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O mankind, we have created you from male and female, and made you into peoples and tribes so you may know one another.

Surah al-Hujurat 13, Quran

So the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror and with signs and wonders. He brought us to this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey.

Deuteronomy 26:9

They attacked whoever approached them, and we attacked whoever approached us.

They returned with the war booty and captives, we returned with Kings in chains.

Amr ibn Kulthūm (526–584), sheikh of the Taghlib tribe, Arabia, ‘Suspended Ode’, The Mu‘allaqah, ad 550s

By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion.

We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof.

For there they that carried us away captive required of us a song; and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion.

Psalm 137

Talk to me of love and faith that never dies;

The empires of Darius and Alexander;

There is little more to say of those lives.

Hafiz (1325–1390), Persian poet

Abu Huraira reported: The Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, said, ‘Do not undertake a religious journey but to three mosques: the Sacred Mosque in Mecca, the Mosque of the Messenger of Allah in Medina, and the Furthest Mosque in Jerusalem.’

Sahih al-Bukhari (1189)

I turn to right and left, in all the earth

I see no signs of justice, sense or worth:

A man does evil deeds, and all his days

Are filled with luck and universal praise;

Another’s good in all he does – he dies

A wretched broken man whom all despise.

Abolqasem Ferdowsi (c. 940–1019), Persian poet, Shahnameh

I was in love with her at a time when I was butchering her people.

I was consumed with desire for her; but I swear this wasn’t the time for desire.

Antarah ibn Shaddad (ad 525–608), knight of the Arabian Banu Abs tribe, The Mu’allaqah

I listen to Istanbul, my eyes closed:

A bird is fluttering in your skirts,

… A white moon rises behind the pistachio trees …

Orhan Veli Kanik (1914–1950), Turkish poet, ‘I Listen to Istanbul’

My country, I will build you again,

if need be, from bricks made from my life.

Simin Behbahani (1927–2014), Iranian poet, ‘My Country, I Will Build You Again’

A man needs to love and to hate at the same moment,

to laugh and cry with the same eyes,

with the same hands to throw stones and to gather them,

to make love in war and war in love.

And to hate and forgive and remember and forget,

to arrange and confuse, to eat and to digest

what history

takes years and years to do.

Yehuda Amichai (1924–2000), Israeli poet, ‘A Man in his Life’

I belong there, and I have memories.

I was born like everyone else is born.

Mahmoud Darwish (1941–2008), Palestinian poet, ‘I Belong There’

We are still those shattered, scattered tribes

That feed on buried malice and blood-feuds

…

For in the east is Hulagu, and in the west is Caesar.

Nizar Qabbani (1923–1998), Syrian poet, ‘To Him on His Birthday’
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Names

There is no correct way to write the names in a book of this breadth, and I hope readers will forgive my decisions in a linguistic and political minefield. I reluctantly use the term Middle East out of convenience. The British India Office started using it when the Raj was regularised in the 1850s, and it was popularised by the American admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan in 1902. The United States first officially used it in promulgating the 1957 Eisenhower Doctrine; today the French use Moyen-Orient, the Russians Blizhnii Vostok. Arabs divide the region into al-Mashriq and al-Maghreb but also use ash-Sharq al-Awsat·; Iranians go for Khāvar-e miyāneh, Turks for Orta Doğu.

I try to adopt the names used by the peoples of the countries I am covering, but in a book of accessible history I also favour the most recognisable of correct spellings: Nasser not Nasir, Assad not Asad, Hussein not Husseyn, for the Egyptian, Syrian and Jordanian leaders. One of the minor conundrums of modern Arab history is how to spell the Libyan dictator – Gaddafi? Kaddafi? I use Qaddafi. Westerners usually call the Saudi founder Ibn Saud, but I follow Saudis who call him Abdulaziz. The Egyptian ruler was Muhammad Ali the Great to Arabs, Mehmet Ali to Turks. I choose not to offend my Egyptian friends in that case, but I use Turkish spellings for Ottoman leaders. Atatürk’s original name – Mustafa Kemal – is like Muhammad Ali: two first names that are used together, not a Western first name and surname.

Many of the countries in the region have had numerous names. The heartland of the Ottoman monarchy is usually spelled in Western style Türkiye, but I use the modern Türkiye and Anatolia, Ionia and Cilicia. For South Arabia, I use Yemen, Aden, Hadhramaut and other regional names. The Holy Land has variously also been Canaan, Judea, Israel, Samaria, Eretz HaKodesh, Eretz Israel, Palestine, Al-Ard Al-Muqaddasah, Filistin, West Bank, Galilee, Southern Syria, Suriyya al-Janubiyya. I use Holy Land, Palestine, Israel. For Syria: Bilad al-Sham, Greater Syria, Coele Syria, Suriyya. Jerusalem has seventy names, a sign of its holiness, and I favour the English, Hebrew and Arab versions. Tripolitania and Cyrenaica are now Libya; Iraq was Mesopotamia, Fertile Crescent, Cradle of Civilisation, Bilad ar-Rafidayn (Land Between the Rivers), Al-Jazira, al-Irak or the vilayets of Mosul, Baghdad and Basra. Iran was traditionally called Persia, and I use both interchangeably. I use variously sultan, caliph and padishah for the Ottoman monarchs. I use shah or king for Iranian monarchs. I use both Constantinople and Istanbul until the official change of name in 1929. I use Yazidis instead of al-Adawiyya; I use Houthis instead of Ansar Allah; I use ISIS or Islamic State instead of its many other names, and its Arabic nickname Daesh. The kunya is the Arab epithet that means ‘father of’ – usually citing the firstborn son – but Palestinian and other militia leaders adopted a kunya as a nom de guerre, and if they are better known by these names – as in the case of Abu Jihad, Abu Nidal – I use them; if their family names are better known – Arafat, Abbas – I use those.

The Arabic definite article, the prefix -al or -el, for example, Nuri al-Said, is used in the first appearance of characters who are then called by their family name, Said.

The concept of ‘the West’, widely used from the imperial age to the Cold War, is now unfashionable and outdated. The concepts of ‘First World’ and ‘Third World’ belong in the Cold War too. But their fashionable replacements – ‘Global South’, ‘Global North’ and ‘Majority World’ – are part of a protean ideological jargon that is likely to be out of the date by the time this book goes to press. For want of a better replacement, I use ‘the West’ in two ways. First, to describe the great or European powers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Second, to describe today’s liberal democracies and open pluralistic societies of the Euro-Atlantic sphere plus Japan, Australia, South Korea etc: it is a shorthand, but it works.



