. In diplomatic 
skill he was no match for the Zionist leaders. In 1914-16, when he was still 
regarded by the Foreign Office as representing Anglo-Jewry, W eizmann 
unobtrusively but persistently cultivated relations with influential mem
bers o f British society. His unerring intuition and his ability to convey his 
message were inestimable assets, and stood him in good stead when the 
new Government was formed in December 1916. Lloyd George con
sidered him a friend and could meet him as an equal. Balfour also took 
Weizmann into his confidence.40 But infectious as Weizmann's idealism 
was, the Zionists won their case not on the merits o f their ideology— o f 
which Sokolow was the foremost exponent— but because, unlike their 
opponents, they had something tangible to offer Britain.
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15 In Search o f a Formula

W ith the French declaration to Sokolow on 4 June, and the dissolution o f  
the Conjoint Foreign Committee on 17 June, the Balfour Declaration was 
well on its way. The idea o f a declaration was, o f course, not novel. It had 
been considered by the Foreign Office in March 1916, and again in April 
o f  the following year. T o none o f these moves were the Zionists a party. 
N or were they aware o f the agreement between the Conjoint Committee 
and the Foreign Office obliging the latter to consult all sections o f Anglo- 
Jewish opinion before making public any statement on Palestine. It was 
not until early April 1917, shortly before Sykes’s departure for the East, 
that Weizmann suggested d u t a suitable declaration be made as soon as 
Palestine came under British occupation. The setbacks at the Gaza front 
rendered this impracticable, but by M ay some Zionists were becoming 
impatient. In the United States Brandéis sounded out Balfour,1 and in 
London, Gaster complained that ’the fact that we have nothing in black 
and white is not satisfactory’.* It took Weizmann, however, another month 
to reach the conclusion that a declaration by the British Government 
could no longer be postponed. For some time he was concerned with the 
theme hammered home by the German press (ranging from  the Conser
vative Reichsbote to the liberal Frankfurter Zeitung), which urged Berlin to 
show a more accommodating attitude to the Zionist movement, but it 
was not before receiving information from Zionist sources that he became 
seriously alarmed. On 12 June he called on Graham and told him that a 
prominent Zionist leader* had been asked by the German envoy in 
Copenhagen whether the Zionists could act as intermediaries between the 
Central and Allied Powers during the peace negotiations; in his opinion, 
die international character o f the Zionist Organisation made it eminently 
suitable for such a rôle. The Zionist leader professed himself ready to 
consult his friends in the neutral countries, provided the German Govern
ment gave a binding promise in writing that it would negotiate on the 
basis o f  the principle o f  ‘no annexations and no indemnities’, and gave a 
solemn pledge to support the Zionist claim to Palestine. He was then 
summoned to D r Zimmermann, the German Foreign Minister, for an 
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interview, the sequel o f which was not known, but in W eizmann’s 
opinion it indicated a serious attempt by the German Government for 
peace settlement’.

N ot all the information reaching Weizmann was accurate. There is no 
evidence to confirm the report that the German Government was eager 
to employ die Zionists as peace intermediaries. The relevant records, both 
in the German Foreign Ministry files and German-Zionist correspondence, 
are silent on this issue. True, Zimmermann was sympathetic towards the 
Zionists but when Weizmann approached Graham, Zimmermann was on 
the point o f resigning, and his successor, Richard von Kühlmann, evinced 
no serious interest; the articles in the German press reflected the views o f 
some sections o f German public opinion but were not, as Weizmann and 
W hitehall erroneously supposed, officially inspired by the W ilhelm
strasse. There is however no reason to question Weizmann’s sincerity. For 
Zionism to fall under German influence would have been a serious blow 
to his efforts to anchor the movement firm ly to Britain, particularly at a 
time when it was emerging as a leading force in die Jewish world. A  
congress in Southern Russia, representing two million Jews, adopted the 
Zionist programme by 333 votes to 36. In the United States, Canada, and 
South Africa the movement was spreading; in Italy developments were 
encouraging, and ’even in France M r. Sokolow had achieved a very 
notable success and had had an extremely favourable reception both in the 
Jewish and the French official world’ . The only opponents consisted o f a 
’small oligarchy o f Jewish cosmopolitan financiers. . .  and o f a small 
fraction o f Jewish Socialists’ . T o  counter German moves, W eizmann 
insisted, it was essential for the British Government to give public 
expression to its sympathy and support.4

Weizmann was preaching to the converted. Propaganda in Russia was 
badly needed and the British were handicapped in getting their message 
through. As early as January 1916 Lockhart complained that it was almost 
impossible for a foreigner to conduct propaganda without giving offence. 
N or did the March Revolution improve the position. The Russian had an 
ingrained dislike o f outside interference and the paternalistic attitude 
shown by the British press was bitterly resented.4 It was not without some 
justification that a member o f Parliament noted that ’all the German gold 
. . .  has not done as much harm in Russia to the cause o f the Allies as the 
insulting series o f articles in The Times*.* Lloyd George’s message to Lvov 
enjoining the Russian people to strengthen their resolve in prosecuting the 
w ar7 failed to achieve the desired effect. Exhortation in this sense was in
terpreted as 'traps laid by the capitalists . . .  to further the wicked aims o f 
those plundering imperialists: Britain, France and Italy’ .4 W ith die notable
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exception o f Brace Lockhart the British Consuls were ill-equipped to 
counter German propaganda. N or did the delegation o f the British 
Labour Party succeed in damping down the 'no annexation cry; they 
later admitted that their mission to Russia was a failure.9 Harold Nicolson 
was despondent: ‘England is very impopular, and nothing w e could do 
would be o f any use. Russian opinion regarded us with all the hatred o f 
the debtor to the creditor, and anything against us was readily believed 
. . .  Any propaganda on our part would only irritate them more, as they 
were determined to dislike us.’10

This helps to explain w hy the Zionists were personae gratae at the 
Foreign Office. In return for meeting their wishes, they could produce in 
Russia and elsewhere an army o f voluntary propagandists, all the more 
effective since they had the obvious advantage o f being citizens o f their 
respective countries. Russian Jews disliked the war. It was not o f  their 
choosing and they had nothing to gain from  its continuation. Both for 
political and economic reasons they were inclined more towards Germany 
than to England, but recognition o f  their rights in Palestine, as Vice- 
Consul Brown attested,11 might make all the difference. N ot only would 
it immunise them against German-inspired pacifist propaganda but their 
influence in the press and public life could be brought to bear. The 
military campaign in Palestine would be presented as an act o f liberation 
and Britain’s presence there linked to the principle o f self-determination. 
M oreover, having a close interest in the success o f Allied arms, they would 
be all die more eager to support the moderate element in the Provisional 
Government against the extremists and, considering the precarious balance 
o f  power within the coalition, this was not without significance.

Graham wasted no time. The day after Weizmann’s visit he advised 
Lord Hardinge as follows:

It would appear that in view  o f the sympathy towards the Zionist 
movement which has already been expressed by the Prime Minister, 
M r. Balfour, Lord R. C edi, and other statesmen, w e are committed 
to support it, although until Zionist policy has been more clearly 
defined our support must be o f a general character. W e ought, 
therefore, to secure all the political advantage we can out o f  our 
connection with Zionism, and there is no doubt that this advantage 
w ill be considerable, espedally in Russia, where the only means o f 
reaching the Jewish proletariat is through Zionism, to which the vast 
majority o f Jews in that country adhere.

He suggested d u t i f  the forthcoming meeting o f die Board o f  Deputies 
(on 17 June) should dedde in the Zionists’ favour, the Prime Minister or
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the Foreign Secretary should issue an appropriate message o f sympathy. 
Balfour was taken aback. ‘H ow  can H.M .G. announce their intention o f 
“ protecting”  Palestine without consulting our Allies? And how  can w e 
discuss dismembering the Turkish Empire before the Turks are beaten? 
Personally I still prefer. . .  U .S.A . in the protectorate, should we succeed 
in securing it.*

Graham was not discouraged; he had not intended raising the question 
o f ‘protection* at all; in view  o f French susceptibilities this was inoppor
tune. The Zionists themselves were fully aware o f  the delicate situation 
and all they desired was a formal repetition, preferably in writing, o f the 
verbal assurances they had already received from various members o f  the 
British Government. This, Graham insisted, ‘is essential. . .  i f  w e are to 
secure Zionist political support which is so important to us in Russia at the 
present moment*. A  formula modelled on Cambon’s letter o f  4 June 
which Sokolow had just brought back from  Paris, would, he thought, 
satisfy the Zionists. Sokolow intended to go to Russia and, i f  armed by 
parallel British assurances, his task would be greatly eased.11

W ith the Conjoint Committee out o f the picture, and the French 
Government willing to promote Zionist aspirations, tw o major obstacles 
against the British coming down publicly in the Zionists* favour were 
thus removed, and Balfour’s earlier misgivings were overcome. O n 19 
June, when Lord Rothschild and Weizmann met the Foreign Secretary, 
they were able to show on whose side the majority o f British Jews were, 
and asked him for a declaration o f support, Balfour agreed and suggested 
that a draft proposal be submitted. C ed i remarked: ‘I wanted to do this 
several weeks ago but was deterred by the advice o f Sir G. Buchanan.*11

A  month elapsed before Rothschild was able to forward a text to Balfour. 
The Zionists, perhaps underestimating the strength o f thdr position, were 
remarkably modest in their claims. The man who restrained them was 
Ahad Ha’am. It was characteristic o f this prudent, self-critical, but also 
over-cautious thinker, to advise Weizmann early in the war 'to  be 
“ modest”  in . . .  demands and content. . .  with the claim o f  unrestricted 
immigration and cultural w ork in Palestine in the hope that in due course 
[the Jews] w ill attain a status o f  autonomy under the banner o f Great 
Britain. W e have to steer clear from excessive political phraseology.*14 
Weizmann, though Ahad Ha’am’s disdple, was more ambitious. He made 
no secret o f his ultimate goal, and on 23 January 1915 he told the Political 
Committee that die arrangement made for Palestine should be such as to 
enable the Zionists to work there ‘freely so that it should lead ultimately 
to a Jewish Commonwealth*.11 But the Committee followed more

IN SBARCH OF A FORMULA 247



moderate counsels. Its members, chiefly adherents o f  the ‘practical’, as 
opposed to the ‘political’ school o f  thought, shied away from any refer
ences to the idea o f Jewish statehood. A  ‘state* was equated with govern
ment, and they did not feel sufficiently mature for such a task. N or were 
the conditions in Palestine ripe enough. ‘W e do not ask for a Jewish but 
for a pro-Jewish administration, not for a Jewish but for a pro-Jewish 
policy.’1* Their 1916 programme spoke o f ‘a separate [Jewish] national 
unit or nationality’ to be recognised by the Suzerain Government and o f  
'proportionate representation on any local legislative or executive bodies 
. . .  which may be appointed by the Suzerain’.17 However, by the end o f  
November the Committee took a further step, asking that Palestine 
should be recognised as the Jewish National Home; the Jewish community 
there given autonomy; the Suzerain Government should grant a Charter 
to a Jewish Company for die Colonisation and Development o f  Palestine, 
the Company to have power to take over any concessions for works o f  a 
public character, the right o f pre-emption o f Crow n or other lands (not 
held in private or religious ownership), and such other powers and privi
leges as were common to Charters or Statutes o f similar colonising 
bodies.1* The Company was to give die Zionists power in the economic 
sphere and compensate for the political sovereignty they were unable and 
unwilling to demand.

The idea o f a Charter (used also by Herzl during his negotiations w ith 
the Sultan), was essentially English and as such comprehensible to the 
British mind. This was not the case with regard to the term ‘Jewish 
National Home’, unknown in the British political vocabulary. 'W e have 
heard before o f States and Commonwealths, o f dominions and colonies, 
but never o f national homes’ was a typical comment o f a Gentile Zionist.1* 
The word ‘home’ carried a wealth o f sentimental associations but had no 
political content. It was vague and subject to various interpretations 
ranging from 'a Jewish state’ to a ‘cultural centre’. From the Zionist point 
o f  view  its choice was not a fortunate one. In later years Weizmann and 
his friends had a running batde with successive British Governments to 
retain some o f its original meaning, and it was with genuine regret that he 
confessed in his autobiography that the November 1916 programme was 
the w ork o f ‘a group o f amateur state builders. . .  None o f us had had any 
experience in government and colonization. . .  W e were journalists, 
scientists, lawyers, merchants, philosophers. W e were one or tw o genera
tions rem oved. . .  from  the ghetto.’*0

The term 'National Home’ originated in the Heimstätte o f the Basle 
Programme, to which in November 1916 Sokolow prefixed the word 
‘national’. W hen the Basle Programme was drafted in 1897, the choice
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before die Programme Committee was between Jüdisches Gemeinwesen 
(Jewish Commonwealth) and Heimstätte (homestead). Herzl favoured 
Gemeinwesen but Nordau thought Heimstätte would be less offensive to the 
Turks and, at his suggestion, the First Zionist Congress adopted it.*1 
Following the 1908 Young Turk Revolution the Zionists were forced to 
m odify their phraseology still further, to the point o f denying that they 
had ever contemplated a Jewish state. But calculations which were im
perative vis-à-vis the Turks seemed quite unnecessary in Britain in 1917. 
M oreover, diere is reason to believe that the phrase 'Jewish Common
wealth’ would have alarmed the anti-Zionists less than 'National Home*. 
From what has been quoted already it could be inferred that they would 
not have objected to a British declaration in favour o f unrestricted Jewish 
immigration and colonisation in Palestine, even though this might have 
led eventually to the emergence o f a Jewish state. In other words, there 
were better prospects o f a modus vivendi between Zionists and anti- 
Zionists on the basis o f Herd's terminology than that o f Ahad Ha’am and 
Sokolow.

O n doctrinal grounds, the importance o f the word ‘national’ is self- 
evident; but there must have been more practical reasons for the Zionists 
to insist on its use. In the age o f nationalism die principle that a nation 
had the right to a state o f its own was universally accepted in the Western 
world. Moreover, international law recognises nations alone as entities 
possessing the right to self-determination, the corollary being that, since 
states were created on the basis o f nationality, recognition o f  Jewish 
nationality entided them to a state. This was the logic behind Sokolow’s 
attempt to get from  France recognition o f Jewish nationality, a principle 
which he followed in England as well. Recognition o f a Jewish nation
ality was to legitimise the Jewish right to Palestine and ease die transition 
from the status o f autonomy to a state. But i f  this was the line o f thinking 
that determined Zionist tactics, it was only partially right. The principle 
o f identity between state and nation was applicable to a people inhabiting 
a certain stretch o f territory; in these circumstances the administration was 
to conform to the wishes o f the people concerned. The Jewish case was 
different. O nly a small fraction o f their people lived in Palestine, and 
recognition o f Jewish nationality, even i f  extended to those living outside 
it, did not necessarily confer upon them the tide to Palestine. W hat made 
their rlaim sound was their unbroken historical connection with the 
country. The fact that they possessed no alternative state o f  their own 
elsewhere gave the principle o f ‘historical connection’ a unique character, 
recognised later by the League o f  Nations and quoted in the Preamble 
to the Palestine Mandate. It was on the basis o f this principle that the



Zionists defended their case in subsequent years, not on die fact that they 
constituted, or claimed to constitute, a nation. In 1917, ‘nationality’ was a 
risky instrument ‘Historical connection’ was a sounder card to play. N o 
section o f Jewish opinion contested it. A  formula asking for such political 
and economic conditions in Palestine as to make the eventual establish
ment o f a Jewish State possible, might have proved less divisive than 
‘National Home’. It is uncertain whether die British Government would 
have been prepared to endorse the term ‘Jewish state’ or ‘Jewish Common
wealth’ in the text o f  the declaration, but the balance o f evidence suggests 
a positive answer. Grey took Samuel by surprise when expressing his 
desire to see a Jewish State in Palestine. Lloyd George expressed him self 
in similar vein. The O ’Beim e-Crewe formula approved by Grey was 
more far-reaching in its wording than the Zionists would have ventured 
to suggest at that time or in the following year. Balfour too thought in 
terms o f Jewish statehood. Sykes’s terminology was more modest, but he 
was reported to have said that he expected the Jewish community in 
Palestine to grow  to a million and a half in thirty years and agreed that 
‘so powerful a community could be self-governing’. His only reservation 
was that Jewish settlement should not dispossess the Arab population.** 

Perhaps most indicative o f die British attitude to Zionist aspirations was 
the reaction to Weizmann’s speech o f 20 M ay 1917, mentioned already, 
in which he said that the creation o f  a Jewish Commonwealth was the 
Zionists’ ‘final ideal’ ; the w ay to this goal lay through a series o f  inter
mediate stages, one o f which was that Palestine would be

protected by such a m ighty and just Power as Great Britain. Under 
the wing o f this Power Jews w ill be able to develop and set up the 
administrative machinery which, while not interfering with the 
legitimate interests o f the non-Jewish population, would enable 
[them] to carry out [their] scheme. I am entided to state that His 
Majesty’s Government is ready to support our plans.

Asked by Lord Onslow whether there was any official sanction for 
Weizmann’s statement, John Buchan, Director o f the Department o f  
information, replied:**

Your question. . .  is not a very easy one to answer: I think that we 
can agree to Dr. Weizmann’s definition i f  it is taken in the proper 
sense, but there has never been any public pronouncement.

I imagine that the British Government has no objection to a 
Jewish Palestine as such— at any rate to the establishment in Palestine 
o f  a very large Jewish Colony. But I do not think that any opinion
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has ever been expressed as to the precise form  o f  Government under 
which Palestine should exist: it is not desirable to announce publicly 
that it should be either a sovereign Jewish State, or a British 
protectorate. . .

Least o f all do w e wish it to be a second Monte Carlo or an 
international banking centre.

In M ay, when Weizmann made his speech, Balfour was in the United 
States and was completely unaware o f it, but three months later when it 
was brought to his attention (in connection w ith a request o f the Zionists 
in Egypt for permission to publish it), he reacted sharply: *1 fear die 
phrase “ protected by G. Britain”  is fatal— it goes far beyond the Roth
schild message.’ It was not ‘Jewish Commonwealth’ that dismayed Balfour 
so much as the reference to a British protectorate.14

The Foreign Office position can be deduced from  Harold Nicolson’s 
minute, dated 5 July 1917: ‘O ur present attitude towards the Palestine 
question is based on a compromise between the desirability o f encouraging 
Jewish national aspirations and the necessity o f avoiding the creation o f 
suspicion in the French Colonial party.’11 Nicolson did not specify what 
he meant by ‘Jewish national aspirations’ but he was fully au courant w ith 
Weizmann's definition; twenty-nine years later, when the State o f Israel 
was proclaimed, he did not conceal his pleasure 'at this realisation o f the 
hopes o f Zionism’.14 There is nothing to support the suggestion that when 
the formula for a declaration was first considered ‘at the Foreign Office 
end die key-words seemed to have been “ asylum”  or “ refuge”  \ 17 In 
fact, all the evidence points the other way. For the Foreign Office the 
chief difficulty was the question o f ‘protection’, not the formulation o f 
Zionist objectives.

M oreover, one must bear in mind that during the First W orld W ar 
terminology w ith regard to nascent nationalities was not clearly defined. 
Thus, ‘Arab State or Confederation o f States’ was loosely used, although 
it was a matter o f common knowledge that the Arabs, i f  left to themselves, 
would have been in no position to sustain such an entity without the 
support or protection o f  a foreign power. ‘Arab state’ meant Arab 
autonomy, and 'Jewish Commonwealth’ meant Jewish autonomy. Much 
to the surprise o f the Programme Committee o f the First Zionist Congress, 
Herzl stated:11

People did not understand. . .  the tide o f  the pamphlet [Der Juden
staatJ. I did not propose einen jüdischen Staat (a Jewish State), but I 
proposed to give the territory the name Judenstaat (Jews’ State). Had 
I wanted a State like all other states o f the world, I would have
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labelled it as *ein jüdischer Stoat'\ but I did not dream o f making it 
like any other State. I was thinking o f  a Jewish territory, w ell 
protected [by the Powers], well organised, and run by a modem 
[Jewish] Com pany. . .  Such a territory I would call Judenstoat. .  .A ll 
the protests against this non-existent idea are mere dap-trap. W e 
want a Jewish Gemeinwesen with all securities for freedom.

T o give their blessing to such an interpretation o f  'Jewish state* or 
'Commonwealth* was not difficult for die British Government, especially 
since a declaration did not necessarily bind its authors to implement it but 
merely to facilitate its attainment. Had the Jewish community spoken 
with one voice the British Government might have been prepared to 
endorse a more far-reaching formula than that o f  2 November 1917.

N ot all the Zionists fd t happy about die tactics adopted by the London 
Bureau. In Manchester, Harry Sacher, a leading member o f the British 
Palestine Committee, was convinced that the British needed die Zionists 
and that greater concessions could be obtained by showing that the Jews 
were *a power. He had serious misgivings about the London Bureau 
staking everything on the British. Zionism was an international m ove
ment and as such had to keep its options open. M oreover, given the 
pragmatic frame o f mind o f the British, it was too risky for the Zionists 
to tie their hands unilaterally. He felt uneasy about Weizmann placing so 
much frith in Sykes, whose interest, he suspected, lay 'primarily in Arabs, 
not in Jews’ . It was the Arab question that disquieted Sacher most. O n 14 
June he confessed to a friend: 'A t the bade o f m y mind there is firm ly 
fixed the recognition that even i f  all our political schemings turn out in 
the way w e desire, the Arabs wilt remain our most tremendous problem 
. . .  It is going to be extraordinarily difficult and it w ill give us unhappy 
years.'1* It was this issue that prompted Sacher to adopt a radical position.

Weizmann had no hand in drafting the formula, but before leaving for 
Gibraltar at the end o f June, he agreed that Sacher should outline one.1* 
It read as follows:

The British Government declares that one o f its essential war aims is 
die reconstitution o f Palestine as a Jewish State and as the National 
Home o f the Jewish People.

It declares th at. . .  [there] must be an Integral Palestine. . .  that 
there should be set up in the Peace Conference. . .  a protectorate by 
a Power or Powers; [with] the object. . .  [of] facilitating. . .  die 
reconstitution o f Palestine as a Jewish State and as die National 
H om e. . .
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The British Government further declares that it recognises the 
Zionist Organisation as the representative and spokesman o f the 
Jewish People. . .  a Chartered Company to be constituted and en
dowed with all requisite political and economic powers for a 
fulfilment o f this task.

B y  comparison, Sokolow’s draft was moderate. Under its terms the 
British Government accepted ‘the principle o f  recognising Palestine as the 
National Home o f the Jewish People* to be taken under its protection at 
the conclusion o f peace; with internal autonomy and die right to free 
immigration, the details to be elaborated at a later date with the repre
sentatives o f  the Zionist Organisation.*1 

Sacher was thoroughly dissatisfied. ‘I am persuaded* he wrote to 
Sokolow, ‘that this matter is o f the first importance and that m y original 
idea o f asking for as much as possible is the right one. I think m y own 
draft erred in not going far enough. . .  The various drafts you have sent 
me are thoroughly mistaken in conception.**1 Sokolow was not impressed. 
‘I f w e want too much w e shall get nothing; on the other hand, i f  w e get 
some sympathetic declaration, I hope w e w ill gradually get more and 
more.’** Sokolow carried the majority o f  the Political Committee*4 with 
him and could speak with authority. He was in an even stronger position 
since he enjoyed the support o f  Ahad Ha’am, who considered Sacher’s 
draft unsuitable. The declaration was to express merely ‘a general agree
ment* o f principle, and there was no prospect, in Ahad Ha’am’s opinion, 
that the British Government would undertake any binding obligation at 
that time. From what Sokolow reported about the Foreign Office 
position, he thought it expedient to produce a short and general draft, 
dropping all conditions or, still better, to leave the initiative to the British 
to propose their own draft.**

Sacher would not give ground and forwarded a draft from  his friend 
Herbert Sidebotham. It was like his own except for the important passage 
that ‘by a Jewish State is meant a state composed not only o f Jews, but one 
whose dominant national character. . .  shall be as Jewish as the dominant 
national character o f England is English*; Sacher insisted that the Com 
mittee should use the phrase ‘the reconstitution o f Palestine*— ‘o f’ as 
distinct from ‘in’. ‘Reconstitution o f Palestine’ was a kind o f insurance 
policy against Arab domination. ‘W e must control the State machinery in 
Palestine; i f  we don’t the Arabs w ill. Give the Arabs all the guarantees 
they like for cultural autonomy; but the State must be Jewish. Also the 
Chartered Company must be political as well as an economic institution.*** 

Sacher wanted die suzerain power to provide an umbrella for the
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gradual Jewish take-over, though w ith due respect for the civic rights o f  
the native population. The Jews were to have a predominant say in the 
running o f  the country even during the transitional period. ‘W e shall 
endeavour. . .  from  the first to secure as the administrative head o f  all 
Palestine a Jew sympathetic to the national cause, and to staff the Palestine 
C ivil Service as largely as possible with competent Jews, principally from  
England.*

Sokolow did not disagree with Sacher*s objectives but differed regard
ing method and timing. He admitted that it was desirable to obtain die 
‘strongest possible declaration’, though not at the start; the Sacher- 
Sidebotham drafts bound the British too closely for them to underwrite 
it as the ‘first declaration*. Sacher was finally told that the draft proposed 
by the Political Committee was die maximum that the Zionists could 
expect from the Government at that stage.*7

It is possible, though there is no supporting evidence from  British 
sources, that Sokolow was advised to go slow. I f  so, he might have con
sidered that stage by stage diplomacy would yield better results than 
maximal demands. As transpires from  his statements,** he intended first 
to elicit from  the British *a general approval o f  Zionism*, and only 
afterwards to present more concrete demands to be followed by specific 
negotiations on die extent o f  autonomy, the nature o f  die Charter 
Com pany, and provisional administration, once the Turks were driven 
out o f Palestine. Sound as this strategy seemed to be, events made it 
inapplicable. Montagu’s opposition during the ensuing months dis
heartened Lord Rothschild so much that he thought it inadvisable for die 
Zionists to press for further concessions; otherwise, he feared, the British 
would ‘finally decide not to make any declaration at all’.** It was not until 
early in 1919, at the peace conference in Paris, that the Zionists presented 
their programme for a Jewish Commonwealth. But by then much o f  their 
bargaining power had been dissipated. Germany was beaten, Russia was 
out o f the picture, and Arab opposition loomed darkly in the background. 
The favourable conditions prevailing during die summer o f 1917 never 
recurred.

The Zionist draft was presented by Lord Rothschild to Balfour on 18 
July.40 It contained tw o principles: recognition o f Palestine as the National 
Home o f the Jewish people, and recognition o f the Zionist Organisation.41 
Sacher considered it 'inadequate* and ‘defective in form*. T w o or three 
weeks later he helped to persuade die British Labour Party to indude in 
its manifesto a recommendation that Palestine should be liberated from  
the Turk and become ‘a free state under international guarantee, to which
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. . .  die Jewish people. . .  may return and may w ork out their own 
salvation’. Later in its proposed terms o f peace, the Labour Party included 
the phrase Jewish Palestine. ‘This’, wrote Sacher, ‘is the biggest score o f a 
diplomatic kind we have made during the war, and without arrogance, it 
isn’t Chaim and Sok[olow ].. .  who have w on it but our group’ in 
Manchester.4*

A t the Foreign Office the formula submitted by Rothschild was re
ceived without comment and only minor verbal alterations were made 
before it was passed on to the W ar Cabinet. Early in August, pending the 
W ar Cabinet’s approval, the following draft reply was ready:4*

Foreign Office 
August 1917

Dear Lord Rothschild,
In reply to your letter o f July 18th, I am glad to be in a position 

to inform you that His Majesty’s Government accept the principle 
that Palestine should be reconstituted as the national home o f the 
Jewish people.

His Majesty’s Government w ill use their best endeavours to secure 
the achievement o f  this object and w ill be ready to consider any 
suggestions on the subject which the Zionist Organisation may 
desire to lay before them.

(Initialled) A.J.B.

The favourable tone was dictated partly by the fear o f Russian with
drawal from the war, which prompted the Allies, meeting in Paris 25-6 
July, to decide that ‘every sacrifice’ should be made to retain Russia in the 
Alliance, and among the means discussed, propaganda figured high on the 
agenda.44 A  psychological offensive was needed in the United States also. 
Having entered the war reluctantly, the American people suspected that 
their Government had been dragged into it by the Allies. In the eastern 
cities, where the Jewish population was concentrated, the attitude to the 
war bordered on indifference. Congress vacillated and the subscriptions 
to the W ar Loan were slow in forthcoming.4* T o  England this boded ill 
since the country seemed to be on the verge o f a ‘financial disaster. . .  o f  
incalculable gravity’, the consequences o f which could be ‘worse than a 
defeat in the field’.44 W ilson, in sympathy w ith the Allies, wanted to 
support their cause more energetically, but was handicapped by the strong 
opposition to his administration from  ‘all’ the leaders o f big business and 
finance. Am ong the financial magnates, the Jews ‘alone. . .  were inclined 
to support him-* They were o f  great help during his election campaign.



for which they were rewarded by appointments to high office.49 Influ
ential in domestic politics as they were, in foreign affairs the American 
Jews, like their co-religionists in Russia, opposed annexations. N or were 
they enthusiastic about the prospect o f Britain becoming the sole mistress 
o f  Palestine. Morgenthau was no exception. Thanks to Weizmann’s 
skill, his mission was dead, but not his idea. As late as September, Tschle- 
now  told his friends in London that the Russian Zionists considered 
Morgenthau’s initiative ‘extraordinarily important’48 while in N ew  Y ork 
the Jewish Committee hoped that after the war Palestine would be 
neutralised and internationalised.48

Given this interest in winning the good-will o f  world Jewry, approval 
o f the draft declaration seemed a foregone conclusion, so much so that 
Philip Kerr, Lloyd George’s secretary, thought it superfluous for the 
Prime Minister to send a special message to a Jewish Congress which was 
about to convene in Salónica on 2 September. Harold Nicolson agreed 
that 'the Rothschild message should suffice for all purposes’ and Graham 
too was confident that the W ar Cabinet’s approval would be only a 
formality; the actual drafting would thereafter be left to die Foreign 
Office. ‘I f the idea o f giving a declaration is approved in principle,’ he 
noted on 1 August, ‘we will draft one for submission. Possibly the oppor
tunity o f  the Prime Minister’s forthcoming speech on Saturday [4 
August] might be taken for some declaration in the sense desired. I know 
this would be particularly gratifying to the Zionists.’80 However, it took 
Balfour more than three months to send his reply to Rothschild, and then 
in a drastically amended form, on which the Foreign Office was hardly 
consulted.

The initial reason for die delay, it appears, was that the Foreign Office 
neglected to forward to the W ar Cabinet die required number o f copies 
and forgot to ask its Secretary to put the matter on the waiting list.81 T w o  
weeks were thus lost. But, once formalities had been complied with, the 
question received immediate attention. Ormsby-Gore was the first to 
comment. He suggested the following amendment:

His Majesty’s Government w ill use their best endeavours to facilitate 
the achievement o f this object by the Jewish people and w ill be 
ready etc.

Ormsby-Gore substituted 'facilitate' for ‘secure’ and inserted the phrase 
'by the Jewish people’, explaining that:

The great thing to guard against is die appearance o f  a Christian 
power ‘forcing’ the realization o f  Zionist aims. Such forcing would
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arouse a conflict with die Arab population o f Palestine at once, and 
would upset a certain powerful section o f non-Zionist Jews. The 
w ork o f ‘practical Zionism' must be carried out by the Jews them
selves and not by Great Britain.*1

A  few  days later Lord Milner suggested an alternative draft:

His Majesty's Government accepts the principle d u t every 
opportunity should be afforded for the establishment o f a home for 
the Jewish people in Palestine, and w ill use its best endeavours to 
facilitate the achievement o f this object, and w ill be ready to con
sider any suggestions on the subject which the Zionist Organi
zations may desire to lay before them.

‘He thinks', Ormsby-Gore noted, ‘the word “ reconstituted'' is much too 
strong, and also the word “ secure'*.'*1 But Milner introduced some 
additional alterations. W ith an eye on the anti-Zionist Jews in Britain, he 
omitted the word ‘national’ and substituted the indefinite article for the 
definite one. M oreover, he inserted the phrase Un Palestine’, which in 
later years gave rise to a bitter controversy on the scope o f the Jewish 
enterprise. The only evidence about Milner’s reasoning is a note from 
Montefiore written after his interview with Milner on 16 M ay 1917:**

His own views appeared to be between our formula and the full 
Zionist scheme. He seemed to favour the establishment o f a Jewish 
community in Palestine, or parts o f Palestine, under a British 
Protectorate. W ithin its own borders such a community would be 
autonomous, but it would not be an independent State, would have 
no foreign relations, and in its dealings with other nationalities in 
Palestine it would be subject to the control o f the British authority, 
which would, o f course, insist on fair treatment for Christians and 
Mahommedans, even within the Jewish zone.