Introduction

‘I’ve raised many cups of wine in Baalbek, and others in Damascus and Caesarea,’ writes Amr ibn Kulthūm, the sixth-century poet whose wars and festivities, from his native Arabia to those cities in today’s Lebanon, Syria and Israel, are recounted in his famous ‘Suspended Ode’. His verses demonstrate how the Middle East, now and then, can be defined as much by the abundant delights of its way of life and the rich multiplicity of its peoples as its interminable wars and tournaments of power. There was one big difference: he lived before Islam and his was a world dominated by rival empires Iran and Rome, and their Arab proxies. But for Amr ibn Kulthūm, sheikh, warrior and king-slayer, power and poetry, carousal and conflict were indivisible and profound facets of an exciting and dangerous life. ‘We take our flags to the battlefield white and pristine,’ he writes. ‘We return with them red and soaked with blood.’

The ‘Middle East’ is an arc of territory that extends from Morocco’s Atlantic coast (for centuries the home of my family the Sebags) to the Persian Gulf, from the lush Nilotic delta to the Straits of Bosporus and Hormuz. Its significance is today even more multi-faceted and complex than it was in the sixth century: it is the source of the three ‘Abrahamic’ religions, the prize of empires, the bridge of continents, the path of armies, the trigger of conflicts, the well of radicalism, the font of resistance, the arena of mega powers, the cockpit of rising states, the battlefield of different versions of Islam, intra-Arab rivalries, Persian-Arab and Judeo-Islamic hostilities, and the laboratory of twenty-first century weaponry. It is also the kingdom of poetry, the gateway of trade, the souk of art, the entrepôt of cosmopolitanism, the reservoir of oil, the cynosure of media, the passion-play of modern morality – and very much the epicentre of our tumultuous, rushing, interconnected world.

This is a history of the Middle East over the last century and a quarter – a daunting task for any historian. I start in 1900 and end at the opening of the Third Gulf War in 2026 because the events of the last thirty years, and indeed the last eighty years, are incomprehensible without knowing what was happening in the Middle East at the start of the twentieth century and its early decades. It is hard to think of any area, or any epoch, more entwined with snares, laid with traps, or set with ambushes, than this one. This region looms larger in the Western consciousness than any other, its history over the last century is more debated and contested than anywhere else, yet conversely less understood. The history is fascinating, complicated, paradoxical, diverse and interwoven – and surprisingly little known. Yet it is essential to know if we are to understand what is happening now, how we got here, and what will come next.

The very term ‘Middle East’, like its predecessor the ‘Near East’, is a questionable one for many reasons, not least because it is unclear what it is the ‘middle’ of. That old-fashioned expression, favoured by French and British imperialists and American and Soviet Cold Warriors, traditionally encompassed Persia but now often refers to the central theatre of the region, variously called the Levant, Greater Syria, Bilad al-Sham and the Holy Land (Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, Egypt), but the scope of this book is much broader, covering both al-Maghreb (from Morocco to Libya) and much of al-Mashriq (Egypt to the Islamic east).

Today it seems irredeemably turbulent and explosive, which is why I have entitled this book, The Cauldron. The ingredients are beautiful and inspiring but also volatile, pyrophoric – and increasingly fissile. Its particular, disparate composition is the result of its tri-continental location as bridge and seaway, thoroughfare and crossroads; its very middleness makes it unavoidable for every local power that aspires to intercontinental influence and every planetary hegemon that seeks multi-domain power. Most of the empires who have conquered or influenced it – and what a list it is: Akkadians, Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Macedonians, Romans, Arabs, Turks, Crusaders, Mongols, Turco-Mongols, Mamluks, Ottomans, British, French, Italians, Greeks, Americans and Soviets – have done so partly for its own sake but partly to reach, control or protect other places; once inserted and committed, they have each had to expend much blood and treasure just to keep control of this tinderbox, even for the shortest time. It is not a surprise that this region has been so shaped by these foreign invaders and colonists, migrants and settlers – such movements of people are the engine of all world history and of our present. Its web of peoples, sects and languages vividly reflects every empire that rose and fell here precisely because each tried to change it, to settle it, to shape it to their own designs and to serve their own gods. Even today, the politicians who send armies and jets into the region, and the activists who march in Western streets demanding interventions are both equal parts of that inescapable tradition.

The Cauldron is in part a celebration of this region’s rich confection of sects, tribes, cultures and ethnicities – the shape of its cities, the splendour of its poems, the beauty of its shrines, the cadence of its songs, the delicacy of its food. If a history of the Middle East must tell of its tragedies and failures, it must also acclaim its joys and successes. How can you write of this world without the ‘Suspended Odes’ and Ferdowsi, Hafiz, Saadi and Behbahani, Orhan Veli Kanik, Mahfouz and Umm Kulthum, Amichai, Darwish and Qabbani? These – what the historian al-Masudi called ‘The Meadows of Gold’ – are even more to be cherished when the region is ablaze in one of its spasms of violence.

I chronicle its nineteen states of which thirteen are predominantly Arabic-speaking and have been increasingly so since the Arab conquests of the seventh century ad. This history therefore encompasses an account of ‘the Arab world’, though that world is very far from monolithic: Cairenes and Damascenes are very different from Tangerines and Baghdadis, as are their dialects, even as they also have a universe of faith, language and history in common. It is also worth noting that today’s predominant military powers – Türkiye, Israel and Iran – speak not Arabic but Turkish, Hebrew and Persian; their histories are again very distinct, and without knowing that, their motives are hard to understand. Many, too, are the lesser languages spoken – from the Demotic Egyptian of the Copts to the ancient Aramaic of the Iraqi Assyrians.

This book hopes to restore some balance to the way many people in the West look at the Middle East. The variety of the peoples, tribes and sects of the region is astonishing: Arabs, Iranians, Turks and Israelis are often on stage but so are Alawites and Armenians, Bahai and Berbers, Chaldeans, Maronites, Kurds and Circassians, Israeli Haredim and Pontic Greeks, and Sudanese Zaghawa. There are many brilliant histories of Arabs, Jews, and Persians; there are legions on the Israel–Palestine conflict – now a veritable industry – and very few on Sudan, Libya or Yemen. But this is a wider history, which ranges across all nineteen states.

My ambition is to bring this world to life in emulation of al-Masudi, who, writing his histories in the golden age of Abbasid Baghdad, compared himself to ‘a man who, having found pearls of all kinds and colours, gathers them together into a necklace and makes them into an ornament that its possessor treasures.’ Like al-Masudi and his literary contemporaries, I aim to lighten heavy matters of religion, geopolitics and ideology through human stories, often those of rulers. The Cauldron has an extraordinary cast of kings, warriors, poets, killers and peacemakers – from King Abdulaziz Al Saud, via Faisal Al Saud, to MBS; from Abbas II Hilmi, Khedive of Egypt, via King Farouk and Nasser, to President el-Sisi; from Herzl, via Ben-Gurion and Golda Meir, to Netanyahu; from Tsar Nicholas II and Woodrow Wilson, via Stalin and FDR, to Putin and Trump; from Naser al-Din Shah Qajar, via the Shah and Khomeini, to Mojtaba Khamenei; from Sultan Abdulhamid II via Enver Pasha and Atatürk to Erdoḡan. Here is Nasser, the Egyptian leader known as ‘the knight of dreams’; and Qaddafi, the bizarre Libyan who tried to buy Nasser’s body for $500 million and travelled with a phalanx of female bodyguards; Wilhelm, the German emperor who dressed as a Crusader yet championed Islam; and Qutb, the Islamist ideologue whose hatred of America was partly inspired by the pop song ‘Baby, It’s Cold Outside’; Farouk, the Egyptian king who pickpocketed Churchill; and Said, the Iraqi premier who broke a bottle on Atatürk’s head.

Here is the jihadist who became a caliph in the twenty-first century and tried to reverse Sykes–Picot; the Iraqi revolutionary who delivered a premier’s finger to Nasser; the suave Palestinian militant who married Miss Universe; the Hamas warlord whose life was saved by an Israeli surgeon; the woman known as ‘the only man in the Israeli cabinet’; the Cossack sergeant who became the shah of Iran and beat his generals with a whip; the Yemeni imam who collected Old Spice aftershave and personally beheaded his enemies; the British prime minister who demanded Jerusalem as ‘a Christmas present for the British nation’ and another who wanted to murder Nasser; the Jewish paramilitary who blew up the King David Hotel but later made peace with Egypt; the one-eyed Israeli general who was compared to Lord Nelson; the Ottoman dictator who died in a cavalry charge against the Bolsheviks in Uzbekistan; the star French footballer who led the Algerian revolution; and the Moroccan king who survived an assassination attack on his plane by seizing its controls.

Here are the Lions of Oman, Kuwait and Qatar; the luminary Egyptian novelists – one who became a member of the Free Officers and another who captured the spirit of the cafés and alleyways of Cairo, but was almost killed for it; and the poets – the Syrian who wrote both of love in the Damascene streets and of Arab tyranny and defeat; the Palestinian, once in love with a Jewish girl, who wrote Arafat’s speeches; the Israeli who read his poems at the signing of the Oslo peace; and the ayatollah who penned love ghazals yet whose Islamist revolution continues to define the Middle East.

It all matters because ‘History is eagerly sought after,’ as the greatest Arab historian Ibn Khaldun wrote in his fourteenth-century Muqaddimah. ‘Men in the street, ordinary people, aspire to know it. Kings and leaders vie for it.’ This has never been more true than now. History in this region seems more alive than anywhere else, the past less dead; many die and others kill for it – passions that those who rule our Western democracies find hard to grasp. Everyone here knows their competing histories spiced with fables, grievances and conspiracies, touched by gods and prophets, patrolled by heroes, haunted by villains, locked in cosmic wars between good and evil. Yet in the mainly secular cultures of Euro-America, history has assumed a propulsive moral authority, which has taken the place of religion. In the religious societies of the Middle East, that history is fused with theology and ideology to form an unbreakable rampart of absolutist faith that makes pragmatic resolutions extremely difficult. It is hard to negotiate maps and timetables with people who await the Mahdi or Messiah and the eschaton he will herald.

In every event in the Middle East, there are at least two versions – sometimes more – of what happened; sometimes they coalesce into an accepted narrative that becomes an enforced orthodoxy. In the West, too, a conspiratorial way of thinking now runs amok to foster an occultish version of history, sometimes in the guise of an extension of morality, a phantasmagorical reality or a revolutionary delirium, often functioning as a form of societal therapy – perhaps to compensate for the bloodless comfort of Western life or for the blood-spattered guilt of the Western past … It is fuelled by the moral vortex of social media, its algorithms and hysterias now themselves a factor in world affairs that is sporadically as powerful as a drone swarm – and oft-times as demented as a medieval witch hunt.

Yet the actual course of events and the realities of the region are facts, and the duty of the historian remains the pursuit of those facts and their weighing up and presentation in a way that is as balanced and detached as is possible in this imperfect genre. But the fables and myths are important parts of the history too.

Of course, a history of the modern Middle East is more than a cast of titans and a collection of stories: ‘The inner meaning of history’, writes Ibn Khaldun, ‘involves speculation and an attempt to get at the truth, subtle explanation of causes and origins, deep knowledge of the how and why.’

A few themes run through this history. For all the dazzling technologies of this time, the stolid, gritty and gnarly realities of geography are still as unavoidable and focal as they were in the ages of triremes, trebuchets and scimitars. It is impossible to understand anything in this strategic region without appreciating its pivotal location, nor without knowing how small is the waist of the State of Israel (nine miles), how rugged are the Marran Mountains of northwestern Yemen (stronghold of the Houthis), how wide are the Straits of Hormuz (thirty-four miles), how narrow the Bab-el-Mandeb (sixteen miles) and Bosporus (750 metres), nor without analysing the petrology of Mount Kūh-e Dāgh Ghūˈī (Fordow) near Qom in Iran, nor the geology of the 100 billion recoverable barrels of the Ghawar oil-lake beneath Saudi Arabia, nor the 1,800 trillion cubic feet of gas under Iran and Qatar’s South Pars/North Dome. All this matters because, in peaceful decades, we forget where the delicacies and goods in our magical global capitalism actually originate and how they reach us. The enduring cruciality of oil and trade makes these thoroughfares and strangle-grips essential for every planetary power in a hurtling World Game. And then there are the rivers that give life as they always did in ancient times – the Nile, Tigris, Jordan: the blessing of water (desalinated or fresh) and the curse of its absence are as existential today as they were millennia ago. Geography is the providence that shapes the Middle East.