Tim e did not change Milner’s views. O n 27 June 1923 he told the 
House o f Lords:

I think w e have only to go o n . . .  with the policy o f establishing not 
a Jewish Government o f Palestine but a Jewish Home there, which 
w ill receive as many Jews as the country can reasonably support 
while at the same time taking care. . .  that the interests o f the Arab 
population do not suffer. . .  There are about 700,000 people in 
Palestine, and there is room for several millions. . .  You cannot have 
either an Arab Government in Palestine or a Jewish Government in 
Palestine, but you must have in that country some neutral Power
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which w ill keep the balance between the different races. . .  T o  hold 
die balance even between these various interests. . .  some Mandatory 
Power w ill always be required.

However in August 1917, when Milner's amended draff was circu
lated, none o f  the Ministen concerned seemed to have read into it all die 
implications that came to the surface later. Milner himself did not dispute 
Balfour's interpretation o f  the Jewish National Home,5* though it 
differed greatly from  his own. But since, on all counts, no early establish
ment o f a Jewish state was envisaged, it was not Milner’s or Balfour’s 
phraseology that seemed to matter. Most o f the W ar Cabinet’s time was 
taken up by consideration o f  the criticism made by Edwin Montagu, the 
newly-appointed Secretary o f State for India, who questioned the very 
rationale o f the Government’s policy.
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16 The Struggle for the Declaration

Balfour’s draft reply to Rothschild filled Montagu with horror. His state 
o f mind can be gauged from the tide he chose for his memorandum, The 
Antisemitism o f the Present Government, the first in his crusade to suppress 
the proposed declaration. Zionism, he insisted, was ‘a mischievous 
polidcal creed’ which no patriotic citizen in Britain could support. It was 
a confession o f unfitness for civic liberties, a self-imposed exclusion from 
public life. Since the emancipation o f Jews in Russia it had become an 
obsolete doctrine, and it was inconceivable that the British Government 
would recognise it. The Jews were not a nation. A  national home would 
turn them into aliens and expose them to expulsion, while Palestine 
would become ’the world’s Ghetto’. In Great Britain too, the impetus to 
deprive them o f their citizenship would be enormously increased. The 
editors o f the Morning Post and like-minded Englishmen supported 
Zionism because they wanted ‘to get rid o f us’ but the Government’s 
policy, though not deliberately anti-semitic, was nonetheless ‘anti-semitic 
in result and w ill prove a rallying ground for anti-semites in every 
country in the world’. W hitehall had become the instrument o f an 
organisation which was largely nm by ‘men o f enemy descent or birth’ .

I would w illingly disfranchise every Zionist. I would be almost 
tempted to proscribe the Zionist Organization as illegal and against 
the national interest. But I would ask o f a British Government 
sufficient tolerance to refuse to endorse a conclusion which makes 
aliens and foreigners by implication, i f  not at once by law, o f all 
their Jewish fellow-dtizens.

For identical reasons Montagu objected to die formation o f  the Jewish 
Regiment since it would ‘force a nationality upon people who have 
nothing in common’.1

Montagu’s fear that recognition o f Zionism would cause his fellow - 
Jews to lose their liberties was misplaced. Such a practice was totally alien 
to English law.* Deeply disturbed, he pushed his arguments to their 
extreme conclusion, but his assault was not left unchallenged. The reply
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came from  Ronald M acNeill, M .P., who subsequently (in 1922-4) 
served as Under-Secretary o f State for Foreign Affairs. The tone o f  his 
memorandum is authoritative; presumably it was intended to b rief 
Cabinet Ministers. M acNeill unequivocally dismissed Montagu's view s 
as unrepresentative and erroneous. "The constitution o f  the Jewish State 
in Palestine would impose no obligation on an Englishman or Frenchman 
o f  Jewish blood to change his allegiance, his home, or his status.' W hile 
their position would remain unaffected, die status o f die Jewish popula
tion in Palestine and the neighbouring countries would be elevated. The 
national home would also provide an asylum for those individuals wishing 
to escape poverty and persecution. For even should the Russian Revolu
tion put an end to intolerance, Russia was not die only country where the 
lot o f the Jew was unhappy; Palestine, under improved conditions, would 
be able to support a population o f  some five to six millions. Lasdy, it 
would satisfy Jewish national sentiment 'Nationality* and 'race consci
ousness*, the writer went on, were in high degree characteristic o f  die 
Jewish people. Montagu’s antipathy blinded him to this fact and led him 
to his paradoxical identification o f  Zionism w ith anti-Semitism, whereas 
historically, one was the antithesis o f  the other. The spirit o f nationality 
among the Jews had been an active force for centuries; Palestine had never 
ceased to attract diem. Heretofore, owing to adverse political conditions, 
their aspirations could not be realised. However,

the setdement that must follow  die present W ar may, for the first 
time, provide such an opportunity. The Allies have proclaimed that 
the settlement must be based on die principle o f  nationality. It 
would be a strange and glaring anomaly, i f  while professing to 
observe that principle, w e were to deny or ignore the claims o f 
nationality in the case o f the people who have throughout history 
dung to them more tenadously than any other. . .

. . .  The future o f Palestine is one o f  the problems that must be 
solved. . .  and the proposal to make that country die domain o f a 
reconstituted Jewish state, the ‘National home o f die Jewish people,' 
has attractions both from  an historical and a political point o f view.*

The Zionists had powerful supporters in official drdes but their 
opponents, though defeated in the Board o f Deputies, had not given up. 
An offirial announcement about the formation o f the Jewish Regiment in 
the London Gazette (23 August 1917) prompted an influential deputation 
o f British Jews to call on Lord Derby to protest against the Regiment’s 
tide. They argued that some 40,000 Jews had served in the British forces, 
and that it was unfair to them to stake the whole reputation o f  English
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Jews as fighters on file performance o f this regiment. So perplexed was 
Lord Derby that, during a W ar Cabinet meeting held on 3 September, he 
proposed to abandon the title ‘The Jewish Regiment* and to give the unit 
a number, leaving its particular characters open. He proposed to form  
four battalions, composed mainly of.conscripted foreign Jews, to which a 
number o f  English Jews would be attached as instructors. Since it had not 
always proved possible to maintain the original character even o f  Irish 
and Scottish regiments, the W ar Cabinet accepted Lord Derby’s recom
mendation, though without prejudice to reconsideration o f the question 
should circumstances change. However, with regard to the projected 
declaration, the principal issue that concerned the W ar Cabinet, no ground 
was to be given. W hen Montagu was allowed to restate his views he 
found himself completely isolated. Against him it was argued that the 
existence o f a Jewish state or autonomous community in Palestine would 
not weaken but rather strengthen the position o f  Jews; that the majority 
o f them sympathised with Zionism, and that only a small, albeit influ
ential, section o f British Jews were opposed to it. Cecil, deputising for 
Balfour, insisted that it would be most advantageous to the Allies to enlist 
Zionist good w ill. They had a strong and enthusiastic organisation, par
ticularly in the United States, and ‘to do nothing was to risk a direct 
breach with them*. He was then asked to inform the American Govern
ment o f the British Government’s intention to make a declaration o f 
sympathy with the Zionist movement, but before doing so to ascertain 
the views o f President W ilson.4

The brief was not a fortunate one since it was unlikely that W ilson 
would show his hand before knowing what the British intention was. ‘W e 
are being pressed for a declaration o f sympathy with the Zionist move* 
ment,’ Colonel House told the President on 4 September. ‘There are many 
dangers lurking in it, and. . .  I would be chary about going too definitely 
into that question.’4 And on 11 September he told Eric Drummond that 
he had brought Cecil’s enquiry to the President’s attention but, in the 
latter’s opinion, the time was ‘not opportune for any definite statement 
further perhaps than one o f  sympathy provided it can be made without 
conveying any real commitment. Things are in such a state o f f lu x . . .  
that he does not consider it advisable to go further.’4

This dilatory and non-committal language was not what was expected. 
The Foreign Office was impatient. On 9 September Weizmann told 
Clerk that the forthcoming Jewish N ew  Year (on 17 September) would 
provide a splendid opportunity for the British Government to publish the 
declaration. ‘It would be o f  enormous value, as Jews all over the world 
congregate on that day in great masses in the synagogues and I know what
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effect the announcement would have on the minds and hearts o f  m y 
sorely tried people.'7 Weizmann's advice however was not relayed to 
Washington, as had been intended, since House’s telegram o f n  Sep
tember reached the Foreign Office first.

In the meantime Montagu, far from accepting defeat, made a new move. 
He told Cecil that the Zionists were not in a majority; the contest at the 
Board o f Deputies on 17 June showed that the opposing parties were more 
or less evenly balanced, and it was misleading to consider the ratio in 
purely numerical terms. He made use o f  W ilson’s discouraging message 
and insisted that a British declaration would be ’a cruel blow ’ to many 
English Jews. However, i f  unavoidable, the following formula would be 
less objectionable:8

His Majesty’s Government accepts the principle that every oppor
tunity should be afforded for the establishment in Palestine for [sic] 
those Jews who cannot or w ill not remain in the lands in which they 
live at present, w ill use its best endeavours to facilitate the achieve
ment o f this object, and w ill be ready to consider any suggestions 
on the subject which any Jewish or Zionist organisations may desire 
to lay before it.

This formula was similar to that used by the Jewish Territorial Organi
sation. It had been drawn up to suit entirely different conditions in order 
to find a refuge for persecuted Jews in a territory other than Palestine. It 
was most unlikely that the Zionists would have considered it. N or was it 
accepted by the British.

Graham was nonplussed. *A draft letter to Lord Rothschild has been 
under consideration by the W ar Cabinet,’ he told Clayton, ’but the whole 
question has been hung up, mainly owing to a memorandum by M r. E. 
Montagu, who represents a certain section o f  rich Jews and who seems to 
fear that he and his like will be expelled from England and asked to culti
vate farms in Palestine. The division o f opinion on the subject in the 
Jewish ranks has complicated matters, and President W ilson has also 
given the opinion that we ought not to move fast.'8

The situation however was by no means desperate. O n 21 September 
Ormsby-Gore assured the Foreign Office that only a preliminary dis
cussion at the W ar Cabinet had taken place and with the Prime Minister’s 
return from Wales the subject was likely to be raised again. Weizmann 
was going to suggest that a declaration be published at the forthcoming 
Inter-Allied Zionist Conference in London; Tschlenow was on his w ay 
from  Russia, and Aaronsohn from  Egypt; it would also be easy to get 
some American Zionist over.10 T w o days earlier Balfour had promised



Weizmann to see the Prime Minister on his return, and discuss die question 
o f the declaration. *1 think', Weizmann confided to Scott, 'that i f  the facts 
are made clear to the P.M . he would act at once and i f  w e both could have 
a quarter o f an hour talk with him it would probably settle the m atter.'11 
However, owing to Lloyd George's indisposition the meeting could not 
take place before the end o f the month, but despite the delay there was no 
reason for the Zionists to be anxious. O n 21 September, Balfour re
assured Lord Rothschild; Montagu was ‘not a member o f the Cabinet only 
o f  the Government. . .  his views are quite mistaken’. Balfour asked 
Rothschild to urge Brandéis, as well as other American Zionist leaders, to 
bring pressure to bear upon President W ilson to break the deadlock.1* 
This Weizmann had already done, sending on 19 September the text o f 
the draft declaration to Brandéis, which had been submitted on 18 July 
by Rothschild to Balfour. After seven days Brandéis replied:1*

From talks I have had w ith the President and from expressions o f 
opinion, given to closest advisers, I feel I can answer you that he is 
in entire sympathy with declaration quoted in yours o f the 19th, as 
approved by Foreign Office and Prime Minister. I, o f  course, 
heartily agree.

W ilson’s interest in Zionism was long-standing. He had made known 
his position on several occasions; that disclosed during Balfour’s visit to 
the United States is, perhaps, the most revealing. T was received’, Bran
déis noted,14

by President W ilson, with whom  I discussed, not for the first time, 
th e . .  .Jewish question. . .  and received assurances that our Adminis
tration felt keenly interested in the Zionist aims. The President felt 
that the formula o f the Basle Program admirably suits the situation, 
and I was assured that he would, at the right time, give utterance to 
his opinions in support o f our idea, and that, moreover, he would 
use his influence as circumstances permitted, with other govern
ments to help carry out our plans.

It was apparently at this juncture that W ilson explained that ‘whilst he 
was determined to aid the Zionist cause, he would not add to the possible 
friction between allied powers by previous action; nor would he counten
ance the proposals launched in England for an American suzerainty over 
Palestine and Armenia.’ 14 This statement helps to solve the mystery 
behind Brandeis’s cable to Weizmann o f 24 September ‘to get French [and] 
Italians to inquire what attitude o f  President is on declaration referred in 
yours o f 19th.’16 It also explains W ilson’s cool response to Cecil’s overture,
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and, conversely, his favourable response to Brandéis. Cecil's approach to 
House might have given the impression that either the British were 
resorting to a stratagem to improve their diplomatic position vis-à-vis 
France and Italy, or that they were attempting to commit the United 
States to a protectorate over Palestine. I f these were die fears lingering in 
die minds o f House and W ilson, Brandéis should have had no difficulty 
in dispelling them. Armed with the draft which Weizmann had sent him, 
he was able to show that in fact it made no reference to any protectorate, 
British or American, and that there was no inconsistency between the 
text o f the declaration and the Basle programme.

O n 19 September Weizmann also asked what views were held in 
Washington with regard to American military participation in die 
Palestine campaign; Brandéis replied: ‘Some delay in decision is inevit
able.*17 This could have meant much or nothing, but as it turned out, in 
this respect Brandéis was not successful. America was not at war with 
Turkey nor did she declare war.

The Zionist leaders had additional reason for pressing the British Govern
ment to speed up the declaration. Propaganda for a German-Jewish 
Palestine was disquieting. Official and semi-official German newspapers 
were hammering home the theme that die Central Powers should insist 
at die forthcoming peace negotiations that the Jewish setdement in 
Palestine should be placed under German protection. A t the Foreign 
Office too, Graham was becoming increasingly impatient. He warned 
Lord Hardinge o f the disadvantages in delay. 'It cannot be doubted that 
Zionist propaganda among the Russian Jews was extremely useful to us,’ 
and it was imperative that Sokolow should go to Russia to state the British 
case and arouse enthusiasm for die expulsion o f the Turks from  Palestine. 
But how could he go before a firm  assurance to die Zionists had been 
given? Zionist propaganda in America was also very desirable. An 
officially inspired campaign was being conducted in die German press, 
and Zionist sympathies would be divided should Germany succeed in 
inducing Turkey to make some tangible concessions. The French Govern
ment had already given the Zionists a ‘somewhat vague letter o f  sym
pathy’. W hy could not the British Government go as far as die French? 
‘Apart from the merits o f the question itself, our political interests seem to 
lie in encouraging Zionism.’1'

Lord Hardinge agreed. 'Pace Mr. Morgenthau, I think w e might and 
ought to go as far as the French.’ But Balfour did not feel free to act: 
‘Yes. But as the question was (in m y absence) decided by die Cabinet 
against the Zionists I cannot do anything till die decision is reversed.'



Balfour somewhat overstated the case, as no definite decision had been 
taken by the W ar Cabinet, but Graham did not leave the matter to chance 
and submitted a memorandum on the French position as a gentle hint to 
Balfour to re-think die matter.1*

In contrast, Lloyd George was brisk and decisive. He too was under 
the impression that the Germans might steal a march on the Allies by 
capturing the Zionist movement. The outcome o f the war was still very 
much in doubt, he thought that the British ought to mobilise ‘every 
opinion and force throughout the world which would weaken the enemy 
and improve the Allied chances/*0 A  conversation w ith W eizmann o f  tw o 
or three minutes (on 28 September?) sufficed for Lloyd George to instruct 
his secretary to put down ‘Palestine’ on the agenda o f  the next W ar 
Cabinet meeting.*1

Notwithstanding assurances from  Balfour and the Prime Minister, on 
3 October, the day before the W ar Cabinet was to meet, Rothschild and 
Weizmann asked that their case should be considered in the light o f  
British imperial interests and the principles for which the Entente stood. 
The declaration 'w ould enable u s . . .  to counteract the demoralizing 
influence which the enemy press is endeavouring to exercise’ , and to 
‘make the necessary preparations for the constructive w o r k . . .  as soon as 
Palestine is liberated.’** The offer bore the character o f a quid pro quo. This 
was how  Lloyd George understood it: 'The Zionist leaders gave us a 
definite promise that, i f  the Allies committed themselves to giving 
facilities for the establishment o f a National Home for the Jews in Pales
tine, they would do their best to rally to the Allied cause Jewish sentiment 
and support throughout the w o rld . . .  Such were the chief considera
tions which, in 1917, impelled the British Government towards making a 
contract with Jewry.’**

Had the drafting o f the declaration been left to Graham, it would (as is 
evident from the minutes already quoted) have followed the principles 
set out in Cambon’s letter o f 4 June, but the jo b  was left to other hands. 
The matter rested with Lord Milner. As Leopold Am ery recorded, 
Milner was satisfied with neither his own nor Balfour’s draft. H alf an hour 
before the W ar Cabinet was to meet (on 4 October), he confided his 
difficulties to Am ery and asked him whether he could draft ‘something 
which could go a reasonable distance to meeting the objectors, both 
Jewish and pro-Arab, without impairing the substance o f the proposed 
declaration’ . Am ery sat down and quickly produced the following:*4

His Majesty’s Government view  with favour the establishment in
Palestine o f  a National Home for the Jewish race, and w ill use their
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best endeavours to facilitate die achievement o f  this object, it being 
clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice 
the civil and religious rights o f the existing non-Jewish communities 
in Palestine or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any 
other country who are contented w ith their existing nationality.

Since Am ery reintroduced the word ‘National’, omitted in M ilner’s 
draft, he had to make a specific proviso in order to still the fears o f  some 
Jewish objectors. But w hy was it so important to make the proviso w ith 
regard to 'the civil and religious rights o f the existing non-Jewish com
munities in Palestine*? And who were the ‘pro-Arab’ elements whose 
objections Milner found it necessary to meet? Pro-Arabism, in the sense 
which required a dilution o f commitment to die Zionists, was not yet 
born. British Arab protagonists were known to be, in most cases, also 
vigorous advocates o f the Zionist policy. N or did Clayton’s warning to 
Sykes on 20 August, already quoted, make any impression. His letter 
remained private and no copy o f it is to be found among the official files. 
M ore influential was that o f Gertrude Bell, Assistant Political Officer in 
Bagdad. Her reports were popular with the India Office; and a copy o f  
one on Syria was forwarded to the Foreign Office. She wrote:**

T w o considerations rule out the conception o f an independent 
Jewish Palestine from practical politics. The first is that the province 
. . .  is not Jewish, and that neither Mohammedan nor Arab would 
accept Jewish authority; the second that the capital, Jerusalem, is 
equally sacred to three faiths, Jewish, Christian and Moslem, and 
should never, if  it can be avoided, be put under the exclusive control 
o f any one local faction.

Miss Bell was apparently under the impression that the British Govern
ment was about to give its blessing to the establishment o f a Jewish state 
as soon as Palestine was liberated. This was obviously not the case, and 
though her report seemed to have commended itself to the Foreign 
Office in general, the révélant paragraph on Palestine elicited no comment. 
For Montagu, however, it was a real find. ‘Is it conceivable . . .  that there 
is room in Palestine for a large extension o f the population? I f this does 
not occur, what part o f the existing population is it proposed to dis
possess?’ Zionism, he asserted, was impractical. Weizmann’s scientific 
contribution to the Allied cause was great, but on this question ‘he is near 
to being a religious fanatic’ . His enthusiasm for Zionism had led him to 
disregard practical potentialities, and to take into account the suscepti
bilities o f those who differed from him ‘among those o f his own religion
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or o f  those o f  other rebgions whom  his activities» i f  successful, would 
dispossess'.**

Montagu’s memorandum appeared in print on 9 October 1917, five 
days after the 4 October W ar Cabinet meeting. But it is possible that the 
Bell report was in his hands some time earlier and that, in an effort to win 
Milner’s support, he showed it to him shortly before the meeting. I f this 
conjecture is correct, Milner’s haste in redrafting the proposed declaration 
is comprehensible, as are the provisos inserted by Am ery. The first was to 
safeguard the rights o f the native Moslem and Christian communities 
and protect them against possible dispossession; the word ’in’ was the 
operative word intended to ensure against die imposition o f  Jewish 
domination on other inhabitants o f Palestine. The purpose o f the second 
proviso was to dispel the misconception that Jews qua Jews, irrespective o f  
their convictions and place o f domicile, 'belonged to Palestine’ and owed 
allegiance to die National Home. The provisos, however, as Am ery 
recorded, ‘gave away nothing that was not self-evident’, and were not 
meant to impair the substance o f the proposed declaration. They had to 
serve the 'immediate purpose’ o f stilling opposition and thus to make 
die birth o f the declaration possible. The 'scope and authority o f the 
National Home in Palestine’ was to be decided by future develop
ments.*7

It was hoped that the W ar Cabinet meeting o f 4 October would be 
decisive. The Prime Minister was in the chair. Balfour opened by dis
closing that the German Government was endeavouring to capture the 
sympathy o f  the Zionist movement, a prospect which the British could 
hardly tolerate since the Zionists commanded the support o f the majority 
o f Jews in Russia and America and possibly in other countries as well. It 
was opposed by a number o f wealthy Jews in England for fear o f  dual 
loyalties, but Balfour thought there was ‘nothing inconsistent between 
the establishment o f a Jewish national focus in Palestine and the com
plete assimilation and absorption o f  Jews into die nationality o f other 
countries’, and even when Zionist aspirations were realised and a Jewish 
citizenship established in Palestine, the nationality o f other Jews in their 
respective countries would remain unaffected. Balfour then read what was 
described as a 'very sympathetic declaration’ by the French Government 
and stated that he knew that President W ilson was ‘extremely favourable 
to the Movement’. Milner thereupon presented the draft which had been 
amended by Am ery, but neither this nor Balfour’s statement had any 
effect on Montagu. N o matter what safeguards were inserted, the term 
'national home for the Jewish people’, he maintained, would have a pre
judicial effect on the status o f British Jews and o f their co-religionists in
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other countries. N or would it be possible for him to negotiate w ith th e 
peoples o f India were the British Government to announce that his 
national home was somewhere in Turkish territory.

Curzon followed Montagu. He had found during his pre-war visit that 
Palestine was for the most part ‘barren and desolate. . .  a less propitious 
seat for the future Jewish race could not be imagined/ He asked how it 
was proposed to get rid o f the existing majority o f Moslem inhabitants 
and introduce Jews in their place. For Curzon, Zionism was ‘sentimental 
idealism, which would never be realised*. His assertion that there could 
be no settlement o f Jews unless die native Moslems were dispossessed 
fortifies the suspicion that he too may have seen the Bell report. H owever, 
despite M ontagus and Curzon*s arguments, the Cabinet was not de
flected from  its course. But before taking a final decision it was thought 
appropriate to invite the views o f  some representative Zionists, as well as 
some Anglo-Jewish leaden who held opposing opinions. Attention was 
drawn to the contradiction between the messages o f House and Brandéis, 
and it was decided to consult President W ilson afresh.M

Montagu persisted. Shordy after the meeting he wrote to Lloyd 
George:

D id I believe as you in a Jewish Nation. . .  [and] that great idealism 
overcomes practical difficulties, I might have been less opposed to 
your view . But it is a matter o f  deep regret to me that you should 
find yourself in opposition to Rufus [Lord Reading] and m yse lf . . .  
you are being. . .  misled by a foreigner, a dreamer, an idealist, who 
. . .  sweeps aside all practical difficulties.

He feared that official endorsement o f Zionism would have an adverse 
effect on his mission to India. ‘The population o f India has pinned its 
faith on me, I . . .  alone can save diem/ He wondered whether to resign 
in protest against the proposed declaration, a move which in India would 
be interpreted as a victory for the illiberal elements in British politics; on 
the other hand, to remain in die Government would be tantamount to a 
voluntary death warrant to his own status and that o f  his fellow-Jews; 
submission to anti-Semitism.M

Montagu was fully aware o f the depth o f pro-Turkish sentiment in 
India and, as late as December 1919, he pleaded against die dismember
ment o f the Ottoman Empire.*0 His consternation, on the eve o f  his 
departure, is therefore understandable. A  British invasion o f  Palestine, 
coupled with a Zionist declaration, would point clearly to the disappear
ance o f Moslem sovereignty over Jerusalem, and might put the success o f 
his mission in the balance. It was indicative o f his predisposition that in die

268 THE STKUGGLB FOR THE DECLARATION



same letter to Lloyd George he insisted that Palestine was not British and 
that ‘it can never be part o f the British Empire’.

This was hardly in line with Lloyd George’s policy. Receiving no 
reply, Montagu circulated yet another memorandum, his last before 
sailing for India, in which he reproduced Miss Bell’s remarks on Palestine, 
as well as the statement made by Rabbi Adler in 1878, as the most authen
tic definition o f Jewish identity.*1 The memorandum made no impression. 
N or did various pamphlets which Lord Swaythling (Montagu’s brother) 
forwarded to the members o f the W ar Cabinet, carry much conviction. 
Ormsby-Gore dismissed them as ’out o f date, being reprints o f views 
given before the rise o f the Zionist movement'.**

From m id-October things began to move faster. A t Balfour’s request, 
W ilson was shown the latest draft declaration, with which he agreed. 
However, he asked that it should make no mention o f  his approval, since 
he had arranged that this should be made public after an approach from 
American Jews.** Independently on 9 October Weizmann sent the formu
la to Brandéis, urging that it was ’essential to have not only President’s 
approval o f text but his positive recommendation without delay’, and 
that support from American Zionists and even from prominent non- 
Zionists was also desirable and urgent. Ten days later Brandéis was able to 
break to Weizmann the good news that the President had sent the desired 
message to London, but was o f the opinion that a public declaration o f his 
own would be ’injudicious’.*4 M ajor Webster, studying the correspon
dence, concluded that the main reason for W ilson’s qualified attitude was 
that the United States was not at war with Turkey; ’o f die personal 
sympathy o f the President with the Zionist aims, there could, however, be 
no doubt, and his attitude was one factor in determining the decision o f 
the British Cabinet.’ Webster paid tribute to Brandeis’s skill in eliciting 
from  the President his blessing on the British move.**

W hen, at the request o f the W ar Cabinet, representatives o f  British 
Jewry submitted their comments on the draft declaration,** it became 
evident that the only bone o f contention between the Zionists and the 
non-Zionists was the term ’national home’ ; on practical matters there was 
a remarkable consensus. Montefiore must have made a strong impression 
when asserting that neither he nor his friends desired to impede colonisa
tion and immigration into Palestine:

on the contrary, w e desire to obtain free facilities for them. W e are 
in favour o f local autonomy. . .  w e are in favour o f  the Jews, when 
their numbers permit it, ultimately obtaining the power which any
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large majority may justly claim. . .  there can be no objection to 
Jews who want to form themselves into a nationality in that country, 
but it must be effected without any prejudice to the character and 
position o f the Jews as nationals o f other countries.

He regretted the phrase ‘a national home* and suggested an alternative 
formula. It was a formidable threat since it contained sufficient substance 
to beat the Zionists on their own ground. It read:

His Majesty’s Government is anxious that free and unimpeded 
Jewish immigration into Palestine should be established. It views 
w ith favour unrestricted Jewish colonisation in that country. It w ill 
do its best to facilitate such immigration and colonisation. It w ill also 
seek to secure such municipal and local autonomy for the Jews as 
may be possible and as the circumstances o f the case may demand; 
it being clearly understood &c.

However, Montefiore added, i f  the Government believed that their 
own formula could serve Britain better, he was prepared to abandon his 
position.

Leonard Cohen, Chairman o f the Jewish Board o f Guardians, followed 
broadly Montefiore’s line, though less persuasively. Sir Philip Magnus, 
M .P. objected to the use o f ‘national home’ and thought that 'a centre o f  
Jewish culture* was more appropriate. The response o f Sir Stuart Samuel, 
the newly-elected Chairman o f the Board o f Deputies, could be described 
as middle-of-the-road, although in official circles it was taken to be 
m ildly pro-Zionist. His brother, Herbert Samuel, approved o f the British 
policy reiterating his concept that, should Palestine fall under German 
influence, Egypt would be exposed to constant danger. ‘The best safe
guard would be the establishment o f a large Jewish population, preferably 
under British protection.’ The declaration would win for the British the 
lasting gratitude o f Jews throughout the world, but he deemed it more 
prudent to withhold its publication until after the Turks were driven out 
o f  Palestine. The C hief Rabbi, Dr Joseph Hertz, said that the declaration 
would mark ‘an epoch in Jewish history’ ; millions o f Jews would regard 
it as the realisation o f their ‘undying hope o f restoration’. The reference to 
the civil and religious rights o f the existing non-Jewish communities in 
Palestine was in complete harmony with the basic principle o f  the 
Mosaic code.*7 Lord Rothschild’s reaction was more qualified. The second 
proviso was a slur on Zionism, as it presupposed that the national home 
might jeopardise the political status o f Jews in their countries o f  domicile. 
Otherwise he welcomed the British move. Weizmann felt confident that
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the declaration would provide ‘a powerful impetus towards the regenera
tion . . .  o f an ancient country and an ancient people’, and would mark ‘a 
notable step forward on the path o f  human progress’. He suggested that 
’Jewish people’ be substituted for the ’Jewish race’ and ’re-establishment* 
for ‘establishment’ ; ’by the small alteration the historical connection. . .  
would be indicated and the whole matter put in its true light’. Sokolow 
too was not completely happy about the wording. He would have pre
ferred a declaration along the lines worked out by himself and his friends, 
presented on 18 July by Lord Rothschild. However, he realised that the 
tw o provisos were necessary to satisfy all sections o f British Jewry. He 
supported the amendments proposed by Weizmann and hoped that the 
declaration would be hailed with gratitude and enthusiasm.

The Zionists gave their consent w ith mixed feelings. Weizmann re
called: ’W e . . .  examined and re-examined the formula, comparing the 
old text w ith the new. W e saw the differences only too clearly, but w e 
did not dare to occasion further delay by pressing for the original formula.’ 
H e went on:*8

It is one o f  the *ifs o f history whether w e should have been intransi
gent, and stood by our guns. Should w e then have obtained a better 
statement? O r would the Government have become wearied o f these 
internal Jewish divisions, and dropped the whole matter?. . .  Our 
judgement was to accept, to press for ratification. For w e knew that 
the assimilationists would use every delay for their own purposes.

Rothschild was o f the same opinion: *1 fear’, he wrote Sokolow on 13 
October, ’that the Government w ill finally decide not to make any 
declaration at all, for I hear our enemies have been very active.’** 

Perhaps the Zionists overrated the strength o f their opponents; they 
were certainly mistaken in regarding all o f them as ’enemies’. Montefiore 
was ready to assist them. N or did he object to the revival o f the Jewish 
nationality in Palestine. It was the fear, albeit illusory, that the ’national 
home* would have adverse implications for the civic status o f  Jews out
side Palestine that provoked opposition. W ith this exception, Montefiore’s 
formula was not without merit. For, in contrast to the vagueness o f 
’national home’, which under the Mandate gave rise to conflicting inter
pretations, Montefiore’s draft contained practical elements which could 
have provided a safer road towards the creation o f a Jewish majority in 
Palestine and ultimately to the Jewish Commonwealth. Had the Zionists 
managed to sort out their differences with the Anglo-Jewish Establish
ment, Montagu’s opposition would have carried little weight and the 
insertion o f the provisos made unnecessary.
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There was an additional reason w hy the London Zionists could afford n o  
further procrastination for, without tangible proof o f  a British com m it
ment, they had litde chance o f winning their friends abroad over to their 
policy. In vain Weizmann pleaded with Tschlenow that under the B erlin 
leadership Zionism would be subordinated to German interests, that 
under Ottoman sovereignty colonisation work in Palestine was doomed, 
and that neutrality led nowhere. Tschlenow remained unconvinced. 
Zionism was an international movement and the policy decided upon b y  
the Executive early in the war, to rally support in all possible quarters, 
was valid. However impressive Weizmann’s and Sokolow’s achievements 
were, the nature o f British promises was not dear. W ere the Zionists 
conceded rights ‘in Palestine, o r . . .  to Palestine?’ W ere the ‘Demands’ as 
well as the Chartered Com pany taken into account? Did the Arab 
question have any bearing on the British attitude and how was it proposed 
to redress die imbalance between the Jewish minority and an Arab 
majority? And lasdy, did the British regard Palestine important enough to  
risk "heavy sacrifices’ to rout the Turks? Tschlenow made his position 
dear. From Bergen, in Norway (where he was awaiting conveyance to 
England in a British cruiser) he told Sokolow and Weizmann that unless 
they were given a ‘definite and concrete dedaration’ by London, the 
Russian Zionists would not be able to follow  suit; statements made by the 
French and Italian Governments, however valuable, were hardly binding 
promises. In Russia, he had achieved more. A t the Foreign Ministry he 
was assured that at the future peace conference die Russian Government 
would insist on recognition o f the Jewish character o f Palestine; protec
tion by the Allied Powers o f a Jewish autonomous community; alterna
tively, should Palestine remain under Ottoman sovereignty, supervision 
by the European Powers. These, Tschlenow said were ‘clear and definite 
promises’, which he hoped would be elidted from W hitehall as w ell.40

Tschlenow’s journey was delayed; he did not arrive in London until 
the end o f October. W ithout waiting for him Weizmann on io  October 
contacted the Russian Zionists direcdy. The news, received later, d u t the 
British would support Zionist aspirations changed thdr mood completely. 
N or did they raise any objections to the provisos with regard to the non- 
Jewish population in Palestine and the d vic status o f Jews outside it. On 
6 November before the Balfour Declaration was released for publication, 
Rosoff wired: ‘i f  it should be necessary to obtain the support o f the Russian 
Ministry, Dr. Weizmann need only wire to secure such support.’41

Unlike Tschlenow, Aaronsohn hardly needed to be persuaded o f  the 
merits o f a pro-British orientation. He arrived in London on i  October 
and during the crucial month rendered valuable assistance. Both die W ar



Office and die Foreign Office had a high opinion o f his contribution to 
M ilitary Intelligence and his presence weighed heavily in the Zionists’ 
favour. Sykes did not flatter him unduly when acknowledging his share 
in Allenby’s victory, for it was Aaronsohn’s idea o f outflanking Gaza and 
capturing Beersheba by surprise that was the key to success. General 
Murray paid dearly for disregarding the advice, but Allenby was so capti
vated by the Beersheba scheme4* that he soon made it the cornerstone o f 
his strategy.