Divinity and doxology are as crucial as rocks and rivers. It is impossible to write about the Middle East without at least some interest in the nature of holiness, the human craving for a link to divinity through cults that share and enforce consolingly ritualistic lives and places where God is perceived to be closer to man. To believers, it is God who dictated the Bible or Quran, who sent his prophets, Moses, Jesus and Mohammed, who endowed Jerusalem and Mecca with holiness, who assigned the lands that the peoples claim. That is the sacred version of human affairs but certainly not the only one. As seen by the secular historian, religiosity is dominant, contagious and competitive: prophets, stories, temples, scriptures and shrines are stolen, borrowed, commandeered, renamed, retold and retooled both in history but also in real time. Religion acts like a narcotic that leads its sleepwalking adepts along a brutally, blindingly certain path to redemption along which obstacles, human and material, must submit, be cast aside or simply eliminated. Today’s political–military fundamentalisms, Islamic, Christian and Jewish, emulate and ricochet off each other with deadly effect.

Riven with conflicts, this history is nonetheless filled with unlikely alliances, odd enmities and strange bedfellows. Algeria’s FLN government, having fought so ruthlessly to drive out the French, allied with France to fight fundamentalist tribesmen. The Syrian Civil War saw Russians, Iranians, Lebanese Shiites and Syrian Alawites fighting Kurds, Sunni Islamists, including al-Qaeda and ISIS (who fought each other), Americans and Turks. Iranian Islamists allied with both secular Assads against Iraq – and (informally) with America against ISIS. The Abraham Accords placed Arab monarchies in alliance with Jews against Islamists; in 2026, Iranian missiles bombarded the Emirates that was defended by Israeli soldiers manning their Iron Dome system.

Many alliances have been formed ‘out of hatred for Ali, not love for Muawiya’ – an Arab saying that refers to the conflict between the rival caliphs, Ali ibn Abi Talib, son-in-law of the Prophet and first Shiite imam, and Muawiya ibn Abi Sufyan, brother-in-law of the Prophet and the founder of the Umayyad empire. As the precursors of Shia and Sunni, both caliphs are still protagonists in Muslim schisms that recur throughout this book – yet one of the book’s themes is how surprisingly porous the sects are and how often they work together.

One of the depressing threads is the grinding reduction of this gleaming mosaic to a bleaker binary of nationalisms. While I recount the rival nationalisms, many of them invented for new countries – Iraqis, Israelis, Palestinians, Jordanians, Turks – real people have multiple identities that defy glib categorisation. This book is populated not just by, say, Egyptians, Moroccans and Kuwaitis but by Turco-Circassians, Syrian Turkmen, Jordanian Chechens, Iraqi Kurds, Greek Orthodox Arabs, Armenian Jerusalemites, Palestinian citizens of Israel, not to speak of the complexity of African and Arab identities in Sudan. Yet the Middle East is the only region on earth today that is becoming less and less diverse and tolerant, not more so. Nasser’s expulsions, in fits and starts, of Jews, British, French, Turco-Circassians, Greeks, Armenians – Mutamassirun or Egyptianised people – impoverished Egypt and ended two millennia of cosmopolitanism. In Ottoman lands, the Armenians were erased; in the creation of Türkiye and Israel, hundreds of thousands of Greeks and Palestinians were driven out. But one of the greatest tragedies has been the decades-long purge of Christians: thanks to Arab nationalism and Islamist terror, Middle Eastern Christians have declined from 20 per cent in 1900 to 4 per cent today. In 1900, Christians were 14 per cent of Iraq’s population; now they are 0.4 per cent; in 1990, a million Christians, today 150,000.

The Cauldron examines not just the Middle East’s own societies and conflicts but also the messy interventions of outsiders. Western incursions, contrary to the strictures of modern ideologies, did not start with French and British imperialists, Napoleon in 1799 or Allenby in 1917, nor even with the Crusaders of 1099 but much earlier with Alexander’s Macedonians in 332 bc, if not the Sea Peoples around 1200 bc. Because of the region’s pivotal middleness, invasions came from every point of the compass – including from the most successful conquerors of all, the Arabs themselves – from the south. It is perhaps human nature to reduce the recent past to homilies of goodies and baddies but that is not the main task of history.

The Cauldron opens on the imperial era, the end of the Ottoman Empire and the thirty-year rule by French, British, Italians and briefly Greeks, which was followed by the US and Soviet interventions of the Cold War. The second two-thirds of the book chronicle the new states and eighty years of independence. Their rulers vary from the sophisticated royal entrepreneurs of the Gulf, who created amazing world cities, to the Neronian tyrants of Iraq, Syria, Iran: ‘Ten beggars can sleep on one rug,’ wrote the Persian poet Saadi Shirazi, ‘but two kings can’t share a country.’ The follies of foreign meddlers and homegrown malefactors are, I hope, equitably chronicled.

Empire is a universal form of governance, far from exclusive to Europeans. The most enduring empire since the Romans was the Islamic realm of the Ottomans, who ruled with various levels of splendour, ineptitude, brutality and tolerance, and whose empire ended in racist genocide and total defeat. Even ‘anti-imperalists’ are capable of neo-imperialism – as we see in Nasser’s war in Yemen and rule of Syria. Persia has produced an array of different empires and its newest manifestation, the radical anti-Western Islamic Republic, established for twenty years a neo-imperial domain from Gulf to Mediterranean. Indeed, in our epoch of new players, new arenas, one could argue that some of today’s powers – most obviously Türkiye and Iran – are neo-imperialistic, even nostalgic for earlier empires. Yet the three mega powers – America and Russia now joined by China – are still very much present. (Incidentally, one of the themes of this book is that, while the superpowers claimed vast influence during the Cold War, the regional states, directed by players like the Shah, Nasser and Saddam, were considerably more independent than advertised. Similarly, today we will see how so-called ‘proxies’ sometimes follow their own programmes – with disastrous results for the patrons.)

Foreign influence is not just about invading armies but also invading ideas, even if few of the prejudices and presumptions of Western ideology – from colonialism to decolonialism – survive contact with the complex reality of the region. The traffic has always been a two-way street. There were long periods when Middle Eastern influence on Europe was pervasive, from the height of the Abbasid caliphate to the rule of half-Europe by the Ottomans: it is easy to forget that, for four centuries, one of the Great European Powers was Islamic.

Nationalism and the nation-state were imposed from both outside and within. First the Greeks in the 1820s, followed by the Slavs and Armenians, then Turks, Arabs, Iranians and Jews, were infected by this European notion that the best shape of governance was a nation-state, with an accompanying identity built around common language and religion, laced with legendary histories of national glory. But it is hard not to conclude that there has often been a mismatch between the reality of the multi-ethnic, multi-sectarian patchwork of the Middle East and the aspiration for nation-states like those that developed in Europe. The nation-states of Syria, Iraq, Sudan, Libya, Yemen, Lebanon assumed ancient names, but the actual states had not existed before, and their borders cut across sects, tribes and peoples often governed by rulers who treated them as second-class citizens. Some states were designed by Western imperialists; some like Algeria were forged in decolonialising struggles; others like Türkiye and Israel were born in brutal ethnic war and anti-imperial rebellion. It is an enduring irony that nationalism is still promoted for the Middle East by the Western laws, media and academia who have long since rejected it in their own countries.