The move, though brilliant, did not escape criticism. ‘N o General 
Staff and no General would have been justified in basing a plan o f cam
paign upon chances o f this nature,’ was General Robertson’s verdict. 
‘Had they done so, and had the campaign failed, they would have been 
jusdy condemned.’4* Allenby’s decision was not taken frivolously. It was 
based on comprehensive intelligence data provided by the Aaronsohn 
group pointing clearly to the fact that the Beersheba sector was the weakest 
link in the Turkish defences and one where a British onslaught was least 
expected.44 Perhaps the most crucial information was that the wells in 
that region had been left untouched. The General Staff later noted that 
‘only the fluke o f finding w ater. . .  near Beersheba made it possible’.4* 

Allenby won a resounding victory but die Aaronsohn group was less 
fortunate. A  terrible retribution awaited them when their ring was un
covered by the Turkish authorities at the end o f September. Eighteen 
months later Ormsby-Gore, paying tribute to the Aaronsohn family, 
wrote:44

They w e re . . .  the most valuable nucleus o f our intelligence service 
in Palestine during the W ar. Aaronsohn’s sister, was caught by the 
Turks and tortured to death and the British Government owes a 
very deep debt o f gratitude to the Aaronsohn family for all they did 
for us in the w a r . . .  Nothing w e can do for [them]. . .  w ill repay 
the w ork they have done and what they have suffered for us.

General Macdonogh confirmed that Allenby’s victory would not have 
been possible without die informarion supplied by the Aaronsohn group. 
In Brigadier Gribbon’s opinion it saved thirty thousand Brirish lives in the 
Palestine campaign. Clayton considered the group’s service ‘invaluable’, 
while Allenby singled out Aaronsohn as the staff officer chiefly ‘respon
sible for the formation o f Field Intelligence organisadon behind the 
Turkish lines’.47

Aaronsohn did not learn about the tragedy which had befallen his 
fam ily at Zichron-Y aakov before i December, when on a mission in the 
United States; but an ominous note was sounded by W ingate who had
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great sympathy for Aaronsohn’s cause, and who had facilitated his trip to  
London.48 O n 20 October W ingate cabled: 4

M ilitary Authorities learn that [Alexander] Aaronsohn48 recommends 
that his brother Samuel should be allowed to come to Egypt to 
give a message o f encouragement to his people in Palestine. This 
message w ill appear to local eyes to have the authority o f H.M .G. and 
it is therefore desirable that you should inform me how much 
Samuel is authorized to say. There is no objection to his 
coming to Egypt and i f  he does so, please telegraph to me what 
instructions are given to him.80

Harold Nicolson suggested: ‘A llow  M r. Aaronsohn to go and authorize 
him to say that H.M .G. have viewed w ith the deepest sympathy the 
sufferings o f the Jewish people in Turkey and that they trust that the 
present war w ill see die final emancipation o f the Jewish race.* Neither 
Clerk nor Graham made any objection but, as the Zionist question was 
likely to come up before the W ar Cabinet the following day, they thought 
that instructions to W ingate could be postponed until after that date. I f  
die declaration was approved, Graham added, ‘w e can then, at last, make 
full use o f Jewish propaganda’ . As nothing emerged from  the W ar 
Cabinet during the next two days, Nicolson renewed the pressure. 
Graham assured him that the Zionist question was bound to come up the 
following day (25 October), ‘it must certainly be setded this week, so we 
can still hold up’.81

There seemed, in fact, no reason for further delay. Exhaustive evidence 
collated by the W ar Cabinet Secretariat left no room for doubt where the 
Jewish world stood.88 In England too the Zionists were emerging as a 
dominant force. About three hundred synagogues and societies passed 
unanimous resolutions in favour o f ‘the reconstruction o f Palestine as the 
National Home o f the Jewish people’. These ‘remarkable results’, 
Graham noted, destroyed die myth that British Jews were predominandy 
anti-Zionist. N ow , ‘outside a small, influential clique, Jewish feeling 
appears almost unanimously favourable to the Zionist idea’.88 He became 
less optimistic, however, when he learned that Curzon was preparing a 
memorandum requesting the W ar Cabinet to postpone their final 
decision. Deeply concerned, Graham presented one o f his most forceful 
statements. On 24 October, the day before the Cabinet was to meet, he 
wrote to Balfour:84

I understand that consideration by the W ar Cabinet o f die assurance 
to be given by His Majesty’s Government to the Zionists is again



being postponed. I beg respectfully to submit that this further delay 
w ill have a deplorable result and may jeopardize the whole Jewish 
situation. A t the present moment uncertainty as regards the attitude 
o f His Majesty’s Government on this question is growing into 
suspicion, and not only are w e losing die very valuable co-operation 
o f the Zionist forces in Russia and America, but w e may bring them 
into antagonism with us and throw the Zionists into the arms o f  the 
Germans w ho would only be too ready to welcome this opportunity 
. . .  The German Press has already taken up the question o f Zionism 
and the danger to Germany o f allowing the Zionists to depend on the 
support o f the Allies. W e might at any moment be confronted by a 
German move on the Zionist question and it must be remembered 
that Zionism was originally i f  not a German at any rate an Austrian 
idea.

Graham reminded Balfour that the French had already given an assurance 
o f  sympathy to the Zionists ‘in rather more definite terms’ than the 
British were proposing. The Italian Government and the Vatican had also 
expressed support. President W ilson was sympathetic and was prepared 
to make a declaration 'at the proper moment’. He went on:

Information from  every quarter shows the very important role 
which the Jews are now playing in the Russian political situation.
A t the present moment the Jews are certainly against the Allies and 
for the Germans, but almost every Jew in Russia is a Zionist and i f  
they can be made to realise that the success o f Zionist aspirations 
depends on the support o f die Allies and the expulsion o f  the Turks 
from Palestine we shall enlist a most powerful element in our favour.

Mr. Tschlenoff, the C hief o f the Russian Zionists, is now on his 
w ay to England and is likely to arrive shortly. Special facilities for 
his journey from Bergen have been granted to him. It is most 
desirable that the assurance from His Majesty’s Government should 
be given before his arrival.

The moment this assurance is granted the Zionist Jews are prepared 
to start an active pro-Ally propaganda throughout the world. Dr. 
Weizmann, who is a most able and energetic propagandist, is pre
pared to proceed himself to Russia and to take charge o f the 
campaign. Propaganda in America is also most necessary. I earnestly 
trust that unless there is very good reason to the contrary the 
assurance from His Majesty’s Government should be given at once.

It has been contended that the feeling o f  die British Jews is against 
Zionism but I would call attention to the fact that within the last
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week 300 representative Jewish bodies have forwarded unanimous
resolutions in favour o f the movement.

Graham's sense o f  urgency is understandable. O n 8 October disquieting 
information had reached the Foreign Office from  the Legation at Berne 
suggesting that a meeting had taken place in Berlin between Richard von 
Kühlmann, the German Foreign Minister, Djemal Pasha, and a leading 
Zionist, and that certain promises with regard to Palestine had been made 
w ith the intention o f obtaining Jewish support in raising a new war loan. 
Count Bernstorff was also stated to have had discussions w ith die Jews in 
Constantinople, whilst the German Minister at Berne had had a long 
interview w ith a prominent Swiss Jew on the same question. From diese 
and other items die British Legation inferred that the German Govern
ment were making 'an attempt to counteract the effect o f  die British 
effort to liberate Palestine’ .86

The news that the Germans had begun to consider Zionism as a 'w ar 
asset* was disturbing. Sykes suspected that die Germans, hitherto w ary o f  
offending their ally, were taking advantage o f Turkey's progressive 
dependence to exploit the Jews 'for their own war ends*.88 Official 
German files discount such a possibility. Kühlmann was not noted for 
friendship to die Zionists and there was no substance in the report that he 
had taken part in die meeting with Djemal Pasha. It is true that on 28 
August, at the suggestion o f D r Göppert, head o f the Political Depart
ment at the German Foreign Ministry, tw o Zionist leaders met die 
Ottoman Commander, but the meeting ended inconclusively. It was also 
correct that Romberg, the German Minister at Beme, had received a 
deputation o f Swiss Jews and that Count Bem storff had given the distinct 
impression o f favouring the Zionists, but whatever pourparlers might have 
been taking place, for Kühlmann Turkey's sensitivity remained the over
riding concern. W hitehall, however, had no reason to question the accur
acy o f the report received from Beme; it fitted neady into the pattem o f  
the new policy reportedly taking shape in Berlin and Constantinople. 
According to a reliable agent, the Turks were contemplating the grant to 
Syria and Mesopotamia o f limited autonomy and establishing a modus 
vivendi w ith the Sharif o f Mecca.87 This led Toynbee to the conclusion 
that the Porte intended to m odify its attitude to the non-Turkish nation
alities; the leaders o f the Committee o f Union and Progress were ‘Real
politiker and not doctrinaire', an impression strengthened by the news o f  
the Kaiser's impending visit to Constantinople to inaugurate a new era in 
Turkish domestic policy.88 A  liberalised Turkey— and the removal o f  
Djemal Pasha from his post made such a possibility credible— would
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deprive die British o f  their trump card as champions o f  oppressed nation
alities in the Near East and expose their military offensive to criticism. A  
Turco-German accommodation w ith the Jews would have created a very 
awkward situation for London and weakened its bargaining position at 
the future peace conference.

The British press was clamouring for action. The Manchester Guardian 
(19 October) argued that i f  the Turks continued to rule Palestine after the 
war, the British position in Egypt would be precarious. Syria should be 
given to France and Palestine to *a Jewish State dependent on this country'. 
The Methodist Times, the Glohet the Weekly Dispatch, die Irish Times, the 
Liverpool Courier and the Liverpool Post (o f 20 October) expressed them
selves in similar vein. But die strongest editorial came from  The Tim a 
(26 October), pointing to the need to rally Jewish influence to counteract 
'die insidious German propaganda in Russia*.

This point was pressed by Balfour at the W ar Cabinet meeting on the 
2 jth .M Lloyd George, who had also received Graham's memorandum, 
recalled nineteen years later that it was 'vital* for the British to w in the 
sympathies o f the Jewish community.*0 In die circumstances Curzon 
could hardly afford to be dilatory. He was known for his industry and 
rapidity in die despatch o f  business and his memorandum was completed 
within tw o days. Far from  seeking to sabotage the declaration, his chief 
objective was to clarify the nature o f the British commitment. He feared 
that the Government was raising expectations among Zionists that it 
would never be able to fulfil. Palestine, a poor land, without mineral 
wealth, could maintain only a small population; half a million native 
Mohammedans would not be content 'either to be expropriated for 
Jewish immigrants, or to act merely as hewers o f w ood and drawers o f 
water*. A  Jewish State, particularly with its capital in Jerusalem, was 'a 
dream . . .  incapable o f realisation'. However, i f  the National Home was 
meant to be only a 'spiritual centre* or *a reservoir o f  Jewish culture*, 
there was no reason w hy everyone should not be a Zionist; he would 
gladly support such a policy, especially as it was recommended by con
siderations o f  the highest expediency, and as a check to German designs. 
But in his judgement it was a policy ‘very w idely removed from  the 
romantic and idealistic aspirations o f  many o f  the Zionist leaders*, which 
would not provide 'either a national, a material, or even a spiritual home 
for any more than a very small section o f the Jewish people’.01

It now  fell to Sir Mark Sykes, as the foremost expert on die Middle 
East, to demolish Curzon's arguments and show that Zionism was not a 
utopian ideal. This he did easily since Curzon's diesis, however closely 
reasoned, was based on fruity information. Palestine's resources— and
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here Sykes was able to draw on massive evidence— were universally 
under-estimated. Having known the country since 1886, he was o f  the 
opinion that, given security, adequate means o f  communication, and 
modernisation, die population could be doubled within seven years w ith
out dispossessing anyone. Colonisation in Palestine had never failed, 
certainly not the Zionist colonisation. Though hampered by the Ottom an 
Government, they had caused the desert to bloom, and their colonies 
were self-supporting and prosperous. Sykes predicted that within forty 
years, w ith political restrictions abolished, the population would be 
quadrupled, or even quintupled. The devastation wrought by the w ar 
made colonisation all the more imperative. ‘I f  the Zionists do not go there 
. . .  some one w ill, nature abhors vacuum/**

W ith the anti-Zionists* arguments defeated, Balfour was now able to  
wind up the debate in the W ar Cabinet which had lasted for tw o months. 
The meeting which ended it took place on Wednesday 31 O ctober. 
According to the official minutes,

The Secretary o f State for Foreign Affairs stated that he gathered 
that everyone was now agreed that, from  a purely diplomatic and 
political point o f view , it was desirable that some declaration 
favourable to the aspirations o f the Jewish nationalists should now 
be made. The vast majority o f Jews in Russia and America, as, 
indeed, all over the world, now  appeared to be favourable to 
Zionism. I f w e could make a declaration favourable to such an ideal, 
w e should be able to carry on extremely useful propaganda both in 
Russia and America. He gathered that the main arguments still put 
forward against Zionism were twofold:—

(a) That Palestine was inadequate to form  a home for either the 
Jewish or any other people.

(b) The difficulty felt with regard to the future position o f Jews 
in Western countries.

W ith regard to the first, he understood that there were con
siderable differences o f opinion among experts regarding the 
possibility o f the settlement o f any large population in Palestine, but 
he was informed that, i f  Palestine were scientifically developed, a 
very much larger population could be sustained than had existed 
during the period o f Turkish misrule. As to the meaning o f die 
words ‘national home*, to which the Zionists attach so much 
importance, he understood it to mean some form o f British,
American or other protectorate, under which full facilities would be 
given to die Jews to work out their own salvation and to build up,
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by means o f  education, agriculture, and industry, a real centre o f 
national culture and focus o f national life. It did not necessarily 
involve the early establishment o f an independent Jewish State, 
which was a matter for gradual development in accordance with the 
ordinary laws o f political evolution.

W ith regard to the second point, he felt that, so far from 
Zionism hindering the process o f assimilation in Western countries, 
the truer parallel was to be found in the position o f an Englishman 
who leaves his country to establish a permanent home in the United 
States, whereas, in the present position o f Jewry, the assimilation was 
often felt to be incomplete, and any danger o f a double allegiance 
or non-national outlook would be eliminated.

Curzon was next to speak. He admitted the force o f  arguments in favour 
o f  a declaration and agreed that the majority o f  Jews held Zionist rather 
than anti-Zionist opinions. He dissociated himself from  Montagu, but 
none the less was unable to share the optimistic views regarding the future 
o f Palestine. He feared that the British were raising ‘false expectations 
which could never be realised’, but finally admitted that some expression 
o f  sympathy would be a Valuable adjunct’ to British propaganda. None 
o f  the Ministers contested Balfour’s interpretation o f the meaning o f the 
term 'National Home’, and he was authorised to take a suitable oppor
tunity to make the following declaration:**

His Majesty’s Government views with favour the establishment in 
Palestine o f a national home for the Jewish people, and w ill use its 
best endeavours to facilitate the achievement o f this object, it being 
clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice 
the civil and religious rights o f existing non-Jewish communities in 
Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any 
other country.

Am ery had reason to be pleased that only 'tw o minor alterations, viz. 
the substitution o f Jewish “ people”  for Jewish “ race” , and the abbrevi
ation o f the last line to “Jews in any other country”  ’ were requested by 
the Zionist leaders.*4 The alternative formulas proposed by die non- 
Zionist leaders were ignored. It was now left to Graham to put the final 
touches to the letter to be sent to Lord Rothschild by Balfour— a modest 
reward for his persistent labours. The preamble read:**

Dear Lord Rothschild,
2 November, 1917

I have much pleasure in conveying to you, on behalf o f His 
Majesty’s Government, the following declaration o f sympathy with



Jewish Zionist aspirations which has been submitted to, and approved 
by, the Cabinet

The letter ended:

I should be grateful i f  you would bring this declaration to the 
knowledge o f the Zionist Federation, and secure that it is given 
the necessary publicity.

Denied a greater share in drafting, Graham had at least the satisfaction 
o f  taking charge o f the propaganda machinery. The ink on Balfour’s 
signature was hardly dry when he called a meeting (on 2 November) to  
discuss the best methods o f  obtaining full political benefits from  the 
declaration. Weizmann, Sokolow, Aaronsohn, and Sykes were present. 
Elated by their victory, the Zionists were just waiting for the opportunity 
to win their people to the Allied cause. Russia was the chosen priority and 
a special mission, headed by Sokolow, Tschlenow, and Jabotinsky, was 
to go there; Jabotinsky, Graham noted, was ’just the type o f  man re
quired*. Aaron Aaronsohn was to go to America, his brother Samuel was 
expected in Egypt, while Weizmann, after paying a short visit to Paris 
to concert activities with Baron Edmond de Rothschild, was to remain in 
London to superintend the organisation.*9 

‘It is a pity that so much time has been lost. W ith skilful management 
o f the Jews in Russia the situation may still be restored by the spring,' 
Lord Hardinge commented. Balfour too was impressed by die results o f  
the meeting and suggested that Graham’s report be circulated to die 
Cabinet. But it was the telegram from  General Barter, assistant m ilitary 
attaché in Petrograd, that drove home die awareness o f  how  much the 
British Government had been overtaken by events. Concerned b y  
rumours about the desire o f the Bolshevik party (which had just captured 
power in Petrograd) to conclude a separate peace with Germany, Barter 
enquired, on 26 November:

W ould it be possible for Allies to make some sort o f  condidonal 
promise that in the event o f a successful termination o f W ar,
Palestine would be given to the Jews? Such an announcement would 
immediately have a powerful effect in this country where Jewish 
influence is great and where craving for promised land and distinct 
nationality is greater even than in England.

O w ing to the breakdown o f communications, die news about Balfour's 
letter to Rothschild did not reach Russia until 29 November, but by the 
follow ing day Graham already knew how  enthusiastically it had been
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received. ‘It is a misfortune*, he noted, ‘that our declaration was so long 
delayed.* T o  which Hardinge added: ‘I wish w e could make a definite 
statement as suggested last autumn.’97 Belated as the declaration was, 
London was still to reap some notable advantages from  it. But before 
inquiring into them, w e must first recapitulate the motives which led to 
the declaration and examine its meaning.
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17 Motives and Effects

The Balfour Declaration, Sir Charles W ebster said, was ‘the greatest act 
o f diplomatic statesmanship o f the First W orld W ar'.1 There was no pre
cedent for what the Zionists were asking. Unlike other small nationalities 
in physical possession o f territories, whose demand for independence 
fitted well within the doctrine o f  self-determination, the Jewish inhabi
tants o f Palestine constituted only a minority o f  the population; the 
Zionists had therefore to go back nearly tw o thousand years to establish 
a claim to the country. The people for whom  they strove were dispersed 
all over the world, with no central organisation and no consensus w ith 
regard to their identity, let alone what kind o f  ‘home’ they wanted in 
Palestine; a national one, a religious one, or merely a refuge for perse
cuted individuals. That the Zionists emerged in 1917 as the leading force 
within Jewry testified to their organisational skill and the appeal made b y 
their programme, thus making it easier for die British Government to 
come down in their favour; for, unlike the Anglo-Jewish establishment, 
the Zionists showed that they could carry the majority o f their people 
with them. The approach o f the former to the Palestine question was 
parochial, and conditioned by unproven fears that their civic status would 
be undermined, whereas the Zionists aimed at identifying their ow n 
interests w ith those o f Britain. Considering how  marginal was their 
influence in W hitehall at the beginning o f the war, this was no mean feat.

But the greatest challenge that confronted the Zionists was on die 
diplomatic plane. Palestine was an international problem and the British 
could not make a decision before consulting their Allies. Had the French 
objected, as they did in March 1916, there would have been no Balfour 
Declaration. It was largely as a result o f Sokolow's efforts that Jules 
Cambon gave him such an unequivocal declaration; the statements made 
by the Italian Government and the Vatican were also helpful. Brandéis 
was instrumental in winning W ilson's approval o f the proposed formula, 
while Tschlenow could show that as a result o f his efforts, the support he 
received from both the Lw ow  and the Kerensky Government went much 
further than that given to his friends in London, Paris, and Rome. It 
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would not be too far-fetched to say that the Zionists in Germany also had 
some influence on the publication o f  the Balfour Declaration. Though 
primarily concerned with safeguarding the Yishuv by maintaining good 
relations with the German Government, they inadvertently created an 
atmosphere o f competition among the Powers, thus indirectly accelera
ting the decision-making process in London. The Zionists gained much in 
prestige by having Lord Rothschild as their representative. Weizmann 
told him d u t he was certain that when its history comes to be written, it 
w ill be rightly said that ‘the name o f  the greatest house in Jewry was 
associated with the granting o f the Magna Carta o f Jewish liberties'.* But 
it is in feet Weizmann himself who emerged as the central figure in the 
struggle. He had no hand in drafting the Declaration; the formula pro
posed by Sacher, his intimate feiend, was rejected, but it was Weizmann 
who was largely responsible for bringing British statesmen, public men, 
and officials to look favourably on Zionism. O f  unbounded energy, 
singleness o f purpose and determination, he possessed great driving power 
and personal magnetism. His enthusiasm was infectious, but his success 
sprang from  his lucidity o f  exposition and his ability to put his message 
across. He was particularly adept in reading the British mind.* He found 
a ready ear because he was able to show that he could influence Jewish 
opinion and that Zionism was advantageous to Britain. W ebster bore 
witness to the excellence o f  his techniques. Drawing on his personal 
experience, Sir Charles wrote:4

D r. W eizmann’s w ork was largely done in intimate interview s. . .
He once told me d u t 2,000 interviews had gone to the making o f 
die Balfour Declaration. W ith unerring skill he adapted his 
arguments to the special circumstances o f each statesman. T o the 
British and Americans he could use biblical language and awake a 
deep emotional undertone; to other nationalities he more often 
talked in terms o f interest. Mr. Lloyd George was told that Palestine 
was a litde mountainous country not unlike W ales; with Lord 
Balfour the philosophical background o f Zionism could be surveyed; 
for Lord C ed i the problem was placed in the setting o f a new 
world organization; while to Lord Milner die extension o f imperial 
power could be vividly portrayed. T o me who dealt with these 
matters as a junior officer o f the General Staff, he brought from many 
sources all the evidence that could be obtained o f  the importance o f  a 
Jewish National Home to the strategical position o f the British 
Empire, but he always indicated by a hundred shades and inflexions 
o f  the voice that he believed that I could also appreciate better than

MOTIVES AND EFFECTS 283



m y superiors other more subtle and recondite arguments. This 
skilful presentation o f  facts would, however, have been useless, 
unless he had convinced all with whom  he came into contact o f the 
probity o f his conduct and die reality o f  his trust in the w ill and 
strength o f B ritain. . .  B y  the time the Peace Conference had begun, 
his cause had become so much a part o f British policy that it was 
only a question o f how it could be best translated into practice w ith 
die consent and goodwill o f  the Arabs and the French.

Imbued with a strong sense o f  mission, Weizmann refused to consider 
himself a diplomat in the usual sense o f that word. In 1919 he told an 
audience that i f  he had achieved anything it was because he was not a 
diplomat: T went to Balfour as a man o f the people, as one who is far 
from  diplomacy. I spoke to him w ith feeling and sincerity, and that is w hy 
he understood me.’ Four years later, at a meeting in N ew  York, he 
attributed his success to eighty generations o f Jews who stood behind 
him: ‘The forces accumulated during thousands o f  years spoke through 
me.’*

Balfour was not the only Briton who was sensitive to the ‘voice o f  
Jewish history’. H ow powerful was its impact was demonstrated by 
Ronald M acNeill in his masterly memorandum, already quoted. Com 
menting on Montagu’s charges in the latter’s ‘Antisemitism o f the Present 
Government’, M acNeill pointed out that the spirit o f nationality had been 
an active force among the Jews for centuries before it made itself frit 
among European nations. During the Middle Ages it had produced 
numerous pseudo-Messiahs, and after lying dormant, revived once again 
during the nineteenth century. This reawakened self consciousness stimu
lated their craving for Palestine, which had never ceased to attract them 
and now became the goal o f practical aspirations. It would be a ‘glaring 
anomaly’, M acNeill concluded, i f  the Allies, after having proclaimed that 
the post-war settlement must be based on the principle o f  nationality, 
were to deny or ignore the claims o f  the people who had throughout 
history dung to their nationality more tenaciously than any other.* 

Balfour was a self-confessed Zionist but, as his niece and biographer 
attested, the share attributed to him in the Declaration that bears his name 
was exgagerated.7 He had no hand in its drafting, and die records show 
how  irresolute and cautious he was. He preferred to act in unison with his 
colleagues, even to be pressed by the Foreign Office rather than to lead it, 
and it was not before 31 October 1917, after being prodded by Graham, 
that he threw all his weight into the scales at the crucial Cabinet meeting. 
The lead in shaping Middle East policy was given by Lloyd George, and
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his responsibility for die Declaration was greater. In day-to-day matters 
the Prime Minister's authority was delegated to the W ar Cabinet Secre
tariat. Sykes considered Zionism an essential ingredient o f the N ew  Middle 
East Order, and in his October 1917 memorandum demolished Curzon's 
argument that Palestine was unsuitable for colonisation, and d u t the 
influx o f Jews was bound to displace the native inhabitants. Orm sby-Gore 
and Am ery assisted Milner in amending the original draft o f  the declara
tion; the former was well-informed and analytical, the latter detached and 
able to judge the merits o f the issue against the background o f British war 
aims. But die unacknowledged hero is Sir Ronald Graham. Seconded by 
Robert C ed i, Lord Hardinge, and Harold Nicolson, he pressed unremit
tingly for an early statement. Had its drafting been left to him, it would 
have emerged in better shape than it did. It would, however, be true to 
say d u t the Balfour Declaration was the result o f a collective effort (other 
personalities, both Jewish and British were mentioned in die course o f  our 
narrative) rather dun die w ork o f  a single individual.

Sykes's meeting w ith die Zionist leaders at Gaster's home on 7 February 
1917 and his encouragement to Sokolow in Paris and Rome have misled 
many historians into thinking d u t the dominant m otive behind die 
Balfour Declaration was the wish to extricate Britain from  the Asia 
M inor Agreement and so avoid the establishment o f an international 
régime in Palestine. This theory is as old as the Balfour Declaration itself.

Y et, had this been die case, Cambon’s statement o f 4 June should have 
stampeded the British into outdoing their competitors by an even 
stronger commitment. The fact remains that they did not. N or did 
Graham, in any o f his notes, or Balfour during Cabinet meetings, urge 
the necessity o f  countering the Quai d’Orsay. Sykes himself realised, 
while in Paris, that it was premature for the British to press for a revision 
o f  the Agreement, and believed d u t no prominence should be given to 
Zionist desiderata before French ambitions in Syria were satisfied.

W hile the war lasted, a more effective means was found to lim it Allied 
French and Italian influence in Palestine. On 13 November 1917 Sykes 
suggested d u t Jerusalem should be kept under martial law  ‘to avoid 
Franco-Italian complications', and tw o weeks later Allenby was instructed 
to reject any idea o f a joint administration o f the occupied territories 
whilst operations were still in progress, though the impression had to be 
avoided that the British were contemplating the annexation o f Palestine. 
The idea originated with W ingate, who was anxious to prevent an inter
national regime, even as a provisional arrangement, and therefore sug
gested that Palestine should be held on a purely military basis. But in order
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to allay French and Italian susceptibilities, a few  o f  their officers should 
serve under Allenby's command, provided that this in no w ay jeopardised 
the future British political position.* It was not until the peace confer
ence at San Remo in the spring o f 1920 that full use was made o f  Zionism  
to undo the 1916 Agreement and ensure sole British trusteeship o f  
Palestine; when the Balfour Declaration was discussed this consideration 
was hardly taken into account. Its publication in 1917 has to be seen 
within the context o f  the global British-German confrontation. Geo
graphically, Palestine occupied a position o f  great strategic importance, 
and it was a major British interest that it should not remain or fall into 
unfriendly hands. H ow important it was not to allow die Turks to retain 
possession o f Palestine was emphasised again and again, as the records 
already quoted show. German influence could be tolerated still less. In 
March 1916, the mere possibility that Jews might opt for a German pro
tectorate o f Palestine, as argued by Edgar Suarès, sufficed for G rey to 
approve unequivocally a far-reaching formula proposed by O ’Beim e and 
Crewe. And in 1917 it was only after reports reached London that Ger
many intended to capture the Zionist movement that Balfour invited 
Rothschild and Weizmann to submit a draft formula. It was feared that a 
Turco-German declaration would rally Jewish opinion throughout die 
world behind the Central Powers and strengthen their diplomatic position; 
in a broader sense a reformed Turkey would have deprived the Allies o f  
their role as protectors o f the oppressed nationalities and o f  plausible 
justification for the dismemberment o f the Ottoman Empire. Hankeyvs 
warning that a peace conference might descend upon the warring Powers 
suddenly, and that die Germans might take die initiative in presenting 
their terms,* had a bearing on the W ar Cabinet’s calculations. Aware that 
large sections o f Jewry shared Morgenthau's idea o f  Jewish autonomy in  
Palestine under Ottoman sovereignty, it was important to the British 
Government to win them over. The Balfour Declaration was meant to 
torpedo the supposed German-Türkish move and to undermine their 
negotiating position at the peace conference.

It is true that articles in the German press, considered to be judicious 
leaks, misled both Weizmann and Graham into thinking that they 
heralded a major political move, and that the report from  the British 
Legation in Berne was erroneous. None die less, it would be w rong to 
suggest that the British had miscalculated badly, for, declaration or no 
declaration, Germany, in control o f millions o f Jews in Eastern Europe, 
held important cards which she could use most effectively when the future 
o f Palestine was discussed. Britain had therefore a compelling need to 
preempt any move by the Central Powers. The report o f  the Legation at



Berne acted merely as a catalyst Moreover» there was every reason to 
suppose that Germany, committed by treaty to safeguard the integrity o f  
the Ottoman Empire, would do everything in her power to recover her 
ally’s lost provinces. Early in November 1917, information reaching the 
Legation at Berne indicated that Turkey had been promised aid to drive 
the British out o f Palestine and Mesopotamia, and that Belgium  would 
not be evacuated unless Jerusalem was restored to die Sultan. As late as 
M ay 1918, rumours were circulating that Germany intended to set up in 
Palestine an autonomous German-Jewish State under Turkish suzerainty.10 
It was not until a year after the Declaration that German armies were 
defeated and the Turks were driven back beyond the Taurus; in 1917 the 
position was still critical and the outcome o f  the war hung in the balance. 
The best that the British could manage was to strike a blow  against the 
Turks and follow  up any local successes w ith negotiations. These, how
ever, would not promise much, since i f  Germany were left in possession 
o f a great deal o f Allied territory, Britain would have to barter away any 
territories that she might have conquered. W ith Russia having suffered 
more than seven million casualties, and France having lost nearly tw o 
million dead, Britain’s claim to spoils o f war would have rested on shaky 
moral ground.11 N or did Allenby’s conquest o f Jerusalem change the 
overall military situation, since w ith the conflict on the Eastern and 
Western fronts unresolved, it was feared that Britain might have to give 
up her territorial gains.10 In these circumstances an additional weapon had 
to be employed. As Sykes pointed out:10

W hat w e may not be able to get by force o f  arms we may well get
. . .  by negotiation i f  the national elements are on our side at the
Conference.

This was w hy Britain had to play the nationalist card. It was also th e| 
raison d'être o f  the compact w ith Zionism. A  British-oriented Jew ish! 
National Home, it was thought, could be a major asset, and conversely! 
an obstacle to German ambitions in that vital region. That the Allies I 
would eventually triumph and be able to impose their own peace terms 
could not at that time be taken for granted.

For Britain, acquisition o f  Palestine was an irreducible strategic re
quirement. But even i f  the Central Powers were decisively defeated, a 
daim  based on military conquest alone would have been inadmissible. It 
would have violated the prindple o f non-acquisition o f territories by war 
enundated by President W ilson and the Provisional Russian Government, 
and alienated world opinion. W ith annexations condemned, the only 
course open to the Western Allies was to link their war aims with the
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principle o f  self-determination. T w o weeks before die Balfour Declara
tion was approved by the W ar Cabinet, Sykes wrote to C ecil:14

As regards purely British interests it is, I think, desirable. . .  w ithout 
in any w ay showing any desire to annex Palestine or to establish a 
Protectorate over it, to so order our policy, that when the time 
comes to choose a Mandatory power for its control, by the con
sensus o f opinion and the desire o f the inhabitants, w e shall be the 
most likely candidate.

Zionist wishes played directly into British hands, freeing them o f any 
annexationist taint. Weizmann was rendering a singular service when he 
urged his friends in Russia and America to impress upon their Govern
ments that England's sole desire in protecting Palestine was 'to give the 
Jews the possibility o f getting on their feet and living independently’. 
Tw enty-five years later Sir Charles W ebster confirmed that it had been 
realised that a declaration on the national home would ease acceptance b y  
other powers o f Britain’s position in Palestine, an assumption d u t was 
proved correct by events.1*

Short-term motives were no less compelling. As pointed out already, 
die majority o f Jews in Russia supported the Provisional Government. 
The Bund and those associated w ith the Mensheviks affirmed their 
loyalty, the middle classes identified themselves fully w ith the Constitu
tional Democratic Party, while the Union o f Jewish Soldiers pledged 
themselves to fulfil their patriotic duty. Jews qua Jews felt instinctively 
that their real interests lay in a stable regime and the maintenance o f  
liberty. This was important because in both London and Paris it was 
thought that continued Russian participation in the war was essential, and 
this depended on the stability o f the Provisional Government, a state o f  
affairs not easy to reach, considering the weakness o f  the coalition and the 
challenge it was meeting from  the Soviets. Kerensky’s future hinged on 
the measure o f support he was likely to obtain from  the moderate d e 
ments: the Cadets, the Social Revolutionaries, and the Mensheviks,19 
among whom  the Jews played a significant rôle.

O n 12 M ay, a meeting at which Curzon presided and in which C ed i, 
Hardinge, Hankey, and Am ery partiripated, dedded that it was impera
tive to strengthen the hands o f  the moderates and frustrate the extremists 
who were advocating a separate peace w ith the Central Powers. For this 
purpose it was suggested that a Labour ddegation should visit Russia and 
persuade the Sodal Revolutionary and Menshevik leaders to moderate 
their ‘no annexations’ cry. Am ong the territories concerned was Palestine, 
the acquisition o f which was regarded by Curzon and his colleagues as a



sine qua non.17 The delegation proved unsuccessful. The Russians both in 
Government and opposition resented foreign interference and used the 
opportunity to voice their displeasure at the unnecessary prolongation o f 
tiie war; the most vociferous critics were Jewish extremists. A t the heart 
o f  the difficulty was the inability o f the British to harmonise their war 
aims with those o f Russia. The moderate Socialists denied the right to 
acquire territory by military conquest, not would they admit that the ill- 
treatment o f  peoples by die Turks could confer such a right. The intellec
tuals failed to understand w hy the Western Allies refused to make sacri
fices comparable to those made by Russia, who had renounced her claim 
to Constantinople and the Straits. Statements made in Paris and London 
were received with a mixture o f  indifference and distrust.1*

It was here that the Zionists could be used. They alone could present 
the British daim  to Palestine in a more favourable light and refute the 
accusations that Britain was an expansionist power. Zionism, in the eyes 
o f the Provisional Government, conformed to the prindple o f  national 
self-determination and was recognised as legitimate; it could therefore 
provide a respectable reason for a British presence in Palestine. M oreover, 
from  the spring o f 1917, London realised that the best method o f  counter
ing pacifist propaganda among Jews was Zionism. Though loyally fill
filling their duty, Russian Jews had little enthusiasm for the war. However, 
i f  brought to the realisation that their aspirations in Palestine were 
inextricably bound up w ith an Allied triumph, it would make all the 
difference. Y et, for reasons already explained, during the spring and 
summer o f  1917, the British were prevented from  taking any action to 
w in them over. Graham’s impatience is understandable. B y  October, 
when Russia had ceased military operations, the spectre o f  a Russo- 
German rapprochement assumed nightmarish proportions. The Germans 
would be able to purchase the foodstuffs and raw materials essential to 
their war machine. I f W hitehall needed any assurance, General Barter’s 
telegram confirmed it. O n 26 November (before news o f  the Balfour 
Declaration readied Russia) he advised London that one w ay to frustrate 
Bolshevik peace overtures to Germany was a ’conditional promise that in 
the event o f  a successful termination o f  war, Palestine would be given to 
tiie Jews'; another was an appeal from  the British Labour and French 
Socialist Parties to the Russian people.1* However, it was already too late.

Propaganda was badly needed in America as well. Her military poten
tial was slow in unfolding and her people were apathetic, whilst Britain's 
finatirial dependence was growing at an alarming rate. Jewish magnates 
were known to be fervent supporters o f  the President, and though not 
necessarily accepting Zionist doctrine, were eager— the foremost example

MOTIVES AMD BFFBCTS 289



was Jacob Schiff—to assist colonisation in Palestine. Account was also 
taken o f  Jewish influence in finance and the press. That leaden o f American 
Jewry took pains to urge their co-religionists in Russia to w ork against die 
idea o f a separate peace between their country and Germany*0 was en
couraging, but die fact that a wide section o f  American Jewry favoured 
the development o f an autonomous Jewish setdement in Palestine under 
Ottoman sovereignty was disconcerting. The Balfour Declaration was 
meant to convert them to the idea o f a British, alternatively an American 
trusteeship, and obtain President W ilson's endorsement

It would be too cynical to suggest that Britain acted solely from  selfish 
motives. Asked blundy by Colonel Meinertzhagen whether the Declara
tion bearing his name was a reward for wartime services, Balfour replied 
emphatically that both he and the Prime Minister had been influenced ‘by 
the desire to give the Jews their rightful place in the world; a great nation 
without a home is not right’.01 A lo o f and imperturbable, Balfour felt 
passionately on tw o things; one was die need to maintain friendship w ith 
the United States, the second was Zionism.00 Schooled in Jewish history 
and civilisation, he regarded the destruction o f  Judea by die Romans as 
‘one o f die great wrongs’ and ‘a national tragedy’ for the Jews, which die 
Allied Powers were attempting to redress.00 In a speech in the House o f  
Lords on 21 June 1922 he denied that the Declaration sprang from  purely 
materialistic considerations. It attempted to offer at least a partial solution 
to a problem to which diere was no parallel in human history. It was a 
reminder to Jews scattered in every land that Christendom was ‘not 
oblivious to their faith. . .  o f  the service they have rendered to die great 
religions o f the world’. Sir Mark Sykes, speaking as a Christian, attested 
that in helping Zionism he felt that he was doing something to make *a 
great amend’.04 C ed i regarded it as ‘one o f  die noblest movements* o f the 
day, a venture in practical idealism. A  Jewish Palestine was ‘the first coin 
structive effort in the new setdement o f the world after the W ar’ .00 Both 
Lord Harlech (formerly Ormsby-Gore) and Leopold Am ery pointed to 
the idealistic motives behind the Declaration;00 Sir Charles W ebster 
suggested that negotiations with die Zionists would never have come to 
fruition had not Lloyd George been a man exceptionally w ell versed in 
the Bible, and his Foreign Minister found a cause that held a strong emo
tional appeal for him; ‘others who played a part in the negotiations were 
also genuinely moved by the prospect o f  re-creating a Jewish National 
Home in Palestine’.07

Undoubtedly there was a strong undercurrent o f  sympathy towards 
Zionism, which was reflected in the press.00 It was consistent with the 
encouragement to small and oppressed nationalities. But, as the official
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records show, sentiment did not determine state policy. The Declaration 
would hardly have been made unless it had been die considered judgement 
o f  the Foreign Office and the W ar Cabinet that it was clearly in die British 
interest to do so. There was a combination o f motives radier than one 
which led to the final decision, but what dominated was the desire for 
security.

W e must now  examine to what extent the Declaration lived up to die 
expectations o f its sponsors, and what benefits were derived from  it by 
Britain and the Zionist movement. I f the primary objective was to swing 
Jewish opinion towards Britain, this was achieved beyond all expectations. 
Messages from Jewish communities in various parts o f die world poured 
into London expressing gratitude and appreciation. W hether in Greece, 
Italy, or South America, in the Entente or neutral countries, the Declara« 
tion aroused a wave o f mystic elation which enhanced Britain’s prestige. 
A  characteristic eulogy came from  the Jewish Correspondence Bureau in 
The Hague (io  November), asserting that Britain had secured for herself 
a place o f honour in Jewish history; they would never forget that it was 
the first Great Power to recognise their claim to Palestine. Even M ow - 
showitz, W o lf’s representative, had to admit that Balfour’s letter made 
‘an extraordinary impression’ on Jews in the neutral countries. The press 
in general expressed warm sympathy and followed with great interest die 
progress o f British troops in Palestine. Sykes was pleased that no one 
would now be able to accuse Britain o f ‘crusading’. That Salónica Jewry, 
form erly regarded as 'the brain and nerve centre’ o f the Young Turk 
movement, applauded London so warm ly, was a good omen: ‘I f Salónica 
is prepared to drop the C .U .P . w e may expect a different political situation 
in the Near East.* T w o weeks later he summed up:a*

It is important to note that wherever there are Jews there are
Zionists, in theory at least, and that, no matter what views these
may have held about the war up till now, henceforth the goal o f
their ambitions rests in Entente hands.

In England the Zionists were in a state o f  near euphoria. They embarked 
on a massive campaign to popularise the idea o f a British Palestine and 
gave maximum publicity to the Declaration. They felt that nothing com
parable in historical significance had occurred since the proclamation o f  
Cyrus die Great in 538 b .c . Israel Sieff referred to it as ‘the political 
charter o f the Jewish Nation’ , ‘the first post bellum act o f  reconstruction 
in the new w o rld . . .  W e Jews know what England’s pledge means.’ 
Lord Rothschild assured Balfour o f die gratitude o f ten million o f  his



co-religionists.*0 This was certainly true o f  those in Russia, where die 
Declaration had an almost volcanic effect.

Because o f  a breakdown in communications, die news reached Russia 
after a delay o f three weeks. In spite o f  the general disorder there it spread 
quickly and was greeted w ith great jo y . Thanksgiving services in die 
synagogues and public meetings were held all over the country. Zionist 
papers published special editions and the press in general commented very 
favourably. So great was the enthusiasm that it was thought unnecessary 
to send Jabotinsky on a special mission to Russia. ‘A  new era* had opened, 
R osoff cabled Tschlenow. But die latter, dien in London, was more 
cautious. T o  him neutrality was almost an article o f  faith; nor w ould he 
depart from  his principle that Zionism should be internationally-oriented. 
O vert pro-British demonstrations might jeopardise the Palestinian Jews. 
He realised that the British needed the Zionists and they should therefore 
have sanctioned a less ambiguous formula. It was not until the conquest 
o f  Jerusalem d u t he accepted Weizmann’s and Sokolow’s policy.*1 hi 
Russia, however, the Declaration was taken as synonymous w ith a 
promise d u t Palestine would be handed over to die Jews. O n 29 N o v
ember, at a demonstration in Odessa, a crowd estimated at about 
150,000 marched in procession to the British Consulate chairing and 
singing die British and Jewish national anthems. Senator Oscar Gruzen- 
berg nude an impassioned speech and thanked the British Government 
and people. On the following day a deputation o f rabbis waited on the 
Consul, while youth organisations vowed to do everything in their power 
to build a Jewish state in Palestine. Similar public demonstrations took 
place in Petrograd, M oscow, Kiev, Nicolaiev, and elsewhere. Some dis
cordant voices were heard from Jewish socialists warning against entice
ment by ‘the imperialist interests o f  the British bourgeoisie*, but diese 
were drowned in the general chorus o f  jubilation and excitement.**

T o W hitehall this was good news. ‘In Russia and the United States o f  
America, the spontaneous response is even greater dun I could have 
expected*, Sykes told Picot. 'Splendid results are recorded in Odessa, 
K iev and Petrograd.’ Graham regretted that the Declaration had not been 
issued four months earlier. ‘N ot m y fault’ , Balfour commented laconi
cally, while Hardinge noted that ‘it might possibly have made all the 
difference’.**

Ironically, die Bolsheviks’ seizure o f  power practically coincided w ith 
the date o f the Declaration. But what concerned the British Government, 
during die following months, was not their political theory, distasteful as 
it was to the W est, but the possibility d u t they might conclude a separate 
peace. It was feared that such a move, besides its direct military im plica-
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tions, would nullify the economic blockade o f  Germany. M oreover, it was 
assumed that the Russians would be unable to embark upon reconstruc
tion o f their country without foreign assistance, and that therefore they 
would fall under German influence for some time. The only com fort that 
London and Paris could draw from  this otherwise dismal situation, was 
that on 7/20 November 1917 the Ukraine proclaimed itself an independent 
Republic and an ally o f  the Powers who were at war w ith Germany. 
W hen the Bolsheviks, however, declared war on the Rada, the govern
ment set up in the Ukraine, W hitehall had to decide whether to continue 
Support o f the Ukrainians and other dissident national minorities. O n 
Balfour's advice, it was decided not to interfere in Russia's internal affairs 
and so avoid an open breach with Petrograd, a policy to which the French 
subscribed. O n the other hand, the South was the granary o f the country 
rich in raw materials. It was therefore equally important to obtain die 
good w ill o f die Ukrainians and the Federation o f the Provinces in South- 
Eastern Russia in order to deny their resources to Germany. The British 
Consul-General in Odessa was instructed to make every effort to prevent 
supplies from  reaching the Central Powers. The Jews, quoted as support
ers o f Ukrainian national aspirations, were also expected to render some 
help in this direction.*4 They had fifty deputies in the Central Rada, a 
Minister dealing with Jewish affairs,*4 and were prominent in trade.

In London, the Zionists lost litde time. O n 1 December Sokolow urged 
Nahum Syrkin to prevail upon the Rada, o f which he was a member, to 
congratulate the British Government on their recent Declaration. He was 
also asked to improve the Allied image in the press, and counteract anti- 
British propaganda. 'Y ou  are aware, no doubt, o f th e . . .  support which 
is being offered to us by the British Government. O ur cause is practically 
bound up w ith the victory o f Great Britain and her Allies.’** A  few  weeks 
later Vinnichenko, the Ukrainian Foreign Minister, expressed his appreci
ation o f  the Declaration and promised his support at the future peace 
conference. The spokesmen for the Polish and Russian Socialists also 
greeted this ‘great act' with acclaim.*7 T o encourage pro-Entente senti
ment, Weizmann suggested that Jabotinsky should after all be sent to the 
Ukraine, an idea that General Macdonogh seems to have favoured. 
W hat disturbed Weizmann most was the information that the Germans 
intended to establish agencies in Southern Russia to purchase foodstuffs, 
oil, and other raw materials, and on 21 December a strongly worded 
telegram, signed by Tschlenow, Sokolow, and himself was dispatched to 
the Zionists in Petrograd, Kiev and Rostov, emphasising the harm this 
would do to the Allies and the Palestine cause. 'Considering the great 
influence d u t our people have in these branches [of trade] w e appeal to
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you to use all your influence and energy’ at whatever cost to prevent the 
Germans from  carrying out this scheme.** Brandéis was also urged to 
exert pressure on Russian Jews from the American end.**

The situation, however, changed quickly. Red troops invaded Ukrain
ian territory, and by the first half o f January 1918 had occupied M ariopol, 
Odessa and Nikolaiev; another detachment was marching from Kharkov 
on Kiev. Foreign help was sought, and the Central Rada entered into 
’negotiations’ with the delegates o f  the Central Powers to the Brest- 
Litovsk Conference. The price to be paid was an obligation on die Ukraine 
to furnish a million tons o f supplies. In protest the Bolshevik delegation 
left the Conference and their troops occupied Kiev, forcing its Govern
ment to flee. The Germans, however, were quick to retaliate. O n 1 M ardi 
1918 they captured Kiev and reinstated the Rada. Henceforth the Rada and 
its successor under Hetman Skoropadsky were subservient to the Govern
ment o f the Reich,40 and in these circumstances it was futile to expect the 
Jews to go against their Government’s policy. M oreover, they had their 
own reasons for welcoming the Germans. W ith internal security deterior
ating, the German troops proved their only protectors. W hen they 
retreated at the end o f 1918, the country was thrown into a state o f  utter 
chaos, and the Jews became the principal victims.41

In Russia proper Zionist activities were not affected by the change o f 
régime. In M ay 1918 a successful ’Palestine week’ was held in Petrograd, 
in which almost the whole Jewish population and some non-Jews took 
part. Spedal editions o f newspapers in both Russian and Yiddish appeared, 
and the collection o f funds exceeded expectations. A  Zionist conference, 
at which sixty delegates attended, met in M oscow on 5-8 M ay and ap
plauded the Balfour Declaration as the first step to international recogni
tion o f a Jewish Palestine. In the elections to the all-Russian Jewish 
congress the Zionists emerged as the leading party; in die Ukraine they 
outstripped the four opposing parties combined (Bund, Folkspartei, 
Fareinikte, and Poale Zion). W ith a total membership o f 300,000 in some 
1,200 branches, they virtually dominated Russian Jewry.4* Weizmann had 
therefore good reason to believe that, i f  convinced that a Jewish Palestine 
under British aegis was feasible, Russian Jews would help to make Russia 
a ’barrier against German Berlin-to-Bokhara dreams’ ; in 1918 he believed 
that Germany, not the Bolsheviks, posed the main threat to the British 
Empire and to the Middle East in general.4* It was in line w ith this 
concept that early in July he suggested that a number o f Palestinian Jews 
should be sent to Russia on a propaganda mission, to spread the idea d u t 
replacement o f Turkish sovereignty in Palestine by British trusteeship at 
the end o f the war was in the Jewish national interest. Their second task
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was to accelerate the formation o f  a Jewish detachment for the Palestinian 
front. The proposal was supported by General Macdonogh44 but nothing 
came o f  it. In the latter part o f die year Russian Jews were cut o ff from 
the rest o f the world; nor could they join  the Jewish delegation to 
the Peace Conference in Paris, early in 1919. Webster summed up:44

The total effect o f this [London Zionist Bureau] propaganda in 
Russia has been considerable, though perhaps hardly as much as had 
been hoped. The revolution occupied most o f the attention o f  the 
Russian Jews, and the consolidaron o f  their new ly won liberties was 
their main object. The general feeling amongst them was far from 
friendly to Great Britain. The efforts o f the Zionists have undoubted
ly  done a great deal to counteract this feeling and aroused an 
enthusiasm for, and a belief in, the ideals o f Great Britain, at a time 
when the Russian masses o f all parties were exceedingly hostile. . .

The political conditions o f Russia have prevented Russian Jewry 
from  playing that part in Zionism which under different circum
stances they would undoubtedly have done.

Following Russia’s withdrawal from the war, German ambitions in the 
East acquired new vigour. The Turks expected that Jerusalem would soon 
be recaptured. Convinced that the break-up o f Russia had sealed the out
come o f  the war, they saw their dream o f a great Moslem Empire near to 
realisation. An intercepted cable from Constantinople to the Turkish 
Legation in Berne indicated that after crushing Italy, Germany intended 
to send a large army to the Eastern front to inflict another defeat like that 
o f Kut-el-Amara upon the British. This promise had been confirmed by 
the Kaiser during his recent visit to Constantinople.44 Those Turks 
favouring a separate peace hinted that they were ready to decentralise die 
Empire, putting it on a federal basis; the Asiatic provinces would enjoy 
’real’ autonomy under Ottoman suzerainty. On 29 January 1918, Muktar 
B ey and Hakkim Bey came from  Constantinople to Geneva with an offer 
to an intermediary o f the British Legation to grant freedom o f passage 
through the Straits, and to solve the question o f nationalities on the basis 
o f principles enunciated by President W ilson; Syria and Palestine would 
present *no difficulty’.47

The French were reported to be favourably disposed, but the British 
rejected the proposal. ’I trust’, Graham noted, ’that whatever semblance o f  
Turkish sovereignty might possibly be left at Bagdad, no crescent and star 
w ill ever again fly over Jerusalem’, an opinion shared by Balfour. Toynbee 
was opposed to Ottoman rule in any territories in Western Asia, and 
pointed out that in future bargaining it would be useful to play the Arab,

MOTIVBS AND BFFBCTS 295



Armenian, and Zionist cards for all their worth. This sounded like an echo 
o f  Sykes’s concept, to which Curzon also subscribed. In contrast to his 
former reservations about a pro-Zionist declaration, he noted: ‘W e have 
pledged ourselves, i f  successful, to secure Palestine as a national home for 
die Jewish people, are w e to contemplate leaving the Turkish flag over 
Jerusalem?’ W hatever the future o f Palestine, it should never be allowed 
to be Turkish. It would destroy ‘the remotest chance o f  fulfilment’ o f  
Jewish aspirations. N or would the Armenians, the Syrians, or the Arabs 
have a fair chance, should the Turk remain as the overlord in Asia M inor.M

In die delicate balance that existed between the warring Powers, each 
gain counted. Rumbold was delighted to learn about the enthusiasm w ith 
which the Declaration had been received by the German and Austrian 
Zionists. Their official organ, the Jüdische Rundschau (16 November) 
hailed it as an event o f ‘historic importance*, and as the first official 
acknowledgment o f Zionism b y a great Power. Although die article 
advised against complete reliance on the Entente, die fact that every Jew 
in  die Empires o f the Central Powers was aware that Lord Rothschild and 
Jacob Schiff had declared their support for the national home in Palestine, 
and that it was die Anglo-Saxon Powers which were the most likely to 
make Zionism a reality, could not fail to make a lasting impression. This 
was confirmed by a W ar Office Intelligence informant, said to be ac
quainted with Zionist affairs.49

In Rumania, the Declaration had an electrifying effect. A  Jewish- 
Rumanian leader who had arrived in Switzerland testified that people 
hitherto indifferent, and even hostile to Zionism, particularly among the 
upper class, had declared their willingness to settle in Palestine at the end 
o f  the war, to invest capital in the country and ‘promote die political, 
economic and cultural development o f the Jewish State’. The occupation 
o f  Jerusalem by British troops was warm ly applauded. Sykes hoped d u t 
the Declaration would have a positive effect on Ottoman Jewry as well,*9 
but Talaat could not let the British retain the initiative. In an interview 
w ith Julius Becker, a correspondent o f the Vossische Zeitung (published 31 
December 1917) he dismissed the Balfour Declaration as ‘une blague* and 
promised to cancel the restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine. He 
referred to Turkey’s traditional tolerance o f her Jewish citizens; it was the 
only country in which anti-Semitism was unknown. He demonstrated 
his sincerity by speaking on 5 January at a conference o f leading German 
Jews in Berlin, called by Emmanuel Carasso, deputy to die Ottoman 
Parliament and his alter ego in Jewish affairs. Eighteen days later, when 
returning from  Brest-Litovsk, he approved the formation o f a Chartered 
Com pany to take care o f Jewish colonisation in Palestine on an autono-
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mous basis. The scheme put W hitehall on the defensive, but Toynbee, w ho 
studied the reports closely, was confident that Britain still held an ‘incal
culable advantage* over her enemies. ‘The cards seem to be in our hands, 
and it ought to be easy for us to dispose o f the Carasso scheme by counter
propaganda— though w e cannot afford to leave it unanswered.’*1 

It was the task o f Albert Hyamson to provide the answer. Hyamsonwas 
a Zionist and a civil servant who in December 1917 was put in charge o f  a 
Jewish branch o f  the Foreign Office information department under 
Colonel Buchan. In dose collaboration w ith the London Bureau, he could 
ffed y  use die Jewish Correspondence Bureau in The Hague and the 
Bureaux in Copenhagen and Berne to feed the press in neutral countries, 
in the Central Powers, and in Eastern Europe w ith news items and artides 
favourable to the Entente and to Zionism. He subsequendy established 
contact w ith every Jewish newspaper in the world. It was only when his 
branch was transferred to die Ministry o f Information under Lord 
Beaverbrook that trouble began. Lacking Buchan’s understanding, 
Beaverbrook fell under die spell o f  Sir Charles Henry and Liond de 
Rothschild, the leaders o f  the League o f British Jews (an organisadon o f  
strongly anti-Zionist complexion), with the result that Hyamson’s w ork 
was hampered by lack o f funds and administrative difficulties. The 
Foreign Office found it incomprehensible since the Jewish brandi was 
‘the most effective weapon’ the British possessed; Balfour later told 
Beaverbrook that Britain was ‘definitely committed’ to the policy which 
had w on the public support o f her Allies and which should be promoted 
by propaganda. Beaverbrook, however, stuck to his guns, and Hyamson 
and his staff had to resign. In Sykes's absence, Ormsby-Gore wrote:

I am not suggesting that w e can do anything by propaganda amongst 
the wealthy assimilated non-Zionist Jews, but amongst the middle 
and proletarian class o f Jewish intelligentsia whose ranks contain so 
many o f the journalists, teachers, political wire pullers etc. o f the 
world. It is the existence o f this type o f Jew all over the world that 
makes pro-British propaganda amongst Jews so important. W e have 
now a unique opportunity o f influencing their political objective 
and it seems nothing short o f  a tragedy that Lord Beaverbrook 
should lightly throw away so important an instrument.

That Ormsby-Gore should have felt so strongly is not surprising. M ore 
than half the Jews o f the world were under German, Austro-Hungarian, 
and Turkish control. ‘These Jews w ill in the future lean either toward 
England or toward Germany and their influence is not to be despised. . .  
w e should leave no stone unturned to encourage those elements which
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wish to guide it aright and in accordance with our ideas and our inter
ests/**

The Central Powers did not remain silent. O n 5 January 1918 von dem 
Bussche-Haddenhausen, Under-Secretary o f State at die Auswärtiges Am t, 
made a declaration complementary to that o f Talaat. This was followed 
by promises that the civic rights o f Jews in East European countries would 
be safeguarded at the future peace conference. Talaat maintained the 
momentum and invited a delegation o f Jewish organisations (Vereinigung 

Jüdischer Organisationen Deutschlands) to come to Constantinople to 
negotiate on immigration, land purchase in Palestine, and autonomy. 
This indicated, as Colonel W ade, the British military attache at die 
Legation in Copenhagen, observed, that the Turks had begun to appreci
ate the significance which the Jewish Palestine movement might also have 
for them.** The effect o f these moves was felt not only in London but also 
in Jerusalem. They prompted Clayton to advise General M oney, C hief o f  
die M ilitary Administration, to give a more liberal interpretation to the 
‘Laws and Usages o f War* (Manual o f M ilitary Law), since too strict 
observance o f the regulations incompatible with Zionist policy might 
throw the Zionist movement into the arms o f America, or even Germany. 
This would deal 'the death b lo w . . .  to pro-British Zionism, and at the 
same time to any hope o f securing Zionist influence at the Peace Confer
ence in favour o f a British Palestine/*4 

The Palestinian Jews, by and large, were ‘strongly pro-British’. They 
received the British Arm y as liberators and the youth volunteered 
enthusiastically for the Jewish Battalions.86 So impressed was Percy C ox, 
the C ivil Commissioner in Bagdad, that he recommended that Weizmann, 
or his representative, should visit Bagdad in order to influence the Jewish 
community to favour the British presence. C ox was troubled by the 
incompatibility between annexation and the principle o f self-determina
tion and hoped that i f  the Iraquí Jews were encouraged they would carry 
with them the rural population which was ‘quite inarticulate’.**

For their part, the Turks at the end o f August 1918 sent C h ief Rabbi 
Nahum to the Netherlands and Sweden to persuade his co-religionists 
throughout the world to back Turkey and the integrity o f the Empire. 
Nahum was known to be a close friend o f Morgenthau, and always advo
cated closer links with the United States. The idea was said to have 
originated with Carasso, but Zionists in neutral countries were fore
warned by the London Bureau and Nahum’s mission failed. The Porte, 
however, did not lose hope and, as late as December, by then no longer 
masters o f their Asiatic provinces, they contemplated an invitation to the 
United States to give them protection, in the hope that President W ilson
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would oppose die partition o f  the Ottoman Empire.*7 W hatever die 
President’s reaction would have been, American Jewry by then was 
firm ly committed to a British trusteeship for Palestine.

In the United States the effect o f  the Balfour Declaration was not immedi
ate. British sincerity was not at first taken for granted, while the realists 
argued that the bearskin had been divided before being caught. But after 
the capture o f Jerusalem all former doubts vanished. W ith the exception 
o f Reform rabbis, die Bund, and individuals like Morgenthau, who 
considered Zionism utopian, the Jews were enthusiastic. M . Jusserand, the 
French Ambassador in Washington, noted:

L’entrée des Anglais à Jerusalem a causé dans les milieux israelites 
une jo ie intense. O n sait que la ville de N ew  Y ork contient, à elle 
seule, plus de Juifs qu’il n’y  en avait en Palestine aux temps bibliques. 
Beaucoup se sont pris à espérer que, eux aussi, allaient pouvoir, 
après tant de siècles, se former en nation, ce qui est l’idéal extrême 
du sionisme.

Their conversion to the cause o f die Entente seemed to be complete. 
Even the American Jewish Chronicle, form erly under die influence o f the 
Berlin Zionist Executive, now followed London’s lead. Most elated were 
die Zionists. A t a convention in Baltimore on 16-17 December, and at 
mass meetings at San Francisco and other cities, the Declaration was 
eulogised as consonant with the principles o f  democracy and justice for 
small nationalities.*8

Gentiles too seemed to be affected by it. The Reverend D r O . A . 
Glazebrook, form erly American Consul in Jerusalem, declared at a 
thanksgiving celebration held in N ew  York that it was the duty o f  every 
Jew to see that England and the Allies won the war.*8 Spring-Rice was 
entirely out o f touch w ith the situation when he told Balfour that good 
and cordial relations with the large Jewish population in the United 
States could not be promoted by a friendly attitude to the Zionist move
ment. ’You could not conciliate all the Irish by making Carson a Viscount 
. . .  The great mass o f die Jews appear to be bitterly opposed to the Zionist 
leaders.’80 N or did his statement a week later, that die Zionists were a 
’small minority’, and that ’too intimate relations with them would 
alienate the opposing faction’ w in credibility at the Foreign Office, as 
Graham’s and C ed i’s reactions show, though in the same cable he 
qualified his verdict by admitting that the Zionists were 'the most 
able and intelligent, and amongst diem are our best friends like Rabbi 
W ise’.81
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For London, die overriding objective was to get President W ilson’s 
approval o f  British policy in Palestine, and this was exactly what W eiz- 
mann tried to do. His letter to Brandéis o f  14 January 1918, shows how  
eager he was to reconcile British, American, and Jewish interests:

It must be abundantly dear that there is a complete coincidence o f  
American-Bridsh-Judean interests as against Prusso-Turkish interests. 
This is w hy w e insisted so much on a powerful representation o f 
America on our Commission. It is dear that Great Britain can 
retain Palestine and make it into a British Palestine only under tw o 
fundamental conditions: 1) when die Jews o f the world w ill demand 
it 2) when the powerful democracies o f England and America also 
partly o f  France and Italy w ill help towards i t . . .  the Jewish 
Palestine must become a war aim for America exacdy in die same 
w ay as Alsace Lorraine or an independent Poland.