Similarly, Western piety about the sacred borders of these states – which reflect either the map-based preoccupations of European grandees or armistice lines sanctified by international lawyers in supranational organisations – is one of the absurdities of this paradox. Some of these states are failing; some are recovering, others dividing into new, perhaps more governable territories. In many cases, militias have consumed zombie states from within, and it is unclear if it is possible to excise them without destroying the body itself. The pantomime of pretending that some of these entities are functioning states leads to a specialised art of international cosplay.

The creation of this state architecture was the work not just of Western statesmen and international lawyers but also of Middle Eastern rulers and ideologues who embraced liberalism, socialism, fascism, Nazism and communism to forge its many ideologies, Pan-Arabism, Baathism, Phalangism, Zionism, neo-Marxist ‘Resistance’. One of the most important ‘isms’, Islamism, which believes Islam should govern political and personal life, preferably in an Islamic state, has also absorbed Western ideologies. Islamism promotes itself as a restoration of ancient purities, but it is very much a modern ideology – like religious Zionism or Evangelical Christianity. It is notable that the fusion of militant nationalism and fundamentalist religion is catastrophic to state and people, whether in the Jewish republic or in the House of Islam.

It is impossible to write a history like this without acknowledging the internal debate about the perceived societal failures of the Middle East. A succession of Arab intellectuals – George Antonius, Constantin Zureiq, Musa Alami, Samir Kassir, Sadiq al-Azm, Edward Said and Fouad Ajami – have discussed the reasons for what they called the ‘Arab predicament’: ‘It is not pleasant being Arab these days,’ wrote the Sorbonne-educated Lebanese social democrat Kassir in a famous article. His assassination by Syrian agents in 2005 tragically confirmed his diagnosis. The great Syrian poet Nizar Qabbani raged equally at Arab dictators, America and Israel, lamenting: ‘When will they announce the death of the Arabs?’ Some leftist historians blame what they term the ‘Arab malaise’ on the combination of Western colonialism, capitalism and Zionism with Arab autocracy, economic impoverishment and Islamism – manifested above all in the inability of the Arab states to defeat Israel. Some see Israeli bellicosity and neo-imperialism as the poison that continues to destroy the region; others judge their societies by their inability to destroy Israel and redeem the Palestinians, no matter the unending cost of this cult of war. But many others reject war and victimhood to embrace a creative view of building societies and living at peace with what is now a fully-established Judaic republic – even if they wish it had been created in another way. Similar debates rage within Iranian and Turkish societies, their liberalism and openness now overshadowed by autocracy and Islamism, while Syrians and Lebanese discuss how to save and rebuild their countries – not to speak of the toxic schisms in Israel between secular liberals and religious-nationalists that may yet shipwreck that state. Some of these discussions are overdue, but others depended on the perception that the West was stable, prosperous and rational unlike the irrational ungovernable Middle East. Now that the West itself often seems erratic, clownish and befuddled, perhaps the debate is no longer relevant, or helpful.

I do not apologise for analysing Western attitudes towards the region in this book – from Protestant evangelicals and Edwardian imperialists to Soviet Zionologists and decolonisation activists – because those attitudes have so often radically altered its trajectory – from Clemenceau and Lloyd George to America’s Third Gulf War in 2026. Indeed, there has been rarely a moment in the last century when it has not been brazenly clear that, just as the Middle East is fixated with the West, so the West is weirdly obsessed with the Middle East. But very selectively.

The Gulf and its oil are a matter of necessity: the only wars that America entered purely to protect allies were the Gulf Wars in favour of oil-supplying Kuwait and Saudi Arabia and against Iran or Iraq, also oil-producers. Oil is an interest for which nations – even those twenty-first century Western comfort democracies where virtually all wars are increasingly regarded as morally unacceptable if not illegal – still justify distant interventions.

The Holy Land is an altogether weirder and more intense obsession. Now funnelled through the Israel–Palestine conflict, it is the fruit of the concatenation of Euro-Judeo-Christian history and religion over millennia: it is ironic that deep in the moralising, ‘progressive’ Euro-American soul there is a surprising but compulsive seam of righteous entitlement and proprietorial virtue that is the heir of Byzantine saints, Crusader knights, Victorian missionaries, Mandatory imperialists … These attitudes are just the latest instance of Western ‘Orientalism’, the Victorian view of the Middle East that was thrilled by its exoticism, fascinated and tantalised by its inferiority, and convinced of the right to rule or civilise. The Palestinian-American academic Edward Said argued this was the moving spirit of the imperial conquest, but his dismantling of ‘Orientalism’ was so powerful that it shattered the humanistic universalism that he aspired to – and instead launched a fragmented ‘identity’ cult of victimhood which he despised. In some cases, the admiration was so strong that it inverted Said’s idea altogether: today’s Western view sometimes falls prey to a neo-Orientalism, the patronising inversion of the Victorian perspective that, perversely, respects religious extremism and anti-Western ‘resistance’ as an authentically noble reaction to the West’s history of colonial crimes. Islamists also sometimes embrace a reverse Orientalism in which the ferocity of their pure superiority will demolish spineless Western decadence. Yet, even during his lifetime, Said criticised Islamism’s rigidity, incompetence and lack of care for its people; the events of our time would have caused him to despair.

It is notable that, apart from the Gulf and Levant, the West is shamelessly uninterested in other theatres of the Middle East, however colossal and tragic are their agonies and massacres – provided they do not involve Westerners. But this book recounts the human tragedies of Algeria, Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Algeria, Gaza, Sudan and Iran and those of Assyrians, Armenians, Jews, Greeks, Maronites, Kurds, Yazidis, Palestinians, Israelis and others. Readers will be vividly acquainted with some of these events and not others. For the historian, everyone counts.

The sense that the modern Middle East is more ungovernably violent than other regions – for the most part – is a historical illusion. Even today, in times of war, it can always get worse.

This remains a region in which military prowess is still not just essential to the roiling, fierce and voracious contest of power – between Arabs themselves, Arabs and Iranians, Sunnis and Shiites, Jews and Arabs, Jews and Iranians, the mega and middling powers – but also revered and mythologised. While European democracies increasingly see warfare itself as intolerable, war remains, sadly, an existential necessity for some, a militant-religious duty for others, as well as a showpiece of power and a school of technical ingenuity. In ad 838, the Abbasid poet Abu Tammam ibn Aws celebrated Caliph al-Mustasim’s victory over the Christian Roman Empire in an ‘Ode on the Conquest of Amorium’ by reflecting that:

The sword tells more truths than the book;

Those gleaming blades, not dusty tomes, are the texts that guide us.