It took Brandéis three months to reply that ‘international situation 
definitely renders American membership on [die Zionist] Commission 
impossible’ .** America was not at war with Turkey and W ilson dis
approved o f partidpation in any Zionist political activities in Palestine 
that might be construed as aiming at Turkey’s dismemberment. In the 
end, only an observer, W alter M eyer, was attached to the Commission. 
It was from  him that Ormsby-Gore learned about the current trend o f  
American policy. It indicated a strong opposition, particularly in military 
areles, to a British trusteeship. N or was diere any prospect d u t America 
would undertake the responsibility herself.**

The difficulty could have been resolved had the United States Govern
ment declared war against Turkey. This was what both W dzm ann and 
Sokolow attempted to bring about, and this was one o f  their main 
reasons for sending Aaronsohn to America. O n his arrival, Aaronsohn 
soon assessed the strength o f  the Turcophile forces, but, he assured 
W rizmann, ‘on our part w e shall bring all influence to bear to promote 
declaration o f  war against Turkey’ .*4 H ow important the issue was to the 
Allies could be gauged from  a decision by the Allied Naval Council to 
persuade America to declare war against Turkey.** D r Am i, representing 
Lord Reading, the newly-appointed Ambassador to Washington, told die 
Zionist Convention in Pittsburgh, held on 23-27 June 1918, d u t Britain 
was talcing Palestine not for herself but for the Jewish people. ‘It is the 
policy o f England to do everything reasonably within her power to put 
the Jews back in the home o f their ancestors.’ This was an echo o f  Orm sby- 
Gore speaking to a Jewish conference in Jaffa on 17 June, d u t England and 
her Allies were not bent on acquisition o f  territory; ‘they are fighting for

300 MOTIVBS AND BFFBCTS



an ideal'.** Y et despite his protestations W ashington would not abandon 
its neutrality vis-à-vis Turkey.

This was w hy W ilson’s declaration to Rabbi Stephen W ise on 31 
August 1918, repeating almost verbatim Balfour's letter to Rothschild« 
was taken both by the Zionists and by the British as a minor victory.*7 
H ie N ew  Y ork correspondent o f the Daily Telegraph said that, next to 
the recognition o f the Czechoslovaks, the President's action was con
strued in America as 'b y far the most important thrust at the morale o f  
the Central Powers'. But it was only towards the end o f  the war d u t 
things began to move faster. Theodore Roosevelt, announcing the peace 
programme o f the Republican party, included in it the liberation o f  
Armenians and Syrians from  Turkish rule, as w ell as making Palestine 
into a Jewish state.** A  number o f Senators and Representatives expressed 
themselves in a similar vein.** O n 17 December 1918 the American 
Jewish Congress, meeting in Philadelphia, passed by an overwhelming 
m ajority a resolution affirming its desire for the establishment o f  a Jewish 
Com monwealth under the trusteeship o f Great Britain.70 That millions 
o f  Americans should have invited Britain to assume responsibility for 
Palestine sounded incredible to Balfour, when W ise informed him o f the 
resolution.71 But the biggest gain was President W ilson's change o f heart 
during the Peace Conference. W ith the Ottoman Empire in ruins, he 
could afford to abandon his previous standpoint. He showed his hand 
when meeting Weizmann on 14 January 1919. There was hardly any need 
to persuade him that Britain should take over responsibility for Palestine; 
he welcomed it. He agreed also with Weizmann that French claims should 
be rejected. He showed great sympathy for W eizmann’s programme and 
spent more time with him than originally intended. Elated, Weizmann 
gave a full account o f his interview to Mallet, on which Balfour minuted: 
'The Prime Minister should see this.' Toynbee, who was present in 
Mallet’s office, observed: 'I f  the President’s mood is that described by D r 
Weizmann, the present moment is very favourable for securing his 
sympathy for the British case in the Middle East.'70 Weizmann met 
Colonel House and Professor Westermann, a member o f the American 
delegation, and thereafter issued a statement to the press that die President 
promised 'his entire support for "a Jewish Palestine full and unhampered”  '.  
He also promised that the Jewish claim to national rights would have the 
most ample opportunity o f  being heard and considered by the Peace 
Conference.70 A  month later W ilson met Lloyd George and gave his 
approval to the Balfour Declaration.7*

W ilson's stand was consistent with die line adopted by his staff. 
W illiam  Yale suggested that Palestine should be separated from  Syria and
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be constituted as a National Home for the Jewish people under the man
date o f Britain acting as custodian for the League o f  Nations.7* This was 
practically identical with what the American Intelligence section recom
mended.76

O n 2 March 1919, at the W hite House, W ilson received a deputation 
o f the American Jewish Congress, consisting o f Stephen W ise, Judge 
Julian Mack, Louis Marshall, and Bernard Richards, its Secretary. He was 
confident that the Allied nations, with the fullest concurrence o f  the 
American Government, were agreed that in Palestine ‘shall be laid the 
foundations o f a Jewish Commonwealth’. This phrase caused a stir among 
some o f the State Department officials, who were concerned by its adverse 
effect on the Arabs in Palestine. An enquiry showed that W ilson’s state
ment was authentic and the W hite House was therefore advised to issue an 
official denial, but the President’s answer was so ambiguous that it was 
decided that it was safer not to make any denial.77 W ilson did not change 
his mind; some time during the summer, meeting W ise, he assured him: 
'Have no fear, Palestine w ill be yours.’78 However, w ith isolationism 
gaining ground, American influence on the peace settlement gradually 
diminished.

America eventually withdrew from  Paris, and, with Italy and other 
Powers playing only a secondary rôle, Britain came face to face w ith 
France. In June 1917, when Cambon gave his assurance to Sokolow, he 
assumed that the Zionist enterprise would be carried out under joint 
Franco-British auspices; this not being the case, antagonism was bound to 
develop. That die Balfour Declaration evoked little or no response in 
France was not a promising sign. On 27 December 1917, speaking in the 
French Chamber on the occasion o f the fall o f Jerusalem, Pichón pointedly 
remarked that the government which was to replace that o f  the Turk 
V e st pas le régime special de la France ou de l’Angleterre ; ce sera un régime 
international’.78 Le Temps (11 December) hoped for die best— that 
England would not pursue selfish objectives since too many international 
interests were involved in the H oly Land, one o f which was the aspirations 
o f  the Jews which should be respected. M ore typical o f the French press 
was La Libre Parole (3, 7 December) which stated blundy that ‘France 
w ill not give up Palestine’ . Picot was bitterly disappointed at not being 
invited to share in the administration o f the conquered territories in 
accordance w ith the 1916 Agreement. Suspecting that dais was the thin 
end o f the wedge, he found compensation in playing o ff the Palestinian 
Arabs against the Zionists and the British. As C h ief Political Officer, 
Meinertzhagen was forced to the conclusion that one o f  the factors con
tributing to unrest in the country was French propaganda.80
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The French Government tried to play down die Balfour Declaration, 
interpreting it as ‘a promise to protect and somewhat extend the existing 
Zionist colonies*. It resisted also any suggestion that the northern borders 
o f  Palestine should extend as far as the river Litani and M ount Hermon. 
In these circumstances, Forbes Adam believed that the only effective w ay 
was to approach Clemenceau directly, to explain to him frankly die 
Zionist case and appeal to him to bring about a setdement on the basis o f  
nationality to which both the British and the French subscribed; a sug
gestion on which Curzon commented: ‘Neither can it be worthwhile for 
the French to set against themselves the Zionists o f  the whole world.**1

It was not until the meeting o f the Supreme Council at San Remo on 
24 April 1920 that Curzon, then Foreign Minister, was able to make full 
use o f Zionism in support o f the British claim. Berthelot, his opposite 
number, denied that the Balfour Declaration had been accepted by the 
Allies; the French Government ‘had never taken official cognisance* o f it; 
it had long been ‘a dead letter*. Curzon thereupon pointed to Pichon*s 
letter to Sokolow o f 9 February 1918: ‘I am happy to affirm that the 
understanding between die French and British Governments on this 
question is complete.* W hen Berthelot insisted, not without some justi
fication, that the Declaration had never been regarded as a ‘basis for the 
future administration o f Palestine*, Curzon was on safe ground when he 
replied that ‘the Jews themselves were really die best judges o f what they 
wanted’ .**

That Curzon should have mentioned the Jews alone, keeping silent 
about the wishes o f the Arab population regarding future administration, 
although Berthelot tried to make the most o f it in his arguments, is 
significant. In December 1918 the Imperial W ar Cabinet had decided that 
it was desirable that the trusteeship o f Palestine should fall on the United 
States or Britain, and that as far as possible the choice should be ‘in 
accordance with the expressed desires (a) o f the Arab population, (b) o f  
the Zionist community in Palestine*.** This was based on the belief 
expressed by Curzon during a meeting o f the Eastern Committee on 5 
December 1918 that ‘from  all the evidence w e have so far, the Arabs and 
die Zionists in Palestine want us*.*4 This was obviously not die case. The 
Syrians and the Palestinians regarded the Hedjaz revolt, and the British 
share in it, with suspicion and dislike. Given the choice, they would have 
preferred to remain under Turkish domination rather than fall under ‘the 
Christian yoke’ .** Ormsby-Gore, when visiting Palestine in the spring o f 
1918, noted that i f  the country was ever to be properly developed, and 
still more, i f  it was ever to be British, it was only the Zionists who could 
bring this about.
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Mark's blessed Arabs are a poor show in this country— they may be 
better on die other side o f the Jordan. . .  W e are getting reports 
that the Arabs in territory occupied by us are beginning to forget 
what they suffered under the Turks (political memories are 
short) and think w e should do more for them. Gratitude in die 
East is largely limited b y what you get out o f people in hard 
cash!**

He was all the more disappointed since, when working on the Arab 
Bureau in Cairo, he was still under the firm  impression that England was 
the only European nadon d u t carried 'real prestige’ among the native 
Moslems.*7

hi the first flush o f  victory over the Turks, die Allies still cherished the 
illusion d u t their protection o f  the liberated nationalities accorded with 
the wishes o f  the indigenous population. This belief lay behind the joint 
Anglo-French declaration o f 7 Novem ber 1918.** But this optimistic 
view  soon foundered against the rock o f reality, hi his memorandum o f  1 
January 1919 to the Supreme Council at the Peace Conference, Emir 
Feisal asserted that Syria was 'suffidendy advanced politically to manage 
her own affairs'. He welcomed foreign technical advice but not at die 
expense o f  'the freedom w e have just won for ourselves by force o f 
arms’.** He was authorised by the Council o f Syria and its religious chiefs 
to demand no less than 'complete independence’,*0 a desire that was re
affirmed by the General Syrian Congress in Damascus on 2 July 1919, 
which included delegates from  Mesopotamia and Palestine as well. It 
coincided w ith die investigation made by the American Commission 
under H. C . King and C . R. Crane, which found that there existed among 
the Arab population a strong desire for complete independence for a 
United Syria, including Palestine, but d u t i f  supervision was necessary, 
that o f the United States was preferred.*1 The w ork o f  the Commission 
was o f  questionable merit and its report was not published, yet there was 
no getting over the fact that the aspirations o f the Allies and o f  the 
indigenous population diverged. The British were particularly embar
rassed, since even their protégé, King Hussein, rejected the mandatory 
principle thus precluding any agreement w ith the Arabs.** T o a devout 
Moslem in charge o f the H oly Places, the idea o f  accepting the protection 
o f a Christian state was repugnant. N or could Hussein risk being accused 
by his fellow  Arabs o f handing over their countries to a European Power. 
Hence his insistence d u t what in fret was promised to him by McMahon 
was Arab 'independence’ . The conflict o f  principle between the British 
and die Arabs was absolute. W hatever the long-term repercussions in the
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Middle East, it was obvious that the British case for protecting Palestine 
could not rest on the wishes o f  the local population.

W ith regard to the Jews the position was quite different and, given d u t 
acquisition o f  territory by war was not admissible, it was on them alone 
that the British had to rely. O n 16 August 1918, Ormsby-Gore told the 
Zionist Political Committee that W hitehall was not in a position to 
expound die idea o f a British Palestine, but that the Zionists could. He 
urged them to approach all the powers concerned at the future peace 
conference.** This they did. The termination o f hostilities coincided w ith 
the first anniversary o f the Balfour Declaration, and telegrams poured 
into London from  all parts o f the world; those from  territories form erly 
occupied by German and Austrian troops merited particular attention. 
A ll o f  them welcomed the idea o f a British trusteeship.*4 In a memoran
dum dated 3 February 1919 to the Supreme Council at the Peace Confer
ence the Zionists were specific:**

W e ask that Great Britain shall act as Mandatory o f  the League o f 
Nations for Palestine. The selection o f Great Britain as Mandatory 
is argued on the ground that this is the wish o f the Jews o f  the 
world, and the League o f Nations in selecting a Mandatory w ill 
follow , as far as possible, the popular wish o f the people concerned.

Zionism thus helped to legitimise Britain’s position in Palestine, which 
otherwise would have been based solely on military conquest. Judging 
retrospectively, Professor W ebster thought that the partnership between 
Britain and die Zionists had accomplished its main purpose.** Britain 
had acquired a friendly base in Palestine and a massive popularity among 
Jews everywhere.

It is true that the Declaration added to Britain’s difficulties w ith the 
Arabs,** but there is no firm  evidence to suggest that its position in 
Palestine, and in the Middle Bast in general, would have been more secure 
had it not been committed to Zionism. O n this point it is useful to quote 
Clayton’s statement to Weizmann on 7 Novem ber 1922, when he noted 
that, following Egyptian independence, granted that year, the strategic 
importance o f Palestine had correspondingly increased. Its administration, 
however, was strongly bound up with the Zionist policy because only a 
thriving and prosperous Palestine could provide an effective base from  
which to protect the Suez Canal. Weizmann thereupon remarked that 
some Englishmen might suggest keeping Palestine, but dropping die 
Zionist policy. T o  which Sir Gilbert replied that ’although such an 
attitude may afford a temporary relief and may quieten the Arabs for a 
short time, it w ill certainly not settle the question as the Arabs don’t want
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the British in Palestine, and after having their w ay w ith the Jews, they 
would attack the British position, as the Moslems are doing in Mesopo
tamia, Egypt and India/** Ormsby-Gore, judging retrospectively, thought 
that those British Realpolitiker who supported the Zionist policy in 1917 
were right in desiring to have in the midst o f the 'uncertain Arab w orld . . .  a 
well-to-do, educated, modem [Jewish] community, ultimately bound to 
be dependent on the British Empire’.**

Britain used Zionism to confirm her position in a vital strategic area, 
but the Zionists too derived enormous benefits. Their claim to be recog
nised as a nation100 was granted. The Balfour Declaration specifically 
referred to the 'Jewish people’ and, follow ing its incorporation into the 
Mandate and approval by die United States, the 'Jewish people’ became 
an entity recognised by international law. Recognition o f  Zionism was in 
line w ith the principle o f self-determination and w ith the straggle o f  
small nationalities for freedom and independence.101 It was, as Orm sby- 
Gore put it, 'a Jewish "risorgimento”  *.10t The contention that Judaism 
was merely a religion was dismissed by the Foreign Office as 'palpably 
false’.10*

Zionism became a factor in world politics104 and it was therefore a 
British interest that it should gain predominance in Jewry. This did not 
mean that the British had any intention o f interfering, let alone foisting 
upon individuals convictions other than those they held. Events showed 
that emancipation o f the Jews as a people was not incompatible with their 
emancipation as individuals. It was ironic that the leaders o f the Conjoint 
Foreign Committee asked Balfour to issue a supplementary declaration 
for Jews in Eastern Europe, since that o f November 1917 touched only 
on ‘one aspect’ o f the Jewish problem. The committee was reassured that, 
as had already been publicly stated, the British Government had 'the 
closest sympathy with the emancipation o f the Jews in Eastern and South- 
Eastern Europe and are anxious to do everything in their power to 
secure a just and permanent setdement o f the Jewish question throughout 
the regions concerned’.100

Contrary to the gloom y prognostications o f some, Jewry emerged in 
the aftermath o f the Balfour Declaration more united than before. Rifts 
among those nationally minded were almost completely healed. The 
Jewish Territorial Organisation declared its readiness to co-operate w ith 
the Zionists, and Leopold Greenberg ended his feud with W eizmann.100 
Non-Zionists also came to terms with the Declaration, though not 
necessarily with the national concept. The Conjoint Committee in the 
memorandum already quoted, had to admit that the Declaration had 
evoked 'feelings o f gratitude from Jews all over the world’, and their
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Statement o f  Policy, approved by the Board o f Deputies o f  British Jews 
and the Council o f the Anglo-Jewish Association, demanded from the 
Peace Conference:107

that the political, economic and moral organisation o f the country 
[i.e. Palestine] be such as to facilitate the increase and self* 
government o f the Jewish population with a view  to its eventual 
predominance in the government o f the State, in accordance with 
the principles o f democracy.

Save for the term ‘autonomous Commonwealth’, this formula was 
almost a repetition o f that used by the Zionists.

Montagu kept silent; he must have been embarrassed by C ox’s sugges
tion that Weizmann should visit Bagdad in order to bring the Jewish 
community there nearer to Britain. The League o f British Jews did some 
harm to Hyamson’s branch at the Ministry o f Information, only to make 
Balfour reaffirm his commitment and Lloyd George reassure the Foreign 
Minister that Sir Charles Henry had misinterpreted the statement made 
to him and his fellow anti-Zionists. ‘I have always been a strong supporter 
o f your policy on the question o f Zionism, and nothing that was said by 
Henry, Swaythling, or Philip Magnus in the least affected m y opinion.’ 100 
In the end, the League fell into line. O n 18 December 1918, its Executive 
Committee told Lloyd George that it had decided to support the British 
policy as oudined in the Declaration o f 2 November 1917; it found itself 
in ‘general agreement’ with the Zionist proposals to the Peace Conference 
and was satisfied with assurances from the Zionists that no claim would be 
made that Jews constituted one political nationality all over the world. 
They objected to the use o f the term ‘Jewish Commonwealth’, since this 
implied ‘a State limited to one religious community’ ; otherwise they were 
prepared to co-operate with the Zionist Federation and place their 
services at the disposal o f the British Government.100

The Orthodox, the Agudas Isroel, form erly bitter opponents o f  the 
Zionists, also changed their attitude and declared their readiness to co
operate with them. From Zurich, where hundreds o f delegates from 
various countries met on 18-25 February 1919, they called upon the Peace 
Conference to recognise Palestine as the country o f people o f Israel, whose 
religious duty it was to rebuild the land and establish there a broadly 
based setdement in amicable understanding with the non-Jewish popu
lation.110 Symptomatic o f the change was the admission o f C h ief 
Rabbi Nahum, in the early twenties, that the Balfour Declaration had 
become the basis for the setdement o f the Jewish question: 'the Jews 
o f  Turkey . . .  do not fail to co-operate with all their might with the



rest o f  die Jews in die intellectual, economic and commercial restoration 
o f Palestine’.111

After November 1917, Jewry was never die same again. In spite o f  die 
slow evolution o f their diplomacy early in the war, die Zionists had w on 
a tremendous victory. Henceforth, they became the central and most 
dynamic force within Jewry. Weizmann and Sokolow rocketed to fame; 
the former took over the command o f the Zionist movement, the head
quarters o f which were subsequendy transferred from  Berlin to London. 
But the greatest gain was the recognition o f the collective Jewish right to 
Palestine. The Balfour Declaration did not create the National Home; 
such a ’home’ existed in embryo before the war under the Turkish regime. 
The Declaration only gave it a legal foundation, subsequendy endorsed by 
the League o f Nations and the United States o f America. A t the end o f 
March 1919 the German delegation to the Peace Conference also fully 
supported the Zionist programme.11* So did Emir Feisal in his Agreement 
with Weizmann o f 3 January 1919.11* The only exception was the Syrian 
and Palestine Arab nationalists. This boded ill for the future.
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i8  The Meaning o f the Declaration

Few pledges or statements o f  British Middle Eastern policy were so 
thoroughly examined at all administrative levels as the Balfour Declara
tion. It was ‘not issued in haste, or lightheartedly. . .  still less was it issued 
in ignorance o f the facts o f the case’.1 It was made as 'a deliberate act o f  the 
British Cabinet, as part o f their general foreign policy and their war 
aims'.1 As Lloyd George told the House o f Commons on 17 Novem ber 
1930, it was a ‘truly national [policy] in the sense that it represented the 
views o f the three parties in the State’. It had acquired international status 
since the principal Allies, Russia, France, Italy and the United States, had 
given it their prior approval. Thereafter the French Government on 14 
February 1918, and the Italian on 9 M ay 1918, publicly endorsed it; as 
did the United States Congress in a joint resolution o f 30 June 1922, 
approved by the President three months later.1

The validity o f its international status was demonstrated by the Princi
pal Allied Powers at the San Remo Conference in April 1920 and in the 
Treaty o f  Sèvres on 20 August 1920 (Article 95). Turkey’s future to 
ratify the Treaty did not affect the Declaration, since, as Balfour stated, 
whatever might happen to the Treaty o f  Sèvres, those parts o f  it dealing 
with mandates would remain unaffected. The Balfour Declaration was 
thereafter incorporated into the Mandate o f Palestine which was approved 
by the Council o f the League o f Nations on 24 July 1922; the Mandatory 
Power was made responsible for its implementation.4

Am ery regarded it as a ‘charter to Zionism— one o f the most momen
tous declarations that have ever been made in recent history’, while Smuts 
referred to it as ‘the foundation o f a great policy o f international justice. 
The greatest, most ancient historic w rong has at last been undone.*1 It was, 
he told Ramsay MacDonald, the Prime Minister, in October 1930, *a 
definite promise to the Jewish world’.1 Lloyd George went so far as to 
state that the Balfour Declaration was ‘a contract with Jewry’ . W hat he 
meant by the term ‘contract’ is not clear; it could hardly have been used 
in the strictly legal sense. Most likely it was used in a moral sense. This 
was not necessarily less binding, for Lloyd George specifically pointed
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out that the Zionist leaders had given the British ‘a definite prom ise. . .  
to rally to the Allied cause Jewish sentiment and support throughout the 
world*, concluding that the Zionists ‘kept their word in the letter and the 
spirit*, and that the only question that remained was whether the British 
meant (in the later thirties) to honour theirs.7 Professor Temperley, w ho 
had earlier aired the view  that the purpose o f the Declaration was to enter 
into ‘a definite contract between the British Government and Jewry*, 
explained that in spirit it was ‘a pledge that in return for services to be 
rendered by Jewry, the British Government would “ use their best en
deavours*’ to secure the execution o f a certain definite policy in Pales
tine’ .8 That the Declaration was regarded by the British Government in 
this light, is fully borne out by official documents now open to inspection.

O n 9 November, the day it was released for publication, Balfour 
assured Lord Rothschild that the Zionist policy had been ‘deliberately 
adopted, after full consideration and discussion by the Cabinet’, and would 
not be abandoned; Rothschild had heard that certain Jewish M.Ps, headed 
by his cousin Lionel, intended to petition the Government to rescind the 
message that had been sent to him. About nine months later, Balfour 
reminded Lord Beaverbrook, whose view  was influenced by the anti- 
Zionist League o f British Jews, that Britain was ‘definitely committed to 
a declared policy’ which ought to be advocated by propaganda.* Com mit
ment to Zionism (as well as to Armenian liberation and Arabian inde
pendence) militated against recurrent proposals for a separate peace with 
Turkey. N ot only did Sykes argue this, but even Curzon. ‘Almost in the 
same week that w e have pledged ourselves, i f  successful, to secure Palestine 
as a national home for the Jewish people,* he wrote on 16 November 1917, 
‘are w e to contemplate leaving the Turkish flag over Jerusalem?’ A  month 
later he pointed out that Jewish aspirations would not have a chance o f  
realisation i f  the Turks were allowed to reoccupy Palestine. Curzon, 
regarded Zionism unwaveringly as a mistake, but accepted it as Cabinet 
policy.10 M ore conscious by far o f the moral obligation was Graham. T o  
him any modification was both unethical and inconsistent with British 
interests. ‘W e are committed and must support it wholeheartedly i f  w e 
wish to reap the full political results.’ 11 In November 1918, Sykes con
sidered it essential to make it clear to Palestinian Arabs that while their 
interests would be safeguarded, the Balfour Declaration was ‘a settled 
part o f [British] p o licy . . .  concurred in by the Entente as a whole’.18 An 
almost identical attitude was taken by Winston Churchill, Colonial 
Secretary, when visiting Palestine in March 1921.18

In 1922, when the Balfour Declaration came under attack, Orm sby- 
Gore stated in the Commons (4 July) that it would be ‘absolutely dis-

310 THE MEANING OF THE DECLARATION



honourable* to go back on it. Neville Chamberlain was emphatic that 
Britain was ‘definitely pledged* and that he would oppose any proposal to 
renounce it, as did Sir John Simon, M .P.14 Sir John Shuckburgh, head o f 
the Middle East Department o f the Colonial Office, recalled that the 
Declaration was made at a time when the cause o f the Allies was in extreme 
peril, and to throw the Zionists overboard when the peril was over would 
be shameful.15 D. G. Hogarth, in his Introduction to Philip Graves’s book 
Palestine, The Land o f Three Faithst wrote that the Balfour Declaration was 
as binding an engagement as Great Britain had ever been committed to, 
and that she should do her best to fulfil it within the narrower limits o f 
interpretation o f the 1922 W hite Paper which the Zionists had officially 
accepted. This was consistent with the official standpoint. O n 27 June 
1923, the Duke o f Devonshire, then Colonial Secretary, declared in the 
House o f Lords that the Balfour Declaration was the basis on which 
Britain accepted die administration o f Palestine from the principal Allied 
Powers. ‘It is not possible for us to say that we wish to reserve certain 
portions o f the Mandate and dispense with others.* It would be tantamount 
to admitting the impossibility o f carrying out the obligations termed as 
‘trust’.16 W hen subsequendy the Government considered changing its 
policy, as became evident from the 1939 W hite Paper, W inston Churchill 
attacked the decision as 'alien to the spirit o f the Balfour Declaration* and 
a violation o f the pledge made to world Jewry and the Zionist Federa
tion.17 That this was an undertaking to the Jewish people, and not only 
to the Jewish population o f  Palestine, had been confirmed earlier by 
Prime Minister MacDonald in his letter o f 13 February 1931 to D r 
W eizmann.16

T o what then had die British Government pledged itself? The Declara
tion was an ambiguous document; the British, it seems, undertook to use 
their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement o f something which 
remained undefined. The key phrase— ‘a home for the Jewish people'—  
was vague and susceptible to many interpretations. There was no precedent 
for its use. Textual interpretation alone therefore would not be helpful. 
The purpose o f this chapter is not to enter into legalistic polemics over its 
meaning but to show how the Declaration was understood by the con
temporary press, by men in public life, and particularly by those who had 
a hand in shaping it.

Its recipients, the Zionists in Britain, felt confident that their aspirations 
had found 'solid ground. . .  the period which begins now is Fulfilment’.19 
Isaac Halevi Herzog, the Rabbi o f Belfast, saw in the Declaration 'an epoch 
making even t. . .  the preparatory stage leading towards Redemption and
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Restoration o f  Israel'.*0 The Jewish community in Petrograd congratu
lated the British Government on its intention to establish 'a Jewish Govern
ment in Palestine*. The Provisional Executive Committee for General 
Zionist Affairs in the United States took Balfour's letter to Rothschild to 
mean a promise to establish a Jewish state, while Felix Frankfurter, at the 
annual convention o f American Zionists held at Pittsburgh on 2 3 -2 7  June 
1918, discussed, in the presence o f a representative o f the British Embassy, 
'die political and legal foundations o f the Jewish State'.*1

This reading was typical o f Jews and non-Jews alike. W hat the British 
press expected during 1917 can be gauged from  the following sample. 
Common Sense (10 March) wrote that the British Government should 
regard it as its 'duty to obtain a Hebraic Palestine, as one o f the terms o f  
peace*. The military correspondent o f the Daily Chronicle (30 M ardi) 
advocated the revival o f'th e  Jewish Palestine', while the leading artide in 
the same issue discussed the prospect o f building ‘a Zionist state. . .  under 
British protection’. The Weekly Dispatch (1 April 1917) called for 'the 
restoration by B ritain. . .  o f the Jewish polity*. The New Europe (12, 19, 
26 April) referred again and again to 'a Jewish Palestine’ and *a Jewish 
State', a term which was used also by the Liverpool Courier (24 April), 
the Spectator (5 M ay), and the Glasgow Herald (29 M ay). The Times 
Literary Supplement (16 August) noted that 'Palestine may slowly grow  
. . .  and develop into an autonomous [Jewish] protected State. . .  form ing 
part o f the Empire*. The Methodist Times, the Globe, the Daily News and 
other papers which appeared in October 1917 pointed out that it w ould be 
in the closest interests o f Britain i f  Palestine was re-constituted as ‘a Jewish 
country', and 'a Jewish State’, while the Manchester Guardian (19 October), 
in a long article about Middle East policy, thought it would be wise 'to  
give Syria to France, and Palestine to a Jewish State dependent on this 
country’. Following the publication o f the Balfour Declaration the press 
referred to the possible realisation o f Zionist aspirations in terms o f Jewish 
statehood.**

In the United States also the press used the term Jewish National Home 
interchangeably with 'Jewish State', 'Jewish republic*, and 'Jewish 
commonwealth’.** Theodore Roosevelt suggested that one o f the Allies* 
conditions for peace should be that Palestine be made into a Jewish state, 
a proposal that he reiterated at a Republican party meeting in N ew  York. 
The Rev. D r O . A . Glazebrook, form erly American Consul in Jerusalem, 
at a thanksgiving celebration at Carnegie Hall on 26 December 1917, 
welcomed the prospect o f a 'Zionist state*, and Senator Charles M cNary, 
like many other American politicians and public men, was confident that 
the Jewish people would settle in the old-new home 'to make Palestine a
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veritable state’ .*4 During the Peace Conference President W ilson declared 
that his Government and die American people agreed that in Palestine 
‘shall be laid the foundation o f  a Jewish Commonwealth*. He offered D r 
Weizmann his ‘entire support. . .  fell and unhampered’.*• The Intelli
gence Section o f the American Delegation to the Peace Conference 
recommended that ‘there be established a separate state in Palestine’, and 
that 'it w ill be the policy o f the League o f Nations to recognize Palestine 
as a Jewish state, as soon as it is a Jewish state in feet’.**

In February 1919, M . Tardieu, die French representative on the Council 
o f  Ten, issued an official statement that France would not oppose the 
placing o f Palestine under British trusteeship and the formation o f  a 
Jewish State.*7 The French attitude gradually changed, but at the meeting 
o f the Supreme Council at San Remo on 24 April 1920 M . Berthelot, 
when questioning Curzon on British intentions with regard to Zionism, 
still referred to 'the new projected State’.** The best definition o f  how the 
French understood the Zionist aspirations was given in Le Matin (27 
February 1919): ‘The minimum programme consists in assuring the 
Jewish community in Palestine o f special rights. . .  The maximum is the 
constitution o f a true Jewish state in Palestine. The aim, in either case is 
the same.’

M . Politis, the Greek Foreign Minister, told the editor o f the Salónica 
Jewish organ Pro-Israel that ‘the establishment o f a Jewish State meets in 
Greece with full and sincere sym pathy. . .  A  Jewish Palestine w ould 
become an ally o f  Greece’, terminology that was used by the Greek 
charge d’affaires in Stockholm, and by M . Cofina, a Jewish deputy for 
Salónica to the Greek Chamber.** In Switzerland, noted historians like 
Professors Tobler, Forel-Yvom e, and Rogaz welcomed the idea o f  the 
establishment o f a Jewish state; the last named referring to it as ‘a sacred 
right’ o f the Jews.** In Germany, official circles and the press in general 
took the Balfour Declaration to mean a British sponsored state for the 
Jewish people.

British statesmen encouraged this belief. O n 2 December 1917, at a 
thanksgiving meeting at the London Opera House, Lord Robert C ed i 
assured his audience that his Government’s intention was that ‘Arabian 
countries should be for the Arabs, Armenia for the Armenians, and Judea 
for the Jew's’. Neville Chamberlain, in an address at Birmingham on 13 
October 1918, spoke o f ‘the new Jewish State’ . The Marquess o f  Crewe, 
in a message sent on the first anniversary o f die Balfour Declaration, 
expressed himself in a similar vein.*1 And on the second anniversary, 
General Smuts was confident that Britain ‘would redeem her pledge. . .  
and a great Jewish state would ultimately rise’. Herbert Samuel, in a
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speech on 2 Novem ber 1919, pointed out die difficulties involved in the 
‘immediate establishment o f a complete and purely Jewish State in 
Palestine’, but in the same breath recommended that 'w ith minimum 
o f delay the country may become a purely self-governing Common
wealth under die auspices o f an established Jewish majority’.81 Samuel was 
at that time adviser to the Government on matters o f Palestinian adminis
tration. More colourful was Winston Churchill’s statement: 'there should 
be created in our own lifetime by the banks o f the Jordan a Jewish state 
under die protection o f the British Crow n which might comprise three 
or four millions o f Jews.’88

Captain Hopkin Morris, M .P., had therefore good reason to argue in 
1930 that 'the Zionists were led to believe that they were to have estab
lished in Palestine a Jewish State’, a contention that was reiterated by 
Philip Noel-Baker M .P., nine years later.84 In his recendy published 
Memoirs, Lord SiefF pleads guilty to having thought at the time that the 
Balfour Declaration 'had ushered in an independent Jewish State under 
the camouflage o f a Jewish national home’.88 ‘W hat else could a “ National 
Home’’ mean?’ Hogarth wrote in his Introduction to Graves’s book: 
'W hat would differentiate sufficiendy the status o f Jews in Palestine after 
die W ar except predominance? If w e explained in 1917 as w e have done 
since (but not before 1922), that the Balfour Declaration implied no 
intention on our part so to favour Jews that they should become die 
dominant element in die population, how many Zionists would have 
rallied to our side?’

As has been noted earlier in these pages, British official documents, as 
well as other evidence, confirm Hogarth’s opinion. The O ’Bcim e-Crew e 
formula o f  March 1916 conjured up the prospect o f eventual Jewish self- 
government. From die beginning o f the war Grey sympathised w ith the 
idea o f a Jewish state. Sir Mark Sykes, asked in March 1917 about the size 
o f the Jewish community that Palestine would support, replied: 'in thirty 
years, one million and a half’, and he agreed that 'so powerful a com
munity could be self-governing’. Five weeks later he told Monsignor 
Pacelli that the main object o f Zionism was to evolve ‘a self-supporting 
Jewish community’. John Buchan thought that the British Government 
had no objection to 'a Jewish Palestine’, or at any rate to the establishment 
o f 'a  very large Jewish Colony’, though it was not desirable to announce 
publicly that 'it should be either a sovereign Jewish State or a British 
protectorate’ . Ronald M acNeill advocated the reconstitution o f the Jewish 
state which would give refuge to four or five million Jews; he used the 
term 'Jewish state’ synonymously w ith ‘the National Home’. Late in 
November, General Barter proposed making 'some sort o f conditional
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promise that in the event o f  a successful termination o f  W ar, Palestine 
w ould be given to the Jews'. The Foreign Office made no objection to any 
o f  these statements. It is worth recalling that Curzon's opposition to a 
pro-Zionist declaration was based on the belief that the Government 
intended to found a Jewish state, an idea that he considered impracticable. 
It is however Balfour’s statement, at the crucial W ar Cabinet meeting on 
31 October 1917, that should be taken as the most authoritative interpre
tation o f the meaning o f the words 'national home’. It was

some form  o f British, American or other protectorate, under which 
full facilities would be given to the Jews to w ork out their own 
salvation and to build by means o f  education, agriculture and industry 
a real centre o f national culture and focus o f national life. It did not 
necessarily involve the early establishment o f an independent Jewish 
State, which was a matter for gradual development in accordance 
with the ordinary laws o f political evolution.**

These words, as Lloyd George recalled,

were not challenged at the time by any member present, and there 
could be no doubt as to what the Cabinet then had in their minds.
It was not their idea that a Jewish State should be set up immedi
ately by the Peace Treaty without reference to the wishes o f the 
majority o f the inhabitants. O n the other hand, it was contemplated 
that when the time arrived for according representative institutions 
to Palestine, i f  the Jews had meanwhile responded to the opportunity 
afforded them by die idea o f a National Home and had become a 
definite majority o f the inhabitants, then Palestine would thus 
become a Jewish Commonwealth.*7

There was certainly no doubt what was in Balfour’s and Lloyd George’s 
minds at that time. A  few  weeks after the Declaration the latter told 
Colonel House that the British desire was for ‘Palestine to be given to the 
Zionists under British o r . . .  under American control'.**

A  ‘Jewish State’ or ‘Commonwealth’ was however a matter o f the 
distant future; the immediate commitment o f the British was limited to 
the terms o f Balfour’s letter. Thus when W alter Page, the United States 
Ambassador in London, enquired o f Cecil on 20 December (Balfour was 
at that time indisposed) what the intentions o f the British Government 
were with regard to the future administration o f Palestine, C ed i explained 
that the policy was ‘to allow Palestine to become the national home o f 
the Jews, by which he understood that full fadlities would be given for 
their immigration there and for thdr establishment in die country; that
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no detailed plans as to the government o f  Palestine had, so far, yet been 
elaborated, but that under the Franco-British Treaty it had been provided 
that it should be internationalised.' C ed i added that there was much to be 
said in favour o f ‘placing Palestine under the protection o f  the United 
States o f America’.** This was inconsistent w ith Page’s ow n report, 
according to which he had been told by C ed i that the British Govern
ment pledged itself to place the Jews in Palestine ‘on the same footing as 
other nationalities. N o discrimination shall be made against them’. The 
State Department was under the impression that Balfour’s letter pointed 
to the creation o f  a Jewish state in Palestine and Page’s report was recdved 
with astonishment.40 However, i f  C ed i indeed told Page what the latter 
reported, it was apparently because, by taking a leaf from Brandéis’ book, 
he hoped to make British policy more acceptable to the State Department. 
According to Sir Brie Drummond, who met Brandéis in April 1917, the 
American Zionists aimed ultimately at *a Jewish National State’ but were 
convinced that the immediate step should be to secure ‘the recognition o f  
equal opportunity for Jews in Palestine’.41

Four days after the Cedi-Page meeting, die Fordgn Office advised Sir 
George Buchanan that the statement he had suggested could not at 
present be issued since ‘it would be dangerous to attempt to define limits 
o f  Jewish state’ .4* The difficulty that prevented the British from  clarifying 
their position emerges from Balfour’s reply to a Parliamentary question 
on 14 November whether approval o f  a national home for Jews entailed 
*a state with independence or autonomous rule under [British] French or 
Allied protection’ . Balfour said that it was not possible at that stage to 
forecast the future constitution o f Palestine. A  similar question was put a 
year later by M ajor C . L. Caccia, Secretary to die British Section o f  the 
Supreme W ar Council, to which Ormsby-Gore replied that none o f the 
Allied undertakings affected the sovereignty o f Palestine, and that no 
undertakings had been made with regard to ‘the formation either now  or 
hereafter o f a Jewish State’.4* This was correct in so far as it referred to the 
texts o f the respective Allied declarations; but not to their intentions. In 
1937, representing the British Government at a meeting o f the League o f  
Nations Permanent Mandates Commission, Ormsby-Gore affirmed that 
the partition scheme ‘transformed the Balfour Declaration from  a de
claration regarding the beginning o f a policy into a policy o f  which they 
could see the end, namely the establishment o f an independent sovereign 
Jewish State. That, certainly, was the conception in Lord Balfour’s 
mind.’44 In 1918, however, it was still premature to speak in such blunt 
terms. Five days after writing to Caccia, Ormsby-Gore told the Jewish 
Maccabean Society in London that the main task lay not ‘in creating
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immediately an autonomous State. . .  for which the country was not 
ready politically. . .  but in the work o f  reconstruction under a benevolent 
Power, who w ill act as trustee. . .  and w ill assist the Jewish colonists to 
create in Palestine new traditions and healthy economic conditions.’45

In 1917 it was not in the British interest to limit the scope o f the Declara
tion, still less to give it an ambiguous character. The draft submitted by 
Rothschild on 18 July was readily endorsed by Balfour and the Foreign 
Office; Graham and Hardinge were prepared to go at least as far as 
Cambon’s statement made to Sokolow on 4 June. The tw o provisos that 
Am ery subsequently inserted were meant to overcome opposition and 
make the birth o f the declaration possible, not to weaken it. The vagueness 
o f the Balfour Declaration was not the result o f deliberate British policy 
but was o f the Jews’ own making; and, since the Zionists alone were 
responsible for die introduction o f the term ’national home’, it may be 
useful to examine how they understood it.

Appearing before the Palestine Royal Commission in 1937, W eizmann 
explained that the word ’national’ meant being ’able to live like a nation’, 
and ’home’ stood ‘in contradiction to living on sufferance’ .44 In 1916 he 
wrote that ‘Palestine w ill be the home o f the Jewish people, not because it 
w ill contain all the Jews in the world, but because it w ill be the only place 
in the world where the Jews are masters o f their own destiny’, their 
‘national centre’.47 Weizmann never concealed that his ultimate objective 
was a Jewish state. The Political Committee, however, followed more 
moderate counsels. Sokolow dismissed Sacher and Sidebotham’s draft 
proposals as too binding upon the British Government. Even so, he did 
not disagree with their objectives; he differed only with regard to the 
method and timing. His intention was first to elicit from  the British ‘a 
general approval o f Zionism’, and only afterwards to present more con
crete demands on the scope o f Jewish autonomy and Palestine’s future 
administration.45

For the Zionists the Declaration was not a definitive document. It was 
only a skeleton o f principles on which flesh had to be grafted. They soon 
realised— and this was particularly true o f Tschlenow— that the formula 
was not satisfactory. The concept o f the ’national home’ was not suffi
ciently intelligible and had to be replaced by a more meaningful item. On 
12 December Tschlenow, Sokolow, and Weizmann cabled to Rosoff in 
Petrograd that * “ demands”  w ill be revised and your remarks [in] letter 
10 [December] taken into consideration’.45 It was planned to dispatch a 
Commission to Palestine in order to lay the foundations o f a provisional 
administration, and advise the military authorities with regard to the

THB MBÀNING OF THB DBCLABATION 3X7



native Jewish population. A  few  months later a draft constitution was 
elaborated according to which Palestine should be reconstituted as a 
Jewish Commonwealth.*0

The Zionist Political Committee were greatly encouraged by what they 
heard from Ormsby-Gore during their meeting on 16 August 1918, soon 
after his return from Palestine. He was convinced that die creation o f a 
‘Zionist Palestine’ would be in the interest o f  the country, the Near East, 
and the British Empire. However, so long as the Jews were in a minority, 
an attempt to force the pace in the direction o f a Jewish State would be 
self-defeating. During the transitional period practical w ork should take 
precedence over politics and the Palestinian Jews would have to be given 
the widest autonomy in all spheres o f life.*1 

W ith these tactics the Zionists essentially agreed but, as die Peace 
Conference approached, they wanted to give the term ’national home’ a 
more dynamic character and dispel some o f its ambiguity. O n 19 Novem 
ber 1918 they submitted a draft proposal stating that:

The establishment o f a National Home for the Jewish People. . .  is 
understood to mean, that the country o f  Palestine should be placed 
under such political, economic and moral conditions as w ill favour 
the increase o f the Jewish population, so that in accordance w ith the 
principle o f democracy it may ultimately develop into a Jewish 
Commonwealth, it being clearly understood etc. [here followed the 
terms o f die tw o provisos inserted into die tact o f the Balfour 
Declaration].

The American Jewish Congress, which met in Philadelphia on 17 
December 1918 adopted a similar resolution, as did congresses in Palestine, 
Austria-Hungary, Poland, the Ukraine, South Africa and in other parts o f  
die world, representing millions o f Jews. The Zionist Organisation used 
this formula, w ith minor verbal alterations, as a draft proposal for sub
mission to die Peace Conference.*1 Even Ahad Ha’am the moderate 
philosopher, urged that Great Britain in its capacity o f Trustee ’shall place 
the country under such conditions. . .  as w ill lead up to th e . . .  develop
ment o f the Jewish Commonwealth on national lines; it being clearly 
understood’, etc.*1

O n 4 December 1918 Weizmann told Balfour that the ’national home’ 
policy presupposed free immigration and large-scale colonisation, so that 
within a generation four to five million Jews would setde in Palestine and 
thus make it ’a Jewish country’. Balfour wondered whether such a policy 
would be consistent with the declaration named after him, especially w ith 
regard to die non-Jewish communities in Palestine. Weizmann replied in
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the affirmative, pointing to die positive experience in England, where the 
freedom o f various non-English groups and individuals was not abused 
by the majority o f  the population. Similarly, 4in a Jewish Commonwealth 
there would be many non-Jewish citizens, who would enjoy all the rights 
and privileges o f citizenship, but the preponderant influence would be 
Jewish. There is room in Palestine for a great Jewish community without 
encroaching upon the rights o f the Arabs/ Balfour agreed that the Arab 
problem could not be regarded as a serious obstacle, but objected to the 
interview being made public.*4

Although cautious in public, Balfour’s attitude in private remained 
consistent. A  year earlier he had told Paul Cambon ‘that it would be an 
interesting experiment to reconstitute a Jewish kingdom’.44 Asked blundy 
by Colonel Meinertzhagen whether his declaration was ‘a charter for 
ultímate Jewish sovereignty in Palestine’, or an attempt ‘to graft a Jewish 
population on to an Arab Palestine?’ Balfour replied, choosing his words 
carefully: ‘M y personal hope is that the Jews w ill make good in Palestine 
and eventually found a Jewish State. It is up to them now; we have given 
them their great opportunity.’44 In September 1918, when writing a 
preface to Sokolow’s History o f Zionism, he intended to insert the phrase 
‘the eventual Jewish State’, but, forewarned by A . E. Zim mem  on the 
adverse repercussions this might have among the Arabs, he decided to 
omit it, noting: ‘Personally, this is what I should like to see. But it may 
prove impossible, and in any case it is not likely to become more possible 
i f  it is prematurely discussed.’47 Three months later, in talking to Stephen 
W ise, he defined the phrase ‘national home’ ‘not as a home o f the limited 
number o f Jews now in Palestine, but as the future home o f millions o f 
your people who may ultimately wish to make their permanent home’ 
there. On 15 February 1919, in an interview with Weizmann, he referred 
to the ‘national home’ as the ‘Jewish Commonwealth’.44

O n strategic grounds, the General Staff seemed also to have favoured 
the idea o f *a buffer Jewish State’ in Palestine, provided that it could be 
created without disturbing Mohammedan sentiment.49 Feisal’s agreement 
w ith Weizmann on 3 January 1919 was encouraging, but the unexpected 
antagonism o f the Palestinian Arabic-speaking population had an in
hibiting effect. Influenced by General Clayton’s reports, Ormsby-Gore 
now  strongly objected to the use o f the phrases ‘Jewish Commonwealth’, 
‘Jewish state’, and 'Jewish Palestine’ in public pronouncements, since it 
tended to substantiate Arab suspicion that they were to be turned over to 
Jewish domination.40 O n 21 March 1919 a meeting was held at which 
Sir Louis Mallet, Commander Hogarth, Major James Rothschild, Major 
W aley, Miss Bell, Colonel Lawrence, M r Baker, M r Vansittart, and M r
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Forbes Adam were present. W ith Balfour’s prior approval the phrase 
‘Jewish Commonwealth’ was deleted from the Zionist proposal and 
replaced by ‘the Jewish National Home’ (para 5), and the subsequent item  
(la) read: ‘It [the Mandatory Power] shall aim at ultimate creation in 
Palestine o f  an autonomous Com monwealth.’ The Committee subse
quently proposed to substitute the words ‘self-governing Commonwealth* 
for ‘autonomous Commonwealth’ .*1 

The omission o f  the word ‘Jewish’ did not necessarily preclude the 
development o f the ‘national home’ into a ‘Jewish Commonwealth’. This 
could be inferred from item II, para 5, o f the Committee’s draft, which 
read: ‘it shall be the duty o f  the Mandatory Power inter alia to promote 
(a) Jewish immigration and settlement on the land. . .  (b) to establish a 
Council or councils representing Jewish opinion both in Palestine and in
the world generally__’ Ormsby-Gore was confident that, should there
be a large Jewish immigration, ‘Jews w ill eventually predominate in the 
Government o f the Palestine State’, but to say so publicly so long as they 
were in a minority was unwise.*1 A  few  months later he said that should 
there be *a completely independent Jewish State in Palestine tomorrow, 
he would be delighted, but until the Jews were a m ajority in Palestine he 
did not see how this was practicable’.*1 And in answer to some Zionist 
extremists he wrote: ‘to declare a Jewish State in Palestine at present, or 
even in the near future, would not make a Jewish state in fret; it would be 
merely a rule o f Jewish oligarchy in a country that is at present less Jewish 
than Pinsk, Vilna, and the East side o f N ew  Y ork.’**

A t the Foreign Office eventual Jewish majority in the country was taken 
almost for granted. In answer to a query from Colonel Meinertzhagen, 
C hief Political Officer in Syria and Palestine, about the clauses 13 ,14  and 
15 in the draft mandate, Forbes Adam explained that their primary object 
was ‘to provide for the possession and control o f  the Christian and 
Mohammedan H oly Places in such a w ay as to ensure that it should not be 
injuriously modified by a Jewish Government i f  and when the future 
Palestinian Government takes this form, and after the termination o f the 
British mandate.’ The minute was repeated verbatim by Sir Eyre Crow e 
in a dispatch to Curzon for Meinertzhagen’s consumption.**

M ore illuminating as to the understanding at die Foreign Office o f the 
term ‘national home’ is Forbes Adam’s memorandum, dated 30 December 
1919:

The British Government by their support o f Zionism have. . .  
accepted the natural implications which Zionists give to the 
declaration o f a National Home, i.e., an attempt to make Palestine
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a state in its natural geographical and historic frontiers and by gradual 
immigration and special economic facilities to turn this state into a 
Jewish state. O nly time and experience can show how  far the 
Zionist aspiration is realisable; while it is not expected that Palestine 
w ill ever be able to give a home to all the Zionists in the world, it 
is thought that eventually some three (3) million instead o f the 
present 60,000 Jews may be able to settle, and that hope and self- 
respect may be given to a large part o f Eastern Jewry who can never 
actually go to live in Palestine.

Behind British policy, therefore, is die recognition o f the principle 
o f Jewish nationality, which is the essence o f Zionism and the 
intention to lay in die Turkish Peace Setdement the foundation for 
the reconstruction o f a Jewish Palestine, as o f an Armenia for the 
Armenians.

Neither Vansittart nor Curzon, who minuted this memorandum, dis
agreed with this definition.**

Hogarth, who took a gloom y view  o f Palestine’s future, thought that 
the British would have reason to be thankful ‘i f  and when the Jewish 
people is sufficendy numerous and established to take Palestine over’.*7 
This was the outcome that both Lloyd George and Balfour expected, 
though for other reasons. In July 1919, they told Colonel Meinertzhagen 
that they envisaged ‘a Jewish sovereign State emerging from  the Jewish 
National Home promised under the terms o f the Balfour Declaration’. 
Balfour explained that all development must be based on the principle 
that Zionists were 'the Most-favoured Nation in Palestine’. In a meeting 
on 22 July 1921, at which Churchill, Maurice Hankey, Edward Russell, 
Chaim Weizmann and Meinertzhagen were also present, both Lloyd 
George and Balfour said that 'by the Declaration they always meant an 
eventual Jewish State’.**

The first official interpretation was given in the June 1922 W hite 
Paper,*9 for which Churchill as Colonial Secretary was responsible. The 
relevant passage reads:

W hen it is asked what is meant by the development o f the Jewish 
National Home in Palestine, it may be answered that it is not the 
imposition o f a Jewish nationality upon the inhabitants o f Palestine 
as a whole, but the further development o f the existing Jewish 
community, with the assistance o f  Jews in other parts o f the world, 
in order that it may become a centre in which die Jewish people as 
a whole may take, on grounds o f  religion and race, an interest and 
a pride.



This definition does not sit well with Churchill's earlier statement in 
die Illustrated Sunday Herald, already quoted, and has often been under
stood to preclude the establishment o f  a Jewish state. The Palestine Royal 
Commission, however, concluded d u t though the phraseology was 
intended to conciliate Arab opinion, there was ‘nothing in it to prohibit 
die ultimate establishment o f a Jewish State’. Churchill himself testified 
that 'no such prohibition was intended. . .  One reason w hy no public 
allusion to a State was made in 1922*, the Report goes on, ‘was the same 
reason w hy no such allusion had been made in 1917. The National Home 
was still no more than an experiment.’ 70 

In 1923, when the Duke o f Devonshire denied— as did subsequendy 
successive British Governments— that it had been the original intention 
to facilitate the growth o f the ‘national home’ into a state,71 he was intro
ducing an interpretation to suit altered political circumstances. This was 
not the case with the Palestine Royal Commission, whose version can 
therefore be given greater credence:71

the words 'the establishment in Palestine o f a National Home’ were 
the outcome o f a compromise between those Ministen who contem
plated the ultimate establishment o f  a Jewish State and those who 
did not. It is obvious in any case that His Majesty’s Government 
could not commit in elf to the establishment o f a Jewish State. It 
could only undertake to facilitate the growth o f a Home. It would 
depend mainly on the zeal and enterprise o f the Jews whether die 
Home would grow  big enough to become a State. . .

His Majesty’s Government evidently realised that a Jewish State 
might in the course o f time be established but it was not in a 
position to say that this would happen, still less to bring it about o f 
its own motion. The Zionist leaders, for their part, recognised that an 
ultimate Jewish State was not precluded by the terms o f the 
Declaration, and so it was understood elsewhere.

The word ‘facilitate’, however, had more than a passive connotation; 
it meant to give active aid. O n 8 March 1922 Sir A . Geddes, the British 
Ambassador in Washington, assured the American Zionist delegation 
that his Government 'would not recede from the pledge, and that it 
would aid the Jewish people to rebuild Palestine’,71 a statement that was 
fully in keeping with die text o f the Mandate, endorsed by the Council o f  
the League o f Nations a few  months later. Article II reads:74

The Mandatory shall be responsible for placing the country under 
such political, administrative and economic conditions as w ill secure
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the establishment o f the Jewish national home, as laid down in the
preamble.

The word ‘secure’, introduced originally in the Zionist formula o f  18 
July 1917 and amended by Milner to ‘facilitate’,76 reappeared; this, taken 
together with the word ‘shall’ (repeated in other articles as well), under
lined the positive obligation o f the Mandatory to create such conditions 
as to make the realisation o f  Zionist aspirations possible. During the 
thirties, when enthusiasm to meet this obligation waned, die qualifying 
clauses were interpreted in such a way as to whittle down the scope o f the 
national home. Examination o f the relevant records shows that this was 
inconsistent w ith the original intention.

Am ery testified that the various provisos which he drafted ‘gave away 
nothing that was not self-evident. . .  it served its immediate purpose’ o f  
overcoming opposition and easing the birth o f  the declaration without 
impairing its substance. The substitution o f the indefinite for the definite 
article was meant to prevent the impression that Palestine was considered 
as the only home o f the Jews,76 and thereby to assuage the fear o f the anti- 
Zionists that their status would be undermined. But as soon as this proved 
unfounded, the definite article reappeared in pronouncements made by 
British statesmen77 and in official records; article II o f the Mandate, 
already quoted, referred specifically to the establishment o f ‘the’ Jewish 
national home.

The introduction o f the qualifying ‘in' seemed to be necessary since 
recognition o f Palestine as the National Home o f the Jewish people would 
have suggested the imposition o f Jewish nationality on the existing non- 
Jewish inhabitants, which was not what the Zionists themselves desired. 
The implication was that physically the national home extended only as 
far as the Jewish settlement in Palestine, but this did not mean that there 
was an intention o f  debarring the Jews from  settling in any part o f  the 
country provided it did not involve displacement o f the native popula
tion or violation o f their civil or religious rights. In June 1919, in an inter
view  with Balfour, and in the presence o f Lord Eustace Percy and Felix 
Frankfurter, Justice Brandéis stated that in the Balfour Declaration the 
British had committed themselves to an undertaking that ‘Palestine 
should be the Jewish homeland and not merely that there be a Jewish 
homeland in Palestine’ ; that ‘there must be economic elbow room for a 
Jewish Palestine. . .  that meant adequate boundaries, not merely a small 
garden within Palestine’ ; and that in order to ensure a sound economic 
life, ‘the future Jewish Palestine must have control o f the land and the 
natural resources’. Balfour agreed with Brandéis.76
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Naturally die Arabic-speaking population in Palestine was to remain 
undisturbed, and in some places Jews and Arabs were to live in m ixed 
communities, but none the less the word 'in* was not meant in a lim iting 
geographical sense; it was used merely as a preposition; the area o f  die 
national home covered ‘the whole o f historic Palestine*. This was the 
conclusion o f the Palestine Royal Commission, confirmed nine years later 
b y Am ery.79 One o f the witnesses who appeared before the Commission 
was Jabotinsky. He pointed out that in several articles o f  the Mandate 
(especially articles 4,18, and 23), where die word 'in’ was used, it applied 
to the whole and not to part o f  the country. Furthermore, in the Preamble 
itself the expression 'in Palestine’ was used not only in connection w ith 
die establishment o f the National Home but also w ith regard to the safe
guarding o f the civil and religious rights o f  the non-Jewish communities, 
and it was inconceivable that the latter obligation applied only to a part 
o f  Palestine. The Basle programme also referred to 'einer. .  .gesicherten 
Heimstätte in Palestina, though there was hardly any doubt what die 
Zionists wanted.90 This is probably w hy the Zionists at that time failed to 
notice the loophole. The limitation was understood to be political rather 
than geographical, which suited the Zionists admirably since all they 
aspired to was control o f  their own affairs, not o f  others. They had no 
desire to dominate the Arabs even when die Jewish population in Palestine 
emerged as a majority.

W as there any inherent conflict between the promise to facilitate the 
growth o f the national home and the first clause o f die Declaration, and 
was it inconsistent with the principle o f self-determination? In 1931 Prime 
Minister Ramsay MacDonald advanced the theory that the Declaration 
involved the British Government in *a double undertaking. . .  to the 
Jewish people on the one hand, and to the non-Jewish population o f  
Palestine on the other’.91 This was so, but it did not necessarily mean that 
these undertakings were o f equal weight, or that they were mutually 
exclusive. The safeguarding clauses did not have die same status as die 
operative parts o f the Declaration. The text does not treat die Jews and 
non-Jews on an equal footing. The distinction is dear; the former were 
referred to in connection w ith their 'Zionist aspirations' and their 'national 
home’, the latter as ‘the existing non-Jewish communities’, entided to 
enjoy 'd v il and religious' rights, not political. Assurances to the Jews were 
positive and conveyed to diem direcdy, those to the non-Jews by implica
tion only. N o promises were made to the Palestinian Arabic-speaking 
population. The relevant clause drcumscribed, but could not bar, the 
implementation o f Zionist aspirations. M oreover, while the rights o f  the
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native non-Jewish communities stemmed from  residence in the country, 
Jewish rights were independent o f it, and it was only the Jews who were 
recognised as a national entity. Arab national aspirations were recognised 
and encouraged outside Palestine.

The Declaration was made to the Jewish people as a whole.** Hence, as 
Ernst Frankenstein, the jurist, put it, the beneficiary o f  the National Home 
was not the Jewish population o f Palestine but the newly-recognised 
entity, the Jewish people, and therefore, in spite o f  not being in actual 
possession o f  the country and not inhabiting it, every Jew in the w orld had 
the right though not the obligation to turn towards his National Home. 
‘Every Jew [was] a potential inhabitant o f Palestine.’** The issue therefore 
was not one between the actual Jewish population in Palestine and the 
whole Arab race, as was asserted in the late thirties and forties, but be
tween Arab native residents and the Jewish people. This assumption is 
borne out also by the Hogarth message to King Hussein, which referred 
to ‘the Jewish opinion o f the world’, as compared to ‘the freedom o f the 
existing population’ .*4 The British Government was alive to the fact that 
the Jews were outnumbered in Palestine by the Arabic speaking popula
tion, but arithmetic could not serve as the primary guide, since the right 
o f the Jews outside Palestine had to be taken into account. This was w hy 
the principle o f self-determination could not be applied. The following 
statements are illuminative. On 19 February 1919 Balfour wrote to Lloyd 
George:**

The weak point o f our position o f course is that in the case o f 
Palestine w e deliberately and rightly decline to accept the principle 
o f self-determination. I f the present inhabitants were consulted they 
would unquestionably give an anti-Jewish verdict. O ur justification 
for our policy is that w e regard Palestine as being absolutely 
exceptional; that w e consider the question o f the Jews outside 
Palestine as one o f world importance, and that w e conceive the Jews 
to have an historic claim to a home in their ancient land; provided 
that home can be given them without either dispossessing or oppres
sing the present inhabitants.

Balfour nourished no ill-feeling towards the Arabs. O n 17 Novem ber 
1919, in a speech in Parliament, he referred to Arab troops in most 
flattering terms and expressed die hope that the world would see a 
renaissance o f Arab civilisation. But w ith regard to Palestine he was 
convinced that the Jewish claim was superior: ‘Zionism, be it right or 
wrong, good or bad, is rooted in age-long traditions, in present needs, in 
future hopes, o f far profounder import than the desires and prejudices o f



the 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient land.*** On 30 July 1919 
he told Colonel Meinertzhagen that the Zionists were ‘the Most-favoured 
Nation in Palestine’, and agreed that the principle o f  self-determination 
could not be applied indiscriminately to the whole world. Palestine was 
‘a case in point and a most exceptional one’ . T o  those who argued that its 
fate should be decided by a plebiscite, he would reply that then the Jews 
o f the world must be consulted.*7 Three weeks earlier he had told 
Brandéis that Palestine presented ‘a unique situation. . .  which inevitably 
excluded numerical self-determination. . .  W e are dealing not with the 
wishes o f an existing community but are consciously seeking to reconsti
tute a new community and definitely building for a numerical m ajority 
in the future.’** This was in line with the exposition o f Arnold Toynbee 
and Louis Namier. In their joint memorandum o f 19 December 1917 they 
wrote:**

The objection raised against die Jews being given exclusive political 
rights in Palestine on a basis that would be undemocratic with 
regard to the local Christian and Mohammedan population is cer
tainly the most important point which the anti-Zionists have 
hitherto raised, but the difficulty is imaginary. Palestine might be 
held in trust by Great Britain or America until there wa- a sufficient 
population in the country fit to govern it on European lines. Then 
no undemocratic restrictions o f die kind indicated in the memoran
dum would be required any longer.

A  year later Toynbee made a further point. Explaining w hy in this case 
the principle o f self-determination was not applicable, he stated that, as in 
Armenia, there would in Palestine be a mixed population, the Jewish 
colonists being one element o f that population ‘which for special reasons, 
w ill be entided to a position more than mathematically proportionate to 
its numbers at the start’ . For this and other reasons, ‘the desires o f the 
inhabitants, or o f die several sections o f them, w ill have to some extent, to 
take the second place’ .*0 Conversely, when the Supreme Council o f  the 
Peace Conference discussed in its meeting at San Remo on 22 April 1920 
the frontiers o f Greater Armenia, an analogy was made with Palestine. It 
was pointed out that the Zionists’ case was not based on numerical 
superiority o f Jews inhabiting Palestine, and that this principle could 
serve as a guide for Greater Armenia as w ell.01

The general expectation, as all the evidence adduced above shows, was 
that the Palestinian Jews would be gradually transformed from a m inority 
into a majority. Had this not been the case there would have been hardly 
any need to incorporate the proviso in question. A  conversation between
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M . Berthelot, the French Foreign Minister, and Curzon, at the Supreme 
Council in San Remo, is illuminating. Berthelot questioned whether the 
administration o f the ‘new projected [Jewish] State’ would be different 
from  other states, im plying that its constitution would be undemocratic. 
Curzon replied that it was o f ‘the highest importance to safeguard the 
rights o f minorities, first the rights o f the Arabs and then o f the Christian 
communities’. Reference to the Arabs and Christians as ‘minorities’, 
though at that time they constituted a definite majority, reflected the 
certitude that the Jews would emerge eventually as a majority, thus making 
the establishment o f their state possible.9* This was also how the Intelli
gence Section o f the American Delegation to the Peace Conference 
understood the problem:

It is right that Palestine should become a Jewish state i f  the Jews 
being given the full opportunity, make it such. . .  A t present 
however, the Jews form  barely a sixth o f the total population o f 
700,000... England as mandatory, can be relied on to give the 
Jews the privileged position they should have without sacrificing the 
rights o f the non-Jews.99

In a speech in the House o f Commons on 17 November 1930 Lloyd 
George confirmed that the Balfour Declaration conferred upon die Jews 
‘special rights and interests in d u t country’.