This unfortunately remains true today, as does that neat aphorism attributed to Saadi:

Do not draw your weapons for war

Unless your path to peace is sure.

I hope to depict both the beauties and the perils of this astonishing, diverse and kinetic region – its potential for disaster and mayhem unparalleled, but its creativity and centrality also holding out hope of new alignments and auspicious conjunctions. Its history is filled with dramatic reversals that mock every preconception. The Middle East’s capacity to amaze is relentless and boundless. ‘History,’ wrote the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish, ‘makes fun of its victims and its heroes; it glances at them – and walks on by.’ Kingdoms, empires and cities, heroes, monsters and fools fight and reconcile, gamble and deal, rise and fall. The prizes are power, salvation and safety. Survival is everything; no one wins for long; the caravan moves on; the spark wheel spins and spins.



Prologue: Dawn in Riyadh

At dawn on 13 January 1902, the young prince and his band of warriors, many of them relatives, dismounted from their camels in the palm groves outside Riyadh in central Arabia. He then selected forty of the bravest to accompany him on his mission to restore his fallen family.

He led his strike force stealthily through the groves until he reached the walls of the small town. At dusk, armed to the teeth with swords, spears and British Martini–Henry rifles, he and thirty-three others used a palm tree to scale the wall before clambering down into the silent town. They made their way through the streets. The old palace where the prince and his family had once lived was overshadowed by the new four-towered Masmak Fortress, which loomed over the single-storey baked-mud houses. He forced his way into a house and there they waited for morning; meanwhile he sent one warrior back to summon the rest of the posse. Riyadh – its population just 10,000 – lay in a remote liminal region of Najd that stood on the edge of the great empires. It had been conquered but rarely ruled by outsiders.

The little raid had started from Kuwait at the head of the Persian Gulf on 14 November 1901, but as the prince – Abdulaziz bin Abdul Rahman Al Saud, sometimes known as Ibn Saud – galloped through the Arabian desert, it made waves across the dunes, immediately involving the two empires that influenced this part of the Middle East. Riyadh was ruled by Ibn Rashid, emir of Ha’il, whose family had seized it from Abdulaziz’s father in 1891. The Rashidis were backed by the most important man in the Middle East: the sultan-caliph of the Ottoman empire, Abdulhamid II. Ibn Rashid appealed first to the Ottoman vali (governor) in Baghdad, then to the sultan-caliph in Constantinople, to restrain the young raider.

The Ottoman sultanate dominated the Middle East and directly ruled western Arabia as well as Mesopotamia – modern Iraq – to the north. But there was another empire present in Arabia: Britain not only ruled Egypt to the west but also controlled the emirates of the Gulf and of Oman and Aden (today’s Yemen) in the south. The British Political Agent, representative of the viceroy of British India, resident in Bushehr, Persia, also heard of this escapade. The Ottomans warned Abdulaziz against his expedition, threatening to cut payments and food supplies to the tribes, causing some of his warriors to abandon him. Abdulaziz’s own father, the Imam Abdul Rahman Al Saud, asked him not to attack Riyadh – it was too risky. But here he was – a striking figure, twenty-five years old, athletic, broad-shouldered and six foot two – indeed much later, American newspapers liked to call him ‘the Giant of Arabia’.

He and his men were waiting in the house of the Rashidi governor’s senior wife. She and the other wives were there but the governor, Ajlan, was not. At dawn the muezzin called the fajr prayer from the mosque next to the palace, and the prince and his men prayed. He positioned a few sharpshooters on the roof of the house and they watched the fortress as the sun rose.

Suddenly the fortress gates swung open, and the governor strode out. Giving his battle cry, ‘I’m the brother of Noura!’ – his beloved sister, her name meaning ‘Light’ in Arabic – the prince charged into the square of Riyadh as his rooftop snipers opened fire. Ajlan and his men drew their swords. Abdulaziz threw himself at Ajlan. For a moment they fought amid a blur of flashing swords, flying spears and rifle shots.

Moments later, Ajlan was dead. Riyadh now belonged to Abdulaziz, who believed in his own providence. ‘Power belongs to God,’ he declared, ‘and then to Abdulaziz Al Saud.’ He believed in the destiny of the House of Al Saud because this was not the first Saudi state. There had already been two. The first had been founded two centuries earlier, in 1744, by the partnership between his ancestor Muhammed Al Saud, emir of Diriyah (close to Riyadh), and the puritanical Islamic preacher Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhaāb. Together they denounced the corruption of modern Islam, launched a revivalist movement – Believers in the Oneness of God (later known as Wahhabis) – and unleashed a jihad – holy war – that over the next half century conquered much of Arabia. The Saudi emirs adopted the sacred title of imam. Later the Saudis invaded Ottoman Mesopotamia, killing thousands of Shiites, whom they regarded as heretics, and captured Mecca and Medina, smashing shrines and banning Ottoman pilgrims. The Ottoman sultan had sent his powerful ally, the Egyptian ruler, Muhammad Ali the Great, to destroy the Saudis. The Egyptians burned Diriyah – its ruins proudly preserved and shown to visitors today – and hoped to occupy Arabia, despatching the captured Saudi imam to be beheaded in Constantinople. But when the Egyptians were distracted, the Saudis rebuilt their emirate a second time – until the prince’s father lost it all.

Now, hoping that this was the beginning of a reversal of these humiliations, Abdulaziz moved into the palace of his grandfather – and the modern history of the Middle East began.

At first glance, a once important family, the Saudis, had taken a minor town from their more successful rivals – just another tribal feud between Arabian dynasties that had been going on for centuries. The storming of Riyadh seemed no more significant than the fluttering of a butterfly’s wings. Yet those wings are still fluttering. Abdulaziz was one of the outstanding Arab statesmen of the twentieth century. His father recognised his genius, presenting him with the sword of the founder of the movement, Muhammad al-Wahhaāb, and asked the British to back him, in vain. But Abdulaziz devoted the next thirty years to re-conquering the Arabian realm that he would call the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, though it would take the rise of the motor car and the discovery of oil to make the Kingdom into a world power. In a region often shaped by foreign, or at least non-Arab, empires, the Kingdom – as Saudi Arabia is known – would be one of the few states created organically by the Arabs themselves.