The reaction to Moslem and Arab protests gives additional indication o f 
die British reading o f the proviso in question in relation to the operative 
part o f the Declaration. O n 7 November 1917 the Islamic Society in 
Great Britain recalled the pledge that the British Government had made 
to keep inviolate the places o f Moslem worship, including those in 
Palestine, and protested against the claims o f the Zionists. Harold N icol- 
son minuted: ‘w e expressly reserved the rights o f non-Jewish communities 
in our declaration, and I fail to see how they could expect more’, a 
comment with which Drogheda, Clerk, Graham, and Oliphant agreed; 
Sykes, aware o f the Society’s Turcophile proclivities, dismissed them as a 
‘crew o f seditionists and C .U .P. agents’ o f whom  no notice should be 
taken. Five months later, when the Society protested anew against the 
establishment o f a Jewish state in a Moslem country, he assured them that 
steps had been taken by General Allenby to safeguard the civil and 
religious interests o f the inhabitants o f the occupied territories irrespective 
o f  creed.94 O n 15 February 1918 he told the Syrian leaders in Cairo that 
the British Government intended to guarantee die inviolability o f the 
H oly Places, to offer an opportunity to Zionist colonisation, and to

THB MEANING OF THE DECLARATION 327



secure the existing population against expropriation, exploitation, or 
subjection.**

A  more comprehensive interpretation was given in die Hogarth 
Message. It asserted the Entente Powers’ determination that in Palestine 
‘no people shall be subjected to another, nor would the Moslem H oly 
Places, particularly die Mosque o f Omar, be subordinated to any non- 
Moslem authority.’ Thereafter followed die core o f the document:

That since the Jewish opinion o f die world is in favour o f a return 
o f Jews to Palestine and inasmuch as this opinion must remain a 
constant factor, and further as His Majesty’s Government view  with 
favour the realisation o f this aspiration, His Majesty’s Government 
are determined that in as far as is compatible w ith the freedom o f 
the existing population both economic and political, no obstacle 
should be put in the w ay o f the realisation o f this ideal.

Hussein was advised that the Arab cause would benefit politically 
from  the support o f  world Jewry, and that since the Zionist leaders 
were determined to carry out their objectives by friendship and co
operation with the Arabs, their offer should not be thrown aside 
lighdy.**

During the thirties protagonists o f the Arab case saw in die Hogarth 
Message a ‘fundamental departure from  the text o f the Balfour Declara
tion', since the latter guaranteed only ‘civil and religious rights’ , while the 
Hogarth Message specified ‘both economic and political freedom o f the 
existing population’ .97 This contention is not tenable. Legally, die 
Hogarth Message could not overrule an earlier commitment o f greater 
weight, and politically, as the text shows, it was not intended to emascu
late the Declaration. On the contrary, it emphasises that the interest o f  
world Jewry in the return o f their people to Palestine ‘must remain a 
constant factor’, and that, as the British Government viewed this aspira
tion with favour, ‘no obstacle should be put in the w ay o f [its] realization’ . 
Zionism was legitimate and Hussein was urged to come to terms with it, 
which he did. As for the word ‘political’ to which Antonius attaches such 
great importance, this, as its interpretation in the relevant clauses o f the 
Mandate shows, was a reference not to sovereignty, but in all likelihood 
to self-government. Official records show that the primary objective o f 
the Message was to blunt the edge o f Turkish propaganda and reassure 
die Arab leaders that their co-religionists in Palestine would not be 
dominated, let alone evicted, by the Jews, that their H oly Places would 
not be desecrated, and that the Zionists were in no w ay inimical to their 
cause.
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It is now possible to establish that die Hogarth Message was drafted by 
Sykes and amended by Hardinge. In the present context, this is important, 
since neither used the word ‘political’ in any other document when 
referring to the rights o f  the non-Jewish population. O n 12 December 
1917 Picot was assured by Sykes that the relevant clause in the Declaration 
amply safeguarded local Arab interests in Palestine and at die end o f 
January 1918 M ilitary administration was advised:

to keep Zionism on right lines, that is, to avoid the danger o f its 
being construed as either dangerous to the existing population or 
likely to prejudice the safety o f the Christian and Muslim holy 
places, yet at the same time to give it full facilities in w ay o f 
reconstruction o f existing colonies and institutions.

As regards the existing population it should be our policy to act 
w ith complete impartiality and foster co-operation.

Hardinge found this policy unexceptionable.**
M ore revealing is the discussion d u t took place between the British and 

French delegations at the San Remo Conference. Berthelot pressed for 
recognition o f ‘the political rights o f the non-Jewish communities’ , but 
Curzon answered evasively d u t ‘in English all ordinary rights were 
included in “ civil rights”  ’. Thereupon Alexandre Millerand, the French 
Premier, remarked that by ‘political rights’ he understood ‘the right to 
vote and to take part in elections’ , which left Curzon silent.** A  the 
British Foreign Minister was certainly aware o f the distinction between 
‘political’ and ‘civil’, it is likely that the same reason that made the 
authors o f the Balfour Declaration refrain from  using the word ‘political* 
applied to Curzon as well, since its inclusion might have precluded the 
transformation o f the ‘national home’ into a Jewish state.

This did not necessarily mean that Palestinian Arabs were to be denied 
political rights indefinitely. O n 22 June 1921, when asked to define 
British responsibilities at a meeting o f the Imperial Cabinet, Churchill 
replied: ‘to do our best to make an honest effort to give the Jews a dunce 
to make a National Home there for themselves’ ; adding that ‘if, in die 
course o f many years they become a majority in the country, they 
naturally would take it o v e r . . .  pro rata w ith die Arab. W e made an 
equal pledge that w e would not turn the Arab o ff his land or invade his 
political and social rights.’100 The connection between Arab ‘political’ 
rights and the Jewish majority is significant, as only then could Arab 
political rights be recognised. The Arab minority would then be 
represented in a Jewish government in proportion to its numerical 
strength.
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Had the native Arab population remained quiescent Palestine m ight w e ll 
have developed along the lines envisaged by Churchill, but their attitude 
was consistently negative. Britain was accused o f a breach o f the prom ise 
given by McMahon to Hussein in return for the Arab rôle in the over
throw o f the Turk; o f issuing the Balfour Declaration without their 
knowledge, let alone consent; and, by the same token, o f violating their 
right to self-determination. They maintained that Britain had no right to  
turn Palestine over to a third party.101

The British Government, however, did not admit any breach o f  faith 
or broken promises. Palestine was not covered by the McMahon-Hussein 
understanding; al-Faruqi and Hussein themselves excluded it from  their 
desiderata, since, unlike the Syrian interior, it was not a purely A rab 
territory. W ith the general uprising holing to materialise, it was the Arabs 
w ho remained on the debit side. Their military contribution to Allcnby’s 
campaign was marginal, and by June 1918, W ingate concluded that such 
successes as the Arabs had achieved ‘must be attributed almost entirely to  
the unsparing efforts o f the British and Allied officers attached to the 
Sheriffian forces*. H ow hazardous was the position o f these officers was 
attested by Lieutenant-Colonel W . F. Stirling: ‘W e realized that i f  
Allenby’s push failed, w e should have little or no chance o f escaping. . .  
The Arabs would be sure to turn against us.*10S Lawrence complained that 
the Syrian-Palestinians would rather see the Judean Hills stained with the 
blood o f the London Territorials than take sides in the fight for their ow n 
freedom.100

Lloyd George recalled that during the deliberations on the Balfour 
Declaration the British Government wished to consult the Palestine Arabs 
but this was not possible because they were fighting against the Allied 
forces.104 From a strictly legal point o f view  this was hardly necessary 
since Turkish, not Arab, sovereignty was involved; Palestine did not 
constitute a separate administrative unit and its Arabic-speaking popula
tion was not a recognised entity. According both to Ormsby-Gore and 
Yale, in Palestine, as in Syria, there was a ‘kaleidoscope o f races and 
creeds’ ; national history, tradition and sentiment were practically absent.100 
M oreover, the Palestinian Arabs had not the status o f hosts whose ap
proval o f the Jewish National Home had to be solicited; the Jews had an 
unalienable right to Palestine independently o f Arab wishes. In 1921, when 
the merits and demerits o f the Zionist policy were discussed in the British 
Cabinet, it was pointed out that ‘the Arabs had no prescriptive right to a 
country which they had failed to develop to the best advantage*. About 
three years earlier, when discussing the future o f  the Arabah in the Negev, 
Toynbee used a similar argument, asserting that the Zionists had ‘as much
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right to this no-man’s land as the Arabs, or more’. Colonel G . S. Symes, 
Sir Reginald W ingate’s secretary, also thought that as the native non- 
Jewish inhabitants in Palestine had ’never shown any great effort to 
develop their own country, their right could not be given the same 
consideration as those o f the others.’ 10*

The Balfour Declaration did not give Palestine away to the Jews; it was 
a de jure recognition o f a situation that existed de facto. N or was it a hostile 
gesture to the Arabs. The British Government acted on the assumption 
that the tw o Semitic races would be able to co-habit harmoniously and 
that the Arab cause in general would benefit from  Jewish co-operation. 
Yet, the overriding consideration was that the Jews had a stronger claim, 
and that Palestine was a sui generis.

Original sponsors o f the policy had no regrets. C ed i was o f the opinion 
that no Arab state had any ground for complaint since recognition o f  a 
Jewish national home was ’part o f the terms on which die Arab State was 
brought into existence, subject o f  course, to the rights o f individual Arabs 
being fully protected.’107 Milner, proclaiming himself a strong supporter 
o f the pro-Arab policy and a believer in Arab independence, was con
vinced that the Arabs were making a ’fatal mistake’ in claiming Palestine 
as part o f the Arab Federation.

Palestine can never be regarded as a country on the same footing as 
the other Arab countries. Y ou cannot ignore all history and tradition 
in the matter. You cannot ignore the fact that this is the cradle o f  
tw o o f the great religions o f the world. It is a sacred land to the 
Arabs, but it is also a sacred land to the Jew and the Christian, and 
the future o f Palestine cannot possibly be left to be determined by 
the temporary impressions and feelings o f  the Arab majority in the 
country o f the present day.100

In a letter to the Prime Minister, N eville Chamberlain, Ormsby-Gore 
struck a similar note: ’Palestine is a unique country— not just an old 
bit o f the Arab world as Nuri Pasha continues to claim. It is o f universal 
significance in history.’ 100 And Balfour pointed out that it was the 
British who had established an independent Arab sovereignty in the 
Hedjaz.

I hope that they w ill remember that it is we who desire in 
Mesopotamia to prepare the w ay for the future o f a self-governing, 
autonomous Arab State, and I hope that, remembering all that, they 
w ill not grudge that small notch— for it is no more than that 
geographically, whatever it may be historically— that small notch in



what is now  Arab territories being given to the people who for all 
these hundreds o f  years have been separated from  it.110

The advice remained unheeded and subsequently Arab-Zionist rela
tions entered a darker and less controllable phase. This problem, how ever, 
lies outside the scope o f the present volume.
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53 Ibid., The Sherif of Mecca and the Arab Movement, Memorandum prepared by 
the General Staffs dated 1 July, 1916; a copy in CAB 42/16/1 and in Clayton 
Papers.
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F.O. 371/2768/938 end. in McMahon to Grey, 19 April 1916, dis. no. 83,

NOTBS TO PAGBS 7 5 - 7 6  3J3



Secret. The Arab Bureau in Cairo was established on 17 February 1916. On 
its administration and staff see F.0 . 371 /2771/18845. Six months later Ormsby- 
Gore commented: ‘For die present. . .  and probably for many generations an 
idea of an Arabian Empire under a single head is necessarily illusory. Practical 
politics and economía forbid. . .  its realisation; but it would be idle to deny 
die existence of this conception. . . ’ (F.0 . 882/14, ‘Arabia’, note by O.-Gore, 
October 1916.)

61 F.O. 371/2768/938, McMahon to F.O., 30 April 1916, tel. no. 312.
62 Much indicative of the attitude held at that time in Cairo and Khartoum is die 

Wingate-Clayton correspondence. On 15 November 1915 Wingate wrote to 
Clayton: ‘If die embryonic Arab state com a to nothing, all our promises 
vanish and we are absolved from th e m ...if the Arab State becomes a 
reality, we have quite sufficient safeguards to control it.* (Cited in Kedourie, 
‘Cairo and Khartoum on the Arab Question*, p. 285.) And on 22 May 1916 
Clayton wrote to Wingate: ‘Luckily we have been very careful indeed to 
commit ourselves to nothing whatsoever.* (Ibid., p. 288.) The impression o f 
William Yale, die American Intelligence Officer in Cairo, was that die 
British were ‘exceedingly careful not to promise the Sharif too much*. (Yale 
Papers, Rep. No. 2, dated 5 November 1917, p. 10.)

63 As note 61.
64 F.O. 371/2768/938, Minute dated 3 May 1916, on p. no. 80305. An observa

tion to similar effect was minuted by Grey and O ’Beime see F.O. 371/2767/ 
938, p. no. 51288.

65 As note 48.
66 F.O. 371/2773/42233, cited in McMahon to F.O., 3 July 1916, tel. no. 532; 

same to same, 11 June 1916, tel. no. 443; F.O. 371/2775/42233, Wingate to 
C.I.G.S., 24 October 1916, tel no. 527, end. in W .O. to Lord Hardinge (F.O.) 
27 October. A report produced for the War Council (CAB 42/23/3) revealed 
that the Arabs were incapable of defending Rabeqh. As die Foreign Office 
C lak  minuted: 'The Sherif is hopeless. . .  if we can, we should try to save 
him in spite of himself, for die consequences of his collapse may be most 
serious for us.* (F.O. 371/2776/42233, p. no. 251855, dated 13 December 
1916.)

67 F.O. 371/2773/42233, McMahon to F.O., 9 July 1916, tel. no. 554.
68 Aid., V icaoy of India to I.O., 6 July 1916, end. in 1.0 . to F.O. 7 inst; same 

to same, 8 July 1916; F.O. 371/2774/42233, same to same 13, 14, 15 July; 
CAB 42/15/15 W .O. meeting 30 June 1916.

69 F.O. 371/2775/42233, McMahon to F.O., 13 September 1916, tel. no. 778; 
same to same, 27 October 1916, tel. no. 939, quoting Hussein’s telegram.

70 F.O. 371/2776/42233, Grey to Bertie, 22 Novemba 1916, dis. no. 779.
71 F.O. 371/2773/42233, ‘The Sherif of Mecca and the Arab Movement*. 

Memorandum prepared by the General Staff dated 1 July 1916; CAB 42/16/1 ; 
CAB 42/15/5.

72 CAB 37/161/9, meeting of the War Council, 9 Decemba 1916 (a copy in 
CAB 23/1, no. i  (11)); also CAB 42/24/8 and CAB 42/24/13 W .C  meetings
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on 16 and 20 November 1916; Cab 42/20/8, General Robertson's memoran
dum dated 20 September 1916.

73 F.O. 371/2775/42233» W .O. to Grey, 5 October 1916; F.O. 371/2776/42233, 
W .O. to F.O., 9 November 1916. Secret.

74 F.O. 371/2781/201201, Appreciation by Sir Mark Sykes of die 'Arabian 
Report’, no. xi (New Series), 27 September 1916. Secret.

75 F.O. 371/2775/42233, 'Situation in Syria*. Memorandum by Sir Marie Sykes, 
14 October 1916; CAB 42/21/3.

76 Clayton Papers, Private letter, dated 15 December 1917.
77 T. £. Lawrence’s military contribution has been grossly exaggerated in litera

ture. Commenting on die Seven Pillars of Wisdom, General Sir Harry G. 
Chauvel, formerly Commander of die Australian Division in the Egyptian 
Expeditionary Force, wrote: ‘Lt. Colonel Joyce has been kept in the back
ground. He was in charge of die Hedjaz Mission, while Lawrence was only die 
liaison officer between Feisal and General Allenby. Joyce was the organiser of 
the only fighting force of any real value in the whole of die Arab Army, and 
I always thought that he had more to do with die success of die Hedjaz 
operation than any other British officer.’ (Chauvel to the Director of the 
Australian War Memorial in Canberra, Melbourne, 1 January 1936, Allenby 
Papers, copy at St Antony’s College, Oxford.) I should like to thank Miss 
Elizabeth Monroe, Senior Fellow of the College, for allowing me to consult 
and quote from diese Papen; cf. also Hubert Young, The Independent Arab 
(London 1933), pp. 145,198. As for the total expenditure on subsidy of die 
Arab Revolt see below, note 91. For the numbers and use of the Northern 
Arab Army see Kedourie, England and the Middle East, pp. 117-18.

78 Philip Graves, Palestine, die Land of Three Faiths (London 1923), pp. 40, 
112-13. Before 1914 Graves was The Timer’s correspondent in Constantinople, 
later Staff Officer in Eastern theatres of war; from 1916 a member of the Arab 
Bureau in Cairo and subsequendy cm the Arab section of the General Head- 
quarten of die Expeditionary Force in Palestine.

79 C. S. Jarvis, Three Deserts (London 1936), p. 302.
80 Lloyd George, The Truth about the Peace Treaties (London 1938), vol. 2, pp. 

1026-7,1140,1119. Cf. also statement made by Winston Churchill (Hansard, 
23 May 1939, Col. 2174).

81 F.O. 371/3391/4019, Clayton to F.O., 15 June, 15 September 1918; Hansard, 
19 June 1936, col. 1379, statement by James de Rothschild, M.P.

82 Palestine Royal Commission Report (HMSO), July 1937, Cmd 5479, p. 22.
83 Antonius, op. dt., App. D, pp. 433-4; Kedourie, England and die Middle East,

pp. 113-15.
84 Kedourie, England and die Middle East, pp. 119-22.
85 E. Kedourie, The Capture of Damascus, October 1918', Middle Eastern 

Studies, vol. i  (October 1964), no. 1, p. 76.
86 Palestine Royal Commission. M inutes o f  E vid en ce . . .  C o lo n ia l n o . 134 

(London 1937)» P- 292.
87 F.O. 371/2776/42233, Wingate (Khartoum) to F.O., 22 November 1916, te l
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no. 29. Private and Personal; F.O. 371/2781/193557, * Arabian Report*, no. 
«ix, 29 November 1916.

88 Djemal Pasha, op. at., pp. 167,213. Also p. 71 of present work.
89 F.O. 371/3384/747, Wingate to Balfour, 21 September 1918, dis. no. 219.
90 Charles K. Webster, ‘British Policy in die Near East*, in The Near East, 

Lectures on the Harris Foundation (Chicago 1942), ed. Ph. W . Ireland, p. 156. 
Professor Webster served during die First World War in the Military Intelli
gence, under General Macdonogh.

91 Storrs, op. cit., pp. 160-1. Storrs estimated that die total cost of die Arab 
Revolt to die British taxpayer amounted to die sum of ¿£11,000,000 in gold 
(ibid., p. 160, n. 1). This tallies with official records (F.O. 371/3048/22841).

92 Though it did not ‘shatter* die solidarity of Islam nor did it endanger materi
ally die Khalifat as Clayton claimed in his Note dated 28 September 1916 in 
Clayton Papers.

93 The Letters ofT .E . Lawrence, ed. David Garnet (London 1938), p. 576.
94 See e.g. Antonius, op. at., pp. 176-82.
95 Statement of British Policy in Palestine, 3 June 1922, Gmd 1700, p. 20.
96 The statements are conveniently reproduced in The Jewish Agency for 

Palestine, Documents Relating to the McMahon Letters (London 1939), pp. 14-19; 
Documents Relating to the Palestine Problem (London 1945), pp. 22-7.

97 The Committee’s report is published in Cmd 5974 (1939), see pp. 10,24,46.
98 See pp. 69-70, 84.
99 Letter to McMahon dated 9 September 1915.

100 See p. 69.
xoi F.O. 371/2486/34982, ‘Memorandum on the Young Arab Party*, by Lt-CoL 

G. F. Clayton, 11 October 1915, Secret, end. no. 1 in McMahon to Grey, 12 
inst., dis. no. 121, Confidential, cited also above, notes 20,24.

102 Ibid., dated 16 October 1915, end. in W .O. to F.O., 18 October.
X03 This was also die impression of Aubrey Herbert, M.P. who met at that tíme 

Clayton, Cheetham and the High Commissioner (undated Note by Aubrey 
Herbert, received at the F.O. on 5 November 1915, p. no. 164659, ibid.).

104 Ibid., McMahon to F.O., tel no. 623 ; Grey to McMahon, 2 November 1915, 
tel no. 860.

X05 Ibid., Sykes to D.M.O., tel. no. 19, end. in McMahon to F.O., 20 November 
1915; also in F.O. 371/2767/938, end. in Nicolson’s ‘Memorandum on Arab 
Question*, dated 2 February 1916; CAB 37/142/6. Al-Faruqi’s statement to 
Sykes was appended to Nicolson’s memorandum as an indication that the 
Arab leaders* claim was confined to die Syrian hinterland.

xo6 Lloyd George, The Truth. . . ,  2, p. 1032.
X07 F.O. 371/2486/34982, McMahon to Grey, x8 October 1915, Personal
xo8 The translation of this note of die Sharif to McMahon differs from dut o f 

Antonius.
X09 Ibid., McMahon to F.O., 18 October 1915, tel. no. 623, cited also above, p. 

83, note 104.
xxo As early as 1907, Consul Blech estimated the number of Jews ‘in die whole o f
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Palestine. . .  at I oo.ooo out of total population of 400,000-450,000*. (F.O. 
37I/35Ö no. 40321 (no. 62), Blech to Sir N. O’Conor, 16 November 1907, 
reproduced in British Consulate in Jerusalem, 1838-1914. Documents edited by 
A. M. Hyamson (London 1941), 2, p. 570. German sources, both Consular and 
Zionist, confirm this pre-war figure. A. Ruppin’s estimate of 85,000 in his 
The Jews in the Modem World (London 1934), pp. 55, 389, is slightly under
estimated.

h i  Palestine, the Land of Three Faiths, pp. 53-4. On Graves see above note 78.
112 F.O. 371/7797 (1922), £ 2821/65, McMahon to Shuckburgh, 12 March 1922, 

end. in Shuckburgh to Forbes-Adam, 13 March.
113 F.O. 371/2486/34982, McMahon to Grey, 26 October 1915, dis. no. 131.
114 See p. 21.
115 F.O. 371/2486/34982, F.O. (Grey) to McMahon, 20 October 1915, tel. no. 796.
116 On Suarès's scheme and the response it evoked see pp. 52-9.
117 F.O. 371/2486/34982, the copy is endosed in McMahon to F.O., 26 August 

1915, dis. no. 94, Secret.
118 See pp. 53,60-1.
119 Letter to The Times, 12 July 1922.
120 P.R.O., 30/57.
121 See p. 72.
122 CAB 42/6/9.
123 CAB 42/2/5, meeting of the War Council, 10 March 1915.
124 CAB 42/2/10, Memorandum by Lord Kitchener, 16 March 1915, Secret G.12.
125 CAB 24/9, G.T. 372; a copy in Sykes Papen confidential reel, microfilmed 

copy at St Antony’s College, Oxford. Cf. pp. 141-2.
126 CAB 27/36, E C . 2201, the memorandum is not signed and undated, but 

presumably November 1918; a copy in CAB 24/68, G.T. 6185 and in F.O.
371/3384/747.

127 CAB 24/72/I, G.T. 6506, ’Memorandum respecting the Settlement of Turkey 
and the Arabian Peninsula*, Secret. On the Hogarth message see pp. 91,328-9.

128 See pp. 85-6.
129 See pp. 82-4.
130 Letten to the author, 27 October, 3,14 November 1969.
131 Professor Toynbee’s arguments are identical to those advanced by the Arab 

Delegation to London in 1922.
132 See pp. 84-7.
133 F.O. 882/14, ’Palestine Political* Memorandum by W . Ofrmsby-] G[ore], 

dated 12 January 1917, p. 267.
134 F.O. 371/14495 (1930), ’Memorandum on the Exdusion of Palestine from the 

Area assigned for Arab Independence by McMahon-Hussein Correspondence 
of 1915-16’, Confidential, dated 24 October 1930.

135 F.O. 371/6237 (1921), ’Summary of Historical Documents from . . .  1914 to 
the outbreak of Revolt of the Sherif of Mecca in June 1916’, Secret, dated 29 
November 1916, no. 10812. Printed in January 1921. Found in the Arab 
Bureau file 28 £(4) under the title Hedjaz Rising Narrative. In voL 1, pp. 110-12
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diere is a summary setting out what was and what was not agreed with 
Hussein; reproduced also in Child's memorandum, pp. 51-2. Childs pin
pointed, quite correctly, that by substituting die word ‘line*, which was not 
used by McMahon, for ‘districts*—die author of die Hedjaz Rising Narrative 
committed a serious error. One of die reasons that it was printed and re
submitted in 1921 was to draw the attention to the mistranslated passage in 
McMahon’s letter of 24 October 1915, which corrupted its meaning (see 
minute sheet).

The original form of the ‘Summary of Historical Documents' is found in 
F.O. 882/5, PP* 121-326. Its author was Ormsby-Gore but the paternity o f 
the mistake goes to D. G. Hogarth (F.O. 882/2, 'Note on the Arab Question*, 
dated 16 April 1916) dted also pp. 74-5. Hogarth's note was reproduced 
verbatim, without mentioning its author, in Ormsby-Gore’s 'Summary*; in 
an App. of a memorandum of the General Staff) 1 July 1916 (on which see 
above note 53); and enclosed in McMahon to Grey, 19 April 1916 (F.O. 
371/2668/938). For a fuller discussion about Hogarth’s mistake see my reply 
to Professor Toynbee’s comments, Journal of Contemporary History (October
1970), pp. 194-7.

136 See pp. 81,91-2; H. G. Hogarth's 'Introduction' to Graves, The Land of Three 
Faiths, p. 5 and Graves, ibid., p. 54; my reply to Toynbee, toe, tit.

137 Childs, however, errs in putting Sir Mark Sykes in the same category as die 
Arab Bureau’s author of the Hedjaz Rising Narrative who influenced Toynbee. 
Quite the contrary, Sykes's telegram o f 20 November 1915 (see p. 83) 
indicates clearly that he well understood al-Faruqi’s outline of the boundaries 
of the Arab State. So does his cable on the following day. It implied Sykes's 
recognition of the traditional French standing in the Syrian littoral and 
Palestine, qualified only by the British claim to Haifa and its environs, to be 
obtained from the French in the form of a concession. Moreover, the task of 
the British, Sykes added, would be ‘to get Arabs to concede as much as possible 
to the French', in return for the latter’s concession to Arab desideratum in the 
Syrian hinterland.

Again, Childs is pushing his argument too far by suggesting that the Arab 
Bureau had some ulterior motives in misinterpreting McMahon’s letter of 24 
October 1915. As shown in my reply to Professor Toynbee’s comments (foe. 
at.) this was due to a genuine mistake.

138 CAB 27/24. Messrs Philip Knighdey and Colin Simpson in their recent book 
The Secret Lives of Lawrence of Arabia (London 1969) took Curzon’s statement 
as well as that o f the Arab Bureau as most ‘conclusive’ evidence that ‘Britain 
did knowingly, first promise Palestine to the Arabs as part of an independent 
Arab area’ and thereafter published the Balfour Declaration (p. 106). This is, 
of course, quite erroneous.

Dr Fayez Sayegh made a similar mistake when consulting a copy of Toyn
bee’s memorandum The British Commitments to King Hussein’, found 
among the Westermann Papers, now at die Hoover Institution at Stanford 
University, California. Dr Sayegh’s findings were published in an article in die
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Lebanese magazine Hiwar (summarised in a leading article in The Times; 17 
April 1964, p. 15). Significantly, Toynbee’s conclusion made no impression 
on die late Professor W . L. Westermann, who served as an adviser on 
Turkish affairs to the American delegation to the Peace Conference in Paris. 
Nor did they make any impact on William Yale (see p. 92).

139 Hansard, 19 July 1920, col. 147.
140 F.O. 371/5066, £. 14959/9/44, ’Memorandum on Palestine Negotiations with 

the Hcdjaz’, by H[ubert] W . Y[oung], dated 29 November 1920. Its circula
tion was authorised by Curzon, the Foreign Minister.

141 E.g. Hansard, 11 July 1922, cols 1032-4, statement by Winston Churchill, 
Colonial Secretary; also Cmd 1700, 3 June 1922, p. 2a

142 Lloyd George, The Truth. . . ,  2, pp. 1142-9.
143 Letter to The Times, 23 July 1937; see also pp. 85-6; Philip Graves, op. at., 

p. 54. In October 1916 Hussein proclaimed himself ’King of the Arab countries’ 
but the Allied Governments recognised him as die ’King of die Hcdjaz’ only.

144 F.O. 371/2486/34982, McMahon to F.O., 7 November 1915, tel. no. 677.
145 See pp. 82-4.
146 Wingate Papers, Box 135/5, Wingate to Clayton, 1 November 1915, Private.
147 Letter dated 5 November 1915.
148 CAB 24/10/447, G.7,447, Secret, Ormsby-Gore’s memorandum on Zionism, 

dated 14 April 1917.
149 Yale Papers, Rep-s, nos 3 and 5 dated 12,26 November 1917; Lloyd George, 

The Truth, 2, p. 1142.
150 Antonius, op. cit., p. 269.
151 For the full text see Cmd 5964 (1939); Cmd 5974 (1939), pp. 48if.; also Stein, 

op. cit., pp. 632-3.
152 Quoted in Jewish Agency for Palestine, Documents Relating to the McMahon 

Letters (London 1939), p. 6, and Documents Relating to the Palestine Problem 
(London, J.A.P. 1945), pp. 16-17; briefly mentioned by Antonius, op. cit., p. 
269. Antonius had reason to believe that the article was written by King 
Hussein.

153 Letter to The Times, 21 February 1939, reproduced in Documents Relating to 
the McMahon Letters, pp. 18-19 and in Documents Relating to the Palestine 
Problem, p. 25.

154 Clayton Papers, Clayton to Sykes, 4 February 1918; same to same, 4 April 
1918; same to Miss Bell, 17 June 1918, private letten.

155 Allenby Papers. ’Meeting of Sir Edmund Allenby and die Emir Feisal. . .  in 
Damascus on 3 October 1918.’ Copy of a record written by General Sir H. G. 
Chauvel (on whom see p. 355, note 77); identical copy in Chauvel’s ‘Com
ments on the Seven Pillan of Wisdom’, pp. 11-14, dated 31 October 1935; cf. 
Hubert Young, The Independent Arab, pp. 255-7.

156 David Hunter Miller, My Diary at the Conference of Paris (New York 1924), 
4, p. 226; also Lloyd George, The Truth, 2, p. 1042.

157 For the text see Jewish Agency for Palestine: Memorandum submitted to die 
Palestine Royal Commission (London 1936), pp. 296-8; Antonius, op. of., pp.
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437-9 and for a discussion Stein, op. at., pp. 641-3. Hie original text of the 
Agreement did not survive. A carbon copy is found at the Central Zionist 
Archives, Jerusalem, Yad Weizmann, Rehovoth and in F.O. 608/98, Peace 
Congress, 1919, Pol. no. 159, File 375/2/2; ‘Feisal altered the 'Jewish State" o f 
Weizmann’s draft to "Palestinian State", throughout.’ Minute of Arnold J. 
Toynbee, dated 18 January 1919 (ibid., no. 227, File 375/2/1).

158 Yale Papers, Rep. ¿ted  27 October 1919. The full text relating to Palestine 
• -reads: 'to set up a separate political unit under die Mandate of Great Britain,

ander whose guidance die Zionists w ill. . .  be allowed to carry out their 
projects to make of it a National Home for die Jewish people*. Rustum 
Haidar, a member of die Arab Delegation told Yale dut, with certain modi
fications with regard to Syria, Feisal would be 'ready to accept his solution*. 
Sir Henry McMahon said dut Yale’s proposals were in accordance with the 
agreements he made with King Hussein and urged Yale to see Lord Allenby. 
Yale's scheme is reproduced also in full in David Garnett, ed., The Letters o f 
T. E. Lawrence, p. 286 but die version on Palestine is given in an abridged 
form. William Yale, formerly a U.S. Intelligence Officer in Cairo served, 
during die Peace Conference, as a member of the American Commission.

159 H. W . V. Temperley, The History of the Peace Conference (London 1920-4),
6, p . 175.

160 F.O. 882/22, Allenby (High Commissioner to Egypt) to Feisal, 12 May 1920.
161 Hid., Hussein to Allenby, 25 May 1970.
162 Ibid., message from Prime Minister to King Hussein, dated 16 June 1920, 

urgent (a copy); Allenby to F.O. 3 July 1920, tel. no. 5172/5177, and Hussein 
to Allenby, 2 July 1920.

163 Ibid., El Khatib to Allenby, 27 July 1920; Hussein to Batten (Jedda), 29 
August 1920; Batten to Arab Bureau, 14 September 1920. For the Sharifians* 
misinterpretation of the meaning of McMahon’s letter dated 10 March 1916, 
see pp. 75.

164 Ibid., 'Conversation w ith. . .  El Khatib*, note by (signature undecipherable)» 
Acting Director, Arab Bureau, 28 August 1920.

165 F.O. 882/23, Allenby to F.O. 9 June [1920], tel. no. 558. The Foreign Office 
instructed Allenby to tell Feisal that Samuel’s appointment had been decided 
upon on account of his high reputation and administrative experience and 
because Ids authority with die Zionists, coupled with his well known sym
pathy with’ die Arabs, will enable him to hold the scale even and exercise a 
pacifying and moderating influence. . .  W e believe that the Emir and the 
Arabs will find him a sincere friend.' (F.O. to Allenby, 16 June 1920, tel. no. 
534; Allenby (Cairo) to Feisal (Damascus) 16 June 1920.)

166 F.O. 371/6237, E 986/4/91, Report on Conversation. . .  20 January 1921. 
Present: R. C. Lindsay, Major H. W . Young, Col Cornwallis, Emir Feisal, 
Brig.-Gcn. Haddad Pasha, Rustum Haidar, see also F.O. 371/6238, E 2133/ 
4/91, F.O. to Herbert Samuel (Jerusalem) 22 February 1921 referring to 
Lindsay-Feisal conversation; Winston Churchill’s statement, Hansard, 11 July

" 1922, cob 1032-̂ 4.
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167 Above, p. 89, note 134.
168 As note 166, minute dated 21 January 1921. Hie reference to die Zionists is 

referred to on p. 310.
169 See pp. 74-5; Article XI o f the Asia Minor Agreement (May 1916) stated 

pointedly that 'the negotiations with die Arabs as to the boundaries of the 
Arab State or Confederation of States shall continue'. Major Young in his 
memorandum (see above note 140), pointed to the fact that 'no actual agree
ment was ever arrived a t. . .  although. . .  certain definite undertakings were 
given. . .  by Sir H. McMahon in his letter of 25 [sic] October 1915'. Mr 
Harmsworth, the Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, in a speech in 
the House of Commons on 24 October 1921, stated categorically that 'no 
formal Treaty was concluded between His Majesty's Government and die 
King of the Hedjaz in 19 15 ... These undertakings were embodied in a long 
and inconclusive correspondence; and on certain points no specific agreement 
was reached.’ (Col. 461).

170 See D. G. Hogarth, 'Wahabism and British Interests', p. 73.
171 'Memorandum on British Commitments to King Husein' on which see 

p. 88 note 126.

Chapter 7 The Sykes-Picot Agreement, die Arab Question, and Zionism

1 Clayton Papers, ‘A __summary of views held by prominent and represen
tative Syrians, both in Egypt and Syria. . . ’ (unsigned and undated) also 
F.O. 371/2480/2306 end. in McMahon to Grey, 15 February 1915, dis. 
no. 23.

2 Clayton Papers, comment, dated 4 March 1915, on Doughty Wylie’s memor
andum.

3 F.O. 371/2480/2306, Cheetham to Grey, 3 January 1913, dis. no. 4, end. 
Clayton’s note of 3 January; same to same, 7 January, td. no. 10 (copies in 
Clayton Papers); cf. p. 11.

4 Ibid., McMahon to Grey, 13 February 1913, dis. no. 23, and endosures.
3 See pp. 223-4.
6 F.O. 882/2, memorandum dated 12 February 1913 and supplement.
7 F.O. 882/14, 'attitude towards British occupation', Intelligence report, dated 

17 September 1914, signed Aris El Gamal (a Christian who advocated British 
occupation).

8 F.O. 882/13, 'Pan-Islam', note dated 6 September 1914; F.O. 882/16, Arab 
Bureau to Miss Bell (Basra), 8 July 1916.

9 Clayton Papers, memorandum by 'Syrians in Cairo* (anonymous) April
1915.

10 F.O. 882/18, Intelligence Section, G.H.Q., ILE.F. (unsigned copy) to Buckley, 
28 March 1916. No copy of this report was sent to the Foreign Office.

11 F.O. 371/2480/2306, minutes dated 16 January and 13 February 1913, on pp. 
nos 3189,23863.

12 For the full text see F.O. 371/2480/1940, Bertie to Grey, 30 December, 1914,



dis. no. 538. For French interests see W . W . Gottlieb, Studies in Secret Diplo
macy during the First World War (London 1957), pp. 80-1; Jukka Nevalrivi, 
Britain, France and the Arab Middle East, 1914-1920 (London 1969); William L  
Shorrock, ‘The Origin of the French Mandate in Syria and Lebanon. . .  1901— 
1914’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 1 (July 1970), no. 2, pp. 
I33-S3.

13 Gottlieb, op. tit., p. 81.
14 F.O. 371/2480/2506, Grey to McMahon, 17 February 1915, tel. no. 91. The 

French Ambassador in Petrograd confirmed that the term ‘Syria* comprised 
Palestine and die Holy Places, though with regard to the latter special arrange* 
ments might be made. The Russians, however, rejected die French claim to 
Palestine. (F.O. 800/88, Private Papen of Sir E. Grey, Buchanan to Grey, 18 
Mardi 1915, tel. no. 320.)

15 F.O. 882/2, Clayton to Tyrrd, 18 December 1915; same to Sykes, 13 Decent» 
ber 1915; also Clayton Papers.

16 F.O. 371/2486/34982, McMahon to Grey, 26 October 1915, dis. no. 131, 
Secret.

17 Ibid., minutes dated 19,27 October, 5 November 1915 on pp. 152901,158561, 
164659.

18 Ibid., Grey to McMahon, 20 October 1915, tel. no. 796; same to same, 6 
November 1915, tel. no. 860; 'Negotiations with the Grand Sheriff*, memor
andum by Secretary of State for India, 8 November 1915.

19 Ibid., Grey to Bertie, 10 November 1915, dis. no. 878; Grey’s minute on p. 
no. 158561; also D.B.F.P., i, iv, p. 481.

20 Other members were Sir G. Clerk and E. Weakley (Foreign Office), Major- 
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also Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1917 (1926)» 
Supplement 2, The World War, 1 (1932), pp. 71-3. For Wilson’s earlier 
statements see Albert Shaw (ed.), The Messages and Papers of Woodrow Wilson 
(New York 1924), 1, pp. 234-47, 348-56.

48 F.O. 395/108/82072, F.O., 9 June 1917 (dispatched 11 June).
49 Stein, op. at., pp. 422-7,435; see p. 158 of present work.
50 Military Intelligence Report (Webster), op. cit., p. 5.
51 Letter from Wdzmann Archives (Rehovoth) to the author, 25 January 1968.
52 F.O. 800/198, Lord Robert Cedi, Private Papers, Cedi to Ormsby-Gore, 15 

May 1917.
53 F.O. 371/3092/4637, Graham to Wolf, 2 April 1917; Cecil’s memorandum, 

8 May 1917, below, pp. 234-5; F.O. 800/198, Cecil to Milner, 17 May 1917; 
Milner to Cedi, 17 May, and end. Montefiorc to Milner, 16 May 1917.

54 F.O. 371/3012/102649, end. in W olf to Oliphant, 21 May 1917; C.F.C. 
(1917), Memorandum by Wolf, 21 May 1917. No copy of this memorandum 
has so far come to light among die Foreign Office files, though it appears 
Leeper acknowledged its recdpt.

55 F.O. 371/2996/811, p. no. 94865, minute by Graham, Cedi and Hardinge, 11 
May 1917; CAB 24/143, Appreciation of E.R. no. xvi, 17 May 1917 by 
Ormsby-Gore.

56 F.O. 371/2996/811, Brown (Nikolaev) to Bagge (Odessa), 23 April 1917, 
end. 4 in no. 1, in Buchanan to F.O., 6 May 1917, dis. no. 109, received at the 
F.O., 26 May 1917.

57 F.O. 371/3012/95062, Ormsby-Gore to Milner, 25 May 1917, Confidential. 
The figure given by Alchevsky is inaccurate. The 1897 census showed 
5,215,800 Jews in Tsarist Russia (Solomon Schwarz, The Jews in Soviet Union, 
Syracuse 1951, p. n );b y  1914 the figure had risen to approximately 6,000,000.

58 CAB 24/143, Appreciation of E.R. no. xviii, 31 May 1917 by Ormsby-Gore, 
Secret; F.O. 371/3012/95062, Ormsby-Gore to Graham, 30 May 1917; 
Graham to Ormsby-Gore, 9 June 1917. Harold Nicolson was also of die 
opinion that '¡t would be of little use to send British Jews. American or other 
Jews might be a different matter’. (Ibid., minute dated 6 June.) Goldberg was 
recommended to Graham by Weizmann (F.O. 371/3053/84173, Weizmann
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to Graham» 22 May 1917; F.O. to D.LD.» 24 May» and F.O. to Weizmann, 
28 May).

59 F.O. 371/3055/87895. Graham to Wingate, 18 July 1917» Private; Wingate 
Papers, Box 146, Graham (F.O.) to Clayton (Cairo). 21 September 19x7, 
Private and Confidential.
Stem» op. nt.» p. 438.
Reproduced in hill» ibid., p. 436.
Cited in full in Report of Military Intelligence (Webster), op. dt., p. 5.
On Weizmann s interview with Cecil on 25 April, see pp. 157-8.
F.O. 371/3053/84173, Sokolow to Rosof£ 4 June 1917, Strictly confidential, 
end. in Weizmann to Graham, 11 June 1917.
Tschknow, op. dt., pp. 369-73.
F.O. 371/3053/84173, RosofF to Weizmann, 20 June 1917, tel from Petro
grad; cf. Sokolow, op. dt., 2, pp. 39-42.
Ibid., minute by Graham, read also by Hardinge and Balfour.
Stein, op. dt., p. 438.
See, pp. 272,292.
Military Intelligence Report, op. dt., p. 5.
F.O. 371/3053/84173, Ormsby-Gore to Graham, 11 July 1917; Cleric’s 
minute, 17 July; Akhevsky’s memorandum, 18 August 1917.
F.O. 371/3053/84173, p. no. 162458, minute 20 August 1917. On Weizmann’s 
speech see ibid., end. in Weizmann to Graham, 23 May 1917, and on Roth
schild’s formula, Stein, op. dt., p. 470.
F.O. 371/3053/84173, Weizmann (Madrid) to Graham, 9 July 1917; F.O. 
371/3057/104218, Weizmann (Paris) to Graham, 16 July 1917; Clerk (F.O.) 
to Spring-Rice, 21 July 1917, td. no. 2865; Spring-Rice to F.O., 22, 23 July 
1917, tel. nos. 2102, 2111. On Root mission see George F. Kennan, Soviet-  
American Relations, 1917-20 (London 1956), pp. 19-23,26,42,48, 50, 59*
The following section is based on the minutes of this meeting: CZA, L 6/64/I, 
unless otherwise quoted.
For die draft of these ’demands' (shown to Sir Mark Sykes and acted upon b y 
Sokolow in Paris and Rome) see Stein, op. dt., p. 369.
Letter to Sokolow, 24 September 1917, cited in Stein, op. dt., pp. 440-1. 
CZA, L 6/12/X, Tschlenow to Brandéis, 9 September 1917.

78 Stein, op. dt., pp. 423-6. Weizmann assured Brandéis that the Zionist Or
ganisation trusted ’impliridy to British rule. . .  They see in British protector
ate the only possibility for a normal development of a Jewish Commonwealth 
in Palestine. . .  Great Britain would not agree to a simple annexation o f 
Palestine [but] it would certainly protect and support a Jewish Palestine.* 
{Ibid., pp. 422-3*)

79 Blanche £. C. Dugdale, Arthur James Balfour (London 1936), 2, pp. 186-212, 
230-1 ; Lloyd George, War Memoirs, 1, pp. 997-9« Balfour arrived in America 
21 April, and left for Canada 23 May.

80 Reproduced in Stein, op. dt., p. 426 from the Dugdale Papers.
81 F.O. 371/30J3/84173. »ote 24, April 1917.
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82 Ibiá., marginalium, 18 June 1917, on die draft to Wingate. This was prepared 
by Harold Nicolson but not sent.

83 IV.A ., Brandéis to James de Rothschild, 16 December 1917 (draft). It is not 
dear whether the letter was in fact sent to Rothschild. For Balfour’s views see 
pp. 138-41,197,200-2,243,251,2J5,278-9,284,290,310,319,325-6,331-2.

84 Stein, op. eft., pp. 426-8.
85 Military Intelligence Report, op. tit., p. 3.

Chapter 12 Sir Mark Sykes in the East

1 See pp. 142,157,159-60; Stein, op. eft., pp. 390-3.
2 F.O. 371/3054/865526, 'Note on the Anglo-Franco-Russian Agreement*, by

D. G. Hogarth, 10 July 1917, end. in D.LD. to F.O., 13 July 1917, Secret.
3 F.O. 371/3055/87895. td. no. 474.
4 F.O. 371/3053/84173, rited in Wingate to F.O., 8 May 1917, td. no. 498.
5 Niti, ed. Livneh, pp. 193-4; Stein, op. eft., pp. 293-4; Bentwich, Mandate 

Memories, p. 12.
6 F.O. 882/6, p. 214 (illegible) to Robertson, 19 March 1917; CAB 23/4, no. 

296, War Cabinet meeting, 12 December 1917.
7 Nili, ed. Livneh, pp. 195-9; Aaronsohn s Diary, pp. 154-241. Among Aaron- 

sohn's contributions should be mentioned Personalities of South Syria: L 
South Palestine, II. Transjordan, m. North Palestine (F.O. 371/3051/66398).

8 See e.g. n o . 48 (21 A p ril 1917), Syria, Palestine—Present Economic Conditions, 
p p . 180-7; n o. 64 (7 O cto b er 1917), Palestine: The Jewish Colonies, pp. 388-92. 
T h e  Bulletin w as d ie organ o f the A rab  B ureau in  C airo . It w as printed b u t 
v e ry  lim ited  in  circulation  and regarded as strictly confidential.

9 Stein, op. tit., p. 295 note 39; T am a great admirer of Aaronsohn’s abilities.* 
(Ormsby-Gore to Sykes, 8 May 1917, Sledmere Papers, no. 47.)

10 hi 1908-14 The Times’s correspondent in Constantinople. During the war on 
General Staff Intelligence in Egypt. Served also as Assistant Political Officer to 
Sir Mark Sykes. On 18 March 1917 Graves wrote to Sykes: T have seen a 
great deal of Aaronsohn. He is good stuff with lots of knowledge and grit, and 
reconciles me much to Zionism.* (Sledmere Papers, no. 38.)

11 In 1913-14 served as Captain of die Imperial Ottoman Gendarmerie; in 1915 
served in the Gallipoli Campaign; and in 1917 transferred to die Intelligence 
Dept. G.H.Q., E.E.F.

12 In 1917 Chief Field Intelligence Officer on General Allenby’s staff, hi his 
Middle East Diary Meinertzhagen wrote: 'M y best agent. . .  was. . .  Aaron 
Aaronsohn, a man who feared nothing and had an immense intellect.* (London 
I959)> P* 211, also p. 5; Stein, op. tit., p. 294, note 37.

13 Aaronsohn’s Diary, pp. 232-3,235,265, entries 3,6 April, 9 May 1917.
14 Wingate Papers, Box 145/5, Wingate to Graham, 28 April 1917, Private and 

Personal; Box 145/7, Wingate to Robertson, 12 June 1917.
15 Aaronsohn’s Diary, p. 268, entry 11 May 1917.
16 CAB 23/4, no. 296, War Cabinet meeting, 12 December 1917.
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17 F.0 . 371/3055/87895, Graham to Wingate, 18 July 1917, tel. no. 735. H.M.S. 
Managern, patrolling regularly between Alexandria and Athlit, south of Haifa, 
was used for this purpose and up to September 1917, when his group was un
covered by the Turks, Aaronsohn was able to transfer at least two thousand 
pounds in gold. (Mfi, ed. Livneh, p. 178.)

18 F.O. 371/3053/84173, Sykes to F.O., 30 April 1917, tel no. 80; Yale, op. dt., 
rep. no. 3,12 November 1917. The names of the Syrian representatives were 
not mentioned in Sykes's cable. Among those tipped for this purpose were 
Rafik Bey El-Azm (alternatively his brother, Hakki), Muktar Bey El-Sulh, 
and Hassan Bey Hamada (Wingate Papers, Box. 145/3, Clayton to Symcs, 22 
March 1917). On the Syrian colony in Cairo see Lord Cromer, Modem Egypt 
(London 1908), pp. 214-19.

19 F.O. 371/3381/146, Sykes's note, 2 August 1918.
20 Aaronsohn s Diary, p. 253, entry 28 April 1917.
21 Sledmere Papers, no. 36, Sykes (Aden) to Cox (Bagdad), 23 May 1917.
22 F.O. 371/3054/86526, Graham (F.O.) to Wingate, 28 April 1917, tel. no. 442; 

Wingate to F.O., same date tel. no. 472; same to same, 7 May 1917, tel. no. 
496, citing Sykes's cable from Jedda of 6 May, which tallies with Clayton's 
statement to Ronald Storrs on 7 May. Clayton wrote: 'He [Hussein] has also 
been told of the general tenor of our arrangements with die French which 1 
think has relieved his mind, as he was obviously under die impression that 
their intendons were for annexation on a very considerable scale.* (Clayton 
Papers.)

23 F.O. 371/3054/86526, Sykes (Aden) to F.O., 24 May 1917; F.O. 882/16, Note 
by Capt. George Lloyd, June 1917; Note by Fuad el-Khatib, taken down by 
Lt-Col. Newcombe, June 1917.

24 Wingate Papers, Box 145/6, Manifesto (translated), dated 28 May 1917.
25 F.O. 371/3054/86526, Note by Lawrence, 29 July 1917, end. in Wingate to 

Balfour, 16 August 1917, dis. no. 179.
26 Clayton was obviously displeased at the French position in Syria being made 

dependent on the British in Mesopotamia (Wingate Papers, Box 145/6, 
Clayton to Symes, 27 May 1917). The British considered that their claims to 
Bagdad far outweighed those of die French to Syria (Ibid., Note by Lt-CoL 
Newcombe, 20 May 1917).

27 F.O. 371/3380/68, 'A  Note on Arab Policy*, by Wingate, 23 December 1917, 
end. in Wingate to Balfour 25 December, dis. no. 315; Wingate Papers, Box 
145/4, Memorandum by Clayton, 3 April 1917; Clayton Papers, Clayton to 
Storrs (*My dear Ronee*), 7 May 1917. The Entente Powers refused to 
recognise Hussein as ‘King of the Arab Nation', a tide which he claimed 
but addressed him merely as the 'King of the Hedjaz* (F.O. 371/2782/ 
217652).

28 F.O. 371/3054/86526,1.0 . (Shuckburgh) to F.O., 12,15 June 1917; Oliphant's 
minute on a conversation with Col. Jacob, p. no. 108249; Cox to I.O., 2 June 
1917, Wingate to F.O., 12 July 1917, td. no. 730.

29 Ibid., Wingate to Balfour, 16 August 1917, dis. no. 179 and endosares. In
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fairness, however, it should be noted that Hussein made no mention of 
Palestine. He singled out only the Lebanon and Syria.

30 Ibid., minutes, 11, and 15 September 1917.
31 Clayton Papers, Clayton to Storrs, 7 May 1917; Clayton to Sykes, 30 July 1917.
32 F.O. 371/3381/146, p. no. 123868, Sykes minute (undated, end (?) of June 

1918). On Djemal Pasha’s speech see W .O. 106/1420, pp. 196-8, and on 
Hogarth’s mission see pp. 91, 328 of present work.

33 Sykes returned to his office in mid-July. If the date 14 June given by Mr Stein, 
(op. at., p. 355) is correct, Sykes must have paid only a flying visit, returning 
thereafter, to Paris where he stayed till mid-July.

34 Sledmere Papers, no. 69, Sykes to Clayton, 22 July 1917; a copy in Clayton 
Papers.

Chapter 13 A Separate Peace with Turkey or an Arab-Zionist-Armenian 
Entente?

1 Weizmann, Trial and Error, pp. 246-51; Frank E. Manuel, The Realities of 
American, Palestine Relations (Washington 1949), pp. 155-8; William A. Yale, 
’Ambassador Henry Morgenthau’s Special Mission of 1917’, World Politics 
(April 1949), pp. 308-20; Stein, op. cit., pp. 352-8.

2 FJI.U .S., 1917, Suppl, i, p. 206, Elkus to Lansing, 2 April 1917; Suppl. 2, 
p. 18, same to same, 5 April 1917; ibid., pp. 96-100. The President’s Flag Day 
Address, 14 June 1917. On efforts to separate Austria see Victor S. Mamatey, 
The United States and East Central Europe, 1914-1918 (Princeton 1957), pp. 
56-7, 88-90 and passim.

3 The Intimate Papers of Colonel House, ed. Charles Seymour (London 1928), 3,
p. 58.

4 F.O. 371/3057/104218, Balfour to F.O., 24 May 1917, tel. no. 1445. On 
Tansing’s conversation with Morgenthau see Yale, loc. cit., pp. 309-10.

5 Ibid., minuta« by Hardinge and Cecil.
6 A list of various attempts is conveniently summarised in Lord Drogheda’s 

memorandum, dated 20 November 1917 (ibid., p. n. 222199).
7 CAB 42/17/5, Memorandum, 12 February 1916.
8 CAB 42/7/6, War Cabinet decision adopted 22 February 1916.
9 CAB 23/13, no. 247b, meeting held 11 October 1917.

10 F.O. 371/3057/104018, F.O. (Cedi) to Barclay (Washington), 26 May 1917, 
tel. no. 1917; also same to same, 30, 31 May 1917, tel. no. 1518.

11 Ibid., F.O. to Spring-Rice, 1 June 1917, tel. no. 2012; Spring-Rice to F.O., 9 
June 1917, tel. no. 1591. On Dönmeh see p. 347 note 22.

12 Ibid., same to same, 9,12 June 1917, tel. no. 1591,1660; minutes by Graham 
and Hardinge, 14 June 1917, p. no. 117850.

13 CAB 24/143, Appreciation of E.R. no. xx, by Ormsby-Gore, 14 June 1917; 
also of no. xviii, dated 31 May 1917.

14 Sledmere Papers, no. 55, note by Ormsby-Gore, 12 June 1917, Secret and con
fidential; Weizmann, Trial and Error, p. 246. Johannes Lepsius was a German
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pastor and a distinguished historian. During die war interceded with the 
German Government on behalf of the Armenians. No evidence has come to 
light to support Weizmann’* contention that he acted as intermediary 
between die German Government and the Zionists.

15 F.O. 371/3057/104218, p. nos. 114918,11707. Grahams minutes,9 ,13 June; 
Cedi to Spring-Rice, 14 June 1917, tel. no. 2252.

16 Ibid., Spring-Rice to F.O., 12,14 June 1917, tel. no. 1660.
17 Minutes of the meeting of die Joint Distribution Committee tally with the 

New York Tima communiqué. They read inter alia: ‘The Joint Distribution 
Committee, in deciding to give Mr. Morgenthau unlimited authority to act on 
behalf of die War Relief Committee here. . .  [is] determined to place at his 
disposal as large sum as may be required and which will be expended at his 
discretion. . .  It is believed that Mr. Morgenthau and Prof, frankfurter w ill 
be enabled from Egypt, to open negotiations with die Turkish Government 
which will result in securing permission to forward food and other supplies 
to the Jews of Jaffa, Jerusalem and elsewhere. It is hoped that he will be able to 
re-establish the Jews expelled from Jaffa, and elsewhere in their homes. . .  
President Wilson, Secretary of State Lansing, and other officials of die United 
States Government, from die beginning of the War, have evinced unusual 
interest in the problem of relieving the Jews in the war zones, and the mission 
gives further recognition of this fact.' I am grateful to Dr Yehuda Bauer for 
sending me a copy of this document from die archives of die Joint Distribu
tion Committee by permission of die Secretary.

18 F.O. 371/3055/87895, Barclay to Balfour, 26 June 1917, tel. no. 344; F.R.U .S. 
1917, Suppl. 2, vol. i, p. 109, Tansing to Page, 25 June 1917; p. 127, Willard 
(Madrid) to Lansing, 13 July 1917; pp. 130-1, Morgenthau to Lansing, 17 
July 1917; p. 139, Polk to Morgenthau, 20 July 1917.

19 CZA, Z  3/62, Lichtheim to Zion. Exec. (Berlin), 21 December 1916.
20 F.O. 371/3057/104218, Cecil’s minute and cable to Spring-Rice, 17 June 1917, 

tel. no. 2308; Oliphant’s minute, 12 June 1917, p. no. 117007; F.O. to Win
gate, 22 June 1917, tel. no. 631.

21 Yale, loc. tit., p. 312, House to Morgenthau, 13 June 1917, citing from CoL
E. M. House’s unpublished letten.

22 F.O. 371/3055/87895, Barclay to Balfour, 26 June 1917, tel. no. 344.
23 F.O. 371/3057/104218, p. no. 121910, Graham's minute, 20(?) June 1917; 

Balfour to Spring-Rice, 27 June 1917, tel. no. 2468, Secret; F.O. to Wingate, 
22 June 1917, tel. no. 631.

24 Weizmann, Trial and Error, p. 250, where die episode is vividly described 
(pp. 246-51); Vera Weizmann, op. tit., pp. 73-5.

25 F.O. 371/3057/104218, Weizmann (Gibraltar) to Graham, 6 July 1917; copy 
in CZA and WJL

26 Ibid., also F.R.U.S., 1917, Suppl. 2, vol. 1, p. 122; Felix Frankfurter, Reminis
cences (London i960), p. 149, also pp. 178-9,187.

27 According to Weizmann, Morgenthau brought with him four hundred 
thousand dolían in gold for that purpose ( Trial and Error, p. 248).
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28 F.R.U.S., 1917, Suppl. 2, vol. i, p. 129, Polk to Morgenthau, 14 July 1917;
F.O. 371/3057/104218, Spring-Rice to F.O., 18 July 1917, tel. no. 2061.

29 F.O. 371/3057/104218, Spring-Rice to F.O., 22 July 1917, Personal.
30 Yale, lot. cit., p. 320, citing House's unpublished Diary.
31 F.O. 371/3057/104218, Weizmann (Gibraltar) to Graham, 6 July 1917; 

Graham's minute to Hardinge, 23 July 1917, p. no. 146484 (circulated to the 
War Cabinet) and minute p. no. 138184,13 July 1917; Wingate to F.O., 1 
July 1917, tel. no. 692.

32 Among those mentioned were Ri£aat Efiendi, President o í die Ottoman 
Senate, Muchtar Efiendi, Senate's Secretary, Hadji Adil Bey, President of die 
Chamber of Deputies, and Fethi Bey, Turkish Minister at Sofia. They were 
later joined by Fuad Selim Bey, Turkish Minister at Berne, and his military 
attaché.

33 F.O. 371/3057/104218, Rumbold (Berne) to F.O., 6, 22 July 1917, tel. no. 
551 ; minutes by Cecil and Balfour; F.O. to Rumbold, 11 July 1917, tel. no. 
669; Report by Binns (Beme), 22 July 1917; memorandum by Aubrey 
Herbert, 22 July, end. in Rumbold to Drummond, 23 July 1917.

34 Ibid., minutes by Hardinge and Cecil, 8(?) July; memorandum by Mallet, 13 
July 1917; Note by Clerk, 31 July 1917 (printed) but written before Sykes 
memorandum of 29 July.

35 F.O. 371/3057/104218, Memorandum by Sykes, 29 July 1917 (originally 
written as a letter to Cedi, Sledmere Papers, no. 71); F.O. 371/3044/1173, 
Memorandum by Sykes, 18 July 1917; Sledmere Papers, no. 70, Sykes to 
Clayton, 22 July 1917 (a copy in Clayton Papers).

36 F.O. 371/3057/104218, Graham's note, 1 August 1917; Rumbold to F.O., 7 
September 1917, tel no. 800; Granville (Athens) to F.O., 3 November 19x7, 
tel. no. 1990; minutes by Cedi, Cleric, and Balfour; Memorandum by 
Milner, 12 November 1917.

37 Ibid., Sykes to Hankey, 14 November 1917.
38 F.O. 371/3059/159558, 'Memorandum on the Asia Minor Agreement', by 

Sykes, 14 August 1917, Secret.
39 Sledmere Papers, no. 69, Sykes to Drummond, 20 July 1917.
40 F.O. 371/3059/143893, Wingate to F.O., 8 August 1917, tel no. 832, dring 

the Paris paper El-Mokattam of 4 August.
41 F.O. 371/3056/93808, Wingate to F.O., 3 July 1917, teL no. 696; F.O. 371/ 

3054/86526, 'Note on the Anglo-Franco-Russian Agreement', by D. C. 
Hogarth, 10 July, end. in D.I.D. to F.O., 13 July 1917.

42 Bernard Lewis, The Middle East and the West (London 1963), pp. 72-3, 87; 
Z. N. Zeine, Arab-Turkish Relations and the Emergente of Arab Nationalism 
(Beirut 1958), p. 99 and passim.

43 Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939 (Oxford 1967), 
chapter ix, also pp. 282-5,299» 302-3,344; also Wingate Papers, Box 101/17/2.

44 Among those present were Major-General Sir Percy Cox, Brigadier-General 
Gilbert F. Clayton, Colond C. E. Wilson, Lt-Colond Symes, Lt-Colond 
Jacob, Commander D. G. Hogarth, and Major Cornwallis.
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45 F.O. 371/3407/70822, Meeting held at the Residency in Cairo, 23 M arch 
1918.

46 F.O. 371/3409/114901, Memorandum of A. Majid (Deputy Spdt of Police 
C.I.D.), end. in I.O. to F.O., 28 June 1918; Wingate Papers, Box 145/7, 
'Notes on an Interview between Zafar Ali Khan and Director of Criminal 
Intelligence', 12 June 1917, Secret.

47 F.O. 371/2490/108255, Sykes (Cairo) to Calwdl (D.M.L), 14 July 1915, 
Secret, end. in W .O. to F.O., 6 August 1915; see also pp. 98-9 o f present 
work.

48 Hourani, op. cit., pp. 235-6,243, 304.
49 CAB 42/3/12, Report of the Committee on Asiatic Turkey, 30 June 19x5, pp. 

12,22,23.
50 Wingate Papers, Box 145/5, pt 2, Wingate to Hardinge, 17 April 1917; F.O. 

371/3057/104218, Wingate to F.O., 1 July 1917, td. no. 692; Yale Papers, rep. 
no. 3,12 November 1917; F.O. 371/3054/86526, Hogarth to Ormsby-Gotc, 
26 October 1917, end. in Gore to Graham, 27 November 1917.

51 For the relations between Islam and Arab nationalism see S. G. Haim, 'Islam 
and the Theory of Arab Nationalism', Welt des Islam, 4 (1955), pp. 124-49.

52 Lewis, op. dt., pp. 103-6,114,115-16,135-6 and passim. The xenophobia of 
the Moslems in Syria was detected by the British Consul in Damascus as early 
as 1910 (F.O. 424/225, Devey to Lowther, 3 September 1910, td. no. 40, end, 
in Lowther to Grey, 27 September 1910, dis. no. 687) and confirmed by his 
German opposite number (Auswärtiges Ant Akten, der Weltkrieg no. 11G, BdL 
4, Loytved-Hardegg to A.A., 26 November 1914; Bd 6, Loytved-Hardegg to 
Wangenheim (Constantinople), 21 December 1914). The Germans however, 
claiming to be the 'true' protectors of Islam, enjoyed a definite advantage over 
the British and French.

53 F.O. 882/12, Clayton to Wingate, 28 January 1916.
54 Clayton Papers, Clayton to Sykes, 20 August 1917.
55 Aaronsohns Diary, pp. 328-9.

rfcaptor 14 The Conjoint Foreign Committee and die Zionists

x Ed. Harry Sacher (London 1916). hi his essay 'Zionism and the Jewish 
Problem', Weizmann wrote: ‘The efforts of the emandpated Jew to assimi
late himself to his surroundings. . .  deceive nobody but himself. The record 
of die emandpated Jews in his loyalty to his country. . .  is unimpeachable. 
Nonetheless, he is felt by the outside world to be still something different, still 
an alien. . .  and the position of the emandpated Jew, though he does not 
realize it himself, is even more tragic than that of his oppressed brother [in 
Eastern Europe]. . .  It is this central problem—die homelessness of the Jewish 
people—that Zionism attacks.' (pp. 6-7.)

2 F.O. 371/2817/426081, Memorandum by W olf, 17 August 1916, Weizmann*» 
rejoinder, 3 September 1916, W olf to James de Rothschild, 31 August 1916 
(copies), end. in W olf to Oliphant, x December 1916.
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3 Hie nearest German equivalent to ‘nationality* is die term Staatsangehörigkeit, 
Le. state-belonging.

4 As note 2. Memorandum by Sokolow, 11 October 1916.
5 Ibid., ‘Note on the Zionist Memorandum* by Wolf, 20 November 1916.
6 Leon Simon, The Case of the Anti-Zionists. A  Reply (London 1917).
7 Harry Sacher, Zionism and the State. Zionist Pamphlets, no. 5 (London
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