In 1900, there were only two other independent realms in the Middle East that one could even vaguely describe as nation states – Persia and Morocco. The other independent entities were small Arabian sheikhdoms, like that of Abdulaziz in Riyadh. The Levant, along with Mesopotamia, Tripolitania (today’s Libya) and the three Holy Cities – Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem – were ruled by the Ottomans, the rest of the Middle East by the British and French, who also dominated Africa. Sudan was a joint Egyptian–British colony. Many of today’s states – Türkiye, Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Israel, Libya, Lebanon – did not yet exist and many had not even been conceived.

Even Abdulaziz would have been amazed at the success of his dynasty and his realm. He would reign during the fall and rise and fall of empires – Ottoman, French, British – that dominated his region, and through two world wars, into the nuclear-powered years of US–Soviet rivalry, through holy wars, civil wars and the creation and disintegration of new states, secular and Islamist, royal and nationalist, Muslim and Jewish. And as late as 2025, a son of his would still be ruling the Kingdom in the age of the iPhone, drones and X, when a US president, Donald Trump, would fly into this same Riyadh, now a gleaming-towered modern metropolis, and call Saudi Arabia ‘the centre of the world’. This book is the story of how that happened.
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empires: sultans, pashas & proconsuls

1900–1945



PART I

the middle east of abdulaziz

1900–1911

The desert knows me well, the night, the mounted men

The battle and the sword, the paper and the pen!

Al-Mutanabbi (c. 915–965), Syrian poet, ‘The Lion’



The Last Great Sultan and his Empire

the caliph of constantinople

The most powerful and feared man in the Middle East as the twentieth century began and Abdulaziz stormed Riyadh was a part-time carpenter and operatic lyricist, theatrical impresario and Sherlock Holmes fan, piano tinkler, champagne quaffer and nervous eccentric. Yet it was unwise to underestimate Sultan-Caliph Abdulhamid II.

Now nearly sixty, slight, his hair and moustache hennaed, Abdulhamid was sometimes regarded as timid and paranoid, at other times as bloodthirsty and merciless. In reality, he was all of this and more – shrewd, well-travelled (to Paris, London and Vienna), ruthless and wearily pragmatic, he was fiercely vigilant and had every reason to be. He was a romantic, with twenty-three consorts and concubines, among them Circassians, Georgians, Abkhazians; he wrote amorous and religious poetry in literary Persian and translated Verdi operas into Turkish; he adored his daughters. But he was a realist too, and tougher than he looked: as a young man, he had been a champion wrestler. Swept to power in 1876 amid war, death, madness and conspiracy, with his uncle murdered or committing suicide down the corridor in the palace where they both lived, his brother suffering mental collapse and the Russians at the gates, he had inherited a freefalling state facing defeat and destruction yet managed to stabilise it for an impressive thirty years, albeit at a cost in blood. He had devised a plan to save the empire: he was a moderniser in terms of technology and governance, an innovator in statecraft and ideology and a pure autocrat by nature, a mix that was the result of his astonishing inheritance.

Abdulhamid was an Islamic sovereign: he was an Ottoman and a Turk, not an Arab: he and his elite spoke Turkish, the language of his huge empire, not Arabic, and even though his empire was far past its apogee, he aspired to be the ruler of all his peoples. The Ottoman dynasty, starting as Turkic warlords who, after converting to Islam, galloped into Anatolia from central Asia, had around 1300 founded an Islamic warrior state based on holy war and family conquest. Its sultans were at first allies of the East Roman rulers of the Christian empire based in Constantinople. But these dynamic conquerors crossed into Europe and hacked out a Balkan realm before finally, in 1453, storming Constantinople, the city that henceforth became their capital. It was a world city, the very expression of imperial grandeur and cultural cosmopolitanism, history and sanctity, Roman and Turkish, Muslim and Christian. Their successions were blood-spattered competitions in which the fiercest Ottoman won the throne and massacred his brothers and rivals. Embracing the new military technologies of musketry and gunpowder, while harnessing the power of traditional cavalry, they seemed unstoppable.

In the early sixteenth century, Sultan Selim the Grim was challenged by the rise of a messianic Shiite shah in Persia, but in 1517, after defeating the Persians, he turned south and, routing the Mamluks, who ruled the central section of the Middle East, conquered Syria, the Holy Land, Egypt and Hejaz. His son, Suleiman the Magnificent, added north Africa, Yemen and almost Vienna. Finding themselves with an empire that extended from Budapest and Algiers to Baghdad and Crimea, the Ottoman rulers saw themselves as world monarchs – sultans, caesars, khans and padishahs (emperors). With the holy cities of Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem in their realm, they became custodians of the Holy Mosques and added the title of the Prophet Muhammad’s heirs – caliph.

Their armies and harems were made up of generations of Christian children – Serbs, Albanians, Russians, Ukrainians – extorted, enslaved, stolen and converted to Islam, so that, even if the sultans were Slavic by descent, their ruling Turkish culture was exclusively Islamic. They ruled over many non-Muslims and non-Turks, though they handled them in a particular way. Muslims were always at the top of the hierarchy; Christians and Jews were tolerated, and indeed protected, providing they recognised the supremacy of sultan and Islam, existing as dhimmah communities or millets, facing restrictions large and small (such as having to step off the pavement if a Muslim approached, and being forbidden to ride horses or wear certain clothes). Nonetheless, the protection was conditional and inconsistent: Ottoman history is filled with massacres of Arabs, Armenians, Greeks and Jews – particularly as the Ottoman grip loosened.

In the eighteenth century the Ottoman empire declined as a new power, Russia, which aspired to conquer Constantinople, started to expand – just as the sultans lost their proudest possessions, Mecca and Medina, to the marauding Saudis. In 1798, Europe arrived in the Middle East when Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Egypt and Syria, reflecting a new Western interest, sparked by the mix of imperial politics, Christian culture, and the curiosity of the Enlightenment. Bonaparte’s defeat and departure enabled an Albanian-Turkish commander, Muhammad Ali, to seize power in Egypt and become Ottoman viceroy. A visionary conqueror and reformer, he created a modern army, an industrialised economy and fostered an intellectual rebirth.

In 1811, Abdulhamid’s grandfather, Sultan Mahmud II, had had to turn to this upstart potentate to seize back the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina; Muhammad Ali, as we saw, crushed the Saudi state. In 1820 he invaded and conquered Sudan. Then, in 1821, the Ottoman again asked his help to crush a rebellion by the Christian Greeks.

Muhammad Ali’s modern army and navy brutally put down the Greek rebels, until the great powers intervened, sinking the Egyptian navy and backing Greek independence. Greek success sparked a surge of nationalism among the Orthodox Slavs of the Balkans. Then, in 1831, infuriated by the sultan’s ingratitude, Muhammad Ali of Egypt captured the Holy Land, Syria and much of Anatolia, hoping to bring down the Ottoman empire: he would have succeeded had Britain and France not stopped him.

Inheriting the throne in 1839 after these unprecedented humiliations, Abdulhamid’s father, Abdulmecid I, was forced to recognise Muhammad Ali’s autonomous hereditary rule in Egypt – and reform the empire.

Abdulmecid I regained direct rule of his Arab provinces, but the European powers, Russia, Britain and France, demanded the right to protect their favoured minorities. In 1830, France became the first European empire to annex an Ottoman province and an Arab country when its king, Charles X, desperate for glory to justify his absolute rule, invaded and annexed Algiers. It did not save Charles, and it sparked an insurgency by an Algerian emir, Abd al-Kadir, who created his own state until his surrender in 1844. After the French had repressed its civilians in a series of military campaigns that cost hundreds of thousands of lives, they colonised Algeria, which was settled by French colons and became an indispensable part of the French state – and soul – until 1963. The annexation of Algeria and the loss of Greece confirmed that the Ottomans had to reform if they were to survive – particularly after a Russian bid to seize Constantinople and control Jerusalem in 1853 led to a European conflict. Britain and France declared war against Russia and invaded Crimea to curtail the tsar’s Near Eastern power.

The Crimean War saved the sultan, who embraced the chance to please his Western allies but also to reinvigorate the empire. In the two edicts of Tanzimat (Reorganization), Abdulmecid modernised the empire by granting equality to all minorities and formalised the recognition of an Ottoman national identity that embraced Christians and Jews as well as Muslims. A Land Code of 1858 allowed all Ottoman subjects, including minorities, to buy land, often at cheap rates. Armenian, Jewish and Orthodox Arabs thrived in Constantinople, Aleppo and Baghdad, but the reforms also unsettled the empire, infuriating Muslims who had lost their supremacy. It sparked ethnic tensions in Syria-Lebanon, where princes of the Druze sect, war-like Arab monotheists, lost power they had held for centuries. Christians fought the Druze in a vicious war that culminated in 1860 in the massacre of 6,000 Christians in Damascus – events that drew the European powers further into Ottoman affairs.

The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, half-owned by the Muhammad Ali dynasty and half by the French, further opened the region to European influence: in 1875 the British prime minister Benjamin Disraeli managed to buy the Canal, securing a shortcut to Britain’s Indian empire.

Abdulmecid I’s heir, his half-brother Abdulaziz, who was the first Ottoman padishah to visit Paris, borrowed heavily to build a modern navy and railways which bankrupted the empire just as ethnic strife exploded. Orthodox nationalists rebelled in Bosnia and Bulgaria, slaughtering Muslims; Ottoman troops and bashi-bazouk paramilitaries slaughtered Christians. On 30 May 1876 Sultan Abdulaziz’s ministers, led by the ‘Young Ottoman’ reformer Ahmed Midhat Pasha, deposed him. Six days later, he either committed suicide or was murdered; his nephew and successor, Murad V, suffered a nervous breakdown after just ninety-six days as sultan; and on 31 August, his brother Abdulhamid, aged thirty-three, was enthroned, signing a democratic parliamentary constitution that Midhat – now grand vizier (chief minister) – hoped would create an empire where ‘there would be neither Muslim nor non-Muslim, just Ottomans’. At the first Ottoman general election, in which all men over thirty and fluent in Turkish could vote, sixty-nine Turkish Muslims and forty-six Greek, Arab, Armenian and Jewish delegates were elected to the Meclis-i Mebusân – the first Ottoman or indeed Middle Eastern parliament. But catastrophe stalked the empire in Europe: in June 1876, Abdulhamid struggled to crush Bulgarian and Bosnian rebels, backed by new Slavic states Serbia and Montenegro, soon supported by their patron Russia.

In April 1877, Russia, keen to reverse the humiliations of the Crimean War, attacked the Ottomans through Romania and Bulgaria, then advanced on the great prize, Constantinople. The fall of the sultanate and the advent of a new Russian empire looked imminent until, in February 1878, Disraeli despatched the Royal Navy, forcing the Russians to halt, just seven miles from the centre of Constantinople. At a congress in Berlin, Britain and Germany foiled Russian plans, while recognising the independence of Serbia and Romania and a semi-independent Bulgaria and granting Cyprus to Britain, its first outpost in the Levant. Bankrupt Egypt, already under British influence, would soon follow. France and Italy demanded compensation for Britain’s prize of Cyprus. France was offered Tunis, where the semi-independent bey (prince) was forced to accept French rule. Italy was promised the three Ottoman vilayets of Cyrenaica, Fezzan and Tripolitania, today’s Libya.

Despite these losses, the crisis enabled the sultan to regain absolute power. In February 1877 Abdulhamid dismissed Midhat Pasha, and a year later he suspended the constitution. He regarded both ‘Ottomanism’ and Tanzimat as failures, and promoted the vision that he hoped would save the empire, resetting his monarchy as a modernising Islamic caliphate united by proto-Muslim nationalism. He saw it as his imperial mission to direct and civilise his non-Turkish subjects, whom he compared to the ‘savage tribes in America’.

Uneasy in the palaces where his uncle had died mysteriously, Abdulhamid built the Yıldız Palace, designed for his security and singularity. He created a secret police, the Yıldız Intelligence Agency (the Arabs just called it el Khafiya – The Hidden), whose agents infested every city across the Middle East and whose reports or jurnals – 3,000 a month – he read punctiliously, supposedly even having agents in London who bought access to Queen Victoria’s telegrams. He had Midhat strangled in a remote Arabian prison. The fear with which he ruled in 1900 was based on his policy of killing opponents and promoting caliphal power by turning one minority murderously against another.

Abdulhamid had lost a third of his territory and most of his Christian subjects, but he still ruled 18 million, of whom 4.6 million were Christian while 13 million were Muslims. For them his title as caliph and his guardianship of the Holy Cities, Mecca and Medina, and the hajj pilgrimage, won him loyalty and prestige. In a newly invented tradition, the caliph attended Friday prayers in Constantinople in a procession of liveried guards and arrayed soldiers. But his Muslim empire included large populations of non-Turks. The most turbulent were the 2 million restive, martial Kurds, mainly Sunni Muslims of Iranic ethnicity and language, who lived under tribal sheikhs across
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